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Who Investigates — and How?
Linking Research Paradigms to Investigators: Fictional Detectives, Real-World Business Researchers, and Your Own Interpretivist Thinking
University of Wales Trinity Saint David  |  Week 3
	⚠️  TUTOR ANSWER KEY — Not for student distribution



	PART 1 — Global Fictional Detectives  (approx. 8 minutes)



	Seven detectives chosen because they are recognised across different cultural contexts — from Japan and China to South Asia, the UK, and the Americas. Each has a distinctive method that maps onto a research paradigm.
Tutor note: Students work from the METHOD column alone — they do not need to know the character. Run as pairs first (5 min) then whole group (3 min). House vs Judge Dee (Constructivism vs Social Constructionism) reliably generates the most discussion — ensure students understand individual vs collective meaning-making before moving on.



	Detective / Character
	Cultural Reach
	Their Method
	Paradigm
	Why + Alien
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Sherlock Holmes
UK fiction — worldwide
	UK fiction — worldwide
	Observes physical evidence with absolute precision. Deduces universal laws from specific facts. Emotions and relationships are irrelevant — only measurable, verifiable data counts. Stays completely detached. Believes one objective truth exists and can be found.
	POSITIVISM

Alien A 🛸
	One objective reality exists, discoverable through precise detached observation. Data speaks for itself.
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Byomkesh Bakshi
Bengal/India — iconic across South Asia since 1932
	Bengal/India — iconic across South Asia since 1932
	Never relies on a single source. Cross-checks physical clues against witness accounts, documents, and social context. When sources contradict, treats the contradiction itself as important. Builds the best available picture from multiple imperfect angles.
	POST-POSITIVISM

Alien B 🔭
	Reality exists but no single source captures it perfectly. Triangulating multiple imperfect sources produces the most reliable, though always fallible, picture.
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Detective Conan (Case Closed)
Japan — hugely popular across Asia, Middle East, Latin America
	Japan — hugely popular across Asia, Middle East, Latin America
	Listens to everyone's full story before forming conclusions. Pays close attention to emotional context, relationships, and what people mean — not just what they say. Understands that two witnesses to the same event can have different but equally valid accounts.
	INTERPRETIVISM

Alien C 💬
	Multiple realities exist simultaneously. Knowledge is built by understanding the meanings people attach to their experiences, not by measuring observable behaviour.
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Dr Gregory House (House M.D.)
USA — globally streamed, popular across Europe, Asia, Latin America, Middle East
	USA — globally streamed, popular across Europe, Asia, Latin America, Middle East
	Diagnoses by building a model of how THIS particular patient personally experiences their illness. Knows two patients with identical symptoms have completely different internal realities shaped by personal history and self-concept. Refuses generic protocols — insists on understanding the individual.
	CONSTRUCTIVISM

Alien D 🧠
	Each individual constructs their own unique understanding of reality through personal experience. Identical external situations produce fundamentally different internal worlds. Knowledge requires entering the individual's own meaning-making process.
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Judge Dee (Di Renjie)
China — Tang Dynasty; famous across East and Southeast Asia through novels, films, TV
	China — Tang Dynasty; famous across East and Southeast Asia through novels, films, TV
	Studies how family hierarchies, community obligations, shared cultural norms, and social roles shape what each group believes is true. Understands that 'the facts' are always filtered through collective relationships and shared ways of making meaning — truth is negotiated between people.
	SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

Alien E 🗣️
	Reality is constructed collectively through social relationships, shared language, and cultural norms. What counts as truth is negotiated within a social context — not discovered by a single objective observer.
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Luther (John Luther)
UK/Global — BBC, worldwide streaming
	UK/Global — BBC, worldwide streaming
	Constantly asks who the system is protecting and who it is abandoning. Challenges official accounts. Notices patterns of injustice others refuse to acknowledge. Works with those the system has failed. Does not pretend to be neutral — takes an explicit position before beginning any investigation.
	CRITICAL THEORY

Alien F ✊
	Power structures shape whose truth is heard and whose is ignored. Research must expose these structures. Claiming neutrality is itself a political choice that serves whoever benefits from the status quo.
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Benoit Blanc (Knives Out)
USA — internationally successful film series, global streaming
	USA — internationally successful film series, global streaming
	Selects methods entirely based on what the specific problem demands. Switches between careful observation, pattern recognition, deep listening, and direct confrontation as needed. No philosophical commitment made in advance — what matters is solving this particular problem.
	PRAGMATISM

Alien G 🛠️
	No single method is universally best. What matters is solving the problem in front of you. Method follows the research question — not a philosophical position decided in advance.



