

Introduction
This paper presents the research methodologies adopted for conducting research. A combination of both qualitative and quantitative methodological approaches are analysed in order to establish what information a researcher can attain from utilizing a number of methodological approaches, research designs and research methods. Specifically this paper will look too critically evaluate these approaches in order to gather evidence on how data is gained and analysed within a work-based environment. 
Research Paradigms
A “paradigm” is a deep-rooted set of perspectives that includes an ontological and epistemological positions and a set of values for operating in the world (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2010). In other terms it is a “set of common beliefs and agreements shared between scientists about how problems should be understood and addressed” (Kuhn, 1962). A paradigm is a way of describing a world view that is informed by philosophical assumptions about the nature of social reality, known as ontology, which is what do we believe about the nature of reality?, the ways of knowing, which is known as epistemology, that is how do we know what we know? And lastly the ethics and value systems, such as axiology, which is what do we believe to be true? (Patton, 2002). Therefore a paradigm leads us to ask certain questions and use relevant approaches to systematic inquiry, known as methodology, which is how should we study the world? Ontology relates to whether we believe if there is one verifiable reality or whether there a multiple, socially constructed realities (Patton, 2002). Epistemology enquires into the nature of knowledge and truth. It asks the following questions – What are the sources of knowledge? How reliable are these sources? How do you know if they are true? Together these paradigmatic aspects help to determine the assumptions and beliefs that frame a researcher’s view of a research problem, how they go about investigating it, and the methods they use to answer the impending research question. 
Philosophical Background to Research 
 “Ontology” is described as the study of being, the nature of reality or existence, as well as the structure of reality (Crotty, 2005). A researcher’s position on ontology will determine how answers question the nature of both social and political realities to be investigated (Grix, 2002), this signifies that a researcher’s ontological view of the task ahead of them goes a long way to determine the focus of their study, the chosen methods and how the data will be gathered, interpreted or analysed. 
Blaikie (2007) believed that ontological claims are “claims and assumptions that are made about the nature of social reality, claims about what exists, what it looks like, what units make it up and how these units interact with each other. In short, ontological assumptions are concerned with what we believe constitutes social reality”. Ontological positions can be expressed in terms of objectivism and constructivism, also known as subjectivism. Objectivism is of the opinion that social phenomena and their meanings exist in a way that is independent of social actors, whereas subjectivism is the other ontological argument affirming that social phenomena and their meanings are determined by social actors (Grix, 2002). 
Unlike Ontology, Epistemology is a “branch of philosophy that concerns the origins, nature, methods and limit of human knowledge” (Fellow et al, 2008). It is the theory of knowledge, and is interested in the origination and nature of knowing and the construction of knowledge, and the assumptions that are used about what made the nature of knowledge (Longino 1990; Dalmiya and Alcoff, 1993). According to Blaike (2007), epistemology is the core branch of philosophy that deals with the theory of knowledge, the validation of knowledge and the likely ways of gaining knowledge of social reality and whatever it is understood to be. Therefore “epistemology is concerned with how what is assumed to exist can be known” (Blaikie, 2007).  It is coherently clear that a researcher’s ontological and epistemological positions can lead to entirely different opinions and views regarding the same social phenomena. Therefore, knowledge production relies heavily on the ontology of the researcher, their definition of reality, their epistemology, “what they count as knowledge depends on what they want knowledge about, while the kind of knowledge that they look for determines their methodology” (Jones 1993). Grix (2002) acknowledged a further relationship between ontology and epistemology by claiming that ontology is “what is out there to know” and epistemology deals with “what and how can we know about it”. 
Methodological Approaches
There are two types of general research methods, such as quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research “describes, infers, and resolves problems using numbers. Emphasis is placed on the collection of numerical data, the summary of that data and the drawing of inferences from the data” (Herbst and Coldwell, 2004). Qualitative research on the other hand, is based on words, emotions, sounds and other non-numerical and unquantifiable components. It has been stated that “information is considered qualitative in nature if it cannot be analysed by means of mathematical techniques. This characteristic may also mean that an incident does not take place often enough to allow reliable data to be collected” (Herbst and Coldwell, 2004). 
