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1. [bookmark: _Toc121692844][bookmark: _Toc124422976]Introduction

[bookmark: _Toc121692845][bookmark: _Toc124422977]1.1 Background of the topic

This research discusses the topic of real estate brokers’ professional identity in China. Maxwell (2020, p.40) defines the research problem as a vital part of the planning study. The real estate brokers in this research are professionals who work as middlemen to process property transactions in China. The research aims to understand the professional identity of Chinese real estate brokers, describe the essentials of this group’s professional identity, and determine the relationship between critical factors and their professional identity. Then try to make suggestions. The rationale will address in the latter contents.


[bookmark: _Toc121692846][bookmark: _Toc124422978]1.3 Background of the researcher

The researcher's background will create bias in research, and the researcher must deal with the bias problem throughout the whole process of the study. The researcher of this topic is an early thirty age male married doctorate student studying in the UK. This researcher received an undergraduate degree in China and a master’s degree at the Queen Mary University of London, majoring in investment and finance. The researcher worked as a banking manager for three years, as China’s state-owned developer’s financing manager for three years and as a college lecturer for three years. The researcher has deep relations with many kinds of real estate brokers due to both business and personal reasons.

[bookmark: _Toc121692847][bookmark: _Toc124422979]1.4 Aim and objectives

This research aims to understand the critical factors’ impact on Chinese real estate brokers' professional identity.
The study searches for the key elements of the professional identity of the real estate brokers group.
The research evaluates real estate brokers' professional identity and how it impacts their job performance.
The research seeks to find the impact of brokers’ professional identity and how it affects the job turnover of property agent companies.
The study explores the relationship between the different management styles of real estate companies and the level of employee brokers’ professional identity.
The research will suggest increasing real estate brokers' professional identity in China.

[bookmark: _Toc121692848][bookmark: _Toc124422980]1.5 Rationale

Estimates range from $2.4 trillion for the new-home market to $52 trillion for homes and existing inventory(Bloomberg, 2022), the real estate market is large and significant in China, while the real estate broker is a low entry-level occupation. It is statistically difficult to calculate the total number of those who work as property brokers because there are significantly large numbers of privately run property agents with a very high job turnover. Latham (2017) mentions that several attempts at compulsory licensing in the US have failed due to the low barrier to entry for real estate agents, which in turn was intended to enhance the professional identity of the industry. In addition, the Chinese official authority does not consider this industry a significant sector, so the official statistical report never announces the total number of this sector’s employees. However, multi-Chinese major financial media claim that around two million full-time individuals worked as real estate brokers in China in the second half of 2021. The Chinese society regards this job as labelled low social status but professional. On the one hand, society perceives the profession as low-end, barrier-free, and easy to engage in; on the other hand, the property market relies heavily on the real estate brokers’ job services, as real estate has a significant wealth effect in China. Real estate brokers must be relied upon to carry out real estate transactions because the process is cumbersome and complex. Real estate brokers in China take on much more of the role that real estate solicitors play in the UK. More and more prestigious university graduate students are joining the workforce along with a continuing wave of rapid job changes. Professional identity Relating scholars focus on two extreme parts in occupations: highly skilled professionals such as teachers, doctors, editors or ‘dirty job’ workers. Dirty job refers to the fact that some occupations are stereotyped and prejudiced by the public due to their mainly physical work content and relatively "dirty" environment; the perceived stigma is the overall degree of negative public perception of the job. (Zhu, Wang, and Ouyang 2022). However, real estate brokers are missing in this research field. Property brokers are a sizeable occupational group with diverse backgrounds employees; researchers should take this group into the study. This creates a gap for the researcher to apply other occupations’ professional identity research paradigms and methods to real estate brokers in China. If this research seeks out the key factors significantly affecting the professional identity of property brokers in China, the researcher would be able to make some suggestions, both regarding the individual level and agent company management level, to increase this professional group’s professional identity which could benefit not only the occupation but also beneficial to the whole real estate agency industry in China.  
[bookmark: _Hlk120240899]
2. [bookmark: _Toc121692849][bookmark: _Toc124422981][bookmark: _Toc121692850]The conceptual framework and literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc124422982]2.1 Discussion of conceptual framework and theoretical framework

Before conducting the research thesis, a framework needs to be addressed. Crawford (2020, p.35) summarises that the research framework is a house’s foundation. There are two kinds of frameworks which are the theoretical framework and the conceptual framework. Imenda (2014, p.189) shows that the theoretical framework is derived from theories, and the conceptual framework is derived from concepts. The relevant vital researchers describe the role of both frameworks in research in different ways. Crawford (2020, p.39) expresses that in the theoretical framework, the relevant theories must be detected before applying to an ongoing relationship with the study or being tested. Maxwell (2020, p.41) describes the conceptual framework instead as constructed than found. Crawford (2020, p.41) shows that the conceptual framework serves to either argue, explain, or generalise. 

