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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

Introduction
On the initial outset of conducting primary research, it is imperative that the student step outside of their specific topic of interest and scrutinise the fundamentals of research itself (Wisker, 2019). By examining the various structures, terms, and approaches to research, the student will be better placed to make critical decisions with regards to every step of their own research project (Grix, 2002, p175). 
My potential research is aiming to answer questions around the impact nutrition may have on a singers’ voice. I have chosen this topic because I am a singing teacher and choral conductor with a keen interest in nutrition and holistic health. I have studied nutrition privately for the past 7 years and would like to extend and formalise my knowledge within an academic setting. Having completed a literature review on this topic as part of my MA work, I discovered that research in nutrition and singing is an under-developed subject of study, and I am excited to conduct primary research in this neglected area.   
My small study will potentially be based around singers that self-identify as having issues with chronic reflux, sore throat or laryngitis. They will be able and willing to adhere to a dietary protocol for six weeks, and self-report on their vocal symptoms using the Voice Handicap Index (Appendix). In congruence with Grix (2002), my goal within this essay is to explore and scrutinise a variety of approaches to primary research, and to conclude with plausible frameworks and methods for which to move forward with my own work. 
To begin exploring the topic of research, different ontological and epistemological viewpoints will be discussed and compared. These viewpoints will be scrutinised for their suitability as a broader framework for my own research. A variety of paradigms will then be critically evaluated, showing how the various approaches bring both benefits and limitations. The pragmatic paradigm will be specifically discussed for its suitability with regards to my own potential research. Furthermore, qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods approaches will be critically evaluated, highlighting why I plan to design my small study utilising a mixed-methods approach. Different research designs will be discussed and compared, as well as related research methods.  Finally, the importance of both ethics and insider research within my own potential research setting will be discussed, drawing on specific examples from my proposed research topic and design.  

 Ontological and Epistemological Position

Decades ago, Grix (2002, p. 175) acknowledged that the terms ontology and epistemology were often neglected when studying the process of research. It is now, however, commonplace to study these terms as an essential part of the research process (Wisker, 2019). As Willig (2019) states, researchers must develop reflexive awareness of their assumptions about what there is to know (ontology) and how they can come to know about it (epistemology).
Ontology is the study of one's core beliefs about reality; it is about what one believes to exist, or to be there (Willig, 2019). In other words, it is a core belief system with regards to reality (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). It forces the student to question their own assumptions of reality, and to accept that one’s understanding of the world is based upon in-built beliefs we often take for granted (Willig, 2019). Although these beliefs may sit anywhere on a wide spectrum, polarised examples of ontological positions are those of realist and relativist (Grix, 2002, p. 177).
Realism exerts that there is one objective reality or truth in the universe, and that these truths are external to the consciousness of the individual (Michell, 2003). The opposing viewpoint is that of relativist.  The relativist believes that there are multiple realities co-existing within unique human experiences and histories (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Personally, having reflected on the different ontological approaches, I believe my own perspective sits as a marriage between the two. I believe there is one objective reality or truth, however, I also believe that our experience of this truth is subjective to the individual. This ontological perspective will set a foundation for further discussion on epistemological approaches, and a choice of paradigm framework for my own research.
 As Grix (2002, p. 178) states, ‘If ontology is about what we may know, then epistemology is about how we come to know what we know’. Epistemology defines the nature of knowledge; what it can encompass, its scope, and its limitations (Wisker, 2019). It also outlines the process in which knowledge is (or is not) acquired (Wisker, 2019). Epistemology explores the characteristics of real knowledge (as opposed to a belief or idea), and importantly, defines how knowledge is acquired with certainty or validity (Willig, 2019). As Blaikie (2008, p8) explains, ‘Epistemology is concerned with the theory of knowledge, especially regarding its methods, validation and the possible ways of gaining knowledge’. In other words, epistemology is focused on the structures we create to categorise, validate, and uphold knowledge. Like ontological frameworks, epistemology has many variances and intricacies within a wide spectrum of philosophical viewpoints. There are, however, two main oppositional approaches worth exploring as flagship concepts at polarised extremes.