Qualitative research is subjective in its approach of examining and reflecting on perceptions of understanding both human and social activities (Hussey and Hussey, 1997). Creswell (2009) defined qualitative research as a “means for exploring and understanding the meaning of individuals or groups ascribed to a social or human problem. This process involves the emerging of questions and procedures, data typically collected in the participant’s setting and data analysis inductively building from particulars to general themes, and the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the data”. Therefore, Gilbert (2008) noted that “qualitative research is a research method that aims to investigate and analyse specific problems by describing scenes, gathering data through interviews or analysing the means of the documents”. Adding to Gilbert’s statement, Bryman (2004) concluded that “qualitative research can be construed as a research strategy that usually emphasises on words rather than quantification in the collection and analysis of data that predominantly emphasises an inductive approach to the relationship between theory and research, in which the emphasis is placed on the generation of theories”. 
Quantitative research on the other hand is a means for investigating objective theories by examining the relationship between variables that can be measured, typically on instruments, so that numerical data can be analysed using statistical systems (Creswell, 2009). Gilbert (2008) shares a similar view to Creswell (2009) as he identifies quantitative research as a research method that aims to measure numbers to create numerical descriptions with relative precession and a lack of ambiguity. Bryman (2004) concludes that quantitative research can be construed as a research strategy that emphasises quantification in the collection and analysis of data, which entails exhibiting a clear view of the relationship between theory and research as both deductive and having an objectivist conception of social reality. However, in contrast to Bryman’s statement, Saunders et al., (2004) believes that quantitative research involves a deductive emphasis which happens to include a highly structured approach of moving from theory to data, with the application of controls to ensure that validity of the data. Another feature of quantitative research includes the “operationalisation of concepts to ensure clarity of definition and the researchers independence of what has been researched and the necessity to select samples of sufficient size in order to generalise conclusions” (Saunders et al, 2004). 
Research Design
A research design is a set of methods and procedures which are used to collect and analyse measures of the variables specified in problem research (Creswell, 2004). The design of a study defines the study type (correlation, semi-experimental, experimental, review, experimental, meta-analytic) and sub-type (e.g., descriptive-longitudinal case study), research problem, hypotheses, independent and dependent variables, experimental design and if applicable, data collection methods. A research design is a framework that has been created in order to identify answers to research questions. 
There are a number of ways to classify research designs. The list below offers a number of useful distinctions between possible research designs. 
Descriptive (e.g case-study, observation, survey)
Correlational (e.g case-control study, observational study)
Semi-Experimental (e.g field experiment, quasi-experiment)
Experimental (e.g experiment with random assignment)
Review (e.g literature review, systematic review)
Meta-Analytic (e.g meta-analysis)
There are distinctions made between both “fixed” and “flexible” designs. In most cases, these types coincide with qualitative and quantitative research designs respectively (Robson, 1993), however this need not be the case. Within fixed designs, the design of the study is fixed before the main stage of data collection begins. Fixed designs are usually theory-driven, as it is almost impossible to know in advance which variables need to be controlled and measured, therefore these variables are often measured quantitatively. Flexible designs on the other hand allow for more freedom during the data collection process. One of the main reasons for utilising this type of research design is that it can be that the variable of interest is not quantitatively measureable, such as culture for example. Whereas in other cases, the theory may not be available before the beginning of the research. 
Research Methods
The methods chosen for data collection and information should be methodologically coherent, practically and ethically feasible, and capable of providing the type of information that you desire. This is where it is vital to consider both the depth and extent of data that you want to collect. Before exploring specific methods and tools, it is invaluable to note that many methods lend themselves to use in ways that range from structured and to unstructured. Structured approaches involve data categories that are determined in advance, such as tick-box questionnaires, structured interviews or observation checklists, these allow easier analysis and greater comparability of data, and are more amenable to quantitative analysis. They often work well where it is imperative to use a statistically representative sample in order to draw an inference regarding a population as a whole (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2010). Their disadvantage is that they are relatively inflexible, they do not lend themselves to exploring the depth of information, and effectively impose the researcher’s structure and perspective of meaning on the respondents or participants. Open approaches however, such as discussion-as-interviews and open written responses, can avert these restrictions and produce a much greater depth of information, yet they do require more time to analyse, they are less amenable to quantitative analysis, and it is often impossible to draw from them conclusions regarding overall populations. It is however possible to combine both approaches, either within one method or by using multiple methods in one project. 