	📌  A note on Constructivism (Alien D) and business research:
Constructivism appears less often in business and management research than in education or psychology — but it is entirely valid here and sometimes the best fit. The paradigm is associated with Piaget and Vygotsky, who worked in educational psychology, which can make it feel as though it only belongs in learning research. It does not.
Constructivism is well suited to any DBA research that focuses on how individual managers, leaders, or professionals construct their own understanding of their role, their organisation, or a change process — particularly in professional development, leadership identity, and individual sense-making during change.
Key distinction: Constructivism (Alien D) = how an INDIVIDUAL constructs their own private meaning from experience. Social Constructionism (Alien E) = how GROUPS collectively construct shared meaning through interaction and language. Your choice between them depends on whether your research focus is the individual or the collective.



	PART 2 — Real-World Business and Management Investigators  (approx. 8 minutes)



	Each scenario describes a real type of researcher you will encounter in the DBA literature — and may become yourself. The investigator titles describe their role, not their method — read the scenario carefully.
Tutor note: The practitioner-researcher (final row) mirrors many students' own situations. Dwell here. The key examiner concern: pragmatism is philosophically legitimate — but students must justify it philosophically, not just say 'I used mixed methods because it suited my context'.



	Investigator
	The Scenario
	Method Used
	Paradigm
	Why + Alien
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The Consumer Insight Analyst
E.g. global management consultancy; international market research agency
	A global consultancy asks: 'Does flexible working increase employee productivity?' They survey 50,000 employees across 30 countries using a standardised 10-point scale, run regression analysis, and report a statistically significant positive relationship. Findings are published as applicable to all organisations globally.
	Large random sample. Identical standardised instrument applied to all. Statistical analysis. Researcher has no personal contact with participants at any stage.
	POSITIVISM

Alien A 🛸
	Productivity treated as an objective measurable phenomenon. Detachment and large-scale measurement are the route to reliable truth.
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The Management Consultant
E.g. a strategy consultancy advising on an organisational change programme
	A consultancy is asked whether a major restructuring has improved performance. They survey 800 staff before and after, conduct follow-up conversations with 40 managers six months later, and review internal HR performance data. Where the survey and conversations tell different stories, they investigate why — rather than choosing one source over the other.
	Multiple evidence sources used together. Cross-checking between data types. Contradictions treated as important findings, not problems to resolve by ignoring one source.
	POST-POSITIVISM

Alien B 🔭
	Organisational performance is real but complex — no single method captures it completely. Cross-checking multiple imperfect sources produces the most robust available knowledge.
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The Workplace Culture Researcher
E.g. an HR researcher or DBA student studying their own sector
	A researcher wants to understand: 'What does work-life balance mean to middle managers?' She conducts 25 in-depth conversations across organisations in the UK, India, and UAE. She finds 'balance' means something completely different in each context. She reflects openly on how her own experience as a working parent shapes what she notices and how she interprets what participants tell her.
	Small, carefully chosen group. Open-ended conversations letting participants define concepts in their own terms. Researcher's perspective treated as part of the knowledge produced, not a source of contamination.
	INTERPRETIVISM

Alien C 💬
	Work-life balance is not an objective thing with one true value — it is a lived experience with different meanings for different people. Knowledge requires deep engagement with individual meaning.
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The Leadership Researcher
E.g. a business school researcher studying how individual managers develop their leadership identity
	A researcher studies how five experienced managers individually make sense of the same leadership development programme. She follows each person over 18 months through reflective conversations. Each constructs an entirely different personal account of what the programme means — shaped by their own career history, values, and sense of who they are as a leader.
	Small number of individual cases explored in depth over time. Reflective conversations rather than structured interviews. Each person's account treated entirely on its own terms. Goal is to understand individual meaning-making — not to compare statistically.
	CONSTRUCTIVISM

Alien D 🧠
	Each individual constructs a unique internal reality through personal experience. The same programme produces five genuinely different lived realities. Understanding requires entering each person's individual meaning-making world.
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The Organisational Researcher
E.g. a researcher studying how shared understandings form within and across organisations
	A researcher studies how 'good leadership' is understood differently across three departments in the same organisation. She runs focus group conversations within each department and observes team meetings over six months. She finds each department has collectively developed its own definition of what leadership means — shaped by shared history, language, and relationships.
	Focus groups and observation rather than individual interviews. Interested in what groups collectively believe and how those beliefs form through interaction. Analyses how shared language and group practices construct a shared — but contested — reality.
	SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM

