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project. His project emerged from a business plan competition in which he got involved during an
exchange visit in his second year at the University of California. For the competition Tore had set up a
website for students to enable them to meet and socialize with each other. Upon returning to London in
his third year he realized that the website had also generated a large amount of quantitative data, which
he could usefully analyse for his research project. Guided by his interest in social network theory, he was
able to analyse this existing dataset for his dissertation research project.

Seven supervisors also provided helpful feedback to inform the Telling it like it is feature of the book.
They kindly agreed to share their experiences of supervising students doing research projects, and we
hope that this will add an interesting new perspective for readers of the book. While they provided their
feedback anonymously, we would like to acknowledge their affiliations, which were Coventry University,
Uppsala University, the University of Portsmouth, the University of Hull, Southampton Solent University,
Edinburgh Napier University, and Queen Mary University of London.



This page intentionally left blank



Guided tour of textbook

features

Research in focus boxes

It is often said that the three most important features to look for
when buying a house are location, location, location. A parallel

for the teaching of research methods is examples, examples,
examples! Research in focus boxes are designed to provide a sense
of place for the theories and concepts being discussed in the
chapter text, by providing real examples of published research.

e Chapter guide
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Key concept boxes

The world of research methods has its own language. To help you
build your research vocabulary, key terms and ideas have been
defined in key concept boxes that are designed to advance your
understanding of the field and help you to apply your new learning
to new research situations.

Telling it like it is
i Finding time to do a research project

Chapter guide

Each chapter opens with a chapter guide that provides a route
map through the chapter material and summarizes the goals of
each chapter, so that you know what you can expect to learn as
you move through the text.

Research in focus 3.2
Developing research questions

Key concept 4.2
What is a systematic review?

Telling it like it is boxes

We have called these boxes ‘telling it like it is’ because they
provide you with insights based on personal experience rather
than abstract knowledge. Many of these insights are based

on interviews with real research students and business school

supervisors and lecturers from business schools around the UK.

In this way we hope to represent both sides of the supervision
relationship, including the problems faced by students and how
they are helped to overcome them and the advice that supervisors
can provide. These boxes will help you to anticipate and resolve
research challenges as you move through your dissertation or
project.
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Tips and skills boxes

Tips and skills boxes provide guidance and advice on key aspects of
the research process. They will help you to avoid common research
mistakes and equip you with the necessary skills to become a
successful business researcher in your life beyond your degree.

Thinking deeply 4.9
Debates about the role of systematic review in
education research
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Checklists

Many chapters include checklists of issues to be considered

when undertaking specific research activities (such as writing a
literature review or conducting a focus group), to remind you of
key questions and concerns and to help you progress your research
project.

e Key points
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Key points

Tips and skills
W Safety in research

Thinking deeply boxes

Business research methods can sometimes be complex: to raise
your awareness of these complexities, thinking deeply boxes
feature further explanation of discussions and debates that have
taken place between researchers. These boxes are designed to
= take you beyond the introductory level and think in greater depth
about current research issues.

Checklist
Planning a research project

depurimens?
() o you e contct it s sepervin
g

-

Prasch e,

0000 O 0O

At the end of each chapter there is a short bulleted summary of
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intended to alert you to issues that are especially important and to

o reinforce the areas that you have covered to date.
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Review questions

Review questions have been included at the end of every chapter

to test your grasp of the key concepts and ideas being developed

in the text, and help you to reflect on their learning in preparation
for coursework and assessment.

e Questions for review
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Guided tour of the Online
Resource Centre

www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

This interactive research guide takes you step-by-step through
each of the key research phases, ensuring that you do not overlook
any research step, and providing guidance and advice on every
aspect of business research. The guide features checklists, web
links, research activities, case studies, examples, and templates
and is conveniently cross-referenced back to the book.

Intervie with stuc

Six undergraduate and two posioraduste
sludints have provided valuable mput thal
has informed our writing of the Student
experience feature of Business Ressarch
Methods We are extrernely gralelu to
e far being wiling 10 share their
expensnces. OUP would also de 1o
express thei gratiluds: (o Enwna Bell Tor
CONUCting and filmeng the interviews with
these sludents

Multiple-choice questions

The best way to reinforce your understanding of research methods

For students
Research guide st , .

Chapier &
e e Ennting iteraturs. Page $07

Interviews with research students

Learn from the real research experiences of students who have
recently completed their own research projects! Download video-
taped interviews with six undergraduates and two postgraduates
from business schools around the UK and hear them describe
the research processes they went through and the problems they
resolved as they moved through each research phase.

Internal vahddy relates o

is through frequent and cumulative revision. As such, a bank of o You hnawer
self-marking multiple-choice questions is provided for each chapter e O W ——
of the text, and include instant feedback on your answers to help variabie
strengthen your knowledge of key research concepts. Feedback:

Lata sels

The Excel and SP35 files below relate to Chaplers 14 & 15 of the book.

Chasiter 14 introduces the dataset of he gym survey. Chapter 15 uses SPSS to analyse
the data and the Cuestians for Review refer you to th dataset to do an analysis

Click on the links bekaw to download the datarsets 10 your computer

Please note that you will nesd the SPSS programme installed on your computer in
order to dewnlead the dataset in SPSS fermat.

Internal validity applies when a causal refationship has been identified. it raises the
question of whether the ressarcher is sure that one vanabile is causng a change in
angther and that this change has not been triggered by something else

Dataset

The dataset that relates to the gym survey in Chapters 14 and 15
of the text is available in both Excel and SPSS format for use in
coursework and independent self-study.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Web links

A series of annotated web links organized by chapter are provided
to point you in the direction of important articles, reviews, models,
and research guides. These links will help keep you informed of the

latest issues and developments in business research.
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Chapter 01

Paradigms and research methods

hitpfidvision aomanine org

Using Excel in data analysis

Thiss resaurce has been authaned by David Whigham, Senior Lecturer in Economics at
Glasgow Caledanian University

using Excel in dita analysis

Chek on the briks below 1o download the warkbooks.

to b you make the rriost of

Exicel - Basic Excel Techaiques

Topics covered: Excel p(ﬁnms inchuding definiions and data types, customizng,

chest operations (iNsermng sheets, naming sheets, Inking sheets, celecting areas of

Ms: sanng and prirting, mmcmnuyrm:mwmrmg).
IF statements; vieokup function; and sumproduct fune

Jm1999 RMD Forum Paradigms and Research Methods him
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paradigms

Guide to using Excel in data analysis

This interactive workbook takes you through step-by-step from
the very first stages of using Excel to more advanced topics such as
charting, regression, and inference, giving guidance and practical
examples.

For registered adopters of the text

Lecturer’s guide

OXFORID Bryman & Bell Business Resaarch Mathods 3 edition

A comprehensive lecturer’s guide is included to assist both

new and experienced instructors in their teaching. The guide
includes reading guides, lecture outlines, further coverage of
difficult concepts, and teaching activities, and is accompanied

Lecturer's Guide:
Chapter 3 - Planning a research project and
formulating research questions

by instructions on how the guide may be most effectively
implemented in the teaching program.

Main Research Methods Associated With
Qualitative Research

. Langdage-bas'é'c"!' approaches: conversation
analysis; discourse analysis

Figures and tables from the text

All figures and tables from the text have been provided in high
resolution format for downloading into presentation software

or for use in assignments and exam material.

PowerPoint® slides

A suite of customizable PowerPoint slides is included for use
in lecture presentations. Arranged by chapter theme and tied
specifically to the lecturer’s guide, the slides may also be used
as hand-outs in class.

‘Steps in conducting a sacial servey

XXXi
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The focus of the book

This is a book that will be of use to all students in busi-
ness schools who have an interest in understanding
research methods as they are applied in management
and organizational contexts. Business Research Methods
gives students essential guidance on how to carry out
their own research projects and introduces readers to
the core concepts, methods, and values involved in doing
research. The book provides a valuable learning resource
through its comprehensive coverage of methods that are
used by experienced researchers investigating the world of
business as well as introducing some of the philosophical
issues and ethical controversies that these researchers face.
So, if you want to learn about business research methods,
from how to formulate research questions to the process
of writing up your research, Business Research Methods
will provide a clear, easy to follow, and comprehensive
introduction.

The book is based on the first-named author’s Social
Research Methods, which was written for students of the
social sciences. The success of this book and the interest
that it attracted in business schools led to this book, which
has entailed an extensive adaptation for students of busi-
ness and management studies. This has meant: completely
changing the examples that are used in the book; removing
the discussion of issues that are not central to the concerns
of students of business and management; and including
completely new sections on areas that are important to
business school students. It has also been comprehen-
sively updated to reflect the growing use of the Internet
as a medium for conducting research and also as a source
of data, so that there is now a chapter that deals with
these newly emerging research opportunities (Chapter
26) and Chapters 3, 4, and 17 on the process of doing a
research project. In writing the third edition of the book
we have responded to the many helpful comments we
have received on the second edition from colleagues and
students. These comments have prompted us to revise
the discussion of case study methods in Chapter 2 to better
reflect their prominence in management research. We
have also responded to the growing interest in historical

and visual analyses of organizations in the past five years
by revising our treatment of these topics in Chapters 12,
17, and 21 and introducing some new examples. Finally,
we have reviewed the latest developments in mixed
methods research and e-research in Chapters 25 and 26,
because these areas of business research are changing
quite rapidly.

Because this book is written for a business school
audience, it is intended to reflect a diverse range of sub-
ject areas, including organizational behaviour, marketing,
strategy, organization studies, and HRM. In using the term
Business Research Methods, we have in mind the kinds of
research methods that are employed in these fields, and
so we have focused primarily on methods that are used
in areas of business and management that have been
influenced by the social sciences. Consequently, we do
not claim to cover the full gamut of business research
methods. Certain areas of business and management
research, such as economic research and financial and
accounting research, are not included within our purview.
Our reason for not including such disciplines is that they
are very much self-contained fields with their own tradi-
tions and approaches that do not mesh well with the
kinds of methods that we deal with in this book.

This book has been written with two groups of readers
in mind. First, undergraduates and postgraduates in
business and management schools and departments
who invariably take at least one module or course in the
area of research methods. This book covers a wide range
of research methods, approaches to research, and ways of
carrying out data analysis, so it is likely to meet the needs
of the vast majority of students in this position. Research
methods are not tied to a particular nation; many, if not
most, of the principles transcend national boundaries.

The second group, which in most cases overlaps with
the first, comprises undergraduates and postgraduates
who do a research project as part of the requirement
for their degree programmes. This can take many forms,
but one of the most common is that a research project is
carried out and a dissertation based on the investigation
is presented. In addition, students are often expected to
carry out mini-projects in relation to certain modules.



L]
About the book XXX

The chapters in Part One of the book have been written
specifically for students who are doing research projects,
especially Chapters 3 and 4, which include a discussion
of formulating research questions and reviewing the
literature, reinforcing topics that we see as key to the
whole process of doing research. The accent in the chapters
in Parts Two and Three is on the practice of business
research and the methods that may be used. These chap-
ters will be extremely useful in helping students make
informed decisions about doing their research. In addition,
when each research method is examined, its uses and
limitations are explored in order to help students to make
these decisions. Chapter 27 in Part Four provides advice
on writing up business research.

In addition to providing students with practical advice
on doing research, the book also explores the nature of
business and management research. This means that it
attends to issues relating to fundamental concerns about
what doing business and management research entails.
For example:

e Is a natural science model of the research process
applicable to the study of business and management?

e If not, why not?

e Why do some people feel it is inappropriate to employ
such a model?

e If we do use a natural science model, does that mean
that we are making certain assumptions about the
nature of the world of business and management?

e Equally, do those writers and researchers who reject
such a model have an alternative set of assump-
tions about the nature of the world of business and
management?

e What is the politics of management research and how
does this frame the use of different methods and the
kinds of research findings that are regarded as legiti-
mate and acceptable?

e To what extent do researchers’ personal values have
an impact upon the research process?

e Should we worry about the feelings of people outside
the research community concerning what we do to
people during our investigations?

These and many other issues impinge on research in a
variety of ways and will be confronted at different stages
throughout the book. While knowing how to do research—
how best to design a questionnaire, how to observe, how to
analyse documents, and so on—is crucial to an education
in research methods, so too is a broad appreciation of the
wider issues that impinge on the practice of business and

management research. Thus, so far as we are concerned,
the role of an education in research methods is not just
to provide the skills that will allow you to do your own
research, but also to provide you with the tools for a
critical appreciation of how research is done and with
what assumptions. One of the most important abilities
that an understanding of research methods and meth-
odology provides is an awareness of the need not to
take evidence that you come across (in books, journals,
and so on) for granted.

Why use this book?

There are likely to be two main circumstances in which
this book is in your hands at the moment. One is that
you have to study one or more modules in research
methods for a degree in business and management or
there are methodological components to one of your
taught modules (for example, a course in organizational
behaviour). The other is that you have to do some re-
search, perhaps for a dissertation or project report, and
you need some guidelines about how to approach your
study. You may find yourself reading this book for either
or both of these reasons during the course of doing
your degree. It may be that you are wondering why you
need to study research methods and why people like the
authors of this book do business research at all. In the
rest of this section, we will try briefly to address these
issues and concerns but before that, what do we mean by
‘business research’?

What do we mean by
‘business research’?

The term ‘business research’, as it is used in this book, refers
to academic research on topics relating to questions that
are relevant to the field of business and management and
have a social science orientation. We include in this cat-
egory research in areas such as organizational behaviour,
marketing, accounting, HRM, and strategy, which draw
on the social sciences for conceptual and theoretical
inspiration.

In the previous paragraph, the word ‘academic’ is
emphasized, and there is an important reason for this in
setting out this book’s approach. Academics carry out
research to investigate research questions that arise out
of the existing literature on topics (such as ‘What are the
implications of low levels of job satisfaction in a work-
force?”), or that may be influenced by developments in
business and management generally (such as ‘What is the
impact of the introduction of Total Quality Management
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in companies?’). We discuss in some detail in Chapter 3
what research questions are and how they arise in the
research process, but for the time being the purpose of
this discussion is to make it clear that, when we use the
term ‘business research’, we are referring to research
conducted for the illumination of issues that arise in
the context of academic thinking in the area of business
and management. The term ‘business research’ in this
book does not include research conducted by organiza-
tions for the investigation of issues of concern to them.
For example, commercial organizations conduct market
research to explore how their products or services are
received or when they want to launch a new product or
service. This is not the kind of research that we focus
on in this book. This is not because we view such research
as unimportant or irrelevant or because we view it as
inferior in some way. Rather, it is because the rationales
for doing such research and the ways in which it is
done are different from academicresearch. Consequently,
it would be difficult to incorporate both approaches to
business and management research within the covers
of a manageable volume. This is the reason why almost
all of our examples in this book are based on academic
research. To include commercial business research
would make the book unmanageable and potentially
confusing.

We do not wish to drive a wedge between academic
research and that originating from business and manage-
ment practitioners. Indeed, there is a great deal of
soul-searching among academics in the business and
management field concerning this issue (see, in particular,
the June 2006 special issue of the Journal of Occupational
and Organizational Psychology), and in Chapter 1 we
address further some of these issues in the context of a
discussion of what is known as Mode 1 and Mode 2 forms
of knowledge (the first is more or less synonymous with
traditional academic research in this area, the second is
research conducted by academics and practitioners to
address applied organizational issues and problems).
The point of this discussion is to highlight our point of
departure and our rationale for emphasizing academic
research in this field. It is also worth pointing out that
there is often considerable cross-fertilization between
academic and practitioner-based research in the field.
Practitioners often draw on methodological developments
in academic fields like sampling to refine their techniques,
while a research method like focus groups was largely
developed in the applied context of market research
before making its way into academic research. Further,
the skills from one domain are invariably transferable
to the other.

Why do business research?

The rationale for doing business research has been outlined
in the previous subsection to a certain extent. Academics
conduct such research because, in the course of reading
the literature on a topic or when reflecting on what is
going on in modern organizations, questions occur to
them. They may notice a gap in the literature or an incon-
sistency between a number of studies or an unresolved
issue in the literature. These provide common circum-
stances that act as springboards for business research in
academic circles. Another is when there is a development
in organizations that provides an interesting point of
departure for the investigation of a research question. For
example, noting the widespread use of email in organiza-
tions, a researcher might be interested in studying its intro-
duction in an organization in order to explore whether
it is accompanied by changes in the nature and quality
of interaction. In exploring this issue, the researcher is
likely to draw upon the literature on technology and
organizational change to provide insights into how to
approach the issue. As we say in Chapter 1, there is no
single reason why people do business research of the
kind emphasized in this book, but at its core, it is done
because there is an aspect of understanding of what goes
on in organizations that is to some extent unresolved.

Why is it important to study
methods?

For some students, there does not seem a great deal of
point to studying research methods. They might take the
view that, if they have to conduct an investigation, why not
adopt a ‘need to know’ approach? In other words, why
not just look into how to do your research when you are
on the verge of carrying out your investigation? Quite aside
from the fact that this is an extremely risky approach to
take, it neglects the opportunities that training in research
methods offers. In particular, you need to bear in mind
the following:

e Training in research methods sensitizes you to the
choices that are available to business and management
researchers. In other words, it makes you aware of
the range of research methods that can be employed
to collect data and the variety of approaches to the
analysis of data. Such awareness will help you to make
the most appropriate choices for your project, since
you need to be aware of when it is appropriate or
inappropriate to employ particular techniques of data
collection and analysis.
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e Training in research methods provides you with an
awareness of the ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’ when employing a
particular approach to collecting or analysing data.
Thus, once you have made your choice of research
method (for example, a questionnaire), you need to
be aware of the practices you need to follow in order
to implement that method properly. You also need to
be aware of the many pitfalls to be avoided.

Training in research methods provides you with in-
sights into the overall research process. It provides a
general vantage point for understanding how research
is done. As such, it illuminates the various stages of
research, so that you can plan your research and think
about such issues as how your research methods will
connect with your research questions.

Training in research methods provides you with an
awareness of what constitutes good and poor research.
It therefore provides a platform for developing a critical
awareness of the limits and limitations of research
that you read. This can be helpful in enabling you to
evaluate research critically what you read about for
modules in fields like organizational behaviour and
HRM.

The skills that training in research methods imparts
are transferable ones. How to sample, how to design a
questionnaire, how to conduct semi-structured inter-
viewing or focus groups and so on are skills that are
relevant to research in other spheres (such as firms,
public-sector organizations, and so on).

Thus, we feel that training in research methods has much
to offer and that readers of this book will recognize the
opportunities and advantages that it provides.

is here that the distinction between quantitative and
qualitative research is first encountered. They are
presented as different research strategies with dif-
ferent ways of conceptualizing how business and
management should be studied. It is also shown
that there is more to the distinction between them
than whether or not an investigation includes the
collection of quantitative data.

e In Chapter 2, the idea of a research design is intro-
duced. This chapter allows an introduction to the
basic frameworks within which social research is
carried out, such as social survey research, case
study research, and experimental research. These
first two chapters provide the basic building blocks
for the rest of the book.

e Chapter 3 takes you through the main steps that
are involved in planning and designing a research
project and offers advice on how to manage this
process. It also includes a discussion of research
questions—what they are, why they are important,
and how they come to be formulated.

o Chapter 4 is designed to help you to get started on
your research project by introducing the main steps
in conducting a critical review of the literature.

e Chapter 5 considers the ways in which ethical issues
impinge on researchers and the kinds of principles
that are involved.

Part Two contains ten chapters concerned with quan-
titative research.

e Chapter 6 explores the nature of quantitative re-
search and provides a context for the later chapters.
The next four chapters are largely concerned with
aspects of social survey research.

The structure of the book e Chapter 7 deals with sampling issues: how to select

asample and the considerations that are involved in
assessing what can be inferred from different kinds
of sample.

Business and management research has many different
traditions, one of the most fundamental of which is the
distinction between quantitative and qualitative research.
This distinction lies behind the structure of the book and e Chapter 8 is concerned with the kind of interviewing
that takes place in survey research—that is, struc-

tured interviewing.

the way in which issues and methods are approached.
The book is divided into four parts.

e Chapter 9 covers the design of questionnaires. This
involves a discussion of how to devise self-completion

o Part One deals with basic ideas about the nature of
business and management research and with the con-

siderations in planning and starting a student research
project.

e Chapter 1 examines such issues as the nature of the
relationship between theory and research and the
degree to which a natural science approach is appro-
priate for the study of business and management. It

questionnaires, such as postal questionnaires.

e Chapter 10 examines the issue of how to ask ques-
tions for questionnaires and structured interviews.

e Chapter 11 covers structured observation, which is a
method that has been developed for the systematic
observation of behaviour. It has been especially
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influential in the areas of business and manage-
ment research.

e Chapter 12 presents content analysis, a method
that provides a rigorous framework for the analysis
of a wide range of documents.

e Chapter 13 deals with the analysis of data collected
by other researchers and by official bodies. The
emphasis then switches to the ways in which we
can analyse quantitative data.

e Chapter 14 presents a range of basic tools for the
analysis of quantitative data. The approach taken is
non-technical. The emphasis is upon how to choose a
method of analysis and how to interpret the findings.
No formulae are presented.

e Chapter 15 shows you how to use computer software
—in the form of SPSS, the most widely used software
for analysing quantitative data—in order to imple-
ment the techniques you learned in Chapter 14.

Part Three contains eight chapters on aspects of
qualitative research.

e Chapter 16 has the same role in relation to Part
Three as Chapter 6 has in relation to Part Two. It
provides an overview of the nature of qualitative
research and as such supplies the context for the
other chapters in this part.

e Chapter 17 is concerned with ethnography and
participant observation, which is the source of
some of the best-known studies in business and
management research. The two terms are often
used interchangeably and refer to the immersion of
the researcher in a social setting.

e Chapter 18 deals with the kinds of interview used
by qualitative researchers, typically semi-structured
interviewing or unstructured interviewing.

e Chapter 19 explores the focus group method,
whereby groups of individuals are interviewed on a
specific topic.

o Chapter 20 examines two ways in which qualitative
researchers analyse language: conversation analysis
and discourse analysis.

e Chapter 21 deals with the examination of docu-
ments in qualitative research, including historical
documents. The emphasis then shifts to the inter-
pretation of documents.

o Chapter 22 explores some approaches to the analysis
of qualitative data.

e Chapter 23 shows you how to use computer soft-
ware to assist with your analysis.

It is striking that certain issues recur across Parts Two
and Three: interviewing, observation, documents, and
data analysis. However, as you will see, quantitative and
qualitative research constutite contrasting approaches to
these activities.

o Part Four contains chapters that go beyond the quan-
titative/qualitative research contrast.

o Chapter 24 deals with some of the ways in which
the distinction between quantitative and qualitative
research is less fixed than is sometimes supposed.

e Chapter 25 presents some ways in which quantita-
tive and qualitative research can be combined to
produce what is referred to as mixed methods
research.

o Chapter 26 is concerned with e-research, including
the use of the Internet as a context or platform for
conducting research.

o Chapter 27 has been included to help with writing
up research, an often neglected area of the research
process.

How to use the book

The book can be used in a number of different ways.
However, we would encourage all readers at least to look
at the chapter guide at the beginning of each chapter to
decide whether or not they need the material covered
there and also to gain a sense of the range of issues the
book addresses.

e Wider philosophical and methodological issues. If
you do not need to gain an appreciation of the wider
philosophical context of enquiry in business and manage-
ment research, Chapter 1 can largely be ignored. If an
emphasis on such issues is something you are inter-
ested in, Chapter 1 along with Chapter 24 should be a
particular focus of attention.

e Survey research. Chapters 6 to 15 deal with the kinds
of topics that need to be addressed in survey research.
In addition, Chapter 14 examines ways of analysing the
kinds of data that are generated by survey researchers.
Also, sections in Chapter 26 explore issues to do with the
conduct of surveys via email or the World Wide Web.

e Practical issues concerned with doing quantitative
research. This is the province of the whole of Part Two.
In addition, you would be advised to read Chapter 2,
which maps out the main research designs employed,
such as experimental and cross-sectional designs that
are frequently used by quantitative researchers.
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e Practical issues concerned with doing qualitative re-
search. This is the province of the whole of Part Three.
In addition, you would be advised to read Chapter 2,
which maps out the main research designs employed,
such as the case study, which is frequently employed
in qualitative research.

e Analysing data. Chapters 14 and 22 explore the analysis
of quantitative and qualitative research data, respec-
tively, while Chapters 15 and 23 introduce readers to
the use of computer software in this connection. It
may be that your module on research methods does
not get into issues to do with analysis, in which case
these chapters may be omitted.

Formulating research questions. As we have already
said in this Guide, we see the asking of research
questions as fundamental to the research process.
Advice on what research questions are, how they are
formulated, where they come from, and so on is pro-
vided in Chapter 3.

e Doing your own research project. We hope that the
whole of this book will be relevant to students
doing their own research projects or mini-projects,
but Chapters 3 and 4 are the ones where much of
the specific advice relating to this issue is located. In
addition, we would alert you to the Tips and skills and
Telling it like it is features that have been devised and
to the checklists of points to remember.

Writing. This issue is very much connected with the
last point. It is easy to forget that your research has to
be written up. This is as much a part of the research
process as the collection of data. Chapter 27 discusses a
variety of issues to do with writing up business research,
including writing up your research as a dissertation or
similar product.

Wider responsibilities of researchers. It is important
to bear in mind that as researchers we bear responsi-

bilities to the people and organizations that are the
recipients of our research activities. Ethical issues are
raised at a number of points in this book and Chapter
5 is devoted to a discussion of them. The fact that we
have given over an entire chapter to a discussion of
ethics is a measure of the importance of these issues
and the need for all researchers to be aware of them.
There is also a discussion of the ethical issues involved
in Internet research in Chapter 26.

The quantitative/qualitative research contrast. We use
the distinction between quantitative and qualitative
research in two ways: as a means of organizing the
research methods and methods of analysis available
to you; and as a way of introducing some wider philo-
sophical issues about business and management re-
search. Chapter 1 outlines the chief areas of difference
between quantitative and qualitative research. These
are followed up in Chapter 16. We also draw attention
to some of the limitations of adhering to an excessively
strict demarcation between the two research strategies
in Chapter 24, while Chapter 25 explores ways of inte-
grating them. If you do not find it a helpful distinction,
these chapters can be avoided or skimmed.

The Internet. The Internet plays an increasingly import-
ant role in the research process. At various junctures
we provide important websites where key information
can be gleaned. We also discuss in Chapter 4 the use of
the Internet as a route for finding references for your
literature review, itself another important phase of
the research process. You will find that many of the
references that you obtain from an online search will
then themselves be accessible to you in electronic
form. Finally, Chapter 26 discusses the use of the
Internet as a source of material that can be analysed
and as a platform for doing research in the form of
such research methods as Web surveys, electronic
focus groups, and email surveys.
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Part One

Part One of this book is concerned with two ideas that will recur again and again
during the course of the book—the idea of research strategy and the idea of
research design. Chapter 1 outlines a variety of considerations that impinge on the
practice of business and management research and relates these to the issue of
research strategy. Two research strategies are identified: quantitative and qualitative
research. Chapter 2 identifies the different kinds of research design that are
employed in business research. Chapters 3 and 4 are concerned with providing
advice to students on some of the issues that they need to consider if they have to
prepare a dissertation based upon a relatively small-scale research project. Chapter 3
deals with planning and formulating research questions, while Chapter 4 is about
how to get started in reviewing the literature. Chapter 5 deals with ethics in business
research, including the principles and considerations that need to be taken into
account in designing a small-scale research project.

These chapters provide some basic conceptual building blocks that you will return to
at many points in the book. Some of the issues in Chapters 1 and 2 may seem
remote from the issues of research practice dealt with in Chapters 3, 4, and 5, but
they are in fact important and fundamental aspects of how we think about business
research.
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4 Business research strategies

The chief aim of this chapter is to show that a variety of considerations enter into the process of doing
business research. The distinction that is commonly drawn among writers on and practitioners of
business research between quantitative research and qualitative research is explored in relation to
these considerations. This chapter explores:

e the nature of the relationship between theory and research, in particular whether theory guides
research (known as a deductive approach) or whether theory is an outcome of research (known as an
inductive approach);

e epistemological issues—that is, ones to do with what is regarded as appropriate knowledge about the
social world; one of the most crucial aspects is the question of whether or not a natural science model
of the research process is suitable for the study of the social world;

e ontological issues—that is, ones to do with whether the social world is regarded as something external

to social actors or as something that people are in the process of fashioning;

e the ways in which these issues relate to the widely used distinction in the social sciences between
two types of research strategy: quantitative and qualitative research; there is also a preliminary
discussion, which will be followed up in Chapter 24, that suggests that, while quantitative and
qualitative research represent different approaches to business research, we should be wary of driving

a wedge between them;

e the ways in which values and practical issues also impinge on the business research process.

Introduction

This book is about business research. However, business
research does not exist in a vacuum. Not only is it shaped
by what is going on in the real world of business and
management; it is also shaped by many of the intellectual
traditions that shape the social sciences at large. In this
chapter we explore some of these intellectual traditions
in the form of some of the philosophical ideas that exert
an influence on how business research can and should be
conducted and how organizations are understood. It is
these issues that provide the central focus of this chapter.
These are sometimes quite difficult issues, but they are
crucial to appreciating the bases of business research.
This book attempts to equip students who have
some knowledge about management and business with
an appreciation of how research in this area is con-
ducted and what the research process involves. This
involves situating business research in the context of
the social science disciplines, such as sociology, psych-
ology, anthropology, and economics, which inform the
study of business and its specific fields, which include
marketing, HRM, strategy, organizational behaviour,

accounting and finance, industrial relations, and opera-
tional research.

Two points are of particular relevance here. First,
the methods of management and business research are
closely tied to different visions of how organizational
reality should be studied. Methods are not simply neutral
tools: they are linked to the ways in which social scientists
envision the connection between different viewpoints
about the nature of social reality and how it should be
examined. However, it is possible to overstate this point.
While methods are not neutral, they are not entirely
suffused with intellectual inclinations either. Secondly,
there is the question of how research methods and
practice connect with the wider social scientific enter-
prise. Research data are invariably collected in relation
to something. The ‘something’ is often a pressing organ-
izational problem, such as the effect of mergers and
acquisitions on corporate culture or the impact of the
introduction of new technology on employee motivation.
Another scenario occurs when research is done on a topic
when a specific opportunity arises. For example, the NASA



space shuttle Challenger disaster in 1986 stimulated busi-
ness and management research into the decision-making
processes and group dynamics that had led to the decision
to launch the shuttle, despite indications that there
were significant safety problems (Shrivasta et al. 1988;
Vaughan 1990). Yet another stimulus for research can
arise out of personal experiences. Lofland and Lofland
(1995) note that many research publications emerge out
of the researcher’s personal biography. Certainly, Bryman
traces his interest in Disney theme parks back to a visit to
Disney World in Florida in 1991 (Bryman 1995, 1999),
while his interest in the representation of social science
research in the mass media (Fenton, Bryman, and Deacon
1998) can almost certainly be attributed to a difficult ex-
perience with the press reported in Haslam and Bryman
(1994). Similarly, the experience of having been involved
in the implementation of a quality management initiative
in an NHS hospital trust prompted Bell to explore the
meaning of badging in an organizational context (Bell,
Taylor, and Thorpe 2002). Finally, research data are also
collected in relation to social scientific theory, and this
raises the issue of the nature of the relationship between
theory and research.

The nature of business research

It would be easy to ‘cut to the chase’ and explore the
nature of methods in business research and provide the
reader with advice on how best to choose between and
implement them. After all, many people might expect a
book with the title of the present one to be concerned
mainly with the ways in which the different methods in
the business researcher’s arsenal can be employed. But
the practice of business research does not exist in a
bubble, hermetically sealed off from the social sciences
and the various intellectual allegiances that their practi-
tioners hold. In particular, the diverse nature of manage-
ment and business scholarship has led to considerable
disagreement about how its research claims ought to
be evaluated. Hence, some writers have suggested that
management research can be understood only as an
applied field because it is concerned not only with under-
standing the nature of organizations but also with solv-
ing problems that are related to managerial practice.
An interesting point about the relationship between the-
ory and practice in business and management research
is made by Gummesson (2000), who sees academic
researchers and management consultants as groups of
knowledge workers who each place a different emphasis
on theory and practice. ‘Backed by bits and pieces of
theory, the consultant contributes to practice, whereas
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the scholar contributes to theory supported by fragments
of practice’ (2000: 9), but fundamentally their roles are
closely related. Gummesson sees researchers and con-
sultants as involved in addressing problems that concern
management, thereby reinforcing the view that the value
of both groups is determined by their ability to convince
the business community that their findings are relevant
and useful. Tranfield and Starkey (1998) argue that
much management research has lost touch with the con-
cerns and interests of practitioners and that management
and business researchers must relearn how to be respon-
sive to them in order for their research to retain a value
and a purpose. In recent years, there has been much de-
bate around the concept of evidence-based management
(Key concept 1.1). A leading advocate of evidence-based
management, Denise Rousseau, argues that managers
need to move their ‘professional decisions away from
personal preference and unsystematic experience toward
those based on the best available scientific evidence’
(Rousseau 2006: 256). However, other commentators
have been more cautious, arguing that the changing
and pluralistic nature of organizations makes it difficult
to identify generally applicable best practices. Reay,
Berta, and Kohn (2009) carried out a review of art-
icles that used evidence-based management and found
that none of them demonstrated a link between the
adoption of evidence-based management and improved
organizational performance. They conclude that it is un-
reasonable to expect managers to adopt evidence-based
management ‘in advance of evidence demonstrating its
impact on organizational performance’ (Reay, Berta, and
Kohn 2009: 13). Still other commentators are concerned
that evidence-based management privileges certain
kinds of research evidence, in particular those based on
positivistic, quantitative studies. For example, Learmonth
(2008) argues that evidence-based management consti-
tutes a backlash against methodological pluralism by
limiting what counts as legitimate research. He further
argues that evidence-based management obscures the
fact that management research is not a neutral science,
but rather is constructed in line with the interests of
those who hold and seek to maintain power. In other
words, ‘“evidence” is never just there, waiting for the
researcher to find. Rather it is always necessary to con-
struct it in some way—a process that is inherently
ideological and always contestable—not merely a tech-
nical, “scientific” task’ (Learmonth 2009: 95). Finally, he
argues that, because management research operates from
within conflicting paradigms (see Key concept 1.16), it
is not possible to develop a consensus-based notion of
evidence that transcends these fundamental differences.

5
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Key concept 1.1

What is evidence-based management?

Evidence-based management is ‘the systematic use of the best available evidence to improve management
practice’ (Reay, Berta, and Kohn 2009). The concept has been developed since the 1990s in the medical and
health research fields to try to reduce variation in clinical practice and to ensure that diagnostic and therapeutic
procedures are based on the best research evidence. It was later expanded into other fields such as education
(Sebba 2004; Petticrew and Roberts 2006). There are four sources of information that contribute to evidence-

based management:

. practitioner expertise and judgement;

. evidence from the local context;

1
2
3. critical evaluation of the best available research evidence;
4

. perspectives of those who may be affected by the decision (Briner, Denyer, and Rousseau 2009: 19).

Point 3 is based on the practice of systematic review (see Chapter 4), which is a cornerstone of evidence-based
management practice. The success of evidence-based management depends in part on the transfer and
translation of research findings into practice, a practice referred to as ‘knowledge translation’. While responsibility
for knowledge translation rests partly on management researchers, who need to make sure they highlight the
practical implications of their research findings, it also depends on managers being engaged with research. Reay,
Berta, and Kohn (2009) argue that ‘it is crucial to teach students how to evaluate research evidence so that when
they become practicing managers they will be able to understand and appropriately apply new research
evidence in practice’ (Reay, Berta, and Kohn 2009: 16).

However, other writers would suggest that man-
agement and business research is too concerned with
lengthy ‘fact-finding’ exercises and is insufficiently
guided by theoretical concerns. They would argue
that application is not a primary purpose to which
management research should be directed (Burrell 1997).
For these scholars, making research relevant to man-
agerial practice ought not to be the main aim of academic
study (Clegg 2002; Hinings and Greenwood 2002).
They believe that research should not be dictated by
non-academic interests, such as professional associations
and government agencies, who may seek to influence its
focus and guide its development in a way that is ‘useful’
to current practice but susceptible to the whim of current
management fads and fashions. Others suggest that the
applied nature of management and business research
has influenced the development of the field in a way
that makes it overly pragmatic and susceptible to users’
agendas.

A further debate that influences understandings of the
role of management and business research stems from
the thesis developed by Gibbons et al. (1994) concerning
how scientific knowledge is produced. These writers
suggest that the process of knowledge production in
contemporary society falls into two contrasting cate-
gories or types, which they describe as ‘mode 1’ and

‘mode 2’ knowledge production, which may be sum-
marized as follows:

e Mode 1. Within this traditional, university-based model,
knowledge production is driven primarily by an academic
agenda. Discoveries tend to build upon existing know-
ledge in a linear fashion. The model makes a distinction
between theoretically pure and applied knowledge,
the latter being where theoretical insights are trans-
lated into practice. Only limited emphasis is placed on
the practical dissemination of knowledge, because the
academic community is defined as the most important
audience or consumer of knowledge.

e Mode 2. This model draws attention to the role of
trans-disciplinarity in research, which it assumes is
driven by a process that causes the boundaries of sin-
gle contributing disciplines to be exceeded. Findings
are closely related to context and may not easily be
replicated, so knowledge production is less of a linear
process. Moreover, the production of knowledge is not
confined to academic institutions. Instead, it involves
academics, policy-makers, and practitioners, who
apply a broad set of skills and experiences in order to
tackle a shared problem. This means knowledge is dis-
seminated more rapidly and findings are more readily
exploited in order to achieve practical advantage.



Although mode 2 research is intended to exist along-
side mode 1, rather than to replace it, some have suggested
that management and business research is more suited to
mode 2 knowledge production (Tranfield and Starkey
1998).

These debates frame a series of questions about the
nature and purpose of management and business research
that any new researcher needs to be aware of. For example:

e What is the aim or function of business research?

e Is it conducted primarily in order to find ways of im-
proving organizational performance through increased
effectiveness and efficiency?

e Or is it mainly about increasing our understanding
of how organizations work, and their impact on indi-
viduals and on society?

e Who are the audiences of business research?

e Is business research conducted primarily for man-
agers and, if not, for whom else in organizations is it
conducted?

e Orisit done in order to further the academic develop-
ment of business and management as a field or even as
a discipline?

These questions are the subject of considerable ongoing
academic debate about the nature and status of business
research. Being aware of them is important in under-
standing what influences your choice of research topic
and how you address it. Another way of understanding
this issue is by thinking about the practices of scholars
who do business and management research. There are
four points that can be made in relation to this.

1. In order to evaluate the quality of management and
business research it is necessary to know as much as
possible about researchers’ own role in this process—
including how they collected and analysed the data
and the theoretical perspective that informed their
interpretation of it. This understanding relies on
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examination of methods used by business researchers,
which is why, throughout this book, we have used real
examples of published research to illustrate how re-
searchers deal with and justify these methodological
choices.

b

This leads to a second point in relation to the use of
examples. Business research methods tend on the
whole to be more eclectic and explained in less detail
than in some other social sciences such as sociology.
Perhaps this is due to the emergent nature of the field
or because it draws from such a diverse range of dis-
ciplines. In practice, it means that novice researchers
can sometimes find it difficult to identify examples of
existing research to inform their own practice. One of
the reasons we use so many examples in this book is to
draw attention to the range of methods that business
researchers use in a way that can be understood by
those who are new to this field of study.

w

The third point relates to the kinds of methods used
in business research. In some instances, it is hard to
identify examples of particular research methods,
while in others, such as the case study method, there
are numerous studies to choose from. We believe,
however, that this creates opportunities for new
researchers to make use of less popular or less com-
monly used methods to gain insight into a research
problem. In other words, we hope that, through read-
ing this book, students will possibly be encouraged to
use research methods that are less common, as well as
those that are well established in the field.

Finally, despite the sometimes limited availability of
examples that illustrate the use of various research
methods, we have tried to confine our choice of
examples to business and management. This is
because by getting to know how other researchers
in the field have approached its study we can build up
an understanding of how research methods might be
improved and developed.

‘ Theory and research

Characterizing the nature of the link between theory and
research is by no means a straightforward matter. There
are several issues at stake here, but two stand out in par-
ticular. First, there is the question of what form of theory
one is talking about. Secondly, there is the matter of
whether data are collected to test or to build theories.

What type of theory?

The term ‘theory’ is used in a variety of ways, but its
most common meaning is as an explanation of observed
regularities, to explain, for example, why women and
ethnic minorities are under-represented in higher-paid

7
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managerial positions, or why the degree of alienation
caused by the introduction of new technology varies
according to the methods of production that are involved.
However, such theories do not in themselves constitute
a theoretical perspective, which is characterized by a
higher level of abstraction in relation to research find-
ings. Examples of this kind of theory include structural-
functionalism, symbolic interactionism, critical theory,
poststructuralism, structuration theory, and so on. What
we see here is a distinction between theories of the
former type, which are often called theories of the middle
range (Merton 1967), and grand theories, which operate
at a more abstract and general level.

According to Merton, grand theories offer few indica-
tions to researchers as to how they might guide or influ-
ence the collection of empirical evidence. So, if someone
wanted to test a theory or to draw an inference from it
that could be tested, the level of abstractness is likely to
be so great that the researcher would find it difficult to
make the necessary links with the real world. For research
purposes, then, Merton argued that grand theories are of

Research in focus 1.2

organizations

limited use in connection with social research, although,
as the example in Research in focus 1.2 suggests, an
abstract theory like structuration theory (Giddens 1984)
can have some pay-off in research terms. Instead, middle-
range theories are ‘intermediate to general theories of
social systems which are too remote from particular
classes of social behavior, organization and change to
account for what is observed and to those detailed
orderly descriptions of particulars that are not general-
ized at all’ (Merton 1967: 39).

By and large, then, it is not grand theory that typically
guides management and business research. Middle-range
theories are much more likely to be the focus of empirical
enquiry. In fact, Merton formulated the idea as a means
of bridging what he saw as a growing gulf between the-
ory (in the sense of grand theory) and empirical findings.
This is not to say that there were no middle-range theories
before he wrote: there definitely were, but what Merton
did was to seek to clarify what is meant by ‘theory’ when
social scientists write about the relationship between
theory and research.

Grand theory and researching project-based

Giddens’s (1984) structuration theory represents an attempt to bridge the gulf between notions of structure and
agency in social life and is suggested to have the potential to overcome the dichotomy within organizational
studies between the ‘structural’ perspectives of traditional theories of bureaucracy and the ‘interactional’
perspectives that emphasize informal processes of talk and action (Ranson, Hinings, and Greenwood 1980).

The theory has substantially informed a number of empirical studies of managerial control, agency, and strategy,
including Pettigrew’s (1985) study of strategic change at ICl, which portrays environmental structures as both
enabling and constraining human action. By combining a focus on the role of executive leadership and
managerial action with a concern for the contexts in which managers work, Pettigrew suggests that the actions
of managers are framed by the business and economic environment encountered by the organization.

Bresnen, Goussevskaia, and Swan (2004) use structuration theory in their analysis of project-based organization
by applying it to a longitudinal case study of a construction firm involved in implementing a new managerial
initiative to understand how the relationship between structural form and individual agency influences the
diffusion and enactment of managerial knowledge. They argue that ‘project management practices can be seen
as the outcome of a complex, recursive relationship between structural attributes and individual agency, in
which actors (in this case project managers and project team members) draw upon, enact, and hence reproduce
(and, under certain circumstances modify) the structural properties of the system in which they are embedded’
(2004: 1540). Their analysis highlights the influence of the structural conditions of decentralization that created
circumstances in which individual actors could act upon the new managerial initiative by drawing on shared
local perspectives. They conclude that ‘the rules of signification and legitimization . . . gave project managers
considerable latitude in being able to choose how to respond to the introduction of the new practices . . . project
managers were able to transform the initiative and the implementation process with responses like “playing the
scoring game”’ (2004: 1549). Their analysis suggests that the diffusion of new managerial knowledge in project-
based organizations is shaped by a complex interplay between structural conditions and actors’ social practices.



Middle-range theories, unlike grand ones, operate in a
limited domain. Whether it is a perspective on strategic
choice or labour process theory (see Research in focus
1.3), they vary in the purpose of their application. In
other words, they fall somewhere between grand theor-
ies and empirical findings. They represent attempts to
understand and explain a limited aspect of social life. For
example, contingency theory has been used widely in
management and business research to explain the inter-
relationships among subsystems, as well as the relation-
ship between the organization and its environment. The
theory relies on a number of assumptions that guide re-
search: first, there is no one best way to organize; second,
one particular way of organizing is not equally effective
under all conditions; and, third, in order to be most effec-
tive, organizational structures should be appropriate to
the type of work and the environmental conditions faced

Research in focus 1.3

middle-range theory
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by the organization (Schoonhoven 1981). However,
contingency theory has been applied in different ways
and for different purposes. Some researchers, such as
Lawrence and Lorsch (1967), have used it descriptively
to show that factors within the environment must be
taken into account. Others, such as in the field of leader-
ship, have applied the theory in a normative sense, adopt-
ing a solution-seeking focus and providing a guide to
managerial action based on ‘best fit’ in a particular situ-
ation (e.g. Fiedler 1967). A normative stance suggests
that, although factors within the environment should be
taken into account, it is up to managers to make decisions
about how they respond to these in order to achieve the
impact on organizational performance that they want.
However, even the grand/middle-range distinction
does not entirely clarify the issues involved in asking the
deceptively simple question of ‘What is theory?’ This is

Labour process theory: an example of a contested

In the sociology of work, labour process theory can be regarded as a middle-range theory. The publication of
Labor and Monopoly Capital (Braverman 1974) inaugurated a stream of thinking and research around the idea of
the labour process and on the degree to which there has been an inexorable trend towards greater and greater
control over the manual worker and the deskilling of manual labour. A conference volume of much of this work
was published as Labour Process Theory (Knights and Willmott 1990). P. Thompson (1989) described the theory
as having four elements: the principle that the labour process entails the extraction of surplus value; the need for
capitalist enterprises constantly to transform production processes; the quest for control over labour; and the
essential conflict between capital and labour. Labour process theory has been the focus of considerable empirical
research (e.g. Knights and Collinson 1985) and the focus of considerable ongoing debate within business and
management studies, most recently about whether or not labour process theory can account for the conditions
of greater autonomy and discretion associated with ‘knowledge work’ (Sewell 2005).

Sewell believes that the central problem of labour process theory relates to the ‘indeterminacy of labour’, which
he describes as the gap between an employee’s capacity to labour and what they actually end up doing—the job
of management control being to reduce this gap. He argues that under conditions of knowledge work the focus
has changed from a struggle over the indeterminacy of labour to a struggle over the indeterminacy of knowledge.
‘The vision of workers being trusted to devise their own work tasks is . . . at odds with the traditional conception
of the dynamics of control’ (2005: 691). Thus the fear that drives management under conditions of knowledge
work is that employees are holding back their knowledge, rather than their labour, from the organization. By
going beyond the traditional preoccupation of labour process theorists with the control of physical effort, Sewell
argues that we are able to subject the managerial notion of empowerment to critique. However, in a response to
Sewell, Thompson and Ackroyd (2005) argue that Sewell’s representation of labour process theory is a ‘shallow
misrepresentation of this “classical” canon’ (2005: 705). They argue that nowhere in this literature has there been
a view that physical labour is the focus of managerial control. They go on to suggest that the distinction between
mind and body, or hand and head, made by Sewell reproduces a crude dualism that labour process theorists
have long since abandoned. This debate illustrates the extent of contestation that has arisen in recent years
between the different academic groups involved in the sociology of work regarding labour process theory.
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because the term ‘theory’ is frequently used in a manner
that means little more than the background literature in
an area of social enquiry. To a certain extent, this point
can be taken to apply to contingency theory mentioned
above. For example, Schoonhoven (1981) suggests that it
isnot a theory at all, in the sense of being a well-developed
set of interrelated propositions. Willmott (1990) suggests
that contingency theory is based on empirical evidence
without any acknowledgement of the social theories that
affect the political realities of organizations, and so it is
unable to deal with complex organizational problems.
In many cases, the relevant background literature re-
lating to a topic fuels the focus of an article or book and
thereby acts as the equivalent of a theory. In Ghobadian
and Gallear’s (1997) article on Total Quality Management
(TQM) and the competitive position of small or medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs), there are no, or virtually no,
allusions to theories. Instead, the literature informs the
generation of research questions in relation to what the
authors perceive to be a neglected topic, as the majority
of TQM literature tends to focus on large companies. The
researchers are then able to seek to resolve inconsisten-
cies between different findings in relation to small and

Key concept 1.4
What is empiricism?

large companies in terms of the impact of TQM on
competitive position. Other ways in which background
literature influences the focus of research include: the
researcher may spot a neglected aspect of a topic; certain
ideas may not previously have been tested; the researcher
may feel that existing approaches being used for research
on a topic are deficient; and so on.

Social scientists are sometimes prone to being dismis-
sive of research that has no obvious connections with
theory—in either the grand or middle-range senses of
the term. Such research is often dismissed as naive
empiricism (see Key concept 1.4). It would be harsh, not
to say inaccurate, to brand as naive empiricism the
numerous studies in which the publications-as-theory
strategy is employed, simply because their authors have
not been preoccupied with theory. Such research is
conditioned by and directed towards research questions
that arise out of an interrogation of the literature. The
data collection and analysis are subsequently geared to
the illumination or resolution of the research issue or
problem that has been identified at the outset. The litera-
ture acts as a proxy for theory. In many instances, theory
is latent or implicit in the literature.

The term ‘empiricism’ is used in a number of ways, but two stand out. First, it is used to denote a general
approach to the study of reality that suggests that only knowledge gained through experience and the senses is
acceptable. In other words, this position means that ideas must be subjected to the rigours of testing before they
can be considered knowledge. The second meaning of the term is related to this and refers to a belief that the
accumulation of ‘facts’ is a legitimate goal in its own right. It is this second meaning that is sometimes referred to

as ‘naive empiricism’.

Indeed, research that appears to have the character-
istics of the ‘fact-finding exercise’ should not be prema-
turely dismissed as naive empiricism either. For example,
research in the field of industrial relations that focuses
on the detail of current employment practices in a vari-
ety of sectors or cultural contexts has sometimes been
criticized for its attention to facts, which is suggested to
be accompanied by a lack of theoretical development
(Marsden 1982; Godard 1994). The problem with this,
according to Marsden (1982), is that ‘empiricists tend to
assume that theory will somehow arise from the facts
“like steam from a kettle”. But facts are never given, they
are selected or produced by theory’ (Marsden 1982: 234)
and consequently industrial relations has not managed
to develop sufficient theory to establish its status as a

discipline distinct from economics and sociology. To
explore the accuracy of such claims in a contemporary
context, Frege (2005) looked at patterns of publication
within the field of industrial relations in leading American,
German, and British journals between 1970 and 1973
and 1994 and 2000. She found that empirical publications
were much more common in the USA (72 per cent in the
1970s and 91 per cent in the 1990s) than in Germany
(41 per cent over both time periods), with Britain in
between (72 per cent over both periods). However, look-
ing more closely at the nature of these empirical papers
reveals differences in the type of empirical work that was
carried out in different countries. Specifically, Frege
detects a shift away from empirical-descriptive articles
towards empirical-deductive and empirical-inductive



papers in the US journals. She concludes, ‘the notion of
what is empirical research shifted over time away from
purely descriptive towards more sophisticated analytical
work’ (Frege 2005: 194).

Raising the question of what empiricism is invites con-
sideration of another question: in so far as any piece of
research is linked to theory, what was the role of that
theory? Up to this point, we have tended to write as
though theory is something that guides and influences
the collection and analysis of data. In other words, re-
search is done in order to answer questions posed by
theoretical considerations. But an alternative position is
to view theory as something that occurs after the collec-
tion and analysis of some or all of the data associated
with a project. We begin to see here the significance of a
second factor in considering the relationship between
theory and research—whether we are referring to
deductive or inductive theory.

Deductive and inductive theory

Deductive theory represents the most common view of the
nature of the relationship between theory and research.
The researcher, on the basis of what is known about a
particular domain and of theoretical considerations in
relation to that domain, deduces a hypothesis (or hypo-
theses) that must then be subjected to empirical scrutiny.
Embedded within the hypothesis will be concepts that
will need to be translated into researchable entities. The
social scientist must both skilfully deduce a hypothesis
and then translate it into operational terms. This means
that the social scientist needs to specify how data can
be collected in relation to the concepts that make up
the hypothesis.

This view of the role of theory in relation to research is
very much the kind of role that Merton had in mind in
connection with middle-range theory, which, he argued,
‘is principally used in sociology to guide empirical in-
quiry’ (Merton 1967: 39). Theory and the hypothesis
deduced from it come first and drive the process of gath-
ering data (see Research in focus 1.5 for an example of a
deductive approach to the relationship between theory
and data). The sequence can be depicted as one in which
the steps outlined in Figure 1.1 take place.

The last step involves a movement that is in the oppos-
ite direction from deduction—it involves induction, as
the researcher infers the implications of his or her find-
ings for the theory that prompted the whole exercise.
The findings are fed back into the stock of theory and the
research findings associated with a certain domain of
enquiry. This can be seen in the case of Whittington’s
(1989) case study research into strategic choice within
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The process of deduction

2. Hypothesis

4. Findings

5. Hypotheses confirmed or rejected

6. Revision of theory

the domestic appliance and office furniture industries.
Whittington’s approach is primarily deductive, since it is
based on the contention that a critical realist approach
to strategic choice enables recognition of the importance
of plural and contradictory social structures for human
agency and thus avoids determinism. However, as he
points out towards the end of his book, ‘after the
empirical interlude of the last four chapters, it is time
now to return to the theoretical fray’ (1989: 244) to
assess how well deterministic and realist approaches
to strategic choice account for the behaviour within
the eight case study firms. At this stage he claims that,
although dominant actors within the firms ‘began from
their structural positions within the capitalist enterprise,
this starting point was neither unambiguous or exhaus-
tive’ (1989: 282). This finding thus confirms his central
proposition that these organizational structures were
able to be converted into ‘the effective instruments of
private agency’.

A further point to bear in mind is that the deductive
process appears very linear—one step follows the other
in a clear, logical sequence. However, there are many
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Research in focus 1.5

An example of a deductive study

Parboteeah, Hoegl, and Cullen’s (2009) study tests the influence of religious values on individuals’ work obligation
norms. They argue that, ‘given the prominent role of religion in societies, it is imperative that international
management research acknowledges its potential influences on how organizations and people within them
operate’ (2009: 121). Based on a review of the literature on how major religions around the world view work,

the researchers suggest that ‘all major religions prescribe work as an individual’s obligation’ (2009: 123).

This leads them to propose that, ‘if an individual is raised and educated in a country with a stronger religious
environment, that individual is more likely to get exposed to values consistent with stronger work obligation than
a similar individual residing in a country with a weaker religious environment. Individuals in stronger religious
environments are thus more likely to see work as an obligation’ (2009: 124). The researchers use the ‘country
institutional profile’, a theoretical model developed by Kostova (1999) to explain how a country’s government
policies, shared knowledge, and values affect domestic business activity. This enabled them to specify the
contextual determinants of work obligation in different countries and to propose the following five hypotheses:

e Hypothesis 1. There is a positive relationship between the cognitive aspect of religious institutions and work

obligation.

e Hypothesis 2. There is a positive relationship between the normative aspect of religious institutions and work

obligation.

e Hypothesis 3. There is a negative relationship between the regulative aspect of religion and work obligation.

e Hypothesis 4. Religious pluralism moderates the relationship between the cognitive aspect of religion and
work obligations, such that the effect of the cognitive component decreases with more religious pluralism.

e Hypothesis 5. Religious pluralism moderates the relationship between the normative aspect of religion and
work obligations, such that the effect of the cognitive component decreases with more religious pluralism.

The researchers used data from the World Values Survey conducted in 2000, which involves a consortium of
universities from around the world working together to conduct political and social research. The sample
comprised 62,218 individuals in 45 different countries. The researchers designed a questionnaire that was
translated into different languages and used as the basis for secondary analysis of the existing dataset. The
results revealed that hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 were supported. However, the effects of religious pluralism were
found to be mixed, and hypothesis 4 was not supported. The researchers conclude that religious institutions do
have a significant influence on the work-related attitudes of individuals, regardless of the individual’s personal
religiosity. They note that this finding is consistent with Max Weber’s (1930) thesis on the importance of religious
values in shaping the development of modern capitalism.

instances where this is not the case. There are several
reasons why a researcher’s view of the theory or literature
may change as a result of the analysis of the collected data:

e new theoretical ideas or findings may be published by
others before the researcher has generated his or her
findings;

o the relevance of a set of data for a theory may become
apparent only after the data have been collected;

e the data may not fit with the original hypotheses.

The Hawthorne studies (see Research in focus 2.8),
undertakenatthe Western Electric Company’s Hawthorne
plant between 1927 and 1932, aptly illustrate how deduc-
tive research can sometimes produce unexpected find-
ings. In the early stages of this research, which explored

the human effects of work and working conditions
(Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939), the aim was to
explore the relationship between conditions of work
and the incidence of fatigue and monotony among
employees. In order to test this relationship, a series of
experiments were undertaken to establish the effects of
variables such as lighting, temperature, humidity, and
hours of sleep that could be isolated and measured
separately. These early experiments involved adjusting
the level of artificial illumination in departments at
stated intervals in order to see if this had any effect on
efficiency of production. However, researchers were not
able to make sense of the changes in productivity of
workers, which increased and remained high despite
manipulation of a range of variables such as temperature



and lighting. This led researchers to move away from the
‘test room method’ and to adopt a more qualitative strat-
egy based on interview and observation. By modifying
their approach towards this more inductive position, re-
searchers were able to make sense of the data through
generation of an alternative hypothesis that focused on
the importance of informal social relationships. Eventually,
this led to the development of an alternative method for
the study of the informal work group. In the Bank Wiring
Observation Room investigators spent a total of six
months observing informal social relationships within a
group of male operators. The Hawthorne research thus
made an important methodological contribution to the
study of work organizations by allowing research ques-
tions and methods to evolve and change during the
course of the investigation (Schwartzman 1993).

