
BMP7004 – Research assignment – Spencer Kirkwood 26.02.2021
Question: 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 (3000 words)
Research can be carried out in many ways, there is no “One good way” to research, so it is important to identify the various options available prior to beginning research. Consideration should be given to the research and philosophical thoughts concerning the research. By considering what is real, what is worthy, and understanding that your own beliefs will play a part in the research, the methodology and appropriate methods can be identified. 
In his book “The Good Research Guide”, Martyn Denscombe notes the fact that research is now being used in a much broader sense; research is not just something that is taken care of by full-time researchers in business anymore. It is a useful tool for many people, attempting to find the best ways to research ways of working, projects or processes. It is also something that can be written in a straightforward way, without excessive jargon or confusing language. It is important that time is spent beginning with the end in mind – What are we researching? Why? Who will it include?  When will it start/end? What is the conclusion?
If you were asked to undertake a research study to look at the advantages of On-line learning versus face-to-face learning, how would you approach it?
Philosophical background to research Fig 1:
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Using Fig 1, when examining practical considerations, one must consider a number of elements; such as the researcher’s relevant experiences, relevant skills of the subject, and how these qualify them to be researching the topic in question. 
what experiences of both types of learning have you had, technological know-how, or differing opinions on the most effective method of training for the organisation, as well as your own personal thoughts and beliefs as an insider researcher. Prior to research, it must be understood that philosophical background research (Fig 1) plays an important part, as does what is real and what is worthy of research. It is also important to understand that philosophical background will affect the methodology we choose.
The sum of all these factors results in effective social research.

The research paradigm in Fig 2 (Ontology, epistemology & methodology) will influence the method (or methods) chosen to carry out the research. 

Research Paradigm Fig 2:Ontology: What is real?

Your Methods
Methodology: Your Framework
Epistemology: What is worthy?


Ontology is the study of what is real/important, there are two main ontological positions:
· Objectivism – That reality is objective and can be measured through external knowledge that provides conclusions and tangible results.
· Subjectivism – That reality is subjective and therefore involves experience, other viewpoints, and discussion/debates.
Epistemology is the study of what is worthy knowledge and how to obtain it, there are two main epistemological positions:
· Positivism – That there is an objective reality that can be measured, using a more scientific approach.
· Interpretivism – That there is a human interest in study that also needs to be researched and understood.
Ontology influences epistemology, which influences methodology, which creates the research paradigm shown above. It then influences the method/methods decided upon.
The methodology:
According to Costley, Elliot, Gibbs: 
“Methodology includes the development activities that take place while carrying out the research and can include the processes of change in day-to-day professional practice, following the completion of the research”. 
(Costley, Elliot, Gibbs, 2010, p.80).
The two main methodologies of research are quantitative and qualitative research.
The qualitative approach of the example of On-line training versus face-to-face training involves looking at the meaning and experience of the two types of learning. 




In his book, Social Research Methods, Alan Bryman describes qualitative research as 
“A research strategy that usually emphasises words rather than quantification in the collection and analysis of data. As a research strategy, it is inductivist, constructionist and interpretivist”. 
(Bryman, 2001, p.264).
In the example of On-line versus face-to-face learning, this involves using action research for example, to identify the advantages and disadvantages of both types of training, so that evidence can be gathered, interpreted, and evaluated. Action research creates a continuous cycle of planning, gathering data, acting upon the data and evaluation to find best practice.
 Focus groups on the other hand, provide useful data from set discussion points, on how both types of training make individuals feel and how the learning is practically applied and evaluated. Focus groups allow a group of people with different ideas/opinions to debate discussion points and expand on what they could mean for the research. When considering methodological approaches, the focus on subjectivist/Interpretivist outlooks links closely to ontology and epistemology.

The quantitative approach involves a more structured survey, looking at the benefits of both types of training through statements and closed questions. Surveys can be beneficial, as they allow a larger volume of answers from a broad spectrum of people. They create large quantities of data that is easy to collate. Another option is an experiment, looking at how groups that used On-line training and face-to-face training were able to recall and practically apply the learning, versus a control group who use just one type of learning. Experiments allow a clear comparison between what currently happens versus a change to that situation and provide tangible data that can be used to change direction or not; this is a key link when discussing ontology and epistemology, particularly in terms of objectivist and subjectivist outlooks, within research. 
The qualitative approach has the benefit of being able to draw out the feelings and behaviours of individuals who may prefer the discussion/debate of facilitated learning by using focus groups to identify the Pro’s and Con’s. The qualitative approach looks at the more scientific information from the individuals who enjoy the focused, self-paced, objectivity of On-line learning. The surveys or experiments of the quantitative approach would offer more tangible data. 
There are several contrasts between qualitative and quantitative research. Bryman attempts to bring out some of these contrasts when describing the differences between the two methodologies:
· Numbers Vs Words – Quantitative researchers are often portrayed as preoccupied with applying measurement procedures to social life, while qualitative researchers are seen as using words in the presentation of analyses of society. 
 (Bryman, 2001, p.284).
The point here is not to place more importance on one type of research methodology than the other, more to highlight that consideration to which best suits the research required, and if both would provide more balanced research.


