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BMPF 7005: Undertaking Research in the Workplace
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.
In this essay I will explore definitions of ontology, epistemology and axiology with a clarification of my position. I will provide an analysis of positivist, social constructivist and pragmatic paradigms with an explanation as to how they are applicable or less appropriate for my research. I will investigate options for research design and a selection of methodologies and methods, again with clear links to suitability. Finally, I will consider key issues of ethics and insider research and conclude with a summary of method choices relevant to my circumstances.
My area of interest is in mimicry and, to be more specific, in the direct recreation of the performance of well-known artists both in sound and appearance. Having engaged in this practice for 22 years I am fascinated by all aspects of the process and as such I am keen to gain a deeper understanding of the views and behaviour of others who participate in this line of work. This places me firmly as an insider researcher (Unluer, 2012), immersed in the community from which I will invite the participation of colleagues for investigation into their working practice. The majority of my peers will only be accessible to me via online communication, rendering direct observation of their live performances an impossibility. These factors are likely to lead me towards a more qualitative approach and a limited, convenient research design. At a later date I also wish to evaluate the ethical opinions on this profession from those outside the industry which will enable me to take a more objective position, potentially allowing for the inclusion of more quantitative methods such as surveys (Aliyu and Singhry, 2015).
ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY 
Ontology is widely defined as the study of being and “raises basic questions about the nature of reality and the nature of the human being in the world” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p.183). Epistemology is concerned with the nature of knowledge and how one goes about acquiring it, which is “inevitably influenced by your ontological stance” (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, p.23). Crotty describes this as “a way of understanding and explaining how I know what I know” (1998, p.3).
The ontological approach that frequently leads to quantitative research is described by Seán Bracken as a belief that the world is a “rational, external entity” (2009, p.2), with social interactions which are independent of individual perception. This objective view aligns with the positivist epistemology that has dominated research in many fields, particularly medical science, and with research where a specific theory is often proven or disproven by the means of experiments and statistical analyses leading to one consensus (Eyisi, 2016). An example of this would be Dianna Kenny’s revised KMPAI (2009); a 40-item inventory which uses a Likert scale to determine the presence and severity of music performance anxiety. At the other end of the spectrum is the belief that there are multiple truths, and that reality is “intimately tied to the human mind and experience” (Moon, Blackman et al., 2019, p.296). This ontological position maintains that reality is created and given meaning by groups and individuals from their own standpoint, often lending itself to a qualitative research approach where knowledge is sought by interpreting the views and behaviour of our subjects (such as in Shelley Snow’s study on “Healing Through Sound” (2011), in which the experiences of the participants are described and explored through the process of interviews). 
In my opinion, both ontological views are valid. The world around us offers many external truths which we collectively acknowledge. For example, death of the physical body is an inevitability. Nobody has escaped death in the whole of human history, and therefore it must be a fact. But many circumstances are not so clearly defined because there is no proof of a definitive truth. Even in medical science, an internal reality which cannot be corroborated by anyone except the patient is often the first step to the discovery of a condition which can then be quantitively validated (Ozawa and Pongpirul, 2013). Therefore thoughts, feelings and experiences must often be taken into account for truth to emerge. These factors are subject to perspective and interpretation both by the person who is identifying them and by the person to whom they are being described, and as such I believe there cannot be one external reality. How we receive and process knowledge and how we choose to present and act on what we believe to be true is highly dependent on our own history and circumstances which continually reshape our understanding of the world. 
As a voice teacher I have encountered many situations of subjective ‘truth’. When students move from a group where they are the most accomplished participant to one where they are suddenly less competent than their peers, some will approach the challenge logically and enthusiastically while others will feel intimidated and lose confidence. The essential ‘truth’ is that what they are capable of has not changed, but their interpretation of ‘truth’ has. A benefit of teaching one-on-one is that I can explore both the nature and the social-situatedness of an individual and then customise my teaching ‘toolbox’ based on their specific needs, which often means adapting to their ontology. 
AXIOLOGY
Kawulich (2001) defines axiology as our “ethics and value systems” (p.1). She demonstrates how our axiology relates to our research choices, noting how a positivist eliminates their personal values from their research in order to remain objective. In contrast, a constructivist identifies their axiology as part of the process and by acknowledging the influence of their values strives to maintain objectivity by identifying areas of potential bias. Some researchers are motivated to instigate change or provide a voice for the marginalised within society (considered the transformative paradigm), and as such their axiology will be evident throughout their work. This often applies to critical empowerment research such as Feminism, Critical Race and Queer Theory, or where politics plays a heavy role within the subject matter (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006).
