Lecture 7: Notes

 Research Methods: Introduction to Research Design

Overview

This lecture offers a general overview of different research methodologies which can be adopted to address different kinds of research questions. By being familiar with all these different methodologies, an experienced researcher is able to identify the kinds of research questions which are implicit in a problem and will have implications of the different methodologies in mind when formulating precise research questions. 

Review points:

1. Choosing research methodologies: Research is a systematic investigation to find answers to a problem. Research in professional social science areas, like research in other subjects, has generally followed the traditional objective scientific method. Since the 1960s, however, a strong move towards a more qualitative, naturalistic and subjective approach has left social scientists divided between two competing methods: the scientific empirical tradition, and the naturalistic phenomenological mode. 
· What is methodology? 

A methodology is an overarching, macro-level frameworks that offer principles of reasoning associated with particular paradigmatic assumptions that legitimate various schools of research. Methodologies provide both the strategies and grounding for the conduct of a study. 
· What are methods: the actual micro-level techniques used to collect and analyze data. Methods of data collection include interviewing, surveying, observation, and unobtrusive methods, while methods of analyses comprise quantitative strategies and qualitative strategies.
· What are tools: the device used in the collection of research data, e.g. questionnaires, observation checklists,and interview schedules. 

· What is methodological design: the plan for conducting your research project that includes all of the above. 

· What is ontology: the study of what exists, and how things that exist are understood and categorized.
· What is epistemology: how we come to have legitimate knowledge of the world; rules of knowing. 
2. Methodology affects:

· the research questions you ask

· the kinds of research you carry out

· the methods used

· the modes of analysis used on your data

· what you can argue as findings from your data

3. Positivism: This is the view that social science procedures should mirror, as near as possible, those of the natural sciences. The researcher should be objective and detached from the objects of research. It is possible to capture ‘reality’ through the use of research instruments such as experiments and questionnaires. The aims of positivist research are to offer explanations leading to control and predictability. Positivism has been a very predominant way of knowing the social world; what Guba and Lincoln (2005) refer to as the ‘received view’. This can be seen by the ways in which many still perceive positivist approaches to be simply a commonsensical way of conducting research. While there are many varieties of positivism (see Crotty 1998), quantitative approaches that use statistics and experiments are seen as classic examples.

4. Post-positivism: This is a response to the criticisms that have been made about positivism. As its name suggests, post-positivism maintains the same set of basic beliefs as positivism. However, post-positivists argue that we can only know social reality imperfectly and probabilistically. While objectivity remains an ideal, there is an increased use of qualitative techniques in order to ‘check’ the validity of findings. ‘Postpositivism holds that only partially objective accounts of the world can be produced, for all methods for examining such accounts are flawed’.  (Denzin and Lincoln 2005: 27).

5. Interpretivism: Interpretivist approaches to social research see interpretations of the social world as culturally derived and historically situated. Interpretivism is often linked to the work of Weber, who suggested that the social sciences are concerned with verstehen (understanding). This is compared to erklaren (explaining), which forms the basis of seeking causal explanations and is the hallmark of the natural sciences. The distinction between verstehen and erklaren underlies that (often exaggerated) between qualitative and quantitative research approaches. Interpretivism has many variants. These include hermeneutics, phenomenology and symbolic interactionism.
6. Postmodern: While the other paradigms offer grand theories for understanding the social world, ‘advocates of postmodernism have argued that the era of big narratives and theories is over: locally, temporally and situationally limited narratives are now required’ (Flick 1998: 2). Postmodernist approaches seek to overcome the boundaries that are placed between art and social science. Postmodern approaches do not offer a view of rational progression to a better world. All we might expect is that social life will be in some ways different. As with the other paradigms, there are a variety of positions within the broad label of postmodernism. These would include post-structuralism.
7. Thinking methodologically about research design: 

a) What are the main purposes of your research?  For example, are you trying to change injustices in the world, or are you trying to understand how social reality is perceived through the perspectives of the researched?

a. What is your role in the research? For example, are you an ‘expert’ or a change agent?

b. What is the nature of knowledge? For example, do you believe that there are facts or laws that can be known, or is knowledge informed historically through insights that occur from time to time and replace ignorance and misapprehensions?

c. What are the criteria that you are bringing to judge the quality of your research? For example, should the research be objective and generalizable, or should it contribute to a fundamental change in social life?

d. Do you think your values should affect your research?

e. What is the place of ethics in your research? For example, do you consider it sufficient to abide by a code of professional ethics, or should the way the research is conducted closely match your own ethical frameworks?

f. What ‘voice’ do you adopt (or are you encouraged to adopt) when writing a research report? For example, do you write as a disinterested scientist, a transformative intellectual or a passionate participant?

g. What do you (and your teachers, managers and/or colleagues) think are the essential issues that you need research training in? For example, should you be trained primarily in technical knowledge about measurement, design and quantitative methods, in this and qualitative approaches, or do you need to be resocialized away from your existing assumptions about thenature of research?

h. Can you accommodate several methodologies in your research?

i. Who are the audience for your research? For example, are you hoping to persuade government administrators, funders and policy committees, feminists and Marxists or your colleagues and fellow researchers?