There are a number of methods utilised throughout the authority when conducting research within that type of working environment, for example interviewing is a widely used research method that can be adapted to work in a wide range of situations in order to gain information regarding individuals’ perceptions, experiences or preferences. Interviewing has ‘usually’ been thought of as a key factor in research design (Weiss, 1994). In a similar vein, Kvale (1996) intriguingly points out that, as such events are not often directly ‘observable’, talking to individuals would be one of the most effective methods for attaining and exploring such constructs. More specifically, as interviews are interactive, interviewers can press for complete, precise answers and can probe into any emerging topics. Therefore, interviewing is expected to broaden the scope of understanding of the investigation, as it is more naturalistic and a less structured data collection method. 
According to Kvale (1996) an interview is “a conversation, whose purpose is to gather descriptions of the [life-world] of the interviewee” with respect to interpretation of the meaning of the ‘described phenomena’. Similar to Kvale, Schostak (2006) adds that an “interview is an extendable conversation between partners that aims at having an ‘in-depth’ conversation about a certain topic or subject, and through which a phenomenon could be interpreted in terms of the meanings interviewees bring to it”. Gathering such meanings can be completed in a number of ways, such as one-to-one interviews, which are the most common. Besides one-to-one interviews, focus group interviewing is also extremely popular (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). In addition to this, research has highlighted that there are four types of interviews which are frequently utilised. The first being structured interviews, whose key feature is that it is mostly organised around a set of predetermined questions that require immediate, mostly ‘yes’ or ‘no’ type responses. In such an interview, the interviewer and interviewees would have very little freedom (Berg, 2007). It can be argued that this type of interview is similar to the ‘self-administered’ quantitative questionnaire in both its form and underlying assumptions. 
The second type of interviews is the open-ended (unstructured) interview. Grubin & Holstien (2002) note that, unlike the structured interview, this type of interviewing is an open situation through which greater flexibility and freedom is offered to both, in terms of planning, implementing and organising the interview content and questions. Therefore, the interviewer here would be more “keen to follow up interesting developments and let the interviewee elaborate on various issues” (Dörnyei, 2007). Thirdly, is the semi-structured interview, which is more a more flexible version of the structured interview, as it “allows depth to be achieved by providing opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and expand the interviewee’s responses” (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 
Baxter et al (2006) noted that it “is worthwhile doing interviews as it offers researchers the opportunity to uncover information that is probably not accessible using techniques such as questionnaires and observations”. Moreover, they add that interviewing is “not merely a data collection tool, it is rather a natural way of interaction that can take place in various situations. Dörnyei (2007) believed that with the presence of the interviewer, mutual understanding can be ensured, as the interviewer may rephrase or simplify questions that were not understood by the interviewee, as a result, more appropriate answers and, subsequently more accurate data with be achieved. This data can be recorded and reviewed several times by the researcher (when necessary) to help produce an accurate interview report (Berg, 2007). With the existence of items like tape-recorders, researchers can record the respondents words with greater accuracy than that achieved from obtrusive and disruptive “on-the-spot” note-taking (Hermanowicz, 2002). Therefore, this would relieve the researcher of any subsequent attempts of reconstructing what the interviewee has said. 
These advantages have made interviewing an increasingly attractive method of data collecting. However, like any research method, interviews can be fraught with drawbacks. Hermanowicz (2002) highlights that “while interviewing is among the most central, revealing and enjoyable methods that one can use in research, it is deceptively difficult”. Hammersley and Gomm (2008) stated that researchers should remember that: “what people say in an interview will indeed be shaped, to some degree, by the questions they are asked, the conventions about what can be spoken about…[...]…by what time they think the interviewer wants, by what they believe he/she would approve or disapprove of”. As such a comment suggests, it seems that, interviewees will only give what they are prepared to reveal about their perceptions of events and opinions. These perceptions however, might be subjective and therefore alter over time according to circumstance. Interviews have also been criticised by Robson (2002) as being too time-consuming with regard to both data collection and analysis, as they need to be transcribed, coded and possibly translated. In sum Brown (2001) interestingly reviewed both the advantages and disadvantages of interviewing, as follows: 
Advantages	Disadvantages 
high return rate	time-consuming	
fewer incomplete answers	small scale study	
can involve reality	never 100% anonymous	
controlled answering order		potential for subconscious bias	
relatively flexible	potential inconsistencies	

In conclusion, with regard to the advantages and disadvantages of interviews and to make my position clear, I would follow Robson (2002) and Ho (2006) who maintain that although interviewing is a powerful way of getting insights into interviewee's perceptions, it can go hand in hand with other methods “providing in-depth information about participants' inner values and beliefs”. 