The key researchers also have a different understanding or expression regarding the relationship between the theoretical framework and the conceptual framework. Some view the theoretical framework as a part of the conceptual framework in research, while some define the two frameworks for different methodologies. Crawford (2020, p.38) defines the theoretical framework as a part of the conceptual framework. Imenda (2014, p.192) expresses that quantitative research problems tend to use the deductive approach, which is more suitable for applying the theoretical framework, while qualitative research problems tend to use the inductive method, which is more ideal for applying the conceptual framework. Crawford (2020, p.43) illustrates that the three courses of experience, literature and theoretical framework combine into the conceptual framework, which could be presented either graphically or narratively. Maxwell (2020, p.53) shows a way of avoiding the underuse or uncritical overuse of existing theories by testing them, mainly applied in the qualitative paradigm.  Imenda (2014, p.194) argues that theoretical and conceptual frameworks help researchers see the main variables and concepts, guide the proper methodology, and select the right way for data collection, interpretation, and explanation. It is challenging to decide which kind of framework to research on the professional identity of real estate brokers in China. The reason is that one methodology may not well serve the conducting process of the research for the thesis, and qualitative and quantitative approaches may apply at different stages in the study, so viewing two kinds of framework as independent parallels may cause a puzzle. Suppose using the perspective of the theoretical framework to one part of the conceptual framework could solve the mystery of mixed methodology. Most researchers who study the other occupation group use the conceptual framework when applying mixed methods.

[bookmark: _Toc124422983]2.2 The conceptual framework and literature review of this research

Key researchers from different philosophical aspects have discussed the concepts of professional identity for a long time. Miller (1962) defines identity as an abstract whole containing three centric regions, manifesting as an externally self-centred limbic region. Holland, Gottfredson and Power (1980) believe that professional identity refers to an individual's precise and stable perception of career goals, interests, personality, and talents. These are clear and stable perceptions of the individual's career goals, interests, nature, and skills. These perceptions enable the individual to develop a clear and stable identity in the face of inevitable ambiguities. They allow individuals to make the right decisions in the face of inevitable ambiguity. Moore and Hofman (1988) define professional identity in terms of the extent to which an individual identifies with the role or status of their occupation in society; professional identity is defined in terms of the time to which individuals perceive their work to be. It is the extent to which individuals perceive their profession to be attractive, meaningful, and compatible with other social roles. Ashforth & Mael (1989) define professional identity as a type of social identity and is the degree to which an individual feels a sense of oneness with an occupation and the extent to which the individual defines themself as a member of that occupation; professional identity involves an individual's adjustment of roles, responsibilities, values, and ethical standards to conform to the accepted practices of their career. Vondracek (1992) sees professional identity as a structure rather than a specific concept. Meyer, Allen and Smith (1993) express professional identity in terms of an individual's attitude towards an occupation, which is a positive and affirmative evaluation of a job, reflecting an individual's enjoyment of the occupation and desire to work in it. Goodson and Colle (1994) see professional identity as a continuous dialogue or interpretation between the individual and the occupational situation, the process of interpretation. Volkmann and Anderson (1998) view professional identity as a complex process of balancing the dynamics of the individual's personality with the profession’s role; the process is complicated. Meijers (1998) expresses that professional identity is a structure of meaning in which individuals associate their motivations, interests, and abilities with an acceptable occupational role—connected to an excellent occupational part. The Dutch scholar Kortagen (2004) argues that professional identity is the individual's orientation towards images, feelings, needs, values, role models, own experiences, and unconscious behaviour form a gestalt. The gestalt from which the professional identity is formed by the individual's own experiences and unconscious behavioural tendencies. The external dimensions of a person's abilities, behaviours and beliefs are influenced by this gestalt. The individual can become aware of this gestalt through storytelling and life paths. 

Among the critical writers in this field in China, Wei, Song, & Zhang (2013) explain that professional identity is both a process and a state. Besides the discussions on the concepts of professional identity itself, scholars are researching professional identities from different perspectives in China and overseas. Brown (2014) expresses that identity or identity work which is a similar concept, is the self-understanding of who they are and who they desire to be and implicated; everything in the organisation could be affected by identity. Ashforth and Schinoff (2016) stand for a constructivist analysis of identity in organisations as a process of emotional transmission and that if organisations can provide clear directions for their members to connect the past, present and desired future, this will strengthen the feelings of the identity of the members in the organisation. By studying pharmacy students, Bloom (2022) analyses the difference between the profession’s identity, which is how a group is perceived by the whole outside the group, and professional identity, which is how members of an occupational group perceive their own occupational identity.