Within the framework of my current objectives, it is unlikely that one specific element of my axiology will serve as the major driving force within my studies. However, there are certainly areas in which the transformative paradigm could be relevant in the future which would reveal more personal elements of my axiology. For example, the question is often raised as to whether the tribute industry is exploitative (Davis, 2006), so should I wish to facilitate a study which argues for it to be re-evaluated as a legitimate art form my strong and specific views on this topic would be evident.
PARADIGMS
Kelly, Dowling and Millar (2018) list four different explanations of the word ‘paradigm’. The description that offers the most relevant understanding to me is ﻿“a community of practice reflecting a shared agreed view about how a particular research discipline should investigate with agreement on the methodological procedures that should be employed” (p.5). From the large range of paradigms available for investigation, I have chosen to focus specifically on three which I consider the most applicable to my research. 


Positivist
Positivism stems from the ontology of realism and from the objective epistemological belief that the researcher should be “capable of studying the object without influencing it or being influenced by it” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p.110). Thus, the axiology of the process is value-free, requiring a distanced and objective investigator. It is based on scientific principles, evidential and understandable, and not subject to interpretation: in most circumstances a hypothesis is tested by numerical (quantitative) methods which result in a definitive conclusion and the study can be replicated (Aguinis and Solarino, 2019). Large sample sizes are required, and the researcher frequently has no direct contact with the participants to reduce the potential for bias. However, positivist research does not always have to be quantitative, as according to Park, Konge and Artino (2020, p.690), ﻿“an experimental study examining the effects of an intervention through qualitative analysis fits within the positivist paradigm”. 
In Pham’s 2018 “review of the advantages and disadvantages of three paradigms”, she draws attention to the strengths and limitations of positivism. She notes how the consistency of positivist studies can lead to predictable future results, and how traditional methods of collecting data (such as measurement and sampling) allow for rigorous control of validity and reliability. She also discusses how results are highly generalised, which can be a positive factor when applied to a large population. However, this can also be a disadvantage in some cases where descriptive input is necessary as an enlightening contribution to the research. She explains that there could be a “risk that individuals whose understanding and interpretation related to any events, phenomena or issues can reveal a lot of truth about reality may be neglected” (p.3). This could cause crucial information to be excluded and potentially generate inaccurate conclusions.
Social Constructivist (also known as Constructionism)
In stark contrast to positivism, social constructivism is often viewed as aligning with a relativist ontology and a subjective epistemology which asserts that “universal knowledge of an external reality is not possible beyond individual reflections and interpretations. Observations are influenced by the observer and the observer is influenced by the observed” (Levers, 2013, p.3). Methods are generally qualitative, which allows for discourse and often the direct involvement of participants, acknowledging that valuable information can be gathered from interacting with others to learn from their experiences, insights and cultural influences (Skinner et al., 2020). As the means for obtaining quality information are required to be extremely thorough, smaller sample sizes are usually implemented (Rennie, 2012) and methodologies are underpinned by theories such as hermeneutics, phenomenology and critical enquiry. The word ‘Constructionism’ is sometimes used interchangeably in literature with ‘Interpretivism’ (Merriam et al, 2016).
One major criticism of this paradigm is that social constructivism gives little credence to logic and mathematics (Peterson, 2012), which are considered the baseline laws of traditional science. Without measurable evidence, can the results of a study interpreted through the lens of the researcher truly be deemed reliable? In Nightingale and Cromby (1999), contributor Burr addresses the issue that ﻿“important aspects of human experience are located outside of language”, sometimes rendering discourse an insufficient tool as a stand-alone method (p.113). Cromby and Standen interject that as the more extreme end of constructionism can allow for the negation of a sense of self entirely, by disregarding the self we also are in danger of overlooking the actual individual. The authors also discuss Carl Jung’s concern that a society in which every opinion is considered valid is potentially heading towards the annihilation of social morality. 
Pragmatism
The opposing ontological and epistemological perspectives of positivists and social constructivists have created “paradigm wars” (Gage, 1989), causing a polarity in opinion regarding the use of the quantitative versus qualitative methods often attributed respectively to these views. While discussion has been centred around the underlying philosophies of these two approaches, a paradigm has emerged which bypasses the need to commit to either a singular reality or multiple truths, called Pragmatism (Feilzer, 2010). The focus of pragmatism is more on finding the solution to the issue at hand using whichever methods prove the most suitable whether qualitative or quantitative. As such it is frequently linked to Mixed Methods Research, but Hall (2013) states that this connection poses a problem as it could suggest that pragmatism is devoid of philosophical roots. Morgan (2014) addresses this by discussing the deeper meaning of pragmatism and drawing attention to Dewey’s incorporation of both realist and relativist ontologies. He notes that “on one hand, our experiences in the world are necessarily constrained by the nature of that world; on the other hand, our understanding of the world is inherently limited to our interpretations of our experiences” (p.1048). 
