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Introduction

Formal research is the process of generating knowledge (Koshy, 2010) in essence a systematic approach to the gathering and evaluation of data and the process through which we can find out about and “understand phenomena” (Bartlett and Burton 2020, p. 40). As a singing practitioner, I am interested in approaches to singing for health, the study of which is a developing field (Hendry et al., 2022). This paper aims to critically evaluate potential research pathways for undertaking research in complex work-based settings, in particular the trans disciplinary field of voice (McCoy and Ragan, 2018) therefore, I will focus on and critically evaluate a range of qualitative methodologies, methods and research designs which could be appropriate for these work-based settings. All research enquiry is situated within and motivated by a philosophical standpoint or paradigm,  and I will discuss the significance of a personal paradigm and also consider the positivist, constructivist and transformative paradigms, how they are formed by ontology and epistemology and how they inform research. I will define the overarching methodologies used in research; qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods, but will focus evaluation on a range of qualitative approaches; action research, phenomenology and case study. After this, I will look at possible research methods, interviews, focus groups and observations. Finally, I will also discuss the importance of ethical considerations and the issues of insider research.

Philosophical frameworks

How we arrive at a research question in the first instance, our motivation for what we need to know and discover is an explicit part of the research process before inception and during and is shaped by a paradigmatic position (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012). A paradigm is a shared collection of beliefs and ideas which underpin the research process through established philosophical frameworks (Bartlett and Burton, 2020) This overarching philosophical view (Guba and Lincoln, 1994) will not only create clearer understanding of the principles of the research but will guide methodological choices, data selection and inform problem solving (Brown, 2020).
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994) a paradigm is made up of the “building blocks” (Brown 2020, p. 546), axiology, ontology and epistemology. Alongside ethical considerations, axiology is the starting point in research, what we deem to be of value and lead to our choice of study which is then informed by our ontological position -  how we see and believe the world exists (Bartlett and Burton, 2020). To seek credible and trustworthy academic information or legitimacy (Brown, 2020) it is essential that we outline a paradigmatic position as, in essence, the research entire sits within the paradigm.
These building blocks will underpin methodology and methods in any type of research. Choosing an epistemological approach “provides a lens through which knowledge and reality can be viewed or created” ( Sol and Heng, 2022, p94). Ontological assumptions are held regardless of whether we consider them or not, by reflecting on our own beliefs about the nature of reality we are able to select and work within research paradigms that are aligned to our chosen area of social reality or to challenge and consider the impact of our personal viewpoints on those that differ from our own (Bracken, 2010). 
To consider our ontological position we can question whether we believe in reality as objective knowledge (Creswell, 2009) or whether we believe reality is subjective and socially constructed. The lineage of most paradigms used in research can be traced to either of these philosophical positions. 

· The positivist paradigm 

The positivist paradigm at some time referred to as a  scientific approach  (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012) draws on the ontological position of realism, and the belief in nature as being governed by external mechanisms and immutable laws (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). For the positivist the nature of things is objectively knowable as a  single and tangible reality (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012) which can be generalised beyond context and time and is subject to the laws of cause and effect. The epistemological approach is through an objectively neutral observer where investigation exists to determine “how things really are” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p111). This framework supports the belief that the research investigation can occur without influence, and that investigation travels in one direction. Bracken, (2010) makes the useful point about the logical positivism in education and how it driven by policy makers who seek unambiguous data on the event causality of large-scale interventions which aligns with the view that the human behaviour is largely directed by external stimulus rather than by their own design or making. A research paradigm based on this position may be “found to be mechanistic and lacking in a depth and thus unsuited for providing insights into how individuals might co-author their identities” (Bracken, 2010 p. 7). Looking to a voice and health related context, Lyons and Roulstone (2018) consider the dominance of positivist research, specifically with children on speech and language disorders, which although providing information on “measureable, cognitive, linguistic and pschysocial variables” (Lyons and Roulstone, 2018 p17) give little insight into the children’s own perspectives which could be pivotal in informing practice.