Selection of research designs:
Once the methodology has been chosen, the research design can be planned. This would be the chosen tools and procedures used to collect the research data. In our example of On-line training versus face-to-face, it is important to understand, from a research point of view, how individuals learn in different ways so that consideration can be given to the methods used to research this study. It could be argued that some learning can have more impact through practical demonstration and in physical groups. Some learning can also lend itself to an On-line approach, such as statutory training or parts of induction. It also identifies that a blended approach to the research might become part of the design.
The data that comes from the research can also be viewed by others in different ways. Qualitative data can be important to an organisation looking at how they engage individuals through learning and creating successful working environments that develop and grow employees. 
Quantitative data can provide tangible information around costs, impact on work and effectiveness of training given. Both provide a valuable source of evidence that allows results to be provided, evaluated and decisions to be made from that research.
From the methodologies of qualitative and quantitative research, we can look at what actual methods would gather the best evidence for a project, and best serve the outcome.
Organisations are often in a position where they must react to the environments they operate in. many are cost driven and so when it comes to the development of the people in these organisations, it is prudent to look for different ways of providing that learning. Advances in Computer technology have allowed them to take advantage of on-line learning, which gives a wide group of people access to learning at their fingertips (I.T. Infrastructure dependant).
But how do we know if this way of learning is appropriate for everyone and every learning situation?
In short, we ask the people impacted by the learning. The methods of research to find the answer to the question are many. Organisations may be interested in what currently happens, how much it costs to develop people, what the return on investment is and what the learning priorities are.
They may also focus on what it takes to maintain the best staff retention by creating a good work environment that offers learning opportunities to grow their people – In summary, is the learning culture right?
To find the answers, the right research methods must be chosen carefully. For qualitative research, the following methods ae useful:

· Interviews – Semi-structured or unstructured interviews can be a useful way of information finding through a more free-flowing, two-way conversation. This is useful when probing for deeper answers.
· Focus groups – As mentioned earlier, focus groups allow more than one person to look at chosen discussion points and debate their merit, value, or usefulness. This can be helpful when fact-finding and ensuring a wider, generic audience is involved in the research process.  Bryman (2001, p.336-337) talks about the idea of focus groups being that people who were known to have a level of experience could be part of an unstructured interview process to discuss that experience.  
· Observation – The study of processes or roles helps identify good and bad practices and helps discussion on changes to the way things are done. This could be a work process that has become outdated or a lack of effective training. Observing coupled with interviews can be a way to identify where action is required.
· Action research – This is a useful process to use when problems are identified. Agreeing what is not working, gathering data on why and interpreting that data, helps define what needs to be changed, trialling it and after evaluation of the changes, continue with the research until best practice is identified.

