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Most social researchers have little difficulty in selecting a broad topic or area
for research. They may for example identify a gap in our knowledge of some
aspect of the social world, or a set of issues whose exploration seems
particularly timely, or a particular substantive interest relating to their own
experiences, or they may even be commissioned by an organization to
research a particular set of events, or to evaluate a social programme.
However, whilst identifying a general interest or topic in this way is fairly
straightforward, it is much more of a challenge to design an effective project
with a clear, relevant and intellectually worthwhile focus to explore your
topic. In this chapter we will address the issues involved — and the difficult
questions to ask along the way — in moving from a broad or general research
interest, to an effective and workable qualitative research design.

One of the first questions which we should address however is why it is
important to produce a research plan or design at all. This question is
particularly pertinent because, in the qualitative research tradition, there is
a great deal of resistance to the idea that researchers should specify sets of
formal hypotheses within a rigid rescarch design at the outset of their
research. The resistance comes from an objection to the notion that it is
possible or desirable to specify meaningful hypotheses and then to design a
project to 'test them out’. Qualitative research is very often seen as having a
more fluid and exploratory character than this, which means that an
all-encompassing research design cannot necessarily be completed before
the research is begun. It is therefore sometimes assumed that the concept of
a research design is really only appropriate to quasi-experimental forms of
quantitative social research in the positivistic tradition.

However, this is not so. Of course, even if they wanted to, most
researchers do not have the luxury of deciding whether or not to produce a
research design, because they are required to do so for the consumption of
an outside audience such as their funders or ‘clients’, their supervisors, their
peers, research gatekeepers, or those whom they research. The purpose of
producing a research design in this context may be to gain or retain funding,
support or access, to convince others of the value or intellectual credibility of
the research, to demonstrate some form of external accountability, or
simply to describe the scope and purpose of the research to those involved.
In the "real world of social research these are clearly good enough reasons to
produce a research design. However, in my view there are also very good
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intellcctual and practical reasons why qualitative rescarchers should pro-
duce workable research designs, and these reasons are to do with the value
of a good research design for the researcher’s own use, and for the coherent
and rigorous development of their project. This chapter will examine the
role of research design, and identify the key issues which researchers should
confront in producing plans and designs for qualitative rescarch, The
chapter is divided into four sections. The first develops the idea that
rescarchers should be clear about what is the essence of their enquiry, and
should express this as an ‘intellectual puzele’ with a clearly formulated set of
research questions; the second explores issues involved in linking research
questions, methodologies and methods in qualitative research design; the
third examines some of the ethical concerns which should be addressed in
the design process: and the fourth focuses on the practicalities of actually
producing a research design, in the light of the discussion of the previous
sections

WHAT IS MY RESEARCH ABOUT? FIVE DIFFICULT QUESTIONS
ABOUT THE ESSENCE OF YOUR ENQUIRY

It is well known that researchers who are in the early stages of their work
often find it very difficult to explain to others briefly but specifically what
their research is about, Many can come up with a short but over-general
version, such as ‘the experience of disability’ or ‘gend er in the classroom’ or
post-apartheid South Africa’. Alternatively, most researchers can produce
a long and detailed version of their research focus. But the middle course
between these two is often very elusive and the struggle for any researcher,
in my view, is to be able to articulate what is the essence of their enquiry. |
think it is a struggle because. in order 10 get o this essence, researchers have
(0 ask themselves some difficult questions, and at the outset of research it

n feel much easier to avoid these. T think there are five of these difficult
questions, and indeed any researcher, whether of a qualitative or quanti-
ative orientation, should address these. Each of the questions is produced
helow in a form which (s designed [0 encourage you as 4 researcher 1o
interrogate your own assumptions, o systematize them, and possibly to
iransform them. Whilst any researcher is unlikely to produce a rescarch
design which provides a clearly formulated set of answers to each of these
fve questions. they nevertheless need to Anow what the answers are if they
are g0ing to produce a good., and useful, research design. All five questions
involve usking what your research is about. The first deals with the
fundamental mater of what, according to you as a rescarcher. constitutes
social reality, as follows.
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What s the nature of the phenomena,
s, or social ‘reality’, which |
wish to investigate?