Considering the context of my own research, I feel that pragmatism will serve as the most fitting paradigm to suit my own views and my field of focus. Much of my work centres around the individual experience of the performer which needs to be explored in such a way that a sole alliance to positivism is unlikely to be successful, as it does not allow for the emergence of truth through their own lens. Also, a positivist paradigm is arguably less suited to insider research and the niche nature of my area of interest would render it difficult to obtain large sample sizes. Social constructivism is a closer ally to my belief system, and is associated with far more compatible and convenient methodologies for my agenda of ‘finding out more’ as opposed to ‘proving or disproving’. It does however refute the existence of an external truth, which I personally find difficult to deny in certain instances. Pragmatism as a paradigm choice will give me the philosophical underpinning to carefully consider a wide range of methods according to the specific issue in question.
METHODOLOGY/RESEARCH DESIGN
Having established the pragmatic paradigm as a good fit for my research approach, I am led to the conclusion that although there may be a case for Mixed Method Research in my work, (described by Shannon-Baker as ﻿“a type of inquiry that is philosophically grounded where an intentional mixture of both qualitative and quantitative approaches is used in a single research study” (2016, p.321)), I am anticipating that most of my studies will guide me towards a qualitative approach. This is based on my own ontology, the nature of information which I wish to extract and the social setting of the participants that I am likely to engage. However, should my studies take an unexpected direction, the understanding of purely qualitative methods may prove restrictive and therefore a wider degree of knowledge long term will be beneficial. One concern is that by casting the net too widely at this early stage of my understanding I will conduct my early research projects with a limited overview, rather than with a deeper comprehension of a handful of relevant methodologies. With this in mind, I have chosen to selectively review three methodologies which hold a relevance for the present.
Hermeneutics and Phenomenology
Hermeneutics has proved valuable for qualitative research as it “involves reappraisal and reinterpretation in relation to its cultural contexts” (McCaffrey et al, 2012, p.214) and was originally used, particularly in theology (Stewart, 1989), as a way to interpret and understand text. Phenomenology and hermeneutics are often used interchangeably, and the line between where one ends and the other begins is blurred (Laverty, 2003). My understanding of phenomenology as a theory is that the philosophical approach is the same as hermeneutics, but with less of an emphasis on deciphering text and more on deciphering the human experience as the phenomenon within the situation. In the field of voice pedagogy, we often encounter cases where academic structures, institutional hierarchy and tradition have a direct effect on decision-making, and as such hermeneutics and phenomenology offer pathways to consciously acknowledge these powers as we seek to develop solutions. A process called the ‘hermeneutic circle’ (devised by Heidegger and further developed by Gadamer) advocates for ﻿a cycle of continual analysis of context (Kinsella, 2006). In qualitative practice this could be seen as examining the participant as an individual alongside the wider implications of the community in which they operate and how this relates to their life as a whole. For example, this may be the performer, the performer within the cast, the cast within the company, the company within the arts sector and relevant areas of the performer’s life outside of their working environment. Smith (2007) explains this as “to understand the part, you look to the whole; to understand the whole, you look to the part” (p.5). The benefits of this are that the constant review of the setting offers an ever-developing understanding, but common sense needs to be applied to establish when the necessary data has been extracted and the cycle should come to an end. 
Action Research
As a practice-based researcher, the attainment of knowledge through study is insufficient without the ability to act on that knowledge, and therefore exercising a discipline of applying theory to practice is vital. Action research is, in essence, a series of steps to effectively move from the point at which the researcher has identified a change that needs to be made right through to the completion of the goal and the reflective review of the process. Coghlan and Brannick’s action research cycle (2001) lists these components as ‘context and purpose’ (recognising the need for change within the dynamics of the setting), ‘diagnosing’ (focusing on the issues with collaborative agreement as to why the change needs to occur), ‘planning action’, ‘taking action’ and ‘evaluating action’ (Rowley 2003, p.133). This tool will be particularly useful to my practice by providing a structure within which to undertake hands-on research, as there is a danger that by getting lost in the literature I will lose sight of the means to conduct an active inquiry. Action research also draws attention to practical matters such as time management, financial investment in the study and strategies for communicating with authoritative figures who may be affected by the outcome (Kemmis, McTaggart and Nixon, 2014). These are all important real-world factors that could otherwise not be kept enough in mind when immersed in the research topic itself. 
