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Preface

This book has been written for people who intend to carry out social research at an advanced level. It covers both qualitative and quantitative techniques and is suitable for researchers working in the fields of health, education, sociology, psychology and the humanities. It is aimed at the following groups of researchers:

■ Master’s students;

■ doctoral students;

■ research assistants and associates working in further, higher and adult education;

■ researchers working for public and private organizations;

■ researchers working for charitable and not-for-profit groups.

The book is divided into five stages that guide you through your project. The first stage helps you to think about your project in terms of the epistemological, philosophical, theoretical and methodological debates that underpin advanced social research. These topics can be complex and daunting, but the book presents them in a clear, user-friendly way that will enable you to think about these issues, generate ideas, develop aims and objectives, and move your project forward.

The second stage of the book provides practical information about costing the project, obtaining funding for advanced-level projects, collecting background information, choosing the appropriate research methods, understanding sampling techniques and preparing an advanced-level research proposal.

The third section provides information about conducting research and collecting data. This involves an in-depth discussion about how to use a variety of data collection methods, such as interviews, focus groups and questionnaires. It also provides practical and up-to-date information about recording and storing information (including data protection legislation) and advice about using the internet for social research (to gather information and as a research tool).

The fourth section of the book provides advice about analysing data, including qualitative techniques such as content analysis, thematic analysis and comparative analysis, and quantitative techniques that employ descriptive and inferential statistics. This section also includes important information about ensuring validity and reliability when collecting and analysing data, and knowing how to critique and interpret data. The last chapter in this section covers the topic of theory generation, which is an important task that needs to be undertaken by all advanced social researchers.

The final section of the book covers issues of dissemination, such as producing papers for conferences, writing journal articles, publishing online (including open access) and producing a thesis. It also offers practical advice for postgraduate students who need to attend an oral examination (a viva). The last chapter of this section discusses research ethics, and includes issues such as confidentiality, anonymity, ethical funding and carrying out research projects that involve risk.

A comprehensive ‘Glossary of Terms’ is provided at the end of the book to explain some of the more complex terms used in social research. The book concludes with further reading and resources relating to individual chapters and an extensive reading list for those of you who want to follow up any of the topics covered.

Dr Catherine Dawson has been a researcher for over twenty-eight years, working in the public, private and higher education sectors. She has obtained a Master’s degree in social research and a doctorate in adult education, and has completed a variety of research projects over the years. These include topics such as public perception of change in higher education, the learning choices of adult returners, basic skills education for prisoners, student housing in the southeast and students’ alcohol misuse.

Dr Dawson has designed and delivered research methods courses at universities and run research methods training courses for workers in the public, private and charitable sectors. She has also written extensively for academic journals and is the author of an Introduction to Research Methods, which is aimed at students and employees who are new to social research.


STAGE 1

THINKING ABOUT YOUR RESEARCH
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All researchers and students who are working at an advanced level will need to understand the epistemological debate. This is because this debate influences the design of your research, the methodology that guides you, the research methods you choose, your data gathering and your ability to add to existing knowledge (and develop theory) when your research project is complete. If you understand the epistemological debate you will be less likely to form beliefs that lack justification and you will avoid claiming knowledge where it is possible only to hypothesize. This chapter guides you through the debate, providing a definition of epistemology and a description of the different types of epistemology. It goes on to illustrate how the epistemological position is related to theoretical perspective. This will enable you to think more about how these issues influence the design of your research project.

Understanding the Importance of Epistemology

Epistemology is a branch of philosophy concerned with the theory of knowledge. The word comes from the word ‘episteme’, which is the Greek word for knowledge or understanding. It refers to what we accept as knowledge, how we know what we know and how belief is justified. If you are conducting research at an advanced level it is vital that you understand the epistemological debate for the following reasons:

■ Epistemology is fundamental to thought, the acquisition of knowledge, the reliance on senses, the ability to reason, and the development of concepts, hypotheses and social theory.