This question requires you to ask yourself what your research is about in a
fundamental way, and probably involves a great deal more intellectual effort
than simply identifying a research topic. Because it is so fundamental, it
takes place earlier in the thinking process than the identification of a topic. Tt
involves asking what you see as the very nature and essence of things in the
social world, or, in other words, what is your ontological position or
perspective. Ontology can seem like a difficult concept precisely because the
nature and essence of social things scem so fundamental and obvious that it
can be hard to see what there is to conceptualize. In particular, it can be
quite difficult to grasp the idea that it is possible to have an ontological
position or perspective (rather than simply to be familiar with the
ontological components of the social world). since this suggests that there
may be different versions of the nature and essence of social things. Yetitis
only once itis recognized that alternative ontological perspectives might tell
different stories that a researcher can begin to see their own antological view
ofthe social world as a position which should be established and understood.

rather than an obvious and universal truth which can be taken for granted

The best way 10 grasp that you have an ontological position, and to work out
what it is and what are its implications for your research, is therefore to
recognize what the alternatives are. Let us consider some examples. From
different ontological perspectives social reality might be made up of any of
the following:

people. social actors
bodies, subjects, objects

minds, psyches

rationality, emotion, thought. fecling, memory, senses
consciousness, subconsciousness, instincts

understandings. interpretations, motivations. ideas

attitudes, beliefs, views

identity. essence, being

self. individuals

others. collectivities

representations, cultural or social constructions

experiences. accounts

stories. narratives. biographies. evolution. development. progress
texts, discourses

words, codes, communications, languages

actions, reactions, behaviours, cvents

e seResseeIRNeRe
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o interactions, situations, social relations

o social or cultural practices

o social processes

o rules, morality, belief systems

o institutions, structures. the ‘material’, markets

o cultures, societies, groups, producers, consurmers

o nature, genes, humans, animals

e empirical patterns, regularities, order, organization, connectedness

o empirical haphazardness, spontaneity, disorder, disorganization, chaos
and disconnectodncss

o underlying mechanisms

e one objective reality, multiple realities o versions.

This is not intended to be a complete st of ontological components, but it
should help to llustrate the range of possibiltics encompassed by the social
sciences. You will note that these suggest different vesions of the essential
or component properties of social reality/ies, and ditferent ideas about
where these are located (for example, in individuals heads, in social, legal
or administrative structures). There are of course also different versions of
whether and how these things relate or connect up in social life. You will
recognize some of these ways of conceptualizing social entities, and may be
abie to connect them with different philosophies of social science. This
should alert you to the possibility that different versions of ontology may be
logieally competing rather than complementary, so that you cannot simply
pick and choose bits of one and bits of another in an eclectic or ad hoc way
Some of the propertics i the list above. and the distinctions between them,
are actively disputed and contested by opposing perspectives in the social
seiences. So. for example, whether or not it is possible or meaningful (o
distinguish between: subject and object; mind and body: rationality,
emotion, thought and feeling: nature and culture; action and interpretations
have been the subjects of long running disputes between positivists,
relativists, feminists, realists, and so on. Some of the properties listed may
appear more well matched with qualitative research methodology than
others ~ for example, social processes, interpretations, social relations,
social practices, experiences. understandings. seem particularly well
matched. Some gain more credence in the conventions of same social
science disciplines than others (see Chapter 7 for a further discussion of this:
see also Blaikic, 1993; Stanley and Wise, 1993). You therefore need to
understand the implications of adopting  particular version or set of
versions of ontology.

Some rescarchers may feel unable 10 answer these ontological questions
fully at the beginning of their research. Possibly this will be because they
wish the research to address these very issues rather than simply (0 iart from
them, or even to attempt to adjudicate between some of the disputed
distinetions. However, if that is so then it must be an explicit aim,
formulated through research questions, since more often a reluctance to
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address these issues stems from vagueness, imprecision, or a failure to
understand that there is more than onc ontological perspective

The sccond question invites you to think about what your research is
aboutin a different way

What might represent knowledge or
evidence of the entities or social
‘reality which | wish to investigate?