[bookmark: _Hlk120210331]Regarding conducting research in the professional identity field, the dominant paradigm is mixed approaches. However, in this part, the researcher would discuss current scholars’ work standing from different perspectives in this field. Scholars who stand on the constructivist position tend to use in-depth fieldwork in specific professional groups to construct a professional identity. Lifshitz-Assaf. (2017) applied a purely qualitative approach to construct a system between the professional identity and the knowledge boundaries in NASA; the researchers used in-depth fieldwork and case study to construct the opinions. However, the deficiency of this approach is that the researcher may bring significant bias into the construction process, which may affect the outcome. Chen and Reay. (2020) designed a qualitative model in the healthcare field to analyse how changes in professional identity affect occupational awareness in dealing with new jobs. The weakness of this approach is that the newly designed qualitative model is hard to evaluate for reliability and validity. Yang, Wang, and Chen (2020) have adopted a constructivist perspective to analyse how traditional Chinese culture, Western social work values, and adequate access to government resources can be used to construct a new professional identity for the development of Chinese social work agencies, in response to the lack of social awareness, social recognition, public participation and competitiveness. Virta, J. et al. (2022), as constructivist scholars, have studied a group of physical education teachers in Finland to discover how informal learning contexts influence the construction of the professional identity of physical education teachers. They found that the casual learning environment contributed to three aspects of this group's professional identity construction, namely professional ideals, professional values and principles, and professional knowledge competencies, and the findings also pointed to the integration and overlap of professional and personal aspects of identity in the construction of professional identity.

[bookmark: _Hlk120211236]Compared with constructivist researchers, positivist and postpositivist researchers seek solutions through quantitative techniques in the professional identity field. Feng et al. (2021) explore the status and factors influencing the professional identity of Chinese general practitioners. Using the existing established scales, the Likert scale 5, Mann-Whitney U Test or Kruskal-Wallis H Test were used to examine differences between factors. OLS multiple linear regression was used to explore the influencing factors. The pure quantitative analysis could efficiently dig the causal relationships between variables; thus, positivist and post positivists researchers deal with professional identity through existing mature scales or invent new detective methods. Li, Liu. & Lin. (2022) applied a purely quantitative approach to explore physical education teachers' professional identity and give recommendations. The first step was to borrow a well-established Likert scale and conduct a reliability and validity analysis after the questionnaire was returned. Professional development influences were then divided into dimensions and professional identity into aspects. A multiple regression model was built for regression analysis to determine the relationship between each element and professional identity. Finally, several subdivision findings were drawn, and recommendations were given. Zhang et al. (2020) used another way to evaluate the relationship between the family motivation factor and professional identity; they concluded that when professionals are faced with more significant financial pressure from their families, they tend to show stronger career motivation, which cannot be avoided in the analysis of the subject of professional identity.

Pragmatic researchers also tend to find the mutual impacts of professional identity on work or study motivation. Using SEM structural equation modelling, Yu, Chen, and Hou (2021) concluded that there was a significant relationship between career identity and respondents' engagement and that career identity was positively related to career evaluation, career emotion and learning engagement. In addition, they also analysed the mediating effects of professional assessment and professional emotion in career identity and engagement in learning.  Xu et al. (2022) used a large-scale career identity scale and a job satisfaction scale to survey a group of primary and secondary school teachers in China. They showed that when scores for competence and growth were higher, teachers showed strong career identity through career satisfaction and were strong predictors of burnout. Chien, Axon, and Cooley. (2022) surveyed a group of pharmacy students at a US college and found that student pharmacists emerged with multiple career identity tendencies. These researchers identified the directionality of training, the appropriateness of the curriculum and the level of faculty support as effective ways to shape a more precise career identity for this group.


3. [bookmark: _Toc121692851][bookmark: _Toc124422984]Axiology, ontology, epistemology and paradigm

[bookmark: _Hlk120240851]Regarding paradigm in professional identity, researchers are divided into positivist, constructionist, and subjectivist. Each academy’s work depends on its philosophical position and has a relative research paradigm and methods. Maxwell (2020, p.41-44) instructs that the paradigms as philosophical positions each have a different understanding of reality(ontology), how to acquire knowledge(epistemology) and what the researcher value(axiology), using an existing research paradigm could avoid complex building and explaining processes for the researcher oneself. Lifshitz-Assaf (2017), standing in the positivist position, applied a deep field study to the scientists at NASA to demonstrate their professional identity. Zhang (2019) views the professional identity of journalists in China as a constructed process among society, economic background, technology, and professionals. Li, Liu & Lin (2022) use close questionaries to collect data from physical teachers in China and then run a test to show the relationship between those teachers' professional identity and professional development, which stand in the positivist position. However, the subjectivist perspective is also applied in the research of the professional identity field. Chen and Reay (2020) stand in the subjectivist view to set a reconstructed way to deal with the problem that professionals resist doing work not fitting their previous professional identity. They apply interviews and field observations work in an English public service organisation to set a way to reconstruct the professional identity to engage in the newly assigned tasks and show how to make professionals allow reconstruction in one’s professional identity.

