Research module essay

This paper will discuss: research paradigms; how epistemological and ontological viewpoints affect research; and how these influence the different research methodologies. I will critically evaluate a selection of methods contained within those methodologies, explore the importance of ethics, to include a focus on insider research, and present the potential research opportunities within my chosen area.

It is not the purpose of this paper to reinvent the structure of research, but rather to assess the different approaches critically, and to offer a new concept in terms of the specific research I intend to pursue. 

A research paradigm is considered to consist of a combination of ontology, epistemology and methodology.  As is suggested by Punch (2014) “… one way is to begin with a paradigm, articulate it and develop research questions and methods from it”. 

It can be argued that an understanding (or lack of understanding) of the different viewpoints of ontology, epistemology and methodology will influence the direction of the research.  This suggests it is important that researchers investigate any personal unconscious bias and explore how that may impact their approach.  Critics of this position may argue that a researcher’s personal view of the world will lead to a project that, whilst possibly covering a previously-explored issue, is offering a different perspective and inviting a unique result.

For these reasons we can say that an individual’s approach to their ontology (reality as they see it) creates the foundations for their research. It suggests that, if the researcher is able to distinguish between objective reality (where external factors and personal beliefs are not an influence), and subjective reality (where lived experiences are interlinked with that reality) and therefore be clear on their ontological view, it will put strong foundations in place to support the epistemological viewpoint. 

Epistemology (the theory of knowledge) leads on from the researcher’s ontological position and will influence the chosen methodology. The epistemological positions to consider are: from the logical, data collection approach where reality is measured (positivism); and from a more investigative standpoint where the views of research participants are gathered and interpreted (interpretivism). 

If the research project is focused on collecting data, and excludes the lived experience of research subjects, then adopting an ontological viewpoint of objectivism and an epistemological viewpoint of positivism would be an appropriate paradigm.

Conversely, if the focus of the research project is the opposite, where the lived experience of subjects forms the basis of that research, then adopting an ontological viewpoint of subjectivism and an epistemological viewpoint of interpretivism would be appropriate.

This demonstrates the importance of the researcher being clear on their viewpoints and structure from the start.  We can deduce that it is fundamental to the success of projects, and leads directly onto the appropriate methodology and chosen methods within that methodology.

The two methodologies to be considered are quantitative and qualitative.  Quantitative methodology is based on the capture of data acquired through a variety of objective methods.  Qualitative methodology is based on the discovery of views and experiences of subjects using a variety of subjective methods to gather data.

Denscombe (2017) states that, “quantitative research tends to be associated with analysing specific variables; qualitative research tends to be associated with a holistic perspective”.

In addition, Davies (2014) states that, “The choice of method can be thought of as an algorithm for evaluating how well the research decision process fits together.  The way in which the research problem is defined and understood will lead to particular choices regarding whether to use a qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods design.”

If objectivism (ontological) and positivism (epistemological) form the research paradigm, then the methodology used would be quantitative.  Conversely if subjectivism (ontological) and interpretivism (epistemological) are chosen, then the methodology used would be qualitative.

It can be argued that a combination of methodologies may be appropriate. For example, the research may require data to create a direct comparison between certain groups.  The questions may be presented to subjects in a way that is not influenced by external factors (objectivism/ontological) and collects clean data (positivism/epistemological), using quantitative method(s). 

Once data have been collected, the researcher may want to ‘investigate’ (from an epistemological interpretivism view point) if subjects were influenced by their lived experiences (from an ontological subjectivism point of view) when answering the fixed questions. 

The order in which the different methodologies are carried out in a mixed approach can be the opposite.  Gathering the views and opinions of research subjects first (subjectivism/interpretivism) using qualitative method(s) and then substantiating these views utilising quantitative method(s) to acquire the data (objectivism/positivism).

This suggests that the importance of establishing the research paradigm as the foundation for any research project is crucial, as without that consideration it can be argued that any research project will fail to have a clear direction and end point.