Questions about what we regard as knowledge or evidence of things in the
social world are epistemological questions and, overall, this second question
s designed to help you to explore what kind of epistemological position your
research expresses or implements. It is important to distinguish questions
about the nature of evidence and knowledge ~ epistemological questions
from what are apparently more siraightforward questions about how to
collect, or what I shall call ‘generate’, data (see Chapter 3). Your
epistemology is, literally, your theory of knowledge. and should therefore
concern the principles and rules by which you decide whether and how social
phenomena can be known, and how knowledge can be demonsirated,
Epistemological questions should therefore direct you to a consideration of
philosophical issues involved in working out exactly what you would count
asevidence or knowledge of social things. You should be able to connect the
answers 10 these questions with your answers to the ontological questions,
and the two sets of answers should be consistent so that, for example. your
epistemology helps you to generate knowledge and explanations about the
ontological components of the social world, be they social processes. social
actions, discourses, meanings, or whatever, which you have identified as
central (see Chapter 7 for a discussion of the construction of explanations)
‘There may be lots of possibilities and. again, therefore the researcher must
recognize not only that there is more than one epistemology. but also that
they will not all be complementary or equally consistent with their own
ontological position. Again, some epistemologies may appear to be more
consistent with a qualitative methodology than others, or have greater
credibility within certain social science disciplines than in others.

The third question looks a little like the starting point for a research
project, but should actually follow from your answers o the first and second
questions

What topic, or broad substantive
area, is the research concerned with?
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Although this appears to be the all-encompassing question about your broad
research interest or topic, and is certainly the one which preoccupies most
researchers in the early stages of their work, 1 want to suggest that the
answer must follow from your answers to the ontological and cpistemologi-
cal questions above. Usually a rescarch topic will express something of the
researcher’s ontological o epistemological position. For example, let us
take the topic of racism. Using the concept of racism itself suggests that the
social world s in some way or other organized around whatever racism is
defined to be, and that this is knowable. o can be made knowable, through
social research. Tf we move a little closer to @ more clearly defined rescarch
topic. the ontological and epistemological dimensions become clearer. So.
for example. a study of racist attitudes amongst school children would at the
very least suggest an ontological position which says that individual people
(children) hold attitudes. and that those attitudes are meaningful com-
ponents of the social world. We might contrast that with a study which
focuses on institutional racism within schools, o racist actions within
classrooms, or racist discourse. The first of these might suggest an
ontological position which sees institutions, collectivities or structures,
rather than {or as well as) individuals, as meaningful componeats of the
social world. The second might suggest a position which sees actions, but not
necessarily attitudes. as meaningful. The third might suggest a position
which sees neither individuals, nor institutions, as meaningful, but instead
sces cultural texts or ‘scripts’ as core components of the social world. In
terms of epistemology, each of these different research topics is suggesting
that distinetive dimensions of the social world (For example, attitudes.
actions, discourses) are knowable ~ that it is possible to generate knowledge
about and evidence for them. The topics themselves tefl us ittle more sbout
what form each of these epistemologies might take, but at the very least we
would know that a study designed to explore racist atiitudes, which goes on
10 encompass an cpistemology stating that only texts and discourses are
knowable. has some major and possibly irreconcilable inconsistencies.
The fourth question is:

What is the intellectual puzzle? What
do I wish to explain? What are my
research questions?

Again, the answer (o this question must connect with the other three. Tn
answering this question you should be addressing vourself (0 the intellectual
and theoretical contributions of your work. Not al rescarchers will see their
projects as “theoretical’ but, as | suggested in Chapter 1. in my view all
qualitative rescarch should be constructed around an intellectual puzzle of
some kind. and should attempt to produce some kind of explanation of that
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puzzle. Intellectual puzzles can and do take a variety of forms connected to
the ontological and epistemological positions encapsulated in the research,
and grounded within the specific context of their rescarch problem. It i also
the case that different theoretical and intellectual traditions in the social
sciences are preoccupied with different kinds of intellectual puzzle, and
consequently different kinds of social explanation. There is a fuller
discussion of these issues in Chapter 7 where we explore the construction of
social explanations, but for now some examples of three common yet
distinctive types of puzzle will help to make the point. You might, for
example, pose a developmental puzzle — how and why did x or y develop?
The x or y might be anything, ontologically speaking, for example racist
atitudes, cultural imperialism. the American system of government, a
mental illness. and so on. You might, aiternatively, pose a mechanical
puzzle ~ how does x or y work? Why does it work in this way? Again, x or y
‘might be anything - intimate personal relationships. a legal system. a penal
institution, the human psyche, and s0 on. Or you might pose a causal puzzle
~what influence does x have on v, or what causes ¥ or y?