■ Epistemology is connected to theoretical perspective and methodological choice.

■ Good research questions can be designed only when the epistemological debate is understood and the standpoint of the researcher made clear.

■ Epistemology has an influence on the way that quality of method and quality of data analysis are demonstrated.

■ Epistemology influences the relationship between the researcher and the participant/subject/object.

■ Epistemology influences the way that the researcher communicates and interacts with the participant/subject/object and with their audience.

■ Epistemology influences the type and method of theory generation and knowledge building (and the way it is disseminated).


Tip Don’t confuse epistemology (concerned with the study of the nature of human knowledge and how it is acquired) with ontology (concerned with the nature and structure of the world and how it can be articulated).



Knowing About the Different Epistemologies

There are different types of epistemology that have been identified by philosophers and researchers over time. Those that are most relevant for you as an advanced researcher are summarized below (see ‘References, Further Reading and Resources’ at the end of this book to find out more about these epistemologies and others).

■ Social epistemology positions knowledge and justified belief within a particular social and historical context. There are different strands within social epistemology. For example, some believe that knowledge and justification are linked to truth, whereas others believe that scientific facts are social constructions and, therefore, cannot make claims to truth and reality.

■ Feminist epistemology is concerned with the way that gender influences our concept of knowledge. It refers to the way knowledge can be judged to be adequate and how research methodologies and methods can be assessed. It questions existing knowledge that has been developed from flawed research.

■ Pragmatic epistemology challenges the distinction that researchers and philosophers make between theoretical beliefs and practical deliberations. The assumption is that scientific investigation can solve problems and provide insights, with an emphasis placed on consequences, practice and experience.

■ Naturalistic epistemology attempts to identify how knowledge and justification are rooted in the natural world through a combination of traditional conceptual analysis and empirical methods. This approach emphasizes the application of methods, results and theories from the empirical sciences.

■ Evolutionary epistemology attempts to address questions about the theory of knowledge from an evolutionary point of view. It assumes that knowledge is constructed by an individual or group of individuals in order to adapt to their environment. The construction of knowledge helps with survival and is an ongoing process that happens on a biological, psychological and social level.


Exercise 1: Asking Epistemological Questions

Work through the following questions as this will help you to think about the epistemological issues that are relevant to your own research.

What is knowledge?

What are the conditions of knowledge?

What are the sources of knowledge?

How do we acquire knowledge?

Is it possible to have knowledge at all?

Why do we know some things and not know other things?

Does our knowledge represent reality as it is?

What is reality? Is there any such thing?

What is justification?

What are the sources of justification?

How are we to understand the concept of justification?

What makes justified beliefs justified?

Is justification internal or external to a person’s own mind?

How can we differentiate truth from falsehood?

Why do we believe certain claims and not others?



Connecting Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective

Crotty (1998) highlights three epistemological positions and discusses these in terms of their relationship with theoretical perspective (and methodology: see Chapter 2). It is important to think about these connections early in your research as they will have considerable influence on the design of your research project (see Fig. 1).

Fig. 1: The Interrelationship of Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective (Source: adapted from Crotty 1998)



	Epistemological Position

	Theoretical Perspective




	Objectivism

	Positivism, post-positivism




	Subjectivism

	Postmodernism, structuralism, post-structuralism




	Constructionism

	Interpretivism (symbolic interactionism, phenomenology, hermeneutics), critical inquiry, feminism





Objectivism

Objectivism highlights the importance of empirical facts and explicit articulate statements. Reality exists independently of consciousness: objective knowledge can be obtained through deductive reasoning and the truth found through replicable observation. Human knowledge and values are objective: they exist and can be discovered.

Theoretical perspectives within this position include positivism (empirical sciences are the sole source of true knowledge) and post-positivism (although objective truth is there to be sought, the researcher can influence what is observed).