Alien E 🗣️
	Organisational reality is constructed through shared language, collective interaction, and group norms. 'Good leadership' is not a fixed objective quality — it is a meaning that groups negotiate together.
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The Labour Rights Investigator
E.g. Human Rights Watch workplace research; critical management studies researcher
	A research team investigates conditions in global supply chains. They centre the testimonies of garment workers in Bangladesh and Vietnam as their primary source of knowledge. From the outset, their stated purpose is to expose exploitation and produce policy recommendations to change it. They take an explicit position before any data is collected.
	Worker testimonies treated as the primary and most legitimate form of knowledge. Explicit value commitment to worker justice stated from the start. Findings framed as the basis for advocacy and structural change.
	CRITICAL THEORY

Alien F ✊
	Power structures in global supply chains are not neutral facts to observe — they are unjust arrangements to challenge. Research claiming neutrality implicitly sides with those who benefit from the status quo.
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The Practitioner-Researcher
E.g. a DBA student who is also an Operations Director, HR Leader, or Senior Manager
	A DBA student working as Operations Director investigates why her company's digital transformation keeps failing. She starts with a staff survey to map the problem, runs focus groups to understand why, pilots a new approach, then evaluates the results. She changes direction at each stage based on what she has just learned. Success means genuine organisational improvement.
	Methods chosen iteratively based on what each phase reveals. Cycles of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. Different phases use whatever approach suits that stage. No single philosophical commitment made in advance.
	PRAGMATISM

Alien G 🛠️
	The research question — why is THIS transformation failing HERE, NOW — demands flexibility. Philosophical purity matters less than producing knowledge that actually improves the organisation.



	PART 3 — Discussion Questions  (approx. 5 minutes)



	Tutor note: No clean right answers. Goal is to surface philosophical tensions. The bias/neutrality debate (row 6) and the individual vs collective distinction (rows 4 and 5) are the most generative.



	POSITIVISM
Alien A 🛸
	💬  The study finds flexible working increases productivity by 23%. A manager in Lagos says this does not match her experience at all. What would this investigator say? What would the next investigator say?

	POST-POSITIVISM
Alien B 🔭
	💬  The survey says 78% of staff felt positive about the restructuring. Follow-up conversations reveal many felt pressured to answer positively. What does this contradiction tell us — and what does the post-positivist investigator do with it?

	INTERPRETIVISM
Alien C 💬
	💬  This researcher finds 'balance' means something completely different in Dubai than in Bristol. Which finding is more 'true'? What does your answer reveal about your own ontological position?

	CONSTRUCTIVISM
Alien D 🧠
	💬  This researcher and the workplace culture researcher both conduct conversations with small groups. What is the key difference between them? (Hint: one focuses on how individuals construct their own private meaning; the other on shared meaning between people.)

	SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM
Alien E 🗣️
	💬  This researcher finds what counts as 'good leadership' in finance would be seen as weak in operations. What does this tell us about organisational reality — and how does it challenge the idea that leadership effectiveness can be universally measured?

	CRITICAL THEORY
Alien F ✊
	💬  A reviewer says this research is 'biased' because the team took sides before collecting data. The research team says claiming neutrality would itself be a bias serving the powerful. Who is right — and what does this reveal about axiology?

	PRAGMATISM
Alien G 🛠️
	💬  Most DBA students are drawn to this approach. Why might it suit practitioner-researchers particularly well? What are its risks — and what would an examiner need to see to be confident it is philosophically rigorous rather than just convenient?



	PART 4 — Thinking Like an Interpretivist: Apply It to a Real Scenario



	You have now identified the paradigms of seven fictional detectives and seven real-world investigators. The next step is harder: not just recognising interpretivism — but USING it to think through a research problem yourself.
Read the research scenario below carefully. Then work through the questions — designing how an interpretivist researcher would approach this problem from the ground up.



	THE SCENARIO
A large retail bank in the UK has introduced a new performance management system. Under the new system, all branch managers are assessed quarterly against a set of standardised KPIs and ranked against each other nationally.
Six months after introduction, the HR Director notices something unexpected: staff turnover among branch managers has doubled, sickness absence is up, and several high-performing managers have resigned. When she looks at the KPI data, all branches appear to be performing well — the numbers are green across the board.
She commissions a research study to understand what is happening.



	1
	What is wrong with using the KPI data alone to understand this situation?
Think about: what does the KPI data measure and what does it miss? What does the gap between 'green numbers' and rising turnover tell us about the nature of this problem?


	✓
	Suggested answer:
The KPI data captures observable, measurable outputs — but the problem is not in the outputs, it is in how branch managers are experiencing the system. Numbers can be 'green' while people are suffering. The data describes behaviour but cannot capture meaning, emotion, stress, or how people are making sense of being ranked against colleagues. This is precisely the kind of problem that demands interpretivism: the 'reality' of what is happening depends entirely on who you ask and what the system means to them.