Intellectual puzzles, then, will contain different sets of ontological and
epistemological assumptions and prescriptions, and will suggest distinctive
types of social explanation. In formulating your own intellectual puzzle, you
must ensure that you have thought through what these are, and be confident
that they are consistent — that is. that your puzzle is ontologically
meaningful, and epistemologically explainable or workable.

One of the main virtues of expressing whatever it is you want to research
and explain as a puzzle is that it focuses your mind on research questions
Once you are thinking in terms of puzzies and explanations, it will be a
relatively easy task to formulate a set of research questions, and these will
form the backbone of your research design. | use the term ‘research
question’ in preference (o, for example. ‘hypothesis’ or *proposition’. partly
because qualitative approaches usually entail formulating questions to be
explored and developed in the rescarch process, rather than hypotheses to
be tested by or against empirical research. But also. the concept of research
question fits generally with a wider range of ontological and epistemological
positions than do these other terms. A research question is a question which
the research is designed to address (rather than, for example, a question
which an interviewer might ask an interviewee) and. taken together, your
research questions should express the essence of vour enquiry. Therefore,
you need to have done a great deal of thinking about the essence of your
enquiry in the sense of its ontology. its epistemology. and most importantly
its intellectual puzzie, in order 10 be able 10 formulate research questions
sensibly and coherently. They should be clearly formulated (whether or not
you intend to modify them or add to them later). intellectually worthwhile,
and researchable (both in terms of your epistemological position. and in
practical terms). because itis through them that you will be connecting what
itis that you wish to research with how you are going to 20 about researching
it. They are vehicles which you will rely upon to move you from your broad
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research interest to your specific research focus and project, and therefore
their importance cannot be overstated.

Research questions, then, are those questions to which you as researcher
really want to know the answers, and in that sense they are the formal
expression of your intellectual puzzle. Although you will formulate them as
questions, you may not expect a siraightforward answer so much as an
opening up of avenues of enquiry to which vou will be able to apply
analytical reasoning. Their relevance to each other will be ensured because
you have thought hard about the logical links between them, and because
they are grounded in the essence of your enquiry. The question format will
help you to design a study which s focused rather than vague, but which can
nevertheless be exploratory and fluid. You should be sure that your
questions are formulated in such a way that intellectually interesting answers
are possible and probable. So, for example, you will want (o avoid questions
which would be interesting if answered in the affirmative. but uninteresting
if in the negative, or those which hinge your whole project on only one
potential answer. With both of these. if you get the “wrong’ answer your
research is in serious trouble. You should also use your questions to
problematize links between your own and other research and theoretical
scholarship in your broad research area. and this is of course one way of
ensuring that you are posing intellectually interesting and relevant ques-
tions. and not duplicating effort which has already been made elsewhere.
Finally, you are likely to want to produce questions of varying types, orders
and levels. For example. some may express links between your own and
existing work very directly. others indireetly; some may be overarching
questions (possibly the research question), others smaller sub-questions;
and so on

Here are some examples of research questions used in one of my own
research projects. The broad research topic was ‘Inheritance, Property and
Family Relationships”

e How is inheritance handled in ordinary families' in contemporary
Britain?

o What kinds ofideas. norms and beliefs operate in contemporary families
concerning the distribution of assets?

* How are matters related to inheritance negotiated. and how do these
aegotiations link with other family responsibilities and relationships”

® Whatis the interface between families and the law on matters related to
inheritance?