Subjectivism

Subjectivism suggests that there is no underlying truth and that reality is only what we perceive it to be. All knowledge is limited to experiences by the self and transcendent knowledge is impossible. Therefore, knowledge cannot be discovered as it is subjectively acquired and everything is relative.

Theoretical perspectives within this position include postmodernism (there is no single defining source for truth and reality beyond the individual); structuralism (human cultures can be understood in terms of their relation to larger structures and systems); and post-structuralism (meanings and intellectual categories are shifting and unstable).

Constructionism

Constructionism suggests that knowledge is constructed by scientists and not discovered from the world. The only reality that we know is that which is expressed by human thought. Meaning and knowledge are human constructions.

Theoretical perspectives within this position include interpretivism, such as symbolic interactionism (behaviour is explained in terms of how people interact with each other via symbols); critical inquiry (existing knowledge, assumptions and questions are examined, analysed and reflected upon); and feminism (a collection of ideologies and movements aimed at improving the rights and powers of women).


Tip Note the important distinction here between constructivism and constructionism. Crotty (1998) points out that constructivism is to do with the meanings that people make in their own minds (a person’s view is unique and valid), whereas constructionism is to do with how we create and transmit meaning collectively (culture gives us a distinct view of the world).



The next chapter will help to illustrate how these epistemological positions and theoretical perspectives have an influence on methodological choices. For fuller definitions of theoretical perspectives and methodologies, see the ‘Glossary of Terms’ at the end of this book. See ‘References, Further Reading and Resources’ to continue with the debate outlined above.


Tip Make sure that you have not, unthinkingly, located yourself within a particular epistemological standpoint when an alternative standpoint may better suit your research problem. Inappropriate matching of an epistemological standpoint and a methodological position can lead to questionable research results, so it is important to spend time getting this right at the start of your project.


 

Summary

Epistemology is the branch of philosophy that is concerned with the theory of knowledge. It questions how we know what we know, how we come to form our beliefs and how these beliefs are justified. There are different types of epistemology, including naturalistic, social and feminist epistemologies, and within each of these there are various standpoints. When thinking about your own research you need to consider your epistemological position, as this will have an influence on your theoretical perspective and the methodology that you choose for your research.

The next chapter will enable you to think more about these relationships, helping you to understand the methodological debate and move towards choosing an appropriate methodology for your research.
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Now that you have been introduced to the epistemological debate it is important to increase your understanding of the methodological debate. This will help you to think about, and decide upon, the most appropriate methodology for your research. As we have seen in the previous chapter, your epistemological standpoint will have an influence on theoretical perspective and this, in turn, will have an influence on methodological choices.

This chapter helps you to think about choosing an appropriate methodology by providing a definition of the term, illustrating the connections between epistemology, theoretical perspective and methodology, and describing the methodologies that are appropriate for social research projects at an advanced level.

Defining Methodology

In its broad sense methodology is a guideline system or framework that is used for solving a problem. It includes practices, procedures and rules used by those involved in inquiry and covers issues such as the constraints, dilemmas and ethical choices within your research.

For those involved in advanced research, methodology also includes the theoretical analysis of these systems or frameworks, a critique of other frameworks and a careful analysis of the interrelationship between epistemological standpoint, theoretical perspective and methodology.


Tip Make sure that you do not mistake methodology for methods. Methodology is the overall framework that guides your research, whereas methods are the actual tools that you use to carry out your research.



Relating Methodology to Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective

As we have seen in Chapter 1, Crotty (1998) identifies three epistemological positions and discusses these in terms of their relationship with theoretical perspective. He then demonstrates how these have an influence on methodology. An understanding of these interrelationships will help you to think more about your methodology (see Fig. 2).

