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Introduction

Public sector organisations offer challenges and advantages for the insider researcher. An employee will most often have a role with standard practices, a formal network in their department, and operate certain duties according to a corporate chain of command. (Layder, 2018, p. 134) As a consequence, the inside researcher has a fair chance at sourcing the people and procedure necessary for the study without any direct prior involvement. Rigid routines and relationships might interfere with an effective result, as people become part of an exclusive “island mentality.” (Costley & Fulton, 2019, p. 99) They may suspect the study is an agent of change and work to protect their perceived interests, what they comfortably expect or assume already. One has to avoid asserting a value system within research as, through myopic focus or blind spots, this may predetermine the result. Powell compels the researcher to reflect on their role: to ask whether they are the right person, in the right place, with the right tools. (2020, p. 1) An insider position increases the likelihood, an opaque organisational culture can open to one of its own, but is as capable of smothering an effective enquiry. Thomas therefore criticises the criteria put forth by Powell, for him one should not concentrate research based on connections and access. It is no use searching where there is “good light” if what you seek is in shadow. (2021, p. 28) Be guided by the research question alone, all efforts should be tailored at that end for a best outcome.
Ultimately, aside from polling the public, the demands of public sector research encourage a paradigm informed by subjectivism in its ontology and interpretivism in its epistemology with qualitative method.

Methodological Approach

Data analysis is broadly split into a binary that describes both the nature of the data and necessary form of analysis to produce relevant observations. Quantitative research deals with quantities data, as in counting, averages, ratios, etc. and is thereby easier for extrapolating statistics and making graphs. By contrast, qualitative research deals with qualities, such as thoughts and themes, and so excels in case studies and when objectives change. The absence or erosion of a key question and end point is one of the main hazards of a qualitative methodology. Its being adaptive is an excellent asset to the experienced researcher, but Davies and Hughes caution against irrelevant anecdotes and runaway tangents that tend towards “inefficient drift and an inferior end product.” (2014, pp. 169-70) Some may argue this amorphous aspect puts qualitative research below quantitative in terms of the definite truth. In reality, no-one has the cross-disciplinary authority to determine hierarchies of truth. Definitions are governed by “tightly interpenetrated areas of influence,” who are themselves acted on by “purpose[s], [principles,] powers, politics, and personal[ities].” (McNiff, 2013, pp. 38-9) It is these exact forces and factors which qualitative research alone can unravel and explain with tools like inductive reasoning and thematic codes. While the quantitative researcher can remain aloof, qualitative methods require them to become familiar, a relationship characterised by constant revision and reframing of the result. (Morris, 2020, p. 10) Insider knowledge lends itself well to these shifting dynamics, since unspoken rules and fossilised routines will then be intuitive to the researcher. They may have more confidence locating and pursuing evidence, attract less suspicion when advocating change, and couch critiques in terms palatable to their audience without comprising research integrity. (Costley et al., 2010, p. 3) Insider advantage cannot be considered enough on its own however, as it leaves the researcher too vulnerable to peer pressure and island mentality. The counterbalance is a broad and bold literature review that draws on many disciplines. To Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, “economics, psychology, sociology, education, and geography” are all valid and valuable tools to sharpen analysis and hone the critical eye. (2019, p. 75) In quantitative research one determines averages and extremes by a statistical deconstruction of the sample. Designations like typical value and standard deviation are meaningful in the context of such research. (Goertz & Mahoney, 2012, p. 152) For the qualitative researcher the picture is complex. Definitions of normal and extreme are dependent on organisational culture and time-sensitive trends in popular thought. Critical literature reviews and insider knowledge are among the most reliable metrics to analyse qualitative data by because they settle these issues.