Within the quantitative and qualitative methodologies there are a number of different methods. 

As Punch (2014) says, “How we do something in research depends on what we are trying to find out”.  

Quantitative methods aim to capture ‘fixed’ data from subjects using specific variables.

Examples: questionnaires e.g. self-rated ‘scales’ [Likert]; surveys; experiments; data collection from various instruments.  I will discuss experiments and self-rated scales.

Experiments: an experiment can consist of two groups that are similarly matched in all possible respects (age/background …).  The experiment is based on a variable in terms of what each group receives in line with the experiment.  As a result of this variable, any comparison(s) are looked for and explored.

From this fixed position of how the subject groups are chosen and what they receive, we can deduce that this method would benefit the researcher.  As the researcher would be directing the experiment and the above criteria, this suggests that the risk of unknown variables skewing the results is very small, and the potential for a clear result is enhanced.

One possible objection is linked to the type of experiment. If it is based on opinion(s) and the research subjects are together when the experiment is carried out, there is a risk of peer pressure whereby one or more of the subjects may be influenced to answer in line with others (Larsen (1990)).  Another argument is, whilst the groups may appear to be similar in terms of the criteria, what consideration has been taken into account regarding the ‘unknown’ variables of the research groups that may influence their response(s)? 

From this we can argue that full research of the group(s), as far as is possible, prior to the experiment will assist in mitigating any potential blocks to result(s) that form the basis of the project.

Questionnaires using Likert scales: because the researcher can control the breadth and length of the questionnaires, encapsulate the results using a limited range of possible responses, and develop the questions, this suggests that the benefit of utilising a self-rated scale is that the researcher has a greater influence on the trajectory of the research and the direction they would like it to take.  They are able to be clear with their understanding of the topic and what they would like to achieve. 

However, the researcher has to be stringent in their evaluation of research questions.  This is essential to ensure that they do not contain bias, or lead participants to answer in a way that confirms the researcher’s pre-conceived view of the results. 

Whether an existing questionnaire should be used, or if one needs to be constructed that is unique to the research, is another consideration.

Given that it may already have been shown to be effective in terms of result(s), (particularly if it has been formally validated), using an existing instrument may represent a benefit.  However, whether or not it adequately encapsulates the level of detail and information required in a new piece of research should be considered. 

Another argument is that, if an existing instrument is used, how does new research show anything significantly different to what is already understood about a topic? However, it may be that the researcher simply wants to confirm an already-understood position, or to look at a different cohort; therefore this may be an acceptable measurement tool. 

On the other hand, if the researcher wants to uncover fresh information or knowledge on a particular topic, constructing something original may be preferable. In a new questionnaire, sufficient understanding of what the researcher wants to ‘investigate’ needs to be clear to ensure the questionnaire will collect the required information to examine the null hypothesis.

This suggests that quantitative methods make analysis of data easier by clearly seeing the relationship(s) between said data.  There is the potential for less influence from others and subjects can grade their answer(s) possibly more independently than by qualitative methods.  However, it relies on asking questions as objectively as possible, avoiding bias and not steering responses in a particular direction.

Qualitative methods aim to establish views and opinions from lived experience(s) 

Examples: interviews; focus groups; questionnaires. I will discuss focus groups and interviews.

Focus groups can be structured / unstructured and observational / participative.

Structured/unstructured: given that clearly-defined boundaries can be established, this suggests a benefit of structured focus groups.  It can be argued that they allow participants to understand what is required of them and maintain focus.  An argument against is the question of whether the structure being imposed is sufficiently unbiased and neutral. 

However, the potential to elicit data that may not have been considered by the researcher, suggests a benefit of using unstructured groups.  This may invite a deeper exploration of the topic (if managed well) and allow for free expression by the research subjects. 