Another research method utilised within the authority is the survey based research tool. Herbert Mc. Closky (1969) defined survey as “any procedure in which data is systematically collected from a population or a sample thereof through some form or direct solicitation, such as face to face interviews, telephone interviews or mail questionnaires”. Survey research is also defined as a method of descriptive research which is used for collecting primary data based on verbal or written communication with a representative sample of individuals or respondents from the target population. Kerlinger (1973) classified the methods of data collection in survey research as types of survey’s like personal interview, mail questionnaire, panel, telephone and observations. Among these, personal interview and mail questionnaires are considered to be the most popular methods among the investigators. The questionnaire is another widely used research tool. Questionnaires can be highly structured with closed questions only, which allow for short, written responses or pose more general and open questions with room for fairly lengthy responses. Closed-question questionnaires are the easiest to analyse statistically, however, they limit the response to the categories the researcher has included. Open questions on the other hand require at least some qualitative analysis, even if ultimately they will be reported quantitatively. A fairly common option for large-scale questionnaires is to aim for the majority of questions to be easily analysed, but to include open questions to allow for answers that cannot be accommodated by any of the standard categories. Before finalising and carrying out the questionnaire, it is vital that it is pre-tested with a small group to identify any problems in understanding or completing it, and to test the questions being asked. This helps in enriching the design of the questionnaire and assists in testing the validity and reliability of the statistical technique to be adopted for data analysis. 
After finalising the questionnaire and adjusting it on the basis of the pre-testing, it is then mailed to the selected respondents in a scientific manner. Usually, a cover letter is sent out with the questionnaire, explaining why and by whom the survey is undertaken, how the address has come to be selected for questioning and why they should take the time to answer the questions. This last point is significant as often researches expect the respondents to answer the questions without informing them about the benefits of the survey, for example the strength of the questionnaire method is that it is cheaper than other methods, uniformity in responses can be ensured, the questionnaire ensures anonymity and it provides freedom to the respondents. However, on the other hand its weaknesses include poor response rates, ambiguous replies and omission of replies to certain questions can happen, it cannot be applied in situations where spontaneous responses are needed and lastly the questionnaire may be filled by an unintended respondent (Media Mimansa, 2010).  
Similar to the interview method, focus groups discussion is a technique where the researcher assembles a group of individuals to discuss a particular topic, aiming to draw from the complex personal experiences, perceptions and attitudes of the participants through a moderated interaction (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Hayward, Simpson, & Wood, 2004; Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998; Kitzinger, 1994; Morgan, 1996). Focus group discussion is a widely used research technique within the local authority as it provides the opportunity for individuals to discuss any issues they feel are necessary and it allows room for an environment that is not pressured or constrained due to the presence of a senior manager. The method’s popularity is closely linked to the rise of participatory research, especially the “active experimentation with focus groups” in the academic social sciences during the 1990s (Morgan, 2002). The technique emerged as a qualitative data collection method and a “bridging strategy for scientific research and local knowledge” (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). Focus group discussion is perceived to be a “cost-effective” and “promising alternative” in participatory research (Morgan, 1996), offering a platform for differing paradigms (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Orr, 1992). Focus group discussions are sometimes seen as synonymous with interviews, especially the semi-structured “one-to-one” and “group interviews” (Parker & Tritter, 2006). Similarities between these techniques relate to the tendency to uncover individuals’ perceptions and values (Hargreaves, 1967; Lacey, 1970; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Sewell, 1997; Skeggs, 1997). However, existing evidence on the role of the researcher and the relationship with participants points to a fundamental difference between the two methods (Smithson, 2000). Interviews involve a one-to-one, qualitative and in-depth discussion where the researcher adopts the role of “investigator”. This implies that the researcher asks questions, controls the dynamics of the discussion, or engages in dialogue with one individual at a time. In contrast, focus group discussions involve a researcher adopting the role of a “facilitator” or a “moderator”. Within this setting, the researcher facilitates or moderates a group discussion between participants and not between the researcher and the participants. Unlike interviews, the researcher thereby takes a secondary role, rather than a more central one, within a focus group environment (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas & Robson, 2001; Hohenthal, Owidi, Minoia & Pellikka, 2015; Johnson, 1996; Kitzinger, 1994). 