Fig. 2: The Interrelationship of Epistemology, Theoretical Perspective and Methodology (Source: adapted from Crotty 1998)
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Knowing About the Different Methodologies

Fig. 2 illustrates that there are different methodologies that are influenced by the epistemological position. These methodologies are described below. However, it is important to note that these are flexible (researchers within each approach can be positioned on a scale, from an extreme standpoint to a mild standpoint, for example). Also, it is possible to adopt a multiple or mixed methodology approach that is flexible and crosses the boundaries between certain compatible approaches (see Chapter 9).

Methodologies within the objectivist standpoint

As we have seen in Chapter 1, objectivism presumes that things exist as meaningful entities, independent of consciousness and experience, that they have truth and meaning in them as ‘objects’. Two main methodologies within this epistemological standpoint are experimental research and survey research.

Experimental research

Commonly referred to as the ‘scientific method’, experimental research can be viewed as both a methodology and a method. This type of research seeks to add to knowledge through diligent inquiry that involves systematic and controlled testing to understand causal processes. Researchers manipulate one or more variables, controlling and measuring changes in other variables. They also examine data, reports and observations in the search for facts or principles.

Survey research

Survey research is used to collect data about thoughts, opinions, attitudes, behaviour and feelings. Respondents are asked a set of predefined questions using methods such as questionnaires or structured interviews (by mail, telephone, internet or face-to-face, for example). This methodology can be used for exploratory purposes, to test theory and to understand and describe a particular phenomenon.

Survey research uses samples that are representative of the larger population of interest so that generalizations can be made (see Chapter 10). Issues of correlation, causality, reliability and validity are extremely important to researchers using this methodology (see Chapter 19).

Methodologies within the subjectivist standpoint

Subjectivism rejects the notion of objective truth and also rejects the idea of meaning being generated by the interaction of subject and object (see ‘Methodologies within the constructionist standpoint’, below). Instead, subjectivists maintain that reality as related to a given consciousness is dependent on that consciousness. Two main methodologies within this epistemological standpoint are discourse theory and deconstruction.

Discourse theory

Discourse theory suggests that textual deep structures have a semantic rather than a syntactic character (the meaning of language rather than the structure of language). It seeks to determine the universal semantic meaning of a text and display that meaning in the form of concepts, propositions and paragraphs, for example, and their relationship to one another. Discourse theory is used to build on existing knowledge and is subject to continuous debate and argument. It does not seek to provide specific answers to a problem.

Deconstruction

Deconstruction can be seen as a literary criticism that questions traditional assumptions about certainty, identity and truth. It challenges fundamental conceptual distinctions or oppositions in texts (for example, nature and culture, speech and writing, mind and body). Deconstructive analysis seeks to restructure or displace the opposition: it is suspicious of established intellectual categories and sceptical of claims to objectivity.

Methodologies within the constructionist standpoint

Constructionism rejects the notion of an objective truth: there is no meaning without mind, meaning is constructed not discovered and people construct their own meaning in different ways. The main methodologies within this epistemological standpoint are ethnography, grounded theory, phenomenological research, heuristic inquiry, action research, discourse analysis and feminist research.

Ethnography

Ethnography is the study and systematic recording of human cultures and human societies. The emphasis in ethnography is on describing and interpreting cultural behaviour and phenomena. The world is observed from the point of view of the subject rather than the ethnographer. All behaviour is observed and recorded through fieldwork, although a distinction is made between everyday and scientific perceptions of reality. Causal explanations are avoided.

Grounded theory

Grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967) is used to study social interactions and experiences. It aims to explain processes and develop theory that is grounded in the data through both deductive and inductive reasoning. It does not test existing hypotheses or theories. Grounded theory does not aim to find the truth but instead seeks to develop concepts and theory through the use of empirical methods, which can include focus groups, interviews and questionnaires, for example.

Phenomenological research

Phenomenology is the study of the nature and meanings of phenomena. The aim is to understand and describe the structure of lived experience, or the ‘life-world’, rather than explain it. Phenomenological research often begins with concrete descriptions of the lived world in a person’s own
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