Similarly, in a study of the impact of Total Quality
Management (TQM) on the competitive position of small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), Ghobadian and
Gallear (1997) examine the differences between SMEs
and large organizations and explore the relationship
between organizational size and the implementation of
TQM. A series of research questions about this relation-
ship were developed through analysis of the TQM litera-
ture. Although Ghobadian and Gallear describe their
research as deductive, they also point out that classic
hypotheses were not easily formulated, because the
variables and issues identified were mainly contextual
and therefore did not translate into simple constructs.
They therefore shift towards a more inductive approach
in the later stage of the study, using four case studies to
explore the relevance of the research questions and to
develop a ten-step framework for the implementation of
TQM in SMEs.

This may all seem rather surprising and confusing. There
is a certain logic to the idea of developing theories and
then testing them. In everyday contexts, we commonly
think of theories as things that are quite illuminating but
that need to be tested before they can be considered valid
or useful. In point of fact, however, while the process of
deduction outlined in Figure 1.1 does undoubtedly occur,
it is better considered as a general orientation to the link
between theory and research. As a general orientation,
its broad contours may frequently be discernible in
business research, but it is also the case that we often find
departures from it.

However, in some research no attempt is made to follow
the sequence outlined in Figure 1.1. Some researchers
prefer an approach to the relationship between theory
and research that is primarily inductive. With an inductive
stance, theory is the outcome of research. In other words,
the process of induction involves drawing generalizable
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inferences out of observations. To put it crudely, whereas
deduction entails a process in which:

theory — observations/findings,
with induction the connection is reversed:
observations/findings — theory.

However, just as deduction entails an element of in-
duction, the inductive process is likely to entail a modi-
cum of deduction. Once the phase of theoretical reflection
on a set of data has been carried out, the researcher may
want to collect further data in order to establish the
conditions in which a theory will and will not hold. Such
a general strategy is often called iterative: it involves a
weaving back and forth between data and theory. It is
particularly evident in grounded theory, which will be
examined in Chapter 22, but in the meantime the basic
point is to note that induction represents an alternative
strategy for linking theory and research, although it
contains a deductive element too.

However, as with ‘theory’ in connection with the
deductive approach to the relationship between theory
and research, we have to be cautious about the use of the
term in the context of the inductive strategy too. While
some researchers undoubtedly develop theories, it is
equally necessary to be aware that very often what one
ends up with can be little more than empirical general-
izations of the kind Merton (1967) wrote about. Inductive
researchers often use a grounded theory approach to the
analysis of data and to the generation of theory. This
approach, which was first outlined by Glaser and Strauss
(1967), is frequently regarded as especially strong in
terms of generating theories out of data. This contrasts
with the nature of many supposedly inductive studies,
which generate interesting and illuminating findings but
whose theoretical significance is not entirely clear. They
provide insightful empirical generalizations, but little
theory. Secondly, in much the same way that the deduc-
tive strategy is associated with a quantitative research
approach, an inductive strategy of linking data and the-
ory is typically associated with a qualitative research
approach. Research in focus 1.6 is an example of research
that can be classified as inductive in the sense that it uses
a grounded analysis of focus groups, interview data, and
participants’ drawings to develop a theoretical under-
standing of the metaphors that workers use to describe
their emotional experience of bullying. However, as will
be shown below, this characterization of the inductive
strategy as associated with qualitative research is not
entirely straightforward: not only does much qualitative
research not generate theory, but also theory is often
used as a background to qualitative investigations.
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Research in focus 1.6
An example of an inductive study

Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, and Alberts (2006) were interested in understanding what bullying feels like to those who
are the target of it. They suggest that workplace bullying encompasses a range of persistent abusive workplace
behaviours that are subsumed under a number of labels including harassment and mobbing, which involves a
group of co-workers ganging up on an employee. However, they argue that previous research has tended to
overlook the emotional experience of bullied workers. Using focus groups, in-depth interviews, and methods of
creative drawing, they asked participants to tell their stories about workplace bullying. As they explain, through
early interpretation of the data ‘we found that participants often spoke metaphorically’ (2006: 157). This led
them to focus on the metaphors that bullied workers used to articulate and explore the emotional pain
associated with these experiences. This in turn led them to revise their research question to: ‘What types of
metaphorical language do participants use to describe the emotional experience of bullying?” The authors
suggest the complexity and diversity of workplace bullying meant ‘an inductive approach is especially worthwhile
for making sense of messy interactive processes, such as bullying, that have no definite “face”’ (2006: 174).
Through this they identified a series of metaphorical themes in the data that reflected bullied workers’ emotional
experiences, including the bullying process as noxious substance, the bully as demon, and the target of bullying
as a slave or animal. Importantly, the researchers did not commence their study with a view that metaphors were
the key to understanding the emotional experience of workplace bullying, but rather came to this conclusion
through the collection and analysis of the data. Importantly, by focusing on metaphorical images of bullying, they
shift the focus ‘from how researchers label workplace abuse to how those targeted perceive and make sense of
abuse and its impacts’ (2006: 173).

It is useful to think of the relationship between theory  To a large extent, deductive and inductive strategies are

and research in terms of deductive and inductive strat-  possibly better thought of as tendencies rather than as a

egies. However, as the previous discussion has implied, the =~ hard-and-fast distinction. But these are not the only issues

issues are not as clear-cut as they are sometimes presented. ~ that impinge on the conduct of business research.

@

Telling it like it is
An inductive research project

Nirwanthi’s approach was highly inductive in that she was guided by themes that emerged from her data to
determine her eventual focus on informal organization as her chosen research subject: ‘My interviewees kept
stressing the importance of their personal contacts within the firm and also externally with other organizations
like airlines that the company uses to export the fish. They have to rely very, very strongly on these contacts.

| found out that they didn’t need formal structures or solutions and that they were doing fine with the informal
methods that they were using already.’

Nirwanthi’s case is somewhat unusual in that her research questions (see Chapter 4) were quite loosely formed
during the early stages of her research project. It was not until she had collected the data that, with the help of
her supervisor, she was able to theorize her findings. As we shall discuss in Chapter 4, there are risks associated
with taking such an approach, but Nirwanthi’s experience does illustrate the potential for adopting a highly
inductive approach in designing a small-scale research project.

To find out more about Nirwanthi’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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‘ Epistemological considerations

An epistemological issue concerns the question of what
is (or should be) regarded as acceptable knowledge in a
discipline. A particularly central issue in this context is
the question of whether or not the social world can and
should be studied according to the same principles,

Key concept 1.7
What is positivism?

procedures, and ethos as the natural sciences. The
position that affirms the importance of imitating the
natural sciences is invariably associated with an
epistemological position known as positivism (see Key
concept 1.7).

Positivism is an epistemological position that advocates the application of the methods of the natural sciences to
the study of social reality and beyond. But the term stretches beyond this principle, though the constituent
elements vary between authors. However, positivism is also taken to entail the following principles:

1. Only phenomena and hence knowledge confirmed by the senses can genuinely be warranted as knowledge

(the principle of phenomenalism).

2. The purpose of theory is to generate hypotheses that can be tested and that will thereby allow explanations
of laws to be assessed (the principle of deductivism).

3. Knowledge is arrived at through the gathering of facts that provide the basis for laws (the principle of

inductivism).

4. Science must (and presumably can) be conducted in a way that is value free (that is, objective).

5. There is a clear distinction between scientific statements and normative statements and a belief that the

former are the true domain of the scientist.

This last principle is implied by the first because the truth or otherwise of normative statements cannot be

confirmed by the senses.

A natural science epistemology:
positivism

The doctrine of positivism is extremely difficult to pin
down and therefore to outline in a precise manner,
because it is used in a number of ways by authors.
For some writers, it is a descriptive category—one that
describes a philosophical position that can be discerned
in research—though there are still disagreements
about what it comprises; for others, it is a pejorative
term used to describe crude and often superficial data
collection.

It is possible to see in the five principles in Key concept
1.7 a link with some of the points that have already been
raised about the relationship between theory and re-
search. For example, positivism entails elements of both

a deductive approach (2) and an inductive strategy (3).
Also, a fairly sharp distinction is drawn between theory
and research. The role of research is to test theories
and to provide material for the development of laws.
Pugh (1983), for example, describes the research task as
entailing the collection of data upon which to base gener-
alizable propositions that can be tested (see Research in
focus 1.8). But both of these connections between theory
and research carry with them the implication that it is
possible to collect observations in a manner that is not
influenced by pre-existing theories. Moreover, theoretical
terms that are not directly amenable to observation are
not considered genuinely scientific; they must be suscep-
tible to the rigours of observation. All this carries with it
the implication of greater epistemological status being
given to observation than to theory.
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Research in focus 1.8
L~ Positivism in action

In his reflections upon the Aston Programme, Pugh (1983: 45) describes himself as an ‘unreconstructed positivist’
guided by the belief that organizations exist as concrete entities about which data can be collected. This ‘appeal
to data’ is underpinned by a distinction between facts and values, the former being the goal towards which data
collection is directed, leading to the development of a ‘conceptual framework’ made up of ‘analytical constructs’
that can be used to analyse the regularities of the data. As a result, conclusions can be drawn about the ‘structure
and functioning of organizations’ and the ‘behaviour of groups and individuals within them’ (1983: 48), thereby
contributing to what Pugh describes as the ‘subdiscipline’ of organizational behaviour. This results in the gen-
eration of scientific knowledge, based on generalizable propositions that can be tested against the facts, from
which it is possible to discover ‘how to organize better’. The main purpose of the Aston studies was therefore to
make systematic comparisons across organizations that would enable generalizations about the relationship
between organizational size, technology, and structure to be made. The early research was thus an early

demonstration of structural contingency theory.

It should be noted that it is a mistake to treat positivism
as synonymous with science and the scientific. In fact,
philosophers of science and of the social sciences differ
quite sharply over how best to characterize scientific
practice, and, since the early 1960s, there has been a drift
away from viewing it in positivist terms. Thus, when
writers complain about the limitations of positivism, it is
not entirely clear whether they mean the philosophical
term or a scientific approach more generally. Realism (in
particular, critical realism), for example, is another philo-
sophical position that purports to provide an account of
the nature of scientific practice (see Key concept 1.9).

The crux of the epistemological considerations that
form the central thrust of this section is the rejection by
some writers and traditions of the application of the can-
ons of the natural sciences to the study of social reality. A
difficulty here is that it is not easy to disentangle the nat-
ural science model from positivism as the butt of their
criticisms. In other words, it is not always clear whether
they are inveighing against the application of a general
natural scientific approach or of positivism in particular.
There is a long-standing debate about the appropriate-
ness of the natural science model for the study of society,
but, since the account that is offered of that model tends
to have largely positivist overtones, it would seem that it
is positivism that is the focus of attention rather than
other accounts of scientific practice (such as critical
realism—see Key concept 1.9).

Interpretivism

Interpretivism is a term given to a contrasting epistemology
to positivism (see Key concept 1.10). The term subsumes

the views of writers who have been critical of the applica-
tion of the scientific model to the study of the social world
and who have been influenced by different intellectual
traditions, which are outlined below. They share a view
that the subject matter of the social sciences—people
and their institutions—is fundamentally different from
that of the natural sciences. The study of the social world
therefore requires a different logic of research procedure,
one that reflects the distinctiveness of humans as against
the natural order. Wright (1971) has depicted the epistem-
ological clash as being between positivism and herme-
neutics (a term that is drawn from theology and that,
when imported into the social sciences, is concerned with
the theory and method of the interpretation of human
action). This clash reflects a division between an emphasis
on the explanation of human behaviour that is the chief
ingredient of the positivist approach to the social sciences
and the understanding of human behaviour. The latter is
concerned with the empathic understanding of human
action rather than with the forces that are deemed to act
on it. This contrast reflects long-standing debates that
precede the emergence of the modern social sciences but
find their expression in such notions as the advocacy by
Max Weber (1864-1920) of a Verstehen approach. Weber
described sociology as a ‘science which attempts the
interpretive understanding of social action in order to
arrive at a causal explanation of its course and effects’
(1947: 88). Weber’s definition seems to embrace both
explanation and understanding here, but the crucial point
is that the task of ‘causal explanation’ is undertaken with
reference to the ‘interpretive understanding of social
action’ rather than to external forces that have no mean-
ing for those involved in that social action. An example of
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Key concept 1.9
What is realism?

Realism shares two features with positivism: a belief that the natural and the social sciences can and should apply
the same kinds of approach to the collection of data and to explanation, and a commitment to the view that
there is an external reality to which scientists direct their attention (in other words, there is a reality that is
separate from our descriptions of it). There are two major forms of realism:

o Empirical realism simply asserts that, through the use of appropriate methods, reality can be understood.
As such, it ‘fails to recognise that there are enduring structures and generative mechanisms underlying and
producing observable phenomena and events’ and is therefore ‘superficial’ (Bhaskar 1989: 2). This is perhaps
the most common meaning of the term. When writers employ the term ‘realism’ in a general way, it is
invariably this meaning to which they are referring.

o Critical realism is a specific form of realism whose manifesto is to recognize the reality of the natural order
and the events and discourses of the social world and holds that ‘we will only be able to understand—and
so change—the social world if we identify the structures at work that generate those events and discourses . . .
These structures are not spontaneously apparent in the observable pattern of events; they can only be
identified through the practical and theoretical work of the social sciences’ (Bhaskar 1989: 2).

Critical realism implies two things. First, it implies that, whereas positivists take the view that the scientist’s
conceptualization of reality actually directly reflects that reality, realists argue that the scientist’s
conceptualization is simply a way of knowing that reality. As Bhaskar (1975: 250) has put it: ‘Science, then,

is the systematic attempt to express in thought the structures and ways of acting of things that exist and act
independently of thought.” Critical realists acknowledge and accept that the categories they employ to
understand reality are likely to be provisional. Thus, unlike naive realists, critical realists recognize that there is a
distinction between the objects that are the focus of their enquiries and the terms they use to describe, account
for, and understand them. Secondly, by implication, critical realists, unlike positivists, are perfectly content to
admit into their explanations theoretical terms that are not directly amenable to observation. As a result,
hypothetical entities to account for regularities in the natural or social orders (the ‘generative mechanisms’ to
which Bhaskar refers) are perfectly admissible for realists, but not for positivists. What makes critical realism
critical is that the identification of generative mechanisms offers the prospect of introducing changes that can
transform the status quo.

Key concept 1.10
What is interpretivism?

Interpretivism is taken to denote an alternative to the positivist orthodoxy that has held sway for decades. It is
predicated upon the view that a strategy is required that respects the differences between people and the
objects of the natural sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social
action. Its intellectual heritage includes: Weber’s notion of Verstehen; the hermeneutic—phenomenological
tradition; and symbolic interactionism.

an interpretative understanding of leadership is given involved in this form of social action. His approach to
in Research in focus 1.11. Grint (2000) claims that the  this subject is thus broadly interpretative.

concept of leadership can be understood only through One of the main intellectual traditions that has
understanding the meaning of the concept for those been responsible for the anti-positivist position has been
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Research in focus 1.11
Interpretivism in action

Grint (2000) challenges much of the positivist thinking that has tended to characterize other studies of leadership
by arguing that effective leadership relies on the management of subjective meaning. Grint claims that the skills
of leadership involve shaping the way that organizational problems are defined and persuading others that this
definition is correct.

Using the example of Richard Branson, Grint analyses media coverage and biographical accounts of events that
are associated with Branson’s business ventures. Grint shows how Branson has instilled ideological commitment
to a goal, through building a vision of a company where fun rather than rewards is seen as a reason to be
associated with the Virgin brand. Branson has also created an image of himself as a plucky daredevil, attacking
the establishment in order to protect the interests of the consumer. Much of Branson’s success as a leader, Grint
claims, relies on persuasive communication, involving high-profile publicity stunts that help to cement a vision of
his leadership in the eyes of employees and consumers. Grint concludes that there is no such thing as ‘good’
leadership, which can be defined, identified, and measured in terms of the characteristics of the leader. Instead,
leadership is primarily a social phenomenon that relies on the subjective interpretations of followers, more than
the specific actions of individual leaders. The task of leaders is, therefore, to construct an imaginary community
that followers can feel a part of. This relies on the construction of an identity and a narrative that can be used to
make sense of organizational events—past, present, and future. Grint’s argument is thus founded on an
essentially interpretivist epistemological position. This enables him to investigate leadership as a construct that is
used to make sense of social action.

phenomenology, a philosophy that is concerned with
the question of how individuals make sense of the world
around them and how, in particular, the philosopher
should bracket out preconceptions in his or her grasp of
that world. The initial application of phenomenological
ideas to the social sciences is attributed to the work of
Alfred Schutz (1899-1959), whose work did not come to
the notice of most English-speaking social scientists until
the translation from German of his major writings in the
1960s, some twenty or more years after they had been
written. His work was profoundly influenced by Weber’s
concept of Verstehen, as well as by phenomenological
philosophers, like Husserl. Schutz’s position is well cap-

which they experience as the reality of
their daily lives. It is these thought
objects of theirs which determine their
behaviour by motivating it. The thought
objects constructed by the social
scientist, in order to grasp this social
reality, have to be founded upon the
thought objects constructed by the
common-sense thinking of men [and
women!], living their daily life within
the social world. (Schutz 1962: 59)

tured in the following passage, which has been quoted on
numerous occasions:

The world of nature as explored by the
natural scientist does not ‘mean’
anything to molecules, atoms, and
electrons. But the observational field of
the social scientist—social reality—has
a specific meaning and relevance structure
for the beings living, acting, and
thinking within it. By a series of
common-sense constructs they have pre-
selected and pre-interpreted this world

Two points are particularly noteworthy in this quota-
tion. First, it asserts that there is a fundamental difference
between the subject matter of the natural sciences and
the social sciences and that an epistemology is required
that will reflect and capitalize upon that difference. The
fundamental difference resides in the fact that social
reality has a meaning for human beings and therefore
human action is meaningful—that is, it has a meaning for
them and they act on the basis of the meanings that they
attribute to their acts and to the acts of others. This leads
to the second point—namely, that it is the job of the
social scientist to gain access to people’s ‘common-sense
thinking’ and hence to interpret their actions and their
social world from their point of view. It is this particular



feature that social scientists claiming allegiance to phe-
nomenology have typically emphasized. In the words of
the authors of a research methods text whose approach is
described as phenomenological: ‘The phenomenologist
views human behavior . . . as a product of how people
interpret the world. . . . In order to grasp the meanings of
a person’s behavior, the phenomenologist attempts to see
things from that person’s point of view’ (Bogdan and Taylor
1975: 13-14, emphasis in original).

In this exposition of Verstehen and phenomenology, it
has been necessary to skate over some complex issues. In
particular, Weber’s examination of Verstehen is far more
complex than the above commentary suggests, because
the empathetic understanding that seems to be implied
above was not the way in which he applied it (Bauman
1978), while the question of what is and is not a gen-
uinely phenomenological approach to the social sciences
is a matter of some dispute (Heap and Roth 1973). How-
ever, the similarity in the writings of the hermeneutic—
phenomenological tradition and of the Verstehen approach,
with their emphasis upon social action as being meaning-
ful to actors and therefore needing to be interpreted
from their point of view, coupled with the rejection of
positivism, contributed to a stream of thought often
referred to as interpretivism (e.g. Hughes 1990).

Verstehen and the hermeneutic-phenomenological
tradition do not exhaust the intellectual influences on
interpretivism. The theoretical tradition in sociology
known as symbolic interactionism has also been regarded
by many writers as a further influence. Again, the case is
not clear-cut. The implications for empirical research of
the ideas of the founders of symbolic interactionism, in
particular George Herbert Mead (1863-1931), whose
discussion of the way in which our notion of self emerges
through an appreciation of how others see us, have been
hotly debated. There was a school of research, known as
the Towa school, that has drawn heavily on Mead’s con-
cepts and ideas, but has proceeded in a direction that
most people would prefer to depict as largely positivist in
tone (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds 1975). Moreover,
some writers have argued that Mead’s approach is far
more consistent with a natural science approach than
has typically been recognized (McPhail and Rexroat
1979). However, the general tendency has been to view
symbolic interactionism as occupying similar intellectual
space to the hermeneutic—-phenomenological tradition
and so broadly interpretative in approach. This tendency
is largely the product of the writings of Herbert Blumer, a
student of Mead’s who acted as his mentor’s spokesman
and interpreter, and his followers (Hammersley 1989;
R. Collins 1994). Not only did Blumer coin the term
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‘symbolic interaction’; he also provided a gloss on Mead’s
writings that has decidedly interpretative overtones.
Symbolic interactionists argue that interaction takes
place in such a way that the individual is continually
interpreting the symbolic meaning of his or her environ-
ment (which includes the actions of others) and acts on
the basis of this imputed meaning. In research terms,
according to Blumer (1962: 188), ‘the position of sym-
bolic interaction requires the student to catch the process
of interpretation through which [actors] construct their
actions’, a statement that brings out clearly his views of
the research implications of symbolic interactionism and
of Mead’s thought.

It should be appreciated that the parallelism
between symbolic interactionism and the hermeneutic—
phenomenological tradition should not be exaggerated.
The two are united in their antipathy for positivism and
have in common an interpretative stance. However,
symbolic interactionism is, at least in the hands of
Blumer and the many writers and researchers who have
followed in his wake, a type of social theory that has dis-
tinctive epistemological implications; the hermeneutic—
phenomenological tradition, by contrast, is best thought
of as a general epistemological approach in its own right.
Blumer may have been influenced by the hermeneutic—
phenomenological tradition, but there is no concrete
evidence of this. There are other intellectual currents
that have affinities with the interpretative stance, such as
the working-through of the ramifications of the works
of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (Winch 1958),
but the hermeneutic—-phenomenological, Verstehen, and
symbolic interactionist traditions can be considered
major influences.

Taking an interpretative stance can mean that the
researcher may come up with surprising findings, or at
least findings that appear surprising if a largely external
stance is taken—that is, a position from outside the par-
ticular social context being studied. The Hawthorne
studies, referred to earlier in this chapter (see also
Research in focus 2.8), provide an interesting example of
this, particularly as it was the failure of the investigation
to come up with answers that related to the original
research questions that stimulated the researchers to
change their approach and methods and to adopt a more
interpretative epistemological position. Of course, when
the social scientist adopts an interpretative stance, he or
she is not simply laying bare how members of a social
group interpret the world around them. The social scien-
tist will almost certainly be aiming to place the interpre-
tations that have been elicited into a social scientific frame.
As the example in Research in focus 1.11 illustrates, there
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is a double interpretation going on, whereby the re-
searcher is providing an interpretation of others’ inter-
pretations of effective leadership. Indeed, there is a third
level of interpretation going on, because the researcher’s
interpretations have to be further interpreted in terms of
the concepts, theories, and literature of a discipline.

The aim of this section has been to outline how episte-
mological considerations—especially those relating to the
question of whether a natural science, and in particular a
positivist approach, can supply legitimate knowledge of
the social world—are related to research practice. There
is a link with the earlier discussion in this chapter about
the relationship between theory and research, in that a
deductive approach is typically associated with a posi-
tivist position. Key concept 1.7 does try to suggest that
inductivism is also a feature of positivism (third principle),
but, in the working-through of its implementation in the

Research in focus 1.12

quantitative data

practice of research, it is the deductive element (second
principle) that tends to be emphasized. Similarly, the third
level of interpretation that a researcher engaged in inter-
pretative research must bring into operation is very much
part of the kind of inductive strategy described in the
previous section. However, while such interconnections
between epistemological issues and research practice exist,
it is important not to overstate them, since they represent
tendencies rather than definitive points of correspond-
ence. Thus, particular epistemological principles and
research practices do not necessarily go hand in hand in
a neat, unambiguous manner. For example, although
inductive approaches tend to rely on qualitative methods,
Hofstede’s research study of cultural differences (see
Research in focus 1.12) provides an example where this
is not the case. This point will be made again on several
occasions and will be a special focus of Chapter 24.

An example of an inductive study using

Hofstede’s (1984) large-scale study of cultural differences between members of a large multinational business
organization, which he refers to as the HERMES Corporation but is generally known to be IBM, provides an
interesting example of inductive investigation based primarily on the analysis of quantitative data. The survey
data were collected between 1967 and 1973, from employees in over forty different countries where HERMES
had subsidiaries, producing a total of 116,000 self-completion questionnaires. Statistical analysis based on factor
analysis formed the basis for Hofstede’s development of a theoretical framework consisting of four main
dimensions on which country cultures differ. He labelled these as power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
individualism, and masculinity. Each dimension was suggested to be statistically independent—that is, a high
score on one did not necessarily imply either a high or a low score on the other dimensions. These dimensions
were not developed as hypotheses prior to data collection but instead were suggested to have emerged through

the process of analysis.

Questions of social ontology are concerned with the
nature of social entities. The central point of orienta-
tion here is the question of whether social entities can
and should be considered objective entities that have
a reality external to social actors, or whether they can
and should be considered social constructions built up

Ontological considerations

from the perceptions and actions of social actors.
These positions are frequently referred to respectively as
objectivism and constructionism. Their differences can
be illustrated by reference to two of the most common
and central terms in social science—organization and
culture.
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Objectivism

Objectivism is an ontological position that implies that
social phenomena confront us as external facts that are
beyond our reach or influence (see Key concept 1.13). We
can discuss organization or an organization as a tangible
object. It has rules and regulations. It adopts standardized
procedures for getting things done. People are appointed
to different jobs within a division of labour. There is a
hierarchy. It has a mission statement. And so on. The
degree to which these features exist from organization to
organization is variable, but in thinking in these terms

Key concept 1.13
What is objectivism?

we are tending to the view that an organization has a
reality that is external to the individuals who inhabit it.
Moreover, the organization represents a social order in
that it exerts pressure on individuals to conform to the
requirements of the organization. People learn and apply
the rules and regulations. They follow the standardized
procedures. They do the jobs to which they are appointed.
People tell them what to do and they tell others what to
do. They learn and apply the values in the mission state-
ment. If they do not do these things, they may be repri-
manded or even fired. The organization is therefore a
constraining force that acts on and inhibits its members.

Objectivism is an ontological position that asserts that social phenomena and their meanings have an existence
that is independent of social actors. It implies that social phenomena and the categories that we use in everyday
discourse have an existence that is independent or separate from actors.

The same can be said of culture. Cultures and sub-
cultures can be viewed as repositories of widely shared
values and customs into which people are socialized
so that they can function as good citizens or as full
participants. Cultures and subcultures constrain us
because we internalize their beliefs and values. In the
case of both organization and culture, the social entity
in question comes across as something external to the
actor and as having an almost tangible reality of its own.
It has the characteristics of an object and hence of having
an objective reality. To a very large extent, these are
the ‘classic’ ways of conceptualizing organization and
culture.

Constructionism

However, we can consider an alternative ontological
position—constructionism (see Key concept 1.14). This
position challenges the suggestion that categories such
as organization and culture are pre-given and therefore
confront social actors as external realities that they have
no role in fashioning.

Let us take organization first. Strauss et al. (1973),
drawing on insights from symbolic interactionism, car-
ried out research in a psychiatric hospital and proposed
that it was best conceptualized as a ‘negotiated order’.
Instead of taking the view that order in organizations is a

pre-existing characteristic, they argue that it is worked
at. Rules were far less extensive and less rigorously im-
posed than might be supposed from the classic account
of organization. Indeed, Strauss et al. prefer to refer to
them as ‘much less like commands, and much more like
general understandings’ (1973: 308). Precisely because
relatively little of the spheres of action of doctors, nurses,
and other personnel was prescribed, the social order of
the hospital was an outcome of agreed-upon patterns of
action that were themselves the products of negotiations
between the different parties involved. The social order
is in a constant state of change because the hospital is ‘a
place where numerous agreements are continually being
terminated or forgotten, but also as continually being
established, renewed, reviewed, revoked, revised. . . . In
any pragmatic sense, this is the hospital at the moment:
this is its social order’ (Strauss et al. 1973: 316—17). The
authors argue that a preoccupation with the formal
properties of organizations (rules, organizational charts,
regulations, roles) tends to neglect the degree to which
order in organizations has to be accomplished in every-
day interaction, though this is not to say that the formal
properties have no element of constraint on individual
action.

Much the same kind of point can be made about the
idea of culture. Instead of culture being seen as an exter-
nal reality that acts on and constrains people, it can be
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Key concept 1.14
What is constructionism?

Constructionism is an ontological position (often also referred to as constructivism) which asserts that social
phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors. It implies that social
phenomena and categories are not only produced through social interaction but that they are in a constant state
of revision.

In recent years, the term has also come to include the notion that researchers’ own accounts of the social world
are constructions. In other words, the researcher always presents a specific version of social reality, rather than
one that can be regarded as definitive. Knowledge is viewed as indeterminate. The discussion of postmodernism
in Chapter 27 further examines this viewpoint. This sense of constructionism is usually allied to the ontological
version of the term. In other words, these are linked meanings. Both meanings are antithetical to objectivism (see
Key concept 1.13), but the second meaning is also antithetical to realism (see Key concept 1.9). The first meaning

might be thought of usefully as constructionism in relation to the social world; the second as constructionism in
relation to the nature of knowledge of the social world (and indeed the natural world).

Increasingly, the notion of constructionism in relation to the nature of knowledge of the social world is being
incorporated into notions of constructionism, but in this book we will be using the term in relation to the first
meaning, whereby constructionism is presented as an ontological position in relating to social objects and
categories—that is, one that views them as socially constructed.

taken to be an emergent reality in a continuous state of
construction and reconstruction. Becker (1982: 521),
for example, has suggested that ‘people create culture
continuously. . . . No set of cultural understandings . . .
provides a perfectly applicable solution to any problem
people have to solve in the course of their day, and they
therefore must remake those solutions, adapt their under-
standings to the new situation in the light of what is
different about it.’ Like Strauss et al., Becker recognizes
that the constructionist position cannot be pushed to the
extreme: it is necessary to appreciate that culture has a
reality that ‘persists and antedates the participation of
particular people’ and shapes their perspectives, but it is
not an inert objective reality that possesses only a sense
of constraint: it acts as a point of reference but is always
in the process of being formed.

Neither the work of Strauss et al. nor that of Becker
pushes the constructionist argument to the extreme.
Each admits to the pre-existence of their objects of inter-
est (organization and culture, respectively). However, in
each case we see an intellectual predilection for stressing
the active role of individuals in the social construction of
social reality. Not all writers adopting a construction-
ist position are similarly prepared to acknowledge the
existence or at least importance of an objective reality.
Walsh, for example, has written that ‘we cannot take for
granted, as the natural scientist does, the availability of

a preconstituted world of phenomena for investigation’
and must instead ‘examine the processes by which the
social world is constructed’ (1972: 19). It is precisely this
apparent split between viewing the social world as an objec-
tive reality and as a subjective reality in a continuous
state of flux that Giddens sought to straddle in formulating
his idea of structuration (see Research in focus 1.2).
Constructionism also suggests that the categories that
people employ in helping them to understand the natural
and social world are in fact social products. The categor-
ies do not have built-in essences; instead, their mean-
ing is constructed in and through interaction. Thus, a
category like ‘masculinity’ might be treated as a social
construction. This notion implies that, rather than being
treated as a distinct inert entity, masculinity is construed
as something whose meaning is built up during inter-
action. That meaning is likely to be a highly ephemeral
one, in that it will vary according to both time and place.
This kind of stance frequently displays a concern with
the language that is employed to present categories in
particular ways. It suggests that the social world and its
categories are not external to us, but are built up and con-
stituted in and through interaction. This tendency can be
seen particularly in discourse analysis, which is exam-
ined in Chapter 20. As Potter (1996: 98) observes: ‘The
world . . . is constituted in one way or another as people
talk it, write it and argue it.” This sense of constructionism



is highly antithetical to realism (see Key concept 1.9).
Constructionism frequently results in an interest in the
representation of social phenomena. Research in focus

Research in focus 1.15
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1.15 provides an illustration of this idea in relation to
the representation of the position of middle managers
during the late 1990s.

Constructionism in action

Much research attention has been devoted in recent years to considering the impact of delayering and
downsizing on middle management. Some studies have drawn attention to increased job insecurity
experienced by middle managers in the late 1990s and the rising levels of stress experienced by those who
remain in employment. Others have struck a more optimistic tone, suggesting that managerial work can be
transformed through delayering into a more strategic, intrinsically motivating form. These pessimistic and
optimistic predictions of the future of middle management have formed the basis for much empirical testing

and debate.

However, adopting a social constructionist framework, Thomas and Linstead (2002) suggest an alternative way
of thinking about the ‘reality’ of middle management based on the assumption that the term itself is a social
construct. This leads them to a focus on the ways in which middle managers’ identity is continually being created
and contested through prevailing discourses. In other words, they are interested in understanding how managers
make sense of the language and practice that is associated with their changing work roles.

Through the analysis of individual managers’ subjective accounts of their work, Thomas and Linstead illustrate
how they construct their identity and deal with feelings of insecurity, ambiguity, and confusion that cause them
to ‘feel that they are losing the plot in their organizations’ (2002: 88). Constant changes in terms of their roles
and status make it difficult for middle managers to retain a sense of identity. The authors conclude: ‘What is
apparent . . . is that these middle managers, for a range of reasons, are searching for stability and sense in their

reflections on their lives’ (2002: 88).

In sum, the social constructionist perspective enables the question of ‘What has become of middle management?’
to be recast. Instead it asks: ‘How are middle managers becoming?’

Constructionism is also frequently used as a term
that reflects the indeterminacy of our knowledge of
the social world (see Key concept 1.14 and the idea of
constructionism in relation to the nature of knowledge

Questions of social ontology cannot be divorced from
issues concerning the conduct of business research.
Ontological assumptions and commitments will feed into
the ways in which research questions are formulated and
research is carried out. If a research question is formulated
in such a way as to suggest that organizations and cultures
are objective social entities that act on individuals, the
researcher is likely to emphasize the formal properties of

of the social world). However, in this book we will
be using the term in connection with the notion
that social phenomena and categories are social
constructions.

Relationship of epistemology and
ontology to business research

organizations or the beliefs and values of members of the
culture. Alternatively, if the researcher formulates a re-
search problem so that the tenuousness of organization
and culture as objective categories is stressed, it is likely
that an emphasis will be placed on the active involvement
of people in reality construction. In either case, it might
be supposed that different approaches to the design of
research and the collection of data will be required.

pA
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Competing paradigms

A key influence on understanding the epistemological
and ontological foundations of business research has
been Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) four paradigms, which
they suggest reflect the assumptions researchers make
about the nature of organizations and how we find out
about them. Their use of the notion of paradigm draws
on the work of Kuhn (1970; see Key concept 1.16). Burrell
and Morgan suggest that each paradigm contains assump-
tions that can be represented as either:

Key concept 1.16
What is a paradigm?

e objectivist—there is an external viewpoint from which
it is possible to view the organization, which is com-
prised of consistently real processes and structures;
or

e subjectivist—an organization is a socially constructed
product, a label used by individuals to make sense of
their social experience, so it can be understood only
from the point of view of individuals who are directly
involved in its activities.

Kuhn’s (1970) highly influential use of the term ‘paradigm’ derives from his analysis of revolutions in science.

A paradigm is ‘a cluster of beliefs and dictates which for scientists in a particular discipline influence what should
be studied, how research should be done, [and] how results should be interpreted’ (Bryman 1988a: 4). Kuhn
depicted the natural sciences as going through periods of revolution, whereby normal science (science carried
out in terms of the prevailing paradigm) is increasingly challenged by anomalies that are inconsistent with the
assumptions and established findings in the discipline at that time. The growth in anomalies eventually gives way
to a crisis in the discipline, which in turn occasions a revolution. The period of revolution is resolved when a new
paradigm emerges as the ascendant one and a new period of normal science sets in. An important feature of
paradigms is that they are incommensurable—that is, they are inconsistent with each other because of their
divergent assumptions and methods. Disciplines in which no paradigm has emerged as pre-eminent, such as the
social sciences, are deemed pre-paradigmatic, in that they feature competing paradigms. One of the problems
with the term is that it is not very specific: Masterman (1970) was able to discern twenty-one different uses of it
by Kuhn. Nonetheless, its use is widespread in the social sciences (e.g. Ritzer 1975; Guba 1985).

Each paradigm also makes assumptions about the
function and purpose of scientific research in investigat-
ing the world of business as either:

o regulatory—the purpose of business research is to
describe what goes on in organizations, possibly to
suggest minor changes that might improve it, but not
to make any judgement of it; or

e radical—the point of management and business
research is to make judgements about the way that
organizations ought to be and to make suggestions
about how this could be achieved.

Plotting the assumptions of researchers along these
two axes provides a framework for the identification of
four possible paradigmatic positions for the study of
organizations:

e functionalist—the dominant framework for the study
of organizations, based on problem-solving orienta-
tion which leads to rational explanation;

e interpretative—questions whether organizations exist
in any real sense beyond the conceptions of social
actors, so understanding must be based on the experi-
ence of those who work within them;

radical humanist—sees an organization as a social
arrangement from which individuals need to be
emancipated and research as guided by the need for
change;

radical structuralist—views an organization as a prod-
uct of structural power relationships, which result in
conflict.

Each paradigm results in the generation of a quite
different type of organizational analysis as each seeks to
address specific organizational ‘problems’ in a different
way. Research in focus 1.17 illustrates the different organ-
izational insights produced by each paradigm.

One of the most significant areas of controversy to
have arisen in relation to this model relates to the issue of
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Research in focus 1.17
An illustration of multiple paradigms

Hassard (1991) uses the multiple paradigm model, developed by Burrell and Morgan (1979), in order to conduct
an empirical analysis of work behaviour in the British Fire Service. He shows how different insights into the
organization can be gained through using each paradigm as a distinct frame of reference. Because each paradigm
community defines its research problems differently, the study was adapted in order to focus on issues of work
organization that each paradigm community would consider legitimate. The four main subjects were:

e job motivation (functionalist paradigm);
e work routines (interpretative paradigm);
e management training (radical humanist paradigm);

e employment relations (radical structuralist paradigm).

Although there is no necessary connection between, for example, the study of job motivation and the
functionalist paradigm, Hassard states that it was logically and practically difficult to focus on a single issue
examined from each of the four perspectives, because each paradigm considers particular research problems to
be important and not others.

For the functionalist investigation, the aim was to assess how full-time firemen evaluate the motivating potential
of their jobs using the Job Diagnostic Survey developed by Hackman and Oldham (1980; see Research in focus
6.4). Questionnaires were distributed to a stratified sample of 110 firemen, differentiated by age and length of
service, and an 85 per cent response rate was achieved. Analysis of the results using statistical tests showed that,
although the fireman’s job possesses modest levels of motivation potential, ‘this is not in fact a problem for
employees whose needs for psychological growth at work are also modest’ (Hassard 1991: 285).

For the interpretative part of the study, firemen were asked to describe and explain their daily tasks in order to
enable an ethnomethodological study of Fire Service work routines and activities (see Key concept 16.1 on
ethnomethodology). Analysis of conversational data collected over a three-month period highlighted how
routine events in the Fire Service are accomplished in a context of uncertainty, which stems from the constant
threat of emergency calls. The research suggests that the Fire Service organization ‘is a cultural phenomenon
which is subject to a continuous process of enactment’ (Hassard 1991: 288).

The radical humanist investigation was conducted in the style of critical theory; it describes how management
training in the Fire Service contributes towards the reproduction of an ideology that supports and reinforces
capitalist values. Data were collected on the training practices used to prepare firemen for promotion to first-line
supervision. Analysis of tape recordings of formal classroom sessions and discussions between participants
showed how the in-house training programmes allow the organization to retain tight control over the messages
delivered, selectively using theories that reinforced the existing authority structure.

Finally, the radical structuralist paradigm was represented through the application of labour process theory,
focusing on the development of employment relations and conflicts over working time. Historical analysis of
contractual negotiations and strike action showed how, as firemen’s working hours were reduced to a level
comparable with other manual occupations, ‘measures have been taken which at once enhance management’s
control over the work process whilst yielding greater productivity from the working period’ (Hassard 1991: 294).

Hassard thus challenges the notion of paradigm incommensurability, suggesting instead that multiple paradigm
research can be used to develop greater variety in organizational research, to challenge the kind of absolutist
analysis typical within such journals as Administrative Science Quarterly. Yet, according to Johnson and Duberley
(2000), the diversity in subject focus between the four investigations merely confirms the fundamental differences
between the paradigms and hence their incommensurability. In conclusion, rather than showing how paradigms
can be combined, Hassard’s study demonstrates how they can be displayed side by side, as competing versions
of reality.
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commensurability or otherwise of the four paradigms.
Burrell and Morgan were quite specific in arguing that ‘a
synthesis between paradigms cannot be achieved’ (Jackson
and Carter 1991: 110) because they are founded upon
a commitment to fundamentally opposing beliefs; in
other words they are incommensurate with one another.
Each paradigm must therefore develop independently
of the others. Jackson and Carter argue that paradigm
incommensurability is important because it protects the
diversity of scientific thought, resisting the hegemony of
functionalist approaches, which have tended to dominate
business research, particularly in North American-based
journals. Reed (1985), on the other hand, suggests that
the boundaries between paradigms are not as clear as
Burrell and Morgan suggest and that overstatement of
the differences between them leads to isolationism and
reduces ‘the potential for creative theoretical development’
(1985: 205). Willmott (1993) takes a different tack. He
suggests that, although the four-paradigm model chal-
lenges the intellectual hegemony of functionalism and
opens up possibilities for alternative forms of analysis
within management, its central thesis is distinctly double-
edged. For Willmott, the division between subjectivist
and objectivist forms of analysis leads to a polarization
of methodological approaches. Instead he suggests that

paradigms arise through critical reflection upon the limi-
tations of competing approaches. For example, labour
process theory has sought to incorporate an appreciation
of the subjective dimension of work while at the same
time retaining a commitment to structural analysis of
the dynamics involved in capitalist production. Willmott
argues that this example draws attention to the ‘practical
indivisibility’ of subjective and objective dimensions of
organization. More recently, Buchanan and Bryman
(2007) argue that the ‘paradigm wars’ of the 1980s have
turned to ‘paradigm soup’, as a consequence of increased
epistemological diversity within business and organiza-
tional research.

Whatever view is held in relation to the relative com-
mensurability of the four paradigms, it is clear that this
model has significantly influenced business researchers
by encouraging them to explore the assumptions that
they make about the nature of the social world and how
it can be studied. The paradigm debate thereby draws
attention to the relationship between epistemology and
ontology in business and management research. The
choice of which paradigm to adopt also has implications
for the design of the research and the data collection
approach that will be taken; it is to this question that we
will now turn in the following section.

Research strategy: quantitative

and qualitative

Many writers on methodological issues find it helpful
to distinguish between quantitative and qualitative
research. The status of the distinction is ambiguous,
because it is almost simultaneously regarded by some
writers as a fundamental contrast and by others as no
longer useful or even simply as ‘false’ (Layder 1993:
110). However, there is little evidence to suggest that
the use of the distinction is abating and even consider-
able evidence of its continued, even growing, currency.
The quantitative/qualitative distinction will be employed
a great deal in this book, because it represents a use-
ful means of classifying different methods of business
research and because it is a helpful umbrella for a
range of issues concerned with the practice of business
research.

On the face of it, there would seem to be little to the
quantitative/qualitative distinction other than the fact
that quantitative researchers employ measurement and
qualitative researchers do not. It is certainly the case

that there is a predisposition among researchers along
these lines, but many writers have suggested that the
differences are deeper than the superficial issue of the
presence or absence of quantification. Many writers see
quantitative and qualitative research as having different
epistemological foundations and as differing in other
respects too. Indeed, if we take the areas that have been
the focus of the last three sections—the connection
between theory and research, epistemological consider-
ations, and ontological considerations—quantitative and
qualitative research can be taken to form two distinctive
clusters of research strategy. By a research strategy,
we simply mean a general orientation to the conduct
of business research. Table 1.1 outlines the differences
between quantitative and qualitative research in terms
of the three areas.

Thus, quantitative research can be construed as a
research strategy that emphasizes quantification in the
collection and analysis of data and that:
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Fundamental differences between quantitative and qualitative research strategies

Quantitative

Principal orientation to the role of
theory in relation to research

Epistemological orientation

Deductive; testing of theory

Natural science model,

Qualitative

Inductive; generation of theory

Interpretivism

in particular positivism

Ontological orientation Objectivism

Constructionism

e entails a deductive approach to the relationship
between theory and research, in which the accent is
placed on the testing of theories;

e hasincorporated the practices and norms of the natural
scientific model and of positivism in particular; and

e embodies a view of social reality as an external, objec-
tive reality.

By contrast, qualitative research can be construed as a
research strategy that usually emphasizes words rather
than quantification in the collection and analysis of data
and that:

e predominantly emphasizes an inductive approach to
the relationship between theory and research, in which
the emphasis is placed on the generation of theories;

e has rejected the practices and norms of the natural
scientific model and of positivism in particular in
preference for an emphasis on the ways in which
individuals interpret their social world; and

e embodies a view of social reality as a constantly shift-
ing emergent property of individuals’ creation.

There is, in fact, considerably more to the quantita-
tive/qualitative distinction than this contrast. In Chapters
6 and 16 the nature of quantitative and then qualitative
research, respectively, will be outlined in much greater
detail, while in Chapters 24 and 25 the contrasting fea-
tures will be further explored. In particular, a number
of distinguishing features flow from the commitment
of the quantitative research strategy to a positivist epis-
temology and from the rejection of that epistemology by
practitioners of the qualitative research strategy. In other
words, the three contrasts in Table 1.1 are basic, though
fundamental, ones.

However, the interconnections between the different
features of quantitative and qualitative research are not

as straightforward as Table 1.1 and the previous para-
graph imply. While it is useful to contrast the two research
strategies, it is necessary to be careful about hammering
a wedge between them too deeply. It may seem perverse
to introduce a basic set of distinctions and then suggest
that they are problematic. A recurring theme of this book
is that discussing the nature of business research is just as
complex as conducting research in the real world. You
may discover general tendencies, but they are precisely
that—tendencies. In reality, the picture becomes more
complicated the more you delve.

For example, it is common to describe qualitative
research as concerned with the generation rather than
the testing of theories. However, there are examples of
studies in which qualitative research has been employed
to test rather than to generate theories. For example,
Hochschild’s (1983) theory of emotion work (see Research
in focus 16.4) emerged from a questionnaire study of
university students. The theory was subsequently tested
to establish its wider significance in employment using
two occupational groups, where a wider range of quali-
tative methods, including interviews and participant
observation, were used. This enabled development of the
theory to incorporate the idea of emotional labour, which
is emotion work that forms part of paid employment.
This study shows how, although qualitative research is
typically associated with generating theories, it can also
be employed for testing them. Moreover, it is striking
that, although Hochschild’s study is broadly interpretiv-
ist in epistemological orientation, with its emphasis on
how flight attendants view their work role identity, the
findings have objectivist, rather than constructionist,
overtones. For example, when Hochschild describes the
marketing and advertising strategies used by Delta Airlines,
she explains how, by creating a discrepancy between
promise and fact, flight attendants are forced to cope
with the disappointed expectations of customers through
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their emotional labour. She relates the demand for emo-
tional labour to the structural conditions of the airline
industry market, thus positing a social world that is ‘out
there’ and as having a formal, objective quality. It is an
example of qualitative research in the sense that there is
no quantification or very little of it, but it does not have
all the other features outlined in Table 1.1. As such, it has
interpretivist overtones in spite of its use of quantitative
research methods.

The point that is being made in this section is that
quantitative and qualitative research represent different
research strategies and that each carries with it striking
differences in terms of the role of theory, epistemological
issues, and ontological concerns. However, the distinction
is not a hard-and-fast one: studies that have the broad
characteristics of one research strategy may have a

Research in focus 1.18

characteristic of the other. Not only this, but many
writers argue that the two can be combined within an
overall research project, and Chapter 25 examines pre-
cisely this possibility. In Chapter 25 we will explore the
various ways in which management researchers combine
these two strategies.

In Research in focus 1.18, there is an example of a
mixed methods study. It is partly presented here to
provide an early insight into the possibility of doing mixed
methods research, but also to show how a wedge need
not and should not be driven between quantitative and
qualitative research. By contrasting the two approaches,
it is easy to see them as incompatible. As the example in
Research in focus 1.18 shows, they can be fruitfully com-
bined within a single project. This point will be amplified
further throughout Chapter 25.

Mixed methods research—an example

Holmberg et al. (2008) conducted an investigation of the role of leadership in the implementation of
evidence-based treatment practices for drug abuse and criminal behaviour in Sweden. The chief method of
data collection—a self-completion questionnaire administered by mail to treatment personnel involved in the
implementation of treatment programmes—resulted in largely quantitative data that allowed the researchers
to examine hypotheses relating to the factors that are likely to enhance or inhibit the implementation of
evidence-based programmes. These quantitative data showed that the leadership behaviour of those charged
with leading such programmes was related to the job satisfaction, work output, and perceptions of the
organization by those members of staff who had to implement the programmes on a day-to-day basis. The
questionnaire data therefore allowed the authors to demonstrate the ways in which leadership behaviour had
implications for the everyday work lives of staff working on the implementation of the programmes. The success
or failure of the programmes could depend critically on the organizational setting that leaders created for the
process of implementation. Qualitative data were drawn from in-depth interviews, which were conducted with
sixty-five individuals who worked for organizations associated with the programmes. Over half were treatment
staff and the rest were managers and others. Further qualitative data were obtained from observation of
meetings where the programmes were discussed and from participation in training workshops. The interviews
revealed the importance of managers taking an active interest in what staff were doing to implement the
programmes and that they were available for support. Where staff had difficulties with implementation, a key
factor was that managers were uninterested and failed to provide support and resources that were important to
success. The authors write in the discussion of their findings: ‘Methods that focus on subordinates’ perceptions
and reports about leader behaviour through questionnaires may be insufficient for capturing the dynamics of
managers’ impact on processes of implementation and a combination of methods will probably give a more

balanced understanding of leadership. . . . In this study we conducted interviews and observations in order to be
able to make a more context-sensitive interpretation of the implantation process. This study can be seen as a
step towards more elaborated studies that capture a little bit more of the complexities involved in implementing
new practices in human service organisations’ (Holmberg et al. 2008: 168). The point that the authors are making
is that the use of a mixed methods approach that combined quantitative and qualitative research enabled a more
rounded and complete picture to be drawn. At the same time, the study draws out the complexity of the notion
of evidence-based management (see Key concept 1.1), as it points to the significance and the complexity of the
implementation of evidence-based practices.



Business research strategies

Influences on the conduct of

business research

We are beginning to get a picture now that business
research is influenced by a variety of factors. Figure 1.2
summarizes the influences that have been examined so
far, but adds three more—the impact of personal values, the
politics of business research, and practical considerations.

Personal values

Values reflect either the personal beliefs or the feelings
of a researcher. On the face of it, we would expect that
social scientists should be value free and objective in
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their research. After all, one might argue that research
that simply reflected the personal biases of its practi-
tioners could not be considered valid and scientific because
. it was bound up with the subjectivities of its practitioners.
Influences on business research o .

Such a view is held with less and less frequency among

social scientists nowadays. Emile Durkheim (1858-1917)

Theory Practical considerations  Epistemology wrote that one of the corollaries of his injunction to treat
| social facts as things was that all ‘preconceptions must be

\ / eradicated’ (1938: 31). Since values are a form of precon-
Business research ception, his exhortation was at least implicitly to do with

/ \ suppressing them when conducting research. His position

is unlikely to be regarded as credible nowadays, because

Values Ontology there is a growing recognition that it is not feasible to

keep the values that a researcher holds totally in check.

Thinking deeply 1.19
Factors that influence methods choice in
organizational research

Buchanan and Bryman (2007) identify six types of factor that influence researchers’ choice of methods in organizational research:

R

e Organizational: this includes factors such as organizational size and pace of change. For example, Buchanan describes a
situation where the question ‘What is your job title?” produced a bemused response from managers whose roles were
shifting every few weeks.

e Historical: this relates to previous studies of the topic, which must be taken into account because organizational
research is rarely cumulative.

® Political: this type of influence includes negotiating research objectives, obtaining permission to access respondents,
aligning with groups of stakeholders and the way that different methods are perceived by journals, which affects
researchers’ ability to publish their findings.

® Ethical: this relates to the increased ethical scrutiny that is faced by researchers and the role of ethical review in
regulating their conduct (see Chapter 5).

o FEvidential: this relates to the different expectations that academic and managerial audiences have of business research;
the former expect knowledge and insight and the latter want practical recommendations. The rise of evidence-based
management, which will be discussed in Chapter 4 (see also Key concept 1.1), has only amplified these tensions and debates.

® Personal: researchers are also influenced in their choice of methods by such factors as the extent to which they enjoy
face-to-face contact, some researchers opting for methods that rely heavily on interpersonal interaction and others
choosing methods that confine them to the computer screen.

Buchanan and Bryman (2007) argue that these unavoidable issues that should be treated not as unwelcome distractions
but as a central aspect of the research process. They conclude that, as a result, it is difficult to sustain a view of the
researcher as a neutral observer. Methods choice is thus not a one-off rational process of selecting the most effective tool to
address a particular question but rather a highly complex and continually evolving process.
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These can intrude at any or all of a number of points in
the process of business research:

e choice of research area;
e formulation of research question;
e choice of method,;

e formulation of research design and data collection
techniques;

e implementation of data collection;
e analysis of data;
e interpretation of data;

e conclusions.

There are, therefore, numerous points at which bias
and the intrusion of values can occur (see Thinking
deeply 1.19). Values can materialize at any point during
the course of research. The researcher may develop an
affection or sympathy, which was not necessarily present
at the outset of an investigation, for the people being
studied. It is quite common, for example, for researchers
working within a qualitative research strategy, and in
particular when they use participant observation or very
intensive interviewing, to develop a close affinity with
the people whom they study to the extent that they find
it difficult to disentangle their stance as social scientists
from their subjects’ perspective. This possibility may be
exacerbated by the tendency of some researchers to be
very sympathetic to underdog groups. For example, fol-
lowing publication of his classic study of the Ford factory
in Dagenham, Beynon (1975) was criticized by the press
for having become too emotionally involved in the lives
of workers. Equally, social scientists may feel unsympa-
thetic towards the people they study. Although business
and management researchers generally tend to emphasize
their interest in understanding the problems and issues
that affect practitioners, their value systems, particularly
if they are working within a radical structuralist para-
digm, are very likely to be antithetical to those of many
managers working within a profit-making industry.

Another position in relation to the whole question of
values and bias is to recognize and acknowledge that re-
search cannot be value free, but to ensure that there is no
untrammelled incursion of values into the research pro-
cess, and to be self-reflective and so exhibit reflexivity
about the part played by such factors. This view is borne
of the assumption that the prior knowledge, experience,
and attitudes of the researcher will influence not only
how the researcher sees things but also what he or she
sees. The example in Research in focus 1.20 considers
some of these issues in relation to organization research.

Researchers are increasingly prepared to forewarn read-
ers of their biases and assumptions and how these may
have influenced the subsequent findings. There has been
a growth since the mid-1970s of collections of inside
reports of what doing a piece of research was really like,
as against the generalities presented in business research
methods textbooks (like this one!). These collections
frequently function as ‘confessions’, an element of which
is often the writer’s preparedness to be open about his or
her personal biases. This point will be taken up further in
Chapter 27.

Still another approach is to argue for consciously
value-laden research. This is a position taken by some
feminist writers, who have argued that only research on
women that is intended for women will be consistent
with the wider political needs of women. Mies (1993:
68) has argued that in feminist research the ‘postulate of
value free research, of neutrality and indifference towards
the research objects, has to be replaced by conscious par-
tiality, which is achieved through partial identification
with the research objects’ (emphases in original).

The significance of feminism in relation to values goes
further than this, however. In particular, several feminist
researchers around the early 1980s proposed that the
principles and practices associated with quantitative
research were incompatible with feminist research on
women. For writers like Oakley (1981), quantitative
research was bound up with male values of control that
can be seen in the general orientation of the research
strategy—control of the research subject/respondent
and control of the research context and situation.
Moreover, the research process was seen as one-way
traffic, in which researchers extract information from the
people being studied and give little or more usually
nothing in return. For many feminists, such a strategy
bordered on exploitation and was incompatible with
feminism’s values of sisterhood and non-hierarchical
relationships between women. The antipathy towards
quantitative research resulted in a preference for qualita-
tive research among feminists. Not only was qualitative
research seen as more consistent with the values of
feminism; it was seen as more adaptable to those values.
Thus, feminist qualitative research came to be associated
with an approach in which the investigator eschewed a
value-neutral approach and engaged with the people
being studied as people and not simply as respondents to
research instruments. The stance of feminism in relation
to both quantitative and qualitative approaches demon-
strates the ways in which values have implications for the
process of social investigation. In more recent years,
there has been a softening of the attitudes of feminists
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with qualitative research (Jayaratne and Stewart 1991;
Oakley 1998). This issue will be picked up in Chapters 16,
24, and 25.

towards quantitative research. Several writers have ac-
knowledged a viable and acceptable role for quantitative
research, particularly when it is employed in conjunction

Research in focus 1.20
Influence of an author’s biography on
research values

Brewis (2005) explains that her research on sexual harassment and the sex industry impacts on her being-in-the-
world more generally. She considers the reasons why she chose to research sex and organization, even though
‘links between my life story and my research, whilst they indubitably exist, are not causal or easily drawn’ (2005:
540). For Brewis, readers act as biographers, ‘shaping and constructing authors as particular types of individual’
(2005: 494). In her own case this has involved them making ‘certain assumptions’ about her personal life based
on her research interests. She explains: ‘whether others meet me in settings such as conferences, listen to my
presentations, read or hear about my work, their constructions of who | am and what | do derive in no small part
from the ways in which they attribute a gender and a sexuality to me . . . Certain deeply embedded paradigms
seem to have constructed me as the kind of author who has intimate relationships with her collaborators.
Because | am gendered-as-female, and because | tend to collaborate with others who are gendered-as-male,
these signs have apparently been read—through the heterosexual matrix—to imply that my relationships with
these individuals go further than straightforward “professional” contact’ (2005: 498). This biographic construction
of professional identity serves to confirm the sexist belief that women can progress in organizations only if they
trade on their sexuality. Brewis’s analysis suggests a cyclical dynamic to the role of values on the choice of
research subject. Not only does biography influence the choice of research subject, but the chosen research
subject can also affect how readers construct the researcher’s biography.