® In relation 10 all of the above, is there an underlying tension between
family responsibilities and the legal principle of testamentary freedom?

As well as illustrating different levels of research question (for example. the
first question is very general whereas the subsequent questions are a litile
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more focused and specific), you will note that the way in which the questions
are phrased gives away certain ontological and epistemological clues. For
example, concepts such as ‘ideas’, ‘norms’, “beliefs’, ‘negotiations’, “inter-
face between families and the law' give some indications as to the
researcher's views about what are meaningful and knowable components of
the social world, as well as about how that world can be explained.

Tnitially, T think it is worth getting yourself fully into the habit of
producing research questions by allowing yourself to generate  long list of
them. However, as I shall suggest shortly, you will need to modify your list
subsequently when you begin to consider how 1o link your research
questions with your methodology and your research methods, and when you
start to tackle practical, ethical and political questions. For the time being
though, et us continue o focus on the unbridled generation of research
questions. To ensure you are on the right track, here are some supplemen-
tary questions to ask yourself when formulating your own research
questions.

® Am I clear about what s the essence of my enquiry, and my intellectual
puzzie? Do my research questions express or problematize these? Are
they consistent with them?

®  Are my research questions consistent with each other, and linked to each
other? Do they add up to a sensible whole?

® Are my research questions coherent? Would anyone but me understand
them?

Do my rescarch questions make possible, and probable, intellectually
interesting answers?

® Are my research questions open enough to allow for the degree of
exploratory enquiry T require? Will they allow me to generate further
questions at a later stage. in the light of my developing data analysis.
should [ wish?

® Are my questions original and worth asking?

o Amlaski

he right number of res

reh questions at this stage?

Of course, as the last question above implies, and as I have already
suggested. you will not be producing your research questions in a vacuum.
away from the practicalities and indeed the ethics of what you can feasibly
do, and the methods available to you 10 do it. In a moment we will discuss
what s involved in linking your rescarch questions with your methodology
and your research methods. But first, let us consider the last of the five
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difficult questions designed to help you to work out what your research is
really about.

Whatis the purpose of my research?
What am I doing it for?

In the simplest terms the question s, ‘what is my rescarch for?”, and I think
all researchers should be fully aware of their particular range of answers to
it Tn thinking about answering this question you should consider not only
familiar academic arguments about increasing o challenging intellectual
and theoretical understanding, plugging gaps in Knowledge. extending
debate and so on, but also issues about the socio-political context of your
research practice. There is likely 10 be more than one purpose Lo any re-
search project, and the different parties involved may have divergent inter-
estsin the rescarch. In formulating your answers to this question, you should
not overlook what are sometimes unstated purposes like the achievement of
social and political change or a contribution to some wider political effort, or
personal advancement (for example through access t© a higher degree,
through the acquisition of research funds). In addition, researchers need to
ask questions about the socio-political context of rescarch directly, and
understand debates about, for example, the usefulness or emancipatory po-
tential of research. By advocating that researchers think about these issues |
am arguing that you should confront and engage with the poliics of social
research rather than assume it is possible ©© maintain a safe distance.

Taken together, these five difficult questions represent what I think is a
rigorous way to help you to establish what your research is about. Re-
scarchers working within and across social science disciplines will come up
with many different answers. Indeed. whether you are intending to work
within the boundaries of a specific social science discipline. or across bound-
aries, you will incvitably need to engage with the ways in which different
disciplinary conventions would answer these questions. My purpose is ot
(and cannot be) 1o tell you what your answers should be. or which disciplin-
ary conventions are the best, but instead to argue that working out a set of
answers which arc consistent with each other. and understanding the impli-
cations of those answers, is a vital part of your research practice. To put it
simply. in order to be able to produce a set of research questions ~ which [
am suggesting is essential in a good research design - you will need to know
where you stand on these five key issucs. After all, that you are contem-
plating an empirical projcct at all suggests that you are working within a cer-
tain view of the social world (ontology) and how to generate knowledge of it
(cpistemology) which can be contrasted with the anti-empirical production
of abstract, formalized explanations and knowledge.