In this research, the researcher stands in the position of postpositivist. The axiology is to seek the essential factors affecting the professional identity of Chinese property brokers and make recommendations accordingly. The ontology is that there is an objective fact, but it can never be perfectly known. The epistemology is that the research is subject to researcher error or subjective factors; the only truth can only be partially explained by discovery.

4. [bookmark: _Toc121692852][bookmark: _Toc124422985]Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc121692853][bookmark: _Toc124422986]4.1 Qualitative vs Quantitative

In this part of the report, the different possible methodologies: Quantitative, Qualitative and Mixed, will be discussed. The argument between quantitative and qualitative is long in the research field. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp.2）say that qualitative and quantitative researchers in the 60s last century were set into two clear camps, and both held privilege in their ways. Bryman (2016, pp11) expresses that the quantitative method is conducted by the social survey and experimental investigations, while the qualitative process is undertaken by participant observation and unstructured in-depth interviewing. The quantitative approach originated from science, which seeks causal relationships between variables. Bryman (2016, pp13-16) says that in the past social science, field argued that quantitative methods like surveys and experiments failed to take into consideration the difference between people and objects in natural science; in quantitative surveys, each question would be treated as a variable wait to test the causal relationship with other variables. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp14) illustrate that quantitative methods try to find a causal relationship between variables. Bryman (2016, pp21) expresses that in the quantitative approach, there are often two groups, the experimental and control group, identical in all ways besides the independent variable to be observed.

Quantitative research methods are deeply affected by positivism; researchers who apply the quantitative way must stand on the position of positivism. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp15-16) discuss that quantitative researchers fall within the positivist which believes there is only truth out there to wait for, explore and find, while qualitative researchers are likely to fall within the postpositivist which believes there is no absolute truth out there, and all could be partially understood. Bryman (2016, pp24-26) discusses that the positivist belief of scientific methods could apply to social science, and facts could be found in scientific ways; searching for the relationship among points is the target. And the quantitative approach is deeply affected by positivism. The quantitative researcher must follow a fixed paradigm to collect and process data. Bryman (2016, pp22) explains that besides surveys and experiments, the analysis of previous data, structured observation, and content analyses also fall into the quantitative approach field. Bryman (2016, pp30) also shows that the structure of quantitative research is as follows: theory(deduction), hypothesis(operationalisation), data collection (data processing), data analysis(interpretation) to findings (induction).

Unlike the quantitative method, the qualitative approach has a different position in ontology, axiology, and epistemology. Qualitative researchers do not believe in the ‘only truth’ and reject the positivist philosophy concept. They tend to view the world in a more complex way. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp3) explain that qualitative research is involved, crossing fields of different terms, concepts, and assumptions with many perspectives and vast study methods. Bryman (2016, pp18) shows that in qualitative studies, researchers try to understand the world from people’s views through field investigations which is a much less standardised approach. Bryman (2016, pp78-80) also explains that the link between the key features of qualitative research is most evident in the commitment to seeing through the eyes of the researched. Qualitative research makes an unfamiliar society atmosphere visible by fitting into it. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp4) state that the qualitative approach made the complex and mutually affecting society become visible. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp6-7) also express that the qualitative methods could be viewed as a Montage, which needs an observer to build their images of the observed phenomenon in research. 

Quantitative researchers may conclude different causal relationships in the same database; however, qualitative researchers may conclude deep meaning by digging into the same society or people’s backgrounds. The conclusion could be affected by each researcher’s observation perspective. Bryman (2016, pp84-85) points out that social scientists applying qualitative methods would be affected by the researcher’s view. In the qualitative approach, the researchers may stand in different positions studying the same topic. The interpretation would differ when fieldwork is applied in other regions of the same country. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp7) declare that qualitative methods applicators reflect their interpretations by representations. 

Different from the quantitative researchers setting a clear frontier of their paradigm, the qualitative appliers have no such clear research methods frontier. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp9) say that the qualitative paradigm has no clear boundaries, and much research has declared using qualitative approaches. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp11) also explain that, unlike positivist science, qualitative research does not have fixed variables, existing models, or solid proof methods. Qualitative social scientists often stand in the position of constructivists to consider the researcher themself as a part of the research. The qualitative approach also requires researchers to have much more relation regarding the people being researched than the positivist quantitative takers. Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp32) express those qualitative researchers fall into the constructivist use of interpretations, case studies and ethnographic fiction to conduct research. Bryman (2016, pp104-105) shows that compared with the quantitative method, the qualitative approach set a closer relationship with the subject from an inside aspect. Quantitatively, researchers have much less contact with the issues than with the qualitative method. The qualitative appliers need to fit as an insider dealing with the research target rather than an outsider observing the objectives only. Bryman (2016, p106) views quantitative researchers as outsiders regarding subjects, while qualitative researchers are insiders regarding the issues. Quantitative researchers focus on data collection and analysis, while qualitative researchers seek views from the subjects’ eyes. 
[bookmark: _Toc121692854]
[bookmark: _Toc124422987]4.2 Selection from five qualitative approaches