Possible objection(s) are: ensuring that the discussions are meaningful and ‘on topic’ could prove challenging; results may be more difficult to analyse; and it could prove difficult to identify any inconsistencies.  This may lead to the topic being insufficiently explored. 

Another argument is that group dynamics often come into play, potentially more so in unstructured groups.  Dominant voices may take over the discussion and crucial information from the more reserved could be lost. 

Observational/participative: if the researcher does not influence the discussion, then there is benefit to observational focus groups.  They allow participants to explore their views of the topic openly without judgement or direction and may invite a more honest reaction. 

One possible objection is that groups automatically look for a leader and, if the researcher does not fulfil that role, someone else may.  This suggests the risk of the discussion being led in a particular direction, without structure from the researcher to ensure the group remains ‘on topic’.

If the researcher ‘chairs’ participative focus groups, one of the benefits may be to help ensure the direction of discussion is clear, the key points are maintained, and participants can experience a meaningful interaction.  Also, less vocal members can be encouraged to share ideas, allowing for diversity of thought and expression, and more dominant members can be managed.

It can be argued that the researcher needs to be stringent in their ability to remain neutral and not influence the discussion(s) in any pre-determined direction, to mitigate the potential downside of such groups.

Interviews: similarly to focus groups, these can structured or unstructured.

Structured interviews: these are based on the researcher preparing a series of questions with the responses falling into pre-determined categories.

Whilst interviews are qualitative in their capture of data, it could be argued that structured interviews, by their rigidity and the fact that they exclude the potential for flexibility in terms of reactions by subjects, and that they focus more on rational and factual rather than emotional responses, they more closely meet the criteria for quantitative methods of data collection.

Nevertheless, if the researcher is careful in the development of the pre-designed questions, and pays due consideration in the selection of interviewees, allowing for an element of personalised reaction, we can say that structured interviews can present a valid option that meets qualitative criteria.

Unstructured interviews: given the fact that these invite interviewees to explore the topic in a way and direction that suits them, they have the potential to be a powerful tool for research.  Because this method explores the interviewee’s interpretation of a given situation/event, they provide a rich and fertile soil from which to extract data.

Some questions come to mind, however.  How competent is the researcher in being able to build rapport and gain the trust of the interviewee?  Is the researcher confident that they can keep the conversation focused? 

This suggests that, whilst unstructured interviews may appear an attractive option, due consideration needs to be given before embarking on this particular method.

To sum up methodologies and methods used, as Eyisi (2016) says: “Cohen (2011) argues that a quantitative research approach in its epistemological and ontological orientation regards human behaviour as an object that can be controlled. Qualitative research approaches help to define what needs to be studied when there is no theory on the topic and variables are not known (Leedy and Ormrod, 2014).”

Ethics and insider research.  Without proper consideration of ethics, research will not be as effective in its ability to invite change or make a difference, and ultimately may be less valuable.  Research that was not conducted ethically could well uncover valuable data that may be extremely useful.  However the value will be reduced by any interrogation of the ethics, even though the results may be beneficial.

It can be said that insider research presents a unique set of considerations. “Further, in being an interested researcher, there is an implicit ethical danger of appearing more like a personal friend or, as an insider-researcher, quite the opposite.” (Costley et al 2012).  Key ethical points to consider in the preparation stages of research, and of relevance to insider research, are:

Who is likely to benefit? If it is just the researcher, can the research be justified? If the beneficiaries are those in the hierarchy, how does this pass ethical consideration for those in lower positions?

Could anyone experience a detrimental impact?  If so, what might this be and what strategies can be put in place to mitigate/manage this?

How will confidentiality be maintained? To gain and maintain confidence in the research and the researcher, confidentiality is critical.  What structure(s) are in place to ensure this is robust and fail-safe?

How can participants leave the research?  Situations change, people shift their mindsets and priorities.  How can prospective research subjects be assured of their right to extricate themselves “safely” at any given time if they need/wish to?