There are, then, different positions that can be taken
up in relation to values and value freedom. Far fewer
writers overtly subscribe to the position that the principle
of objectivity can be put into practice than in the past.
Quantitative researchers sometimes seem to be writing
in a way that suggests an aura of objectivity (Mies 1993),
but we simply do not know how far they subscribe to such

Telling it like it is

student research

a position. There is a greater awareness today of the
limits to objectivity, so that some of the highly confident,
not to say naive, pronouncements on the subject, like
Durkheim’s, have fallen into disfavour. A further way in
which values are relevant to the conduct of business
research is through the following of ethical principles or
standards. This issue will be followed up in Chapter 5.

The influence of personal values on

Many students are influenced in their choice of research subject by their own personal values and life
experiences. This can be positive, because it helps to ensure that they remain interested in their chosen subject

throughout the project.

For example, Chris’s interest in women in management stemmed from seeing how this had formed the basis for
his mother’s career: ‘My mum runs residential courses on women in management for various large, global

organizations, so there had always been books around the house about this and we'd sit and talk about it. So it’s
always been something that’s kind of been in my mind and at the front of what’s going on in my life. | had access
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to an organization that had a large number of women who were doing reasonably well in their careers and | felt it
was something that would be really, really interesting to explore. So before | did the internship which allowed me
access to the organization | had already decided that | wanted to look at this issue. | don’t really know exactly
why, looking back on it, but | just thought it was something that not a lot of men would necessarily research.

| think a few people were a bit surprised when | chose to do it. | suppose also | wanted to put the argument
forward that men aren’t necessarily part of the old boy network and doing all the bad stuff. Maybe it’s also

a positive defence mechanism—I don’t know.’

What is also interesting from Chris’s account is that he is very aware of the importance of his own gender as
potentially affecting how others perceive his interest in this subject.

The extent to which personal values influence the research project will obviously vary. Angharad’s decision to
study the under-representation of women in senior management was driven by academic interest and personal
values. ‘It was something that I'd wanted to look at for my dissertation all along but | was also concerned about
my own future career as a woman manager and | was worried that | might one day find myself stuck in the

wrong job.’

The experience of these students highlights the importance of researcher reflexivity, an issue we will cover in
more depth in Chapter 25 (see also the entry in the Glossary).

@

The politics of business research

It is relatively rare for management and business re-
searchers to talk openly about the tacit rules that deter-
mine the conduct of their research, but it is important to
understand how this process works in order to engage
with it. One of the most common outlets for management
research is for researchers to publish their findings in aca-
demic journals in the field. Papers are reviewed anonym-
ously by academic referees who have expertise in the
subject area of the paper and a decision is made by the
editor based on their reviews. Usually, the editor will
require certain revisions of the author (or authors) on
the basis of the referees’ comments, and the editor will
decide whether to accept the revised paper, often after
sending it back out to the referees for further comment, a
process that may result in the author having to revise the
draft for a second time. If the editor is still not satisfied
with the changes the author(s) have made to the paper,
this process may still result in rejection. Within presti-
gious journals, it is common for in excess of 90 per cent of
articles to be rejected, and it is very unusual for an article
to be accepted on its first submission. This process is re-
ferred to as ‘peer review’. Consequently, the articles that
are eventually published are not just the culmination of a
research process, but are also the outcome of an often
lengthy feedback and review process than can take in
excess of two years. Many of the examples used in the
Research in focus boxes in this book have been accepted

To find out more about Chris’s and Angharad’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

for publication in journals, which means that they have
gone through a similar review process to the one described.
In recent years there has been increasing debate about
the politics of business research and the pressure that the
requirement to publish in certain high-profile academic
journals can place on researchers concerning their choice
of methods. The pressure to publish business research
in a few very highly regarded journals in the field has
increased because staff publishing in such journals is a
measure of business school performance. Publishing in
these journals is also an important determinant of career
success for individual business researchers. Ranking
systems, such as the Association of Business Schools
Academic Journal Quality Guide, have been developed to
determine the quality of journals based in large part on
their ‘impact factor’, which is derived from the frequency
with which the articles that they publish are cited by
other researchers. A copy of the most recent Association
of Business Schools Academic Journal Quality Guide and
an introduction that explains how it is constructed can be
found on the Association of Business Schools website:
www.the-abs.org.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

Macdonald and Kam (2007) argue that this ‘publish
or perish’ culture has resulted in business researchers
employing gamesmanship to maximize their possibilities
of success within the system. These political strategies
include self-citation and citation of articles in other
high-ranking management journals, especially if they are
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in the same journal as the one to which the author is
submitting an article. They also suggest that the system
encourages authors to write articles that reviewers are
likely to see as uncontroversial and to use methods that
are broadly accepted within the field, rather than to
experiment with pioneering new research approaches or
to challenge existing theory.

The importance of the politics of publishing business
research arises from the way that it impacts on the
researchers’ choice of methods. It has been widely sug-
gested that the journal publishing system tends to favour
quantitative more than qualitative research. Many of the
highest-ranking business journals are North American
and are consequently dominated by the positivist tradition
(Singh, Haddad, and Chow 2007). Qualitative researchers
can, therefore, face greater difficulty than researchers who
use quantitative methods in convincing key gatekeepers,
including journal editors, reviewers, and funding bodies,
of the credibility and quality of their research (Easterby-
Smith, Golden-Biddle, and Locke 2008; Symon et al. 2008).
Qualitative researchers can also encounter difficulties
as a consequence of journals working to contribution-
to-length ratios, as quantitative findings can often be
presented more tersely and authors who use these

Thinking deeply 1.21
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methods encounter less pressure to justify and explain in
detail their choice of methods (Pratt 2008). Nonetheless,
journal editors often feel compelled to defend their jour-
nals and their publishing practices against the charge of
bias towards qualitative investigations (see, for example,
the defence of the Academy of Management Journal by
Rynes et al. 2005).

The importance of these political issues stems from how
they affect what is considered to be good or ‘scientific’
research in a given field, and this in turn has the potential
to affect the methods choices that business researchers
make. We have already noted the importance of real
examples of published research for students who are
learning how to use business research methods. If the
politics of business research results in a marginalization
of certain methods in the highest-status journals, this
could mean that future researchers have a less diverse
resource on which to draw in making methods choices.
One of the things that can be noticed about Daft’s (1995)
reasons for rejecting manuscripts in Thinking deeply 1.21
is that he makes little distinction between papers that
are based on quantitative and qualitative methods,
suggesting that they are evaluated according to similar
conventions.

. ¥ Writing for journal publication

An attempt to make the tacit rules of journal publishing more explicit is attempted by Cummings and Frost (1995) in

an edited collection entitled Publishing in the Organizational Sciences, in which contributors speak from a variety of
perspectives, as writers, reviewers, editors, and readers, incorporating viewpoints from newcomers and established scholars,
about how the publishing process works. One of the most revealing is the bluntly titled chapter by Daft (1995), ‘Why |
Recommended that your Manuscript be Rejected and What You can Do about It’, which is written from the perspective of
the reviewer. Drawing upon his own experiences of writing papers and submitting them to journals, Daft argues that ‘the
journal review process is central to each scholar’s growth and development’ and is comprised of a series of highs and lows.
Some reviews, he explains, ‘were absolutely devastating. The reviewers seemed determined to be destructive, hurtful,

and narrow-minded’, whereas others were helpful and encouraging, their ‘constructive criticism’ improving his work
‘dramatically’ (1995: 165). One of the reasons for sharing views and experiences of the review process is thus because of
the enormous impact it can have on the writer. However, Daft suggests that ‘reviewing is more subjective than objective’,
admitting that ‘subtle, intangible cues’ concerning writing style, tone, and method of theory building ‘often cause me to like
or dislike the paper, and hence to support or not support the paper for revision or publication’ (1995: 165). He goes on to
list 11 common manuscript problems based on analysis of 111 of his own reviews of manuscripts submitted to the US
journals Administrative Science Quarterly and Academy of Management Journal that took a traditional theory-based,
hypothesis-testing approach. The common types of problems identified were:

e No theory: this involves a lack of explanation of the relationships among variables—'without a theory, there is nothing to
pull the study together, nothing to justify why the variables should be studied’ (1995: 167);

® Concepts and operationalization not in alignment: this problem occurs when the research design does not reflect the
variables under study, sometimes because of differences in level of analysis. An example of this might involve using
fluctuations in the number of employees in an organization as a measure of organizational change.

® Insufficient definition—theory: this occurs when authors do not explain what their concepts mean, since enacting a

definition is often a part of theory development;
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o Insufficient rationale—design: this problem arises when manuscripts fail to explain the procedures or methods used in
the study, such as sample size, or response rates, in sufficient detail;

® Macrostructure—organization and flow: this refers to whether or not the various parts of the paper, such as theory
section, methods, conclusions, fit together into a coherent whole. Problems arise when manuscripts contain measures in
the results section that are not referred to in the theory section or when conclusions are reached that are not related to
the paper’s research questions;

® Amateur style and tone: indications of amateurism, according to Daft (1995: 170) include ‘frequent use of underlining or
exclamation marks’ or exaggerating the importance of the research topic in order to make the case for publication or
tearing down the work of others to justify the author’s own study rather than showing how it builds on previous work;

® Inadequate research design: this involves the inappropriate use of methods that cannot address the research question
posed by the study, such as the use of an undergraduate student sample to analyse the selection of business strategies
by corporate executives, as undergraduate students have little or no experience of strategy selection. These often
constitute a fatal problem which cannot be put right after the study has been conducted;

o Not relevant to the field: some papers were inappropriate for the type of journal they were submitted to and would have
been better placed in another discipline (although Daft suspects that some of them have already been rejected from
another discipline and are trying for publication in another area). It is also harder to get published in a topic area where
a large number of studies have already been published because ‘the case for publication is easier if the topic is new,
fresh and poorly understood rather than mature and overstudied’ (1995: 172).

o Overengineering: sometimes authors concentrate so much on the methodology that it becomes an end in itself, at the
expense of making a theoretical contribution;

o Conclusions not in alignment: this problem involves manuscripts where conclusions are too short or lack sufficient
interpretation of the findings, as well as manuscripts which generalize far beyond the data; ‘the important thing is to use
the conclusion section to fully develop the theoretical contribution and to point out the new understanding from the
study’ (1995: 173).

© Cutting up the data: this problem occurred when a paper under review for one journal overlapped with another paper
by the same authors under review for another journal, sometimes with slight modifications. As Daft explains, ‘this did
not happen often, but when it did the impression on me was terrible’ (1995: 173).

Daft suggests that papers based on qualitative research studies are prone to similar shortcomings as quantitative papers,
especially in relation to lack of theory and misalignment of concepts and operationalization. Qualitative papers were often
rejected ‘not because referees did not like qualitative research, but because the investigators had not used the manuscript
to build theory’ (1995: 174).

He then goes on to suggest seven ways of overcoming these common problems, or what you can do to lessen the likelihood
of having your manuscript rejected. His suggestions are:

e Tell a story. Think of each variable in the research as a character and explain how the characters interact with each
other. This will give meaning to the observed relationships between variables.

o Discuss fully your procedures and thought processes. Be open about weaknesses and limitations, because it gives
reviewers confidence that you are not hiding anything.

o Concentrate on the macrostructure. Make sure that all sections of the paper are coordinated and flow logically from one
to another.

® Ffind the operational base of your research and stick to it. Think of the research design as the core of an empirical paper,
to which the theory, results, and discussion correspond.

o Listen to your reviewers. Use the feedback they provide to revise the manuscript and keep in mind that sometimes a
paper is just not that good and you may have to accept that it is unpublishable and use it as a learning experience.

o Allow the manuscript to ripen naturally. It takes time to write a good paper and most manuscripts go through many
revisions before they are ready to be submitted to a journal. Use feedback from colleagues to develop your manuscript
prior to submission.

e Don't exaggerate. It is better to be cautious in your argument than to overstate your claims. Avoid statements like ‘these
findings prove’ and instead say ‘these findings suggest’.

While these comments and suggestions relate to the writing of papers for consideration in academic journals and might
therefore seem inapplicable to the immediate contexts faced by many readers of this book, especially students, much of the
advice is relevant in that it reveals some of the expectations associated with good academic writing.



Practical considerations

Nor should we neglect the importance and significance of
practical issues in decisions about how business research
should be carried out. There are a number of dimensions
to this issue. For one thing, choices of research strategy,
design, or method have to be dovetailed with the specific
research question being investigated. If we are interested
in teasing out the relative importance of a number of
causes of a social phenomenon, it is quite likely that a
quantitative strategy will fit our needs, because, as will
be shown in Chapter 6, the assessment of cause is one of
its keynotes. Alternatively, if we are interested in the world
views of members of a certain social group, a qualitative
research strategy that is sensitive to how participants
interpret their social world may be the direction to
choose. If a researcher is interested in a topic on which no
or virtually no research has been done in the past, the
quantitative strategy may be difficult to employ, because
there is little prior literature from which to draw leads.
A more exploratory stance may be preferable and, in this
connection, qualitative research may serve the researcher’s
needs better, since it is typically associated with the
generation of, rather than the testing of, theory (see
Table 1.1) and with a relatively unstructured approach to
the research process (see Chapter 16). Another dimension
may have to do with the nature of the topic and of the
people being investigated. For example, if the researcher
needs to engage with individuals or groups involved in
illicit activities, such as industrial sabotage (Sprouse 1992)
or pilferage (Ditton 1977), it is unlikely that a social survey
would gain the confidence of the subjects involved or
achieve the necessary rapport. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that researchers in these areas have tended to use a
qualitative strategy.

While practical considerations may seem rather mun-
dane and uninteresting compared with the lofty realm
inhabited by the philosophical debates surrounding
such discussions about epistemology and ontology, they
are important ones. All business research is a coming-
together of the ideal and the feasible. Because of this,
there will be many circumstances in which the nature of
the topic or of the subjects of an investigation and the
constraints on a researcher loom large in decisions
about how best to proceed. Consequently, in certain cir-
cumstances, business researchers exercise a degree of
opportunism in their choice of research setting and
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focus on a particular subject. Alvesson (2003) draws
a distinction within qualitative research between a
‘planned-systematic’ approach to data collection and an
‘emergent-spontaneous’ one. The researcher who takes a
planned-systematic approach has a reasonably clear idea
of his subject of study and plans the process of data
collection with the aim of producing a pile of notes and
interview transcripts at the end of it that he can then
analyse. For example, he might be interested in the topic
of organizational identity, so the notes that he makes
during fieldwork and the questions he asks in interviews
reflect this subject focus. The results of this data collection
process then form the basis from which the researcher
writes up his findings, whether the data that he col-
lected is interesting. An emergent-spontaneous study, on
the other hand, is carried out when something revealing
happens. ‘In such a study the researcher waits for some-
thing interesting/generative to pop up’ (Alvesson 2003:
181). Although there are disadvantages associated with
such an approach—namely, it might appear somewhat
arbitrary and unscientific—Alvesson suggests there are
some advantages: ‘the most significant one is that it
increases the likelihood of coming up with interesting
material. The researcher does not find the empirical
material, it finds him or her’ (2003: 181). By developing
sensitivity for rich empirical data and a willingness to
respond to situations where it arises, the researcher
takes a more opportunistic approach to his task. The
experience of Bell (in press) in researching the closure
of the Jaguar car manufacturing plant in the UK city of
Coventry, which was near to where she lived, illustrates
how such an emergent-spontaneous study might arise. In
this case it was the result of existing local contacts she
already had with members of the local community that
enabled her to trace events relating to the closure as
they unfolded. However, Alvesson recommends care in
presenting studies based on emergent-spontaneous re-
search, as the conventions among some academics might
cause them to respond unfavourably to this more unsys-
tematic method of research topic selection, even if the
research strategy and research design are well informed.
It is also potentially a risky strategy, in that it presumes
that something important or significant will materialize
while the researcher is around. It also requires a high
level of constant vigilance on the part of the researcher—
blink and you might miss it!
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Telling it like it is
Researching your own workplace

Chris, Karen, and Lisa all gained access to their research sites as the result of internship or opportunities
organized by their universities as part of their degree course.

Chris used the contacts he had established during his internship to make contact with individuals within the
bank who could facilitate his access and provide him with important information. ‘| ended up ringing the
fourth or fifth most senior person in the bank saying ‘I'm doing this. Can | chat to you?’ and she was absolutely
great about it. Then | spoke to somebody beneath her, who agreed to put me in contact with other women

in the bank. | had a good chat with her. She gave me lots of information regarding percentage of women at
different levels of management, progression over the years, information on competitors and things like that,

so by the time | finished my internship I'd organized three interviewees and | could go back to university

with my idea.’

Karen also found that gaining the agreement of her line manager to carry out the research was relatively
straightforward. ‘Once | had decided that this was a topic | was interested in doing, | had a discussion with my
manager and discovered that it was something that she was quite interested in as well and other people in the
department who did recruitment were all quite interested in it. So access wasn't really a problem. Obviously it
was difficult to get time with people but the management wasn't opposed to me doing it.’

However, gaining access through her placement meant that Karen was constrained by the need to combine her
full-time employment with a research role. ‘Obviously when you're involved in the organization it’s quite good
because you can get access to people that you know. If | asked them for a favour, they helped me because I'd
helped them with something else, so that was quite good. But then, on the other hand, because | was so involved
in the organization, | was concerned that | had brought my own opinions into the analysis. | think to some extent
| probably did do this, although | tried as much as possible to keep my university head on and remain distanced
from it a little bit’

However, in some situations it may be impractical to research your own workplace, as Tom found. ‘When | started
the course | was doing a job which was on a fixed-term basis and | knew | was going to be moving on, so | wasn’'t
in a settled work environment and | knew that it might be tricky to get access and keep it going in the
organization where | was working. Also, it wasn't like I'd been working in one organization for a long time and
had things that | could explore in that environment.’

Of course, opportunities to do research in an organization where you are an intern are not available to all
students, so in setting up a small-scale research project it can be important to make use of personal contacts.
Researching your own workplace also introduces particular ethical and analytical considerations that stem from
having to maintain the dual roles of being a colleague and a researcher. These issues will be discussed in
Chapters 5 and 17.

To find out more about these students’ research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Key points

® Business research is subject to considerable debate concerning its relevance to practitioners and its
fundamental purpose.

® (Quantitative and qualitative research constitute different approaches to social investigation and carry
with them important epistemological and ontological considerations.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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® Theory can be depicted as something that precedes research (as in quantitative research) or as
something that emerges out of it (as in qualitative research).

® Epistemological considerations loom large in considerations of research strategy. To a large extent,
these revolve around the desirability of employing a natural science model (and in particular
positivism) versus interpretivism.

® Ontological considerations, concerning objectivism versus constructionism, also constitute important
dimensions of the quantitative/qualitative contrast.

® These considerations have informed the four-paradigm model that has been an important influence
on business research.

Values may impinge on the research process at different times.
Practical considerations in decisions about research methods are also important.

Feminist researchers have tended to prefer a qualitative approach, though there is some evidence of
a change of viewpoint in this regard.

Questions for review

The nature of business research
® What do you think is the purpose of business and management research?

® What are the differences between mode 1 and mode 2 forms of knowledge production and why is
this distinction important?

Theory and research

® |[f you had to conduct some business research now, what would the topic be and what factors would
influence your choice? How important was theory in your consideration?

Outline, using examples of your own, the difference between grand and middle-range theory.

What are the differences between inductive and deductive theory and why is the distinction
important?

Epistemological considerations

® What is meant by each of the following terms: positivism; realism; and interpretivism? Why is it
important to understand each of them?

® What are the implications of epistemological considerations for research practice?

Ontological considerations
® What are the main differences between epistemological and ontological considerations?
® What is meant by objectivism and constructionism?

® Which theoretical ideas have been particularly instrumental in the growth of interest in qualitative
research?

® What are the main arguments for and against paradigm commensurability within management and
business research?

Relationship of epistemology and ontology to business research

® What are the four main paradigms in business research and how do they influence the insights that
are gained?
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Research strategy: quantitative and qualitative research

® Qutline the main differences between quantitative and qualitative research in terms of: the
relationship between theory and data; epistemological considerations; and ontological
considerations.

® To what extent is quantitative research solely concerned with testing theories and qualitative
research with generating theories?

Influences on the conduct of business research
® How might your own personal values influence your choice of research topic?
® What are the politics of business research and how could this affect your research project?

® List the three most important practical considerations that need to be taken into consideration in
your research project.

Online Resource Centre
www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Visit the interactive Research Guide that accompanies this book to complete an exercise in
Business Research Strategies.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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40 Research designs

In focusing on the different kinds of research design, we are paying attention to the different frameworks
for the collection and analysis of data. A research design relates to the criteria that are employed when
evaluating business research. It is, therefore, a framework for the generation of evidence that is suited
both to a certain set of criteria and to the research question in which the investigator is interested.

This chapter is structured as follows:

« Reliability, replication, and validity are presented as criteria for assessing the quality of business
research. The latter entails an assessment in terms of several criteria covered in the chapter:
measurement validity; internal validity; external validity; and ecological validity.

e The suggestion that such criteria are mainly relevant to quantitative research is examined, along with
the proposition that an alternative set of criteria should be employed in relation to qualitative research.
This alternative set of criteria, which is concerned with the issue of trustworthiness, is outlined briefly.

e Five prominent research designs are then outlined:
— experimental and related designs (such as the quasi-experiment);

case study design;
comparative design.

cross-sectional design, the most common form of which is social survey research;
longitudinal design and its various forms, such as the panel study and the cohort study;

e Each research design is considered in terms of the criteria for evaluating research findings.

Introduction

In the previous chapter, the idea of research strategy was
introduced as a broad orientation to business and manage-
ment research. The specific context for its introduction
was the distinction between quantitative and qualitative
research as different research strategies. However, the
decision to adopt one or the other strategy will not get you
far along the road of doing a piece of research. Two other

Key concept 2.1

key decisions will have to be made (along with a host of
tactical decisions about the way in which the research will
be carried out and the data analysed). These decisions
concern choices about research design and research
method. On the face of it, these two terms would seem to
mean the same thing, but it is crucial to draw a distinction
between them (see Key concepts 2.1 and 2.2).

What is a research design?

A research design provides a framework for the collection and analysis of data. A choice of research design
reflects decisions about the priority being given to a range of dimensions of the research process. These include

the importance attached to:

e expressing causal connections between variables;

e generalizing to larger groups of individuals than those actually forming part of the investigation;

e understanding behaviour and the meaning of that behaviour in its specific social context;

having a temporal (i.e. over time) appreciation of social phenomena and their interconnections.



Key concept 2.2

Research designs

What is a research method?

A research method is simply a technique for collecting data. It can involve a specific instrument, such as
a self-completion questionnaire or a structured interview schedule, or participant observation whereby the

researcher listens to and watches others.

Research methods can be and are associated with dif-
ferent kinds of research design. The latter represents a
structure that guides the execution of a research method
and the analysis of the subsequent data. The two terms are
often confused. For example, one of the research designs to
be covered in this chapter—the case study—is very often
referred to as a method. As we will see, a case study entails
the detailed exploration of a specific case, which could be
a community, organization, or person. But, once a case has
been selected, a research method or research methods
are needed to collect data. Simply selecting an organiza-
tion and deciding to study it intensively are not going to
provide data. Do you observe? Do you conduct interviews?
Do you examine documents? Do you administer ques-
tionnaires? You may in fact use any or all of these research
methods, but the crucial point is that deciding to choose

a case study approach will not in its own right provide
you with data. This choice is further complicated by the
fact that what counts as data is not an entirely straight-
forward matter. Bartunek, Bobko, and Venkatraman
(1993) acknowledge the diversity in the way that man-
agement researchers define the concept of data to include
responses to questionnaire items, transcripts of public
inquiry hearings, case studies, and advertisements.

In this chapter, five different research designs will be
examined: experimental design and its variants, includ-
ing quasi-experiments; cross-sectional or social survey
design; longitudinal design; case study design; and com-
parative design. However, before embarking on the nature
of and differences between these designs, it is useful to
consider some recurring issues in business and manage-
ment research that cut across some or all of these designs.

‘ Criteria in business research

Three of the most prominent criteria for the evaluation of
business and management research are reliability, repli-
cation, and validity. All of these terms will be treated in
much greater detail in later chapters, but in the mean-
time a fairly basic treatment of them can be helpful.

Reliability

Reliability is concerned with the question of whether the
results of a study are repeatable. The term is commonly
used in relation to the question of whether or not the
measures that are devised for concepts in business and
management (such as teamworking, employee motiv-
ation, organizational effectiveness) are consistent. In
Chapter 6, we will be looking at the idea of reliability in
greater detail, in particular the different ways in which it
can be conceptualized. Reliability is particularly at issue
in connection with quantitative research. The quantita-
tive researcher is likely to be concerned with the question
of whether a measure is stable or not. After all, if we

found that IQ tests, which were designed as measures of
intelligence, were found to fluctuate, so that people’s IQ
scores were often wildly different when administered on
two or more occasions, we would be concerned about it
as ameasure. We would consider it an unreliable measure
—we could not have faith in its consistency.

Replication

The idea of reliability is very close to another criterion of
research—replication and more especially replicability.
It sometimes happens that researchers choose to repli-
cate the findings of others. There may be a host of differ-
ent reasons for doing so, such as a feeling that the original
results do not match other evidence that is relevant to the
domain in question. In order for replication to take place,
a study must be capable of replication—it must be repli-
cable. This is a very obvious point: if a researcher does
not spell out his or her procedures in great detail, replica-
tion is impossible. Similarly, in order for us to assess the
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reliability of a measure of a concept, the procedures that
constitute that measure must be replicable by someone
else. Ironically, replication in business research is not
common. In fact, it is probably truer to say that it is quite
rare. When Burawoy (1979) found that by accident he was
conducting case study research in a US factory that had
been studied three decades earlier by another researcher
(Donald Roy), he thought about treating his own investi-
gation as a replication. However, the low status of repli-
cation in academic research persuaded him to resist this
option. He writes: ‘T knew that to replicate Roy’s study
would not earn me a dissertation let alone a job . . . [In]
academia the real reward comes not from replication but
from originality!” (Burawoy 2003: 650). Nonetheless, an
investigation’s capacity to be replicated—replicability—
is highly valued by many business researchers working
within a quantitative research tradition. See Research in
focus 6.11 for an example of a replication study.

Validity

A further and in many ways the most important criterion
of research is validity. Validity is concerned with the in-
tegrity of the conclusions that are generated from a piece
of research. Like reliability, we will be examining the idea
of validity in greater detail in later chapters, but in the
meantime it is important to be aware of the main types of
validity that are typically distinguished.

e Measurement validity. This criterion applies primarily
to quantitative research and to the search for measures
of social scientific concepts. Measurement validity is
also often referred to as construct validity. Essentially,
it is to do with the question of whether or not a measure
that is devised of a concept really does reflect the
concept that it is supposed to be denoting. Does the IQ
test really measure variations in intelligence? If we take
the study reported in Research in focus 2.5, there are
two issue-related concepts that need to be measured

Key concept 2.3
What is a variable?

in order to test the hypotheses: ‘magnitude of conse-
quences’ and ‘issue framing’, and two context-related
concepts that also need to be measured: ‘perceived
social consensus’ and ‘competitive context’. The ques-
tion then is: do the measures really represent the con-
cepts they are supposed to be tapping? If they do not,
the study’s findings will be questionable. It should be
appreciated that measurement validity is related to
reliability: if a measure of a concept is unstable in that
it fluctuates and hence is unreliable, it simply cannot
be providing a valid measure of the concept in ques-
tion. In other words, the assessment of measurement
validity presupposes that a measure is reliable.

Internal validity. This form of validity relates mainly
to the issue of causality, which will be dealt with in
greater detail in Chapter 6. Internal validity is con-
cerned with the question of whether a conclusion that
incorporates a causal relationship between two or
more variables holds water. If we suggest that x causes
y, can we be sure that it is x that is responsible for vari-
ation in y and not something else that is producing an
apparent causal relationship? In the study examined
in Research in focus 2.5, Frayne and Geringer (2000)
conclude that moral awareness is more likely when an
individual perceives the issue to have significant harmful
consequences, such as putting a competitor out of
business (‘magnitude of consequences’), and when
the individual perceives a social consensus within the
organization that the activity in question is ethically
problematic (‘perceived social consensus’). Internal
validity raises the question: can we be sure that
‘magnitude of consequences’ and ‘perceived social con-
sensus’ really do cause variation in moral awareness
and that this apparent causal relationship is genuine
and not produced by something else? In discussing issues
of causality, it is common to refer to the factor that has
a causal impact as the independent variable and the
effect as the dependent variable (see Key concept 2.3).

A variable is simply an attribute on which cases vary. ‘Cases’ can obviously be organizations, but they can also
include things such as people, offices and shops, production plants, cities, or nations. If an attribute does not
vary, it is a constant. If all manufacturing organizations had the same ratio of male to female managers, this
attribute of such organizations would be a constant and not a variable. Constants are rarely of interest to
business researchers. It is common to distinguish between different types of variable. The most basic distinction
is between independent variables and dependent variables. The former are deemed to have a causal influence

on the latter.



In the case of the research of Parboteeah, Hoegl, and
Cullen (2009) in Research in focus 1.5, ‘religious belief’
was an independent variable and ‘work obligation’
the dependent variable. Thus, internal validity raises
the question: how confident can we be that the
independent variable really is at least in part respon-
sible for the variation that has been identified in the
dependent variable?

External validity. This issue is concerned with the
question of whether the results of a study can be
generalized beyond the specific research context. It is
in this context that the issue of how people or organiza-
tions are selected to participate in research becomes
crucial. This is why Scase and Goffee (1989) go to
such great lengths to detail the process whereby their
sample of UK managers was generated (see Research
in focus 2.15). External validity is one of the main
reasons why quantitative researchers are so keen to
generate representative samples (see Chapter 7).

e FEcological validity. This criterion is concerned with
the question of whether or not social scientific find-
ings are applicable to people’s everyday, natural social
settings. As Cicourel (1982: 15) has put it: ‘Do our
instruments capture the daily life conditions, opin-
ions, values, attitudes, and knowledge base of those
we study as expressed in their natural habitat?’ This
criterion is concerned with the question of whether
business research sometimes produces findings that
may be technically valid but have little to do with what
happens in people’s everyday lives. If research find-
ings are ecologically invalid, they are in a sense arte-
facts of the social scientist’s arsenal of data collection
and analytic tools. The more the social scientist inter-
venes in natural settings or creates unnatural ones,
such as a laboratory or even a special room to carry
out interviews, the more likely it is that findings will
be ecologically invalid. This was an important find-
ing to have emerged from the Hawthorne studies
(see Research in focus 2.8). Furthermore, the conclu-
sions deriving from a study using questionnaires may
have measurement validity and a reasonable level of
internal validity, and they may be externally valid,
in the sense that the findings can be generalized to
other samples confronted by the same questionnaire,
but the unnaturalness of the fact of having to answer
a questionnaire may mean that the findings have
limited ecological validity.

One feature that is striking about most of the discus-
sion so far is that it seems to be geared mainly to quanti-
tative rather than to qualitative research. Both reliability

Research designs

and measurement validity are essentially concerned with
the adequacy of measures, which are most obviously
a concern in quantitative research. Internal validity is
concerned with the soundness of findings that specify a
causal connection, an issue that is most commonly of
concern to quantitative researchers. External validity
may be relevant to qualitative research, but the whole
question of representativeness of research subjects
with which the issue is concerned has a more obvious
application to the realm of quantitative research, with
its preoccupation with sampling procedures that maxi-
mize the opportunity for generating a representative
sample. The issue of ecological validity relates to the
naturalness of the research approach and seems to
have considerable relevance to both qualitative and
quantitative research.

Some writers have sought to apply the concepts of
reliability and validity to the practice of qualitative
research (e.g. LeCompte and Goetz 1982; Kirk and Miller
1986; Perédkyld 1997), but others argue that the ground-
ing of these ideas in quantitative research renders them
inapplicable to or inappropriate for qualitative research.
Writers like Kirk and Miller (1986) have applied concepts
of validity and reliability to qualitative research but
have changed the sense in which the terms are used very
slightly. Some qualitative researchers sometimes propose
that the studies they produce should be judged or
evaluated according to different criteria from those
used in relation to quantitative research. Lincoln and
Guba (1985) propose that alternative terms and ways of
assessing qualitative research are required. For example,
they propose trustworthiness as a criterion of how good
a qualitative study is. Each aspect of trustworthiness
has a parallel with the previous quantitative research
criteria.

e Credibility, which parallels internal validity—i.e. how
believable are the findings?

o Transferability, which parallels external validity—i.e.
do the findings apply to other contexts?

e Dependability, which parallels reliability—i.e. are the
findings likely to apply at other times?

e Confirmability, which parallels objectivity—i.e. has
the investigator allowed his or her values to intrude to
a high degree?

These criteria will be returned to in Chapter 16.
Hammersley (1992a) occupies a kind of middle
position here in that, while he proposes validity as an
important criterion (in the sense that an empirical account
must be plausible and credible and should take into
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account the amount and kind of evidence used in rela-
tion to an account), he also proposes relevance as a criter-
ion. Relevance is taken to be assessed from the vantage
point of the importance of a topic within its substantive
field or the contribution it makes to the literature on that
field. The issues in these different views have to do with
the different objectives that many qualitative researchers
argue are distinctive about their craft. The distinctive
features of qualitative research will be examined in later
chapters.

However, it should also be borne in mind that one of
the criteria previously cited—ecological validity—may
have been formulated largely in the context of quantita-
tive research, but is in fact a feature in relation to which

qualitative research fares rather well. Qualitative research
often involves a naturalistic stance (see Key concept 2.4).
This means that the researcher seeks to collect data
in naturally occurring situations and environments, as
opposed to fabricated, artificial ones. This characteristic
probably applies particularly well to ethnographic re-
search, in which participant observation is a prominent
element of data collection, but it is sometimes suggested
that it applies also to the sort of interview approach
typically used by qualitative researchers, which is less
directive than the kind used in quantitative research. We
might expect that much qualitative research is stronger
than quantitative investigations in terms of ecological
validity.

Key concept 2.4
What is naturalism?

Naturalism is an interesting example of a—mercifully relatively rare—instance of a term that not only has
different meanings, but also has meanings that can actually be contradictory! It is possible to identify three
different meanings.

1. Naturalism means viewing all objects of study—whether natural or social ones—as belonging to the same realm
and a consequent commitment to the principles of natural scientific method. This meaning, which has clear
affinities with positivism, implies that all entities belong to the same order of things, so that there is no
essential difference between the objects of the natural sciences and those of the social sciences (M. Williams
2000). For many naturalists, this principle implies that there should be no difference between the natural and
the social sciences in the ways they study phenomena. This version of naturalism essentially proposes a unity
between the objects of the natural and social sciences and, because of this, there is no reason for social
scientists not to employ the approaches of the natural scientist.

2. Naturalism means being true to the nature of the phenomenon being investigated. According to Matza,
naturalism is ‘the philosophical view that strives to remain true to the nature of the phenomenon under study’
(1969: 5) and ‘claims fidelity to the natural world’ (1969: 8). This meaning of the term represents a fusion of
elements of an interpretivist epistemology and a constructionist ontology, which were examined in Chapter 1.
Naturalism is taken to recognize that people attribute meaning to behaviour and are authors of their social
world rather than passive objects.

3. Naturalism is a style of research that seeks to minimize the intrusion of artificial methods of data collection.
This meaning implies that the social world should be as undisturbed as possible when it is being studied
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 6).

The second and third meanings overlap considerably, in that it could easily be imagined that, in order to conduct
a naturalistic enquiry in the second sense, a research approach that adopted naturalistic principles in the third
sense would be required. Both the second and third meanings are incompatible with, and indeed opposed to,
the first meaning. Naturalism, in the first sense, is invariably viewed by writers drawing on an interpretivist
epistemology as not ‘true’ to the social world, precisely because: it posits that there are no differences between
humans and the objects of the natural sciences; it therefore ignores the capacity of humans to interpret the social
world and to be active agents; and, in its preference for the application of natural science methods, it employs
artificial methods of data collection. When writers are described as anti-naturalists, it is invariably the first of the
three meanings that they are deemed to be railing against.



By and large, these issues in business research have
been presented because some of them will emerge in
the context of the discussion of research designs in the
section on research designs (below), but in a number of

C Research designs

In this discussion of research designs, five different types
will be examined: experimental design; cross-sectional
or social survey design; longitudinal design; case study
design; and comparative design. Variations on these
designs will be examined in their relevant subsections.

Experimental design

True field experiments are rare in business and man-
agement research, mainly because of the problems of
achieving the requisite level of control when dealing with
organizational behaviour. Why, then, bother to introduce
experimental designs at all in the context of a book
written for business and management researchers? The
chief reason, quite aside from the fact that they are some-
times employed, is that a true experiment is often used as
a yardstick against which non-experimental research is
assessed. Experimental research is frequently held up as
a touchstone because it engenders considerable confidence
in the robustness and trustworthiness of causal findings.
In other words, true experiments tend to be very strong
in terms of internal validity.

Manipulation

If experiments are so strong in this respect, why then do
business researchers not make far greater use of them?
The reason is simple: in order to conduct a true experiment,
it is necessary to manipulate the independent variable in
order to determine whether it does in fact have an influence
on the dependent variable. Experimental subjects are
likely to be allocated to one of two or more experimental
groups, each of which represents different types or
levels of the independent variable. It is then possible to
establish how far differences between the groups are
responsible for variations in the level of the dependent
variable. Manipulation, then, entails intervening in a
situation to determine which of two or more things
happens to subjects. However, the vast majority of inde-
pendent variables with which business researchers are
concerned cannot be manipulated. If we are interested
in the effects of gender on work experiences, we cannot
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ways they also represent background considerations for
some of the issues to be examined. They will be returned
to later in the book.

manipulate gender so that some people are made male
and others female. If we are interested in the effects of
variations in the economic environment on organizational
performance, we cannot alter share prices or interest rates.
As with the huge majority of such variables, the levels
of social engineering that would be required are beyond
serious contemplation.

Before moving on to a more complete discussion of
experimental design, it is important to introduce a basic
distinction between the laboratory experiment and the
field experiment. As its name implies, the laboratory
experiment takes place in a laboratory or in a contrived
setting, whereas field experiments occur in real-life
settings, such as in workplaces or retail spaces, as the
example in Research in focus 2.5 illustrates. It is experi-
ments of the latter type that are most likely to touch on
areas of interest to business and management researchers.
However, in business and management research it is
more common to find field experiments in which a
scenario is employed as a substitute for a real-life setting.
Furthermore, and somewhat confusingly, researchers
will sometimes refer to their research as a field study.
This simply means that the research was conducted in a
real-life setting; it need not imply that a field experiment
was involved.

Classic experimental design

In what is known as the classical experimental design,
two groups are established and this forms the basis
for experimental manipulation of the independent
variable. The experimental group, or treatment group,
receives the treatment, and it is compared against the
control group, which does not. The dependent variable is
measured before and after the experimental manipula-
tion, so that a before-and-after analysis can be conducted.
Moreover, the groups are assigned randomly to their
respective groups. This enables the researcher(s) to feel
confident that any difference between the two groups is
attributable to manipulation of the independent variable.

In order to capture the essence of this design, the follow-
ing simple notation is employed:
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Research in focus 2.5
An example of a field experiment

Frayne and Geringer (2000) examined the possibility that, if individuals are able to manage themselves more than
they do usually, their performance in their jobs will be positively affected. Their reasoning was based on some of
the literature on ‘self-management’, as well as on relevant psychological theory such as social cognitive theory.
Their primary hypothesis was expressed as follows: ‘This study’s primary hypothesis was that skill in self-
management is a causal or independent variable that affects employee job performance positively’ (2000: 363).

Experimental participants were salespeople working for a large North American insurance company. Those
salespeople who had not achieved the company’s performance targets were sent a memo inviting them to
participate in the study. Staff were informed ‘only persons who could commit themselves to four weekly training
sessions, each of 2 hours’ length and offered during normal work hours, should volunteer for the training
program’ (2000: 364). Sixty individuals volunteered and were assigned randomly to experimental and control
groups. Members of the experimental group received training in self-management over several weeks. Members
of the control group did not receive the training but were informed that they would receive it in the future.

In fact, a year after the experimental group had begun its training, the control group was then trained. The
effectiveness of the training in self-management was assessed using ‘reaction, learning, cognitive, and behavioral
criteria’ (2000: 364). Effectiveness was assessed at 3, 6, 9, and 12 months for both groups. The hypothesis was
confirmed in that the experimental group performed much better than the control group at each point on the
various effectiveness criteria employed. Further, when the control group was trained after the 12 months had
elapsed, it exhibited an increase in its effectiveness comparable to that of the experimental group.

This field experiment is fairly unusual in that it is often difficult for researchers to assign participants randomly to
experimental and control groups. Often, field experiments are ‘quasi-experiments’ (see below)—that is, studies
that have some if not many of the features of a real experiment but are lacking in one or possibly more ways.

This arises because organizations are unable to surrender sufficient control to researchers to allow random
assignment because of the ongoing work that has to be attended to. However, field experiments are not without
their problems, even when they exhibit the features of a true experiment. As Frayne and Geringer note, it is
possible that the members of the experimental and control groups communicated with one another about their
experiences, which, if it occurred, might have contaminated the findings.

Obs An observation made in relation to the dependent
variable; there may well be two or more observa-
tions, before (the pre-test) and after (the post-test)

the experimental manipulation. Classical experimental design

Exp The experimental treatment (manipulation of
the independent variable). No Exp refers to the T T
absence of an experimental treatment and repre- O1bs1 Exp Ozbsz
sents the experience of the control group. Obs, No Exp Obs,

T The timing of the observations made in relation to
the dependent variable.

Thus, the classical experimental design comprises the
following elements: random assignment to the experi-
mental and control groups; pre-testing of both groups
at T;; manipulation of the experimental treatment so
that the experimental group receives it (Exp) but the
control group does not (No Exp); and post-testing of the
two groups at T,. The difference between each group’s

pre- and post-test scores is then computed to establish
whether or not Exp has made a difference. See Figure 2.1
for an outline of these elements.

Classic experimental design and validity

The purpose of the control group in a true experiment is
to control (in other words, eliminate) the possible effects



of rival explanations of a causal finding. We might then
be in a position to take the view that the study is internally
valid. The presence of a control group and the random
assignment of subjects to the experimental and control
groups enable us to eliminate rival explanations and
eliminate threats to internal validity. These threats include
the following:

e Testing. This threat refers to the possibility that subjects
may become sensitized to the aims of the experiment
(see Research in focus 2.8). The presence of a control
group, which presumably also experiences the same
‘experimenter effect’, allows us to discount this possi-
bility if there is no difference between the experimental
and control groups.

e History. This threat refers to the possibility that events
in the experimental environment, unrelated to manipu-
lation of the independent variable, may have caused
the changes. If there is no control group, we would be
less sure that changes to the independent variable
are producing the change. If there is a control group,
differences between the control and experimental
groups can be more confidently attributed to manipu-
lation of the independent variable.

e Maturation. Quite simply, people change, and the ways
in which they change may have implications for the
dependent variable. Since maturation should affect
the control group subjects as well, the control group
allows us to discount the possibility that changes would
have occurred anyway, with or without manipulation
of the independent variable.

o Selection. If there are differences between the two
groups, which would arise if they had been selected
by a non-random process, variations between the
experimental and control groups could be attributed
to pre-existing differences in their membership.
However, if a random process of assignment to the
experimental and control groups is employed, this
possibility can be discounted.

e Ambiguity about the direction of causal influence. The
very notion of an independent variable and dependent
variable presupposes a direction of causality. However,
there may be occasions when the temporal sequence
is unclear, so that it is not possible to establish which
variable affects the other. The existence of a control
group can help to make this clear.

These threats are taken from Campbell (1957) and Cook
and Campbell (1979), but not all the threats to internal
validity they refer to are included. The presence of a
control group coupled with random assignment allows
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us to eliminate these threats. As a result, our confidence
in the causal finding is greatly enhanced.

Simply because research is deemed to be internally
valid does not mean that it is beyond reproach or that
questions cannot be raised about it. When a quantitative
research strategy has been employed, other criteria can
be applied to evaluate a study. In the case of the Bunce
and West (1996) study, for example (see Research in
focus 2.9), there is a potential question of measurement
validity. Even though measures of intrinsic job motivation
and intrinsic job satisfaction may appear to exhibit a cor-
respondence with work-related stress—that is, to possess
face validity—in the sense that they appear to exhibit a
correspondence with what they are measuring, we might
feel somewhat uneasy about how far increases in job
motivation and satisfaction can be regarded as indicative
of improvements in psychological well-being and an indi-
vidual’s ability to manage occupational strain. Does it
really measure what it is supposed to measure? The second
question relating to measurement validity is whether or
not the experimental manipulation really worked. In
other words, did the stress management programme and
the innovation promotion programme create the conditions
for improvements in psychological well-being and reduc-
tions in occupational strain to be examined?

Secondly, is the research externally valid? Campbell
(1957) and Cook and Campbell (1979) identify five major
threats to the external validity and hence generalizability
of an investigation. These can be summarized as follows:

o Interaction of selection and treatment. This threat raises
the question: to what social and psychological groups
can a finding be generalized? Can it be generalized to
awide variety of individuals who might be differentiated
by gender, ethnicity, social class, and personality?
For instance, many influential studies of leadership,
conducted on samples comprising a majority of men,
rarely treat gender as a significant variable (Wilson
1995). It is possible that the findings of these studies
simply reflect the characteristics of the predominantly
male samples and therefore cannot provide a theory
of effective leadership that is generalizable across both
men and women.

e Interaction of setting and treatment. This threat relates
to the issue of how confident we can be that the results
of a study can be applied to other settings. For example,
in the example in Research in focus 2.5, Frayne and
Geringer (2000) had a particularly large amount of
influence over the experimental arrangements, given
that this research took place in a company rather than
in a laboratory. The reason for this control over the

47



Research designs

arrangements may have been that the company had a
significant number of salespersons who were not meet-
ing its performance criteria and was therefore keen to
find a way to redress the situation. Also, the sales staff
themselves may have been keen to redress a situation
in which they were perceived to be under-performing.
As a result, the setting may have been unusual, and
this may have had an influence on the experimental
participants’ receptivity to the training programme.

e Interaction of history and treatment. This raises the
question of whether or not the findings can be gener-
alized to the past and to the future. The original Aston
studies, for example, were conducted in the early
1960s (see Research in focus 2.6). How confident can
we be that these findings would apply today?

e Interaction effects of pre-testing. As a result of being
pre-tested, subjects in an experiment may become sen-
sitized to the experimental treatment. Consequently,
the findings may not be generalizable to groups that
have not been pre-tested and, of course, in the real world
people are rarely tested in this way. The findings may,
therefore, be partly determined by the experimental
treatment as such and partly by how pre-test sensitiza-
tion has influenced the way in which subjects respond
to the treatment. This may have occurred in Bunce and
West’s research (see Research in focus 2.9).

e Reactive effects of experimental arrangements. People
are frequently, if not invariably, aware that they are
participating in an experiment. Their awareness
may influence how they respond to the experimental
treatment and therefore affect the generalizability of
the findings. This was a major finding of the Hawthorne
studies (see Research in focus 2.8).

Thirdly, are the findings ecologically valid? The fact
that the research is a field experiment rather than a
laboratory experiment seems to enhance this aspect of
the Bunce and West (1996) research. The fact that Bunce
and West made intensive use of various instruments to
measure psychological well-being and job strain might
be considered a source of concerns about ecological
validity, though this is an area in which most if not all
quantitative research is likely to be implicated.

A fourth issue that we might want to raise relates to the
question of replicability. For example, Pugh et al. (1968)
lay out very clearly the procedures and measures that
were employed in the Aston studies, and these have been
used by several other researchers seeking to carry out
replication of this research, both in business and non-
business organizations, including trade unions, churches,
schools, and public bureaucracies. Consequently, the

research is replicable. However, analysis of the same data
by Aldrich (1972) and Hilton (1972) using a different
statistical technique showed other possible patterns of
relationships between the variables in the Aston studies
(see Research in focus 2.6). This failure to replicate casts
doubt on the external validity of the original research
and suggests that the first three threats referred to above
may have played an important part in the differences
between the two sets of results.

The laboratory experiment

Many experiments in fields like social psychology are
laboratory experiments rather than field experiments.
Some of the most well known of these, such as Milgram’s
(1963) electric-shock experiments or Zimbardo’s prison
experiments (see Research in focus 5.3), have informed
our understanding of how individuals and groups behave
within modern work organizations to such an extent
that they have inspired the development of television
programmes based on them (see Research in 5.4). One
of the main advantages of laboratory experiments is
that the researcher has far greater influence over the
experimental arrangements. For example, it is easier
to randomly assign subjects to different experimental
conditions in the laboratory than to do the same in an
ongoing, real-life organization. The researcher therefore
has a higher level of control, and this is likely to enhance
the internal validity of the study. It is also likely that
laboratory experiments will be more straightforward to
replicate, because they are less bound up with a certain
milieu that is difficult to reproduce.

However, laboratory experiments like the one described
in Research in focus 2.7 suffer from a number of limita-
tions. First, the external validity is likely to be difficult to
establish. There is the interaction of setting and treatment,
since the setting of the laboratory is likely to be unrelated
to real-world experiences and contexts. Also, there is likely
to be an interaction of selection and treatment. In the case
of Howell and Frost’s (1989) study described in Research
in focus 2.7, there are a number of difficulties: the subjects
were students, who are unlikely to be representative of
the general population, so that their responses to the
experimental treatment may be distinctive; they were
volunteers, and it is known that volunteers differ from
non-volunteers (Rosnow and Rosenthal 1997: ch. 5); and
they were given incentives to participate, which may
further demarcate them from others, since not everyone
is equally amenable to the blandishments of inducements.
There will have been no problem of interaction effects
of pre-testing, because, like many experiments, there was
no pre-testing. However, it is quite feasible that reactive
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Research in focus 2.6
Establishing the direction of causality

The Aston studies (Pugh et al. 1968) consisted of a highly influential programme of research that derived from
an initial survey study of the correlates of organizational structure carried out in forty-six West Midlands
organizations during the early 1960s. While the study was guided by the hypothesis that characteristics of an
organization’s structure would be related to characteristics of its context, there was little in the way of detailed
hypothesis formulation on exactly how these characteristics were related. The view taken by the researchers
was that, although there was a considerable amount of case study research describing the functioning of
organizations, very little in the way of systematic comparison was attempted. Moreover, generalization was made
difficult because it was not possible to assess the representativeness of a particular case study. The strategy
developed by the Aston researchers was therefore ‘to carry out comparative surveys across organizations to
establish meaningful stable relationships which would enable the particular idiosyncracies of case studies to

be placed into perspective’ (Pugh 1998: p. xv). One of the key assumptions on which the research was based
was that ‘the nature, structure and functioning of an organization will be influenced by its objectives, context
and environment, all of which must be taken into account’ (1998: p. xv). The researchers concluded that
organizational size and production technology were important potential correlates of organization structure,
though their findings implied that size, rather than technology, was the more critical factor. This finding
contradicted other studies conducted at the time, such as Woodward (1965), which suggested that technology
was a more important causal factor. However, in later analysis of the same data using a different statistical
technique, Aldrich (1972) and Hilton (1972) were able to show other possible patterns of relationships between
the three variables, which suggested that technology was an important cause of organizational structure, which
in turn affected size. From this example we can see some of the difficulties in identifying the causal relationship

between variables using survey data.

effects may have been set in motion by the experimental
arrangements. As Research in focus 2.8 illustrates, re-
active effects associated with an experiment can have a
profound effect on the outcomes of the research. Secondly,
the ecological validity of the study may be poor because
we do not know how well the findings are applicable to

Research in focus 2.7

the real world and everyday life. However, while the
study may lack what is often called mundane realism, it
may nonetheless enjoy experimental realism (Aronson
and Carlsmith 1968). The latter means that the subjects
are very involved in the experiment and take it very
seriously.

A laboratory experiment on leadership

Howell and Frost (1989) were interested in the possibility that charismatic leadership was a more effective
approach within organizations than other types of leadership behaviour. To test this assumption they conducted
a laboratory experiment that compared the effectiveness of charismatic leadership as against two alternative
approaches—consideration and structuring. A number of hypotheses were generated, including: ‘Individuals
working under a charismatic leader will have higher task performance than will individuals working under

a considerate leader’ (1989: 245).

One hundred and forty-four students volunteered for the experiment. Their course grades were enhanced by
3 per cent for agreeing to participate. They were randomly assigned to work under one of the three types of
leadership. The work was a simulated business task. All three leadership approaches were performed by two
female actresses. In broad conformity with the hypotheses, subjects working under charismatic leaders scored
generally higher in terms of measures of task performance than those working under the other leaders,

particularly the considerate leader.
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Research in focus 2.8
The Hawthorne effect

The effect of the experimenter or the fact of being studied on the subject is commonly referred to as the
‘Hawthorne effect’. This phrase was coined as a result of the series of interlinked investigations carried out
during the late 1920s and early 1930s at the Hawthorne works of the Western Electric Company in the USA
(Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939).

One phase of the investigations entailed a group of women carrying out manual tasks being taken away from
their department and working in a separate room. The aim of the study was to discover how changes in the
number and duration of rest pauses, in length of the working day, in heating and lighting, and so on affected
productivity, as this quotation from the study illustrates:

First, the amount of light was increased regularly day by day, and the girls were asked each day how they liked
the change. As the light was increased, the girls told the investigator that they liked the brighter lights. Then
for a day or two the investigator allowed the girls to see the electrician come and change the light bulbs. In
reality, the electrician merely took out bulbs of a given size and inserted bulbs of the same size, without in
any way changing the amount of light. The girls, thinking that the light was still being ‘stepped up’ day by day,
commented favourably about the increase of light. After a few days of this, the experimenter started to
decrease the intensity of light, keeping the girls informed of the change and soliciting their reaction. After

a period of this day-by-day decrease in illumination, he again allowed the girls to see the electrician change
the bulbs without really changing the intensity of illumination. Again the girls gave answers that were to be
expected, in that they said the ‘lesser’ light was not so pleasant to work under as the brighter light. Their
production did not change at any stage of the experiment. (Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939: 17)

However, as the study went on, it was found that productivity did increase, irrespective of the changes that were
being introduced. Eventually it was recognized that the women were responding to the positive attention and
special treatment they were receiving. The researchers concluded that increases in worker productivity were due
not to any changes in the conditions of the working environment, but instead to the favourable circumstances
that the experimental arrangements had produced. While this finding did much to stimulate the ‘human-
relations’ approach to the study of work, by pointing to the potential advantages of providing people with
psycho-social support in the workplace, it also neatly demonstrates that experimental arrangements may induce
an effect over and above the intentions of the investigator. This has been referred to, more generally, as the
‘experimenter effect’, where the researcher creates a bias in the data through participation in the research
situation or by inadvertently communicating his or her preferred research outcome.

The Hawthorne effect also draws attention to the way in which researchers themselves represent ‘an audience
to the actors being studied’, and it is therefore likely that the researcher’s activities will have an influence on

the research setting. This draws attention to the fact that, ‘while the researcher attends to the study of other
persons and their other activities, these other persons attend to the study of the researcher and his activities’
(Van Maanen and Kolb 1985: 6). The results of fieldwork thus depend in part upon the outcomes of the unofficial
study that the observed make of the physical nature and psychological character of the observer, as well as the
other way around.

Quasi-experiments

A number of writers have drawn attention to the possi-
bilities offered by quasi-experiments—that is, studies
that have certain characteristics of experimental designs
but that do not fulfil all the internal validity require-
ments. A large number of types of quasi-experiment have
been identified (Cook and Campbell 1979), and it is not
proposed to cover them here. A particularly interesting

form of quasi-experiment occurs in the case of ‘natural
experiments’. These are ‘experiments’ in the sense of
entailing manipulation of a social setting, but as part
of a naturally occurring attempt to alter social arrange-
ments. In such circumstances, random assignment
to experimental and control groups is invariably
not possible. An example is provided in Research in
focus 2.9.
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Research in focus 2.9
L A quasi-experiment

In a study of health-care workers in the UK National Health Service, reported by Bunce and West (1996),

a traditional stress management programme was compared with an intervention promoting innovation at work
as a form of stress management. It was expected that both types of intervention would improve psychological
well-being and reduce strain. In order to test this proposition, the two groups were compared against a control
group, which was comprised of health-care workers who were not involved in any kind of workplace stress
management initiative. Some of the participants were volunteers, but others were encouraged to take part by
their line managers. Bunce and West suggest that this reduced the possibility of self-selection bias.

The groups met on two occasions, a week apart, and were led by qualified facilitators (one of whom was Bunce).
A range of questionnaire instruments was used to measure ‘psychological well-being’, ‘psychological strain’,
‘innovation’, and ‘session process’ among participants. Measurements were taken three months prior to the start
of the interventions, three months after they had ended, and again one year later. This meant independent
variables were measured before and after the experimental manipulation so that a before-and-after analysis
could be conducted. The researchers could therefore be confident that, if they did establish a difference in stress
levels between the three groups, it was likely to be due to experimental manipulation.

This study uses a quasi-experimental design, in which a control group is compared to the two treatment groups.
It bears some of the hallmarks of a classic experimental design, but there is no random assignment; participants
were assigned to the groups according to their work location. Subjects were not randomly assigned to the three

groups because of practical constraints such as staff availability. Although the traditional stress management
programme and the innovation promotion programme both achieved positive results, it was found that the
process of participation was important in achieving these outcomes.

The absence of random assignment in Research in
focus 2.9 casts a certain amount of doubt on the study’s
internal validity, since the groups may not have been
equivalent. However, the results of such studies are still
compelling, because they are not artificial interventions
in social life and because their ecological validity is there-
fore very strong. Hofstede’s study of cultural differences
(see Research in focus 1.12) falls into this category,
because the research design enabled some degree of
control to be maintained over variables—all employees
belonged to the same multinational organization, even
though the research took place in a natural setting. This
meant that corporate culture constituted the dependent
variable and differences in national cultures and men-
talities of employees constituted independent variables,
where Hofstede anticipated the main differences would
be seen. In addition, some requirements of internal validity
were fulfilled, through replication of the questionnaire
survey on two separate occasions, once in 1967-9 and
againin 1971-3.