[bookmark: _Hlk121326448]Although a mixed method could be suitable for the research, Denzin and Lincoln (2008, pp12) express that diverse research often applies qualitative methods in the first stage to explore, then use the quantitative procedure to confirm. In this topic, the researcher would select from qualitative methods. The researcher rejects the narrative approach first. Creswell (2007, pp54-55) expresses that narrative research is a unique qualitative method by deeply digging into the story told by one individual, distinguishing between narrative studies as authorial analysis of different levels and biographical studies. Creswell (2007, pp55-57) also says that narrative research is a process of rewriting the complete experience of the subject of the investigation into a composite framework of rewritten stories. However, only one or several brokers’ life stories cannot affect the whole group; it may profoundly affect by an individual’s background. Different backgrounds could lead to different professional identities in the same job or working environment. Creswell (2007, pp57) explains that narrative research is a challenging way of qualitative research regarding the deep processing of the participant’s life story and restoring it in consideration of the researcher’s background.  Plus, every city differs in the industry structure and working environment, which could lead written one life story failing to describe an occupation group. Using a narrative way to conduct this research may increase the biases and prejudices for both the researcher and the respondents.

[bookmark: _Hlk121331737]The researcher secondly rejects the phenomenology approach. Creswell (2007, pp58) explains that compared with narrative research digging into one individual’s story, the phenomenology research method explains the meaning of multiple people's lived experiences of the same phenomenon or concept. And Creswell (2007, pp60-62) illustrates that phenomenology is suitable for researching the common or shared experiences among individuals to explore the meaning of being entitled to identity. Aguinis and Glavas (2017) discussed how Corporate social responsibility (CSR) expands the concept of work beyond the individual and the job, giving workers a greater sense of self-identity and finding meaning through their work; scholars have taken the idea of how the phenomenon is perceived by different people involved, both inside and outside the company, as an approach to the phenomenon that bears the feature of a phenomenological approach. However, the first reason to reject this approach is that phenomenology is unsuitable for justifying the specific occupation group’s professional identity. And the interpretation of this approach would be deeply affected by the researcher’s background. The second reason is that the researcher’s view profoundly influences the understanding of this approach. Creswell (2007, pp60-62) illustrates that phenomenology is suitable for researching the common or shared experiences among individuals to explore the meaning of being entitled to identity.  The third reason is that the researcher’s role position would change the interpretation of the survey. Creswell (2007, pp62) explains that in phenomenology, the researcher needs to decide how their role position will be added to the study and what impact it will have on the survey. To sum up, applying phenomenology would enlarge the biases and prejudices caused by the researcher.

The researcher thirdly rejects the grounded theory approach. Creswell (2007, pp62-64) states that the grounded theory approach is to develop a theory of creation based on participant data. The primary process for this approach is to construct a new theory based on the existing theories and 20-30 interviews. Creswell (2007, pp64-68) views the grounded theory approach as a process of constructing new theories to explain based on dozens of field interviews which shows that grounded theory is a coding process by open interviews stage by stage, which is an engagement construction of the researcher and the interviewers; he also explains that when researchers conduct the grounded theory method, they need to set aside the theoretical understanding as much as possible to construct new theories. 

Brown (2018) reviewed how scholars have spoken about the application of identity studies to different fields in recent years; he calls for more scholars to join this hot area of research and hopes that scholars will create new theories with a critical perspective on the integration of identity studies into subfields of organisation theory to create new theories. And Santaella (2018) compared the situations of two secondary school principals in disadvantaged environments, one considered successful and the other less successful; the scholar used a grounded theory approach to uncover differences in the professional identities of the two principals and to suggest theoretical underpinnings for the professional identity of the headmaster community in a state of adversity. The think-tank approach is similar to the grounded theory in the professional identity field. Goodolf and Godfrey (2021) examined the professional identity of nursing professionals; the scholars explore the think-tank approach method, which is like the grounded theory; the scholar describes as having better results in building new knowledge and language in a discipline using a well-structured think-tank. Hanna et al. (2022) developed a new branch of theory within professional identity to explain the complex relationship between professional tensions and professional identity. Creating the new theory was based on an in-depth analysis of a group of Dutch primary school teachers using extensive quantitative analysis.  The reason to reject this approach is that in this research, the researcher applies the existing paradigm and theories to a new occupational group rather than construct a new theory. It is about using ideas in a new area rather than creating a new theory to describe the complex problem in this research. It is more like a study system shifting from other professional identities in other occupations to the property broker occupation in China.