Importance of Ethics
Ethical considerations form a major element within research. The researcher needs to adhere to promote the aims of the research, imparting authentic knowledge, truth and the prevention of error. Furthermore, following ethics enables individuals to work collaboratively with their peers, mentors and other contributors to the research. This requires values like accountability, trust, mutual respect and fairness among all parties involved within the research. The importance of ethical considerations in research has been presented with a number of examples, such as promoting the values of collaborative work, public accountability and the maintenance of quality and integrity along with moral and social values, social responsibilities, human rights, legal compliance, animal welfare, public health and safety etc. Therefore to maintain ethical considerations in a project, the researcher needs to maintain certain elements, as stated by various scholars such as Kumar (2014), Stern & Elliott (1997), Bryman & Bell (2011), Smith (2003) and Penslar (1995), which include safeguarding collected information, responsibility of protecting the respondents, maintaining privacy and confidentiality and finally following guidelines and avoiding plagiarism. 
Issues with Insider Research
As an insider in the professional feed, one would have both expertise and experience that would provide an advanced level of knowledge of issues in the chosen field of practice. As such, they have the right to be acknowledged as a practitioner of good standing. However, individuals should be aware that several research traditions can put forward a criticism of work based projects in relation to their use of insider-led research. This is due to the issue of the subjective nature of researching their own practice, where there may be a lack of impartiality, a vested interest in certain results being achieved and problems concerning a fresh and objective view of data. As an insider-researcher, they will have to live with any mistakes and so should proceed carefully in negotiating with colleagues, following research protocols designed for insider-researchers rather than researchers coming new to a particular situation (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2010). There are however a number of issues with regards to insider-research such as the possibilities of the insider to reveal too much sensitive information in their research as they understand and know the issue well (Smyth & Holian, 2008). This is due to the fact that insider researchers tend to have immediate access to information, which unfortunately leads them to sometimes overlook the confidentiality and sensitivity of the information received. In addition to this, insiders may be blindsided by a number of issues in their research as they do not consider certain issues as important as outsiders may find them. They may not be as alert and as sensitive to the information or issues compared to those who are outside of the organisation. In the case of insider research, it may be almost impossible to ensure real anonymity about the organisation if it is known that the research is insider-led. There are a number of ramifications to this scenario, such as that any possible criticism that the researcher makes in evaluation of the research will be instantly perceived by the organisation and could cause tension between the researcher/worker and the organisation. Secondly, if the organisation is known, it is then difficult to ensure anonymity of the subjects of research, who can also be know. Thirdly, the issues of confidentiality are also cast differently when confidentiality is offered not only to a subject of research, but also to a colleague. It is a more longstanding, confidential promise. Lastly, insiders have more access to secondary data such as minutes of meetings, reports and so forth, and even if you do not receive the permission which you establish you need to use the data, you still have knowledge that will inevitably affect the analysis and evaluation of the project as a whole (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2010).  
Conclusion
To conclude the most effective research designs and methods that could potentially be utilised within the local authority sector would include focus groups and questionnaires as they are economical, meaning that they can provide large amounts of data for a relatively low cost and the respondent’s information can be easily converted into quantitative data, allowing statistically analysed data. A descriptive research design would be the most appropriate approach within the working environment as it allows the participants to be observed in their natural and unchanged environment. This type of research may be a pre-cursor to future research as it can be helpful in identifying variables that can be tested. Lastly the data collection allows for gathering in-depth information that can be either qualitative or quantitative. This allows for a multifaceted approach to data collection and analysis, which results in rich data that is collected in large amounts. 
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