Research Design

Robust design is the foundation of any effective enquiry, and if flawed can seriously undermine the results of one’s research. There is no definitive model since the needs of the research question differ among studies. This is common due to the varied interests and activities in public sector institutions. While it may initially seem intuitive to keep research design simple and stable throughout the process, for Layder this leaves it “somewhat strait-jacketed.” (2018, p. 120) It is important to ask what is better for question, a set path undeterred by anomalies or an interrogative lens which angles for more depth. One ought also to carefully consider data gathering, since without suitable and substantive data there is little or no potential for a high-quality analysis. Surveys and interviews extract data from informants, direct observations may be recorded, and archival material can account for past decisions and data. (Gray, 2004, p. 165) Utilising these different data media may be essential in a shortage of resources; research is often conducted under such constraints. As in the technique of triangulation, wherein a researcher checks findings agree across data sets on the same subject. (Bell & Waters, 2017, p. 95) It may be worth documenting how concerns have arisen over time, along with the reasoning behind certain responses and context for evolving themes. A research diary should capture the full scope of one’s observations, methods, theories, and analyses as they develop during the process. (Blaxter et al., 2010, p. 53) This necessitates a deeper understanding of one’s paradigm, whether it is working well and its techniques are neither too rigid nor too lenient. Effective researchers continually centre their questions so that paradigms “come to life by the distinctive features they possess and display.” (Chevalier & Buckles, 2013, p. 429) Consequently, it is critical that the research is commissioned and question formulated in good faith. If the outcome desired is not genuine insight but instead a rubber stamp for policies, an open-ended and ineffectual experiment, or personal accolades, then it shall inevitably corrupt the process. (Blaxter et al., 2010, p. 72) One can authentically claim an informative case only once a breadth of experience and perspective has been studied. Without a component of holistic comparison research becomes susceptible to manipulation, as anomalies among a community may be treated as shared beliefs. An organic emergence and discovery of data trends comprises “the heart of the study,” and must be engineered into all aspects of research design. (Thomas, 2021, p. 15)

Research Methods
 
A variety of methods may be used to investigate issues among the public and within an organisation, the most common of which include surveys and interviews. Surveys and structured interviews create quantitative data and are able to scale with relative ease, making them essential tools for statistical analysis. Due to the limited nature of the questions, gathering and analysing responses may yield quick and concrete results over a large sample size. Simple and standard answers are common in surveys, reducing the chance of design dictating participant opinion rather than their actual beliefs. (Winwood, 2019, p. 13) However, surveys and structured interviews might prove inflexible to the point of being insufficient. By comparison, semi-structured interviews are “suited for case study research,” permitting the researcher to probe further into matters raised by the participant. (Hancock et al, 2021, p. 53) This moves the research beyond a mere extractive process and towards an investigative one. It allows for the participant to volunteer value outside of the strictures of research design and share in a researcher’s power to determine the discourse. However, it cannot be said that a researcher occupies an equal position, for the follow-up questions are still asked at their behest. The privileged position of the researcher is not dethroned until the interview is truly unstructured. While they continue to ask the questions, these may be circumvented, challenged, or contorted as the participant is free to interpret. When the interviewee has a wealth of expertise and acts in good faith there is a “potential to generate the richest source of data.” (McCann & Clark, 2005, p. 13) By contrast, if they are non-compliant or non compos mentis the “dross rate” of the data increases considerably and extra care must be taken. All the above methods have their time and place within the public sector, more so when supported by an insider research advantage. Surveys and structured interviews are helpful for sampling sections of the community as in polls or public consultations. One may argue that qualitative semi-structured or unstructured interviews confer greater benefit for the inside researcher. For an example, an analysis of how stress acts on the workforce would require one to reflect on and contextualise several factors. Compared to a Likert scale survey, a series of semi-structured interviews across a bureaucracy is “specific to the sample, but give[s] a reflective depth to the subject.” (Davies & Hughes, 2014, p. 280) Public sector institutions are often an unwieldy and intimidating subject of study due to their discrete departments and sheer size. Any inside researcher will have areas of terra incognita, what Chevalier and Buckles term the chaos quadrants of urgency and the unknown. (2013, p. 70) They emphasise that the remedy is a research method open to “working hypotheses, further inquiry, and iterative and continuous revision.” One may argue therefore that in public institutions in order to document a real breadth of experience and achieve depth of detail, qualitative semi-structured interviews are apropos.