The researcher also rejects the ethnography approach. Creswell (2007, pp68-69) expresses that ethnography is concerned with the familiar patterns of a group, and in-depth fieldwork is a better way to understand the patterns of a group. Creswell (2007, pp70-72) also explains that ethnography research involves intensive observation, measurement, interviewing, analysis, etc., to understand the typical behavioural patterns and characteristics of the group under investigation. Willetts and Garvey (2020), using an ethnographic approach, selected a group that has also received little attention in professional identity scholarship. They used extended observation, interviews, and field notes in conjunction with a sample survey to examine how the group performance of a group of nurses in an acute Australian healthcare setting in particular setting influenced the group's professional identity. And Van Braak et al. (2021) conducted a study on how collective reflection can be used to promote the positive contribution of reflection to professional advancement; scholars have conducted in-depth observations, surveys, and interviews with teachers in Dutch general practitioner training institutions, which reflect ideas in addition to an ethnographic approach. However, the ethnography approach does not fit the professional identity of real estate brokers because brokers come from different cultural backgrounds, work for different agents, and have different educational levels. So, they cannot consider a shared cultural background group to fit the ethnography. 

Regarding the period for fieldwork, Creswell (2007, pp72) explains that ethnography research methods are constrained by the need to observe and analyse the group over a long time, and the investigator needs to exclude the influence of the ego in the research. The researcher needs to do the fieldwork for two or more years among the real estate brokers; however, the researcher plans to do this in a Doctor of Business Administration programme, which is shorter than the fieldwork period required for the ethnography approach. Lack of time is also a significant reason to reject ethnography.

The researcher chooses the case study approach. The first reason is that sampling from different contexts can effectively represent the whole. The researcher would carefully select the multi-samples from various real estate agents and regions to represent the whole group of Chinese brokers. Creswell (2007, pp73-74) expresses that the case study is more focused on the specific illustration than digging into the cultural background using the ethnography method; however, the researcher needs to choose the fit representative cases in the qualitative case study considering the impacts of different backgrounds of cases. To conduct the case study on Chinese property brokers, the researcher would select samples from different parts of China and company types, including the leading agents like the Lianjia agents and small agents in local communities. 

Meanwhile, the new developer department and the existing or second-hand market department would be considered. Bryman (2016, pp98) points out that qualitative researchers could deal with case study problems by increasing cases and investigating cases in a team. Once the researcher selects the samples, the case study boundaries must be set up. As Creswell (2007, pp75-76) illustrates, the qualitative case study approach needs to set boundaries around the case to avoid the ambiguity of a preliminary case study.

Yin (2004) suggests that the logical basis of a case study is extended analytical reasoning, that is, inductive reasoning that goes directly from individual cases to general conclusions. The greater the external validity we require, the greater the extensibility greater the scope for extrapolation, and the greater the value of the case study findings. To do this, the researcher must capture typicality in the case selection questions. This is, in fact, closely linked to the essence of the case study. So, if each case focuses on a particular category, it is also typical and increases its findings' external validity. Considering Yin’s opinion, the researcher’s difficulty in using the case study may mainly come from two aspects. The first one is how to select the appropriate cases. The possible way to deal with this problem would be to minimise the differences between the observation and comparison groups, leaving key differences to contrast. Another solution is to narrow the research location to a specific city to ensure the cases are more reliable.  In their study of the similarities and differences in the professional identities of state schoolteacher groups and public school teacher groups in China, researchers selected two types of teachers from the same county as a case study to conduct a valid case study by restricting the regional variables (Liu and Sammons 2022). Second, the brokers may lie in interviews due to comparatively low social status or personal vanity. The possible way to outcome this obstacle would be for the researcher to use in-depth fieldwork to build good solid relations with brokers to make them not lie in front of the researcher they trust. 

[bookmark: _Toc121692855][bookmark: _Toc124422988]4.3 Brief introduction of data collection and analysing in this research

Qualitative research data collection and analyses differ significantly from quantitative analysis. Denscombe (2010, pp272) points out that as qualitative research data takes many forms and serves different purposes of the researcher, there is only one standard form for analysing qualitative data. Denscombe (2010, pp272-273) explains that qualitative data analysis has three features; the first is iterative, which means the analysis of qualitative data is not a one-off event at a point in time but rather a developmental process where data collection and data analysis take place simultaneously; the second is inductive which means the analysis usually proceeds from a detailed study of the partial data to a generalisation and conceptualisation; the last one is researcher-centred which means the researcher's factor of self-identification was an essential influencing factor in the analysis. In conducting this research, the researcher would collect raw materials through interviews, observations, and fieldwork in a group of real estate brokers in China. And these actions need to transform into data. Denscombe (2010, pp273) uses a graph to illustrate four qualitative data types: recorded speeches from interviews, printed text from documents; photographs, pictures, and videos from observations; and printed text from questionaries.