The methodological framework of this approach is deductive, often the testing of a theory or hypotheses. Benefits of the positivist approach are it’s potential to work with large data sets which aims at unambiguous discovery of the laws that govern us (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012) and scope for statistical data with generalisability (Bracken, 2010). Methods of research within the positivist paradigm are predominantly through experiment, observation and random sampling (Sol and Heng, 2022). Limitations of positivism however are within the complex study of human lived experience and behaviour which can seem elusive in contrast to regularity and order found within the natural world (Cohen et al., 2018). 

· The constructivist paradigm

The constructivist paradigm seeks to understand the world via the experience of others (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012). The ontological position is subjective and relative (Guba and Linclon, 1994) and reality is constructed, individually and socially and subject to change (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012). In contrast to the positivist position the constructivist employs the interactions between the researcher and subject in the process and sees them within the context of research as “interactively linked” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 110) and indispensable (Sol and Heng, 2022). The constructivist views truth as a construct of “human experience” (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012 p. 10), recognising the impact of the inquirer’s own experiences and values (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006) as part of the research dynamic. The constructivist is interested in understanding how people experience phenomena, through inductive or “bottom up” (Forbes, 2024  p168) reasoning, not adhering to any fixed hypothesis but allowing themes to emerge. The approach favours methods of open-ended questioning to gather wide ranging responses (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012). In a voice related context, research on singing as a benefit to recovery from postnatal depression by Perkins et al (2018) is an example of a qualitative research in the constructivist paradigm, undertaken with semi structured focus groups. The design of the programme enabled researchers to gather a “rich understanding” (Perkins et al, 2018 p. 3) of the salient features of the singing groups as experienced by the mothers. The subjective data provides the reader with a clear insight into the themes of recovery for the mothers engaged in the programme. Limitations cited in the study relate to lack of generalisability and positive bias, in particular with regard to participant socio economic status and self-selection in the focus group method. 


· The transformative paradigm

The transformative paradigm is focused on addressing historically shaped structures of reality which over time, have become perceived as real and fixed (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). It aims at challenging ignorance and seeking active and transformational change (Mertens, 2007). The purpose of the transformative paradigm in research is to address the experiences of marginalised communities and to examine the power structures and differentials that have created the historically constructed realities (Mertens, 2007). The ontological position is that of “historical realism” (Omondan, 2020 p. 37) and aims to examine imbalance of power, in social, ethic, political, economic and cultural groups and structures (Mertens, 2007). The researcher’s position is democratic and advocational and aims to address the view of reality as an immutable truth. (Phelps, 2020) 

The epistemological position of the transformative paradigm is “transactional and subjective”  (Omondan, 2020 p. 37). A positive relationship between researcher and participant(s) is key to understanding the contextual dynamics and to find true representation of the lived experiences to drive change and transformation. Gréaux, et al (2024) conducted a review using the transformative paradigm to “investigate the characteristics of studies that included underrepresented speech-language pathologists as research participants” (Gréaux, et al 2024 p1) in order to address the perceived lack of diversity in “voices steering the profession” and to advocate for more representation within current pathological frameworks. The transformative “lens” (Gréaux, et al p16) of the review enables the researchers to call for a shift in related research with subsequent provision. A limitation of the transformative view in this context however, and perhaps more widely is the “narrative” (Gréaux, et al p16) related to the concepts of inclusivity and diversity do potentially reinforce them within a Western context. 

With regard to my own positionality, I have been influenced by the reductive view that a positivist approach may provide me with reliable answers when pursuing a “fact-based” (Ragan, 2018 p157) understanding of voice resalted work, when considering this information in the context of individual or group singing interventions my lived experience as a singer and teacher is more informed by a, subjective view which values the integration of constructed realities and interpretation. The “rigor-relevance” debate discussed by Winter (2021, p77) considers the significant contribution to the field of vocal pedagogy by practitioners whose “multiple lenses” (Winter, 2021, p78) though not scientifically focused is  “subjective, crafted and personal” and “embraces a dialogic process”  (Winter, 2021, p.78) which also resonates with my own more subjective or perhaps pragmatic position with regard to research, or knowledge.