For quantitative research, the following methods focus more on variables such as measurement or numbers and are more of a deductive way to research and gain data. 
· Interviews – This interview is structured. Quantitative interviews would use a closed question technique, to ensure a definite answer to a question. It would be heavily scripted, and the questions would always be asked in the same order, to ensure consistency of answers. The language used by the interviewer would also stay consistent. 
· Survey – Sometimes it is easier to send surveys to a large population with structured questions (using closed questions/statements) and a sliding scale answering process such as the Likert scale (E.g., 0 = dislike – 4 = like very much) to gather large amounts of data that is relatively easy to analyse.
· Experiments – Where there is a control group with no change and an experimental group with different rules/processes, so that comparison data can be collated and analysed to see what differences occur in both groups.
· Measurement – This can support areas of efficiency, such as organisations looking to identify the most productive use of time in processes, or to work out the optimum amount of people required to fulfil work duties. Measurement methods are useful for providing hard data to areas that require a tangible result.
Both types of methodology have their merits – primary data that is quantitative gives solid information to make sound decisions. Qualitative data can open communication between different functions and provide meaningful, more subjective data to build new ideas.
Is it just a case of using one or the other?
 If the research is only ever qualitative, the focus can be too inductive, and theory based. It is good to promote conversation through unstructured interviews and focus groups, however, with little or no hard data to compliment the theories, it can be difficult to act or make informed decisions.
Too much quantitative data and the meaning or experiences can be overshadowed by the tangible data. Therefore, it is often the case that a more mixed approach to research is used, so that both deductive and inductive research is carried out and used to make sound decisions, based on both methodologies. This is often referred to as the triangulation of mixed methods to form balanced data.
It is important to remember that ethics play a part in the research carried out. The main purpose of ethical research is that no harm comes to the people involved in the research, the organisation, or yourself. Costley, Elliot, Gibbs, suggest that three factors should be considered when looking at research ethics and insider research.
1.	To explore all the social implications of the project. For example, to whom is it beneficial and is there any detriment to people (individuals, communities of practice, members of organizations) or other living creatures?
2.	To explore all the economic implications of the project. For example, is the research feasible, and will the research in some way bring about financial gain? If so, whose interests will it serve?
3.	To explore the sustainability of the research. For example, is it likely to cause any detriment to the environment?
(Costley, Elliot, Gibbs,2010, p.27).
To ensure that ethics are part of the preparation for research, consideration must be given to the following points:
· Get informed consent – As an insider researcher, it is easy to believe that you have the natural authority to ask questions and challenge in an environment you already work in. When undertaking research, it must be remembered that your position is different. You are no longer just a part of your group of peers, as you have taken on the role and responsibility that goes with being a researcher.
· Make Voluntary – Any surveys, questionnaires, interviews etc, that are part of the research are voluntary. You have a responsibility as researcher, to ensure transparency of this rule is known by anyone in the organisation that plays a part in the research. 
· Ensure Privacy – How the research is implemented, how interviews are held, and how questionnaire data is collated and stored, must be in a private and confidential setting and include clear parameters, so that any people involved (as well as yourself) are protected.
· Guarantee – As part of the initial agreement, a guarantee of confidentiality must be an integral part of the research plan. Information within the research about people and the organisation can be delicate and have an adverse effect on others within the organisation. Keeping names, people, and business sensitive vocabulary confidential, and ensuring that the collated data is secure and confidential to the researcher, and the organisation or sponsor of the research, is vital to the validity and success of the research.
In his book “The Good Research Guide: For small – scale Social Research”, Martyn Denscombe describes the importance of professional ethics and acting with integrity. The following key points can be used as a foundation for all research preparation:
· Researchers must operate within the law.
· In their dealings with participants, they are expected to be open and honest, and not to engage in deception.
· In their dealings with colleagues and the research community, they are expected to uphold the good standards of science and not “fiddle the results”.
· In the collection of data, they are expected to take matters of personal safety seriously and not expose themselves or co-workers to unacceptable danger in the pursuit of data.
(Denscombe, 2010, p.22).
An insider researcher has many advantages – already being a part of the organisation is useful in gaining access to specific data, materials and of course, people. A deep understanding of how the organisation operates is a good foundation for the research that takes place. Insider researchers must also consider their own approach, thoughts, and feelings about the organisation being researched. Costley, Elliot, Gibbs, describe the importance of professionalism and respect in terms of the research.
Sensitivity to colleagues extends to the organization or professional field to which you are contributing. You should show by your actions an acknowledgement of the culture of your community of practice. You will need to show that you have respect for the values of the organization, its purposes and ways of doing things and to show the relevance of your project, what has been termed its ‘fitness for purpose.’ (Costley,2010, p.5).

Being an insider researcher means that there is a requirement to become more acutely aware of the moral and ethical practices of the organisation. As mentioned at the start of this assignment, people view things in different ways, from their own viewpoint – personal beliefs are part of our upbringing and not necessarily the same as those of others around us, and this applies when researching from an insider perspective too. Research should remain true to its original purpose – clouding this with personal beliefs will not help the relationship with the people, organisation, or the research. Staying true to the research rules agreed, and the ethics applied at the start, will be the framework that supports the research.
 The trust and rapport between the researcher and the organisation will ultimately support the findings and communication of the research when it is completed.
[bookmark: _Hlk64546537]In conclusion, understanding what research is (the collation of primary data), the different types of methodology (qualitative and quantitative), and methods at our disposal, helps to design the way we research a topic. 
We should also remember that at the end of any research project, there must be an outcome of some kind. Costley, Elliot, Gibbs, describe this as a key part of your project:
Outcomes are considered at the beginning of your project, not tacked on at the end. Before writing your project, you need to articulate clearly what it is you want to achieve and establish how you will know when you have achieved it. Project outcomes are the changes that occur and the impact of your having conducted the project. Establishing outcomes at the outset of your plan will enable you to:
•define your goals for the research project 
•focus the results of the research project 
•evaluate the results and quantify the extent to which the project has achieved its goal
•be accountable to your organization, the community and funding bodies
(Costley, 2010, p.173).

All these questions should be part of the preparation and approach carried out. Understanding how an organisation operates as an insider researcher will also help choose the right methods to be used to gather data to support research findings. Adopting a stance of ethical care throughout the research, for yourself, the organisation and people will minimise obstacles and support the ongoing data collation, as well as enable a constructive outcome to the findings. 
In my own experience, a healthy relationship with clear parameters and a mixed method approach to the research have provided balance of objectivity and subjectivity. Building a close, transparent relationship is key to productive research, so spending time on that relationship through the consideration of ethical research is likely to create better buy-in to its methods and conclusion.
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