When the researcher collects the raw materials from the brokers using the qualitative approach, the original file must be copied for research purposes, and the original files should be protected safely. After then, all those materials need to be catalogued and indexed. Denscombe (2010, pp274) describes the preparation of original qualitative materials as needing two steps before analysing; the first step is that the original data files should be very carefully secured, and researchers should use backup files for their research work; the second is that each piece of raw data should be catalogued and indexed to make it easier for the researcher to find that part of the raw data quickly afterwards. When the researcher starts to analyse data from the brokers, the data should be coded and transcribed. The interviews need to be cross-checked by triangulation and then could apply computer software to analyse. Denscombe (2010, pp189) indicates that the data from interviews should use the triangulation method by cross-checking with other sources of information. To deal with the data collection and analysis of the problem in this specific research, further discussion regarding validity and reliability will be put in the next part.

5. [bookmark: _Toc121692856][bookmark: _Toc124422989]Validity and reliability

Rigour is essential for research; if the researcher cannot ensure the outcome has rigour, the research will lack persuasiveness. Ensuring validity and reliability are tricky; researchers could take more consideration to increase the validity and reliability, as Cohen, Manion, & Morrison. (2007) say that research threats to validity and reliability cannot be eliminated but can only be enhanced by focusing on them. Unlike the quantitative approach, computer-assisted texts provide evidence to ensure validity. The qualitative approach to dealing with human beings makes the validity rigour harder.  Test or retest consistency could ensure the reliability of the approach; if the method has strong reliability, each round test or outcome should show a feature of consistency. Chen, Sun, and Jia (2022) explore and summarises the relationship between teachers' emotions and professional identity. In the process, the quantitative and qualitative data are cross analysed separately to ensure reliability and validity in the data collection and analysis, working to ensure the reliability and validity of the study. However, these cross-analyses may cause more bias problems. Youn and Kim (2022) analysed the relationship between corporate social responsibility and organisational citizenship behaviour; scholars have used employees in the hospitality industry as research subjects for their studies. Still, they have affected the credibility of their studies by failing to consider the influence of corporate culture on organisational citizenship behaviour.

Triangulation could apply to quantitative and qualitative approaches but is more significant to qualitative research. Cohen, Manion, & Morrison. (2007) explain that triangulation is the use of two or more methods to collect data in a study and has a more remarkable ability to explain the richness and complexity of human behaviour in research than a single method; it is also a powerful method for demonstrating validity in qualitative research. Given (2008, pp892-893) explains in the SAGE encyclopaedia that triangulation is to adopt more than one method in both data collection and data analysis, even in data sources, to ensure validity and reliability in qualitative research. When the researcher conducts the case study on property brokers in China, applying more than one way to collect raw data are significant; the researcher will seek to take advantage of multi-methods to source, collect, and analyse data, including interviews, documents, observations, and fieldwork in the investigated property agent offices, then cross-check outcomes to strengthen the validity and reliability.

Besides triangulation, prolonged engagement is another way to strengthen the validity and reliability of the research. Given (2008, pp690) expresses that prolonged engagement means that the researcher uses more time and energy to integrate into the group under investigation to understand the significance of the cultural background, values and behavioural habits of the group under investigation; This process transforms the researcher from a third party observer to a close insider observer, and the close, trusting relationship that is built up in this way helps the subject to present more authentic information. Because this topic of professional identity originated from psychology, it is an illusory concept which means it is not easy to evaluate directly. Meanwhile, both researcher’s biases caused by self-background and surveyed participants, or the brokers tend to lie due to self-esteem, would shake the foundation of validity and reliability. The prolonged engagement provides a way to fix the deficiency in two ways. The first one is that through the extra time and energy to fit into the property brokers group, the researcher would understand this specific occupational group more deeply, both in work and life circumstances; this could bring more validity and reliability in data and methods, respectively. The second is the friendship and trust built upon the prolonged engagement could let the participants here are brokers talk more reality than lie, which could upgrade the validity of raw data from the source. 

Prolonged engagement could cause deficiency regarding reliability and validity as well. During the investigations around the property brokers, trust and good relationships could bring ‘too close’ problems. Brokers may not show accurate information to their close friends due to their emotions and self-esteem. How to handle the level of prolonged engagement becomes an essential topic in conducting the research.  

6. [bookmark: _Toc121692857][bookmark: _Toc124422990]Research ethics

Since qualitative research is mainly about studying people or groups, research ethics must be considered in the analysis. Maxwell (2009, pp216) discusses that ethics need to concern with every aspect of qualitative research rather than a separate section in the study. Stutchbury and Fox (2009) introduced Seedhouse’s ethical grid and Flinders’ ethical frameworks as two well-designed tools to analyse the ethical perspective in research. The researcher applies Seedhouse’s moral grid to discuss the ethical consideration regarding this research.

Respondents are informed in advance so that they fully understand the voluntary nature of their participation in the study and retain the right to withdraw at any time. All questionnaire interviews were strictly confidential. Respondents were selected to be interviewed separately and independently if they preferred to be interviewed and surveyed or, in the case of face-to-face interviews, in the respondent's preferred venue.