An objectivist epistemology concerns itself with finding universal truths that can be proven with evidence (Kawulich, 2001), whereas a constructivist epistemology asserts that knowledge is a social phenomenon, continually being accomplished by individuals. It believes that knowledge is created through social interaction and is in a constant state of development (Bryan, 2001, pp 16-18). Like ontology, my own epistemological viewpoint does not exist at either extreme.  I believe that knowledge can be understood as an objective truth, but also found within the inherent benefits of social knowledge, and how the experience of an individual may bring new developments and insights into how we are able to perceive and understand knowledge. By developing reflexive awareness of my ontological and epistemological assumptions, I am setting a foundation for thoughtful and purposeful decisions being made when designing and undertaking a research project. Each person already has beliefs about the nature of reality and knowledge. They must accept that these beliefs will lead them to supporting and adhering to specific ontologies and epistemologies, and that these frameworks will lean towards specific paradigm choices over others (Winter, 2021).

Critical Evaluation of a Range of Research Paradigms
A paradigm is a shared world view that represents an over-arching value and belief system in a discipline, and it guides how problems are solved (Schwandt, 2001). It is a ‘loose collection’ of logically related assumptions, concepts, or propositions that orient thinking and research (Bogdan et al., 2003, p22). In other words, a paradigm is a term for when a shared ontology, epistemology, and axiology (value system) align into a single lens (Walliman, 2005). Although paradigms have a propensity to evolve and change over time (Winter, 2021), there are a few stalwart paradigmatic viewpoints that shall be discussed before critically analysing them for their suitability with regards to my own potential research.
The positivist paradigm is deeply rooted in the realist ontology and concerns itself with objective truths and scientific method (Walliman, 2005). As Walliman (2005) exerts, positivism ‘holds that every rationally justifiable assertion can be scientifically verified or is capable of logical or mathematical proof’. For example, a positivist viewpoint in nutrition research for singers might require medical collaboration and strict measuring of vital signs as well as dietary control over a large subject sample size. This paradigm, although valuable, does not lend itself to small scale practice-based research undertaken by a singing teacher. Post-Positivism, however, may prove to be a more useful paradigm within this environment.
Post-Positivism grew out of a movement away from strict Positivism in the 1960s and 1970s (Gray, 2004). It moves away from the belief that a researcher may be completely neutral and detached from their research (Crotty, 1998).  Instead, it is taking a softer approach, and whilst upholding the notion of universal truths, it accepts that these truths are potentially not observable (Trochim, 2006). Although this Paradigm sits well within my own ontological and epistemological positions, it is not entirely appropriate for the context in which I aim to conduct my small study. It may still require that I work with others who have more experience and qualifications in quantitative research. Currently, I will not have the time, resources, nor experience to provide quality research within this paradigm.
The paradigm that sits in opposition to positivism (and to some extent post-positivism) is interpretivism (Crotty, 1998). Within a relativist ontology and constructivist epistemology, this paradigm strongly asserts that reality and knowledge are co-constructed by the interaction of an individual with their own behaviours and social interactions (Cohen et al., 2007). As Walliman (2005, pp 202-209) explains, this paradigm developed during the second half of the twentieth century, by intellectuals who rejected claims that scientific method could provide clear answers to the complexities of social interactions. Interpretivism acknowledges the unique perspective of the individual, including their biases and interpretations of data (Walliman, 2005 p. 205). These perspectives and biases are understood to be inherent within both the subjects and the researcher, which is an important differentiation between these opposing paradigms (Charmaz, 2006). As Charmaz (2006) explains, within this paradigm, it is not possible for research to be truly objective or neutral. It is an interpreted representation as opposed to an exact picture. When researching nutrition for singers, this paradigm does not fit within my own ontological and epistemological beliefs and is perhaps too unstructured. Although positivist, post-positivist, and interpretivist paradigms are popular choices for many research projects (Walliman, 2005), I have chosen the pragmatic approach for my small study.  
As the pragmatic paradigm puts the needs of the individual research question first (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012), it is more flexible, and allows for research methods to be chosen using a ‘what works best’ approach (Feilzer, 2010). Pragmatism embraces multiple viewpoints, methods, and methodologies, which is ideal within the realm of nutrition for singers. It acknowledges the need to move between different paradigms, methodologies, and research designs, allowing me to be both reflective and reactive (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). This flexible design is important when making blended scientific and social enquiries, such as nutrition and the singing voice. It is for this reason, I feel a pragmatic paradigm suits both my own ontological/epistemological beliefs, and the requirements to work within a topic that is simultaneously science and arts based.


Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed-Methods Frameworks
A research methodology is a theoretical framework that outlines the rules that a study must follow (Walliman, 2005). When choosing one, the researcher must be informed by their ontological, epistemological, and paradigmatic positions.  These views and inherent bias’s must then be critically reflected on, alongside the research problem and intended outcomes to choose a suitable methodological framework (Costly et al., 2014).
Quantitative methodology holds the scientific method, numerical data, and statistical analysis at its foundation (Walliman, 2005). It sits nicely alongside realist ontologies and positivist paradigms, due to its desire to prove objective truths (Little, 2014). When working with quantitative methodology, the research process is often deductive, as it usually begins with a specific question (hypothesis) and works towards either confirming or disproving the statement (Little, 2014). The research will aim to control all the potential variables, so that other researchers may be able to replicate their methods and obtain the same results (Kawulich, 2001). This methodology aims for the researcher to be neutral, objective, and unbiased (Walliman, 2005). 
This type of methodological approach can work extremely well when researching nutrition for singers, especially if the question being asked requires numerical and statistical data to be proven or disproven. A good example would be a study published by Kim et al. (2022) titled ’Triglyceride-glucose index is associated with gastroesophageal reflux disease: a health checkup cohort study’. Overall, this study is questioning how blood fat and sugar levels correlate with severity of gastroesophageal reflux disease. Due to the reliance on specific numerical measurements, this study was bound to fall within the quantitative methodological framework. Although this methodology has many advantages, it is not appropriate for use exclusively within my small practice-based research project due to timescales, lack of resources, and mathematical and statistical expertise. 
[bookmark: _Int_1MiROsHo]Qualitative studies are concerned with the details of an individual’s understanding or expression of reality, with emphasis on the human experience (Given, 2008). Falling within the framework of a relativist ontology, a qualitative approach will often use inductive reasoning (Walliman, 2005). Starting with a question, it will look within the data collected to seek an answer or build a theory. A relevant example of this approach would be Broadwater’s 2022 study titled ’Clergyman‘s Sore Throat’. This research was born out of curiosity, and analysed descriptive words to better understand what this term may have been used for in the past (Broadwater, 2022). Broadwater’s literature review found this terminology to be prolific enough to have a variety of sources, and yet her conclusion found there to be a lack of consistency in its use (Broadwater, 2022). Despite not finding an exact definition for this term, her research still provides interesting insights, and is a launch pad for several new enquiries with regards to learning about the history of this vocal terminology and related issues. Qualitative studies hold many benefits for practice-based research and could potentially be the framework I choose for my small study, although my preference is to work within a mixed-methods approach.
Mixed-methods methodology is a blending of qualitative and quantitative approaches that can pick and choose from either framework to create an ideal research design (Wisker, 2019). It is another methodological approach, which is very popular within the practice-based research setting, because it falls under the pragmatic paradigm; it allows the researcher to use methods and designs that best solve the individual problem (Denscombe, 2003).  Using both quantitative and qualitative methods (for example, numerical statistics and word-based questionnaires) may help the researcher build a stronger argument (Denscombe, 2003). This methodology is ideally suited to research in the field of nutrition for singers, because it is flexible enough to work well within both science and arts environments. It has the capacity to provide both insights and knowledge from study participants, and statistical data with scientific rigour (Winter, 2021). For my small study, I am drawn to the mixed-methods approach for the above reasons. 

Research Methodologies
Within methodological frameworks, there are many different methodologies available to conduct research.  There are a wide variety of options including (but not limited to) action research, phenomenology, hermeneutics, and bricolage (Denzin and Lincoln, 2015). 
Action research is a methodology suitable to small-scale projects in work environments, especially those within health and social care, business, and education (Denscombe, 2003). It is widely used, and an excellent design for those who have identified a need for improvement and aim to implement changes using the data from their research (Bell and Waters, 2018). Action research is not suitable for my project, because due to my work as a choral conductor and singing teacher, nutrition is not a regular part of my current role. This research methodology would be more suitable to a practitioner who is seeking to better understand an element of the voice they are already working with regularly. 