How will the research be presented?  Can the researcher ensure that the wording/communication is encouraging and open, yet does not covertly imply a level of blame or guilt if people decide not to participate?

How will the researcher look after the emotional and mental wellbeing of research subjects?  If areas of anxiety and stress are uncovered, what support measures are in place?

In addition to the above, researchers should also examine their personal ethics and motivation for carrying out the research and need to consider the following.

Neutrality: Can they remain neutral, regardless of what the research may uncover, prove or disprove?

Motivation: Can they ensure that they have no hidden agenda(s) for carrying out the research?  Whilst they may present the project overtly, are they clear that there are no covert reasons?

From an ethical position, if researchers work within the organisation where the research takes place, the myriad of internal dynamics, hierarchy and politics need to be navigated.  They need to give careful consideration to their position, how they may be viewed by colleagues (those above and below them) and the potential impact (negative or positive) this may have in the long term.  Points that need to be considered include:

· the impact might this might have on established relationships;
· the steps that could be put in place to minimise and repair any damage, if the impact is negative;
· the fact that the research might create divisions amongst colleagues that were not there before;
· the impact if the research uncovers results that are not favourable to the organisation/a group within it;
· the long-term vision of the researcher for this project

It is crucial that serious examination of all aspects of ethics and the potential insider impact are carried out from the outset and form the strong foundations for the project.

Research is an opportunity for expansion, growth and positive development. If due thought and consideration are given at the start, then the project’s positive outcome and validity in the appropriate arena, whilst not guaranteed, are enhanced.

Application to my research.  This will be insider in terms of subject area rather than insider in terms of organisation. 

Null hypothesis: Personality has no impact on a woman’s experience of the menopause and the accompanying impact on her quality of life

Because the data collected will be both ‘fixed’ in terms of pre-determined questions,  together with the observations of discussions, the research will use a combined approach in terms of methodology (quantitative and qualitative) and, within those, the following methods: self-rated questionnaires (Likert scale) (quantitative); and observational focus groups (qualitative).

Over the last five years, I have utilised informal observational qualitative research working with women around the subject of the menopause.  As no bias was introduced, and I have listened and formed a picture, this has given a clear (subjective) view of many of the issues women may face during this transition. I have also used established symptom questionnaires to gather informal quantitative data.

Personality profiling is very well studied, along with the symptom aspect of the menopause, however my research indicates that the two have not previously been brought together.  Also absent are questionnaires focussing purely on the impact on quality of life that women may experience.

My research will be introducing new concepts: exploring if a woman’s personality profile influences her level of symptom experiences; and initiating an investigation of the impact on quality of life, linked to a woman’s personality profile.

The following considerations have been taken into account in preparation for the research.

How can the research be justified to the sector?  There are a number of ‘symptom-based’ questionnaires that women are able to complete, however none exists that specifically captures the impact on a woman’s quality of life and how individual personality may influence her unique experience. 

What is the ‘point’ of the research?  It can be argued that the results of the research can be of value to interested parties (women/GPs/gynaecologists) in the conversations around a woman’s midlife journey and her treatment. It is suggested that a more tailored and considered approach by the medical profession can only increase the potential for a more stress-free menopause and may enhance the quality of medical and non-medical interventions.

In conclusion, we can see that a thorough exploration of the research paradigm, starting with an investigation by the researcher of their personal ontological and epistemological viewpoints, is critical to ensure a meaningful research project.  This leads to the most suitable methodologies and the most efficient methods within those methodologies that will further support the success of the research.
The potential consequence of ignorance of ethics may lead to problems and issues that block the success of the research, and could result in lasting damage to the researcher, research subjects and professional relationships.
We can conclude that the complexities of insider research cannot be taken lightly, and due consideration and thought are needed in preparation.
Research projects offer an opportunity to unlock important and meaningful information that can be beneficial to a wider audience.  Because of this, ensuring the building blocks are in place from the outset is paramount to success.
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