Translated with DeepL


Core Rationale


To do in-depth fieldwork to gain trust. Investigate the different groups with different statuses or positions separately. Treat data with the utmost confidentiality. Keep updated on the research process with the investigated individuals. Avoid investigating the risking information like income.


Deontological layer


At a societal level, studying large professional groups that have not been studied before can provide a deeper understanding of occupational groups and contribute to the profession's development. For occupational groups, research can change the neglected situation, giving them a greater understanding of themselves and, through participation in research, perhaps uncovering previously overlooked issues.


Consequential layer



External consideration. To conduct this research, the researcher will strictly comply with all laws and regulations in the UK and China. The researcher will also strictly adhere to the UWTSD Research Integrity and Ethics Code of Practice.
External consideration


Figure 1




This research seeks the different perspectives affecting the professional identity of property brokers and then evaluates how these variables work on this group’s professional identity. As stated in the previous part of this report, the researcher is trying to use the case study approach to conduct this topic. Reed et al. (2012) propose five identity correlates in consumer identity research, which is identity salience: i.e. identity increases if it is a positive component of identity processing, identity association: stimuli can increase positive identity in response to stimuli, identity relevance: the evaluation of identity-related stimuli depends on the essence in the relevant domain, identity validation: individuals monitor their behaviour to reinforce their identity and identity conflict. This could be logically transferred to this research by evaluating the multi-perspectives regarding the professional identity of brokers. After selecting different groups of brokers, fieldwork, questionaries, and interviews would apply to the study. 

Any respondent would be informed in advance that they only joined the research as a team by volunteer and could withdraw from the research at any time. All information collected would be treated as strictly confidential. In this research, different brokers would be involved, so some methods should be applied to protect the bottom-level professionals by sharing negative views of the company or the higher-level colleagues. The researcher could interview or conduct the questionnaires to the different levels of brokers separately. In their research on the professional identity of the new profession of CSR consultant in Greece, using a purely qualitative approach, they used the interview method of data collection, which was conducted in the privacy of the respondent's separate office and in complete confidentiality to the outside world to be able to achieve ethic objectives (Iatridis, Gond, and Kesidou 2021). As long as further proper confidential methods are used in this research, this could protect the different voices that may occur. 

Two additional potential problems need to be addressed. One is collecting accurate information data, and the other is the awkward factor such as income. The property brokers vary in income; this could cause a high self-esteem barrier, so gaining accurate information is hard in this research. One possible way to deal with the first problem is to gain trust through in-depth fieldwork first and data second. However, the triangulation method needs to use for reliability and validity due to too-close bias in research. Regarding the second problem, a semi-structured interview could be used for the income factor, which means the researcher only collects income data as a factor by voluntarily sharing the income data to avoid any harm to those who are not willing to talk about income in the professional job.


7. [bookmark: _Toc121692858][bookmark: _Toc124422991]Impact of the research

This research has several implications for academia, business, and society, but there are some limitations. Firstly, academically, professional identity has become a hot topic in recent years and has been studied by various scholars, from professionalised to stigmatised professions. Real estate agents are excited to learn as a large professional group. A study of the group's professional identity reveals that different religious beliefs, geographical locations and genders impact the professional identity of real estate agents. Religion is a minor factor affecting professional identity because religious coverage is small in China.  As a research project for the Doctor of Business Administration, the innovation lies mainly in transferring the well-established paradigm of professional identity research on other professions to the real estate agent group in China, using proven structures and methodologies to conduct an in-depth study of this hitherto neglected group, which is studied in China as the researcher's resources are focused on this group in China.

In terms of the business dimension, the study of the professional identity of real estate agents reveals that the business structure and management model of different agents affects the professional identity of their employees and that a precise analysis of the factors affecting the professional identity of the agent community can effectively provide management recommendations for real estate agents.

The significant impact on the social level is that the real estate agency industry in China often walks in the grey areas of the law, playing on the edges of the law, which hurts the healthy development of the industry. Exploring the factors and relationships that influence the professional identity of real estate agents in China will provide a better understanding of the internal characteristics of this group. As mentioned earlier, Chinese real estate agents are a large professional group that academic research should pay attention to. In a social sense, this group deserves to be studied seriously rather than revered. As stated in the previous part, the employees of real estate brokers are facing significant changes in recent years; more and more top graduates from leading universities are joining this professional group, which is to chase the big bonus in this industry. Analysing the professional identity of this group is key to understanding the inside situation of this professional group.

The limitations of this study lie in two main points. The first is that the researcher's bias may be a limitation to the research, and adopting an appropriate methodology can reduce the researcher's bias due to their own bias. The second is the reliability and validity of the data in the survey process; only a mixed approach can effectively improve the reliability and validity of the data in this study.

The researcher considers this report an early version of the plan for this specific research; the researcher would try to adjust or alter each planning stage according to upcoming modules and research.  
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