Another popular research methodology is phenomenology. Developed by Edmund Husserl, phenomenology seeks to provide a human element to research, something he felt was lacking within the positivist scientific method popular at the time (Laverty, 2003). Despite its desire to include human feelings and issues, it also acknowledges the need for the researcher to analyse their own views and set them aside, aiming for impartiality when conducting research (Kakkori, 2009). This design is not suitable for my small study, as it does not sit within my ontological viewpoint of upholding both realist and relativist ideologies. It is too constructivist in approach and does not provide the pragmatic flexibility required for insights on dietary protocols.
The hermeneutic methodology has evolved over time, as a specific way of analysing text data for meaning (Laverty, 2003). Founded by Heidegger, it focuses on interpreting the human consciousness through analysis of language (Laverty, 2003). A key concept is the hermeneutic circle, whereby the researcher will regularly zoom in on a specific data set, and then zoom out and compare findings within the entirety of the collected data (Laverty, 2003). This zooming in and out allows for constant reflection and new understandings. Hermeneutics appeals more to my ontological and epistemological viewpoints, as unlike phenomenology, it does not ask for the researcher to bracket out their own views and bias’s (Laverty, 2003). As Patterson and Higgs (2005) outline, hermeneutic research would consist of literature review, focus groups, and interviews of an open-ended nature. It is for this reason that I do not believe it would work for my small study.  The cyclical and open-ended dynamic of this type of study does not lend itself to the timescales required nor the type of data I wish to collect and critically evaluate. 
Compared to action research, phenomenology, and hermeneutics; bricolage is a very new form of research methodology. Invented in 1999 by Yvonne Lincoln and Norman Denzin, it is a non-restricted form of research that allows for the intricacies of the complex social world (Rogers, 2012).  Bricolage lets researchers explore various methodologies and choose one that suits their question or hypothesis best (Kincheloe, 2004). It has been touted as an antidote to positivist thinking, as it allows for the researcher to be flexible and unique in their approach to solving research problems (Rogers, 2012). This methodology fits within my pragmatic paradigmatic lens and takes a mixed-methods approach to research. For these reasons, I am considering this methodology for my small study, as it will allow me the most flexibility whilst also keeping within my ontological stance.   

Critical Evaluation of a range of Research Methods
When choosing a research method, there are many factors to consider. Alongside ensuring the approach fits within the researchers ontological, epistemological, and paradigmatic frameworks; it is crucial to ensure the practical realities of the project are considered. As Denscombe (2003) explains, the researcher must weigh up the pros and cons of potential research methods and choose one that is best suited to provide the answers they hope to obtain. I will critically evaluate a selection of popular research methods for suitability within my small study on nutrition and the singing voice using a mixed-methods approach.
Interviews are a very common choice of qualitative research method, due to their flexibility and ability to be applied to a wide range of situations (Walliman, 2005 p. 284). They can be completed either face-to-face or over the telephone, and can be used to question the public, specific segments of society, or leading experts in particular fields (Walliman, 2005 p. 284).  An interview can be structured, semi-structured, or unstructured, with each style having its own benefits and drawbacks (Denscombe, 2003). Although an interview could provide interesting insights into a person’s experience with nutrition and singing, I feel this method may be too time consuming for my small study, especially as it would limit the number of subjects I could realistically work with. It would require considerable time to transcribe and collect qualitative data from this type of study. 
Focus groups can vary in size, however the number of subjects chosen should be deliberate; larger and smaller groups bring their own benefits and obstacles (Hennick, 2014). A larger group may facilitate diverse conversations and potentially generate a higher volume of insightful data; however, they can be harder to control and keep on topic (Fern, 1982). A smaller focus group, by contrast, should be more manageable to facilitate, and the conversations may delve deeper into the topic as there is less competition for subjects to dominate the conversation (Hennick, 2014). A smaller group of six to eight participants may be more interview like, but with the dynamic of a multi-voice conversation (Denscombe, 2003). The researcher utilising a focus group design should critically evaluate these features and ensure their group size, number of questions, and style of questions will provide the data they are aiming to collect in their research (Hennick, 2014). A focus group is not a suitable design for my small study, as I am looking to compare data on individual experiences with regards to nutrition and singing. 
