
Understanding 
research philosophy 
and approaches to 
theory development



The role of theory, 
epistemology, ontology and 
axiology in shaping and 
interpreting research



Classification of Research Paradigms

Three fundamental questions:

• The ontological question i.e. what is the form and nature of reality

• The epistemological question i.e. what is the basic belief about knowledge (i.e. 
what can be known)

• The methodological question i.e. how can the researcher go about finding out 
whatever s/he believes can be known

Guba and Lincoln (1994) 



The Basic Elements of Research Process

(Crotty, 1998, p.4)



The Basic Elements of Research Process

Epistemology: 

• The theory of knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology

Theoretical Perspective: 

• The philosophical stance informing the methodology and thus providing a context for the process and 
grounding its logic and criteria

Methodology: 

• The strategy, plan of action, process or design lying behind the choice and use of particular methods 
and linking the choice and use of methods to the desired outcomes

Methods:  

• The techniques or procedures used to gather and analyze data related to some research question or 
hypothesis (Crotty, 1998, p.4)



Research 
Approach

The Assumptions of Quantitative 
and Qualitative Paradigm (Creswell,1994, p.5)



Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). Understanding 
research philosophy and approaches to theory development. 
In Research Methods for Business Students. Pearson 
Education, Limited.



Philosophical 
Assumptions 
in Research

Source: Mark, S., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). 
Chapter 4: Understanding research philosophy and 
approaches to theory development. Research 
Methods for Business Students, 8.



The Research Onion

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRwqnUSQ77c


Five management philosophies

• Positivism
• Critical realism
• Interpretivism
• Postmodernism
• Pragmatism



Comparison of 
five research 
philosophical 
positions

Source: Mark, S., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). 
Chapter 4: Understanding research philosophy and 
approaches to theory development. Research 
Methods for Business Students, 8.



Comparison of 
five research 
philosophical 
positions

Source: Mark, S., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). 
Chapter 4: Understanding research philosophy and 
approaches to theory development. Research 
Methods for Business Students, 8.



Philosophical 
understanding of 

research approaches  
& implications for 

practice

Elements Positivism (Objectivism) Constructivism (Subjectivism)
Ontology
(What is the nature of reality)

Singular reality 
(e.g. reject or fail to reject 
hypotheses)

→

Multiple realities
(e.g. researchers provide quotes to 
illustrate different perspectives)

Epistemology
(What is the relationship 
between the researcher and that 
being researched?)

Distance and impartiality 
(e.g. researchers objectively 
collect data on instruments) →

Closeness 
(e.g. researchers visit/interview 
participants at their sites to collect 
data)

Axiology
(What is role of values?)

Unbiased 
(e.g. researchers use checks to 
eliminate bias)

→

Biased 
(e.g. researchers activity talk about 
their biases and interpretations)

Theoretical lens
(Which theory is going to use 
and why?)

Theory verification 
(e.g. empirical observation and 
measurement)

→

Theory generation
(e.g. social and historical 
construction)

Methodology
(What is the process of 
research)

Deductive 
(e.g. researcher test an a priori 
theory) →

Inductive
(e.g. researchers start with 
participants’ views and build-up to 
patterns theories, and generations)

Rhetoric
(What is the language of 
research)

Formal style
(e.g. researchers use agreed-on 
definitions of variables)

→

Informal style
(e.g. researchers write in a literary, 
informal style)

Modified the source: Creswell, J. W. (2021). A concise introduction to mixed methods research. SAGE publications



Constructivism



Positivism



Approach to Theory Development

Deductive research as a study in which a conceptual and theoretical 
structure is developed which is then tested by empirical observation; 
thus particular instances are deducted from general influences. The 
deductive method is referred to as moving from the general to the 
specific.  

Inductive research is a study in which theory is developed from the 
observation of empirical reality; thus general inferences are induced 
from particular instances, which is the reverse of the deductive 
method since it involves moving from individual observation to 
statements of general patterns or laws (i.e. from the specific to the 
general).



Approach to Theory Development

Abduction 
Instead of moving from theory to data or data to theory, an 
abductive approach moves back and forth, combining deduction 
and induction.  Abduction begins with the observation of a 
‘surprising fact’; it then works out a plausible theory/model of how 
this could have occurred.



Comparison of the 3 approaches

Source: Mark, S., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). Chapter 4: Understanding 
research philosophy and approaches to theory development. Research Methods 
for Business Students, 8.



https://methods.sagepub.com/video/what-is-best-
quantitative-qualitative-or-mixed-approaches



And why?



Heightening your awareness of your research philosophy 
(HARP)

• HARP consists of six sections each comprising five statements 
(a total of 30 statements).  

• Each section considers one aspect of philosophical beliefs (ie 
ontology, epistemology, axiology, purpose of research, 
meaningfulness of data and structure/agency).  

• By indicating your agreement or disagreement with each 
statement you can discover your similarities and differences 
with different aspects of each research philosophy.

• Following the completion of HARP, refer to the scoring key to 
calculate your score and interpret your answer.













Positivism

Critical realism

Interpretivism

Pragmatism

Postmodernism

What is your Radar 
Graph of HARP Scores?





Choosing an approach!

• Your decision on the choice of research approach is in 
fact the overall configuration of a piece of research 
involving questions about what kind of evidence is 
gathered and from where, and how such evidence is 
interpreted in order to provide good answers to your 
initial research question.

• Your decision will help you to think about those 
research strategies and methodological choice that will 
work for you and importantly those that will not.



The topic you choose is crucial

• A topic on which there is a wealth of literature from which 
you can define a theoretical framework and a hypothesis 
lends itself more readily to deduction.

• With research into a topic that is new, is exciting much 
debate and on which there is little existing literature, it may 
be more appropriate to work inductively by generating data 
and analyzing and reflecting upon what theoretical themes 
the data are suggesting.

• A topic about which there is a wealth of information in one 
context but far less in the context in which you are 
researching may lend itself to an abductive approach, 
enabling you to modify and existing theory.



The time you have available is an issue!



Discussion:

1. Which research approach might 
be quicker to complete?   Why? 

2. Which research approach might 
be a lower-risk strategy?  Why?

3. Who are the audience of your 
research output?  What is the 
preferred style and preferences 
of him/her?



Assignment 
Follow up

Which part of your 
individual assignment in 
relation to this lesson?



3. Develop a Comprehensive Understanding of Research  

Design and Methods:

• Describe the research methods chosen for the study.

• Explain how the method you choose will align with the 

philosophical perspectives and the nature of the business 

problem.

• Discuss the rationale for selecting these methods and how 

they will be applied in the research.

• Explore diverse philosophical stances (e.g., positivism, 

interpretivism, critical theory) and explain clearly the 

research design including sampling method, selection of 

respondents, research time frame, sample size, data collection 

method, procedures of data collection and the associated 

method of analysis. 

Task Description



More reference…
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