Bricolage
Bricolage is the style of research that I find most appealing and fascinating. It permits a multi-disciplinary approach from limitless and often opposing methods (Rogers, 2015), fluidly combines theory and practice and uses qualitative and/or quantitative measures enabling a multitude of perspectives to be taken into consideration. This flexibility negates the need for a concrete research design to be confirmed before commencement (Kincheloe 2004) and allows the researcher the freedom to improvise by critically and consciously examining every point of their exploration, choosing and changing methods as directed by the revelations of emerging data. The relationship between the researcher and the research is recognised (Freathy et al, 2017), acknowledging assumptions from outside influences and the researcher themself. Bricolage may be perceived by many academics as a structure-free activity, but its eclecticism serves no other purpose than to enable the researcher to step back from the frameworks of traditional modes of inquiry and select methods considered most suitable at each specific point in time.
As a tall female freelance performer who often doesn’t ‘fit the box’, I struggled to find a suitable position to fully maximise my talents so I created one. At each turning point in my career I have adapted to changing landscapes, analysing how things ‘could be’ rather than ‘should be’ with little need for structural scaffolding. As such, I believe that the lack of restrictions offered by bricolage will eventually prove the best fit for my personality as a researcher. However, the downside of bricolage is that to choose from all available methods almost intuitively there needs to be a deep awareness and understanding of all possible methods. This will take many years of study and experience to attain without which operating as a ‘Jack of all trades’ bricoleur is inevitable, leading to unsatisfactory results. 
METHODS
Further to the evaluation of my own profile as a researcher, I have chosen to critically analyse three methods which will serve as a good starting point. I have included methods which can be used in a mixed method design, as this is the most appropriate approach for my current requirements. 
Interviews
A one-on-one interview is commonly conducted in person or by video or telephone call (Azad et al., 2021). By telephone may prove limiting, as body language often provides extra information as to the feelings of the participant and physical techniques can be employed by the interviewer to encourage more open responses. Interviews are typically structured, semi-structured or unstructured (Gill et al, 2008). Structured interviews involve a predetermined list of questions without deviation, which may be useful if there are time restrictions. The disadvantage is that without allowing for follow-up questions the answers may be limited and lacking in depth. In contrast, unstructured interviews start with a relevant question but then allow the conversation to flow naturally around the topic from that point onwards. The danger is that with so little structure, focus and original intent can be lost and vital information missed. Positioned between the two extremes is the semi-structured interview which continually brings the interviewer back to the core issues while giving them the flexibility to rephrase, digress and dig deeper. It is important that measures be considered to put the interviewee at ease, otherwise some may find such settings threatening (Leech, 2002). They should be made aware of the intended process and timescale beforehand and interviewed in a comfortable, quiet (and preferably familiar) environment. The interviewer themself will need to employ keen listening and self-awareness skills, ask non-leading questions, take notes and record the interview for later transcription (Opdenakker, 2006), remembering to thank the participant on completion. The main drawback of interviews over textual responses is finding a mutually convenient time for both parties, particularly if geographically different time zones are observed.
Focus Groups
This method of collecting information delivers a platform where participants can share anecdotes, experiences and views on the research topic and “this discussion is guided, monitored and recorded by a researcher” (Gill et al 2008 p.293). Additional interactions such as humour, arguing and other behaviours can offer further insight (Kitzinger, 1995). The researcher should guide the discussion with pre-planned broad and specific questions, but refrain from participating as this could lead to bias. A careful research design is necessary with thought given to how many participants should be invited. Morgan acknowledges the conventional notion that focus groups should consist of “6 to 10 homogeneous strangers in a formal setting” (1996, p.131), but suggests that this could sometimes prove restrictive. Compatibility must also be considered in advance, as an uncomfortable dynamic within the group is likely to cause participants to ‘clam up’. 