Overarching methodologies 

The three main research methodologies are, Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods, which as the name suggests employs both qualitative and quantitative methods (Flick, 2018)

· Qualitative research

Qualitative research is generally an inductive process where understanding is drawn through the process of research analysis. Central to the method is the relationship of inquirer to the subject of phenomenon considered (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). It seeks to understand the subjective nature of phenomena in a social context (Noor, 2008). Qualitative methods are well situated within the constructivist and transformative paradigms, due to this focus on subjective understanding of micro and multiple realities (Bartlett and Burton, 2020).  Limitations are, a lack of generalisability, researcher bias and verification seeking (Lim, 2004).

· Quantitative research

Quantitative research is commonly a process led by hypotheses testing. The scope, quantity and form that the design employs is extrapolated from the question. With a focus on quantities of measurement, it is primarily deductive, seeking correlation between cause and effect and generalisability of experiment. The methodology seeks clarity and validity through objective systemisation (Bartlett and Burton, 2020).  

Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) caution against the reductive notion of qualitative or quantitative researchers, rather to focus on applying the most appropriate methodology to considering how data analysis and collection can be best served, which is perhaps allied to a  more pragmatic “what works” view (Creswell, 2003 p. 11). Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) also suggest that all paradigms can utilise a mixed methods approach rather than be constrained by one overarching methodology. Related to my own area of interest, Forbes (2024 p. 1) discusses taking a “fully qualitative approach to research by singers, with singers, for singers” promoting the view that  qualitative research requires qualitative “sensibility” (Forbes, 2024 p.1), encourages transparency and critical reflexivity and values participant and researcher subjectivity. My research interests are in gaining new insights such as Forbes suggests through predominantly qualitative enquiry, which as they also suggest, “compliments existing scientific knowledge” (Forbes, 2024 p1) and which contribute significantly to practice and understanding of the human voice.

Qualitative research designs 

· Action research

Action research was first used in addressing issues of interrelation within minority groups. It is the dual process of research with action where the objective is the instigating of social change (Lim, 2024). The approach involves participants in an iterative process (Lim, 2024) of learning which can produce insights for theory and practice. The “context specific” (Lim, 2024 p. 14) knowledge that action research produces can be actioned to address specific problems. Rather than mere observation the cyclical process of action research begins with the collaborative  identification of a problem or issue, planning an intervention or action, taking action and then evaluating the outcome for further research cycles (Rowley, 2003). 

Whilst a possible strength of the method is the close collaboration between researcher and setting, it can present issues of bias and subjectivism (Lim, 2024) and potentially lead to a blurring of lines when it comes to managing the dual roles of researcher with the position held within the organisation or community (Rowley 2003). Another limitation is possible lack of environmental control, which Kock (2002) describes as the “uncontrollability threat” (2002 p. 268), which poses that although there may be environmental change as a result of the study, there may also  be a degree of disruption and unpredictability around it (Lim, 2024). The subjective nature of the context can also result in  a lack of generalisability (Kock, 2002).

· Phenomenology

Phenomenology can potentially integrate qualitative and quantitative “concerns” (Fisher, 2011 p 1). When used as a qualitative methodology the focus is  on individual lived experience (Brown 2023). Phenomenology seeks to uncover the essence of things or phenomena from a first-person perspective, in particular, how phenomena is experienced (Lim, 2024). The approach aims at close and detailed descriptions of the subjects’ lived experiences, aiming for purity of results without any imposed interpretation, the findings are able to “emerge” (Brown, 2023 p. 3) and the researcher must attempt to bracket out their own subjective preconceptions and bias (Creswell, 2003). Phenomenology in practice can offer profound insights into human experience and has been used in many fields of research where a deeper understanding can inform practice (Brown, 2020). Among the challenges of phenomenology is the issue of bias, the process of bracketing out requires a high level of self-awareness and reflexivity and interpreting detailed and subjective results with due care to avoid “contamination” (Lim, 2024 p. 12). The process is committed to capturing the conceptual nature of the phenomenon, which can provide rich information about its nature but does not offer an explanation of it, limiting the generalisability of data (Brown, 2023). The process can also be constrained by the participants ability to articulate their experience (Brown, 2023).

