The Philosophy of Social Science

Positivism and Interpretivism are ontologies at different ends of the philosophical continuum.

POSITIVISM

Has an objectivist ontology which is derived from the natural sciences, such as physics and chemistry, and is based on three principles:

· Laws of cause and effect, which are always deemed to be ‘true’;
· Seeking to discover these laws
· A systematic and repeated testing of these laws

The social world is governed by social laws independent of individual emotions.

This leads to a positivist epistemology, whereby:

· Social laws have to be repeatedly measured and tested through empirical study
· Repeatable hypotheses have to be devised to test these laws.


	
Positivist Methodology

The approach is that empirical data can be collected, which is:

· Free from interpretation
· Not influenced by individual values

Data can be measured and quantified objectively and statistically.






	
Positivist Research Methods

· Quantitative (mainly)
· Social experiments which can be repeated
· Structured interviews
· Surveys and questionnaires
· Census data







	
Validity and Reliability

· Data reliability has to be consistent and replicable
· Internal validity is important – cause and effect
· External validity for example:
· Population (the ability to extrapolate to the wider population)
· Ecological (whether the research design has affected behaviour)





INTERPRETIVIST

Has a constructivist ontology which believes:

· No objective view of human behaviour exists
· Social reality is what people believe it to be
· The social world is different to the natural world

This leads to an interpretivist epistemology whereby:

· The task of social science is to describe people’s perceptions of reality
· Valid knowledge means accurate documentation of meanings, beliefs and experience
· The aim is not to establish cause and effect but to understand how people interpret the world.

	
Interpretivist  Methodology

The approach is to:

· Seek understanding of how people interpret the social world through personal involvement

Personal biases and the culture-involved nature of the research are recognised and acknowledged.









	
Interpretivist Research Methods

· Observational research
· Unstructured or semi-structured interviews
· Case Studies






	
Validity and Reliability

Markedly different to positivistic criteria, here the researcher considers:

· Credibility
· Transferability
· Dependability
· Confirmability




Types of Research

	Exploratory
	Descriptive
	Analytical
	Predictive

	
This is undertaken when very few or no previous studies exist.  The aim is to look for patterns, hypotheses or ideas that can be tested and then form the basis for further research.


	
This can be used to identify and classify the elements or characteristics of the subject.  An example might include the number of working days lost due to industrial action.


	
This research often extends the approach used in Descriptive research to explain why or how something is happening.  For example, identifying the underlying causes of the industrial action.
	
As the name implies, the aim of this type of research is to speculate intelligently on future possibilities.  For example, predicting where or when future industrial action might take place.  

	Research techniques including case studies, observation and reviews of any previous studies or existing data might be used in this type of research.

	Quantitative research techniques are most widely used in order to collect, analyse and summarise data.
	Techniques would include the need to locate and identify the different factors – or variables – involved.
	Close analysis of available evidence would be required.  
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