Most writers on quasi-experimentation discount ex-
periments in which there is no control group or basis for
comparison (Cook and Campbell 1979). However, some
experiments do involve manipulation of the independent

variable within experimental groups without a control
group as the basis for comparison. For example, in an
experimental study of electronic brainstorming, Gallupe
et al. (1992) wanted to test the effect of group size on
performance. The researchers wanted to find out if
electronic brainstorming could more effectively support
the generation of ideas within large groups (six and
twelve persons), as well as in small groups (two, four, and
six persons)—unlike the traditional, verbal brainstorm-
ing technique. In this study, both the large and the small
groups received the experimental treatment—that is,
electronic brainstorming—and both received the control
treatment—that is, verbal brainstorming. It was anti-
cipated that large and small groups would show similar
levels of productivity in the verbal brainstorming experi-
ment, but that large groups would outperform small groups
in the electronic brainstorming experiment. Because there
was no control group, where no manipulation of the
independent variable occurs, this study cannot be seen
as a classic experimental design. However, the internal
validity of the findings was reinforced by the fact that
both the experiments were also carried out on small groups,
where it was found that electronic brainstorming made
no difference to group performance. Comparison between
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large and small experimental groups helped to reduce
threats to the internal validity of the findings. The study
thus exhibits some of the characteristics of an experi-
mental design, even though no control group was used.

Finally, experimental designs, and more especially
quasi-experimental designs, have been particularly pro-
minent in evaluation research studies (see Key concept
2.10 and Research in focus 2.11).

Possibly because of the various difficulties with quasi-
experiments that have been noted in this section, Grant
and Wall (2009) have noted that they are used relatively
infrequently in organizational research. However, they
also note that there may be ways of addressing some of

Key concept 2.10

the concerns regarding internal validity that beset quasi-
experiments. For example, they suggest that it may be
possible to strengthen causal inferences when it is not
possible to assign experimental and control group par-
ticipants randomly and the researcher has limited or
no control over the experimental manipulation. This
might be done by seeking out further information that
will help to discount some of the rival interpretations of a
causal link that arise from the lack of a true experimental
design. However, it is unlikely that such a view will find
favour among writers who adopt a purist view about
the need for experimental designs in order to generate
robust causal inferences.

What is evaluation research?

Evaluation research, as its name implies, is concerned with the evaluation of such occurrences as organizational
programmes or interventions. The essential question that is typically asked by such studies is: has the
intervention (for example, a new policy initiative or an organizational change) achieved its anticipated goals?

A typical design may have one group that is exposed to the treatment—that is, the new initiative—and a control
group that is not. Since it is often not feasible or ethical to randomly assign research participants to the two
groups, such studies are usually quasi-experimental. The use of the principles of experimental design is fairly
entrenched in evaluation research, but other approaches have emerged in recent years. Approaches to
evaluation based on qualitative research have also been developed. While there are differences of opinion about
how qualitative evaluation should be carried out, the different views typically coalesce around a recognition of
the importance of an in-depth understanding of the context in which an intervention occurs and the diverse
viewpoints of the stakeholders (Greene 1994, 2000). Pawson and Tilley (1997) advocate an approach that draws
on the principles of critical realism (see Key concept 1.9) and that sees the outcome of an intervention as the
result of generative mechanisms and the contexts of those mechanisms. A focus of the former element entails
examining the causal factors that inhibit or promote change when an intervention occurs. Pawson and Tilley’s
approach is supportive of the use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods.

Significance of experimental design

As was stated at the outset, the chief reason for intro-
ducing the experiment as a research design is because
it is frequently considered to be a yardstick against
which quantitative research is judged. This occurs largely
because of the fact that a true experiment will allow
doubts about internal validity to be allayed and reflects
the considerable emphasis placed on the determination
of causality in quantitative research. As we will see in the
next section, cross-sectional designs of the kind associ-
ated with social survey research are frequently regarded
as limited, because of the problems of unambiguously
imputing causality when using such designs.

Logic of comparison

However, before exploring such issues, it is important to
draw attention to an important general lesson that an ex-
amination of experiments teaches us. A central feature of
any experiment is the fact that it entails a comparison: at
the very least it entails a comparison of results obtained
by an experimental group with those engendered by a
control group. In the case of the Howell and Frost (1989)
experiment in Research in focus 2.7, there is no control
group: the research entails a comparison of the effects
of three different forms of leadership. The advantage of
carrying out any kind of comparison like this is that we
understand the phenomenon that we are interested in
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Research in focus 2.11

An evaluation study of role redesign

The purpose of research conducted by Hyde et al. (2006) was to examine the introduction of role redesign in

the NHS under the Changing Workforce Programme (CWP), highlight implications for employment relations,

and identify characteristics of successful CWP initiatives. This was a qualitative, rather than an experimental,
evaluation that was based on secondary data analysis, semi-structured interviews, and observations. The
two-phase study was carried out by the research team in 2003 and funded by the Department of Health. The first
phase of the evaluation focused on the thirteen pilot sites where the CWP had been introduced and ‘involved
documentary review of reports relating to this initiative. In addition, individual interviews were conducted with
participants from each of the pilot sites’ (2006: 700); in total thirty interviews were conducted across the thirteen
sites. The second phase involved a case study design ‘to study the process of role redesign and identify examples
of good practice’ (2006: 700). Four of the thirteen pilot sites were selected as case studies ‘to illustrate varying
degrees of progress in relation to individual roles; variation in type of redesign attempted; different types of
partnership arrangement; differing means of involving those receiving the service; and relevance to the wider
NHS and other care sectors’ (2006: 700). The fifth case study involved the CWP team itself, to gain an overview of
the development of the programme. A further sixty-four interviews were carried out in the five case study sites.
In addition, the research team attended meetings and conducted role observations. This approach to evaluation
enabled the researchers to ‘take account of the heterogeneity and complexity of CWP interventions’ (2006: 703)

in different health service contexts.

better when we compare it with something else that is
similar to it. The case for arguing that charismatic leader-
ship is an effective, performance-enhancing form of
leadership is much more persuasive when we view it in
relation to other forms of leadership. Thus, while the
specific considerations concerning experimental design
are typically associated with quantitative research, the
potential of comparison in business research represents
a more general lesson that transcends matters of both
research strategy and research design. In other words,
while the experimental design is typically associated
with a quantitative research strategy, the specific logic
of comparison provides lessons of broad applicability
and relevance. This issue is given more specific attention
below in relation to the comparative design.

Key concept 2.12

Cross-sectional design

The cross-sectional design is often called a social survey
design, but the idea of the social survey is so closely con-
nected in most people’s minds with questionnaires and
structured interviewing that the more generic-sounding
term cross-sectional design is preferable. While the research
methods associated with social surveys are certainly
frequently employed within the context of cross-sectional
research, so too are many other research methods, includ-
ing structured observation, content analysis, official
statistics, and diaries. All these research methods will be
covered in later chapters, but in the meantime the basic
structure of the cross-sectional design will be outlined.

The cross-sectional design is defined in Key concept
2.12. A number of elements of this definition have been
emphasized.

What is a cross-sectional research design?
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A cross-sectional design entails the collection of data on more than one case (usually quite a lot more than one)
and at a single point in time in order to collect a body of quantitative or quantifiable data in connection with two
or more variables (usually many more than two), which are then examined to detect patterns of association.
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e More than one case. Researchers employing a cross-
sectional design are interested in variation. That vari-
ation can be in respect of people, organizations, nation
states, or whatever. Variation can be established only
when more than one case is being examined. Usually,
researchers employing this design will select a lot more
than two cases for a variety of reasons: they are more
likely to encounter variation in all the variables in which
they are interested; they can make finer distinctions
between cases; and the requirements of sampling
procedure are likely to necessitate larger numbers
(see Chapter 7).

e At a single point in time. In cross-sectional design
research, data on the variables of interest are collected
more or less simultaneously. When an individual
completes a questionnaire, which may contain fifty or
more variables, the answers are supplied at essentially
the same time. This contrasts with an experimental
design. Thus, in the classical experimental design,
someone in the experimental group is pre-tested, then
exposed to the experimental treatment, and then
post-tested. Days, weeks, months, or even years may
separate the different phases.

e Quantitative or quantifiable data. In order to establish
variation between cases (and then to examine asso-
ciations between variables—see next point), it is
necessary to have a systematic and standardized
method for gauging variation. One of the most import-
ant advantages of quantification is that it provides
the researcher with a consistent benchmark. The
advantages of quantification and of measurement will
be addressed in greater detail in Chapter 6.

Key concept 2.13

e Patterns of association. With a cross-sectional design
it is only possible to examine relationships between
variables. There is no time ordering to the variables,
because the data on them are collected more or less
simultaneously, and the researcher does not (invari-
ably because he or she cannot) manipulate any of the
variables. This creates the problem referred to in
Research in focus 2.6 in establishing the direction
of causal influence. If the researcher discovers a rela-
tionship between two variables, he or she cannot be
certain whether this denotes a causal relationship,
because the features of an experimental design are
not present. All that can be said is that the variables
are related. This is not to say that it is not possible to
draw causal inferences from research based on a cross-
sectional design. As will be shown in Chapter 14, there
are a number of ways in which the researcher is able
to draw certain inferences about causality, but these
inferences rarely have the credibility of causal findings
deriving from an experimental design. As a result, cross-
sectional research invariably lacks the internal validity
that one finds in most experimental research.

In this book, the term ‘survey’ will be reserved for
research that employs a cross-sectional research design
and in which data are collected by questionnaire or by
structured interview (see Key concept 2.13). This will
allow us to retain the conventional understanding of what
a survey is while recognizing that the cross-sectional
research design has a wider relevance—that is, one that
is not necessarily associated with the collection of data
by questionnaire or by structured interview. An example
of a survey that is widely used and cited in the study of
UK human resource management and industrial relations
is given in Research in focus 2.14.

What is survey research?

Survey research comprises a cross-sectional design in relation to which data are collected predominantly by
questionnaire or by structured interview on more than one case (usually quite a lot more than one) and at

a single point in time in order to collect a body of quantitative or quantifiable data in connection with two or
more variables (usually many more than two), which are then examined to detect patterns of association.

Reliability, replicability, and validity
How does cross-sectional research measure up in terms

of the previously outlined criteria for evaluating quanti-
tative research: reliability, replicability, and validity?

e The issues of reliability and measurement validity
are primarily matters relating to the quality of the
measures that are employed to tap the concepts in
which the researcher is interested, rather than matters
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Research in focus 2.14
An example of survey research: the Workplace
Employment Relations Survey (WERS)

The 2004 Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) (previously the Workplace Employee Relations
Survey) is the fifth in a series started in 1980 looking at changing employment relations policies and practices in
the UK. The main objectives of the survey, which uses a research design that has remained broadly the same
since the survey was started, are:

e to provide a map of employment relations practices in workplaces across the UK;

e to monitor changes in those practices over time;

e to inform policy development and permit assessment of the effects of public policy.

The purpose of the survey is thus to provide ‘an extensive and authoritative body of factual information on
practice in British workplaces” (Millward, Bryson, and Forth 2000: p. xiv). It is funded by a consortium of
government agencies and research bodies. The survey collects information from:

e managers with responsibility for employment relations or personnel matters;

e trade union or employee representatives;

e employees.

The main unit of analysis in WERS is the ‘workplace’, which is defined as ‘the activities of a single employer at a
single set of premises’ (Cully et al. 1999: 4). This definition means that a branch of a high-street bank is classed as
a workplace, the head office of the bank as another, even though they legally form part of the same organization.
A statistically representative random sample is generated using the Inter-Departmental Business Register, which
contains details of all private and publicly owned ‘going concerns’ operating in the UK. The sample is stratified by
employment size and by industrial activity. The 2004 WERS reduced the size threshold to include smaller

workplaces of five or more employees, which is different from the threshold used in the 1998 survey, which
included only workplaces with ten or more employees. The cross-section survey contains the following elements:

o aface-to-face interview with the senior manager with responsibility for employment relations or personnel
issues (average duration 110 minutes);

e afour-page self-completion questionnaire on the financial performance of the establishment over the previous
twelve months, to be completed by the senior manager;

e aface-to-face interview with a trade union representative and a non-union employee representative, where
present (average duration 45 minutes);

e an eight-page self-completion questionnaire distributed to a random selection of up to twenty-five employees
at each workplace.

Although the full results were not yet available at the time of writing this book, it was anticipated that the main
management interviews would be conducted in around 2,500 workplaces and that self-completion
questionnaires would be returned by around 30,000 employees.

New and expanded question areas in the 2004 management questionnaire focused on:

e trust, business strategy, and computer use;

e consultation, dispute resolution, work—life balance, and equal opportunities;

e organizational status, employee representation, and payment systems.

These data enable researchers to build up a picture of employee relations that links the view of employees with
those of managers and workers in the same workplace. A key strength of the survey is thus derived from its

representation of multiple interests in the workplace, rather than just relying on the account given by a senior
manager.
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One of the primary interests of the researchers has been to track changes over time. This was enabled by two
specific elements of the survey design: a time-series dataset based on the cross-section survey and a panel study.
The time series was formed from face-to-face interviews with the manager in each workplace in each of the five
surveys, conducted in 1980, 1984, 1990, 1998, and 2004. This provides direct comparison of employment relations
practice at five specific points in time over three decades using different, randomly generated samples on each
occasion. However, the limitation of time-series analysis derives from the fact that, although it provides a
snapshot of practice at a particular point in time, it does not reveal the process whereby change has occurred.
For this reason, in 1998 the researchers incorporated a panel study, comprising workplaces that had taken part in
the 1990 survey, where the same manager was re-interviewed in 1998 and again in 2004. This panel of around
900 workplaces enables analysis of the dynamics of change within workplaces that had continued to operate

over this twelve-year period.

Most of the survey data will be made available in an anonymous form to academic and other researchers via the
UK Data Archive at the University of Essex (see Chapter 13 for information on how to access this resource).

to do with a research design. In order to address ques-
tions of the quality of measures, some of the issues
outlined in Chapter 6 would have to be considered.

e Replicability is likely to be present in most cross-sectional
research to the degree that the researcher spells out
procedures for: selecting respondents; designing meas-
ures of concepts; administration of research instru-
ments (such as structured interview or self-completion
questionnaire); and the analysis of data. Most quanti-
tative research based on cross-sectional research designs
specifies such procedures to a large degree.

e Internal validity is typically weak. As has just been
suggested above, it is difficult to establish causal direc-
tion from the resulting data. Cross-sectional research
designs produce associations rather than findings from
which causal inferences can be unambiguously made.
However, procedures for making causal inferences from
cross-sectional data will be referred to in Chapter 14,
though most researchers feel that the resulting
causal findings rarely have the internal validity of
those deriving from experimental designs.

e External validity is strong when, as in the case of
research like the 2004 Workplace Employee Relations
Survey (see Research in focus 2.14), the sample from
which data are collected has been randomly selected.
Whennon-random methods of sampling are employed,
external validity becomes questionable. Sampling issues
will be specifically addressed in Chapter 7.

e Since much cross-sectional research makes a great deal
of use of research instruments, such as self-completion
questionnaires and structured observation schedules,
ecological validity may be jeopardized because these
very instruments disrupt the ‘natural habitat’, as
Cicourel (1982) put it (see quotation on p. 43).

Non-manipulable variables

As was noted at the beginning of the section on experi-
mental design, in much, if not most, business research it
is not possible to manipulate the variables in which we
are interested. This is why most quantitative business
research employs a cross-sectional research design rather
than an experimental one. Moreover, some of the vari-
ables in which social scientists are interested, and which
are often viewed as potentially significant independent
variables, simply cannot be manipulated, other than by
extreme measures. At the individual level of analysis, age,
ethnicity, gender, and social backgrounds are ‘givens’
that are not really amenable to the kind of manipulation
that is necessary for a true experimental design. To a
lesser extent this also applies at the organizational level
of analysis to variables such as size, structure, technology,
and culture. On the other hand, the very fact that we can
regard certain variables as givens provides us with a clue
as to how we can make causal inferences in cross-sectional
research. Many of the variables in which we are interested
can be assumed to be temporally prior to other variables.
For example, we can assume that, if we find a relationship
between gender and entrepreneurial behaviour, then
the former is more likely to be the independent variable,
because it is likely to be temporally prior to entrepreneur-
ial behaviour. In other words, while we may not be able
to manipulate the gender variable, we can draw some
causal inferences from cross-sectional data.

Structure of the cross-sectional design

The cross-sectional research design is not easy to depict
in terms of the notation previously introduced, but
Figure 2.2 captures its main features, except that in this
case Obs simply represents an observation made in
relation to a variable.
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A cross-sectional design
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Figure 2.2 implies that a cross-sectional design com-
prises the collection of data on a series of variables (Obs,
Obs, Obs, Obs, Obs; . .. Obs,) at a single point in time,
T,. The effect is to create what Marsh (1982) referred to
as a ‘rectangle’ of data that comprises variables Obs; to
Obs, and cases case, to case,, as in Figure 2.3. For each
case (which may be a person, household, city, nation,
etc.) data are available for each of the variables, Obs; to
Obs,, all of which will have been collected at T,. Each cell
in the matrix will have data in it.

Cross-sectional design and research strategy

This discussion of the cross-sectional design has placed it
firmly in the context of quantitative research. Also, the

evaluation of the design drew on criteria associated with
the quantitative research strategy. It should also be noted,
however, that qualitative research often entails a form
of cross-sectional design. A fairly typical form of such
research is when the researcher employs unstructured
interviewing or semi-structured interviewing with a
number of people. Research in focus 2.14 provides an
illustration of such a study.

While not typical of the qualitative research tradition,
the study described in Research in focus 2.15 bears some
research design similarities with cross-sectional studies
within a predominantly quantitative research tradition,
like the WERS (see Research in focus 2.14), while retain-
ing some research design features more typical of quali-
tative studies. The research was not directly preoccupied
with such criteria of quantitative research as internal and
external validity, replicability, measurement validity, and
so on, but it is clear that the researchers took considerable
care to ensure the representativeness of their sample of
managers in relation to the overall population. In fact, it
could be argued that the use of interview as a follow-up
method after the initial questionnaire survey made the
study more ecologically valid than research that just uses
more formal instruments of data collection. It is common
within business and management research to see such a
triangulated approach, where attempts are made to cancel
out the limitations of one method by the use of another in
order to cross-check the findings. Hence, cross-sectional
studies in business and management tend not to be so
clearly divided into those that use either quantitative or
qualitative methods.

Longitudinal design(s)

The longitudinal design represents a distinct form of
research design that is typically used to map change in
business and management research. Pettigrew (1990)
has emphasized the importance of longitudinal study in
understanding organizations as a way of providing data
on the mechanisms and processes through which changes
are created. Such a ‘contextualist’ research design involves
drawing on ‘phenomena at vertical and horizontal levels
of analysis and the interconnections between those levels
through time’ (1990: 269). However, partly because of the
time and cost involved, longitudinal design is relatively
little used in business and management research. In the
form in which it is typically found, it is usually an exten-
sion of social survey research based on self-completion
questionnaire or structured interview research within a
cross-sectional design. Consequently, in terms of reliabil-
ity, replication, and validity, the longitudinal design is
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Research in focus 2.15

A representative sample?

Scase and Goffee (1989) conducted a survey of 374 managers employed in six large organizations—four of which
were privately owned and two of which were in the public sector. A number of issues were taken into account in
order to ensure that the sample was representative of a wider population.

1. The sample of 323 men and 51 women chosen for the questionnaire survey was designed to reflect gender
proportions within the wider UK management population.

2. The researchers attempted to achieve a broad spread of ages within their sample, to reflect the relative
proportions of male and female managers in each group.

3. They also sought to reflect labour market patterns and functional groupings—for example, by including more
women in the sample who were engaged in personnel management, training, and industrial relations.

4. They included more men in senior and middle-level management positions to reflect the fact that women are

under-represented in these positions.

5. Finally, the sample was selected to reflect patterns of employment, levels of education, salary levels, and
marital status broadly representative of patterns in the wider population.

From the questionnaire survey, a smaller representative group of 80 men and women was selected for in-depth
interviews. However, Scase and Goffee make no claim for the statistical representativeness of their sample.
Instead they suggest that their findings can be ‘regarded as indicative of broader trends . . . affecting the work,
careers and personal experiences of men and women managers during the closing decades of the twentieth

century’ (1989: 197).

little different from cross-sectional research. However, a
longitudinal design can allow some insight into the time
order of variables and therefore may be more able to
allow causal inferences to be made. This was one of the
aims of the WERS series (see Research in focus 2.14).

With a longitudinal design, a sample is surveyed and is
then surveyed again on at least one further occasion. It is
common to distinguish two types of longitudinal design:
the panel study and the cohort study. With the former
type, a sample, often a randomly selected national one, is
the focus of data collection on at least two (and often
more) occasions. Data may be collected from different
types of case within a panel study framework: individuals,
organizations, and so on. An illustration of this kind of
study is incorporated into the 2004 WERS (see Research
in focus 2.14).

The cohort study selects either an entire cohort of
people or a randomly selected sample of them as the
focus of data collection. The cohort is made up of people
who share a certain characteristic, such as all being born
in the same week or having a certain experience, such as
being unemployed or getting married on a certain day or
in the same week. However, this design is rarely used in
business and management research.

Panel and cohort studies share similar features. They
have a similar design structure: Figure 2.4 portrays this

The longitudinal design
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structure and implies that data are collected in at least
two waves on the same variables on the same people or
organizations. They are both concerned with illuminating
social change and improving the understanding of causal
influences over time. The latter means that longitudinal
designs are somewhat better able to deal with the problem
of ambiguity about the direction of causal influence that
plagues cross-sectional designs. Because certain poten-
tially independent variables can be identified at T,, the
researcher is in a better position to infer that purported



effects that are identified at T, or later have occurred
after the independent variables. This does not deal with
the entire problem about the ambiguity of causal influ-
ence, but it at least addresses the problem of knowing
which variable came first. In all other respects, the points
made above about cross-sectional designs are the same
as those for longitudinal designs.

Panel and cohort studies share similar problems. First,
there is the problem of sample attrition through em-
ployee job changes, companies going out of business, and
so on, and through subjects choosing to withdraw at later
stages of the research. The 1998 WERS panel survey, for
example, traced a random selection of workplaces from
the 1990 survey for re-interview. This yielded a sample of
846 ‘continuing workplaces’, a response rate of 82 per
cent, which effectively minimized potential bias through
attrition. A continuing workplace was defined as one that
employed twenty-five or more people and had continued
to operate between 1990 and 1998. However, changes in
activity, ownership, or location were not considered critic-
ally to impair this concept of continuity. The problem
with attrition is largely that those who leave the study
may differ in some important respects from those who
remain, so that the latter do not form a representative
group. In order to account even more fully for this possi-
bility, the WERS panel survey was accompanied by a
short telephone survey of all remaining workplaces from
the 1990 cross-section not included in the panel survey.
The researchers wanted to know how many of the 1990
cross-section sample workplaces had survived, whether
they had expanded, moved premises, changed ownership,
or amalgamated with or split from another establishment
since the time of the 1990 study. This enabled them to
build up a more general picture of the survival status of

Research in focus 2.16

Research designs

workplaces, which helped to enhance the internal valid-
ity of the panel study. Secondly, there are few guidelines
as to when is the best juncture to conduct further waves
of data collection. Thirdly, it is often suggested that many
longitudinal studies are poorly thought out and that they
result in the collection of large amounts of data with little
apparent planning. Fourthly, there is evidence that a panel
conditioning effect can occur whereby continued participa-
tion in a longitudinal study affects how respondents behave.

Case study design

The basic case study entails the detailed and intensive
analysis of a single case. As Stake (1995) observes, case
study research is concerned with the complexity and
particular nature of the case in question. The case study
approach is a very popular and widely used research
design in business research (Eisenhardt and Graebner
2007), and some of the best-known studies in business
and management research are based on this design. A
case can be:

e a single organization, such as Pettigrew’s (1985; see
Research in focus 2.16) research at Imperial Chemical
Industries (ICI), Joanne Martin’s (1992) study of
organizational culture at ‘OzCo’, a high-technology
industry company based in California, or Born’s
(2004) study of managerialism in the BBC;

e a single location, such as a factory, production site,
or office building—for example, Pollert’s (1981; see
Research in focus 17.16) research in a tobacco factory,
Linstead’s (1985) study of humour in a bakery, or
Milkman’s (1997) investigation of an automobile
assembly plant (see Chapter 16);

A longitudinal case study of ICI

Pettigrew (1985) conducted research into the use of organizational development (OD) expertise at Imperial
Chemical Industries (ICl). The fieldwork was conducted between 1975 and 1983. He carried out ‘long
semi-structured interviews’ in 1975—7 and again in 1980-2. Some individuals were interviewed more than once,
and care was taken to ensure that interviews included people from all hierarchical levels in the company and
from the different functional and business areas within the firm. The total number of interviews conducted during
this period amounted to 175. During the period of the fieldwork Pettigrew also had fairly regular contact with
members of the organization through his involvement with the company as a consultant, and he had access to
archival materials that explained how internal OD consultants were recruited and how external OD consultants
were used. He writes: ‘The continuous real-time data collection was enriched by retrospective interviewing and
archival analysis . . " (1985: 40). The study thus covered ten years of ‘real-time’ analysis, complemented by over
twenty years of retrospective data. This longitudinal case study thus spans more than thirty years, although
Pettigrew (1990) acknowledges that this is rarely feasible in organizational research.
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e aperson, as in Marshall’s (1995; see Key concept 16.5)
study of women managers, where each woman consti-
tutes a separate case—such studies are characterized
as using the life history or biographical approach; or

o asingle event, such as the NASA space shuttle Challenger
disaster in 1986 (Vaughan 1990; see Chapter 21) or
the events surrounding a pipeline accident in Canada
(Gephart 1993; see Research in focus 21.4).

What is a case?

The most common use of the term associates the case
study with a geographical location, such as a workplace
or organization. What distinguishes a case study from
other research designs is the focus on a bounded situ-
ation or system, an entity with a purpose and functioning
parts. The emphasis tends to be upon intensive examina-
tion of the setting. There is a tendency to associate case
studies with qualitative research, but such an identifica-
tion is not appropriate. It is certainly true that exponents
of the case study design often favour qualitative methods,
such as participant observation and unstructured inter-
viewing, because these methods are viewed as particu-
larly helpful in the generation of an intensive, detailed
examination of a case. Knights and McCabe (1997) sug-
gest that the case study provides a vehicle through which
several qualitative methods can be combined, thereby
avoiding too great a reliance on one single approach. In
their study of quality management in a UK retail bank,
they were able to combine participant observation with
semi-structured interviewing and documentary data col-
lection of company reports, Total Quality Management
(TQM) guides, and newsletters. They suggest that the
findings from the case study can be used to identify insights
into why so many quality management programmes have
failed. However, case studies are frequently sites for the
employment of both quantitative and qualitative research,
an approach that will receive attention in Chapter 25.
Indeed, within business research the dominance of
positivism has meant that the way that case studies are
conducted has been heavily influenced by this epistemo-
logical tradition. For example, Lee (1999) reports that
qualitative research that is published in American journals
tends to cite the work of Yin (1984), who adopts a rela-
tively narrow view of case study research (Lee, Collier,
and Cullen 2007) (see Thinking deeply 2.17). In some
instances, when an investigation is based exclusively upon
quantitative research, it can be difficult to determine
whether it is better described as a case study or as a cross-
sectional research design. The same point can often be
made about case studies based upon qualitative research.

With a case study, the case is an object of interest in its
own right, and the researcher aims to provide an in-depth
elucidation of it. Unless a distinction of this or some other
kind is drawn, it becomes impossible to distinguish the
case study as a special research design, because almost
any kind of research can be construed as a case study.
However, it also needs to be appreciated that, when spe-
cific research illustrations are examined, they can exhibit
features of more than one research design. However, for
some case study researchers, cases are selected in order
to represent a population, and, in such cases, more formal
sampling is required. What distinguishes a case study is
that the researcher is usually concerned to elucidate
the unique features of the case. This is known as an
idiographic approach. Research designs like the cross-
sectional design are known as nomothetic in that they
are concerned with generating statements that apply
regardless of time and place.

Stake (1995) suggests that the selection of cases should
be based first and foremost on the anticipation of the oppor-
tunity to learn. Researchers should, therefore, choose
cases where they expect learning will be greatest. He dis-
tinguishes between three different types of case study.
Intrinsic cases are undertaken primarily to gain insight
into the particularities of a situation, rather than to gain
insight into other cases or generic issues. Instrumental
case studies are those that focus on using the case as a
means of understanding a broader issue or allowing
generalizations to be challenged. Finally, there is the
category of multiple or collective cases that are under-
taken jointly to explore a general phenomenon. Stake
(2005) notes, however, that the boundaries between
these three types of case study are often blurred.

With experimental and cross-sectional designs, the
typical orientation to the relationship between theory
and research is a deductive one. The research design and
the collection of data are guided by specific research
questions that derive from theoretical concerns. However,
when a qualitative research strategy is employed within a
cross-sectional design, the approach tends to be induc-
tive. In other words, whether a cross-sectional design is
inductive or deductive tends to be affected by whether a
quantitative or a qualitative research strategy is employed.
The same point can be made of case study research.
When the predominant research strategy is qualitative,
a case study tends to take an inductive approach to the
relationship between theory and research; if a pre-
dominantly quantitative strategy is taken, it tends to be
deductive. Thinking deeply 2.17 illustrates how the strategy
adopted affects the type of case study approach that is
taken.



61

Research designs

Thinking deeply 2.17
The case study convention in business research

Piekkari, Welsh, and Paavilainen (2009) suggest that the way that researchers in the area of international business use case
study designs is different from how they are used in other social science disciplines. To find out how the case study research
design is used, the authors argue that it is necessary to look at how researchers use it, rather than at how methods
textbooks say it can be used. Based on a review of 135 case study articles in international business journals, Piekkari, Welsh,
and Paavilainen argue that the way that case studies are conducted is relatively narrow and is dominated by the positivist

tradition as developed by Yin (1984) and Eisenhardt (1989), at the expense of alternative, interpretative approaches.

They distinguish between:

® positivistic approaches, such as propounded by Eisenhardt (1989), where the goal is to extract variables from their
context in order to generate generalizable propositions and build theory, often through conducting multiple case studies
and using a variety of data collection methods to triangulate and improve the validity of the study;

e alternative approaches, where the aim is to produce rich, holistic, and particularized explanations that are located in
situational context through using multiple methods of data collection to uncover conflicting meanings and

interpretations.

They argue that these conventions ‘affect judgments about the proper role of case studies in research, how case studies
should be conducted, and the criteria for evaluating the quality of case research’ (Piekkari, Welsh, and Paavilainen 2009:
570). The authors express the concern that variable oriented approaches can be constraining for international business
researchers by limiting the extent to which they are flexible in their research. They conclude that researchers need to be
more aware of the type of case study approach they are adopting and to justify their choice more explicitly.

Reliability, replicability, and validity

The question of how well the case study fares in the
context of the research design criteria cited early on in
this chapter—measurement validity, internal validity,
external validity, ecological validity, reliability, and
replicability—depends in large part on how far the
researcher feels that these are appropriate for the
evaluation of case study research. Some writers on case
study research, such as Yin (1984), consider that they are
appropriate criteria and suggest ways in which case study
research can be developed to enhance its ability to meet
the criteria; for others, like Stake (1995), they are barely
mentioned, if at all. Writers on case study research whose
point of orientation lies primarily with a qualitative re-
search strategy tend to play down or ignore the salience
of these factors, whereas those writers who have been
strongly influenced by the quantitative research strategy
tend to depict them as more significant.

However, one question on which a great deal of dis-
cussion has centred concerns the external validity or
generalizability of case study research. How can a single
case possibly be representative so that it might yield find-
ings that can be applied more generally to other cases?
For example, how could the findings from Pettigrew’s
(1985) research into ICI (see Research in focus 2.16), be
generalizable to all large multinational pharmaceutical
corporations? The answer, of course, is that they cannot.

It is important to appreciate that case study researchers
do not delude themselves that it is possible to identify
typical cases that can be used to represent a certain class
of objects, whether it is factories, managers, or critical
events. In other words, they do not think that a case study
is a sample of one.

However, although many researchers emphasize that
they are interested in the detail of a single case, they do
sometimes claim a degree of theoretical generalizability
on the basis of it. For example, in her study of Indsco
Supply Corporation, Kanter (1977) explains that the case
enabled her to generate concepts and give meaning to
abstract propositions, which she then sought to test in
three other large corporations. It is, therefore, clear that
she is seeking to achieve a degree of theoretical general-
izability from this case. Lee, Collier, and Cullen (2007)
suggest that particularization rather than generalization
constitutes the main strength of case studies. The goal of
case study analysis should, therefore, be to concentrate
on the uniqueness of the case and to develop a deep
understanding of its complexity.

Types of case

Following on from the issue of external validity, it is
useful to consider a distinction between different types
of case that is sometimes made by writers. Yin (2003)
distinguishes five types.
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e The critical case. Here the researcher has a clearly
specified hypothesis, and a case is chosen on the
grounds that it will allow a better understanding of
the circumstances in which the hypothesis will and
will not hold.

e The unique case. The unique or extreme case is, as Yin
observes, a common focus in clinical studies.

e The revelatory case. The basis for the revelatory case
exists ‘when an investigator has an opportunity to
observe and analyse a phenomenon previously
inaccessible to scientific investigation’ (Yin 1984: 44).
While the idea of the revelatory case is interesting, it
seems unnecessary to restrict it solely to situations in
which something has not previously been studied.
Much qualitative case study research that is carried
out with a predominantly inductive approach to the-
ory treats single case studies as broadly ‘revelatory’.

e The representative or typical case. This type seeks to
explore a case that exemplifies an everyday situation
or form of organization.

e The longitudinal case. This type of case is concerned
with how a situation changes over time.

Any particular study can involve a combination of these
elements, which can be viewed as rationales for choosing
particular cases. However, Lee, Collier, and Cullen (2007)
argue that Yin’s categorization of cases is still rather
narrow and defers to the positivist tradition.

Unfortunately, the majority of these uses
are best understood as poor relations to
positivistic, quantitative research.
Exploratory case studies tend to be
conducted as preliminary research in
advance of wide-scale surveys to map out
the themes for the subsequent research.
Descriptive case studies are often used
to expand on trends and themes already
discovered by survey research. It is only
the explanatory case that seeks to derive
a detailed understanding of a particular
phenomenon where the case is not seen as
ancillary to more quantitative methods.
(Lee, Collier, and Cullen 2007: 170)

Exponents of case study research counter suggestions
that the evidence they present is limited because it has
restricted external validity by arguing that it is not the
purpose of this research design to generalize to other
cases or to populations beyond the case. This position is
very different from that taken by practitioners of survey

research. Survey researchers are invariably concerned to
be able to generalize their findings to larger populations
and frequently use random sampling to enhance the rep-
resentativeness of the samples on which they conduct
their investigations and therefore the external validity of
their findings. Case study researchers argue strenuously
that this is not the purpose of their craft.

However, the notion of the case study is by no means
straightforward. Tight (2010) has reviewed a range of
methodological writings on the case study, including a
book that was written by Bryman (2004a) for students of
social research methods. He notes that the term is used in
a wide variety of ways and that there is a sense in which
many different kinds of study can end up being described
as case studies. Indeed, he proposes that ‘we simply use
case study as a convenient label for our research—when
we can’t think of anything “better”—in an attempt to give
it some added respectability’ (Tight 2010: 337). He goes
on to propose ‘why don’t we just call this kind of research
what it is—small-sample, in-depth study, or something
like that?’ (Tight 2010: 338). While this is one solution to
the problem of ‘case study’ being employed in different
ways, it is not one that we share. It ought to be possible
for an agreed-upon definition to be arrived at and for
authors of studies who describe their work as based on a
case study and to justify why the label is warranted.

Case study as intensive analysis

Instead, case study researchers tend to argue that they
aim to generate an intensive examination of a single case,
in relation to which they then engage in a theoretical
analysis. The central issue of concern is the quality of the
theoretical reasoning in which the case study researcher
engages. How well do the data support the theoretical
arguments that are generated? Is the theoretical analysis
incisive? For example, does it demonstrate connections
between different conceptual ideas that are developed
out of the data? The crucial question is not whether or
not the findings can be generalized to a wider universe,
but how well the researcher generates theory out of the
findings (Mitchell 1983; Yin 1984). Such a view places
case study research firmly in the inductive tradition of
the relationship between theory and research. However,
a case study design is not necessarily associated with an
inductive approach, as can be seen in the research by
Whittington (1989), which was referred to in Chapter 1.
Thus, case studies can be associated with both theory
generation and theory testing. However, within this, case
study researchers vary in their approach to theory gen-
eration and testing. Eisenhardt’s (1989) article on case
studies has been highly influential in promoting a view of



case-based theory building that relies on strategic
sampling of cases from which generalizations can be
made. She further recommends that researchers avoid
getting too involved in the particularities of individual
cases, because this will lead them to develop overly
complex theory. Other researchers see case studies as a
means of refining or refuting existing theories, rather
than building entirely new explanatory frameworks
(Jack and Kholief 2007). Bitektine (2008) has argued
that the case study can have a role in the testing of hypo-
theses by conducting what he calls a ‘prospective case
study design’. He proposes the development of hypo-
theses that relate to an ongoing process (for example,
the introduction of a new technology in a particular kind
of organization), which are then tested at some point
in the future by collecting qualitative data that allow
the researcher to determine whether the hypothesized
patterns correspond to the findings.

More than one case

Case study research is not confined to the study of a single
case. Multiple-case study designs have become increasingly
common in business and management research. They are
extensions of the case study design. The multiple-case
study design is considered in the section on ‘Comparative
design’ because multiple-case studies are largely under-
taken for the purpose of comparing the cases that are
included. As such, they allow the researcher to compare
and contrast the findings deriving from each of the cases.
This in turn encourages researchers to consider what is
unique and what is common across cases, and frequently
promotes theoretical reflection on the findings.

It might be asked what the difference is between a
multiple-case study involving several cases and a cross-
sectional design. After all, if an investigation involved,
say, eight cases, it could be viewed as either a multiple-case
study involving several cases or as a cross-sectional design.
A simple rule of thumb is to ask: what is the focus? If the
focus is on the cases and their unique contexts, it is a
multiple-case study and as such is an extension of the
case study approach; if the emphasis is on producing
general findings, with little regard for the unique con-
texts of each of the eight cases, it is better viewed as a
cross-sectional design. In other words, with a multiple-
case study design, the emphasis is on the individual case;
with a cross-sectional design, it is on the sample of cases.

Longitudinal research and the case study

Case study research frequently includes a longitudinal
element. The researcher is often a participant of an organ-
ization for many months or years. Alternatively, he or she
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may conduct interviews with individuals over a lengthy
period. Moreover, the researcher may be able to inject an
additional longitudinal element by analysing archival
information and by retrospective interviewing. Research
in focus 2.16 provides an illustration of longitudinal case
study research.

Another way in which a longitudinal element occurs is
when a case that has been studied is returned to at a later
stage. An interesting instance of this is Burawoy’s (1979)
study of a factory in Chicago, which he claims was the
same one as was originally studied by Roy in the 1950s.
This is a somewhat loose connection, however, as the
theoretical focus adopted by the two researchers was
markedly different, although their research methods,
based on participant observation, were quite similar. A
further example of longitudinal research carried out by
different researchers is given in Research in focus 2.18.
This study is interesting because it relies on social survey
methods in addition to preliminary interviews with man-
agers, union officials, and employees. Generally speaking,
however, it is difficult for the researcher to establish how
far change is the result of real differences over the two
time periods or of other factors, such as different people
in the organization, different ownership of the company
between the two time periods, and the possible influence
of the initial study itself.

Comparative design

It is worth distinguishing one further kind of design:
comparative design. Put simply, this design entails the
study using more or less identical methods of two or more
contrasting cases. It embodies the logic of comparison, in
that it implies that we can understand social phenomena
better when they are compared in relation to two or more
meaningfully contrasting cases or situations. The com-
parative design may be realized in the context of either
quantitative or qualitative research. Within the former,
the data collection strategy will take the form outlined in
Figure 2.5. This figure implies that there are at least two
cases (which may be organizations, nations, people, etc.)
and that data are collected from each, usually within a
cross-sectional design format.

One of the more obvious forms of such research is in
cross-cultural or cross-national research (see Key concept
2.19). In a useful definition, Hantrais (1996) has suggested
that such research occurs when individuals or teams set
out to examine particular issues or phenomena in two or
more countries with the express intention of comparing
their manifestations in different sociocultural settings
(institutions, customs, traditions, value systems, lifestyles,

63



64 Research designs

Research in focus 2.18

A study of a steelworks spanning fifty years

One way of overcoming some of the difficulties associated with longitudinal study is by revisiting case study
organizations that have previously been studied by other researchers in order to explore how they have changed
over time. This was the approach taken by Bacon and Blyton (2001) in their case study of a North Wales
steelworks. These researchers sought to replicate and extend survey research carried out in the 1950s (Scott

et al. 1956), which looked at the social systems of industrial organizations to explain the positive orientation of
steelworkers to technical change. Even though the steelworks was not actually named in the original study,
information about its size, location, history, and activities meant that it was relatively easy for Blyton and his

colleagues to identify it as the Shotton plant.

In 1991, Blyton, Bacon, and Morris (1996) conducted an employee attitude survey at the plant in order to
explore the impact of teamworking on employee attitudes and behaviour, focusing on a variety of aspects of
job satisfaction, change, attitudes to management, and industrial relations issues. This survey formed part of

a broader study of the role of industrial relations and workplace change in the UK and German steel industries.
They found that, despite the massive changes that had affected the plant between the 1950s and the 1990s, the
social system of the works continued to influence steelworkers’ attitudes to work, contributing towards their
positive attitude to workplace change. However, at the end of the 1990s, when they returned to the plant to
conduct a similar survey, they found that employee attitudes had changed. In particular, the steelworkers,

who had been deeply affected by competitive pressures leading to increased job insecurity, were no longer as
positively oriented towards change. As the authors note, the ‘almost fifty year time span between the first and
last surveys provides a unique research setting upon which to base some broader reflections on organisational
change, management practices and employee attitudes’ (Bacon and Blyton 2001: 224).

A comparative design
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language, thought patterns), using the same research
instruments either to carry out secondary analysis of
national data or to conduct new empirical work. The aim
may be to seek explanations for similarities and differences

or to gain a greater awareness and a deeper understand-
ing of social reality in different national contexts.
Cross-cultural research in business and management
tends to presuppose that culture is a major explanatory
variable that exerts profound influence on organizational
behaviour. In business and management research, there
has been a tendency to question the adaptability of many
management theories and practices to other, particularly
non-Western, cultural contexts. There has also been
mounting criticism of the universalist vision that busi-
ness and management research has promoted, based
predominantly on unacknowledged Anglo-Saxon values.
These pressures have led to greater interest in cross-
cultural research. Within this overall category, however,
there are some important distinctions. International
management research concerns itself with how and why
companies internationalize; it may focus on a specific
country, or make cross-cultural comparisons between
several countries. Usunier (1998) distinguishes between:

e cross-cultural approaches—which compare national
management systems and local business customs in
various countries; and

o intercultural approaches—which focus on the study
of interaction between people and organizations with
different national/cultural backgrounds.
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Key concept 2.19
What is cross-cultural and international research?

As its name implies, cross-cultural research entails the collection and/or analysis of data from two or more
nations. Possible models for the conduct of cross-cultural research are as follows:

1. A researcher, perhaps in conjunction with a research team, collects data in a number of countries. Hofstede’s
(1984) research on the cultural differences between IBM workers in different countries (see Research in
focus 1.12) is an illustration of this model, in that he took comparable samples of IBM employees from all
hierarchical levels, allowing for a similar representation of gender and age, in sixty-six national subsidiaries of
the company. More than forty countries are eventually compared using this method.

2. A central organization coordinates a portion of the work of national organizations or groups. An example is
the Global Disney Audiences Project (Wasko, Phillips, and Meehan 2001), whereby a research group in the
USA recruited researchers in a variety of countries who were interested in the ways Disney products are
viewed, and then coordinated the ways questions were asked in the research. Each nation’s research groups
were responsible for sampling and other aspects of the interview process.

3. Secondary analysis is carried out using data that are comparable, but where the coordination of their
collection is limited or non-existent. This kind of cross-cultural analysis might occur if researchers seek to ask
survey questions in their own country that have been asked in another country. The ensuing data may then
be analysed cross-culturally. A further form of this model is through the secondary analysis of officially
collected data, such as unemployment statistics. However, this kind of cross-cultural research makes it
particularly important to be sure about the accuracy of data, which will probably have been produced by
several different agencies, in providing a suitable basis for cross-cultural comparison. For example, Roy,
Walters, and Luk (2001) suggest that business researchers have tended to avoid relying on secondary data
about China because of concerns about the reliability and representativeness of government sources.
Research units associated with local authorities may overstate certain factors to give the impression that the
economy is doing better than it really is, statistical approaches and classification schemes may differ from one
province to another, and data may have been censored at certain points in time or even lost. Business
researchers must therefore be cautious in their use of secondary data for the purpose of cross-cultural
analysis.

4. Teams of researchers in participating nations are recruited by a person or body that coordinates the
programme. Each researcher or group of researchers has the responsibility of conducting the investigation in
his, her, or their own country. The work is coordinated in order to ensure comparability of research questions,
survey questions, and procedures for administering the research instruments. This model differs from (2)
above in that it usually entails a specific focus on certain research questions. The article by Terence Jackson
(2001) provides an example of this model: Jackson relied on academic associates to collect data in their
respective countries, using the questionnaire instrument he had designed for this purpose (see Research in
focus 8.15).

Comparative research should not be treated as solely
concerned with comparisons between nations. The logic
of comparison can be applied to a variety of situations
to inform a number of levels of analysis. For example,
Hofstede’s (1984) research on cultural differences has
informed a generation of studies that have explored
cultural differences in organizations other than IBM,
and the framework has also been applied to understand-
ing specific organizational behaviours, such as ethical
decision-making.

Cross-cultural research is not without problems such
as: managing and gaining the funding for such research
(see Key concept 2.19); ensuring, when existing data, such
as official statistics or survey evidence, are submitted to
a secondary analysis, that the data are comparable in
terms of categories and data collection methods; and
ensuring, when new data are being collected, that the
need to translate data collection instruments (for ex-
ample, interview schedules) does not undermine genuine
comparability. This raises the further difficulty that, even
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when translation is carried out competently, there is
still the potential problem of an insensitivity to specific
national and cultural contexts. On the other hand, cross-
cultural research helps to reduce the risk of failing to
appreciate that social science findings are often, if not
invariably, culturally specific. Cross-cultural research
also creates particular issues in achieving equivalence—
between the samples, variables, and methods that are
used (McDonald 2000). For example, in many cases
nationality is used as a surrogate for culture; differences
may thus be attributed to culture even if they could be
more readily attributed to national situation. Equally,
people inhabiting a country under the same government
may belong to quite different cultures that reflect his-
torical or religious affiliations. Further issues are raised
by language differences, which can cause translation
problems. Adler (1983) claims that many comparative
cross-cultural studies in business and management do
not adequately acknowledge these distinctions.

In terms of issues of reliability, validity, replicability,
and generalizability, the comparative study is no different
from the cross-sectional design. The comparative design

Research in focus 2.20

is essentially two or more cross-sectional studies carried
out at more or less the same point in time.

The comparative design can also be applied in relation
to a qualitative research strategy. When this occurs, it
takes the form of a multiple-case study (see Research in
focus 2.20). Essentially, a multiple-case (or multi-case)
study occurs whenever the number of cases examined
exceeds one. In business research this is a popular re-
search design that usually takes two or more organiza-
tions as cases for comparison, but occasionally a number
of people are used as cases. For example, Marshall (1984)
adopts a multiple-case study approach in her study of
women managers; she retains a focus on intensive exam-
ination of each case, but there is qualitative comparison
of each woman manager’s situation with the others.
The main argument in favour of the multiple-case study
is that it improves theory building. By comparing two
or more cases, the researcher is in a better position to
establish the circumstances in which a theory will or
will not hold (Yin 1984; Eisenhardt 1989). Moreover, the
comparison may itself suggest concepts that are relevant
to an emerging theory.

A comparative analysis and a panel study of

female employment

Collins and Wickham (2004) used data from ‘Servemploi’, which is a study of women’s employment and career
prospects in the Information Society. The project had eight European Union partners, comprising members of
universities or research institutes in Ireland, Denmark, Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden, and Belgium. The main
objective of the study was ‘to examine the implications for women workers of technical and organizational
changes in the retail and financial services sectors’ (2004: 36). Each national team studied four workplaces, two
in each sector, and each case involved workplace observation and interviews with managers and employees.

However, as well as being comparative, the study was also longitudinal, as it involved a two-year panel study of
women based on semi-structured interviews. As they explain: ‘using a variety of sources, in particular, contacts in
the trade unions, we located four women working in each sector (but not in the case study companies) who
would be prepared to participate in the study’ (2004: 36). The reason for keeping the sample for the panel

study separate from the comparative cases was because they wanted to follow the women as they moved
between workplaces, so it made sense to focus on individuals rather than on workplaces, as WERS has done
(see Research in focus 2.14). This generated a total of 500 interviews.

Research in focus 2.20 describes one approach to
selecting cases for a multiple-case study that involved
researchers in each country selecting two workplaces
from retail and financial service sectors. Another example
is found in the study of TQM by Edwards, Collinson, and

Rees (1998), where the researchers selected two case
studies from three main sectors of the UK economy:
private services, public sector, and manufacturing. Their
selection of two cases in each sector, rather than just one,
was intended to allow for variation; the limitation to two



cases, rather than three, was due to time and resource
constraints. To identify their cases the researchers
searched press reports and listings of leading quality
institutes such as the National Society for Quality through
Teamwork. However, they were also keen to avoid com-
panies that had a high profile as ‘success stories’, instead
choosing cases that ‘had made significant moves’ in
quality management but ‘were not among the leading
edge examples’ (1998: 454). From this they identified
twenty-five potential cases, and, on the basis of interviews
with quality or HR managers in each one, narrowed their
sample down to just six. With a case selection approach
such as this, the findings that are common to the firms
can be just as interesting and important as those that
differentiate them.

However, not all writers are convinced about the
merits of multiple-case study research. Dyer and Wilkins
(1991), for example, argue that a multiple-case study
approach tends to mean that the researcher pays less
attention to the specific context and more to the ways in
which the cases can be contrasted. Moreover, the need
to forge comparisons tends to mean that the researcher
needs to develop an explicit focus at the outset, whereas
it may be advantageous to adopt a more open-ended
approach in many instances. These concerns about
retaining contextual insight and a rather more unstruc-
tured research approach are very much associated
with the goals of the qualitative research strategy (see
Chapter 16).

The key to the comparative design is its ability to allow
the distinguishing characteristics of two or more cases
to act as a springboard for theoretical reflections about
contrasting findings. It is something of a hybrid, in that
in quantitative research it is frequently an extension of
a cross-sectional design and in qualitative research it is
frequently an extension of a case study design. It even
exhibits certain features that are similar to experiments
and quasi-experiments, which also rely on the capacity to
forge a comparison.

Level of analysis

A further consideration for business researchers that
applies to the research designs covered in this chapter
relates to the concept of level; in other words, what is
the primary unit of measurement and analysis? Hence,
research might focus on:

e individuals: this would include studies that focus on
specific kinds of individuals such as managers or shop-
floor employees;
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e groups: this would include research that considered
certain types of groupings—for example, HR depart-
ments or boards of directors;

e organizations: in addition to studies that focused on
companies, this would include surveys, such as WERS
(see Research in focus 2.14), that treat the workplace
as the principal unit of analysis;

e societies: the main focus of this kind of analysis would
be on the national, political, social, environmental,
and economic contexts in which business organiza-
tions are located.

Differences in level of analysis are commonly referred
to in terms of the SOGI model (societies, organizations,
groups, and individuals). However, some research designs
draw on samples that combine different levels of analy-
sis—for example, organizations and departments. This
begs the question as to whether it is possible to combine
data from different levels to produce a meaningful analy-
sis. The complexity of organizational types can make
the issue of level particularly difficult to determine.
Rousseau (1985) suggests it is important to make explicit
the problems of using data derived from one level to
represent something at another level in order to avoid
misinterpretation. For example, processes of individual
and organizational learning may be constructed quite
differently at different levels. If researchers make infer-
ences about organizational learning on the basis of data
about individuals, they are at risk of making a cross-level
misattribution. Since the phenomenon of learning is
an essentially human characteristic, as organizations
do not behave but people do, this leads to the attribu-
tion of human characteristics to a higher-level system.
Misattribution can also occur when metaphors are used
to interpret organizational behaviour. It is, therefore,
good practice to identify and make clear in your research
design the level of analysis that is being used and then to
switch to another level only after having made this clear
(Rousseau 1985).

Another illustration of mixed-level research cited by
Rousseau (1985) is found in the area of leadership
studies. The average leadership style (ALS) approach
assumes that leaders display the same behavioural
style toward all subordinates. Research therefore relies
on eliciting subordinate perceptions of the leader, which
are averaged and treated as group-level characteristics.
In contrast, the vertical dyadic linkage (VDL) model
assumes that a leader’s style may be different with each
subordinate, thereby treating leadership as an individual-
level phenomenon rather than as a group one. Each model
thus conceptualizes leadership at a different level.
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Bringing research strategy and research
design together

with each combination of research strategy and research
design and a number of examples that either have been
encountered so far or will be covered in later chapters.

Finally, we can bring together the two research strategies
covered in Chapter 1 with the research designs outlined
in this chapter. Table 2.1 shows the typical form associated

Research strategy and research design

Research design

Experimental

Cross-sectional

Longitudinal

Case study

Comparative

Research strategy
Quantitative

Typical form. Most researchers using an experimental
design employ quantitative comparisons between
experimental and control groups with regard to the
dependent variable. See, for example, the study of
leadership by Howell and Frost (1989) (Research in
focus 2.7).

Typical form. Social survey research or structured
observation on a sample at a single point in time. See,
for example, the Aston studies of organizational size,
technology, and structure (Research in focus 1.8 and
Research in focus 2.6); Parboteeah, Hoegl, and Cullen’s
(2009) study of the influence of religious values on
work obligation norms (Research in focus 1.5); and
Berg and Frost’s (2005) telephone survey of low-skill,
low-wage workers (Research in focus 8.3). This can also
include content analysis on a sample of documents
such as in Kabanoff, Waldersee, and Cohen’s (1995)
study of organizational values (Research in focus 12.3).

Typical form. Social survey research on a sample on
more than one occasion, as in the five Workplace
Employment Relations Surveys (Research in focus 2.14);
the 1997 and 2001 Skills Survey (Research in focus 7.3);
or may involve content analysis of documents relating
to different time periods such as in Boyce and Lepper’s
(2002) study of information in a joint venture involving
two shipping firms between 1904 and 1975 (Research
in focus 12.8).

Typical form. Social survey research on a single case
with a view to revealing important features about
its nature. Examples include Hofstede’s study of
cultural differences based on a survey study of

a large multinational business organization
(Research in focus 1.12); and Serensen’s (2004)
study of the racial composition of workplaces
based on a large multidivisional financial services
institution (Research in focus 13.2).

Typical form. Social survey research in which there is

a direct comparison between two or more cases,
including cross-cultural research. Examples include
Brengman et al.’s (2005) study of Internet shoppers in
the United States and Belgium (Research in focus 7.4);
and Tuselmann, McDonald, and Heise’s (2002) study
of German multinational companies operating in

an Anglo-Saxon setting (Research in focus 13.3).

Qualitative

No typical form. However, the Hawthorne
experiments (Chapter 1 and Research in focus 2.8)
provide an example of experimental research
design that gradually moved away from the ‘test
room method’ towards use of qualitative methods.

Typical form. Qualitative interviews or focus groups
at a single point in time. For example, Scase and
Goffee’s (1989) research into managers in large UK
organizations (Research in focus 2.15); or Blackburn
and Stokes’s (2000) study of small business
owner-managers (Research in focus 19.4). Can also
be based upon qualitative content analysis of

a set of documents relating to a single event or a
specific period in time such as in Gephart’s (1993)
study of an organizational disaster (Research in
focus 21.4).

Typical form. Ethnographic research over a long
period, qualitative interviewing on more than

one occasion, or qualitative content analysis of
documents relating to different time periods. Such
research warrants being dubbed longitudinal when
there is a concern to map change, such as in
Pettigrew’s (1985) study of ICI (Research in focus 2.16)
or in the Work Foundation’s study of what happened
to workers following the closure of the MG Rover
plant in Longbridge (Research in focus 18.11).

Typical form. The intensive study by ethnography or
qualitative interviewing of a single case, which may
be an organization—such as Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik,
and Alberts’s (2006) study of organizational bullying
(Research in focus 1.6); a group of employees within
an organization—as in Perlow’s (1997) study of
software engineers in a high-tech organization
(Research in focus 17.1); or an individual—as in
Marshall’s (1995) study of women managers

(Key concept 16.5).

Typical form. Ethnographic or qualitative interview
research on two or more cases where some
comparison is sought between them, such as in
Hyde et al.’s (2006) evaluation study of role redesign
in the NHS (Research in focus 2.11); and Collins
and Wickham’s (2004) panel study of patterns of
female employment across Europe (Research in
focus 2.20).
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Table 2.1 refers also to research methods that will be en-
countered in later chapters, but that have not been referred
to so far. The Glossary (see page 712) will give you a quick
reference to terms used that are not yet familiar to you.
The distinctions are not always perfect. In particular,
in some qualitative and quantitative research it is not
obvious whether a study is an example of a longitudinal
design or a case study design. Life history studies, research
that concentrates on a specific issue over time, and
ethnography, in which the researcher charts change in a
single case are examples of studies that cross the two
types. Such studies are perhaps better conceptualized as
longitudinal case studies rather than as belonging to one
category of research design or another. A further point to
note is that there is no typical form in the qualitative
research strategy/experimental research design cell.