· Case study

The case study approach is a detailed and in-depth documenting or examination. A case can be understood as a phenomenon in its real-life bounded context, such as an event, a situation, an entity or theory which can be viewed through numerous sources (Dillon and Read, 2004). A case study can be carried out with a group, organisation, community or individual and most often used in social science research (Noor, 2008). A strength of the approach is its suitability for studying real life processes and situations, as it is concerned with contextual reality, why things happen and how (Noor, 2008). The focus of a case study can be on its intrinsic qualities, i.e. not undertaken to compare with other cases but to be understood as a single entity (Dillon and Read, 2004) to provide further understanding of something else. The case study approach has drawn criticism from scientism as lacking reliability and rigor, and formalised generalisability due to its context dependence (Noor, 2008, Flyvbjerg, 2006). Limitations are its potential subjectivism or verification bias, seeking confirmation for preconceived ideas (Flyvbjerg, 2006).

Research methods for qualitative data collection

· Interview

Interview method is driven by question, answer sequences with the purpose of providing in depth and detailed qualitative data (Roulston, 2018). Interviews, can be conducted with different levels of formality, from the strictly devised format that follows a standardised structure or an unstructured and participant led format also, a semi structured format encompassing both elements. Due consideration to planning is required in aiming for a true record of a lived experience (Roulston, 2018). What the data is, how it will be recorded, how long the process takes and the context all come to bear on the quality and reliability of the information collected (Bartlett and Burton, 2020).

An interview method of information gathering functions within many qualitative research approaches, which in turn influences the theoretical stance of the researcher and informs the context and reason for enquiry. Flick (2018) raises an important consideration as to whether the extent to which raw data (Flick, 2018) exists without the influence of the interviewer and this type of qualitative enquiry is equally focused on the analysis of the interaction, which in some sense becomes a part of the data to be considered.

The use of interview as a means to generate data has been criticised as unscientific subject to interviewer bias (Mcvilly et al., 2008), it is time consuming and raises ethical issues of privacy and anonymity. A strength of the interview method however is  the potential to acquire detailed qualitative data directly from respondents and to pick up on “non-verbal” cues (Bartlett and Burton, 2020 p. 52) which can provide deeper insights.

· Focus Group

Focus Group methodology is widely used in qualitative research and seeks to capture the collective view of a phenomenon from a target group. A focus group is guided by a trained moderator and its meeting like preorganisation and structure meets a more conversational discussion, in which spontaneous contributions can occur (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). The focus group method enables the use of group discussion and interaction as qualitative data (Morgan, 2010). Unlike the interview method the group dynamic enables the study of similarities and differences in the participant exchanges (Morgan, 2010). The focus group is essentially an engineered dynamic but focused on naturalistic behaviour and interactions, which can offer insights in how and why participants think about a given phenomenon.

Unlike the interview method which seeks in-depth insights (Flick, 2018) from the interviewee, focus group method is useful In responding to a research question that seeks understanding on issues relating to participants diversity and consensus (Morgan, 2010).

The dynamic of the group, who it is made up of is a key consideration and the role of the moderator is pivotal in creating rapport and parity of for all participants (Wilkinson, 1998). Potential issues can arise in selecting or managing the group dynamic, for example any imbalance in power, or marginalisation, or the absence of a shared vernacular. Also to consider, the potential for any editing through social pressures at play, with expectations around contributions or concerns about sharing within a group. It is also important to consider how information will be recorded and what that might provoke (Sim and Waterfield, 2019).

Sim and Waterfield (2019) state that the method creates particular ethical challenges, the primary concern being the unpredictability around the group interaction and discussion, which in terms of consent may be problematic to creating appropriate expectations. Participant anonymity and confidentiality may also be difficult to mitigate due to unpredictability of possible disclosures of other participants beyond the group setting (Sim and Waterfield, 2019).