	2
	What would an interpretivist research question look like for this study?
An interpretivist question asks about MEANING and EXPERIENCE — not about measurement or causation. It expects different answers from different people and treats that variation as the point, not the problem.

Draft your question here:


	✓
	Example interpretivist questions:
• How do branch managers experience the new performance management system?
• What does being ranked against colleagues mean to branch managers in different contexts?
• How do branch managers make sense of the relationship between their KPI scores and their experience of work?

Note what these questions have in common: they ask 'how do people experience / understand / make sense of' — not 'what is the effect of' or 'does X cause Y'.



	3
	What is the ontological position of an interpretivist studying this scenario?
Is there one objective truth about how the performance management system is affecting people — or might different managers experience it completely differently? What does your answer tell you about the nature of reality in this study?

Write 2–3 sentences:


	✓
	Key points to include:
An interpretivist holds a relativist ontological position: there is no single objective reality about what the performance management system IS or DOES. Different managers will experience the same system differently depending on their personal history, their relationship with their team, their career stage, and their individual values. Reality here is multiple and constructed — not singular and objective.



	4
	Who should the researcher talk to — and why?
Think about: who has direct lived experience of this system? How many people? How should they be chosen — and why is this different from selecting a statistically representative sample?

Write your answer:


	✓
	Key points:
The researcher should conduct in-depth conversations with a small, purposively selected group of branch managers — perhaps 10–15 — chosen because they have direct lived experience of the system, represent different contexts (high-performing vs struggling branches, urban vs rural, different tenure), and are likely to have rich things to say. This is purposive sampling, not random sampling: the goal is not statistical representativeness but depth and variety of experience. A positivist would need thousands of respondents; an interpretivist needs enough people to reach a rich, varied understanding of the range of meanings the system holds.



	5
	What role do the researcher's own values and experience play?
The HR Director is commissioning this research because she cares about her managers. If she conducts the research herself (as a practitioner-researcher), how might her position shape what she notices and how she interprets what people tell her? How should she address this?

Write 2–3 sentences:


	✓
	Key points:
As HR Director, she has a professional stake in the findings — she introduced the system, she is responsible for staff welfare, and she may feel guilt or defensiveness about the outcomes. An interpretivist acknowledges these values explicitly rather than pretending they do not exist. She addresses this through reflexivity: keeping a research journal, being transparent in her write-up about her position and how it shapes her interpretations, and possibly seeking a critical friend to challenge her readings of the data.



	6
	How would you judge whether this research is good quality?
A positivist uses validity and reliability. An interpretivist uses different criteria. Based on what you have read in today's session, which criteria would apply here and what would they mean for this study?

Write your answer:


	✓
	Key criteria:
CREDIBILITY: Are the findings believable to the participants themselves? The researcher should share her emerging interpretations with participants ('member checking') to test whether they recognise their own experience in her analysis.

TRANSFERABILITY: Could the findings be relevant to other banks or organisations facing similar situations? The researcher provides enough contextual detail for readers to judge this for themselves.

DEPENDABILITY: Is there a clear, followable audit trail of how the research was conducted and how interpretations were reached?

CONFIRMABILITY: Are the interpretations grounded in the data — or just in the researcher's preconceptions? Does she show her working?



	💬  Group debrief (5 minutes): Compare your answers to questions 3 and 5 with a colleague. Are your ontological positions the same? Does your own professional background shape what you noticed in the scenario — and if so, how?



	PART 5 — Where Do YOU Sit?  (individual, 5 minutes)



	1
	Which investigator — fictional OR real-world — most closely resembles the researcher you want to be in your DBA? Name them and explain why in 2–3 sentences.



	2
	Your DBA research topic area is: _______________________

If Alien A (Positivist) studied your topic, what would their research question look like?
If Alien C (Interpretivist) studied your topic, what would their research question look like?
Which question interests you more — and what does that tell you about your own instincts as a researcher?



	3
	What is the difference between using interviews as a method and being interpretivist as a philosophical position? Why does this distinction matter when you write your methodology chapter?




	Tutor note on Part 5:
Question 2 is the most diagnostically useful. Students who naturally write interpretivist-style questions for Alien C have usually already made their paradigmatic choice — they just haven't named it yet. This surfaces that instinct and gives you a basis for early supervision conversations.
Question 3 plants the most important distinction for DBA methodology chapters. Students who miss this distinction tend to describe their methods without articulating the philosophy that justifies them — a common viva problem.



	Every investigator — fictional or real — makes philosophical assumptions before collecting a single piece of data. Your job as a doctoral researcher is to make YOUR assumptions explicit, justified, and consistent throughout your thesis.
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