Key points

Qualitative research in the context of true experiments
is very unusual. However, as noted in the table, the
Hawthorne studies (Roethlisberger and Dickson 1939)
provide an interesting example of the way that a quasi-
experimental research design can change over time.
What you will also notice as you encounter many of the
examples in this book is that business research designs
often use a combination of quantitative and qualitative
methods, so the distinction between quantitative and quali-
tative research strategies that is suggested in Table 2.1
is rarely as clear as this table suggests. In Chapters 24
and 25 of the book we will consider the implications of
this and discuss the implications of research that combines
quantitative and qualitative methods. Increasingly, research
that combines quantitative and qualitative research is
referred to as mixed methods research.

There is an important distinction between a research method and a research design.

It is necessary to become thoroughly familiar with the meaning of the technical terms used as criteria
for evaluating research: reliability; validity; replicability; and the types of validity (measurement,

internal, external, ecological).

® |tis also necessary to be familiar with the differences between the five major research designs
covered (experimental, cross-sectional, longitudinal, case study, and comparative) and to consider
the level of analysis (individual, group, organization, and market) that research may focus on. In this
context, it is important to realize that the term ‘experiment’, which is often used somewhat loosely in
everyday speech, has a specific technical meaning.

There are various potential threats to validity in non-experimental research.

Although the case study is often thought to be a single type of research design, it in fact has several
forms. It is also important to be aware of the key issues concerned with the nature of case study
evidence in relation to issues like external validity (generalizability).

Questions for review

® |n terms of the definitions used in this book, what are the chief differences between each of the
following: a research method; a research strategy; and a research design?

Criteria in business research

® What are the differences between reliability and validity and why are these important criteria for the

evaluation of business research?

® Qutline the meaning of each of the following: measurement validity; internal validity; external

validity; and ecological validity.

® Why have some qualitative researchers sought to devise alternative criteria from reliability and
validity when assessing the quality of investigations?
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® What is the ‘experimenter effect’ and how might it contribute towards bias?

® What is social desirability bias and how might its effects be reduced?

Research designs
® What are the main research designs that have been outlined in this chapter?

® Why is level of analysis a particular consideration in business and management research?

Experimental design

® ‘The main importance of the experimental design for the business researcher is that it represents
a model of how to infer causal connections between variables.” Discuss.

® Following on from the last question, if it is so useful and important, why is it not used more?

® What is a quasi-experiment?

Cross-sectional design

® What is meant by a cross-sectional research design?

® In what ways does the social survey exemplify the cross-sectional research design?

® Assess the degree to which the survey researcher can achieve internally valid findings.
°

To what extent is the survey design exclusive to quantitative research?

Longitudinal design(s)
® Why might a longitudinal research design be superior to a cross-sectional one?

® What are the main differences between panel and cohort designs in longitudinal research?

Case study design
® What is a case study?
® |s case study research exclusive to qualitative research?

® What are some of the principles by which cases might be selected?

Comparative design
® What are the chief strengths of a comparative research design?

® Why might comparative research yield important insights?

Online Resource Centre
www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Visit the interactive Research Guide that accompanies this book to complete an exercise in
Research Designs.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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The goal of this chapter is to provide advice to students on some of the issues that they need to consider
if they have to prepare a dissertation based upon a research project. Increasingly, business and
management students are required to produce such a dissertation as part of the requirements for their
degrees. In addition to needing help with the conduct of research, which will be the aim of the chapters
that come later in this book, more specific advice on tactics in doing and writing up research for a
dissertation can be useful. It is against this background that this chapter has been written. The chapter

explores a wide variety of issues such as:

e advice on timing;

e advice on generating research questions;

e advice on writing to help you produce compelling findings;

e advice on understanding the requirements of a dissertation project;

e advice on what makes a good dissertation.

Chapter 4 will then focus on how to get started with your research project by conducting a literature

review.

Introduction

This chapter provides some advice for readers who might
be carrying out a research project of their own. The
chapters that follow in Parts Two, Three, and Four of this
book will then provide more detailed information about
the choices available to you and how to implement them.
But, beyond this, how might you go about conducting a
small project of your own? We have in mind here the kind
of situation that is increasingly common among business
and management degree programmes—the requirement

to write a dissertation of between 7,000 and 15,000
words. In particular, we have in mind the needs of under-
graduate students, as well as students on postgraduate
degree programmes, who will also find some of the
observations we make helpful. Also, the advice is really
concerned with students conducting projects with a
component of empirical research in which they collect
new data or perhaps conduct a secondary analysis of
existing data.

Get to know what is expected of you

by your institution

Your institution or department will have specific require-
ments concerning a wide variety of different features
that your dissertation should comprise and a range of
other matters relating to it. These include such things
as: the form of binding; how the dissertation is to be
presented; whether or not an abstract is required; how
big the page margins should be; the format for referen-
cing; the number of words; perhaps the structure of the
dissertation; how much advice you can get from your

supervisor; whether or not a proposal is required; pla-
giarism; deadlines; how much (if any) financial assistance
you can expect; and so on.

The advice here is simple: follow the requirements,
instructions, and information you are given. If anything in
this book conflicts with your institution’s guidelines and
requirements, ignore this book! We very much hope this
is not something that will occur very much, but if it does,
keep to the guidelines your institution gives you.
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‘ Thinking about your research area

The chances are that you will be asked to start thinking
about what you want to do research on well before you
are due to start work on your dissertation. It is worth
giving yourself a good deal of time for this. As you are
doing your various modules, begin to think about
whether there are any topics that might interest you and

that might provide you with a researchable area. This
may at times feel like a rather unproductive process in
which a number of false starts or changes of direction
are made. However, taking the time to explore different
avenues at the point of problem identification can pre-
vent difficulties at a much later stage.

Telling it like it is
The importance of starting early

For Lisa, one of the main lessons she learned from her experience of doing a research project was the importance
of starting early. ‘Time management is definitely a big thing with your dissertation. Starting it early, starting the
reading early as well, because the paper trail can take for ages to trace back authors and what they’ve written in
the past. It’s really important to start early, | think.” Karen expressed a similar view: ‘l started my dissertation very
early on. A lot of people didn’t start it until they got back to University in September/October time, whereas I'd
already started mine in January. | actually finished it a bit early because it was due in at the beginning of May and
| finished it for the beginning of April.

Angharad also said that this was something that she had learned from the experience of doing a research project.
‘I'm quite organized so it wasn't too big a deal for me, but | know people have left it to the last minute and they're
having a big panic. So getting organized is probably the main thing.’

Tom also felt that one of the main lessons he had learned from doing a research project was the importance of
starting early, even though the demands of other taught courses might discourage this. ‘It’s very tempting when
you've got taught modules of the course as well to do to put the project back and back, but you've kind of got to
force yourself to get on with it even when it feels difficult and it's good to have some milestones . . . some things
to aim for rather than just the end of the project.’

These views were also confirmed by the supervisors we surveyed.

To find out more about these students’ research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Telling it like it is
Why do a research project?

For some students, doing a research project is an optional part of their degree programme or dissertation
requirement. In this case, the decision whether or not to do research becomes more personal. For Chris, doing a
research project was an opportunity ‘to find things out from the horse’s mouth’ by investigating how things worked
in the ‘real world’ after three years of studying theories of business and management. ‘I thought it would be
interesting to actually find out what people really think about a subject. When you read these textbooks you read
theories, you know, papers, and you get told things in lectures or newspapers or whatever and you think “Right,
great. That’s interesting and I'm sure that must be right.” | mean sometimes | used to question. “Well, | don’t agree
with that.” and | thought “Well, now I've got this really good opportunity to find out things” in an organization.’
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For Tom, a research-based dissertation stood apart from dissertations that did not include research. ‘Some of
my friends for their dissertations took a load of information commented on it and came up with a conclusion
and essentially, you know, that’s an essay like any other that we've been doing throughout the three years at
university, just a bit longer. For me, it was worth putting the extra effort in because it was an entire module.
And it was fun. It was enjoyable and | got exposure to people that | wouldn’'t otherwise have had which has
helped me recently in my graduate scheme And maybe it’s just me, but it’s nice to question theories that you
don’t necessarily believe and it’s very easy to say “Oh well, | don't believe it, but there we go.” The way | [saw]
it was: “Well, | don’t believe it, so [let’s] see if | can find out anything to back that up.”’

Karen explained that doing her research on something that she was genuinely interested in was crucial in
maintaining her enthusiasm for the project. ‘My manager said “Just make sure that it's something you're
interested in, because, if it isn’'t, then you're not going to get through it and you're going to get disheartened.”

If it is something you're interested in, you can really enjoy doing the research and it becomes really good for you.
You feel like you're really getting something out of it.’

Tom found that doing a research project helped him to feel that he had become a specialist in a particular
subject area. ‘I did like getting really into a topic and feeling like, you know, “I'm a bit of an expert on this now.”
You know, | know a lot about this and I've read more than 99 per cent of the population about this now and
actually | feel kind of, you know, if anyone’s going to have anything sensible to say about call centres it might be
me.” Lucie felt that the experience of doing a research project had equipped her with skills that had the potential
to be useful in other contexts. As she explained, ‘In every job there’s some element of research. A lot of my
friends have gone into consultancy; you have to do research there. And a lot of my friends have gone into
banking and there’s a lot of research there as well. So you can apply the skills that you gain from research to
everyday life and everyday jobs.’

These views were confirmed by one of the supervisors we questioned, who said: ‘A piece of research can be a talking
point for a job interview, as it is something the student has done!” Another commented: ‘by the end of the research
project, students have an awareness of the need for flexible thinking and the ability to adapt in order to make progress’.

@

To find out more about these students’ research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

‘ Using your supervisor

Most institutions that require a dissertation or similar
component allocate students to supervisors. Institutions
vary quite a lot in what can be expected of supervisors;
in other words, they vary in terms of what kinds of and
how much assistance supervisors will give to students
allocated to them. Equally, students vary a great deal in
how frequently they see their supervisors and in their use
of them. Our advice here is simple: use your supervisor to
the fullest extent that you are allowed and follow the
pointers you are given by him or her. Your supervisor will
almost certainly be someone who is well versed in the
research process and who will be able to provide you
with help and feedback at all stages of your research,
subject to your institution’s strictures in this regard. If
your supervisor is critical of your research questions,

your interview schedule, drafts of your dissertation, or
whatever, try to respond positively. Follow the sugges-
tions that he or she provides, since the criticisms will
invariably be accompanied by reasons for the criticisms
and suggestions for revision. It is not a personal attack.
Supervisors regularly have to go through the same
process themselves when they submit an article to a
peer-refereed journal, apply for a research grant, or give
a conference paper. So respond to criticisms and sugges-
tions positively and be glad that you are being given the
opportunity to address deficiencies in your work before it
is formally examined.

A further point is that students who get stuck at the
start of their dissertations or who get behind with their
work sometimes respond to the situation by avoiding
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their supervisors. They then get caught up in a vicious  confronting the fact that you are experiencing difficulties
circle that results in their work being neglected and in getting going or are getting behind and seek out your
perhaps rushed at the end. Try to avoid this situation by  supervisor for advice.

Telling it like it is
Maintaining a good relationship with
your supervisor

The expectations concerning the frequency and format of meetings between students and supervisors vary
considerably from one university course to another. Of the supervisors we contacted, the majority met students
individually, but some held meetings with a group of dissertation students so that common issues could be
shared. Face-to-face meetings were also complemented by email communication, telephone calls, and online
discussion groups. The students whom we spoke to had different experiences of their relationship with
supervisors. Angharad valued the expertise of her supervisor and his knowledge of the subject. She advised:
‘Make sure you use your supervisor, because they know the subject area and they’re marking your dissertation,
so you might as well draw on their expertise as much as possible.” From her own experience and that of other
students, Karen observed differences in the expectations that students had of their supervisors. ‘All supervisors
are different anyway, but | think that students have different needs as well. My supervisor was really good for me,
because he wasn't very prescriptive about what to do and what not to do. He was really good in that sense for
me, but he wasn't, | don’t think, the right type of tutor for everybody, because he didn't tell me anything, | don’t
think. He never said that that’s wrong or that’s right. He just used to ask questions and guide me and that type of
thing. He read the plan and he gave that a good mark and then that was it; he didn’t actually read any of my
dissertation during the supervision process. | think it’s really good, because hopefully now when he looks at it,
it’ll be really fresh for him as well. | was really excited about him reading it, because | thought “I'm really looking
forward to seeing what he thinks!”’ Karen enjoyed the independence afforded to her by her supervisor but felt
this would not have suited all students equally. ‘I think that, if a supervisor thinks you are a bit lost, that’s when
they come in and they say, “Right, well let me have a look at it,” or something like that, because they think you
need guidance. But the good thing about him was that he recognized | had my own ideas. | think that when they
start to read it and give you feedback, it becomes more their work than your work. Whereas the reason | feel so
good about my dissertation is because it is all my work and my supervisor hasn’t put anything into it

Tom, a postgraduate student, saw his relationship with his supervisor as quite different from when he had been
an undergraduate. ‘When | did my undergraduate dissertation | was such a poor student | actively avoided

my supervisor in case he asked me any questions and | hadn’'t done any reading or anything. This time | was
determined | was going to make active use of my supervisor and so | did programme in to meet him at various
points. At Birkbeck they’re very keen that, when you go and see your supervisor, you don’t just go and have a
chat. Instead you go with some questions to ask and specific issues to talk about. So having those dates in the
diary kind of really forced me to say, “Right, I'll go and see my supervisor and | need to have done A, B, and C
before | g0.” You know, “I need to have done the interviews and done some preliminary data analysis before | go
and see him.” So that was quite helpful in terms of planning—you know, in spurring me on.” These views were
confirmed by several of the supervisors we surveyed who echoed the importance of preparation beforehand by
both parties in making supervision meetings successful. One stated: ‘| adopt a fairly demanding regime for the
production of draft material and require plans for activity between meetings.’

Lucie emphasized she was expected to be proactive in seeking support from her supervisor rather than expecting
him to be constantly checking her progress. ‘It wasn’t like he would chase me up or anything. It was purely up to
me. He was there as much as | wanted to use him. So he wouldn’t chase me up and say “have you written your
dissertation yet?” or “have you written your literature review yet?” It was purely up to me to go to him.” Another
supervisor in our survey talked about the importance of a mature relationship between supervisor and student.
‘Doing research and writing a thesis are things that you very much learn by doing. Supervision at higher levels
therefore becomes much more guiding and discussing ideas (like working with the student) than teaching or
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suggesting how to do something (working for the student).” We feel that this is a really helpful distinction for students
to make. Students can find these expectations disconcerting at first, but in the long run they tend to pay off.

When asked what makes for a successful supervision meeting, one supervisor replied: ‘the moment when
you know the student sparks off a new insight for you . . . or vice versa’. This comment highlights the
reciprocal nature of the learning involved in supervision relationships that rely on the commitment of

both parties to be successful.

) To find out more about these students’ research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

‘ Managing time and resources

All research is constrained by time and resources. There is
no point in working on research questions and plans that
cannot be seen through because of time pressure or because
of the costs involved. Two points are relevant here.

1. Work out a timetable—preferably in conjunction with
your supervisor—detailing the different stages of your
research (including the review of the literature and
writing up). This is particularly important if you are
a part-time student combining your studies with full-
time work. The timetable should specify the different
stages and the calendar points at which you should
start and finish them. Some stages of the research
are likely to be ongoing—for example, searching the
literature for new references—but that should not
prove an obstacle to developing a timetable.

2. Find out what, if any, resources can be put at your
disposal for carrying out your research. For example,
will you receive help from your institution with
such things as travel costs, photocopying, secretarial

Telling it like it is

assistance, postage, stationery, and so on? Will the
institution be able to loan you hardware such as tape
recorders and transcription machines if you need to
record and transcribe your interviews? Has it got the
software you need, such as SPSS or a qualitative data
analysis package like NVivo? This kind of information
will help you to establish how far your research design
and methods are financially feasible and practical.
The imaginary gym survey used in Chapter 14 is an
example of an investigation that would be feasible
within the kind of time frame usually allocated to
undergraduate and postgraduate dissertations. How-
ever, it would require such facilities as: typing up the
questionnaire, which nowadays students can usually
do for themselves with the help of word-processing
programs; photocopying covering letters and question-
naires; postage for sending the questionnaires out and
for any follow-up letters to non-respondents; return
postage for the questionnaires; and the availability of
a quantitative data analysis package like SPSS.

LIRA" Finding time to do a research project

For part-time MBA, undergraduate, and postgraduate students, doing a research project sometimes has to be
combined with the intense demands of work and family, which in themselves may constitute more than a
full-time job. From our experience of supervising such students, we have observed that they develop many
different and creative ways of managing the time pressures associated with doing a dissertation project, but this
can often involve an element of personal sacrifice for them. Female MBA students from Warwick Business School
interviewed by Bell (2004) described some of the effects of these time pressures—for example, causing them
temporarily to give up social activities or family time in order to work on their dissertation at weekends or

during holidays. Students also highlighted the importance of partners and other family members in helping to
enable them to find time and giving them emotional and practical support in doing their research project.
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Students who don’t fully take these time pressures into account can sometimes find that they are unable to meet
the deadlines for submitting the dissertation and have repeatedly to postpone this final stage of their degree
study. One female MBA student working full-time with two young children interviewed by Bell (2004: 69-70)
summarized the pressures associated with these conflicting demands. ‘My son is growing up really quickly and,
yes, people can take him off so | can work on my MBA dissertation, but I'm at work all week and | actually quite
like seeing him at the weekend. I'm just conscious that, as the gap between the MBA course and the project gets
longer, the project gets harder because you can’t remember anything that you've done.’

Tom, a part-time student at Birkbeck, took a different approach, cutting down on his work time to create time for
his research project. ‘This isn't going to be any help to people that are working full time, but | reduced my hours
to work four days a week for the second half of the course so | had a day a week to do my studies; that was a big
help ... A lot of people did extend their studies over a third year because it was just really difficult to fit it all in.’
Even so, Tom found the pressures of doing a research project daunting at times. ‘It’s very easy to feel like it’s this
huge mountain that you’ll never get to the top of and just feel like you can never do. You can never sit down and
watch telly or relax because this thing’s always there; living with it can be annoying at times; and there are times
when you get stuck and it doesn’t feel great.’

To find out more about Tom’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this
book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Tips and skills
Constructing a Gantt chart for your
research project

One way of keeping track of your research project is through the use of a Gantt chart. This is a horizontal bar
chart that was originally developed as a production control tool in 1917 by Henry L. Gantt, an American engineer
and social scientist. Although Gantt charts are more commonly used in project management, they can also help
you to plan, coordinate, and track specific tasks in your research project by providing a graphical illustration of
your timetable and the key tasks involved in it. Simple Gantt charts may be designed on graph paper or as a table
in Microsoft Word. More complex automated versions can be created using project management applications
such as Microsoft Project or Excel. The horizontal axis of the chart represents the total time span of the project
divided into units such as weeks or months. The vertical axis represents the tasks involved in the project. An
example of a Gantt chart for a student research project is provided in Figure 3.1. As Figure 3.1 shows, you would
shade the squares on the graph to represent the amount of time you expect to spend on each task. The filled-in
squares may overlap, to reflect the fact, for example, that you may continue to review the literature in the same
time span as starting to collect your data. As the research project progresses, the chart may be amended to
indicate the portions of tasks that have been completed. However, one of the limitations of Gantt charts is that
they do not indicate task dependencies, so you cannot tell, for example, how falling behind with your literature
review will affect the timing of other tasks in your research project. This is a particular problem for student
research projects, where you will almost certainly be working to a fixed and immovable deadline for completion
of the dissertation, so falling behind in your timetable will necessarily reduce the amount of time that you have
to devote to other stages of the project. A further difficulty with Gantt charts is that, even though they allow for
overlaps between different tasks, they do encourage you to see the research process as a linear, sequential
activity. This may be inappropriate, particularly for qualitative research projects where many of the tasks are
iterative. Such a project might produce a Gantt chart where tasks overlap to such an extent that the graph
becomes impossible to follow.
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An example of a Gantt chart for a student research project

Sept. Oct. Nov. | Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr.

Identify research area

Formulate research
questions

Formulate research
strategy, research design,
and select methods

Write research proposal 15th

Negotiate access

Literature review

Data collection

Data analysis

Write first draft

Write second draft

Write final draft

Dissertation due 21st

Telling it like it is
When doing a research project doesn’t turn out to
be a linear process

Tom found that his experience of doing a research project contradicted some of what he had been told to
expect. ‘People talk about the research process being this linear thing. You review the literature, find your
question and identify your methods and, you know, it kind of neatly follows on. | didn’t really experience it like
that to be perfectly honest. Our experience in supervising research projects suggests Tom is by no means
unusual in this and there is not necessarily anything to feel concerned about—particularly in a qualitative
research project like Tom’s. Tom also found himself revisiting his research questions throughout the research
project. As he explained, ‘I found identifying a question that | was able to investigate and that was meaningful
was the most difficult bit of my whole project. | kept coming back to that throughout the year | was doing the
project refining it, changing it.” The main thing in planning your research project is to be conscious of the
deadlines imposed by your university and to be active in setting achievable milestones along the way, so you are
less likely to get discouraged and more likely to feel you are making progress.

To find out more about Tom’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this
book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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‘ Formulating suitable research questions

Many students want to conduct research into areas that
are of personal interest to them. This is not a bad thing at
all and, as we noted in Chapter 1, many business re-
searchers start from this point as well (see also Lofland
and Lofland 1995: 11-14). However, you must move on
to develop research questions. This recommendation
applies to qualitative research as well as to quantitative
research. As we will go on to explain in Chapter 16,
qualitative research is more open-ended than quantita-
tive research, and in Chapter 17 we will mention some
notable studies that appear not to have been driven by
specific research questions. However, very open-ended
research is risky and can lead to the collection of too
much data and, when it comes to writing up, to confu-
sion about your focus. So, unless your supervisor advises
you to the contrary, we would definitely advise you to
formulate some research questions, even if they turn out
to be somewhat less specific than the kinds we often find
in quantitative research. In other words, what is it about
your area of interest that you want to know?

Research questions are, therefore, important. No re-
search questions or poorly formulated research questions
will lead to poor research. If you do not specify clear
research questions, there is a great risk that your research
will be unfocused and that you will be unsure about what
your research is about and what you are collecting data
for. It does not matter how well you design a question-
naire or how skilled an interviewer you are; you must be
clear about your research questions. Equally, it does not
matter whether your research is for a research contract
of £200,000, a doctoral thesis, or a small mini-project.
Research questions are crucial because they will:

e guide your literature search;

e guide your decisions about the kind of research design
to employ;

e guide your decisions about what data to collect and
from whom;

e guide your analysis of your data;

e guide your writing-up of your data;

e stop you from going off in unnecessary directions.
Marx (1997) has suggested a wide range of sources of

research questions (see Thinking deeply 3.1) and outlines

some of the features that your research questions should
exhibit. Figure 3.2 brings out the main steps in developing

research questions. Research questions in quantitative
research are sometimes more specific than in qualita-
tive research. Indeed, some qualitative researchers advo-
cate a very open approach with no research questions.
This is a very risky approach and can be a recipe for
collecting masses of data without a clear sense of what
to observe or what to ask your interviewees. There is a
growing tendency for qualitative researchers to advocate
a somewhat more focused approach to their craft (e.g.
Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 24-9).

We usually start out with a general research area that
interests us. It may derive from any of several sources:

e Personal interest/experience. As we pointed out in
Chapter 1, Bryman’s interests in theme parks can be
traced back to a visit to Disney World in Orlando in
1991 (a holiday that was somewhat affected by his
showing the first signs of chicken pox on the first night),
while Bell’s interest in ‘Investors in People’ stems from
her involvement in managing the implementation of
this quality standard in an NHS trust hospital.

e Theory. Someone might be interested in testing aspects
of labour process theory or the contingency perspective
on organization structure.

o The research literature. Studies relating to a research
area like the Japanization of work in British industry could
be an example of a literature that might stimulate an
interest in the nature of shop-floor work in such a context.

o Puzzles. How are team and individual empowerment,
both of which have been themes in research on quality
initiatives, compatible?

e New developments in organizations. Examples might
include the rise of the Internet or the diffusion of new
models of organization—for example, Total Quality
Management (TQM), customer service programmes,
call centres.

e Organizational problems. An example might be how
staff in call centres should handle consumer rage when
consumers are interrupted by unwanted telephone calls.

As these types of source suggest, in research we often
start out with a general research area or research objective
that has to be narrowed down so that we can develop a
tighter focus out of which research questions can be dev-
eloped. We can depict the process of generating research
questions as a series of steps, as suggested in Figure 3.2.
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Thinking deeply 3.1
- ¥ Marx’s sources of research questions

Marx (1997) suggests the following as possible sources of research questions:

Intellectual puzzles and contradictions.
The existing literature.
Replication.

Structures and functions. For example, if you point to a structure such as a type of organization, you can ask questions
about the reasons why there are different types and the implications of the differences.

Opposition. Marx identifies the sensation of feeling that a certain theoretical perspective or notable piece of work is
misguided and exploring the reasons for your opposition.

A social problem. But remember that this is just a source of a research question; you still have to identify business and
management research issues in relation to a social problem: ‘Gaps between official versions of reality and the facts on
the ground’ (Marx 1997: 113). An example here is something like Delbridge’s (1998) fascinating ethnographic account of
company rhetoric about Japanized work practices and how they operate in practice.

The counter-intuitive. For example, when common sense seems to fly in the face of social scientific truths.

‘Empirical examples that trigger amazement’ (Marx 1997: 114). Marx gives, as examples, deviant cases and atypical events.
New methods and theories. How might they be applied in new settings?

‘New social and technical developments and social trends’ (Marx 1997: 114).

Personal experience.

Sponsors and teachers. But do not expect your teachers to provide you with detailed research questions.

Steps in selecting research questions

Research area
TQM

!

Select aspect of research area
Impact of TQM on work

v

Research questions
Does TQM have a positive or negative impact on job satisfaction?
Does the effect of TQM on job satisfaction vary by level in the organization?
Does TQM disrupt traditional methods of working in firms?
Do workers try to resist TQM and if so how far are they successful?
Does TQM lead to empowerment or disempowerment?
Does the way that TQM is introduced have an influence on the nature of
its impact on job satisfaction?

}

Select research questions
Does TQM have a positive or negative impact on job satisfaction?
Does the way that TQM is introduced have an influence on the nature of
its impact on job satisfaction?
Does the effect of TQM on job satisfaction vary by level in the organization?
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The series of stages is meant to suggest that, when
developing research questions, the researcher is involved
in a process of progressive focusing down, so that we
move from a general research area down to specific
research questions. In making this movement, we have to
recognize the following restrictions:

Remember that a research question should end with
a question mark. If there is no question mark, it is not
a research question.

We cannot answer all the research questions that
occur to us. This is not just to do with issues of time
and the cost of doing research. It is very much to do

our research questions must relate to each other to
form a coherent set of issues.

We therefore have to select from the possible research
questions that we arrive at.

In making our selection, we should be guided by the
principle that the research questions we choose should
be related to one another. If they are not, our research
will probably lack focus and we may not make as clear
a contribution to understanding as would be the case
if research questions were connected. Thus, in the
example in Figure 3.2, the research questions relating
to TQM are closely connected.

with the fact that we must keep a clear focus so that

Telling it like it is
Finding a research area

Lucie’s choice of research subject reflected her personal experience of having been exposed to entrepreneurial
discourses while she was a student at university. ‘As a student | was being exposed to kind of these enterprise
courses. | was bombarded with messages like “Join this course”, and | was quite interested in enterprise, so

| attended one of these courses as an undergraduate and that’s how | became interested in it. Also, a lot of my
friends are really interested in enterprise, and a lot of them kind of have started to try and run businesses while
at university. So | was interested in what was provoking students to do this.” Lucie’s choice of research area
illustrates how practical considerations (see Chapter 1) can impact upon choice of research area, since Lucie
already had social contact with the kinds of people who might become the focus of her research, in this case
university students, and had already had contact with the research setting on which she was intending to base
her study. Lucie was thus studying a social group of which she was a member—university students. This is
interesting, because it raises particular considerations about the nature of the relationship between the
researcher and research subjects, an issue that we will return to in Chapter 16.

Tom’s research interest was driven initially by his curiosity about the rise of telephone call centres as a new type
of workplace environment. ‘| guess that | started by probably not thinking about testing a theory so much—like
“How does goal-setting theory affect behaviour in the workplace?” or something. | was more interested in looking
at a type of workplace. There had been a lot of stuff in the media about call centres and there were quite a lot of
references to call centres in the literature that I'd read in my first term and so that’s how my interest evolved.” A
further advantage to Tom’s choice of research subject stems from its clearly defined parameters. He was attracted
to the subject of call centres because it constituted a relatively clearly defined literature that did not go back very
far in time. This helped to make it suitable for a student research project. As he explained ‘If you type in “call
centre” to a database you get a compact set of references and it’s quite attractive because call centres have only
been in existence for sort of ten years or something, so actually the literature is not that extensive, which makes
kind of getting into it a lot easier.’

To find out more about these students’ research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

@

Tips and skills ‘Criteria for evaluating research
questions’ gives some suggestions about the kinds of
considerations that should be taken into account when
developing your own research questions.

Research in focus 3.2 describes some considerations
that went into Watson’s (1994a, b) exploration of man-
agement at ZTC Ryland, a UK-based telecommunications
firm.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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Telling it like it is
Using your supervisor to help develop
your research questions

Tom found it was common for students on his course to be too ambitious in forming their research questions.
‘We all came up with really big questions like “How does leadership impact on the NHS?” Some huge question
like that—you know, not the sort of thing that’s very easy to test in a student research project. We were
encouraged to knock these ideas around. Most of them were pretty impractical, because they were sort of like
five-year research projects needing thousands and thousands of hours to be operationalized, whereas we only
had very limited time. So we were encouraged to kind of focus down.’

Karen had a similar experience: ‘| used to send my supervisor drafts of my proposal and get his feedback, to
check that | was on the right lines. But to be honest, | don’t think he ever actually told me anything. He just used
to ask me questions, which | think was the best thing for me, because that just sort of got me thinking about it
and that was really what | needed at that time. He kind of narrowed me down when | was trying to take on too
much, when | was saying: “Well, | think | might do this and | might do that as well.” Then he would just sort of ask
me questions and get me to narrow it down.’

This experience was echoed by the supervisors we spoke to, who said that it was common for students to be too
broad in designing their research questions. One said: ‘undergraduate students tend to be unrealistic about

what can be achieved and to assume that doing research is easy and not very time consuming. Many choose
something which is “fashionable” or “current”, often without much apparent initial investigation, only to find later
that the topic has limited foundations in the existing literature. Apart from the usual problem of students having
a broad question, underpinned by multiple more focused research questions, each of which might be the basis
for a more effective proposal, it is striking that many students will not narrow the focus, despite numerous signals
that it is necessary. | also notice that very few revisit and refine the research question as they proceed. Another
substantial minority of students feel that they have to have both a qualitative and a quantitative aspect to the
project, irrespective of the context or the specific research question. The outcome is that the project typically falls
“between both stools” and lacks conviction.” While this supervisor's comments might sound a little harsh, they
are based on substantial experience of trying to help students to avoid these common pitfalls.

To find out more about Tom’s and Karen’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Tips and skills
Criteria for evaluating research questions

Research questions for a dissertation or project should meet the following criteria:

o Questions should be clear. They must be understandable to you and to others.

e Questions should be researchable. They should be capable of development into a research design, so that data
may be collected in relation to them. This means that extremely abstract terms are unlikely to be suitable.

o Questions should connect with established theory and research. This means that there should be a literature on
which you can draw to help illuminate how your research questions should be approached. Even if you find a
topic that has been scarcely addressed by social scientists, it is unlikely that there will be no relevant literature
(for example, on related or parallel topics). Making connections with theory and research will also allow you
to show how your research has made a contribution to knowledge and understanding.

o Questions should be linked to each other. Unrelated research questions are unlikely to be acceptable, since
you should be developing an argument in your dissertation. You will not very readily be able to construct
a single argument in connection with unrelated research questions.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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o Questions should have potential for making a contribution to knowledge. They should at the very least hold out
the prospect of being able to make a contribution—however small—to the topic.

o Questions should be neither too broad nor too narrow. The research questions should be neither too large
(so that you would need a massive grant to study them) nor too small (so that you cannot make a reasonably
significant contribution to your area of study).

If you are stuck about how to formulate research questions (or indeed other phases of your research), it is a good
idea to look at journal articles or research monographs to see how other researchers have formulated them. Also,
look at past dissertations for ideas as well.

Research in focus 3.2
Developing research questions

Watson (1994b) gives a very frank account of the process by which he developed his research questions for his
participant observation study of ZTC Ryland, ‘a plant of three thousand or so employees engaged in developing,
making and selling telecommunications products’ (Watson 1994a: 4). The fact that the company was involved in
several change initiatives at the time made it particularly interesting to Watson. His initial aim, therefore, was to
improve understanding of how people doing managerial work ‘shape’ their own lives and identities in the context
of organized work efforts (1994b). He writes that he ‘sharpened’ this general area of interest somewhat by
reflecting on the impact on managers of the emergence of what were then fairly new developments, such as the
rise of cultural change programmes and of HRM principles. In developing this set of interests into research questions,
Watson was influenced by writers and researchers on managerial work who had been critical of existing knowledge

in this area. In particular he notes that these critics recommended: greater attention to the terms managers use
to reflect on their work; a greater emphasis on explaining why managers engage in the forms of behaviour that
have been uncovered; and a greater appreciation of the way in which managerial behaviour is embedded in
organizational arrangements. These reflections on the literature on managerial work gave rise to Watson’s research
questions and led to an emphasis on: the linguistic categories and rhetorical processes involved in managers’
constructions of their work and jobs; explaining patterns of behaviour observed; and exploring the ways in which
organizational arrangements have implications for managerial behaviour and indeed are influenced by it.

Watson (1994aq, b) has also provided a useful account
of the process of ‘crafting research’, as he puts it. Before
embarking on the task of research design and choice
of research methods, it is a good idea to ask yourself a
series of questions about your research and the findings
that you hope to produce. Crafting a research design
relies on addressing a series of what, why, and how
questions (see Figure 3.3), which eventually result in
the production of a set of ‘findings’ or conclusions.
Watson (1994b) sees management research as an intel-
lectual craft that relies on the acquisition of a set of skills,
which, when combined imaginatively, result in the pro-
duction of an artefact.

Watson’s figure illustrates how central research ques-
tions are to the overall research process and the way in
which they are embedded in the many decisions that
have to be made during it. In the case of his own research,

Watson found that his research questions were pushing
him in the direction of needing to appreciate ‘issues of
language and meaning’. He goes on to say:

This implies investigative techniques
which take one close to individuals,
which allow close attention to the way
people use language and which enable the
researcher to relate closely the
individual to the context in which they
work. The basic research design shaped
to meet these criteria was one of
participant observation within the
management team of a single organization
combined with detailed interviews with a
cross-section of that group of managers
(Watson 1994b: S882)




A ‘what, why, and how’ framework for crafting research

What?

What puzzles/intrigues me?
What do | want to know more
about/understand better?
What are my key research
questions?

Why?

Why will this be of enough
interest to others to be
published as a thesis, book,
paper, guide to practitioners
or policy-makers? Can the
research be justified as a
‘contribution to knowledge’?

How—conceptually?

What models, concepts, and
theories can | draw on/develop to
answer my research questions?
How can these be brought
together into a basic conceptual
framework to guide my
investigation?

How—practically?

What investigative styles and
techniques shall | use to apply my
conceptual framework (both to
gather material and analyse it)?
How shall | gain and maintain
access to information sources?

Source: Watson (1994b: S80). Reprinted with permission of Wiley Publishing.

In other words, the way in which Watson’s research
questions were framed profoundly influenced both
his research design (a case study) and his research
methods (participant observation and semi-structured
interviewing). Decisions about research questions are
therefore crucial to how research is designed and how
data are collected. You are advised not to begin thinking
about your research methods until you have established
what your research questions are. Some people do
prefer to use particular methods and frame their
research questions in terms of those preferences
(Bryman 2007c); that is not regarded as a good practice
(P. White 2009).

One final point to make is that a research question is not
the same as a hypothesis. A hypothesis is a specific type of
research question. It is an informed speculation, which is
set up to be tested, about the possible relationship between
two or more variables. Hypotheses are not as common in
quantitative research as is sometimes supposed and in
qualitative research they are typically avoided, other than
as speculations that arise in the course of fieldwork.

If you are still stuck about how to formulate research
questions (or indeed about other phases of your research),
itisalways a good idea to look at journal articles or research
monographs to see how other researchers have formulated
them. Also, look at past dissertations for ideas as well.

6 Writing your research proposal

You may be required as part of your dissertation to write
a short proposal or plan outlining what your research
project will be about and how you intend to go about it.
This is a useful way of preparing for your research, and it
will encourage you to think about many of the issues that
are covered in the next section. In addition to outlining the

research design and methods that you intend to use, the
topic area in which your study is going to be located, and
the research questions that you intend to address, the
proposal will ask you to demonstrate some knowledge
of the literature in your chosen field—for example, by
identifying several key authors or important research
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studies. This information may be used as the basis for allo-
cating a supervisor who is knowledgeable in your area of
research interest. The proposal is also a useful basis for
discussion of your research project with your supervisor,
and, if it includes a timetable for the project, this can
provide a basis for planning regular meetings with your
supervisor to review your progress. Developing a timetable
can be very important in making you think about aspects of
the overall research process such as the different stages of
your research and their timing and in giving you a series
of ongoing goals to aim for. Even if you are not required to
produce a research proposal, it is worthwhile constructing
a timetable for your research and asking your supervisor
to look at it, so that you can assess how (un)realistic your
goals are and whether you are allowing enough time for
each of the components of the research process.

When writing a research proposal, there are a number
of issues that you will probably need to cover:

e What is your research topic or, alternatively, what are
your research objectives?

e Why is your research topic (or why are those research
objectives) important?

e What is your research question or what are your re-
search questions?

e What does the literature have to say about your re-
search topic/objectives and research question(s)?

Telling it like it is

e How are you going to go about collecting data relevant
to your research question(s)? In other words, what
research methods are you intending to use?

e Why are the research methods/sources you have selected
the appropriate ones for your research question?

e Whatresources will you need to conduct your research
(for example, postage, travel costs, software) and how
will those resources be funded?

e What is your timetable for the different stages of the
project?

e What problems do you anticipate in doing the research
(for example, access to organizations)?

e What are the possible ethical problems associated
with your research?

e How will you analyse your data?

Writing a proposal is, therefore, useful in getting you started
on your research project and encouraging you to set realistic
objectives for your research project. However, the import-
ant thing to remember about the research proposal is that
it is a working document and the ideas that you set out in
itcan be refined and developed as your research progresses.
But it is also important to bear in mind that, if you keep
changing your mind about your area of research interest
and research design, you will be using up valuable time
needed to complete the dissertation within the deadline.

The importance of planning

Karen found one of the things she had learned from the experience of doing a research project was the
importance of planning. ‘For our dissertation we actually had to do a proposal and submit it and get that
approved by our dissertation tutor before we started the actual writing. | think that’s really important for them
to check that you're on the right lines and just to clarify for you because | think when you first start you think
“Oh, it’s such a lot of pages or a lot of words” and you have the desire to do so much, but then once you start
writing you realize that it's much better to be a lot more focused and then you can go a lot deeper into things.
So | think having that plan right at the beginning is really important.’

@

To find out more about Karen’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies
this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

‘ Preparing for your research

Do not begin your data collection until you have identified
your research questions reasonably clearly and conducted

your literature review. Decide on your data collection
methods with these research questions at the forefront of


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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your thinking. If you do not do this, there is the risk that
your results will not allow you to illuminate the research
questions. If at all possible, conduct a small pilot study to
determine how well your research methods work.

You will also need to think about access and sampling
issues. If your research requires you to gain access to or
the cooperation of one or more closed settings such as an
organization, you need to confirm at the earliest oppor-
tunity that you have the necessary permission to conduct
your work. You also need to consider how you will go about
gaining access to people. These issues lead you into
sampling considerations, such as the following:

e Who do you need to study in order to investigate your
research questions?

e How easily can you gain access to a sampling frame?

e What kind of sampling strategy will you employ (for
example, probability sampling, quota sampling, theor-
etical sampling, convenience sampling)?

e Can you justify your choice of sampling method?

Also, at this stage, if you are using a case study design,
you will almost certainly need to find out more about the
organization that you intend to investigate. What is its
financial position? Has it been in the news recently? Where

are its premises? What market conditions does it face?
There are a wide variety of sources available on the Web
that can provide this kind of background information to
inform your research. Company accounts are available
through Companies House and some free company infor-
mation is available from:

www.companieshouse.gov.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

In addition, the largest multinational corporations often
make their annual report and accounts available through
their homepages. Although this is for them primarily a
marketing exercise, you can often obtain the full text, as
it appears in hard copy free of charge. The best way to
find these pages is by using a search engine and entering
the full company name as a phrase.

Newspapers such as the Financial Times are also acces-
sible on the Web, although there are some limitations on
the amount of information that you can obtain free of
charge. Newslink is a collection of links to countries and
then to newspapers all over the world. It can be found at:
www.newslink.org (accessed 23 July 2010)

Also, while preparing for your data collection, you
should consider whether there are any possible ethical
problems associated with your research methods or your
approach to contacting people (see Chapter 5).

Doing your research and analysing

your results

Since this is what the bulk of this book will be about, it is
not necessary at this point to go into this in detail, but
here are some useful reminders of practicalities.

e Keep good records of what you do. A research diary
can be helpful, but there are several other things to
bear in mind. For example, if you are doing a survey
by postal questionnaire, keep good records of who
has replied, so that you know who should be sent
reminders. If participant observation is a component
of your research, remember to keep good field notes
and not to rely on your memory.

e Make sure that you are thoroughly familiar with any
hardware you are using in collecting your data, such
as tape recorders for interviewing, and check that it is
in good working order (for example, that the batteries
are not flat or close to being flat).

e Do not wait until all your data have been collected
to begin coding. This recommendation applies to
both quantitative and qualitative research. If you are

conducting a questionnaire survey, begin coding your
data and entering them into SPSS or whatever package
you are using after you have put together a reasonably
sized batch of completed questionnaires. In the case of
qualitative data, such as interview transcripts, the
same point applies, and, indeed, it is a specific recom-
mendation of the proponents of grounded theory that
data collection and analysis should be intertwined.

e Remember that the transcription of tapes with recorded
interviews takes a long time. Allow at least six hours’
transcription for every one hour of recorded interview
talk, at least in the early stages of transcription.

e Become familiar with any data analysis packages as soon
as possible. This familiarity will help you to establish
whether or not you definitely need them and will ensure
that you do not need to learn everything about them at
the very time you need to use them for your analysis.

e Do not at any time take risks with your personal safety
(see Tips and skills ‘Safety in research’ on page 87).


www.companieshouse.gov.uk
www.newslink.org
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P Tips and skills
&= safety in research

You must bear in mind that, even though the majority of business research carries a low risk of personal harm
to the researcher, there are occasions when doing research places you in potentially dangerous situations. You
should avoid taking personal risks at all costs and you should resist any attempts to place yourself in situations
where personal harm is a possibility. Just as you should ensure that no harm comes to research participants
(as prescribed in the discussion of ethical principles in Chapter 5), individuals involved in directing others’
research should not place students and researchers in situations in which they might come to harm. Equally,
lone researchers should avoid such situations. There are also situations in which there is no obvious reason to
think that a situation may be dangerous, but the researcher is faced with a sudden outburst of abuse or
threatening behaviour. This can arise when people react relatively unpredictably to an interview question or
to being observed. If there are signs that such behaviour is imminent (for example, through body language),
begin a withdrawal from the research situation.

R. M. Lee (2004) draws an important distinction between two kinds of danger in fieldwork: ambient and
situational. The former refers to situations that are avoidable and in which danger is an ingredient of the
context. Situational danger occurs ‘when the researcher’s presence or activities evoke aggression, hostility
or violence from those in the setting’ (R. M. Lee 2004: 1285). While problems surrounding safety may be
easier to anticipate in the case of ambient danger, they are less easy to foresee in connection with
situational danger.

Telling it like it is
Listen to the advice of your supervisor, but make
your own choices

We asked the supervisors we surveyed to tell us what the most important advice they gave to students at the
start of their research project was. Here’s what they told us!

o Choose a topic that interests you.

e Ask yourself whether you can answer the research question.

e Read a lot, read thoroughly and appropriately (this includes articles in refereed journals).

o |dentify your strengths, weaknesses, interests, and personal development opportunities and take them into
account in designing the project.

e Don't pre-commit to one idea, approach, research design, data source, and so on, to the exclusion of other
possibilities.

e Use opportunities to talk to others in your own field and other fields about your proposed research and assess
its importance, characteristics, and possible relationship to what others are doing.

e Research something that is likely to be interesting to others: either practitioners or researchers (or both).

o Start writing early. Build in a cushion round the deadline; analysis takes much longer than you think. This is
where ‘added value’ can be gained.

e Remember that this is not your life work or a bid for a Nobel Prize.

e Listen to my advice, but make your own choices.
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Checklist

Planning a research project

Do you know what the requirements for your dissertation are, as set out by your university or
department?

Have you made contact with your supervisor?
Have you left enough time for planning, doing, and writing up your research project?

Do you have a clear timetable for your research project with clearly identifiable milestones for the
achievement of specific tasks?

Have you got sufficient financial and practical resources (for example, money to enable travel to
research site, tape recorder) to enable you to carry out your research project?

Have you formulated some research questions and discussed these with your supervisor?
Are the research questions you have identified able to be answered through your research project?
Do you have the access that you require in order to carry out your research?

Are you familiar with the data analysis software that you will be using to analyse your data?

OO0OO0OO0O O OO0 O

Key points

Follow the dissertation guidelines provided by your institution.

Thinking about your research subject can be time-consuming, so allow plenty of time for this aspect
of the dissertation process.

® Use your supervisor to the fullest extent allowed and follow the advice offered by him or her.
Plan your time carefully and be realistic about what you can achieve in the time available.

Formulate some research questions to express what it is about your area of interest that you want to
know.

® Writing a research proposal is a good way of getting started on your research project and encouraging
you to set realistic objectives.

® Consider access and sampling issues at an early stage and consider testing your research methods by
conducting a pilot study.

® Keep good records of what you do in your research as you go along and don’t wait until all of your
data have been collected before you start coding.

Questions for review

Managing time and resources

® What are the main advantages/disadvantages associated with using a Gantt chart to plan your
research?
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Formulating suitable research questions
® What are the main sources of research questions?
® What are the main steps involved in developing research questions?

® What criteria can be used to evaluate research questions?

Writing your research proposal

® What is the purpose of the research proposal and how can it be useful?

Online Resource Centre
www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Visit the interactive Research Guide that accompanies this book to complete an exercise in Planning a
Research Project and Formulating Research Questions.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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Getting started: reviewing the literature

The goal of this chapter is to provide guidance for students on how to get started on their research
project. Once you have identified your research questions (see Chapter 3), the next step in any research
project is to search the existing literature and write a literature review. The principal task at this early
stage involves reviewing the main ideas and research relating to your chosen area of interest. This
provides the basis for the writing of a literature review, which forms an important part of the dissertation.

The chapter explores:

e how to go about searching the literature and engaging critically with the ideas of other writers;

e what is expected in a literature review and the criteria that are used to evaluate it;

e how to assess the quality of existing research in your subject area;

o the role of the bibliography and the importance of referencing the work of others;

e the importance of understanding what constitutes plagiarism and the penalties that are associated

with it.

Introduction

This chapter is intended to help you to get started on one
of the most important tasks in carrying out a research
project of your own—reviewing the literature in your
chosen subject area. The literature review is a crucial
part of an undergraduate or postgraduate dissertation,
often constituting a separate chapter or substantial
section that is usually positioned towards the beginning
of the finished document. It provides the basis on which
you justify your research questions and build your
research design. The literature review also informs how
you collect your data and enables you to analyse your
data in an informed way. However, doing a literature
review can initially feel quite daunting, either because so

many other researchers have written so many books and
articles about your chosen subject often based on much
larger-scale studies than your own, or because your
subject area does not seem to have a clearly defined
boundary, hence there are various literatures that you
could review and you are not sure how to choose between
or combine them. The process of reviewing the literature
therefore involves making judgements about what to
include and exclude from your literature review and then
reading what other researchers have written about your
subject and writing about it in a way that demonstrates
your understanding. The advice we give in this chapter is
designed to assist in this process.

Reviewing the existing literature and
engaging with what others have written

Why do you need to review the existing literature? The
most obvious reason is that you want to know what is
already known about your area of interest so that you do
not simply ‘reinvent the wheel’. Your literature review is
where you demonstrate that you are able to engage in
scholarly review based on your reading and understand-
ing of the work of others in the same field as you. Beyond

this, using the existing literature on a topic is a means of
developing an argument about the significance of your
research and where it leads. The simile of a story is also
sometimes used in this context (see Thinking deeply 4.1).
Whatever different understandings of the literature
review process you adopt, it is perhaps easier to be
clear about the goal that the process is directed towards
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achieving. A competent review of the literature is at least ~ ® What research methods and research strategies have
in part a means of affirming your credibility as someone been employed in studying this area?
who is knowledgeable in your chosen area. This is not

simply a matter of reproducing the theories and opinions
of other scholars, but also of being able to interpret ~© Are there any inconsistencies in findings relating to
this area?

o Are there any significant controversies?

what they have written, possibly by using their ideas to
support a particular viewpoint or argument. The purpose o Are there any unanswered research questions in this
of exploring the existing literature should be to identify area?

the following issues:
This last issue points to the possibility that you will be

* What is already known about this area? able to revise and refine your research questions in the

e What concepts and theories are relevant to this area? ~ process of reviewing the literature.

Telling it like it is
Using the literature to refine your
research questions

One of the most common ways that students refine and revise their research questions is through reviewing the
literature. Angharad explained how this had worked for her. ‘| started off reading through my literature review

| think and | just pulled out questions from that, things that had cropped up in research. There were things that
had come up that | wanted answering, but a lot of it was things that | wanted to test out from the literature and
then | went to see my supervisor and said, “This is the area | want to look at”, and he said, “Well, that’s a big area.
You need to think of a question. Have you got something you want to know?” And | said, “Yeah, | want to know
why women aren’t senior managers and specifically whether they’re choosing not to go that way or whether
something is holding them back.” And that was my question.’

A similar process was described by Lucie. ‘I had some loose research questions but because it was an exploratory
study | wasn’t quite sure what | was going to find, so at first | had rough research questions based on my literature
review. The main piece of literature that | was working from was an article. The authors of the article had this
concept of governmentality and all these kind of technologies that governments employ, such as working
through these programmes and expertise and knowledge bases. So | used those concepts to base my research
questions on and | thought “I can go into this Institute with these things that I'm looking for.” But they weren’t
strict research questions and when | started carrying out the research my research questions became more
defined. | started to see trends and themes that were emerging, so | could base my research questions on these
and try and explore those further.’ Lucie’s experience shows how the literature can provide the starting point for
developing research questions, which are refined and developed as the research progresses.

’ To find out more about Angharad’s and Lucie’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
. accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Tips and skills
Ways of conceptualizing a literature review

Bruce’s (1994) study of research students’ early experiences of the dissertation literature review identified six
qualitatively different ways in which the review process was experienced or understood by postgraduates.
The six conceptions included:

N
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1. List. The literature review is understood as a list comprising pertinent items representing the literature of the
subject.

2. Search. The review is a process of identifying relevant information and the focus is on finding or looking, which
may involve going through sources (for example, article, database) to identify information.

3. Survey. Students also see the literature review as an investigation of past and present writing or research on
a subject. This investigation may be active (critical/analytical) or passive (descriptive).

=

Vehicle. The review is also seen as having an impact on the researcher because it is seen as a vehicle for
learning that leads to an increase in their knowledge and understanding. Within this conception the review
acts as a sounding board through which the student can check ideas or test personal perceptions.

5. Facilitator. The literature review can be understood as directly related to the research that is about to be or
is being undertaken, the process helping them to identify a topic, support a methodology, provide a context,
or change research direction. The review thus helps to shape the course of the student’s research.

=

Report. The review is understood as a written discussion of the literature drawing on previously conducted
investigations. The focus is on ‘framing a written discourse about the literature which may be established as
a component part of a thesis or other research report’ (1994: 223).

These six conceptions reflect the varying relationship between the student and the literature, the earlier ones
being more indirect—the student works with items that represent the primary literature such as bibliographic
citations, and the latter conceptions being more direct—the student works with source material rather than, for
example, a representative abstract. The conceptions can also be seen as cumulative, since a student who adopts
the facilitator conception may also continue to hold the conception of the literature review as a survey. Bruce
therefore recommends that students be encouraged to adopt the higher level conceptions (4-6) because
through this the other ways of experiencing the literature review (1-3) become more meaningful.

Telling it like it is
Hitting a brick wall . .. and getting through it

Sometimes the experience of searching the literature for a research project can require a level of persistence
beyond that which you may have needed to obtain access to literature on other courses, where you will probably
have been given extensive reading lists and had recommended textbooks to support your learning. In doing a
research project you will be focusing on a specialized subject of your own choosing. It is, therefore, unlikely that
there will be a textbook that precisely matches your subject focus, so you may have to be patient in your search
for existing literature, as Karen’s experience illustrates: ‘I became quite interested in the relationship between
person and organization culture fit and so | started doing a little bit more reading and then | stumbled upon this
one article in a human resources journal but then | sort of hit a wall after this first article where | thought, “Great!
There’s something about it!” | hit a wall where there was just nothing else that | could find and | went to all you
know, all sorts of mainstream human resources textbooks and recruitment textbooks and they were just talking
all the time about evaluating job criteria and nothing about culture fit. And so then | started to look a bit more
broadly and then it was just all of a sudden | just hit on this one article and it just led to loads of things. | just
looked in the bibliography and it was just one thing really that opened up the whole sphere to me and said like
“There is some stuff written about this.” Because at that point | was thinking “Argh! There’s nothing and I’'m not
going to be able to do it because there’s nothing else written about it.”’

Of course, you may also find that there really is nothing written about your chosen subject, although you would
probably already have been advised against taking on such a research project in the first place. If you do become
worried that, despite your best efforts, there is not enough literature on which to base your research project,
you should discuss this with your supervisor at the earliest opportunity.

To find out more about Karen’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies
this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

94 Getting started: reviewing the literature

Getting the most from your reading

Since a great deal of time during the early stages of your
research project will be taken up with reading the exist-
ing literature in order to write your review, it is important
to make sure that the process of reading is also preparing
you for this. Getting the most from your reading involves
developing your skills in being able to read actively and
critically. When you are reading the existing literature,
try to do the following:

e Take good notes, including details of the material you
read. It is infuriating to find that you forgot to record
the volume number of an article you read and that
needs to be included in your Bibliography. This may
necessitate a trip to the library on occasions when you
are already hard pressed for time.

e Develop critical reading skills. In reviewing the litera-
ture you should do more than simply summarize what
you have read, and should, whenever appropriate, be
critical in your approach. It is worth developing these
skills and recording relevant critical points in the course
of taking notes. Developing a critical approach is not
necessarily one of simply criticizing the work of others.
It entails moving beyond mere description and asking
questions about the significance of the work. It entails
attending to such issues as: how does the item relate to
othersyouhaveread? Are there any apparent strengths
and deficiencies—perhaps in terms of methodology or
in terms of the credibility of the conclusions drawn?
What theoretical ideas have influenced the item?

e Use your review of the literature as a means of showing
why your research questions are important. For exam-
ple, if one of your arguments in arriving at your research
questions is that, although a lot of research has been
done on X (a general topic or area, such as the psycho-
logical contract, female entrepreneurship, or employee
absenteeism), little or no research has been done on X;
(an aspect of X), the literature review is the point where
you can justify this assertion. Alternatively, it might be
that there are two competing positions with regard to
X, and you are going to investigate which one provides
a better understanding. In the literature review, you
should outline the nature of the differences between
the competing positions. The literature review, then,
allows you to locate your own research within a tradi-
tion of research in an area. Indeed, reading the literature
is itself often an important source of research questions.

e Bear in mind that you will want to return to much of
the literature that you examine in the discussion of
your findings and conclusion.

e Do not try to get everything you read into a literature
review. Trying to force everything you have read into
your review (because of all the hard work involved
in uncovering and reading the material) is not going
to help you. The literature review must assist you in
developing an argument, and bringing in material of
dubious relevance may undermine your ability to get
your argument across.

e Bear in mind that reading the literature is not some-
thing that you should stop doing once you begin
designing your research. You should continue your
search for and reading of relevant literature more or
less throughout your research. This means that, if
you have written a literature review before beginning
your data collection, you will need to regard it as
provisional. Indeed, you may want to make quite sub-
stantial revisions of your review towards the end of
writing up your work.

e Further useful thoughts about how to develop the
literature can be found in Thinking deeply 4.1. The
different ways of construing the literature that are
presented in this box are derived from a review of
qualitative studies of organizations, but the approaches
identified have a much broader applicability, including
to quantitative research.

Systematic review

In recent years, considerable thought has been devoted
to the notion of systematic review (see Key concept 4.2).
This is an approach to reviewing the literature that adopts
explicit procedures. An example of systematic review is
given in Research in focus 4.3.

Systematic review has emerged as a focus of interest
for two main reasons. First, it is sometimes suggested that
many reviews of the literature tend to ‘lack thoroughness’
and reflects the biases of the researcher (e.g. Tranfield,
Denyer, and Smart 2003). Proponents of systematic
review suggest that adopting explicit procedures makes
such biases less likely to arise. Second, as discussed in
Chapter 1, in fields like medicine and latterly business,
there has been a growing movement towards evidence-
based solutions. Systematic reviews of the literature are
seen as a cornerstone of evidence-based approaches.
Their purpose is to provide advice for practitioners based
on all the available evidence. Such reviews are deemed
to be valuable for decision-makers, particularly in areas
where there is conflicting evidence concerning the best
way of doing things (as in the case of management and
business).