Ethics
 
A strict procedure of ethical practice is essential to successful and strong research. In public sector organisations the proper handling of large quantities of sensitive data is a cornerstone of popular trust and effective service. It is therefore imperative that a thorough and thoughtful consideration of ethics accompanies all insider research. From the outset, one ought to gather data according to a defined vision, with reasoned objectives and an altruistic intent. (Costley & Fulton, 2019, p. 82) Without a solid sense of where, how, or why one is researching a topic the risk of incompetence and thereby failures increases inadmissibly. It is likewise crucial not to market or manipulate data to suit overly broad or unfounded claims. If the body of evidence is insufficient to make a definite statement that should be clearly communicated right to the conclusion. (Bell & Waters, 2017, p. 165) For an insider researcher, the pressure to achieve certain results may be heightened, as internal and external forces desire to attain partisan outcomes or support the status quo. A healthy attitude towards critique and culture of questioning in institutions is an invaluable asset in acquiring “a fresh and objective view of the data.” (Costley et al., 2010, p. 6) This is equally true for the ethics of financial recompense, whether offers to participants for their time serves mainly to engender more responses or entice positive ones. Resnik argues that while such an incentive “may constitute undue influence” to committees, to call it coercive is a “conceptual mistake because [that] must involve threats of harm, not prospects of benefit.” (2020, p.1) Even light conversation meant to relax and reassure a participant before an interview may cast a degree of doubt on the results. It might induce the subject to give charitable answers or the surveyor to record responses with a different analytical framework. One may argue that “rapport building should be eliminated, minimised, or standardised” to promote in research “enhanced validity via decreasing contamination.” (Levashina et al., 2014, pp. 249-50) Ethical research requires conducting oneself well on behalf of participants and making choices within a compassionate framework. Power lies with the reporting researcher over how actions and opinions are perceived, both in their weight and relevance. (McNiff, 2013, 48-9) To avoid over-burdening or re-traumatising the participants, it is critical to never exploit past or present situations of suffering. One must be especially cognisant when dealing with vulnerable people for whom public sector interest in their lives may feel pressuring or provocative. Since science strives for accuracy and objectivity, the strength of qualitative research is evaluated on these principles. Gibbs recognises that, however it may be delimited or defined, research will always reflect the researcher’s “background, milieu and predilections.” (2018, p. 129) It is not enough to view data in a vacuum, most of in all in the case of insider research. Reports are coloured by the company that commissions them, and communities the public sector serve will inevitably go ignored if their interests are not represented on executive boards or ethics committees. To avoid alienating the marginalised and minoritised, an organisational awareness of reflexivity in research is mandatory. Ethical research is therefore fundamental to risk management and harm reduction in a public sector, ensuring results are robust enough to address issues without compromising participants welfare.

Conclusion

In conclusion, insider research in public sector organisations is essential for popular welfare and the quality of services. Its formalised structure and sizeable network are simple to manoeuvre and offer great resources, but tend to avoid change and look past long-standing problems. While quantitative research may be standardised and scaled easily, a case study bolstered by a broad critical literature review and insider advantage provides an unmatched degree of depth. It is critical to centre the main question in research design to ensure external factors and inflexible theory do not interfere with solid results. Semi-structured interviews are preferable in public sector organisations to extract professional expertise with an emphasis on ethical and empathetic practice. Recommendations are as follows:

• Be bold enough to oppose the status quo and reframe research if it serves the question. 
• Research should always be an end in and of itself, not a means of getting what one wants.
• No conclusion should collapse when a single source is withdrawn, triangulation is key.
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