Key Points on Research Limitations in PhD/DBA Business and Management Research: Summary
Conceptual Understanding of Limitations
1. Research limitations are inherent boundary conditions that determine the applicability and transferability of findings, rather than weaknesses to be hidden.
2. Limitations arise from two main sources: during research conception/design and during fieldwork/implementation.
3. Properly acknowledging limitations demonstrates methodological sophistication and research maturity, enhancing rather than diminishing academic credibility.
4. Limitations directly impact three cornerstone dimensions of research quality: validity, reliability, and generalisability.
Types of Limitations
1. Design limitations include theoretical framework constraints, methodological choices, literature review boundaries, and research question scope.
2. Fieldwork limitations encompass data collection challenges, measurement instrument issues, contextual factors, and resource constraints.
3. Controllable limitations can be mitigated through research design, while uncontrollable limitations require transparent acknowledgement.
4. Different limitations affect different quality dimensions (e.g., design limitations primarily affect validity, while fieldwork limitations often impact reliability and generalisability).
Managing Limitations Effectively
1. Recognition strategies include self-reflexivity, systematic assessment, and classification of limitations.
2. Mitigation strategies involve triangulation methods, methodological pluralism, and pilot studies.
3. Communication strategies require balancing transparency with research value, framing limitations as future research opportunities, and contextualising within the field.
Practical Application for PhD/DBA Students
1. Develop proactive approaches to limitation identification throughout the research journey, rather than retrospectively.
2. Create structured exercises like limitation mapping, pre-mortem scenario planning, and peer limitation reviews.
3. Maintain a limitations journal to document the evolution of limitations and mitigation strategies.
4. Analyse exemplar theses to understand effective communication of limitations.
Addressing Specific Limitation Examples
1. When facing small sample sizes in qualitative research (e.g., eight senior manager interviews), emphasise depth over breadth, analytical rather than statistical generalisability, and the value of elite access.
2. For industry-specific research (e.g., gambling sector CSR), contextualise limitations within access challenges while highlighting the unique contribution of obtained perspectives.
3. Frame limitations as establishing clear boundaries around knowledge claims while opening avenues for complementary future research.
4. Distinguish between unavoidable limitations inherent to methodological choices versus avoidable limitations resulting from implementation issues.
The most effective approach to research limitations transforms them from potential criticisms into demonstrations of methodological sophistication and opportunities for future scholarly inquiry.