95

Getting started: reviewing the literature

Thinking deeply 4.1
Presenting literature in articles based on
qualitative research on organizations

Further useful advice on relating your own work to the literature can be gleaned from an examination of the ways in which
articles based on qualitative research on organizations are composed. In their examination of such articles, Golden-Biddle
and Locke (1993, 1997) argue that good articles in this area develop a story—that is, a clear and compelling framework
around which the writing is structured. This idea is very much in tune with Wolcott’s (1990: 18) recommendation to
‘determine the basic story you are going to tell. Golden-Biddle and Locke’s research suggests that the way the author’s
position in relation to the literature is presented is an important component of storytelling. They distinguish two processes
in the ways that the literature is conveyed.

e Constructing intertextual coherence—refers to the way in which existing knowledge is represented and organized,;
the author shows how contributions to the literature relate to each other and the research reported. The techniques
used are:

o Synthesized coherence—puts together work that is generally considered unrelated; theory and research previously
regarded as unconnected are pieced together. There are two prominent forms:
1. the organization of very incompatible references (bits and pieces);
2. connections forged between established theories or research programmes.

® Progressive coherence—portrays the building-up of an area of knowledge around which there is considerable
CONsensus.

® Non-coherence—recognition that there have been many contributions to a certain research programme, but there is
considerable disagreement among practitioners. Each of these strategies is designed to leave room for a contribution
to be made.

® Problematizing the situation—the literature is then subverted by locating a problem. The following techniques were
identified:
e Incomplete—the existing literature is not fully complete; there is a gap.

® Inadequate—the existing literature on the phenomenon of interest has overlooked ways of looking at it that can
greatly improve our understanding of it; alternative perspectives or frameworks can then be introduced.

® Incommensurate—argues for an alternative perspective that is superior to the literature as it stands; differs from
‘inadequate problematization” because it portrays the existing literature as ‘wrong, misguided, or incorrect’
(Golden-Biddle and Locke 1997: 43).

The key point about Golden-Biddle and Locke’s account of the way the literature is construed in this field is that it is used
by writers to achieve a number of things:
e They can demonstrate their competence by referring to prominent writings in the field (Gilbert 1977).

e They develop their version of the literature in such a way as to show and to lead up to the contribution they will be
making in the article.

e The gap or problem in the literature that is identified corresponds to the research questions.

The idea of writing up one’s research as storytelling acts as a useful reminder that reviewing the literature, which is part of
the story, should link seamlessly with the rest of the article and not be considered a separate element.

However, Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart (2003) ac- management research. So, can a review process devel-

knowledge that, unlike medical science, management
and business research is a relatively young field that
stems from the social, rather than the biological, sciences
and is characterized by low consensus concerning key
research questions. Also, medical science is often con-
cerned with research questions to do with whether or not
particular interventions (such as a medicine or a therapy)
are effective. Such issues are well suited to systematic
review, but are not often encountered in business and

oped in a discipline that is largely based on a quantitative
research strategy inform the development of a more
systematic literature review process in management
research?

The main steps of the systematic review process are:

o Specifying the question and planning the review. The
first step of the process involves specifying the research
question, which must be clearly answerable. Denyer
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Telling it like it is
Getting help from your supervisor at the
literature review stage

Nirwanthi found that her supervisor was influential in helping her to identify an area of existing literature that
helped her to better understand her research data. She explained: ‘I got a lot of help from my supervisor. He
actually found an important article for me that was very close to what | was studying. What was useful was that
he had a whole list of references that | started reading. | picked a few—Ilike ten to fifteen that | thought would be
useful and started reading and then it just started to materialise, you know. It became specific’

Angharad also found that she turned to her supervisor to advise her at the literature review stage. ‘| had
absolutely no idea where to start. It was all up in the air. Basically | was encouraged and | did do some reading
around the subject, so | knew what the issues were. My supervisor recommended three or four books and told
me, “These are central to what you're doing.” He was very good. He just said, “If you want to do this topic,
start with this and see what you think.” So | read those and | could see what the issues were and what | was
looking for.’

Angharad also went a step further than this by contacting the author of one of the studies that was key to her
research project to ask for her advice. Just by chance | came across her email address on a search on Google
and | emailed her and said, “I'm doing interviews tomorrow and I've read your book and it really helped me.”
Her book really helped me in getting an idea of how you go about doing research into these kinds of things.
So | emailed her and told her what | was doing and she wrote back and said, “Ask what you want to know.”
So I did! [laughs].

Although we do not recommend that you should rely on authors responding to emails of this nature from
students doing a research project, or that you start sending off emails left, right, and centre to management
academics across the world, Angharad’s experience does show that the process of doing a research project
can bring you closer to the community of researchers who have contributed to the literature on which you
seek to build.

To find out more about Nirwanthi’s and Angharad'’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre
that accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Key concept 4.2
What is a systematic review?

Systematic review has been defined as ‘a replicable, scientific and transparent process, in other words a detailed
technology, that aims to minimize bias through exhaustive literature searches of published and unpublished
studies and by providing an audit trail of the reviewer’s decisions, procedures and conclusions’ (Tranfield, Denyer,
and Smart 2003: 209). Such a review is often contrasted with traditional narrative review, which is the focus of the
next section. Proponents of systematic review argue that it is more likely than the traditional review to generate
unbiased and comprehensive accounts of the literature, especially in relation to fields where the aim is to
understand whether a particular intervention has benefits. A systematic review that includes only quantitative
studies is a meta-analysis (see Key concept 4.4). Very recently, the development of systematic review procedures
for qualitative studies has attracted a great deal of attention, especially in the social sciences. Meta-ethnography
(see Key concept 4.6) is one such approach to the synthesis of qualitative findings, but currently there are several
methods, none of which is in widespread use (Mays, Pope, and Popay 2005).
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Research in focus 4.3
A systematic review of networking and innovation

Pittaway et al. (2004) carried out a review on the role of business networking on innovative capacity of firms.
The objectives of the review were:

. to establish the nature of the relationship between networking and innovation;

. to compare the degree/impact of networking behaviour in the UK with that in other competing countries;

1

2

3. to explore the literature on failure of business-to-business networks;

4. to generate insights that could inform policies aimed at fostering business-to-business networking;
5

. to identify areas for future research.

The review team comprising the five authors of the paper started by identifying subject keywords based on their
prior experience, which were then constructed into search strings such as

Network®* AND Innovat*

An initial search on the database ABI/INFORM via Proquest was analysed in Procite, and this was used to
generate further keywords and extend the search using six other search engines. The citations generated were
reviewed according to inclusion and exclusion criteria defined by the team. An example of the inclusion criteria
used is ‘Working papers'—to ensure coverage of the most current research. An example of the exclusion criteria
is ‘Pre-1980'—because few contributions to networking theory were published before this date. The articles were
then separated into three lists:

A articles of particular relevance with interesting empirical approaches;
B articles where there ‘may have been some question’ (2004: 139) over the value of the empirical work;

C articles of little relevance or predominantly conceptual.

Then the AIM Fellows (a group of academics who are appointed to the Advanced Institute of Management) were

invited to comment on the A-list and add to it, and this list was then reviewed according to the pre-established
quality criteria. Abstracts of the A-list articles were imported into NVivo and coded according to their content.
Finally, the sections of the review were written to reflect the eleven subject themes identified.

One of the challenges faced by the researchers was related to the keywords used, since networking and
innovation are inherently ambiguous terms that are used in a variety of subject disciplines from economic
geography to sociology. A further challenge related to the sheer volume of papers that were identified as
relevant—623 in total. The authors claim it was therefore very important to rank the papers according to
relevance, so that an A-list of 179 papers could then be used as the primary basis for the review.

and Tranfield (2009) suggest that this involves looking
at the relationship between variables and why, and in
what circumstances, the relationship occurs. There
are four elements to this: Context (what individuals/
relationships/institutional settings/systems are being
studied); Intervention (what effects, relating to events,
actions, or activities are being studied); Mechanisms
(what mechanisms explain the relationship between
interventions and outcomes), and Outcomes (the in-
tended and unintended effects of the intervention and

how will they be measured). Denyer and Tranfield
(2009: 682) give an example of a suitable question to
illustrate: ‘Under what conditions (C) does leadership
style (I) influence the performance of project teams
(0), and what mechanisms operate in the influence
of leadership style (I) on project team performance?’
Next, a group of stakeholders, including practitioners
and researchers, meets at regular intervals, first to
define and clarify the boundaries of the review and
later to monitor its progress. This includes setting the
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criteria for inclusion and exclusion of studies from the
review. ‘This helps ensure that reviews are impartial
and balanced, preventing reviewers from including only
those studies supporting their particular argument’
(Briner, Denyer, and Rousseau 2009: 26).

e Conducting the review. This involves carrying out ‘a
comprehensive, unbiased search’ (Tranfield, Denyer,
and Smart 2003: 215) based on keywords and search
terms. The search strategy must be described in terms
that allow it to be replicated and searches should
include unpublished (for example, working or con-
ference papers) as well as published articles. The
information search leads to the production of a list
of all the articles and books on which the review
will be based. Once the items to be included in the
review have been identified, the analysis begins. The
aim of this is to achieve a cumulative understanding
of what is known about the subject through applying
techniques of research synthesis, which may include
meta-analysis (see Key concept 4.4 and Research in
focus 4.5) or meta-ethnography, which is one approach
to the systematic review of qualitative studies (see
Key concept 4.6).

e Reporting and dissemination. This involves reporting
in a way that provides a descriptive map of the re-
search on the subject, including who the contributors
are, where they are based, and when the main temporal

Key concept 4.4

periods of research activity on the subject occurred.
A further criterion for reporting is accessibility
and readability. The review process should make it
easier for the practitioner to understand the research,
so that it is more likely that it will be translated into
practice.

Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart (2003) suggest that the
systematic review process provides a more reliable foun-
dation on which to design research, because it is based
on a more comprehensive understanding of what we
know about a subject. Research that involves systematic
literature review is argued to be more strongly evidence-
based because it is concerned with seeking to understand
the effects of a particular variable or intervention that
has been found in previous studies. This is particularly
useful in subjecting certain widely held assumptions
about a subject to empirical scrutiny. For example, it is
widely assumed that workplace stress produces ill-health
effects in employees. Systematic review provides a way
for the researcher who is interested in this subject to find
out whether or not previous studies have found this to be
the case. This can be helpful in encouraging researchers
to think critically about their subject. Proponents of
systematic review also commend the approach for its
transparency; in other words, the grounds on which
studies were selected and how they were analysed are
clearly articulated and are potentially replicable.

What is meta-analysis?

Meta-analysis involves summarizing the results of a large number of quantitative studies and conducting various
analytical tests to show whether or not a particular variable has an effect. This provides a means whereby the
results of large numbers of quantitative studies of a particular topic can be summarized and compared. The aim
of this approach is to establish whether or not a particular variable has a certain effect by comparing the results
of different studies. Meta-analysis thus involves pooling the results from various studies in order to estimate an
overall effect by correcting the various sampling and non-sampling errors that may arise in relation to a particular
study. In a sense, a meta-analysis lies between two kinds of activity covered in this book: doing a literature review
of existing studies in an area in which you are interested (the focus of this chapter), and conducting a secondary
analysis of other researchers’ data (see the section on ‘Other researchers’ data’ in Chapter 13). However, the
technique relies on all the relevant information being available for each of the studies examined. Since not all the
same information relating to methods of study and sample size is included in published papers, meta-analysis is
not always feasible. One particular problem that meta-analysts face is known as the ‘file drawer problem’,
whereby research that does not generate interesting publishable findings tends to be filed away and never sees
the light of day. This tendency almost certainly creates a bias in meta-analytic reviews, since findings that fail to
support a hypothesis or are equivocal in their implications may be less likely to be published.
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Research in focus 4.5
A meta-analysis of the effectiveness of teamwork

A meta-analysis conducted by Gully et al. (2002) sought to test the proposition that team efficacy, a team’s belief
that it can successfully perform a particular task, and team potency, a team’s general belief in its capabilities
across tasks and contexts, are positively related to team performance. They also wanted to examine the impact
of interdependence (defined as the task, goal, and outcome interconnections between team members) on this
relationship. They hypothesized that team efficacy would be more strongly related to performance when
interdependence within a team was high.

Studies were identified using computer and manual searches of management-related journals and abstracting
and indexing databases. Gully and his colleagues also contacted researchers working in the field to find out
about projects that they were currently involved with and they searched conference proceedings for relevant
papers. Sixty-seven studies were identified as suitable for meta-analysis. Each was read and coded according to
the size of the effect relating team efficacy or potency to performance and was rated for aspects of
interdependence. The researchers explored the reliability of the measurement instruments that had been used
and took the sample size into account in their analysis of the studies.

Results of the analysis indicated that team efficacy and potency are related positively to performance. In addition,
although interdependence was found to moderate the relationship between team efficacy and performance,
interdependence was not found to affect the relationship between team potency and performance. These
findings led the authors to conclude that the characteristics of the task environment are an important influence
on the relationship between team efficacy and performance. In particular, when there is a high degree of
interdependence—that is, coordination, communication, and cooperation among team members—team efficacy
is more strongly related to performance.

Key concept 4.6
What is meta-ethnography?

Meta-ethnography is a method that is used to achieve interpretative synthesis of qualitative research and other
secondary sources, thus providing a counterpart to meta-analysis in quantitative research (Noblit and Hare 1988).
It can be used to synthesize and analyse information about a phenomenon that has been extensively studied,
such as transformational leadership (see Research in focus 4.7). However, this is where the similarity ends,
because meta-ethnography ‘refers not to developing overarching generalizations but, rather, translations of
qualitative studies into one another’ (1988: 25). Noblit and Hare base their approach on the idea developed by

S. Turner (1980) that all social science explanation is comparative, involving the researcher in a process of
translating existing studies into their own world view, and through this they create a reading of other people’s
readings about a subject. Meta-ethnography involves a series of seven phases that overlap and repeat as the
synthesis progresses.

1. Getting started. This involves the researcher in identifying an intellectual interest that the qualitative research
might inform by reading interpretative accounts.

2. Deciding what is relevant to the initial interest. Unlike positivists, interpretative researchers are not concerned
with developing an exhaustive list of studies that might be included in the review. Instead the primary intent
is to determine what accounts are likely to be credible and interesting to the intended audience for the
synthesis.

3. Reading the studies. This involves the detailed, repeated reading of the studies, rather than moving to analysis
of their characteristics.

99
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4. Determining how the studies are related. This stage entails ‘putting together’ the various studies by
determining the relationships between them and the metaphors used within them.

2

Translating the studies into one another. This phase is concerned with interpreting the meaning of studies in
relation to each other: are they directly comparable or ‘reciprocal’ translations; do they stand in opposition to
each other as ‘refutational’ translations; or do they, taken together, represent a line of argument that is neither
‘reciprocal’ nor ‘refutational’?

&

Synthesizing translations. The researcher compares the different translations and shows how they relate to
each other. This may involve grouping them into different types.

5

Expressing the synthesis. This involves translating the synthesis into a form that can be comprehended by the
audience for which it is intended.

Crucial to understanding this approach is that the synthesis is primarily focused on the interpretations and
explanations offered by studies that are included, rather than on the data that these studies are based on.
Meta-ethnography thus translates the interpretations of one study into the interpretations of another one.

Research in focus 4.7
A meta-ethnography of leadership

Pielstick (1998) used open coding and the constant comparative technique to produce a profile of
transformational leadership based on meta-ethnographic analysis. Pielstick used the criteria of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (see Chapter 16 for a summary) for evaluating the quality of the
research studies included in his review. He also evaluated the quality of items based on the utilization of the
research, and whether or not the findings have value for practitioners. Pielstick concentrated on including
sources specifically related to community college leadership. The content of each of the items selected for the
review was then coded to identify concepts that reflected their content; up to twelve code words could be
applied to each text segment. The constant comparative technique (Strauss and Corbin 1990) was then used to
identify similarities and differences between items included in the review to ensure consistency and to generate
convergence. This process enabled the identification of seven major themes, which together constituted a profile
of transformational leadership. This review was published in a practitioner journal for community college leaders,
who are interested in applying the concept of transformational leadership in their workplaces but have limited
time to study and synthesize the available literature. Pielstick’s article thus satisfies one of the main criteria of
systematic review in that it makes the literature more accessible to practitioners.

Tips and skills
Using systematic review in a student
research project

The systematic review approach does contain some elements that cannot easily be applied in a student research
project because of limitations of time and resources. For example, you are unlikely to be able to assemble a panel
of experts in methodology and theory to meet regularly with you and discuss the boundaries of the review.
However, there are some aspects of the approach that can be applied to students’ research. For example,
meeting regularly with your supervisor during the planning stage of your literature review to define the
boundaries of the subject and to come up with likely search terms is extremely useful. Your supervisor’s
knowledge of the subject can be invaluable at this stage, as some of the students we interviewed indicated.



However, one of the limitations of systematic review
stems from situations where research questions are not
capable of being defined in terms of the effect of a
particular variable, or when the subject boundaries are
more fluid and open or subject to change. Since, as we
discussed in Chapter 1, business and management is an
applied field of study that borrows theory from a range of
social science and other disciplines, this is more common
than it might first seem. Another criticism of the approach
is that it can lead to a bureaucratization of the process of
reviewing the literature because it is more concerned
with the technical aspects of how it is done than with the
analytical interpretations generated by it. A third potential
limitation of the approach relates to its application to
qualitative research studies and in particular the meth-
odological judgements that inform decisions about quality
that determine the inclusion or exclusion of an article
from a literature review. These stem from differences
between qualitative and quantitative research in relation
to the criteria used to assess their methodological quality
(see Chapters 6 and 16). The systematic review approach
assumes that an objective judgement about the quality
of an article can be made. Such judgements have the
potential to be controversial for all research, but are likely
to be especially so for ones based on qualitative research.
Among quantitative researchers there is somewhat more
agreement about the criteria that might be applied than
among qualitative researchers, who have not achieved
even a near consensus (see Chapter 16). The growth of
interest in systematic review and of the inclusion of
qualitative studies within such reviews has almost cer-
tainly added an increased focus on quality criteria among
qualitative and mixed methods researchers (Bryman,
Becker, and Sempik 2008).

It is interesting to note that this is something that many
management researchers have spent a great deal of time
and energy debating in relation to the practice of manage-
ment, and they are by no means in agreement about it.
Moreover, some researchers would say that they measure
the quality of published research in terms of what they
find interesting—this may or may not include empirical
study, but such a view is not compatible with the system-
atic approach, which requires articles to be evaluated in
terms of methodological criteria. In addition, researchers
in the medical sciences have found the process of identi-
fying relevant qualitative studies is quite time-consuming
and cannot be done on the basis of the abstract or sum-
mary in the way that quantitative research studies can
(M. L. Jones 2004). Finally, whether or not the systematic
review approach makes sense to you depends somewhat
on your epistemological position (see Chapter 1). As Noblit
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and Hare (1988: 15) state: ‘Positivists have had more
interest in knowledge synthesis than interpretivists. For
them, knowledge accumulates. The problem has been
how best to accomplish that accumulation.’ For these rea-
sons, researchers who adopt an interpretative approach
to understanding the social sciences and use qualitative
methods may find the systematic review approach more
problematic. Similar concerns have been expressed by
educational researchers about the suitability of system-
atic review in an area of study that is quite different from
the medical field where it was developed (see Thinking
deeply 4.9).

Narrative review

Rather than reviewing the literature to find out what their
research project can add to existing knowledge about a
subject, interpretative researchers (see Chapter 1 for an
explanation of interpretivism) can have quite different
reasons for reviewing the literature on a particular
subject, since their purpose is to enrich human discourse
(Geertz 1973a) by generating understanding rather than
by accumulating knowledge. The literature review is for
them a means of gaining an initial impression of the topic
area that they intend to understand through their research.
Narrative reviews therefore tend to be less focused and
more wide-ranging in scope than systematic reviews.
They are also less explicit about the criteria for exclusion
or inclusion of studies. An example of this type of review
is given in Research in focus 4.8.

If your approach to the relationship between theory
and research is inductive rather than deductive (see
Chapter 1), setting out all the main theoretical and
conceptual terms that define your area of study prior
to data collection is extremely problematic, because
theory is the outcome of the study, rather than the basis
for it. Hence, in the process of researching a topic,
researchers may discover issues that they did not previ-
ously anticipate as likely to be important to their area of
study. As a result, they become aware of the limitations
of the topic area that they originally intended to inform,
and this can lead them towards an unanticipated under-
standing of it (Noblit and Hare 1988). Interpretative re-
searchers are thus more likely than deductive researchers
to change their view of the theory or literature as a result
of the analysis of collected data, and so they require
greater flexibility to modify the boundaries of their
subject of study as they go along. This means that
narrative review may be more suitable for qualitative
researchers, whose research strategy is based on an in-
terpretative epistemology, and systematic review should
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Research in focus 4.8
A narrative review of narrative research

Rhodes and Brown (2005) conducted a review of the business and management literature on narrative analysis
(see Chapter 22 for an explanation of narrative analysis). Their use of narrative review is consistent with the focus
of their review, which was on a qualitative research method. They identify five principal research areas that
narrative analysis has explored, assessing the theoretical value each has added:

1. Sensemaking—focuses on the role of stories as a device through which people make sense of organizational
events.

2. Communication—explores how narratives are used to create and maintain organizational culture and power
structure.

3. Learning/change—analyses how stories help people to learn and subjectively to make sense of change.

Politics and power—considers the role of shared narratives in the control of organizational meaning.

5. Identity and identification—focuses on the role of stories in creating and maintaining organizational identity.

While they do not make explicit their criteria for inclusion or exclusion of certain studies, the authors assess the
main contributions, implications, and limitations of narrative analysis. They also cite a number of their own
publications in this subject area. This helps to convince the reader of the credibility of the authors’ evaluations of
other people’s research on the subject from the 1970s to 2004.

Thinking deeply 4.9
y. Debates about the role of systematic review in
education research

Debates about the role of systematic review in education research are of potential relevance to business and management
researchers because of the similarities shared between these two applied fields of study. Both education and management
research draw on a range of social science disciplines, involve the study of practitioners, and are sometimes criticized for not
focusing sufficiently on the concerns of practitioners and policy-makers. Evans and Benefield (2001) have argued that the
medical model of systematic review can be adapted for application in education research. This would enable researchers to
‘say something more precise and targeted’ about the effectiveness of specific interventions, or in other words to provide
evidence about ‘what works’ (2001: 538). Systematic reviews would thus help to make research evidence more usable.

However, Hammersley (2001) criticizes the assumption in systematic review about the superiority of the positivist model of
research, which is expressed through the methodological criteria applied in evaluating the validity of studies (experiments
being more highly valued), and through the explicit procedures used to produce reviews that are intended to be ‘objective’.
This ‘takes little or no account of the considerable amount of criticism that has been made of that model since at least the
middle of the twentieth century’ (2001: 545). Moreover, Hammersley suggests that the dichotomy portrayed between
rational rule-following, systematic review, and irrational-judgement, narrative review, is overstated, because even the
simplest rule following involves an element of interpretation. He concludes:

What all this means, | suggest, is that producing a review of the literature is a distinctive task in its own right. It is not a
matter of ‘synthesising data’; or, at least, there is no reason why we should assume that reviewing must take this form.
Rather, it can involve judging the validity of the findings and conclusions of particular studies, and thinking about how
these relate to one another, and how their interrelations can be used to illuminate the field under investigation. This will
require the reviewer to draw on his or her tacit knowledge, derived from experience, and to think about the substantive
and methodological issues, not just to apply replicable procedures. (2001: 549)

MacLure (2005) suggests that the recent prioritization of systematic review in education research is worrying because ‘it is
hostile to anything that cannot be seen, and therefore controlled, counted and quality assured’ (2005: 409); it thus degrades
the status of reading, writing, thinking, and interpreting as activities that are crucial to the development of analysis and
argument. Although systematic review has so far not been as widely adopted in management research, the concerns
expressed by education researchers are of potential relevance, particularly to qualitative researchers.



not be automatically accepted as a better way of dealing
with the literature.

Most reviews are of the narrative kind, regardless
of whether they are meant to be springboards for the
reviewer’s own investigation (for example, when the
literature is reviewed as a means of specifying what is
already known in connection with a research topic, so that
research questions can be identified that the reviewer
will then examine) or are ends in their own right (as a
means of summarizing what is known in an area). When
we examine some examples of writing up research in
Chapter 27, we will see that the literature relevant to
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the researcher’s area of interest is always reviewed as a
means of establishing why the researcher conducted the
research and what its contribution is likely to be. Such
reviews are still mainly narrative reviews. However, the gap
between systematic and narrative reviews is beginning to
narrow, as sometimes some of the procedures associated
with systematic reviews are incorporated into a narrative
review (see Thinking deeply 4.9). For example, there is a
growing tendency for researchers to spell out in some
detail such things as procedures for conducting a literature
search and the quality criteria that guided inclusion and
exclusion (e.g. Bryman 2007¢).

Reasons for writing a literature review

The following is a list of reasons for writing a literature review:

1. You need to know what is already known in connection with your research area because you do not want to

be accused of reinventing the wheel.

g A~ W N

thought about.

© 0 N o

. Itis expected!

. You can learn from other researchers’ mistakes and avoid making the same ones.
. You can learn about different theoretical and methodological approaches to your research area.
. It may help you to develop an analytic framework.

. It may lead you to consider the inclusion of variables in your research that you might not otherwise have

. It may suggest further research questions for you.
. It will help with the interpretation of your findings.

. It gives you some pegs on which to hang your findings.

Searching the existing literature and
looking for business information

Usually, students will have in mind a few initial references
when they begin work on a project. These will probably
come from recommended reading in course modules, or
from textbooks. The bibliographies provided at the end
of textbook chapters or articles will usually provide you
with a raft of further relevant references that can also be

followed up. A literature search relies on careful reading
of books, journals, and reports in the first instance. Once
you have identified a few keywords that help to define
the boundaries of your chosen area of research (see
below), electronic databases of published literature can
be searched for previously published work in the field.
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Electronic databases

Online bibliographical databases accessible on the Internet
are an invaluable source of journal references. An increas-
ing number of these will also provide access to the full
text of an article in electronic format—these are usually
referred to as e-journals. You will need to check what
electronic resources are available at your institution.
A good place to start is on your university library’s
homepage or you can ask a member of library staff. Here
are three resources that we would recommend:

1. ABI/INFORM provides business information from
a wide range of periodicals and reports, coverage is
international, and it is possible to search by keyword
or to browse by topic to search for relevant articles by
subject. The database can be accessed at the following
address:
proquest.com (accessed 17 December 2010)

2. EBSCO Business Source Premier/Complete is an
increasingly widely used business periodical database
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that now rivals ABI/INFORM in scope and coverage.
Its popularity is in part due to the provision of extremely
comprehensive full text access to certain key business
and management journals, including titles such as
Harvard Business Review and Academy of Management
Review, although older issues of journals are not all
included. In addition, it provides indexing and abstracts
for over 3,000 business journals. In addition, it provides
access to some company and market reports. It can be
accessed via EBSCO Publishing at:

epnet.com (accessed 17 December 2010)

3. Wealsorecommend use of the Social Sciences Citation
Index (SSCI), which fully indexes over 1,700 major
social science journals covering all social science
disciplines dating back to 1970. It can be accessed
from the ISI Web of Knowledge (home page at the
following address:
isiwebofknowledge.com (accessed 17 December 2010)

The Citation indexes collectively are also known as
Web of Science.

One way of expanding your literature search is through email alerts. These supply you with an email when an
issue of a journal that you are interested in is published. You can also be sent email alerts when articles with
certain keywords or written by certain authors is published. One of the main ways of setting up email alerts is
through Zetoc, via the British Library. You will need to sign in with a username and password. An Athens library
security system username and password will usually achieve this. To find Zetoc, go to:

zetoc.mimas.ac.uk (accessed 17 December 2010)

The SSCI database is a little less easy to use than the
others. However, it does provide references and abstracts,
and some libraries add full-text links for articles from
some 120 of the most important business and manage-
ment journals published worldwide. The database also
covers related fields such as accountancy and finance,
economics and public administration. It is, therefore,
very useful as an initial source in your literature search
because, if you search the database effectively, you can
be relatively confident that you have covered the major-
ity of recent academic journals that may have published
articles on your topic of interest. Here are some introduc-
tory guidelines for searching SSCI:

e Click on GO beside Web of Science;

e Choose Social Science Citation Index by unticking the
Science and Arts sections;

e Click on GENERAL SEARCH. Note that the default is
to search 1970 to date. You can change this by using
the pull-down menus;

e You can then search by TOPIC or by AUTHOR.

A feature of SSCI is its complete coverage of journal
contents, so in addition to research and scholarly articles
it also contains book reviews and editorial material,
which invariably can be identified through keyword
searches. You will need to experiment with the use of
keywords, because this is usually the way in which data-
bases like these are searched, though author searches are
also possible. Finally, a feature that is often useful is the
‘Times cited’ link. If you find an article that is relevant to
your dissertation, then you can click to see which other
articles have cited it. This does two things: first it allows
you to see how an article has been used in more recent



research, and in particular whether it has been challenged;
second, it also gives an impression of whether the article
and the ideas in it have been developed with new data. For
example, by August 2010, Alan’s paper published in 1999
in the journal Sociological Review on the Disneyization
of society had been cited by twenty-nine other authors in
papers about related subjects, such as emotional labour
and retailing.

You can also use the CITED REF SEARCH to search for
articles that cite an article you know about already. This
can help you find other related research and also see
what other authors thought of your original article. This
is particularly useful if your article is a few years old.

Since the mid-2000s some academic publishers have
begun to offer their journals for full text through their
own websites; Cambridge University Press (Cambridge
Journals Online) and Sage (HighWire) are the two most
prominent examples. Again, you will need to check with
your librarian to find out which of these resources you
can use and how to access them. The INGENTA website
offers full text from various publishers, but you will be

Telling it like it is

Getting started: reviewing the literature

able to access full text only to titles to which your library
subscribes. In addition to scholarly books and journals,
newspaper archives can provide a valuable supplemen-
tary resource through which to review the emergence
of new topics in business and management. Most news-
papers require subscription to be able to search their
online databases (e.g. Financial Times, Daily and Sunday
Telegraph, The Economist). However, most academic
libraries will have a subscription to some individual
newspapers or to a service such as Proquest or Nexis UK,
which allow you to search several newspapers at once;
you may need a password to access them. Newspapers
and periodicals can be a rich source of information about
certain topics that make good stories for journalists, such
as financial scandals, discrimination, or trade union dis-
putes. The level of analysis can also be high; however, for
an academic dissertation they should always be seen as
secondary to published literature in books and journals.
Also, it should be remembered that it takes some time for
academic articles to be published, so for recent events,
newspapers can be the only source of information.

Using newspapers and the Internet to get

information on a current management topic

In addition to using academic books and journal sources, Chris found that newspaper databases provided a
valuable source of information on the subject of diversity and in the debate about women in management and
the ‘glass ceiling’ effect. The Equal Opportunities Commission website was also a useful source. He observed:
‘| picked a relatively hot topic in the management field. It was interesting to learn that it isn’t just the most
obvious places that you do research. It’s typing something into Google and looking in the newspaper daily.
The Independent regularly had articles on this subject and so did the Guardian, so it wasn’t just, you know,

academic views that | was using.’

However, it is important not to regard these sources of information as a substitute for academic research, which
should provide the basis of your literature review. It is also important to remember that fashionable topics in
management research will almost certainly have connections with former managerial practices. Therefore,

an established theory can provide an invaluable means of understanding what is currently happening in the

managerial context.

@

Another valuable resource to supplement your litera-
ture searching is provided by the various non-academic
institutions that publish policy-oriented research on issues
related to business and management, such as the Equal

To find out more about Chris’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies
this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Opportunities Commission, Work Foundation, World Bank,
Institute for Public Policy Research, the Chartered Institute
of Personnel and Development, and Demos. Reports are
often published via the Web in PDF and they can usually
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be downloaded free, thereby providing a faster route to e Who is the author of the site and what is his or her
publication than more academic routes. This is particularly motive for publishing?
useful when researching a currently emerging topic in
management and business, or a government-led initiative,
such as Investors in People or Public Private Partnerships.
Aword of warning about using Google and other search
engines for research. Internet search engines are very
useful for researching all sorts of things. However, they
merely find sites, they do not evaluate them, so be prepared
to look critically at what you’ve found. Remember that
anyone can put information on the Web, so when looking
at websites you need to evaluate whether the information
you have found is useful. The following points are worth  Try to confine your literature search to reliable websites,
considering: such as those mentioned in this chapter.

o Where is the site located? The URL can help you here.
Isit an academic site (.ac) or a government site (.gov),
anon-commercial organization (.org) or a commercial
one (.com or .co)?

e How recently was the site updated? Many sites will
give you a last updated date, but you can get clues as
to whether a page is being well maintained by whether
or not the links are up to date and by its general
appearance.

Telling it like it is
Different strategies for dealing with business and
management information

From our experience as supervisors, it is clear that students develop different strategies for looking for business
and management information. Some prefer to organize articles and books according to specific themes or topics,
while others choose to focus on understanding the paradigm (see Chapter 1) adopted by the authors. The
accounts of Nirwanthi, Tore, and Angharad are illustrative of the diverse nature of these strategies. Many
students also feel that by the time they reach this stage of their degree studies they are confident of their ability
to look for information, precisely because this is what a great deal of their learning has required them to do.

Nirwanthi: ‘First of all | just wanted to know what past authors had written about this subject so that | had
something to compare and contrast my own data with. Then | just read through the references and | selected
about 15 to 20 of the topics that | thought would be relevant. | started grouping the journal articles and the
textbook bits that | had under headings, making it more concise, | guess, and focusing on whichever | thought
was relevant to my own data. To start off with | didn’t think | was going to find so much literature on this
particular research topic that | was studying, but there was so much! There was some that | didn’'t agree with
and some that | did agree with, so | had a lot to work on.’

Tore: ‘My supervisor gave me a stack of articles, so that was kind of the beginning. Then | went about
cross-referencing the articles that he gave me. Then” when an article mentioned something that | found was
interesting, | would look up that reference and find the article. Because most of the research in this field is
published in articles, they were easy to find online. So it was very easy to get a broad literature review.’

Angharad: ‘You've been to the library so you know where to get everything. A lot of it was just going to the
library and | found the section and just pulled out books and had a look what was in them really. | tended to look
to textbooks and things for the main arguments, ideas in the field, and then draw upon articles and journals to
perhaps back that up and support what I'd already got.’

) To find out more about these students’ research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

The catalogue of your own institution is an obvious route  seven of the largest university research libraries plus the
to finding books, but so too are the catalogues of other  British Library. It can be found at:
universities. COPAC contains the holdings of twenty-  copac.ac.uk (accessed 17 December 2010)
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You may also need to find out background information
about the markets or companies in which you are
interested. There are numerous database sources that
can provide you with this kind of company and market
research data, including the General Market Informa-
tion Database (GMID), which contains marketing pro-
files, consumer market sizing for 52 countries, consumer
lifestyle reports, data for over 200 countries, market
forecasts to 2012, and information about 100,000 brands
and 12,000 companies. Mintel provides comprehensive
market research reports on the UK retail and leisure
sectors, and conducts its own market research, and Reuters
Business Insight provides access to hundreds of market
research reports focused on energy, consumer goods,
finance, health care, and technology. Depending on the
library you belong to, you might also be able to access
Datastream, Amadeus, or Investext, all of which contain
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company-specific information. Others such as Creative
Club are more subject specific; it provides an archive of
adverts in all media from 1997 on.

Again, you will need to check with your library to find
out which of these is available to you.

Finally, the National Statistics website offers a wide
range of statistics about the UK, including Social Trends,
Regional Trends, Consumer Trends, and the results of
the General Household Survey:

www.statistics.gov.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

European statistics relating to specific countries,
industries, and sectors can be found on Europa, the
portal to the European Union website:

europa.eu (accessed 23 July 2010)

Both sites are freely available.

Using information on the Web

The Internet provides an enormous and richly varied source of freely available information about business and
management that can be quickly and easily accessed without the need for university agreements to gain access
to it. However, there is a difficulty in relying on this, because the strength of the Internet in providing access to
huge amounts of information is also its weakness, in that it can be very difficult to differentiate what is useful

and reliable from that which is too simplistic, too commercially oriented, too highly opinionated, or just not
sufficiently academic. The worst thing that can happen is that you end up quoting from sources from the Web
that are quite simply misleading and incorrect. Therefore, it is important to be selective in your use of information
on the Internet and to build up a list of favourite websites that you can check regularly for information. One

useful source is Intute:
www.intute.ac.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

which selects and evaluates websites, as well as providing tutorials on using them. Here is a list of some sites you
might want to try and also a few to be wary of, compiled with the help of some of our students:

Concepts and definitions

The following sites were recommended for providing clear and easily understood definitions of important
business and management concepts, and basic explanations of theories:

answers.com (accessed 23 July 2010)
en.wikipedia.org (accessed 23 July 2010)

management.about.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

Scholarly articles and business and management research

Google has a really useful product called ‘Google Scholar’, which can be accessed from the Google homepage.
This product provides a simple way to broadly search for academic literature. Searches are focused on
peer-reviewed papers, theses, books, abstracts and articles, from academic publishers, professional societies,
preprint repositories, universities, and other scholarly organizations. Google Scholar also enables you to see how
often an item has been cited by other people; this can be very useful in assessing the importance of an idea or a

particular scholarly writer:
scholar.google.com (accessed 23 July 2010)
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Also worth exploring, especially for information about current research, are sites that support the development of
management research, such as the Advanced Institute of Management, Academy of Management, and British
Academy of Management:

www.aimresearch.org (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.aomonline.org (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.bam.ac.uk/ (accessed 23 July 2010)

Case studies and current affairs

For case study analyses and keeping up to date on current business issues, our students recommended the BBC
News website for being reasonably well balanced and quite analytical:

www.bbc.co.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

Also useful for business-related articles and company and industry profiles is the news magazine The Economist.
However, full access is reliant upon having a print subscription:
economist.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

Finally, The Times 100 Case Studies provides case studies and materials on well-known organizations; however, it
should be noted that some of the theoretical material on this site is not of appropriate level for university study
and is rather uncritical:

thetimes100.co.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

Sites for managers

Information can also be found about business topics on sites aimed primarily at practitioners rather than
researchers, but be aware that the information contained there will reflect an orientation towards practice rather
than research. Our students found the following useful:

www.cipd.co.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.entrepreneur.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.venturemagazine.co.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

Sites to treat cautiously

Our students also listed some sites that contain material not suitable for academic study, either because the
theories were too simplistically presented or because the information was incorrect:
thinkingmanagers.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.businessballs.com/ (accessed 23 July 2010)

Their main message was to emphasize the importance of looking through each website thoroughly and ensuring
that the information was relevant to their studies. They also found that many websites provided only a small
amount of what they were looking for and the rest of the information was irrelevant.

(Thanks to Queen Mary students: Matthew Winwood, Shiblu Mahmadul Hassan Ali, and Darren O’Sullivan for their help in
compiling this list.)

‘payment systems’ are now more widely referred to under
the umbrella of ‘reward management’. You will also need
to think of synonyms and try to match your language to

Keywords and defining search
parameters

For all of these online databases, you will need to work
out some suitable keywords that can be entered into the
search engines and that will allow you to identify suit-
able references. There are a number of business diction-
aries that can help you to define your area of research
and to identify changes in the language used to describe
the subject. For example, the term ‘personnel manage-
ment’ has now been largely superseded by ‘HRM’, and

that of the source you are searching. For example, per-
formance management may be more usually referred to
in practitioner publications as ‘employee evaluation’ or
‘appraisal’. Sometimes opposites are useful—for example,
employment/unemployment. You also need to think
about alternative spellings—for example, organization/
organisation, labor/labour. Be prepared to experiment
and to amend your keywords as your research progresses—
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you may find that, as you search the literature, there are
other ways of describing your subject.

In most databases, typing in the title of your project,
or a sentence or long phrase, as your search term is not
advisable as, unless someone has written something with
the same title, you are unlikely to find very much. You
need to think in terms of keywords. For example, if you
are interested in ‘the role of women in the management

Telling it like it is

of banks’ your keywords would be WOMEN and MANAG*
and BANK*. This would mean that you captured articles
containing the words manager, managers, managing, and
management, as well as banking, banks, and bankers,
because the asterisk acts as a wild card that searches for
all words that begin in this way.

Use the HELP provided in the databases themselves to
find out how to use your keywords to best effect.

The importance of identifying suitable keywords

Karen’s experience of literature searching highlights the importance of identifying the most accurate term to
describe the subject in which you are interested. ‘| went to Leeds University Library then and asked them, but it
was just such a small area that not many people knew anything about it and so it was just a case really of going
onto databases and searching on different words and seeing if that brought anything up. | was searching on
“cultural fit” and that didn’t work. There was nothing. Nobody had written anything on the term “cultural fit”,
but then | tried “organisational fit” and that was when it opened up and there were lots of things; and then once
| had one, | had lots of other references and that was how it sort of snowballed.’

Karen’s metaphor of the snowball is striking here. Literature reviews frequently begin in this way—namely, by

beginning with a small number of references, following up citations within those, and continuing the process until
a sizeable number of items has been accumulated.

To find out more about Karen’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this
book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

s

In some areas of research, there are very many refer-
ences. Try to identify the major ones and work outwards
from there. Move on to the next stage of your research at
the point that you identified in your timetable (see
Chapter 3), so that you can dig yourself out of the library.
This is not to say that your search for the literature will

Seek out your supervisor’s advice on whether or not
you need to search the literature much more. Figure 4.1
outlines one way of searching the literature. The most
important thing to remember, as the note at the end says,
is to keep a record of the process so that you can keep
track of what you have done.

cease, but that you need to force yourself to move on.

Telling it like it is
Learning from others

Lisa found that other students on her degree course provided a valuable source of support in addition to the feedback
she gained from her supervisor. Her advice to others was to communicate ‘with other people on your degree that
are doing dissertations, find out how they’re doing it, what their stance is, perhaps people that are doing similar
subjects to you'’. Lisa discussed her ideas with another student who was also doing a research project in the field of
human resource management that related to the same subject as her project, looking at performance management.
By talking about what literature they had read, they were able to point each other towards articles and books
they had each found interesting or useful, and in this way to make the process of reviewing the literature easier.

To find out more about Lisa’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this
book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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1 1 0 Getting started: reviewing the literature

One way of searching the literature

1. Read books or articles known to you or recommended by others related to your research

2. (a) Keep notes based on your reading of this literature,

(b) note keywords used in this literature,

(c) make a note of other literature that is referred to that may be relevant and worth following up.

3. Generate keywords relevant to your research questions.

4. (a) Search the library for literature relating to your subject)

riate electronic database.

5. (a) Examine titles and abstracts for relevance,

(b) retrieve selected items (back up to item 2. (a),

(c) check regularly for new publications.

Note: At each stage, keep a record of what you have done and your reasons for certain decisions. This will be useful to you for remembering how you
proceeded and for writing up a description and justification of your literature search strategy, which can form part of your methods section. When making
notes on literature that you read, make notes on content and method, as well as relevance, and keep thinking about how each item will contribute to your
critical review of the literature.
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‘v Using industrial classification codes to search

an electronic database

When you are searching for literature related to a particular service or industry, it can be useful to refine your
search strategy by using the appropriate code for the sector from an industrial classification system such as SIC or
NAICS (see Tips and skills ‘A guide to industry classification systems’ (Chapter 7)). Ojala (2005: 43) claims that
few business people know how to do this. Instead they just tend to ‘put the words that describe their industry
into a Web search engine and that’s it. If they’re researching the shoe industry, they don’t think to add in the
word footwear, let alone the particular type of shoe they want to know about, such as sandals, baby, or boots.

It would not occur to them to look up the industry code for shoes (314)." This is particularly useful when using
search engines such as Business Source Premier run by the EBSCO host, which indexes journal content using the
NAICS and SIC systems. By typing the relevant code into your search string, you can obtain articles that relate to
the particular service or sector that you are interested in.

Referencing your work

Referencing the work of others is an important academic
convention because it emphasizes that you are aware of
the historical development of your subject, particularly
if you use the Harvard method, and shows that you
recognize that your own research builds on the work of
others. Referencing in your literature review is thus a way
of emphasizing your understanding and knowledge of
the subject. In other parts of your dissertation referencing
will serve somewhat different purposes. For example, it
will show your understanding of methodological con-
siderations or help to reinforce your argument. A reference
is also sometimes described as a citation and the act of
referencing as citing.

As we mentioned earlier on in this chapter, a key skill in
writing your literature review is to keep a record of what
you have read, including all the bibliographic details about
the articles or books that will go into your bibliography
or references. For larger research projects it can be useful
to use note cards or software packages that are designed
specifically for this purpose, such as Procite or Endnote.
However, for a student research project it will probably be
sufficient to keep an electronic record of all the items that
you have read in a Word document, although you should
bear in mind that you may not include all of these in your
final bibliography. The main thing to make sure of is that
you keep your bibliographic records up to date and do not
leave this until the very end of the writing-up process, when
you will probably be under significant time pressure.

Your institution will probably have its own guidelines
as to which style of referencing you should use in your
dissertation, and if it does you should definitely follow
them. However, the two main methods used are:

e Harvard. The essence of this system is that whenever
you paraphrase the argument or ideas of an author
or authors in your writing, you add in parentheses
immediately afterwards the surname of the author(s)
and the year of publication. If you are quoting the
author(s), you put quotation marks around the quota-
tion and after the year of publication you include the
page number where the quotation is from. All books,
articles, and other sources that you have cited in the
text are then provided in full in a reference list at the
end of the dissertation in alphabetical order by author
surname. This is by far the most common referencing
system in business and management research and the
one that we follow in this book. It is, therefore, the style
that we would encourage you to use if your university
does not require you to follow its own guidelines.

e Note or numeric. This approach involves the use of
superscript numbers in the text that refer to a note at
the foot of the page or the end of the text, where the
reference is given in full, together with the page number
if it is a direct quotation. If a source is cited more than
once, an abbreviated version of the reference is given
in any subsequent citation (which is why this is often
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called the short-title system). As well as being used
to refer to sources, notes are often used to provide
additional detail, including comments from the writer
about the source being cited. This is a particular
feature of historical writing. One of the advantages of
the numeric or note method is that it can be less
distracting to the reader in terms of the flow of the
text than the Harvard method, where sometimes
particularly long strings of references can make a sen-
tence or a paragraph difficult for the reader to follow.
Furthermore, software packages like Word make the

Tips and skills

insertion of notes relatively simple, and many students
find that this is a convenient way of referencing their
work. However, when students use this method, they
often use it incorrectly—it is quite difficult to use it
well—and are sometimes unsure whether or not also
to include a separate bibliography. For books and
dissertations a bibliography is always recommended,
and indeed this can be important in the assessment of
students’ work (see the section on avoiding plagiarism
at the end of this chapter).

w:~ ¢ The Harvard and note approaches to referencing

The examples below show some fictitious examples of referencing in published work. Note that in published
articles there is usually a list of references at the end; books using the Harvard system usually have a list of
references, whereas a bibliography is used with the short-title system of notes. The punctuation of references—
such as where to place a comma, whether to capitalize a title in full or just the first word—varies considerably
from source to source. For example, with Harvard referencing, in some books and journals the surname of the
author is separated from the date in the text with a comma—for example (Name, 1999)—but in others, like this
book, there is no comma. However, the main thing is to be consistent. Select a format for punctuating your
references, such as the one adopted by a leading journal in your subject area, and then stick to it.

An example of a Harvard reference to a book

In the text:

As Name and Other (1999) argue, motivation is a broad concept that comprises a variety of intrinsic and extrinsic
factors . . .

...and in the list of references:

Name, A., and Other, S. (1999). Title of Book in Italics: Throughout. Place of Publication: Publisher.

An example of a Harvard reference with a direct quotation from a book

In the text:

However, the importance of intrinsic factors often tends to be overlooked since ‘studies of motivation have
tended predominantly to focus on the influence of extrinsic factors’ (Name and Other 1999: 123).

...and in the list of references:

Name, A., and Other, S. (1999). Title of Book in Italics: Throughout. Place of Publication: Publisher.

An example of a Harvard reference to a journal article

In the text:

Research by Name (2003) has drawn attention to the importance of intrinsic factors in determining employee
motivation.

...and in the list of references: 1
Name, A. (2003). ‘Title of Journal Article’, Journal Title, 28(4): 109-38.

Refers to volume (issue) numbers

An example of a Harvard reference to a chapter in an edited book

In the text:

As Name (2001) suggests, individual motivation to work is affected by a range of intrinsic and extrinsic factors . . .
...and in the list of references:

Name, A. (2001). ‘Title of Book Chapter’, in S. Other ((;d.), Title of Book in Italics. Place of Publication: Publisher,
pp. 124-56.

| Abbreviation for ‘Editor’ |
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An example of a secondary reference using the Harvard Method

In the text:

Individual motivation to work is affected by a range of intrinsic and extrinsic factors (Name 1993, cited in Other
2004).

...and in the list of references:

Name, A. (1993). Title of Book in Italics. Place of Publication: Publisher, cited in S. Other (2004). Title of Textbook
in Italics. Place of Publication: Publisher.

An example of a Harvard reference to an Internet site

In the text:

BP claims to be committed to the safety and development of communities and societies in which the company
operates. The company aims for ‘no accidents, no harm to people and no damage to the environment’ (BP 2010).
...and in the list of references:

BP (2010). ‘Our Values, www.bp.com/sectiongenericarticle.do?categoryld=9032622&contentld=7059874
(accessed 14 June 2010).

Note: it is very important to give the date accessed, as some websites change frequently (or even disappear!).

An example of a note reference to a book

In the text:

On the other hand, research by Name? has drawn attention to the influence of intrinsic factors on employee
motivation . . .

... and the corresponding note should read:

3 A. Name, Title of Book in Italics: Throughout, Place of Publication, Publisher, 2000, 170-7.

An example of a note reference to an Internet site

In the text:

BP claims to be committed to the safety and development of communities and societies in which the company
operates. The company aims for ‘no accidents, no harm to people and no damage to the environment’.*

... and the corresponding note should read:

3 BP, ‘Our Values’, www.bp.com/sectiongenericarticle.do?categoryld=9032622&contentld=7059874
(accessed 14 June 2010).

Tips and skills
Using bibliographic software

ProCite, EndNote, and Reference Manager are three of the leading Windows-based software tools used for
publishing and managing bibliographies. Your university may have a site licence for one of these packages. They
are used by academic researchers, information specialists, and students to create bibliographic records equivalent
to the manual form of index cards, which allow you to compile your own personal reference database. These
records can then be automatically formatted to suit different requirements—for example, to comply with the
referencing requirements of a particular scholarly journal. A further advantage to the software is that it can
enable you to export references directly from databases such as the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI). The
software also has search options that help you to locate a particular reference, although the extent of these
features varies from one package to another.

In the long run, this can save you time and effort, and reduce the possibility of errors. However, for a student
research project it may not be worthwhile for you to take the time to learn how to use this software if it is only to
be used for the dissertation. On the other hand, if knowledge of the software may be useful to you in the longer
term, for example, if you are thinking of going on to pursue an academic career by doing a Ph.D., or if you are
intending to work in a field where research skills are valued, then it may be worth learning how to use the


www.bp.com/sectiongenericarticle.do?categoryId=9032622&contentId=7059874
www.bp.com/sectiongenericarticle.do?categoryId=9032622&contentId=7059874

1 1 4 Getting started: reviewing the literature

software. More details about these products can be found on the following websites, and a short guide to using
Endnote is provided in the following section:

www.procite.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.endnote.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

www.refman.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

However, if you do not have access to one of these packages, similar software is often freely available and can be
downloaded from the Internet. EndNote Web is available free to students of institutions subscribing to ISI Web of
Knowledge:

www.endnoteweb.com (accessed 23 July 2010)

There is also BiblioExpress, a simplified version of the package Biblioscape. This package offers the main features
associated with bibliographic referencing software and provides extensive user support from its website, which
includes a free downloadable user manual. BiblioExpress enables you to do most of the main things that would
be needed for a student research project and does not require very much computing memory, so it can even be
run from a floppy disk. For more details go to:

www.biblioscape.com/biblioexpress.htm (accessed 23 July 2010)

Finally, Microsoft Office Word 2007 contains a reference management function that enables you to manage your
sources and format reference style according to the most commonly used conventions.

Research in focus 4.10
A direct quotation that has been referenced for
more than fifteen years

The importance of referencing and the role it plays in communicating ideas between a group of scholars is aptly
illustrated by an example concerning the debate between academics in US and UK business schools about the
role of management education. The now infamous quotation is from an article written by Harold Leavitt of
Stanford University in the USA and published in a 1989 issue of the California Management Review, where

he stated:

While we teach many of the right things in our MBA programs, we don’t teach some critical things we ought to
teach. The major reason we don't is because if we teach those untaught things it will become more difficult to
teach and to justify what we already teach. So, we have built a weird, almost unimaginable design for
MBA-level education. We then lay it upon well-proportioned young men and women, distorting them

(when we are unlucky enough to succeed) into critters with lopsided brains, icy hearts, and shrunken souls.
(Leavitt 1989: 39)

The highly emotive and evocative tone of Leavitt'’s pronouncement meant that it has often been quoted, and
sometimes misquoted, by other authors over the years. Moreover, progressive summarizing of the quotation
means that the original context setting involved in Leavitt's argument is sometimes lost and only the pithy phrase
remains. For example, in his 1996 book The Collapse of the American Management Mystique, R. Locke references
a 1991 issue of The Economist as the source for his direct quotation about ‘critters with lopsided brains, icy
hearts, and shrunken souls’ (p. 53). However, he makes no reference to the original author to whom the
quotation is attributed, so this is an example of rather sloppy secondary referencing. In the article in

The Economist, an abbreviated version of the quotation is attributed to Leavitt, who it is said was ‘writing over

a decade ago’. No original source is cited (although we would not really expect it to be, since The Economist

is more journalistic than academic and so is less rigorous about referencing).


www.procite.com
www.endnote.com
www.refman.com
www.endnoteweb.com
www.biblioscape.com/biblioexpress.htm
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In 2002, an abbreviated version of the quotation pops up again, this time in an influential article in Academy of
Management Learning and Education by Pfeffer and Fong, who cite Leavitt’s (1989) article as the original source.
After this, use of Leavitt’s quotation mushrooms. A Google search on ‘icy hearts and shrunken souls’ produces

39 hits, all related to this particular use of the phrase, from sources as diverse as the Portland State University
Magazine, Warwick Business School, The European Foundation for Management Development, and The UK
Council for Excellence in Management and Leadership. In an article prompted by Pfeffer and Fong’s (2002) piece,
Tinker (2004) cites a version of Leavitt’s quotation (although the page number for it is wrong), and so do Starkey,
Hatchuel, and Tempest (2004) in an article in Journal of Management Studies.

The use of Leavitt’s words over a time span of over fifteen years is interesting, because it illustrates how
referencing allows the words of one author to continue to be invoked, appropriated, and interpreted long after
their original usage. However, it is also interesting that Leavitt’s phrase has come to be associated with the writers
who quoted it,—i.e. Pfeffer and Fong (2002)—as well as the original author. Moreover, the example illustrates
how the reputation of authors who use a powerful phrase is in part derived from the reputation of the scholar
whom they reference. This is because one of the ways that academics evaluate each other’s work is through
judgements they make about the quality of the work that the author is citing. Perhaps the ‘icy hearts and
shrunken souls’ quotation would not have been so widely used over the years and broadly accepted had it not

been written by a well-known Stanford professor.

The role of the bibliography

What makes a good bibliography? You might initially
think that length is a good measure, since a longer biblio-
graphy containing more references might imply that the
author has been comprehensive in his or her search of the
existing literature. This is undoubtedly true, but only up
to a point, since it is also important for the bibliography
to be selectively focused—that is, not to try to include
everything that has ever been written about a subject but
instead to reflect the author’s informed judgement of the
importance and suitability of sources. This incorporates
some of the judgements about quality that were discussed
earlier in this chapter. One common proxy for quality
is the reputation of the journal in which an article is
published. However, although this is a useful indicator,
we recommend that it is not one you should rely on
exclusively, since there might be articles in lesser-status
journals, for instance, those targeted at practitioners,
that have relevance to your subject, but it is important to
be aware of these judgements of quality and to seek the
advice of your supervisor when making them. Another
important feature of a good bibliography relates to sec-
ondary referencing. This is when you refer to an article or
book that has been cited in another source such as a text-
book and you do not, or cannot, access the original article
or book from which it was taken. However, relying heavily
on secondary references can be problematic because you
are dependent upon the interpretation of the original
text that is offered by the authors of the secondary text.
This may be adequate for some parts of your literature

review but it is a bit like the game Chinese Whispers, in
that there is always the potential for different interpreta-
tions of the original text, and this increases the further
removed you are from the original source. So it is a good
idea to be cautious in the use of secondary references and
to go back to the original source if you can, particularly
if the reference is an important one for your subject.
Research in focus 4.10 gives an example of how an
author’s work can be referenced in ways that involve
reinterpretation and misquotation long after the date of
publication. A further feature of a good reference list
stems from the relationship between the entries and the
way they are used in the main body of the text. It should
go without saying that it is not very helpful to include
references in the bibliography that are not even men-
tioned in the text. If references are integrated into the
text in a way that shows that you have read them in detail
and understood the theoretical perspective from which
they are written, this is much more impressive than if a
reference is inserted into the text in a way that does not
closely relate to what is being said in the text. Finally,
Barnett (1994) argues that a good bibliography gives no
indication of the quality of a piece of work, pointing out
that some of the most influential academic books ever
written do not even include one. Drawing on the ideas
of Bourdieu (1984), he suggests that the main purpose
of the bibliography is to enable you to understand the
habitus that the author is claiming to reside in, this being
about understanding the beliefs and dispositions of the
author combined with the constraints associated with his
or her situation.
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 Tips and skills
‘,;/, Helping your supervisor to understand your
literature review

If you are planning to give a first draft of your literature review to your supervisor for him or her to comment on,
make sure that you include your list of references in this version. Otherwise your supervisor will not know what
literature you have used to compile the review, and this will make it harder for him or her to comment

meaningfully on the quality of your work.