Considering methods in voice related research, according to Batt-Rawden and Stedje (2020) despite much existing research more qualitative research is necessary in understanding and raising awareness of psychosocial benefits in singing, especially to promote awareness amongst health professionals. Their 2020 study of “singing as a health-promoting activity in elderly care” a longitudinal study in Norwegian nursing homes employed focus groups and in-depth interviews from a constructivist and grounded theory approach and like Perkins et al (2018) gives us deep contextual insights into the beneficial outcomes for those being cared for and their carers. The research does suggest some disadvantages in the focus group method however, specifically in relation to control over the interview method and managing the dynamics and voices within a group.

· Observation

Observation used as a qualitative data collection aims at gathering first-hand information on the everyday life of individuals and groups with the research design and context defining what the observations will record (Bartlett and Burton, 2020). As a researcher the life observed or the world entered will also be felt and observed through sensory and feeling perceptions, also the overall atmosphere, and to what extent phenomena can be simply observed is of debate (Flick, 2018) it is more than just the act of looking (Cohen et al., 2018). The process of observation in qualitative research aims at leading the researcher into the “phenomenological complexity” (Cohen et al., 2018 p. 639) of the subject as they occur. Selection is a key factor in linking observation to the research problem, and Flick (2018) suggests defining observation through sequences, tracing how one event or gesture follows another. Also, to consider is the position of the researcher either as directly involved and interacting, or as overt presence also, how the observations will be captured or recorded (Cohen et al., 2018). Possible limitations of the use of observation is its selective nature which can be impacted by bias and the time consuming analysis of large volumes of data generated by complex social phenomena.


Evaluation of the importance of ethics in relation to  the issue of insider and practitioner research
Ethical consideration is central to any research undertaking “from planning through conduct to reporting” (BERA, 2024 p. 8). The research entire has to be guided by the fundamental ethical principles of “Beneficence, nonmaleficence, autonomy and justice” (Varkey, 2019 p.2). All research requires informed and voluntary consent, anonymity, access to findings and the choice to withdraw (Cohen et al 2018). Asiedu (2021) suggest the inclusion of a structured appendix, to better inform ethical practice and mitigate against harm. The ethical implications when considering singing for health-related research will need to be examined through the many “biopsychosocial” (Dingle et al., 2019) lenses, with singing for health work as a trans disciplinary field which also  includes public health concerns.
Insider research is concerned with the study of a researcher’s own population, social group or organisation (Greene, 2014). A growing discipline, particularly in the field of education where the benefits of a pre-existing understanding of the research context can inform questioning and gain access and acceptance to the field of study (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). The field of practitioner research challenges the notion that objective knowledge can only be discovered by a detached outsider (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2013). Proponents of the insider research role suggest that it facilitates a greater acceptance by participants, who in turn may feel able to engage more openly, producing “greater depth to the data gathered” (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009 p. 58)
Key limitations of insider research are those of bias and subjectivism which can impact validity (Dwyer and Buckle 2009). In the voice related research that I am interested in, it is likely that my insider position will come from the role of teacher or singing leader where there may also be ethical concerns about confidentiality and a blurring of lines in the researcher – participant relationship (Greene, 2014). This relative stance (Greene, 2014) will require ongoing reflexivity to mitigate against limitations.
Conclusion 

As a practitioner researcher working mostly in the emergent field of singing for health, the context specific information that qualitative research methodology and methods can gather sits well  with my “context dependent” experience  (Flyvberg, 2006 p. 221) and could inform relevant and practical implications for practice. My motivation for research to driven by the  opportunity to consider and develop evidence-based practice, and through the process of this assignment, I have been able to challenge some of my own preconceived ideas around how and where this knowledge is gained, aligning with a mostly constructivist or pragmatic stance. Paramount to any research undertaking is the alignment between research question or knowledge seeking and the chosen methodology and method. Working within the trans-disciplinary field of voice, it is useful to consider the depth of understanding that can be gathered through quantitative approaches, but also with scope to employ mixed or quantitative methods to serve the wider aim of generating generalisable applications for singing and health. Overall, having a robust research process is important in a field, such as singing for health which can sometimes be used as cure all approach in making sure the claims as not overstated (Clift, 2021) and that future research can also address the need for specificity in approaches.
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