 Unlike interviews and focus groups, questionnaires are an excellent method for collecting both quantitative and qualitative data (Walliman, 2005, p. 281). They are flexible models, that work well within the pragmatic paradigm and mixed-methods methodology (Walliman, 2005). When structuring a questionnaire, certain details need to be thought through, including; sample size, anonymity, delivery (in person, online etc), and timing (Walliman, 2005). I have chosen this research method for my small study, due to both its alignment within my paradigmatic framework, and because it works well within the timescales I have and the type of data I am aiming to collect and analyse. My aim is to create a questionnaire that can be administered at the beginning of the study, and then readministered after subjects follow a specific dietary protocol for six weeks. By using the voice handicap index (Appendix) combined with a limited number of open-ended questions, I aim to compare findings both within the individual (before and after) and the group (overall consistencies or differences in experience).

Evaluation in the importance of Ethics and Insider Research
Regardless of ontological positioning, paradigmatic viewpoints, and research methodologies and designs, ethics is the scaffolding for which all research projects must adhere to (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Having a clear understanding of ethical frameworks and assessing a research project for any potential ethical issues is critical. It is essential to complete an ethics form and gain approval from an institution before carrying out any research (Bell and Waters, 2018). Sangay (2012), outlines basic ethical principles all researchers should follow:
· Honesty (honestly reporting methods, procedures, data and results)
· Objectivity (avoiding bias in experimental design, data analysis data interpretation, peer review, grant writing, expert testimony, and other aspects of research, disclosing personal or financial interests)
· Integrity (keeping promises and agreements, acting with sincerity, striving for consistency of thought and action)
· Carefulness (avoiding careless errors and negligence, carefully and critically examining one’s own work, keeping good records of research)
· Openness (being open to criticism)
· Respect for intellectual property (giving credit where credit is due, never plagiarising)
· Confidentiality
· Responsible publication
  Within my own small study, there are a multitude of ethical considerations to consider. Working with nutrition for singers specifically brings up the ethical code of do no harm with regards to physical health (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).  It is imperative that all study participants can follow the dietary guidelines of the study without it doing damage to their health. Screening of study candidates for health issues, outlining the purpose and procedures of the study, and ensuring potential participants are aware they can withdraw at any time are just some of the requirements to ensure the study will be following ethical guidelines (Walliman, 2005). 
Within the framework of ethics, there is also the issue of insider research, which needs to be fully understood and considered before undertaking practice-based research (Costley et al., 2010).  Research conducted in the workplace is likely to engage with participants that will be recruited from the workplace itself. This can bring both benefits and issues that must be contextualised (Costley et al., 2010). Benefits include the unique perspective of the researcher, the purposive element of improving their own workplace environment, and the ease at which the researcher can access their participants (Costley et al., 2010). Despite the benefits of insider research, there are also important ethical considerations. There will be a high level of bias due to the researchers vested interests in the outcome, and a need for triangulation to ensure against distortion of the results (Saidin and Yaacob, 2016).
When designing my small study, it is important to acknowledge that I have choices in terms of whether my participants are my own students, or whether I choose to find a percentage of participants from outside of my practice. It is likely that I will require a mixture of inside and outside of practice participants to find enough who meet the health parameters for the study. 
Conclusion
Having critically evaluated my chosen research question, and related it to my ontological, epistemological, and paradigmatic beliefs, I have chosen to structure my research in the form of a questionnaire with before and after responses, using a mixed-methods approach that asks questions using a combination of the voice handicap index and a small number of open-ended questions. This data may then be evaluated both quantitatively and qualitatively, to ascertain whether the subjects noticed any differences in voice quality after completion of six weeks on a specific dietary protocol. By using two approaches to data collection, this will add validity to my small study by engaging in the process of triangulation (Walliman, 2005). There are a multitude of ethical considerations when partaking in studies on nutrition, and although I aim for some of my participants to be from outside my teaching practice, I must consider the issues that arise when conducting research where participants are known and interacted with on a regular basis. Recruiting participants who wish to engage with an open and communicative support system during the study’s timeframe may be a pragmatic ’what works best’ approach to ensure commitment to the dietary changes required and to acknowledge within the research design the level of interaction taking place within the study.
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The above chart outlines The Voice Handicap Index, as discussed by Rosen and Murry (2000) p 372. 
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