Avoiding plagiarism

An issue to bear in mind when writing up your literature
review is the need to avoid plagiarizing the work that you
are reading. Plagiarism is a notoriously slippery concept.
It is defined in The Oxford Dictionary of English (2nd edn,
2003: 1344) as ‘the practice of taking someone else’s
work or ideas and passing them off as one’s own’.
The Wikipedia definition refers to plagiarism as ‘the
passing off of another’s work as if it were one’s own, by
claiming credit for something that was actually done by
someone else’ (consulted 27 July 2006). The same source
refers to it as a ‘serious and punishable academic offense’.
Plagiarism does not just relate to the literature you read
in the course of preparing an essay or report. Taking ma-
terial in a wholesale and unattributed way from sources
like essays written by others or from websites is also a
context within which plagiarism can occur. Further, it is
possible to self-plagiarize, as when a person lifts material
that he or she has previously written and passes it off as
original work. Plagiarism is commonly regarded as a
form of academic cheating and as such differs little if at
all in the minds of many academics from other academic
misdemeanours such as fabricating research findings.
There is a widespread view that plagiarism among stu-
dents is increasing in incidence, though whether this is in
fact the case is difficult to establish unambiguously.
Indeed, it is difficult to establish how widespread pla-
giarism is, and there are quite substantial variations in
estimates of its prevalence. It is widely viewed that
the Internet is one of the main—if not the main—motor
behind the perceived increase in the prevalence of pla-
giarism. The ease with which text can be copied from
websites, e-journal articles, e-books, online essays sold
commercially, and numerous other sources and then
pasted into essays is often viewed as one of the main

factors behind the alleged rise in plagiarism cases among
students in UK universities and elsewhere.

There are several difficulties with plagiarism as an
issue in higher education. One is that universities vary in
their definitions of what plagiarism is (Stefani and Carroll
2001). Further, they vary in their response to it when it
is uncovered. They also vary in both the type and the
severity of punishment. Further, within any university,
academic and other staff differ in their views of the
sinfulness of plagiarism and how it should be handled
(Flint, Clegg, and Macdonald 2006). There is also evidence
that students are less convinced than academic staff that
plagiarism is wrong and that it should be punished.

In view of all these uncertainties of both definition and
the response to plagiarism, students may wonder whether
they should take issues of plagiarism seriously. Our an-
swer is that they most definitely should take it seriously.
Academic work places a high value on the originality of
the work that is presented in any kind of output. To pass
someone else’s ideas and/or writings off as your own is
widely regarded as morally dubious at best. Thus, while
there are several grey areas with regard to plagiarism,
as outlined in the previous paragraph, it is important
not to overstate their significance. There is widespread
condemnation of plagiarism in academic circles and it is
nearly always punished when found in the work of stu-
dents (and indeed that of others). You should, therefore,
avoid plagiarizing the work of others at all costs. So con-
cerned are universities about the growth in the number
of plagiarism cases that come before examination boards
and the likely role of the Internet in facilitating plagiarism,
they are making more and more use of plagiarism detec-
tion software, which trawls the Internet for such things
as strings of words. Thus, as several writers (for example,



McKeever 2006) have observed, the very technological
development that is widely perceived as promoting the
incidence of plagiarism—the Internet—is increasingly
the springboard for its detection. Even well-known and
ubiquitous search engines like Google.com are sometimes
employed to detect student plagiarism through the search
for unique strings of words.

The most important issue from the student’s point of
view is that he or she should avoid plagiarism at all costs,
as the penalties may be severe, regardless of the student’s
own views on the matter. First, do not ‘lift’ large sections
of text without making it clear that they are in fact
quotations. This makes it clear that the text in question
is not your own work but that you are making a point
by quoting someone. It is easy to get this wrong. In
June 2006, it was reported that a plagiarism expert at
the London School of Economics had been accused of
plagiarism in a paper he published on plagiarism! A
paragraph was found that copied verbatim a published
source by someone else and that had not been acknow-
ledged properly as from another source. The accused
person defended himself by saying that this was due to
a formatting error. It is common practice in academic
publications to indent a large section of material that is
being quoted, thus:

The most important issue from the
student’s point of view is that he or
she should avoid plagiarism at all
costs, as the penalties may be severe,
regardless of the student’s own views on
the matter. First, do not ‘lift’ large
sections of text without making it clear
that they are in fact quotations. This
makes it clear that the text in question
is not your own work but that you are
making a point by quoting someone. It is
easy to get this wrong. In June 2006, it
was reported that a plagiarism expert at
the London School of Economics had been
accused of plagiarism in a paper he
published on plagiarism! A paragraph was
found that copied verbatim a published
source by someone else and that had not
been acknowledged properly as from
another source. The accused person
defended himself by saying that this was
due to a formatting error. It is common
practice in academic publications to
indent a large section of material that
is being quoted. (Bryman and Bell 2011:
117)
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The lack of indentation meant that the paragraph in ques-
tion looked as though it was his own work. While it may
be that this is a case of ‘unintentional plagiarism’ (Park
2003), distinguishing the intentional from the uninten-
tional is by no means easy. Either way, the credibility and
possibly the integrity of the author may be undermined.
It is also important to realize that, for many if not most
institutions, simply copying large portions of text and
changing a few words will also be regarded as plagiarism.

Secondly, do not pass other people’s ideas off as your
own. This means that you should acknowledge the source
of any ideas that you present that are not your own. It
was this aspect of plagiarism that led to the case reported
in Thinking deeply 4.11. Here, the accusers did not suggest
that Dan Brown had taken large chunks of text from their
work and presented it as his own. Instead, they accused
him of lifting their ideas. However, Dan Brown did acknow-
ledge his use of their historical work on the grail myth,
though only in a general way in a list of acknowledgements,
as novelists mercifully do not continuously reference ideas
they use in their work. Brown’s accusers lost their case,
but there have been other high-profile cases of plagiarism
that have been proved. For example, in 2003, the UK Prime
Minister’s Director of Communications and Strategy issued
a briefing to journalists on the concealment of weapons
in Iraq. This was found to have been copied from several
sources and became known as the ‘dodgy dossier’. The
fact that so much of it had been taken from the work of
others undermined its credibility in the eyes of others.

One of the most important messages of this section will
hopefully be that you should guard against plagiarism at
all costs. But it should also be clear that you should
find out what your university and possibly departmental
guidelines on the matter are. Quite aside from the rights
and wrongs of plagiarism, it is not likely to impress your
tutor if it is clear from reading the text that large chunks
of your essay or report have been lifted from another source
with just your own words interspersing the plagiarized
text. In fact, that is often in our experience a giveaway—
the contrast in styles is frequently very apparent and prompts
the tutor to explore the possibility that some or much of
the assignment you submit has in fact been plagiarized.
Nor is it likely to impress most tutors if much of the text
has been lifted but a few words changed here and there,
along with a few sprinkled words written by you. However,
equally it has to be said that frequent quoting with linking
sentences by you is not likely to impress either. When
we have been presented with essays of that kind, we
have frequently said to the student concerned that it is
difficult to establish what his or her own thoughts on the
issue are.
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Thinking deeply 4.11
: Plagiarism and copyright in The Da Vinci Code

The best-selling novel by Dan Brown, The Da Vinci Code, was the focus of a ground-breaking High Court trial in 2006 that
had significant implications for the understanding of plagiarism and copyright within the publishing industry. Brown was
accused by two historians, Baigent and Leigh, who are the authors of an earlier non-fiction book entitled The Holy Blood
and the Holy Grail, of infringement of copyright by having plagiarized the central theme that forms the basis of his plot.
However, Brown’s defence argued that authors have for centuries recycled ideas from other books and that the ideas in
dispute are too general to be protected by copyright law. The case was further complicated by the fact that the publisher,
Random House, was responsible for the publication of both books. Commenting on the case, Professor Lisa Jardine, from
Queen Mary, University of London, was quoted as saying: ‘They are not going to win. | don’t think plagiarism any longer
holds up. We live in a world of cut and paste.’ In a witness statement to the court, Brown claimed he had read the
claimants’ book but not until he had already formulated the ideas and storyline for his novel. The judge rejected claims that
Dan Brown’s book was in breach of copyright, although he did concede that a comparison of the two books did show some
limited copying of the text. Sales of both books rose during the trial, which took place shortly before the release of a feature
film based on Brown’s book.

However, there have also been other recent cases where charges of plagiarism in novels have been made with an outcome
less favourable to the author accused. For example, teenage American novelist Kaavya Viswanathan, author of How Opal
Mehta Got Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life, was accused of plagiarizing sections of passages from another novel by Sophie
Kinsella called Can you Keep a Secret? , including entire sentences that were found to be virtually identical. Viswanathan
claimed that the similarity was unintentional and attributed it to her photographic memory. The book was subsequently
withdrawn from sale and the author’s $500,000 contract with the publisher Little, Brown & Company cancelled after it was
found that there were also passages by other writers, including work by Salman Rushdie and Megan McCafferty. The key
question is whether the young novelist knew what she was doing and whether she accepts it was plagiarism. He also
contends that the case highlights some of the pressures that novelists are placed under by publishers to make their mark in
a market where they are competing against other forms of entertainment.

Although both these cases highlight the contested nature of charges of plagiarism, including the importance of ascertaining
the author’s intent, which is very difficult to do, they also draw attention to the moral judgement and significant penalties

that may be levelled at an author if plagiarism is shown to have occurred. Although university students are not in a situation
of risking multi-million dollar deals in the same way as these novelists, the impact of plagiarism if it is shown to be significant

can be highly detrimental in terms of their education and career prospects.

Sources: D. Smith, ‘Da Vinci Trial Pits History against Art’, Observer, 26 Feb. 2006; Anon., ‘Brown Wins Da Vinci Code Case’,
Guardian, 7 April 2006; S. Goldenberg, ‘Star Young Author Admits Unconscious Plagiarism'’, Guardian, 26 April 2006;
M. Lawson, ‘Fingers in the Word Till’, Guardian, 6 May 2006.

Try, therefore, to express your ideas in your own words
and acknowledge properly those ideas that are not your
own. Plagiarism is something you may get away with
once or twice, but it is so imprinted on the consciousness
of many of us working in universities nowadays that
you are unlikely to get away with it regularly. It is also
extremely irritating to find that your work has been
plagiarized. Bryman was asked to act as an external
examiner of a doctoral thesis and found that large
sections of one of his books had been taken and presented
as the student’s own work. He found this extremely
annoying. A colleague he mentioned the incident to
remarked that the only thing worse than plagiarism is in-
competent plagiarism—incompetent because the student
had plagiarized the work of someone he or she knew
would be the external examiner. However, on reflection,

the colleague was mistaken. Plagiarism is wrong—
regardless of whether it is competently implemented
or not.

One final point to note is that plagiarism is like a
moving target. What it is, how it should be defined, how
it can be detected, how it should be penalized: all of these
issues and others are in a state of flux as we write this
chapter. It is very much a shifting situation precisely be-
cause of the perception that it is increasing in frequency.
The penalties can be severe, and, as we have witnessed
when students have been presented with evidence of
their plagiarism, it can be profoundly embarrassing and
distressing for them. The message is simple: do not do
it and make sure that you know exactly what it is and
how it is defined at your institution so that you do not
inadvertently commit the sin of plagiarism.



Getting started: reviewing the literature

Checklist

Questions to ask yourself when reviewing the literature

Is your list of references up to date in your current areas of interest? Are there new areas of interest
that you need to search for?

What literature searching have you done recently?

What have you learned from the literature? Has this changed your understanding of the subject in

O What have you read recently? Have you found time to read?
which you are working in any way?

Is what you have read going to influence your research design in any way? Has it given you ideas about
what you need to consider and incorporate?

O Have you been writing notes on what you have read? Do you need to reconsider how what you have
read fits into your research?

(Adapted from Bruce 1994.)

Key points

® Writing a literature review is a means of reviewing the main ideas and research relating to your
chosen area of interest.

A competent literature review confirms you as someone who is competent in the subject area.

A great deal of the work of writing a literature review is based upon reading the work of other
researchers in your subject area; key skills can be acquired to help you get the most from your
reading.

® Systematic review is a method that is gaining in popularity in business research as a way of enhancing
the reliability of literature searching and review.

® Narrative review is a more traditional approach that has advantages of flexibility that can make it
more appropriate for inductive research and qualitative research designs.

Questions for review

Reviewing the existing literature

What are the main reasons for writing a literature review?

How can you ensure that you get the most from your reading?

What are the main advantages and disadvantages associated with systematic review?
What type of research question is systematic review most suited to addressing?

What are the main reasons for conducting a narrative literature review?

In what type of research is narrative review most appropriate?

119



1 20 Getting started: reviewing the literature

Searching the existing literature
® What are the main ways of finding existing literature on your subject?

® What is a keyword and how is it useful in searching the literature?

Referencing your work
® Why is it important to reference your work?

® What are the three main referencing styles used in academic work and which of these is preferred by
your institution?

® What is the role of the bibliography and what makes a good one?

Avoiding plagiarism
® What is plagiarism?

® Why is it taken so seriously by researchers?

Online Resource Centre

www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Visit the interactive Research Guide that accompanies this book to complete an exercise in Getting
Started: Reviewing the Literature.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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Ethics in business research

Ethical issues arise at a variety of stages in business and management research. This chapter is concerned
with the concerns about ethics that might arise in the course of conducting research. The professional
bodies concerned with the social sciences have been keen to spell out the ethical issues that can arise,
and some of their statements will be reviewed in this chapter. Ethical issues cannot be ignored, in that
they relate directly to the integrity of a piece of research and of the disciplines that are involved. This

chapter explores:

e some famous, even infamous, cases in which transgressions of ethical principles have occurred, though
it is important not to take the view that ethical concerns arise only in relation to these extreme cases;

o different stances that can be and have been taken on ethics in business research;

e the significance and operation of four areas in which ethical concerns particularly arise: whether or not
harm comes to participants; informed consent; invasion of privacy; and deception;

e some of the difficulties associated with ethical decision-making.

Introduction

Discussions about the ethics of business and manage-
ment research bring us into a realm in which the role
of values in the research process becomes a topic of
concern. Ethical issues revolve around such concerns as
the following:

e How should we treat the people on whom we conduct
research?

e Are there activities in which we should or should not
engage in our relations with them?

Questions about ethics in business and management
research also bring in the role of professional associations,
such as the American Academy of Management (AoM)
and the Market Research Society (MRS), which have
formulated codes of ethics on behalf of their members.
Statements of professional principles are frequently
accessible from the Internet. Some useful codes of ethics
for business and management researchers can be found
at the following Internet addresses:

Academy of Management (AoM), Code of Ethical Conduct:
www.aomonline.org/governanceandethics/
aomrevisedcodeofethics.pdf (accessed 23 July 2010)

Association of Business Schools/British Academy of
Management/Higher Education Academy: Business Man-
agement Accountancy and Finance, Ethics Guide (2009):
www.the-abs.org.uk /?id=560 (accessed 23 July 2010)

Market Research Society (MRS), Code of Conduct and
Guidelines:
www.mrs.org.uk/standards/codeconduct.htm
(accessed 23 July 2010)

(also includes specific MRS guidelines on qualitative
and quantitative research, doing Internet and employee
research).

However, it is also useful to look at the way that
researchers within the social sciences more generally
have dealt with ethical research issues—for example, the
Social Research Association (SRA), the British Sociological
Association (BSA), and the American Psychological
Association. In this chapter, the codes of these pro-
fessional associations will also be referred to on several
occasions.

Social Research Association (SRA), Ethical Guidelines:
www.the-sra.org.uk/guidelines.htm (accessed 23 July
2010)

British Sociological Association (BSA), Statement of
Ethical Practice:
www.britsoc.co.uk/equality/Statement+Ethical +
Practice.htm (accessed 23 July 2010)

American Sociological Association (ASA), Code of Ethics:
www2.asanet.org/members/ecoderev.html (accessed
23 July 2010)


www.mrs.org.uk/standards/codeconduct.htm
www.the-sra.org.uk/guidelines.htm
www.britsoc.co.uk/equality/Statement+Ethical+Practice.htm
www.britsoc.co.uk/equality/Statement+Ethical+Practice.htm
www2.asanet.org/members/ecoderev.html
www.aomonline.org/governanceandethics/aomrevisedcodeofethics.pdf
www.aomonline.org/governanceandethics/aomrevisedcodeofethics.pdf
www.the-abs.org.uk/?id=560

American Psychological Association (APA), Ethical
Principles and Code of Conduct:
www.apa.org/ethics (accessed 23 July 2010)

Writings about ethics in business and other social
science research are frequently frustrating for four
reasons.

1. Writers often differ quite widely from each other over
ethical issues and questions. In other words, they differ
over what is and is not ethically acceptable.

2. The main elements in the debates do not seem to
move forward a great deal. The same kinds of points
that were made in the 1960s were being rehashed in
the late 1990s and at the start of the present century.

3. Debates about ethics have often accompanied well-
known cases of alleged ethical transgression. Some of
them, such as Dalton’s (1959) covert ethnography of
unofficial managerial activity, will also be encountered
later on in this book (see Chapter 17). One of the
central issues that Dalton addresses in his study is the
unofficial use of company resources, including pilfering
or corporate theft (see Research in focus 5.1). There
is considerable debate as to whether it was ethical
to obtain such data through the method of covert
observation (see Key concept 5.2). There are also

Research in focus 5.1

Ethics in business research

several well-known psychologicalstudies (e.g. Milgram
1963; Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo 1973) that continue
to be widely cited in the field of organizational behav-
iour, despite the fact that they were based on research
designs that would now be widely considered extremely
unethical (see Research in focus 5.3). However, the
problem with this emphasis on notoriety is that it can
be taken to imply that ethical concerns reside only in
such extreme cases, when in fact the potential for
ethical transgression is much more general than this.

. Related to this last point is that these extreme and

notorious cases of ethical violation tend to be associated
with particular research methods—notably disguised
observation and the use of deception in experiments.
Again, the problem with this association of ethics with
certain studies (and methods) is that it implies that
ethical concerns reside only or even primarily in some
methods but not others. As a result, the impression
can be gleaned that other methods, such as question-
naires or overt ethnography, are immune from ethical
problems. Moreover, as the recent popularization of
television experiments suggests (see Research in focus
5.4), disguised observation is as popular today as it
was when researchers like Milgram and Zimbardo
carried out their classic studies.

A covert study of unofficial rewards

One of Dalton’s (1959) central themes in his study of American managers and unofficial action revolves around
the use of company materials and services as supplementary rewards for the variable contributions of individuals.
He presents several cases, including the Milo carpenter, Ted Berger, who was rewarded for his loyalty by not
being required to operate machines, instead making such things as baby beds, tables, and rocking horses—
custom-built objects for various managers—in exchange for which he was given ‘gifts’. Another case concerns
staff who routinely filled their car fuel tank from the company garage and with this obtained free washing and
waxing. Similarly, there is the case of Jim Speier, a factory foreman, who made use of machinery and materials to
have constructed a rose arch, storm windows, and a set of wooden lawn sprinklers cut in the form of dancing girls

and brightly painted!

Dalton’s main strategy for preventing harm to his participants is to protect their anonymity, but the reader is left
in no doubt as to the seriousness of consequences for individuals concerned if their identities were to have been
discovered. As Dalton explains, these individuals ‘gave information and aid that, if generally known, would have
jeopardized their careers’ (1959: 275). One of the key ethical issues in this study concerns the lack of informed
consent, as participants were in no position to be able to judge whether or not to become involved in the research,
as they were only vaguely aware of the nature of Dalton’s interest. Furthermore, they were almost certainly
unaware of the risk of harm that could result from the study in relation to their employment prospects. In his
defence, Dalton adopts a situational stance (see Key concept 5.2), arguing that it is impossible to study unofficial
action, other than by using covert methods that enable the researcher to get sufficiently close to the subject.

As there has been very little study of this subject, it is difficult to see how we could compare Dalton’s findings
with those produced using overt methods, and therefore we have little choice but to take his word for this.
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Key concept 5.2
Stances on ethics

Authors on social research ethics can be characterized in terms of the stances they take on the issue. The
following stances can be distinguished:

e Universalism. A universalist stance takes the view that ethical precepts should never be broken. Infractions of
ethical principles are wrong in a moral sense and are damaging to social research. This kind of stance can be
seen in the writings of Erikson (1967), Dingwall (1980), and Bulmer (1982). Bulmer does, however, point to
some forms of what appears to be disguised observation that may be acceptable. One is retrospective covert
observation, which occurs when a researcher writes up his or her experiences in social settings in which he
or she participated but not as a researcher. An example would be Van Maanen (1991b), who wrote up his
experiences as a ride operator in Disneyland many years after he had been employed there in vacation jobs.
Even a universalist like Erikson (1967: 372) recognizes that it ‘would be absurd . . . to insist as a point of ethics
that sociologists should always introduce themselves as investigators everywhere they go and should inform
every person who figures in their thinking exactly what their research is all about’.

o Sjtuation ethics. Goode (1996) has argued for deception to be considered on a case-by-case basis. In other
words, he argues for what J. Fletcher (1966: 31) has called a ‘situation ethics’, or more specifically ‘principled
relativism’, which can be contrasted with the universalist ethics of some writers. This argument has two ways
of being represented:

1. The end justifies the means. Some writers argue that, unless there is some breaking of ethical rules, we
would never know about certain social phenomena. Dalton (1959) essentially argues for this position in
relation to his study of managers and the differences between official and unofficial action. Without some
kind of disguised observation, this important aspect of organizational life would not have been studied.
This is usually linked to the second form of a situationist argument in relation to social research ethics.

2. No choice. It is often suggested that we have no choice but to engage in dissimulation on occasions if we
want to investigate the issues in which we are interested.

e FEthical transgression is pervasive. It is often observed that virtually all research involves elements that are at
least ethically questionable. This occurs whenever participants are not given absolutely all the details on a
piece of research, or when there is variation in the amount of knowledge about research. Punch (1994: 91),
for example, observes that ‘some dissimulation is intrinsic to social life and, therefore, to fieldwork’. He quotes
Gans (1962: 44) in support of this point: ‘If the researcher is completely honest with people about his
activities, they will try to hide actions and attitudes they consider undesirable, and so will be dishonest.
Consequently, the researcher must be dishonest to get honest data.’

e Anything goes (more or less). The writers associated with arguments relating to situation ethics and a
recognition of the pervasiveness of ethical transgressions are not arguing for an ‘anything-goes’ mentality, but
for a certain amount of flexibility in ethical decision-making. However, Douglas (1976) has argued that the
kinds of deception in which social researchers engage are trivial compared to those perpetrated by powerful
institutions in modern society (such as the mass media, the police, and industry). His book is an inventory of
tactics for deceiving people so that their trust is gained and they reveal themselves to the researcher. Very few
researchers subscribe to this stance. Denzin (1968) comes close to an anything-goes stance when he suggests
that social researchers are entitled to study anyone in any setting provided the work has a ‘scientific’ purpose,
does not harm participants, and does not deliberately damage the discipline. The harm-to-participants
criterion can also be seen in the cases reported in Research in focus 5.3.
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Research in focus 5.3
Two infamous studies of obedience to authority

Milgram’s (1963) electric-shock experiments and Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo's (1973) prison studies have come
to be seen as infamous because of the ethical issues they raise. Both studies were concerned to measure the effects
of group norms on the behaviour of the individual, and they have been widely applied in the field of organizational
behaviour. Milgram was concerned with the processes whereby a person can be induced to cause extreme harm
to another by virtue of being ordered to do so. To investigate this issue further, he devised a laboratory experiment.
Volunteers were recruited to act out the role of teachers who punished learners (who were accomplices of the
experimenter) by submitting them to electric shocks when they gave incorrect answers to questions.

The shocks were not, of course, real, but the teachers/volunteers were not aware of this. The level of electric shock
was gradually increased with successive incorrect answers until the teacher/volunteer refused to administer more
shocks. Learners had been trained to respond to the rising level of electric shock with simulated but appropriate
howls of pain. In the room was a further accomplice of Milgram’s, who cajoled the teacher/volunteer to continue to
administer shocks, suggesting that it was part of the study’s requirements to continue and that they were not causing
permanent harm, in spite of the increasingly shrill cries of pain. However, in a later adaptation of the experiment,
the teacher/volunteer was accompanied by a colleague who acted out the part of someone who refused to
administer the shocks beyond a certain level. In this situation, the real subject continued to administer the shocks
for a shorter period and then declined as the first teacher/volunteer had done. Milgram’s study demonstrates the
extent to which individuals display obedience to authority even if this involves causing considerable pain to
others. It also shows how peer rebellion can be a powerful means of resisting the experimenter’s authority.

Experiments conducted by Zimbardo and his graduate students from the Department of Psychology at
Stanford University, California, involved creating a mock prison, in order to examine the roles played by prisoners
and guards. Twenty-one male participants were selected from a group of seventy-five who responded to an
advertisement in a local newspaper. Individuals were selected on the basis that they were mature, emotionally
stable, middle class, well educated, and had no criminal record. Each was paid $15 per day to participate in the
study. A coin was flipped in order to decide if the participant was to play the role of prisoner or guard. There
were ten prisoners and eleven guards. However, only a few days into the planned fourteen-day study, the
experiment took an unexpected turn. The relationship between prisoners and guards deteriorated to such an
extent that guards began to subject prisoners to psychological cruelty. Within the first few days several of the
prisoners had been released, suffering from severe depression and mental breakdown. Only six days into the
study the experiment was abandoned owing to the extreme symptoms experienced by the prisoners. Haney,
Banks, and Zimbardo’s study shows that individual behaviour is determined by social and environmental
conditions to a far greater extent than is commonly assumed.

Both studies raise complex ethical issues, particularly in relation to the potential harm incurred by participants
as a result of the experiments. It is worth noting that both studies were conducted over forty years ago, and it is
extremely unlikely that either would be considered acceptable to a university human subjects committee or
indeed to most social researchers today. However, in 2006 Burger (2009) conducted what he refers to as a ‘partial
replication” of the Milgram experiment. Burger hypothesized that there would be little or no difference between
Milgram’s findings and his own some forty-five years later. The replication is ‘partial’ for several reasons such as:
participants did not proceed beyond the lowest simulated voltage level that Milgram used (150 volts; 79 per cent
of Milgram’s teachers went beyond this point); participants were intensively screened for emotional and
psychological problems and excluded if there was evidence of such problems; people who had studied some
psychology were excluded (because the Milgram studies are so well known); and participants of all adult ages
were included, rather than up to the age of 50, as in the original studies. Burger also reckons that his sample was
more ethnically diverse than Milgram’s would have been. The replication had to be partial because, as Burger
puts it, ‘current standards for the ethical treatment of participants clearly place Milgram’s studies out of bounds’
(Burger 2009: 2). Burger found that the propensity for obedience was only slightly lower than forty-five years
previously, though, as Miller (2009) observes, the adjustments Burger had to make probably render comparisons
with Milgram’s findings questionable.
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Researchers’ ethical qualms do not extend to television, however. In March 2010, newspapers reported a French
documentary based on a supposed game show called Game of Death and broadcast on prime-time television.
Eighty contestants signed contracts agreeing to inflict electric shocks on other participants. Shocks were
administered when the other contestant failed to answer a question correctly. The shocks continued up to the
highest voltage with the contestants being egged on by an audience and a presenter. Only sixteen contestants
stopped before administering the highest shock level, which would have been fatal. As in the Milgram
experiment, the participants receiving the shocks were actors who simulated howls of agony and the shocks
themselves were, of course, also fake. An account of this programme, which refers to Milgram, can be found at:
news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/8573755.stm (accessed 18 March 2010)

Also, the following is a CNN news item on the programme, which includes some brief footage as well as a brief
commentary from Burger, who carried out the aforementioned partial replication:
www.cnn.com/video/data/2.0/video/bestoftv/2010/03/17/cb.game.show.death.cnn.html

(accessed 18 March 2010)

Tips and skills
w-" / Ethics committees

In addition to needing to be familiar with the codes of practice produced by several professional associations
such as the Academy of Management, the Market Research Society, and the Social Research Association,

you should be acquainted with the ethical guidelines of your university or college. Most higher education
organizations have ethics committees that issue guidelines about ethical practice. These guidelines are often
based on or influenced by the codes developed by professional associations. Universities’ and colleges’
guidelines will provide indications of what are considered ethically unacceptable practices. Sometimes, you will
need to submit your proposed research to an ethics committee of your university or college. As part of this you
may need to complete a form to show that you have considered potential ethical issues that might arise from
your study (see Tips and skills ‘A sample university ethics form’). Ethical guidelines and ethics committees are
there to protect research participants, but they are also involved in protecting researchers and institutions from
the possibility of adverse publicity or legal action being taken against them.

Y

Tips and skills
w:" /A sample university ethics form

W

This form is intended to help researchers consider the ethical implications of research activity. Researchers are
responsible for deciding, guided by University guidelines and professional disciplinary standards, whether a more
extensive review is necessary.

Title of study:
Names of investigators: Yes No (please tick)

1. Is the study funded (if yes, name the source)?
2. Is the research compromised by the source of funding? o O

3. Are there potential conflicts of interest in the financial or organizational
arrangements? O O


www.cnn.com/video/data/2.0/video/bestoftv/2010/03/17/cb.game.show.death.cnn.html

Ethics in business research

Yes No (please tick)

4. Will confidentiality be maintained appropriately at all stages of enquiry:
at collection, storage, analysis, and reporting?

5. Will human rights and dignities be actively respected?

6. Will highly personal, intimate, or other private or confidential information be sought?

Ooo0aood
Ooo0oo

7.Will there be any harm, discomfort, physical, or psychological risks?

8. Will participants be involved whose ability to give informed voluntary consent may
be limited? O O

9. Will the study involve obtaining or processing personal data relating to living individuals (e.g. recording
interviews with subjects even if the findings will subsequently be made anonymous)? (Note: if the answer to
this question is ‘yes’ you will need to ensure that the provisions of the Data Protection Act (1988) are complied
with. In particular you will need to ensure that subjects provide sufficient consent and that personal data will be
properly stored for an appropriate period of time.) O O

10. Please provide a paragraph explaining any additional ethical issues that are relevant to the study. If none,

explain why.

| confirm that the ethical issues pertaining to this study have been fully considered.

Signed (lead investigator): Date:

On behalf of University Research Ethics Committee: Date:

Research in focus 5.4
Ethical issues in the television series The Experiment

The BBC television series The Experiment (2002) was devised with the assistance of two British social psychologists,
Professor Steve Haslam and Dr Steve Reicher. The aim was to create a laboratory experiment that replicated the
prison experiments conducted by Zimbardo in 1971 (see Research in focus 5.3). Researchers and television producers
were forced to confront a series of challenging ethical issues relating to the televising of the research. As Haslam and
Reicher explained, ‘problems stemmed from the difficulty of getting people to be fully aware of the consequences
of being on television. For instance, there are many behaviours which are perfectly fair in the context of one relationship
but which violate the norms of a different relationship. Where one puts the two together, it can be deeply embarrassing.
For instance, would a teacher want their behaviour with their parents or their children to be shown to their students?’
There were also difficulties related to media representations. ‘There were many cases when papers misreported
what one participant had said (or what we had said) and such comment had the capacity to cause concern to other
participants.” However, the biggest ethical problem, according to the researchers, was ‘What happens when participants
do things they genuinely regret—or else learn things about themselves they would rather not know—and these
are then broadcast widely?’ Their ‘solution was to try to involve the participants in the analysis so that they could
agree that the resultant account was truthful, fair and had analytic integrity’. Clinical psychologists were involved in
the selection of participants, alerting them to potential risks and assessing their ability to cope with them, and they
were also available to talk through the concerns of research participants during the project. The study was overseen
by an ethics committee that included a Holocaust survivor, a member of the Howard League, and an MP.

Despite the precautions taken, the decision was made to terminate the project earlier than expected because of
concerns that participants’ emotional and physical well-being was in danger of being compromised. The BBC was
forced to delay transmission of the series when participants expressed concerns that they had been made to look
stupid and psychologists voiced concerns that the scientific integrity of the programme had been compromised
through the editing process.

Sources: M. Wells, ‘BBC Halts “Prison Experiment”’, Guardian, 24 Jan. 2002; M. Wells, ‘BBC2 Delays “Unfair” Prison
Experiment’, Guardian, 10 April 2002; J. Crace, ‘The Prison of TV’, Guardian, 14 May 2002).
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In this chapter, we will introduce the main issues and
debates about ethics. We are not going to try to resolve
them, because they are not readily capable of resolution.
This is why the ethical debate has scarcely moved on since
the 1960s. What is crucial is to be aware of the ethical
principles involved and of the nature of the concerns about
ethics in business research. It is only if researchers are
aware of the issues involved that they can make informed
decisions about the implications of certain choices. If
nothing else, you should be aware of the possible oppro-
brium that will be coming your way if you make certain
kinds of choice (see, for example Research in focus 5.4).
Our chief concern lies with the ethical issues that arise in

‘ Ethical principles

Discussions about ethical principles in business research,
and perhaps more specifically transgressions of them,
tend to revolve around certain issues that recur in differ-
ent guises. However, they have been usefully broken
down by Diener and Crandall (1978) into four main
areas:

o whether there is harm to participants;
e whether there is a lack of informed consent;
e whether there is an invasion of privacy;

e whether deception is involved.

We will look at each of these in turn, but it should be
appreciated that these four principles overlap somewhat.
For example, it is difficult to imagine how the principle
of informed consent could be built into an investigation
in which research participants were deceived. However,
there is no doubt that these four areas form a useful
classification of ethical principles in and for business
research.

Harm to participants

Research that is likely to harm participants is regarded by
most people as unacceptable. But what is harm? Harm
can entail a number of facets: physical harm; harm to
participants’ development or self-esteem; stress; harm
to career prospects or future employment; and ‘inducing
subjects to perform reprehensible acts’, as Diener and
Crandall (1978: 19) put it. In several studies that we have
encountered in this book, there has been real or potential
harm to participants.

relations between researchers and research participants
in the course of an investigation. This focus by no means
exhausts the range of ethical issues and dilemmas that
arise, such as those that might arise in relation to the
funding of business research or how findings are used by
non-researchers. However, the ethical issues that arise in
the course of doing research are the ones that are most
likely to impinge on students. Writers on research ethics
adopt different stances concerning the ethical issues that
arise in connection with relationships between research-
ers and research participants. Key concept 5.2 outlines
some of these stances.

e In Dalton’s (1959) study, his ‘counselling’ relationship
with the female secretary in exchange for access to
valuable personnel files (see Research in focus 17.2)
was potentially harmful to her, both in terms of the
personal relationship and in jeopardizing the security
of her employment.

e InHaney, Banks, and Zimbardo’s (1973) prison experi-
ments (see Research in focus 5.3), several participants
experienced severe emotional reactions, including
mental breakdown.

e Many of the participants in the Milgram experiment
(1963) on obedience to authority (see Research in focus
5.3) experienced high levels of stress and anxiety as a
consequence of being incited to administer electric
shocks. It could also be argued that Milgram’s observers
were ‘inducing subjects to perform reprehensible acts’.
Indeed, yet another series of studies in which Milgram
was involved placed participants in positions where
they were being influenced to steal (Milgram and
Shotland 1973).

The AoM Code of Ethical Conduct states that it is
the responsibility of the researcher to assess carefully the
possibility of harm to research participants, and, to the
extent that it can be, the possibility of harm should be
minimized. Similar sentiments are expressed by the MRS’s
Code of Conduct, which advocates that ‘the researcher must
take all reasonable precautions to ensure that respondents
are in no way directly harmed or adversely affected as a
result of their participation in a marketing research project’.
However, some commentators cast the scope of ethical
consideration far wider, suggesting that it is also necessary



to consider non-participants in evaluating the risk of
harm (see Thinking deeply 5.5). This is consistent with
recent changes in social research guidelines that extend
the definition of what constitutes an ethical issue (see
pp. 137-8 for more discussion of these changes).

A further area of ethical consideration relates to the
possibility of harm to the researcher, an issue that was
introduced in Tips and skills ‘Safety in research’ (Chap-
ter 3). In addition to the possibility of physical or emo-
tional harm through exposure to a fieldwork setting,
certain research methods, such as auto-ethnography (see

Thinking deeply 5.5
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Key concept 27.13), may carry a greater risk of emo-
tional or professional harm to the researcher because the
researchers’ own personal self-disclosures constitute the
basis for the analysis (Doloriert and Sambrook 2009).
If this analysis is made public, a great deal of sensitive,
personal information pertaining to the researcher is placed
in the public domain. The anonymity of the researcher
thus cannot be maintained. Doloriert and Sambrook
(2009) argue that this is a particular concern for student
researchers whose work will be examined by more experi-
enced and more powerful senior researchers.

Harm to non-participants?

Gorard (2002) argues that, although much ethical guidance focuses on the responsibilities of the researcher in relation to
research participants, there is also a need to consider the interests of non-participants in the research who constitute the
majority, especially when research has practical implications in determining social policies such as those relating to health,
housing, transport, and education. He argues that ‘most discussions of ethical considerations in research focus on possible
harm to the research participants, to the exclusion of the possible harm done to future users of the evidence which research
generates. They almost never consider the wasted resources, and worse, used in implementing treatments and policies that

do not work’ (2002: 3).

The issue of harm to participants is further addressed
in ethical codes by advocating care over maintaining the
confidentiality of records and anonymity of accounts. This
means that the identities and records of individuals and
organizations should be maintained as confidential. For
example, the AoM Code of Ethical Conduct recommends
that issues relating to confidentiality and anonymity
should be negotiated and agreed with potential research
participants, and, ‘if confidentiality or anonymity is
requested, this must be honored’. This injunction also
means that care needs to be taken when findings are being
published to ensure that individuals and organizations
are not identified or identifiable, unless permission has
been given for data to be passed on in a form that allows
them to be identified. The MRS Code of Conduct states
that, as a general rule, anonymity must be preserved. If a
respondent’s identity is to be revealed, ‘(a) the respondent
must first have been told to whom the information would
be supplied and the purposes for which it will be used,
and also (b) the researcher must ensure that the infor-
mation will not be used for any non-research purpose
and that the recipient of the information has agreed to
conform to the requirements of the Code’.

In quantitative research, it is often easier to anonymize
records and to report findings in a way that does not allow
individuals to be identified. However, even in quantita-
tive studies there are sometimes instances where it is
virtually impossible to make a company anonymous.
The use of pseudonyms is a common recourse, but it may
not eliminate entirely the possibility of identification.
For example, in the case of Hofstede’s (1984) research,
although a company pseudonym was used throughout
the published study, it was virtually impossible to conceal
the company’s identity without completely distorting the
original data, partly because IBM is such a large and well-
known organization. Similarly, although W. Scott et al.
(1956) did not actually name their case study organiza-
tion, the details they provided in their analysis about
the firm’s size, location, history, and activities made it clear
to Bacon and Blyton (2001; see Research in focus 2.18),
and to other researchers, exactly which large steelworks
in North Wales they studied. Issues of anonymity are
particularly complex in relation to visual data. Sometimes
researchers who use visual data have to go to quite
extreme lengths in order to protect the anonymity of
their research participants (see Research in focus 5.7).
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Tips and skills
Confidentiality agreements

As part of the process of negotiating access, it is becoming increasingly common for companies to ask their legal
departments to prepare a Confidentiality agreement, which you may be asked to sign on your own behalf, or
someone from your university may be asked to sign on behalf of the institution. The main purpose of this is to
define what type of information you can have access to and to establish what information you are and are not
able to disclose about the company. This usually involves agreeing that you will not pass on information to

a third party, particularly that which pertains to commercially sensitive or valuable issues, such as new product
development. In addition, there may be a clause that specifies that the company must have sight of the research
once it has been written up, so that it can comment on the findings, particularly if they are going to be published.
This legally binding agreement can thus grant a considerable amount of power to the company, and it has the
potential to cause considerable difficulties if your research throws up issues that the company would rather were
kept out of the public domain. If you are asked to sign a Confidentiality agreement, before signing it, take it to
your supervisor to ask for advice and get it checked by someone who deals with legal issues on behalf of the
university. It may be that there is some room for negotiation in relation to the exact wording of the agreement
and the company may be reassured if there is an undertaking that the research will guarantee its anonymity.

The issues of confidentiality and anonymity raise
particular difficulties for many forms of qualitative
research, where particular care has to be taken with

Sample sizes in specialised areas may be
very small to the point where employees
themselves could be identified. If there

regard to the possible identification of persons, organ-
izations, and places. Moreover, as Thinking deeply 5.6
illustrates, in some qualitative research projects research
participants may not wish to remain anonymous. The
consequences of failing to protect individual anonymity
are illustrated by M. Parker (2000: 238; see Chapter
17), who describes how a quotation in his report about
the managing director was traced to an ‘insufficiently
anonymized source’, whose reputation was damaged as a
result of the incident. As the MRS guidelines on employee
research note:

Thinking deeply 5.6

is a reasonable risk of an employee being
identified, due to the sample size of the
population or sub-population being
covered, the employee must be informed

of this risk at the beginning of the
interview and given the opportunity to
withdraw.

The guidelines therefore recommend that researchers
examine the results of subgroups only in situations where
there are ten or more respondents involved.

The assumption of anonymity

Grinyer (2002) argues that, although protecting the anonymity of research participants is assumed to be an integral feature
of ethical research, there may be certain circumstances where research participants do not wish to remain anonymous
because making their identity explicit is an important way of retaining ownership of their stories. The legal requirements
of the Data Protection Act mean there is also a legal requirement to protect anonymity, since the Act states that
anonymization should be maintained wherever possible to increase the security of data processing. These guidelines are
based on the assumption that research participants ‘not only deserve the protection of anonymity, but that they actively
desire it’ (Grinyer 2002: 2). She argues that the allocation of pseudonyms to protect anonymity can cause unanticipated
stress, since research participants sometimes feel that keeping their real names is an important recognition of their
involvement in the research project. This, according to Grinyer, makes clear ‘how problematic it is to make judgments on
behalf of others, however well intentioned’ (2002: 3). Grinyer recommends that this issue is dealt with on a case-by-case
basis, through consultation with research participants throughout the research and publication process so that individuals
have the freedom to make a more informed choice and are less likely to feel that they have lost ownership of their stories.
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Telling it like it is
Ethical considerations in a student
research project

Tom was encouraged by his university to consider the ethical implications of his study of well-being among
call-centre workers. His main focus was on protecting the anonymity of interviewees so that managers could not
trace back comments to specific individuals. ‘Birkbeck are very concerned with encouraging an ethical approach
to research and considering the implications of it. Given what | was doing, | didn’t think there were huge ethical
implications. | suppose my main concern was to make sure that | wasn’t in any way harming the well-being of the
people | was talking to and | suppose there was a vague possibility that, you know, we might have talked about
very traumatic stuff in the interview, which might make them very stressed and so on, but | didn’t think that was
very likely. What was more likely was that they'd somehow feel that I'd kind of betrayed their confidentiality by
feeding back to management what they were saying, even if it was in some sort of anonymized format. Because

| only had a small sample size, you know, the boss could have said “Right, who said this? | want to see all of you
in my office.” So | wanted to set out as clearly as | could how | was going to use their data. What | did was when

| transcribed my tapes | called them Interviewee A, Interviewee B, or whatever, and then | destroyed the tapes,
so all | had was an anonymized interview. | did use quotes from interviews in my dissertation, but these were
attributed to Interviewee A or Call handler B or whatever, but that report was confidential to Birkbeck. It didn’t
go to the organization that | did my research in.’” In the report that went back to the organization Tom ‘made sure
that there was nothing in there that could be linked back to any individual. So it didn’t say “A middle aged, Asian

call handler said” because that could have been attributable back to individuals.’

However, Tom also became aware that employees could also be pursuing their own political agendas through
the research process. ‘Although | made it clear that | wasn’t there to check up on call handlers on behalf of the
management and that it was all confidential and | wasn’t going to make recommendations which would be
traceable back to any individual, there'd still be a question about to what extent people thought that it was safe
to talk to me or that all sorts of stuff was going on. People were asking themselves: “Was it safe to talk to me?”
Actually, | was possibly a mouthpiece for them to make comments back to management and they could say
things that hopefully might get relayed onto management about working conditions or whatever.’

@

The issues of confidentiality and anonymity involve
legal as well as ethical considerations. For example, in
Cavendish’s (1982) study of women factory workers on
an assembly line, great care was taken by the researcher
to invent names for all the women so that they could not
be identified, to protect them from possible victimization
by the company. However, Cavendish deliberately left
the name of the firm unchanged in order to preserve the
realism of the study and to provide ‘concrete facts about
the factory’ (1982: vi). However, as Cavendish explains,
this proved very naive: ‘if the firm was named, here was a
risk both to me and to the publisher that the firm might
bring a libel action against us’ (1982: vi). For this reason,
after consultation with lawyers, she decided to rewrite
the account prior to publication in order to make the firm
unidentifiable. This involved changing not only the name

To hear more about Tom’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that accompanies this
book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

of the firm, but also its location, the details of the com-
ponents manufactured, and the name of the trade union
representing the women. In contrast, there are other
instances where organizations do consent to be named in
publications, for example in Pettigrew’s (1985) study of
changing culture at Imperial Chemical Industries.

The issues of confidentiality and anonymity also raise
particular problems with regard to the secondary analysis
of qualitative data (see Chapter 22), since it is very difficult,
though by no means impossible, to present field notes and
interview transcripts in a way that will prevent people
and places from being identified. As Alderson (1998) has
suggested, the difficulty is one of being able to ensure that
the same safeguards concerning confidentiality can be
guaranteed when secondary analysts examine such records
as those provided by the original primary researcher.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/
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One of the problems with the harm-to-participants
principle is that it is not possible to identify in all cir-
cumstances whether or not harm is likely, though that
fact should not be taken to mean that there is no point
in seeking to protect them. For example, in the prison
experiments conducted by Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo
(see Research in focus 5.3) the extreme reactions of
participants surprised the researchers. Arguably they did
not anticipate this level of harm to be incurred when they
planned the study. This is partly why the AoM Code
of Ethical Conduct recommends third-party review as a
means of protecting the interests of research participants,
stating that ‘research plans involving human participants
should be reviewed by an appropriate third party such as

a university human subjects committee or a focus group
of potential participants’. In addition, the ASA Code of
Ethics suggests that, if there is any prospect of harm to
participants, informed consent, the focus of the next
section, is essential: ‘Informed consent must be obtained
when the risks of research are greater than the risks of
everyday life. Where modest risk or harm is anticipated,
informed consent must be obtained.’

Lack of informed consent

The issue of informed consent is in many respects the
area within business research ethics that is most hotly
debated. The bulk of the discussion tends to focus on what

Telling it like it is
Maintaining anonymity in a small-scale
research project

Karen devised an innovative way of keeping her research participants anonymous that still enabled her to
reveal important details about a participant’s position within the organization. She said, ‘| didn’t put any names
in the dissertation. It was very difficult to actually work out what | was going to do. With the questionnaire it
was just a tick box so it was a lot easier, but with the actual interviews | wanted to use quotes and that type of
thing. So it was a lot more difficult so in the appendix | had a table which was a profile of all the people that

| questioned, but with no names on it. So it just had the department that they were from and their level in the
organization—not the job title—and then some other information like the length of the time they'd been there
in the organization because | used that in the analysis. | could cross-reference that with the quotes that | used
and. say “This person from the HR department or from another department said this.” So it maintained their
anonymity.’

Chris agreed to protect the anonymity of the bank where he did his research and he sought informed consent
from each of the interviewees who agreed to take part in the study, by giving the company and each of the
people interviewed a pseudonym. ‘The individuals knew from the beginning what | was doing and why | was
doing it. | asked them would they want me to keep their names anonymous or not. One person said she did want
to be kept anonymous, two said they weren't really bothered. So | thought if I'm going to do it with one, I'd best
do it with the other two as well, which | did. | also had to get permission from the organization because | had
information about the percentage of women at different levels of management within the organization, which

| was freely given, but obviously | sought permission about actually putting that in my dissertation. They said
they were fine about it as long as it’s sort of not going to be published.’

After having completed his degree, Chris was offered a job with the bank as a graduate management trainee.
Since then he has become involved in diversity management within the company. Chris’s experience shows
how the need to act ethically in a research project cannot be separated from one’s other roles, as his colleagues’
impressions of him now will have undoubtedly been influenced by the way in which he conducted the research
project. More generally, the importance of ethics in building trust through the research relationship is something
that Chris feels strongly about, as he explains: ‘It's who you know and not what you know—and if you can get
organizations to trust you and let you in, then you never know what that might lead to in the end.’

To hear more about Karen’s and Chris’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brmanbrm3e/
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is variously called disguised or covert observation. Such
observation can involve covert participant observation
(see Key concept 17.5), or simple or contrived observation
(see, for example, Thinking deeply 11.9 and Research
in focus 11.10), in which the researcher’s true identity is
unknown. The principle means that prospective research
participants should be given as much information as
might be needed to make an informed decision about
whether or not they wish to participate in a study. Covert
observation transgresses that principle, because partici-
pants are not given the opportunity to refuse to cooperate.
They are involved whether they like it or not.

Lack of informed consent is a feature of Research in focus
5.1 and Research in focus 5.3. For example, in Dalton’s
research, informed consent is almost entirely absent.
Dalton went to great lengths in order to keep the purpose
of his research from participants, presumably to maximize
his chances of obtaining specific information about such
things as unofficial use of resources or pilfering. Even
those who became key informants, or ‘intimates’, knew
only of Dalton’s general interest in ‘personnel problems’,
and great care was taken not to arouse suspicion. Dalton
describes his undercover role as similar in indirect
actions to that of an espionage agent or spy, although
he stresses that his interest was in scientific rather than
criminal evidence. The principle of informed consent also
entails the implication that, even when people know they
are being asked to participate in research, they should be
fully informed about the research process. As the AoM
Code of Ethical Conduct suggests:

It is the duty of Academy members to
preserve and protect the privacy,
dignity, well being, and freedom of
research participants. This duty requires
both careful research design and informed
consent from all participants. .. Informed
consent means explaining to potential
participants the purposes and nature of
the research so they can freely choose
whether or not to become involved. Such
explanations include warning of possible
harm and providing explicit opportunities
to refuse to participate and to terminate
participation at any time. Because
students and employees are particularly
subject to possible coercion, even when
unintended, special care must be taken

in obtaining their informed consent.

Ethics in business research

Similarly, the MRS Code of Conduct states that informed
consent means that respondents should be told, normally at
the beginning of the interview, if observation techniques
or recording equipment are to be used. Thus, while
Milgram’s and Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo’s experimental
subjects (see Research in focus 5.3) were volunteers
and therefore knew they were going to participate in
research, there is a lack of informed consent, because
they were not given full information about the nature of
the research and its possible implications for them.
However, as Homan (1991: 73) has observed, imple-
menting the principle of informed consent ‘is easier said
than done’. At least two major points stand out here.

e It is extremely difficult to present prospective partici-
pants with absolutely all the information that might
be required to make an informed decision about their
involvement. In fact, relatively minor transgressions
probably pervade most business research, such as
deliberately underestimating the amount of time that
an interview is likely to take so that people are not put
off being interviewed, and not giving absolutely all the
details about one’s research for fear of contaminating
people’s answers to questions.

o Inethnographicresearch, the researcher is likely to come
into contact with a wide spectrum of people, and
ensuring that absolutely everyone has the opportunity
for informed consent is not practicable, because it
would be extremely disruptive in everyday contexts.
Also, even when all research participants in a certain
setting are aware that the ethnographer is a researcher,
it is doubtful whether they are all similarly (let alone
identically) informed about the nature of the research.
For example, in C. K. Lee’s (1998) study of women
factory workers in Hong Kong and China, she found it
difficult to convey her ‘version’ of what she was doing to
her co-workers. This was partly because the academic
term ‘thesis’ did not make sense to them, so the women
developed an alternative explanation, which involved
the idea that Lee was writing a novel based on her
experiences as a worker ‘toiling side by side with “real”
workers’. Lee explains: ‘Thad to settle for that definition
too... (1998: 173). This example aptly illustrates
how it is not always possible for the researcher fully to
explain the purposes and nature of the research, and so
sometimes a compromise understanding is reached.

In spite of the widespread condemnation of violations of
informed consent and the view that covert observation is
especially vulnerable to accusations of unethical practice
in this regard, studies such as Dalton’s (1959) are still
regarded as important in providing insight into subversive
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or illegitimate organizational behaviour. The defence is
usually of the ‘end-justifies-the-means’ kind, which is fur-
ther discussed below. What is interesting in the context
of this discussion is that some ethical codes essentially
leave the door ajar for covert observation. The BSA State-
mentof Ethical Practice does suggest that researchers should
‘as far as possible’ seek to achieve informed consent, but
it then goes even further in relation to covert research:

There are serious ethical dangers in
the use of covert research but covert
methods may avoid certain problems.
For instance, difficulties arise when
research participants change their
behaviour because they know they are
being studied. Researchers may also
face problems when access to spheres
of social life is closed to social
scientists by powerful or secretive
interests. However, covert methods
violate the principles of informed
consent and may invade the privacy

of those being studied. Participant
or non-participant observation in
non-public spaces or experimental
manipulation of research participants
without their knowledge should be
resorted to only where it is impossible
to use other methods to obtain
essential data. In such studies it is
important to safeguard the anonymity
of research participants. Ideally,
where informed consent has not been
obtained prior to the research it
should be obtained post-hoc.

While this statement hardly condones the absence of
informed consent associated with covert research, it is
not unequivocally censorious either. It recognizes that
covert research ‘may avoid certain problems’ and refers,
without using the term, to the possibility of reactivity
associated with overt observational methods. It also
recognizes that covert methods can help to get over the
difficulty of gaining access to certain kinds of setting.
The passage entails an acknowledgement that informed
consent is jeopardized, along with the privacy principle
(see below), but implies that covert research can be used
‘where it is impossible to use other methods to obtain
essential data’. The difficulty here clearly is how a researcher
is to decide whether or not it is in fact impossible to
obtain data other than by covert work. We suspect that,
by and large, covert observers typically make their judge-

ments in this connection on the basis of the anticipated
difficulty of gaining access to a setting or of encountering
reactivity problems, rather than as a response to difficulties
they have actually experienced. For example, Dalton (1959)
has written that it is impossible to get sufficiently close to
unofficial managerial activities to access the meanings
assigned to them by participants, other than through cov-
ert observation. The issue of the circumstances in which
violations of ethical principles, like informed consent, are
deemed acceptable will reappear in the discussion below.

The principle of informed consent is also bound up
to some extent with the issue of harm to participants.
Erikson (1967) has suggested that, if a researcher fails to
seek informed consent and if participants are harmed as
a result of the research, the investigator is more culpable
than if there was no informed consent. For example, he
writes: ‘If we happen to harm people who have agreed to
act as subjects, we can at least argue that they knew
something of the risks involved . .." (1967: 369). While
this might seem like a recipe for seeking a salve for the
researcher’s conscience, it does point to an important
issue—namely, that the business researcher is more likely
to be vilified if participants are adversely affected when
they were not willing accomplices than when they were.
However, it is debatable whether that means that the
researcher is any less culpable for that harm. Erikson
implies that researchers are less culpable, but this is a
potential area for disagreement.

The need to take precautions to ensure that respon-
dents are in no way harmed as a result of their participa-
tion in research is of particular concern in situations
involving vulnerable persons who may not be in a position
to give their fully informed consent. An example of this
might be marketing research that explores the effect
of advertising on children. For example, Lawlor and
Prothero (2007) conducted focus groups and individual
interviews involving fifty-two children aged between
7 and 9 to explore their understanding of television
advertisements. They carried out their data collection in
two Irish primary schools during school hours. Consent
to participate in the study was requested from the parents
of the children, who expressed a preference that the
interviews be conducted in the neutral setting of the
school, rather than in the children’s homes. Permission
was also requested for the interviews to be tape recorded.
In cases such as this one, extreme diligence must be
exercised over the gaining of informed consent because
of the greater vulnerability of children as research partici-
pants and the difficulties in ensuring that they fully under-
stand the implications of their agreement to participate
in research.
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P Tips and skills
w-" A sample interview consent form

e |, the undersigned, have read and understood the Study Information Sheet provided.

e | have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the Study.

e | understand that taking part in the Study will include being interviewed and audio recorded.
e | have been given adequate time to consider my decision and | agree to take part in the Study.

o | understand that my personal details such as name and employer address will not be revealed to people
outside the project.

e | understand that my words may be quoted in publications, reports, web pages, and other research outputs,
but my name will not be used.

e | agree to assign the copyright | hold in any material related to this project to [name of researcher].
e | understand that | can withdraw from the Study at any time and | will not be asked any questions about why
| no longer want to take part.

Name of Participant: Date:

Researcher Signature: Date:

[Based on examples from UK Data Archive (2009) and several UK universities.]

Tips and skills
‘\L/ A sample study information sheet

Thank you very much for agreeing to participate in this study. This Information Sheet explains what the study is
about and how we would like you to take part in it.

ey

The purpose of the study is to [give a short explanation of the study].

In order to elicit your views, we would like you to come for an interview with one of the researchers involved in
the study at the University of [University name]. If you agree to this, the interview will be audio recorded and will
last approximately one hour. You will also be asked to keep a workplace diary for four weeks. For you to take part
in this aspect of the study, the consent of your line manager will be required. Details of how to go about this will
be given when you attend for interview.

The information provided by you in the interview and workplace diary will be used for research purposes. It will
not be used in a manner that would allow identification of your individual responses.

At the end of the study, anonymized research data will be archived at the UK Data Archive in order to make it
available to other researchers in line with current data-sharing practices.

The study has been considered by an Institutional Ethics Committee at the University of [University name] and
has been given a favourable review.

All reasonable travel and subsistence expenses that you incur through taking part in the study will be
reimbursed, but please keep all receipts.

Once again, we would like to thank you for agreeing to take part in this study. If you have any questions about
the research at any stage, please do not hesitate to contact us.

[Researcher contact addresses, telephone, email addresses]
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It is increasingly common for researchers to be
advised by their universities, via their Research Ethics
Committees, to gain written, rather than verbal, consent
from research participants by asking them to fill out and
sign a form, particularly if the research involves the
collection of personal data (see the section later in this
chapter on Data Management). This is typically accom-
panied by an information sheet, which explains what the
research is about and how the researchers plan to use the
data. If data are collected using audio or video record-
ing equipment, informed consent can also be formally
recorded in this way, by asking the participant for their
informed consent at the start of the process, rather than
by completing a form. However, some researchers have
expressed concerns about what they see as a ‘tick-box
approach’ to informed consent, saying that it encourages
ethical issues to be seen as a one-off consideration, rather
than as something that needs to be considered throughout
the research process (Sin 2005). The form-filling method
of gaining informed consent is particularly problematic in
certain qualitative research designs, where data collection
can extend over a period of time and involve methods
such as participant observation (see Chapter 17) for which
it would be inappropriate to ask research participants
to sign a form. Also, the direction of qualitative studies
can be somewhat less predictable than with quantitative
ones, so it is difficult to be specific within forms about
some issues.