Fern (1982) explains that less confident participants may be brought out of their shell in a group setting, whereas dominant types may need some moderating. This leads me to carefully consider the personality types of potential candidates for my own research and look at several assumptions which may need further investigation. Firstly, I have observed that lead vocalists are often (but not always) a gregarious bunch who thrive in a group setting and therefore one would think that focus groups would be the ideal method of choice to learn from them. However, in my opinion, some tribute artists who work alone are accustomed to attention but not necessarily to sharing the limelight which could cause some power play. From my experience, they often work behind a ‘mask’ which could result in a focus group where members are extremely entertaining but shield all vulnerability, offering ‘performances’ rather than candid information. The tribute industry is small so the likelihood of candidates knowing each other is significant and many will have mutual acquaintances which could compromise anonymity when experiences are disclosed. With these considerations I am anticipating focus groups to be less successful than one-on-one interviews in certain areas of my research, but they may be helpful in offering a different angle in a mixed method design. 
Surveys/Questionnaires
A survey is the process of preparing and utilising a means to gather data from a sample of participants (typically using a questionnaire) and the subsequent analysis and interpretation of the collected information (Scheuren 2004), although sometimes the terms ‘survey’ and ‘questionnaire’ are used interchangeably (Pozzo et al., 2018). Questionnaires are typically comprised of open-ended or closed questions. Open-ended questions enable the respondent to answer in their own words which produces qualitative data with the benefit that more specific details can be disclosed. Closed questionnaires provide a choice of answers from which the respondents can choose, generating quantitative data. Questionnaires are often distributed by post or email (Taherdoost, 2016), allowing the participant to complete them in their own time and with the advantage of remaining anonymous if necessary, which is particularly beneficial for the research of sensitive subject matter (De Leeuw, 2008). They can also be used as part of a structured interview where a meeting is arranged and the researcher asks the questions in person. 
Surveys are a quick and convenient method of data collection, but they have significant drawbacks. Although reliable (as every respondent receives identical questions), the gathered data can be lacking in detail. The researcher, unless present, cannot guarantee that the questionnaire has been completed by the intended recipient or that a question has been fully understood and cannot ask a respondent to elaborate further (Reja et al., 2003). Distributed questionnaires often have a low response rate (Marshall 2004) leading to non-response bias (Berg, 2015). 
Within my own setting I’m aware that while surveys will rarely offer the depth of information needed for rigorous qualitative research as a stand-alone method, they may still prove useful in a mixed method design (Adams and Cox 2008). 
ETHICS AND INSIDER RESEARCH
Undertaking credible research necessitates that a checklist of rules be adhered to for it to be accepted as legally and ethically produced. Researchers must operate with transparency, honesty and good intent using non-intrusive and non-coercive methods. Studies must hold up to public scrutiny, especially by those whom the study is likely to affect. Privacy and anonymity must be respected both during the process and afterwards, with all data stored securely. Procedure and purpose need to be clarified from the beginning, with consent forms signed by all participants to confirm that they have been made fully aware of the implications of their involvement (Lincoln and Guba, 1989). It is imperative that the research seeks to contribute to wider knowledge and that any concerned authoritative bodies are accepting of the aim of the study and able to recognise the value of its potential findings (Costley, 2006). The potential for bias, while limited in positivist research, may be an issue in qualitative research and therefore should be scrupulously identified and disclosed. This is particularly relevant to the insider researcher who is conducting research within their work setting. The advantage of this position is that the researcher has intimate knowledge of the background, politics and operational procedures of their environment and access to participants with whom they have existing relationships, often facilitating trust and easy discourse (Unluer, 2012). However, this familiarity may hinder objectivity as the researcher’s history with colleagues and workplace dynamics may have instilled assumptions which will need to be unpicked (Mercer, 2007). Additionally, participants may be reluctant to share information which they believe could adversely affect the relationship. 

CONCLUSION
It is clear that my situation lends itself to the inclusion of mostly qualitative methods, as the detail of the information that I wish to extract is centred around the interpretation of experiences. I am aware that this endeavour will be time-consuming and thus require smaller sample sizes, but I do not consider this a disadvantage in a niche field. A mixed method design would be my current choice, perhaps with the starting point of a survey generating both quantitative and qualitative data to establish the validity of the inquiry. A questionnaire may also offer insight into whether the right questions are being asked before moving on to an interview process. Successful interviews are likely to provide a wealth of data and could then be followed up with a focus group to generate ideas and reveal further insights into behaviour and opinions. However, the alignment of the content between these methods must be considered carefully to avoid generating incompatible sets of data (Harris and Brown, 2010). Structuring the whole project within a framework of action research will provide a pathway to ensure that all steps of the process are implemented thoroughly. 
This research design suits my current needs, but with pragmatism and bricolage in mind my long-term goal is to have a profound grasp of an extensive range of methods. This will equip me with the tools I need to feel fully informed and unrestricted when conducting future research.
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