Invasion of privacy

This third area of ethical concern relates to the issue of the
degree to which invasions of privacy can be condoned.
The right to privacy is a tenet that many of us hold dear,
and transgressions of that right in the name of research
are not regarded as acceptable. The MRS guidance is
clear: ‘the objectives of any study do not give researchers
a special right to intrude on a respondent’s privacy nor
to abandon normal respect for an individual’s values’.
Privacy is very much linked to the notion of informed
consent, because, to the degree that informed consent is
given on the basis of a detailed understanding of what
the research participant’s involvement is likely to entail,
he or she in a sense acknowledges that the right to privacy
has been surrendered for that limited domain. Of course,
the research participant does not abrogate the right to
privacy entirely by providing informed consent. As we
have seen, when people agree to be interviewed, they
will frequently refuse to answer certain questions on

whatever grounds they feel are justified. Often, these
refusals will be based on a feeling that certain questions
delve into private realms or cover topic areas that they
find sensitive and they do not wish to make these public,
regardless of the fact that the interview is conducted in
private. However, the MRS acknowledges that, although
there are some topics that can be judged sensitive to
everyone, because of the nature of the subject, it is
impossible for the researcher to know beforehand which
topics may be sensitive to a particular individual. It there-
fore recommends that the researcher ‘treat each case
sensitively and individually, giving respondents a genu-
ine opportunity to withdraw’.

Covert methods are usually deemed to be violations of
the privacy principle on the grounds that participants are
not being given the opportunity to refuse invasions of
their privacy. Such methods also mean that they might
reveal confidences or information that they would not
have revealed if they had known about the status of the
confidant as researcher. The issue of privacy is invariably
linked to issues of anonymity and confidentiality in the
research process, an area that has already been touched
on in the context of the question of whether or not harm
comes to participants. The BSA Statement forges this kind
of connection: ‘The anonymity and privacy of those who
participate in the research process should be respected.
Personal information concerning research participants
should be kept confidential. In some cases it may be
necessary to decide whether it is proper or appropriate to
record certain kinds of sensitive information.” Invasion of
privacy can also be a particular issue when dealing with
certain kinds of data, such as photographs (see Research
in focus 5.7).

Raising issues about ensuring anonymity and confiden-
tiality in relation to the recording of information and the
maintenance of records relates to all methods of business
research. In other words, while covert research may pose
certain kinds of problem regarding the invasion of privacy,
other methods of business research are implicated in
possible difficulties in connection with anonymity and
confidentiality.

Deception

Deception occurs when researchers represent their re-
search as something other than what it is. The obedience-
to-authority study by Milgram referred to in Research in
focus 5.3 involves deception, because participants are led
to believe they are administering real electric shocks.
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Research in focus 5.7

Invasion of privacy in visual research

As S. Warren (2002: 240) notes, ‘the very act of holding a camera up to one’s eye and pointing it at someone is
an obvious and potentially intrusive activity which cannot be “disguised” in the same way as making field-notes
in a journal or even tape-recording an interview’. Ethical issues of anonymity and confidentiality are thus
potentially more problematic because of the instant recognizability of photographic images. Legal issues can
also be more complex, especially those pertaining to copyright ownership (Pink 2001). As a precaution, in her
study of organizational aesthetics (see Research in focus 16.13), Warren did not use any photographs that
revealed distinguishing organizational features, such as logos. She also used digital image manipulation
software to obscure the faces of the few people in the photographs in order to protect their anonymity.

Another example of the consequences of the ethical sensitivity of using photographs in research is found in
Bolton, Pole, and Mizen’s (2001) research into child employment (see Research in focus 16.13), where the
researchers gave the young people involved in the study a disposable camera for them to take photographs
of their place of work. Several of the young people chose to opt out of the photographic part of the study
because they were worried that taking photographs might jeopardize their employment, while others, who
had wanted to participate in the photographic study, found that when they took the camera into work they
were able to take only one or two shots before being asked not to take photographs by their employer. The
researchers conclude: ‘in these situations it is the absence of photographs that begins to tell us something
about the work experiences of the children by providing an insight into the power relations that govern their

employment’ (2001: 512).

Another less extreme example is provided by Holliday
(1995) in her ethnographic study of small firms (see
Research in focus 5.8). In pretending to be a student
interested in small firms in order to get information about
a competitor’s product, Holliday was clearly engaged
in an element of deception. The AoM Code of Ethical
Conduct states:

Deception should be minimized, and,
when necessary, the degree and effects
must be mitigated as much as possible.
Researchers should carefully weigh the
gains achieved against the cost in
human dignity. To the extent that
concealment or deception is necessary,
the researcher must provide a full and
accurate explanation to participants
at the conclusion of the study,
including counselling, if appropriate.

Deception in various degrees is probably quite wide-
spread in much research, because researchers often want

to limit participants’ understanding of what the research is
about so that they respond more naturally to the experi-
mental treatment. Indeed, some ethical codes appear to
condone the strictly bounded use of deception, in order to
preserve the naturalness of the data. For example, in the
section on informed consent it was mentioned that the MSR
Code of Conduct states that respondents should be told
at the beginning of an interview if observation techniques
or recording equipment are to be used. However, if it is felt
that this knowledge might bias the respondent’s subsequent
behaviour, the respondent may be told about the recording
at the end of the interview. They should then be given the
opportunity to see or hear the relevant section of the
record, and, if they so wish, ‘the record or relevant section
of it must be destroyed or deleted’.

The ethical objection to deception seems to turn on
two points. First, it is not a nice thing to do. While the SRA
Guidelines recognizes that deception is widespread in
social interaction, it is hardly desirable. Secondly, there
is the question of professional self-interest. If business
researchers became known as snoopers who deceived
people as a matter of professional course, the image of
our work would be adversely affected and we might
experience difficulty in gaining financial support and the
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Research in focus 5.8
An example of an ethical fieldwork dilemma

Holliday (1995: 17—18) describes an ethical dilemma that she faced during her fieldwork.

| arranged to visit a small electronics company owned by a friend of a colleague. The night before | was due to

visit the company my temperature soared to 103 degrees and | went down with 'flu. However, | felt that | could
not break the arrangement at such short notice, so | decided to go to the factory anyway . . . | got to the factory
at 10 am. Eventually Raj, the owner-manager, arrived. We had spent 10 minutes touring the factory when he asked

me if | could drive. | said that | could, so he asked me if | would drive him to another factory about fifteen miles
south . .. Business and lunch over we walked back to the car (to my great relief—at last | could go home) . .. As

we pulled out of the car park, Raj turned to me and said, ‘I'd just like to pop down to an exhibition in Birmingham—is
that okay?” My heart sank, but | didn’t have the strength to protest, so off to Birmingham we went.

During the journey down, Raj told me about a crisis which had occurred very recently within his company.
Another small firm had ordered a very substantial piece of equipment from him, which had required a huge
amount of development work. Once the item was supplied the company which placed the order promptly
declared itself bankrupt and refused to pay . .. By the time we reached Birmingham my sense of injustice was
well and truly inflamed . . . ‘So’, Raj continued, ‘this company has a display of our product here today and | want
to get their brochure on it. The trouble is they’ll know me, so you'll have to get it. We'll split up at the door and
I'll meet you in an hour. Tell them you're a customer or something ... | couldn’t believe it. | was being asked to
commit industrial espionage in my first few hours of fieldwork . . .

| got the brochure pretending to be a student—from Southampton, interested in researching small firms.
| even got an invitation to the factory to come and research them. Then | passed the intelligence to Raj and
began the long drive back. | arrived home at 8.30 pm exhausted and feverish, and with a very guilty conscience.

One of the chief problems with the discussion of this
aspect of ethics is that deception is, as some writers
observe, widespread in business research (see the stance
Ethical transgression is pervasive in Key concept 5.2). As
the example from C. K. Lee’s (1998) research illustrates,
it is rarely feasible or desirable to provide participants
with a totally complete account of what your research is
about. Bulmer (1982), whose stance is predominantly
that of a universalist in ethics terms (see Key concept
5.2), nonetheless recognizes that there are bound to
be instances such as this and deems them justifiable.
However, it is very difficult to know where the line should
be drawn here.

cooperation of future prospective research participants.
As the SRA Guidelines puts it:

It remains the duty of social researchers
and their collaborators, however, not

to pursue methods of inquiry that are
likely to infringe human values and
sensibilities. To do so, whatever the
methodological advantages, would be to
endanger the reputation of social
research and the mutual trust between
social researchers and society which is
a prerequisite for much research.

6 Other ethical and legal considerations

However, in addition to the four main ethical principles
identified by Diener and Crandall (1978), there are other
ethical considerations that need to be taken into account
in planning a research project that have been made more

prominent as the result of recent changes within the
social science research community. These relate to work
carried out by research funding bodies such as the ESRC
and the European Union, which have been active in



recent years in developing ethical frameworks that apply
to all social science researchers, including those in the field
of business and management. The ESRC Research Ethics
Framework is the result of discussion and consultation
with the social science community and other key stake-
holders. Although the guidelines apply specifically to
research projects funded by these organizations, which
will eventually have to show that they have met the
requirements set out in the framework in order to receive
funding, it is likely that they will also in due course affect
awareness of all university social science researchers
about ethical matters. These codes and the discussions
surrounding their development can be found at:
www.respectproject.org/main/index.php (accessed

23 July 2010)
www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/
opportunities/research_ethics_framework (accessed
23 July 2010)

Another example of the heightened awareness of
ethical issues in university-based research relates to the
development of the Missenden Code, which aims to
address the challenges posed by the increased commer-
cialization of research and shifts in the source of research
funding. This code is also available on the Internet at:
www.missendencentre.co.uk/Ethics_report.pdf
(accessed 23 July 2010)

However, rather than being intended as a replace-
ment for the ethics codes developed by professional
associations such as those described earlier in this chap-
ter, these frameworks are intended to supplement ex-
isting codes and to encourage their further development.
Because of this, it is worthwhile reviewing here the
main areas that they cover in addition to the four
main ethical principles that we have already discussed.
These relate to:

o the impact of data protection legislation;

e the role of reciprocity in determining the relationship
between the researcher and research participants;

e the need to declare sources of funding and support
that may affect the affiliations of the researcher, causing
conflicts of interest.

A further issue that you may encounter if you intend to
conduct research in a National Health Service organiza-
tion, such as a hospital, or a local authority social care
organization is that it will come within the terms of refer-
ence of the Research Governance Framework for Health
and Social Care issued by the Department of Health in
2005. This document can be found at:
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www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/
Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/
DH_4108962 (accessed 23 July 2010)

This document includes recommendations about ethics
and ethics-related issues. In the views of many commen-
tators, the Framework considerably expands the range of
issues covered by ethical considerations. For example, in
paragraph 2.3.1, it is suggested that: ‘Research which
duplicates other work unnecessarily or which is not of
sufficient quality to contribute something useful to existing
knowledge is in itself unethical.” Such a position enlarges
the scope of ethical considerations well beyond the kinds of
issues addressed by Diener and Crandall (1978). Further
information on the ethics of research in the NHS can also
be found at:
www.nres.npsa.nhs.uk (accessed 23 July 2010)

Data management

The routine collection and storing of digital data and the
practices of data sharing raise new concerns about con-
fidentiality and other ethical issues. They raise questions
about the extent to which information can legitimately
be used for research purposes that may be different from
the original reason for collecting the data. This issue
focuses on who owns the data and under what circum-
stances people are entitled to use it. In obtaining informed
consent from research participants, any long-term pre-
servation and sharing plans should be made explicit, so
these decisions need to be made at the outset of a project.
A good source of advice on the management and sharing
of data is the UK Data Archive (2009), which states:

The ease with which digital data can be
stored, disseminated and made accessible
to secondary users via the internet means
that many institutions embrace the
sharing of research data to increase the
impact and visibility of their research.
(UK Data Archive 2009: 3)

As this statement highlights, it is increasingly common
for researchers to be encouraged to make their data avail-
able to the wider scientific community so that maximum
potential benefit may be gained from it. This raises issues
relating to data security, the extent to which data need to be
protected from unauthorized access or usage, particularly
if they contain personal information relating to individuals,
such as individuals’ names, addresses, occupations, or
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photographs. The specific piece of legislation that deter-
mines the extent to which personal data may be used for
research purposes in the UK is the 1998 Data Protection
Act. Common techniques for enhancing security include
separating personal identifiers from expressions of opinion
and storing them separately. The physical as well as technical
security of data should be attended to—for example, by
keeping filing cabinets and offices containing data locked
and having password-protected databases.

There is a further category in the Data Protection Act
that relates to sensitive personal data, such as information
about a data subject’s political or religious beliefs, ethnic
origin, or whether he or she belongs to a trade union. This
type of data is more rigorously protected, and there is
greater onus on the researcher to obtain explicit, usually
written, consent from data subjects for the processing of
this type of personal data. However, the Act does provide
for certain exemptions in the case of personal data that
are collected for research purposes—namely, that, where
personal data are processed for research that is not likely
to cause damage or distress to any of the data subjects
concerned, they may be kept and further processed at a
later stage for other purposes. Additionally, as long as the
results of the research are not published in any form that
identifies any particular data subject, respondents do not
have right of access to the data.

Because the legislation surrounding data protection
varies from country to country, the RESPECT project set
out to identify some common principles for European
researchers to bear in mind when dealing with data-
protection issues. This involved a group of legal specialists
who reviewed the existing EU legislation and came up
with a common set of guidelines for researchers to follow
in dealing with this issue. These guidelines, which are
extremely detailed and run for over eighty pages, can be
viewed in full at the following address:
www.respectproject.org/data/415data.pdf (accessed
23 July 2010)

The length and detail of this report highlights the com-
plexity of this issue, for which researchers may be advised
to take legal advice. However, it is worth highlighting
three of the recommendations that the authors of the
report make. These include:

e that researchers draft an outline of the processing
operations (this is not limited to electronic processing)
involved in their use of the data before they start to
process it, so they can assess the legality of their usage
in advance, rather than perform the operations and
then find out afterwards whether or not they are

permitted to use the data in this way. This point high-
lights the potential seriousness of using data unlawfully,
for which criminal or administrative sanctions may be
applied;

e that researchers should decide who is the controller of
the data and thus responsible for its usage, and on the
basis of this determine which national legislation applies
to their study. This is a particular issue in situations
involving a group of researchers working together on
aresearch project but based in different countries. This
decision also depends on where the data processing
will be carried out;

e that prior to the processing the researcher should define
who will be the data subjects and take precautions to
respect their rights in relation to the data.

Copyright

A further issue affected by legal considerations is copy-
right. Copyright is an intellectual property right that pro-
tects the owner of copyright from unauthorized copying.
Most research publications, reports, and books, as well as
raw data such as spreadsheets and interview transcripts,
are protected by copyright. For employed researchers,
the first owner of copyright is usually the employer.
However, many universities waive this right in relation
to research data and publications and give it to the
researcher. Some researchers use Creative Commons
licences, which allow the creators of works to waive some
of their rights in order to allow their work to be used
more freely. The UK Data Archive provides a very helpful
explanation of the situation regarding copyright:

In the case
interviewee
spoken word.

of interviews, the
holds the copyright in the
If a transcription is a
substantial reproduction of the words
spoken, the speaker will own copyright in
the words and the transcriber will have
separate copyright of the transcription.
(UK Data Archive 2009: 23)

The important thing to remember is that, if you want to
share your data with other researchers, you will need to
get copyright clearance from the interviewee for this at
the time of the interview. There are also particular copy-
right issues pertaining to the use of visual data. For ex-
ample, in order to reproduce a photograph in publication,
consent may be required from the subject in the photo-
graph as well the person who took it, who is usually the


www.respectproject.org/data/415data.pdf

first owner of copyright; in such cases copyright is jointly
shared.

Reciprocity and trust

We have argued elsewhere (Bell and Bryman 2007, Bell and
Wray Bliss 2007) that ethics codes increasingly emphasize
the importance of openness and honesty in communicat-
ing information about the research to all interested parties.
Although this issue is related to the ethical principles of
informed consent and avoiding deception discussed above,
it goes further than these existing principles in placing
the responsibility on researchers for taking action that
helps to overcome the power inequalities between them-
selves and research participants, and for ensuring that
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the research has benefits for them both. For example, the
ESRC Research Ethics Framework makes frequent men-
tion of the need to communicate benefits to research
participants. At its most advanced, this incorporates the
concept of reciprocity, the idea that the research should
be of mutual benefit to researcher and participants and
that some form of collaboration or active participation
should be built into the research project from the outset.
This encourages a view of the research relationship as a
mutually beneficial exchange between researcher and
participants who see each other as moral beings and enforce
on each other adherence to a set of agreed-upon moral
norms (Wax 1982). It also resonates with developments in
qualitative research that have sought to reconceptualize
researcher—subject relationships (see Chapter 16).

(CY

Telling it like it is
Seeking to establish reciprocity by sharing
research findings

-

One of the ways in which students can establish a degree of reciprocity within a small-scale research project is
through agreeing to share their findings with research participants by sending them a report based on the
dissertation project or a copy of the dissertation. As Karen explained: ‘There were a lot of people while | was
doing the research who said, “Oh, I'd love to see what your findings are and what your conclusions are” and that
sort of thing. "Cos it brings up a lot of issues sort of even more broadly than just recruitment as to, you know,
“Well, is it a good idea that we're doing this sort of thing?” and “What is it doing to the whole organizational
culture?” So there were lots of people who were very interested in it. So | sent them a copy [of the dissertation
once | had] finished it. | don’t know what they’ll do with it! [chuckles] Whether anybody’ll actually sit down and
read all fifty pages of it | don’t know.’

In Tom’s study of call centres he agreed to produce a report for the organization as a condition of his access
arrangements. However, it was not entirely clear from the start whether or not this report was principally for
management or call-centre employees. ‘There [was] an interesting question about who was | working for. Was |
reporting back to the management or to the work force or to both? | kind of fudged it and said | was reporting back
to both of them and | came back and | tried to produce an even-handed report which would say, “Here are some
things that you could think about doing which might be useful.” My job was made a lot easier because | got the
sense that relationships between the management and the work force were pretty good. If I'd gone in and found
a lot more antagonism or a much more difficult relationship, it would have been much more difficult to think how
| was going to pitch that. | could easily have fallen into a trap on that and | didn’t think about it very carefully
beforehand. As it was, it turned out okay, and the circumstances meant that it wasn’'t a contentious issue.’

The decision to share findings with research participants also raises particular ethical issues relating to the protection
of anonymity, since it is especially important that individuals cannot be identified if decisions might be made by
the organization based on the information collected through your research (see Chapter 16 for some examples
of this). If you have agreed to provide feedback findings from your research to people within the organization,
especially if these are people with decision-making authority, you need to be very clear in explaining this when
seeking the fully informed consent of individuals involved in the study.

On the other hand, sharing your findings with research participants can also help to make the research process
a more open exchange, because it helps to take account of the power relations between the researcher and the



Ethics in business research

people being studied (see the section on researcher—subject relationships in Chapter 16 for further discussion
of this). This is particularly so if you share your findings during the research rather than at the end of it, so that
research participants have the opportunity to question and add to your interpretations of the data. The views
of research participants in response to your initial findings can then be written into the dissertation project. This
helps to overcome the tendency towards interpretative omnipotence—a common feature of academic writing
(see Chapter 27). However, these practices are more common in qualitative than quantitative research, because
the former is less concerned with the possibility that this might introduce bias into the study.

@

Affiliation and conflicts of interest

In all areas of scientific study, it is recognized that affili-
ations, particularly those related to funding, have the
potential to influence the way that research issues are
defined and findings presented. The Missenden Code
aims to address the challenges posed by the increased
commercialization in universities and shifts in the source
of research funding. The code, which was set up follow-
ing a number of high-profile ethical controversies (see
Thinking deeply 5.9), recommends that universities set
up ethics committees to monitor the sources of spon-
sorship and funding, and to ensure that the source of
funding is acknowledged in any publication. The code
claims that ethical implications arise when research is
financially underwritten by a source that has a vested
interest in the results. However, this does not mean that it

Thinking deeply 5.9

To hear more about Karen’s and Tom’s research experiences, go to the Online Resource Centre that
accompanies this book at: www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

is automatically biased, rather that it may be perceived
to be biased, for example, by the media, and therefore it
is able to be discredited. Moreover, no research is truly
independent. Even if it is not in receipt of funding from
commercial sources, it is clear that the money must
come from somewhere, such as a government source,
which will also have interests in funding certain kinds
of research and coming up with particular findings. Sim-
ilarly, in many postgraduate MBA student research pro-
jects, the study forms part of a dissertation for a degree
that is at least partly funded by the student’s employer.
Therefore, the main thing for researchers to be conscious
of is the possibility that questions about funding have the
potential to affect the credibility of the research and that
they should be explicit and open about the resources that
enabled their research in any publication.

A funding controversy in a university

business school

In December 2000, Nottingham University accepted £3.8 million from British American Tobacco to set up the International
Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility within Nottingham University Business School. This prompted the professor
leading one of Nottingham’s top research teams working in the field of cancer research to leave, taking fifteen of his staff
with him. Cancer Research UK, which was funding medical research at the university, subsequently withdrew its £1.5 million
grant and launched a new code of conduct that recommended research support not be provided to any university faculty
that is in receipt of tobacco industry funding. However, Nottingham University insisted that it had been following these
guidelines, because the money that funded the International Centre for Corporate Social Responsibility was kept
completely separate from any area of research funded by Cancer Research UK. The case prompted a heated exchange
among academics, one letter angrily commenting that it must only be a matter of time before someone founded a Pinochet
Centre for the study of human rights. Because the tobacco industry has a history of subverting scientific research that does
not support its commercial interests, as portrayed in the feature film The Insider, it was seen as unacceptable by some that
Nottingham University should accept financial support from this source.

(C. Clark, ‘Letter: Stub out BAT Cash’, 8 Dec. 2000; T. Tysome, ‘Tobacco Link Causes Cancer Team to Leave’, 23 March 2001,

Times Higher Education Supplement.)
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‘\__/ ESRC recommendations for ethical review of
student research projects

In line with Kent et al.’s (2002) prediction that recent developments within the social sciences will mean that
ethical oversight regimes will be less ‘light touch’ in orientation than current structures, the new ESRC Research
Ethics Framework has a section entitled ‘Arrangements should be made for research students’, which deals
specifically with undergraduate and postgraduate students. It states:

1.13.1 The ESRC wants social scientists to engage with ethical issues from the start of their research

careers. . ..

1.13.2 Universities and research organizations should establish procedures specifically for reviewing research
projects undertaken by undergraduate students and students on taught postgraduate courses. Student
research poses particular challenges in relation to ethical review because of the large numbers, short
timescales and limited scope of the projects involved . . . It should be made clear to potential research
participants that the study is a student project.

1.13.3 While the same high ethical standards should be expected in student research, the process of ethical
review may be more appropriately managed at department level and overseen by research supervisors.
This does not lessen the requirement for universities to ensure that students are not exposed to undue
risk in conducting their research. (ESCR, Research Ethics Framework 2010: 16)

A case could be made for considering student research through a particular form of expedited review.
Undergraduate and taught postgraduate research might be reviewed by multidisciplinary committees with

a proportion of the members from outside the school or faculty but within the University. As student projects are
not externally funded individually, there is less of a conflict of interests within the University.

‘ The difficulties of ethical decision-making

The difficulty of drawing the line between ethical and
unethical practices can be revealed in several ways. The
issue of some members of social settings being aware
of the researcher’s status and the nature of his or her
investigation has been mentioned on several occasions.
Manuals about interviewing are full of advice about how
to entice interviewees to open up about themselves.
Researchers using Likert scales reword items to identify
‘yeasayers’ and ‘naysayers’. Interviewers frequently err on
the low side when asked how long an interview will take.
Women may use their identity as women to influence
female interviewees in in-depth interviews to probe into
their lives and reveal inner thoughts and feelings, albeit
with a commitment to feminist research (Oakley 1981;
Finch 1984; Freeman 2000). Qualitative research is
frequently very open-ended, and, as a result, research
questions are either loose or not specified, so that it is

doubtful whether or not ethnographers in particular
are able to inform others accurately about the nature of
their research. Perhaps, too, some interviewees find the
questions we ask unsettling or find the cut and thrust
of a focus group discussion stressful, especially if they
inadvertently reveal more than they might have intended.

There are, in other words, many ways in which there is
the potential for deception and, relatedly, lack of informed
consent in business research. These instances are, of
course, a far cry from the deceptions perpetrated in
the research summarized in Research in focus 5.1 and
Research in focus 5.3, but they point to the difficulty of
arriving at ethically informed decisions. Ethical codes
give advice on patently inappropriate practices, though
sometimes leaving some room for manoeuvre, as we have
seen, but provide less guidance on marginal areas of ethical
decision-making. Indeed, guidelines may even be used by
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research participants against the researcher when they
seek to limit the boundaries of a fieldworker’s investiga-
tion (Punch 1994). Finally, computer technology, and in
particular the use of the Internet as a data collection
method, has introduced new ethical challenges for
researchers that will be discussed in Chapter 26.

This might lead business researchers to regard ethical
issues as a series of obstacles that need to be overcome so
that they can get on with their study. There is no doubt
that the level of ethical scrutiny business researchers face
in relation to their activities has increased in recent years,
and the burden of responsibility for demonstrating that
ethical issues have been satisfactorily addressed has
been placed firmly on the shoulders of researchers. Some

Checklist

Ethical issues to consider

understand:
(O what the research is about?
the purposes of the research?

who is sponsoring it?

ONONONONONONO)

that their participation is voluntary?

universities require even undergraduate and post-
graduate student research projects to go through an
ethical approval process, and the prospect of having
one’s research scrutinized by an ethics committee can
seem daunting for a new researcher. Moreover, these
requirements can encourage a bureaucratic compliance-
based approach whereby, once ethical approval has been
obtained, the researcher tends to assume that ethical
considerations can be set to one side as having been
dealt with. However, nothing could be farther from the
truth; we believe it is vitally important for qualitative
and quantitative researchers continually to revisit ethical
issues throughout their study and to see them as an
integral part of the research process.

Have you read and incorporated into your research the principles associated with at least one of the
major professional associations mentioned in this book?

Have you read and incorporated the requirements for doing ethical research in your institution?

Have you found out whether or not all proposed research needs to be submitted to the body in your
institution that is responsible for the oversight of ethical issues?

If only certain types of research need to be submitted, have you checked to see whether or not your
proposed research is likely to require clearance?

Have you checked to ensure that there is no prospect of any harm coming to participants?

Does your research conform to the principle of informed consent, so that research participants

the nature of their involvement in the research?

how long their participation is going to take?

that they can withdraw from participation in the research at any time?

what is going to happen to the data (e.g. how are the data going to be kept)?

O Are you confident that the privacy of the people involved in your research will not be violated?

O

Do you appreciate that you should not divulge information or views to your research participants that

other research participants have given you?

O

research and its purposes?

Have you taken steps to ensure that your research participants will not be deceived about the
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O Have you taken steps to ensure that the confidentiality of data relating to your research participants
will be maintained?

O Once the data have been collected, have you taken steps to ensure that the names of your research
participants and the location of your research (such as the name of the organization(s) in which it took
place) are not identifiable?

Does your strategy for keeping your data in electronic form comply with data-protection legislation?

Once your research has been completed, have you met obligations that were a requirement of doing
the research (for example, submitting a report to an organization that allowed you access)?

OO

Key points

® This chapter has been concerned with a limited range of issues concerning ethics in business
research, in that it has concentrated on ethical concerns that might arise in the context of collecting
and analysing data. Our concern has mainly been with relations between researchers and research
participants. Other ethical issues can arise in the course of business research.

® While the codes and guidelines of professional associations provide some guidance, their potency is
ambiguous, and they often leave the door open for some autonomy with regard to ethical issues.

® The main areas of ethical concern relate to: harm to participants; lack of informed consent; invasion
of privacy; and deception.

Covert observation and certain notorious studies have been particular focuses of concern.
The boundaries between ethical and unethical practices are not clear cut.

Writers on social research ethics have adopted several different stances in relation to the issue.

While the rights of research participants are the chief focus of ethical principles, concerns about
professional self-interest are also of concern.

Questions for review

® Why are ethical issues important in relation to the conduct of business research?

® Qutline the different stances on ethics in social research.

Ethical principles

Does ‘harm to participants’ refer to physical harm alone?

What are some difficulties with following this ethical principle?

Why is the issue of informed consent so hotly debated?

What are some of the difficulties of following this ethical principle?

Why is the privacy principle important?

What principles concerning the use of personal data are expressed in the 1998 Data Protection Act?

Why does deception matter?

How helpful are studies like Milgram’s, Zimbardo’s, and Dalton’s in terms of understanding the
operation of ethical principles in business research?
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The difficulties of ethical decision-making
® How easy is it to conduct ethical research?

® Read one of the ethical guidelines referred to in this chapter. How effective is it in guarding against
ethical transgressions?

® Were the actions taken by Holliday (1995) and described in Research in focus 5.8 ethical? (Explain
your viewpoint using the framework provided in this chapter.) Would you have behaved differently in
these circumstances? If so, how?

Online Resource Centre

www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Visit the interactive Research Guide that accompanies this book to complete an exercise in Ethics in
Business Research.


www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/brymanbrm3e/

Part Two

Part Two of this book is concerned with quantitative research. Chapter 6 sets the
scene by exploring the main features of this research strategy. Chapter 7 discusses
the ways in which we sample people on whom we carry out research. Chapter 8
focuses on the structured interview, which is one of the main methods of data
collection in quantitative research, and in survey research in particular. Chapter 9
is concerned with another prominent method of gathering data through survey
research—questionnaires that people complete themselves. Chapter 10 provides
guidelines on how to ask questions for structured interviews and questionnaires.
Chapter 11 discusses structured observation, a method that provides a systematic
approach to the observation of people. Chapter 12 addresses content analysis,
which is a distinctive and systematic approach to the analysis of a wide variety of
documents. Chapter 13 discusses the possibility of using in your own research data
collected by other researchers or official statistics. Chapter 14 presents some of the
main tools you will need to conduct quantitative data analysis. Chapter 15 shows
you how to use computer software in the form of SPSS—a very widely used package
of programs—to implement the techniques learned in Chapter 14.

These chapters will provide you with the essential tools for doing quantitative
research. They will take you from the very general issues to do with the generic
features of quantitative research to the very practical issues of conducting surveys
and analysing your own data.
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The nature of quantitative research

This chapter is concerned with the characteristics of quantitative research, an approach that has been
the dominant strategy for conducting business research, although its influence has waned slightly since
the mid-1980s, when qualitative research became more influential. However, quantitative research
continues to exert a powerful influence in many quarters. The emphasis in this chapter is very much on
what quantitative research typically entails, although at a later point in the chapter the ways in which
there are frequent departures from this ideal type are outlined. This chapter explores:

e the main steps of quantitative research, which are presented as a linear succession of stages;

e the importance of concepts in quantitative research and the ways in which measures may be devised
for concepts; this discussion includes a discussion of the important idea of an indicator, which is
devised as a way of measuring a concept for which there is no direct measure;

e the procedures for checking the reliability and validity of the measurement process;

e the main preoccupations of quantitative research, which are described in terms of four features:
measurement; causality; generalization; and replication;

e some criticisms that are frequently levelled at quantitative research.

Introduction

In Chapter 1 quantitative research was outlined as a
distinctive research strategy. In very broad terms, it was
described as entailing the collection of numerical data
and as exhibiting a view of the relationship between
theory and research as deductive, a predilection for a
natural science approach (and of positivism in particular),
and as having an objectivist conception of social reality.
A number of other features of quantitative research were
outlined, but in this chapter we will be examining the
strategy in much more detail.

It should be abundantly clear by now that the descrip-
tion of the research strategy as ‘quantitative research’
should not be taken to mean that quantification of aspects
of social life is all that distinguishes it from a qualitative
research strategy. The very fact that it has a distinctive
epistemological and ontological position suggests that
there is a good deal more to it than the mere presence of
numbers. In this chapter, the main steps in quantitative
research are outlined. We also examine some of the
principal preoccupations of the strategy and how certain
issues of concern among practitioners are addressed,
such as the concerns about measurement validity.

‘ The main steps in quantitative research

Figure 6.1 outlines the main steps in quantitative research.
This is very much an ideal-typical account of the process:
it is probably never or rarely found in this pure form, but
it represents a useful starting point for getting to grips
with the main ingredients of the approach and the links
between them. Research is rarely as linear and as straight-

forward as the figure implies, but its aim is to do no more
than capture the main steps and to provide a rough indi-
cation of their interconnections.

Some of the chief steps have been covered in the first
two chapters. The fact that we start off with theory signi-
fies that a broadly deductive approach to the relationship



The process of quantitative research

1. Elaborate theory

2. Devise hypothesis

3. Select research design

4. Devise measures of concepts

5. Select research site(s)

6. Select research subjects/respondents

7. Administer research instruments/collect data

9. Analyse data

10. Develop findings/conclusions

11. Write up findings/conclusions

between theory and research is taken. It is common for
outlines of the main steps of quantitative research to sug-
gest that a hypothesis is deduced from the theory and is
tested. This notion has been incorporated into Figure 6.1.
However, a great deal of quantitative research does not
entail the specification of a hypothesis, and instead theory
acts loosely as a set of concerns in relation to which the

The nature of quantitative research

business researcher collects data. The specification of
hypotheses to be tested is particularly likely to be found
in experimental research. Although other research designs
sometimes entail the testing of hypotheses, as a general
rule, we tend to find that Step 2 is more likely to be found
in experimental research.

The next step entails the selection of a research design,
a topic that was explored in Chapter 2. As we have seen,
the selection of research design has implications for a
variety of issues, such as the external validity of findings
and researchers’ ability to impute causality to their find-
ings. Step 4 entails devising measures of the concepts in
which the researcher is interested. This process is often
referred to as operationalization, a term that originally
derives from physics to refer to the operations by which a
concept (such as temperature or velocity) is measured
(Bridgman 1927). Aspects of this issue will be explored
later on in this chapter.

The next two steps entail the selection of a research
site or sites and then the selection of subjects/respondents.
(Experimental researchers tend to call the people on
whom they conduct research ‘subjects’, whereas social
survey researchers typically call them ‘respondents’.)
Thus, in social survey research an investigator must first
be concerned to establish an appropriate setting for his
or her research. A number of decisions may be involved.
The Affluent Worker research undertaken by Goldthorpe
etal. (1968: 2-5) involved two decisions about a research
site or setting. First, the researchers needed a community
that would be appropriate for the testing of the ‘embour-
geoisement’ thesis (the idea that affluent workers were
becoming more middle class in their attitudes and
lifestyles). As a result of this consideration, Luton was
selected. Secondly, in order to come up with a sample of
‘affluent workers’ (Step 6), it was decided that people
working for three of Luton’s leading employers should be
interviewed. Moreover, the researchers wanted the firms
selected to cover a range of production technologies,
because of evidence at that time that technologies had
implications for workers’ attitudes and behaviour. As
a result of these considerations, the three firms were
selected. Industrial workers were then sampled, also in
terms of selected criteria that were to do with the re-
searchers’ interests in embourgeoisement and in the
implications of technology for work attitudes and beha-
viour. Research in focus 6.1 provides a much more recent
example of research that involved similar deliberations
about selecting research sites and sampling respond-
ents. In experimental research, these two steps are likely
to include the assignment of subjects into control and
treatment groups.
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Research in focus 6.1

L Selecting research sites and sampling
respondents: the Social Change and
Economic Life Initiative

The Social Change and Economic Life Initiative (SCELI) involved research in six labour markets: Aberdeen,
Coventry, Kirkcaldy, Northampton, Rochdale, and Swindon. These labour markets were chosen to reflect
contrasting patterns of economic change in the early to mid-1980s and in the then recent past. Within each

locality, three main surveys were carried out.

o The Work Attitudes/Histories Survey. Across the six localities a random sample of 6,111 individuals was
interviewed using a structured interview schedule. Each interview comprised questions about the individual’s

work history and about a range of attitudes.

e The Household and Community Survey. A further survey was conducted on roughly one-third of those interviewed
for the Work Attitudes/Histories Survey. Respondents and their partners were interviewed by structured
interview schedule, and each person also completed a self-completion questionnaire. This survey was
concerned with such areas as the domestic division of labour, leisure activities, and attitudes to the welfare state.

e The Baseline Employers Survey. Each individual in each locality interviewed for the Work Attitudes/Histories
Survey was asked to provide details of his or her employer (if appropriate). A sample of these employers was
then interviewed by structured interview schedule. The interview schedules covered such areas as the gender
distribution of jobs, the introduction of new technologies, and relationships with trade unions.

The bulk of the results was published in a series of volumes, including Penn, Rose, and Rubery (1994) and
A. M. Scott (1994). This example shows clearly the ways in which researchers are involved in decisions about

selecting both research site(s) and respondents.

Step 7 involves the administration of the research
instruments. In experimental research, this is likely to
entail pre-testing subjects, manipulating the independent
variable for the experimental group, and post-testing res-
pondents. In cross-sectional research using social survey
research instruments, it will involve interviewing the
sample members by structured interview schedule or
distributing a self-completion questionnaire. In research
using structured observation, this step will mean an
observer (or possibly more than one) watching the setting
and the behaviour of people and then assigning categories
to each element of behaviour.

Step 8 simply refers to the fact that, once information
has been collected, it must be transformed into ‘data’. In
the context of quantitative research, this is likely to mean
that it must be prepared so that it can be quantified. With
some information this can be done in a relatively straight-
forward way—for example, for information relating to
such things as people’s ages, incomes, number of years
spent at school, and so on. For other variables, quantifi-
cation will entail coding the information—that is, trans-
forming it into numbers to facilitate the quantitative
analysis of the data, particularly if the analysis is going to
be carried out by computer. Codes act as tags that are

placed on data about people to allow the information to
be processed by the computer. This consideration leads
into Step 9—the analysis of the data. In this step, the
researcher is concerned to use a number of techniques of
quantitative data analysis to reduce the amount of data
collected, to test for relationships between variables, to
develop ways of presenting the results of the analysis to
others, and so on.

On the basis of the analysis of the data, the researcher
must interpret the results of the analysis. It is at this stage
that the ‘findings’ will emerge. The researcher will con-
sider the connections between the findings that emerge
out of Step 8 and the various preoccupations that acted
as the impetus of the research. If there is a hypothesis, is
it supported? What are the implications of the findings
for the theoretical ideas that formed the background to
the research?

Then the research must be written up. It cannot take on
significance beyond satisfying the researcher’s personal
curiosity until it enters the public domain in some way by
being written up as a paper to be read at a conference,
or as a report to the agency that funded the research,
or as a book or journal article for academic business
researchers. In writing up the findings and conclusions,



the researcher is doing more than simply relaying what
has been found to others: readers must be convinced that
the research conclusions are important and that the find-
ings are robust. Thus, a significant part of the research
process entails convincing others of the significance and
validity of one’s findings.

Once the findings have been published, they become
part of the stock of knowledge (or ‘theory’ in the loose
sense of the word) in their domain. Thus, there is a feed-
back loop from Step 11 back up to Step 1. The presence of
both an element of deductivism (Step 2) and inductivism
(the feedback loop) is indicative of the positivist founda-
tions of quantitative research. Similarly, the emphasis on
the translation of concepts into measures (Step 4) is
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symptomatic of the principle of phenomenalism (see Key
concept 1.7), which is also a feature of positivism. It is to
this important phase of translating concepts into measures
that we now turn. As we will see, certain considerations
follow on from the stress placed on measurement in
quantitative research. By and large, these considerations
are to do with the validity and reliability of the measures
devised by social scientists. These considerations will
figure prominently in the following discussion.

As noted before presenting the model in Figure 6.1, this
sequence of stages is a kind of ideal-typical account that is
probably rarely found in this pure form. At the end of this
chapter, the section ‘Is it always like this?’ deals with three
ways in which the model may not be found in practice.

‘ Concepts and their measurement

What is a concept?

Concepts are the building blocks of theory and represent
the points around which business research is conducted.
Just think of the numerous concepts that are mentioned
in relation to just some of the research examples cited in
this book:

structure, agency, deskilling,
organizational size, technology,
charismatic leadership, followers,
TQM, functional subcultures,
knowledge, managerial identity,
motivation to work, moral awareness,
productivity, stress management,
employment relations, organizational
development, competitive success

Each represents a label that we give to elements of the
social world that seem to have common features and that
strike us as significant. As Bulmer succinctly puts it, con-
cepts ‘are categories for the organization of ideas and
observations’ (1984: 43). One item mentioned in Chapter 2
but omitted from the list of concepts above is IQ. It has
been omitted because it is not a concept! It is a measure
of a concept—namely, intelligence. This is a rare case of a
social scientific measure that has become so well known
that the measure and the concept are almost as synonym-
ous as temperature and the centigrade or Fahrenheit
scales, or as length and the metric scale. The concept of
intelligence has arisen as a result of noticing that some

people are very clever, some are quite clever, and still
others are not at all bright. These variations in what we
have come to call the concept of ‘intelligence’ seem
important, because we might try to construct theories to
explain these variations. We may try to incorporate the
concept of intelligence into theories to explain variations
in things like job competence or entrepreneurial success.
Similarly, with indicators of organizational performance
such as productivity or return on investment, we notice
that some organizations improve their performance rela-
tive to others, others remain static, and others decline in
economic value. Out of such considerations, the concept
of organizational performance is reached.

If a concept is to be employed in quantitative research,
it will have to be measured. Once they are measured,
concepts can be in the form of independent or dependent
variables. In other words, concepts may provide an ex-
planation of a certain aspect of the social world, or they
may stand for things we want to explain. A concept like
organizational performance may be used in either capa-
city: for example, as a possible explanation of culture (are
there differences between highly commercially successful
organizations and others, in terms of the cultural values,
norms, and beliefs held by organizational members?) or
as something to be explained (what are the causes of
variation in organizational performance?). Equally, we
might be interested in evidence of changes in organiza-
tional performance over time or in variations between
comparable nations in levels of organizational perfor-
mance. As we start to investigate such issues, we are
likely to formulate theories to help us understand why,
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for example, rates of organizational performance vary
between countries or over time. This will, in turn, gener-
ate new concepts, as we try to tackle the explanation of
variation in rates.

Why measure?

There are three main reasons for the preoccupation with
measurement in quantitative research.

e Measurement allows us to delineate fine differences
between people in terms of the characteristic in
question. This is very useful, since, although we can
often distinguish between people in terms of extreme
categories, finer distinctions are much more difficult
to recognize. We can detect clear variations in levels
of job satisfaction—people who love their jobs and
people who hate their jobs—but small differences are
much more difficult to detect.

e Measurement gives us a consistent device or yardstick
for making such distinctions. A measurement device
provides a consistent instrument for gauging differ-
ences. This consistency relates to two things: our
ability to be consistent over time and our ability to be
consistent with other researchers. In other words, a
measure should be something that is influenced
neither by the timing of its administration nor by the
person who administers it. Obviously, saying that the
measure is not influenced by timing is not meant to
indicate that measurement readings do not change:
they are bound to be influenced by the process of
social change. What it means is that the measure
should generate consistent results, other than those
that occur as a result of natural changes. Whether
a measure actually possesses this quality has to do
with the issue of reliability, which was introduced in
Chapter 2 and which will be examined again below.

Key concept 6.2

What is an indicator?

e Measurement provides the basis for more precise esti-
mates of the degree of relationship between concepts (for
example, through correlation analysis, which will be
examined in Chapter 14). Thus, if we measure both
job satisfaction and the things with which it might be
related, such as stress-related illness, we will be able
to produce more precise estimates of how closely they
are related than if we had not proceeded in this way.

Indicators

In order to provide a measure of a concept (often referred
to as an operational definition, a term deriving from the
idea of operationalization), it is necessary to have an
indicator or indicators that will stand for the concept
(see Key concept 6.2). There are a number of ways in
which indicators can be devised:

e through a question (or series of questions) that is part
of a structured interview schedule or self-completion
questionnaire; the question(s) could be concerned
with the respondents’ report of an attitude (for ex-
ample, job satisfaction) or their employment status
(for example, job title) or a report of their behaviour
(for example, job tasks and responsibilities);

e through the recording of individuals’ behaviour
using a structured observation schedule (for example,
managerial activity);

e through official statistics, such as the use of Work-
place Employment Relations Survey (WERS) data (see
Research in focus 2.14) to measure UK employment
policies and practices;

e through an examination of mass media content
through content analysis—for example, to determine
changes in the salience of an issue, such as courage in
managerial decision-making (Harris 2001).

It is worth making two distinctions here. First, there is a distinction between an indicator and a measure.

The latter can be taken to refer to things that can be relatively unambiguously counted. At an individual level,
measures might include personal salary, age, or years of service, whereas at an organizational level they might
include annual turnover or number of employees. Measures, in other words, are quantities. If we are interested,
for example, in some of the correlates of variation in the age of employees in part-time employment, age can be
quantified in a reasonably direct way. We use indicators to tap concepts that are less directly quantifiable. If we
are interested in the causes of variation in job satisfaction, we will need indicators that will stand for the concept.
These indicators will allow job satisfaction to be measured and we can treat the resulting quantitative
information as if it were a measure. An indicator, then, is something that is devised or already exists and that is
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employed as though it were a measure of a concept. It is viewed as an indirect measure of a concept, like job
satisfaction. An IQ test is a further example, in that it is a battery of indicators of the concept intelligence. We see
here a second distinction between direct and indirect indicators of concepts. Indicators may be direct or indirect
in their relationship to the concepts for which they stand. Thus, an indicator of marital status has a much more direct
relationship to its concept than an indicator (or set of indicators) relating to job satisfaction. Sets of attitudes
always need to be measured by batteries of indirect indicators. So too do many forms of behaviour. When indicators
are used that are not true quantities, they will need to be coded to be turned into quantities. Directness and
indirectness are not qualities inherent to an indicator: data from a survey question on amount earned per month may
be a direct measure of personal income, but, if we treat it as an indicator of social class, it becomes an indirect
measure. The issue of indirectness raises the question of where an indirect measure comes from—that is, how
does a researcher devise an indicator of something like job satisfaction? Usually, it is based on common-sense
understandings of the forms the concept takes or on anecdotal or qualitative evidence relating to that concept.

Indicators, then, can be derived from a wide variety of
sources and methods. Very often the researcher has to
consider whether one indicator of a concept will be
sufficient. This consideration is frequently a focus for
social survey researchers. Rather than have just a single

indicator of a concept, the researcher may feel that it may
be preferable to ask a number of questions in the course
of a structured interview or a self-completion question-
naire that tap that concept (see Research in focus 6.3 and
Research in focus 6.4).

Research in focus 6.3
A multiple-indicator measure of a concept

The research on cultural values and management ethics by Jackson (2001) involved a questionnaire survey of
part-time MBA and post-experience students in Australia, China, Britain, France, Germany, Hong Kong, Spain,
India, Switzerland, and the USA. This contained twelve statements, each relating to a specific action, and
respondents were asked to judge the extent to which they personally believed the action was ethical on a
five-point scale, 1 = unethical; 5 = ethical. There was a middle point on the scale that allowed for a neutral response.
This approach to investigating a cluster of attitudes is known as a Likert scale, though in some cases researchers
use a seven-point scale rather than a five-point scale for responses. The twelve statements were as follows:

e accepting gifts/favours in exchange for preferential treatment;

e passing blame for errors to an innocent co-worker;

e divulging confidential information;

e calling in sick to take a day off;

e pilfering organization’s materials and supplies;

e giving gifts/favours in exchange for preferential treatment;

e claiming credit for someone else’s work;

e doing personal business on organization’s time;

e concealing one’s errors;

o taking extra personal time (breaks, etc.);

e using organizational services for personal use;

e not reporting others’ violations of organizational policies.

Respondents were also asked to judge the extent to which they thought their peers believed the action was
ethical, using the same scale. Finally, using the same Likert scale, they were asked to evaluate the frequency with
which they and their peers act in the way implied by the statement: 1 = infrequently; 5 = frequently. ‘Hence,
respondents make a judgement as to the extent to which they believe (or they think their colleagues believe)
an action is ethical: the higher the score, the higher the belief that the action is ethical’ (2001: 1283). The study

found that, across all national groups, managers saw their colleagues as less ethical than themselves. The findings
also supported the view that ethical attitudes vary according to cultural context.
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Research in focus 6.4
Specifying dimensions of a concept:
the case of job characteristics

A key question posed by Hackman and Oldham (1980) was: ‘How can work be structured so that employees

are internally motivated?” Their answer to this question relied on development of a model identifying five job
dimensions that influence employee motivation. At the heart of the model is the suggestion that particular job
characteristics (‘core job dimensions’) affect employees’ experience of work (‘critical psychological states’), which
in turn have a number of outcomes for both the individual and the organization. The three critical psychological
states are:

e experienced meaningfulness: individual perceives work to be worthwhile in terms of a broader system of
values;

e experienced responsibility: individual believes him or herself to be personally accountable for the outcome of
his or her efforts;

e knowledge of results: individual is able to determine on a regular basis whether or not the outcomes of his or
her work are satisfactory.

In addition, a particular employee’s response to favourable job characteristics is affected by his or her ‘growth
need strength'—that is, his or her need for personal growth and development. It is expected that favourable work
outcomes will occur when workers experience jobs with positive core characteristics; this in turn will stimulate
critical psychological states.

In order to measure these factors, Hackman and Oldham devised the Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS), a lengthy
questionnaire that can be used to determine the Motivating Potential Score (MPS) of a particular job—that is,
the extent to which it possesses characteristics that are necessary to influence motivation. Below are the five
dimensions; in each case an example is given of an item that can be used to measure it.

. Skill variety: ‘The job requires me to use a number of complex or high-level skills.’

. Task identity: ‘The job provides me with the chance completely to finish the pieces of work | begin.’

. Task significance: ‘This job is one where a lot of other people can be affected by how well the work gets done.

. Autonomy: ‘The job gives me considerable opportunity for independence and freedom in how | do the work.’

g A W N =

. Feedback: ‘The job itself provides plenty of clues about whether or not | am performing well’

Respondents are asked to indicate how far they think each statement is accurate, from 1 = very inaccurate, to

7 = very accurate. In Hackman and Oldham’s initial study, the JDS was administered to 658 individuals working in
62 different jobs across 7 organizations. Interpreting an individual’s MPS score involves comparison with norms
for specific job ‘families’, which were generated on the basis of this original sample. For example, professional/
technical jobs have an average MPS of 154, whereas clerical jobs normally have a score of 106. Understanding the
motivational potential of job content thus relies on interpretation of the MPS relative to that of other jobs and in
the context of specific job families. Workers who exhibit high growth need strength, adequate knowledge, and
skill, and are satisfied with their job context, are expected to respond best to jobs with a high MPS.

Using multiple-indicator measures e It is possible that a single indicator will incorrectly

classify many individuals. This may be due to the
What are the advantages of using a multiple-indicator wording of the question or it may be a product of
measure of a concept? The main reason for its use is misunderstanding. But, if there are a number of indi-
a recognition that there are potential problems with a cators, if people are misclassified through a particular

reliance on just a single indicator: question, it will be possible to offset its effects.



e One indicator may capture only a portion of the
underlying concept or be too general. A single question
may need to be of an excessively high level of general-
ity and so may not reflect the true state of affairs for
the people replying to it. Alternatively, a question may
cover only one aspect of the concept in question. For
example, if you were interested in job satisfaction,
would it be sufficient to ask people how satisfied they
were with their pay? Almost certainly not, because most
people would argue that there is more to job satisfaction
than just satisfaction with pay. A single indicator such
as this would be missing out on such things as satisfac-
tion with conditions, with the work itself, and with other
aspects of the work environment. By asking a number
of questions, the researcher can get access to a wider
range of aspects of the concept.

e You can make much finer distinctions. Taking the
Terence Jackson (2001) measure as an example (see
Research in focus 6.3), if we just took one of the indi-
cators as a measure, we would be able to array people
only on a scale of 1 to 5, assuming that answers indicat-
ing that a manager believed an item was unethical
were assigned 1 and answers indicating a manager
believed an item was ethical were assigned 5, with the
three other points being scored 2, 3, and 4. However,
with a multiple-indicator measure of twelve indicators
the range is 12 (12 x 1) to 60 (12 % 5).

Dimensions of concepts

One elaboration of the general approach to measurement
is to consider the possibility that the concept in which you
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are interested comprises different dimensions. This view
is associated particularly with Lazarsfeld (1958). The
idea behind this approach is that, when the researcher is
seeking to develop a measure of a concept, the different
aspects or components of that concept should be con-
sidered. This specification of the dimensions of a concept
would be undertaken with reference to theory and research
associated with that concept. An example of this kind
of approach can be discerned in Hofstede’s (1984; see
Research in focus 1.12) delineation of four dimensions of
cultural difference (power distance, uncertainty avoidance,
individualism, and masculinity). Bryman and Cramer
(2004) demonstrate the operation of this approach with
reference to the concept of ‘professionalism’. The idea
is that people scoring high on one dimension may not
necessarily score high on other dimensions, so that for
each respondent you end up with a multidimensional
‘profile’. Research in focus 6.4 demonstrates the use of
dimensions in connection with the concept of internal
motivation to work.

However, in much if not most quantitative research,
there is a tendency to rely on a single indicator of
concepts. For many purposes this is quite adequate. It
would be a mistake to believe that investigations that
use a single indicator of core concepts are somehow
deficient. In any case, some studies employ both single-
and multiple-indicator measures of concepts. What is
crucial is whether or not measures are reliable and
whether or not they are valid representations of the
concepts they are supposed to be tapping. It is to this
issue that we now turn.

‘ Reliability and validity

Although the terms reliability and validity seem to be
almost like synonyms, they have quite different meanings
in relation to the evaluation of measures of concepts, as
was seen in Chapter 2.

Reliability

As Key concept 6.5 suggests, reliability is fundamentally
concerned with issues of consistency of measures. There
are at least three different meanings of the term. These
are outlined in Key concept 6.5 and elaborated upon
below.

Stability

The most obvious way of testing for the stability of a
measure is the test—retest method. This involves adminis-
tering a test or measure on one occasion and then read-
ministering it to the same sample on another occasion, i.e.

T,
Obs,

T,
Obs,
We should expect to find a high correlation between

Obs, and Obs,. Correlation is a measure of the strength
of the relationship between two variables. This topic will
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Key concept 6.5
What is reliability?

Reliability refers to the consistency of a measure of a concept. The following are three prominent factors involved

when considering whether a measure is reliable.

o Stability. This consideration entails asking whether or not a measure is stable over time, so that we can be
confident that the results relating to that measure for a sample of respondents do not fluctuate. This means
that, if we administer a measure to a group and then readminister it, there will be little variation over time in

the results obtained.

o Internal reliability. The key issue is whether or not the indicators that make up the scale or index are
consistent—in other words, whether or not respondents’ scores on any one indicator tend to be related to

their scores on the other indicators.

e Inter-observer consistency. When a great deal of subjective judgement is involved in such activities as the
recording of observations or the translation of data into categories and where more than one ‘observer’ is
involved in such activities, there is the possibility that there is a lack of consistency in their decisions. This can
arise in a number of contexts, for example: in content analysis where decisions have to be made about how to
categorize media items; when answers to open-ended questions have to be categorized; or in structured
observation when observers have to decide how to classify subjects’ behaviour.

be covered in Chapter 14 in the context of a discussion
about quantitative data analysis. Let us imagine that we
develop a multiple-indicator measure that is supposed to
tap a concept that we might call ‘designerism’ (a preference
for buying goods and especially clothing with ‘designer’
labels). We would administer the measure to a sample of
respondents and readminister it some time later. If the
correlation is low, the measure would appear to be unstable,
implying that respondents’ answers cannot be relied upon.

However, there are a number of problems with this
approach to evaluating reliability. First, respondents’
answers at T, may influence how they reply at T,. This
may result in greater consistency between Obs, and Obs,
than is in fact the case. Secondly, events may intervene
between T, and T, that influence the degree of consistency.
For example, if a long span of time is involved, changes in
the economy or in respondents’ personal financial circum-
stances could influence their views about and predilection
for designer goods. There are no obvious solutions to these
problems, other than by introducing a complex research
design and so turning the investigation of reliability into
a major project in its own right. Perhaps for these rea-
sons, many if not most reports of research findings do not
appear to carry out tests of stability. Indeed, longitudinal
research is often undertaken precisely in order to identify
social change and its correlates.

Internal reliability

This meaning of reliability applies to multiple-indicator
measures like those examined in Research in focus 6.3

and Research in focus 6.4. When you have a multiple-
item measure in which each respondent’s answers to
each question are aggregated to form an overall score,
the possibility is raised that the indicators do not relate
to the same thing; in other words, they lack coherence.
We need to be sure that all our designerism indicators
are related to each other. If they are not, some of the
items may actually be unrelated to designerism and
therefore indicative of something else. An example of a
study that assessed internal reliability is given in Research
in focus 6.9.

One way of testing internal reliability is the split-half
method. We can take the management ethics measure
developed by Terence Jackson (2001) as an example (see
Research in focus 6.3). The twelve indicators would
be divided into two halves, with six in each group. The
indicators would be allocated on a random or an odd-
even basis. The degree of correlation between scores on
the two halves would then be calculated. In other words,
the aim would be to establish whether respondents
scoring high on one of the two groups also scored high
on the other group of indicators. The calculation of the
correlation will yield a figure, known as a coefficient,
that varies between 0 (no correlation and therefore no
internal consistency) and 1 (perfect correlation and
therefore complete internal consistency). It is usually
expected that a result of 0.8 and above implies an accept-
able level of internal reliability. Do not worry if these
figures appear somewhat opaque. The meaning of cor-
relation will be explored in much greater detail later on.
The chief point to carry away with you at this stage is
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Key concept 6.6

What is Cronbach’s alpha?

To a large extent we are leaping ahead too much here, but it is important to appreciate the basic features of
what this widely used test means. Cronbach’s alpha is a commonly used test of internal reliability. It essentially
calculates the average of all possible split-half reliability coefficients. A computed alpha coefficient will