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1 Introduction to the Module 
Research plays an essential role in business and in public policy and 

management. Increasingly, organisations undertake small-scale research 

projects, to find out about matters relating to the concerns of their organi-

sation or to critically evaluate existing policies. Both commercial firms and 

government institutions rely upon research to inform their decisions, to 

test the effectiveness of existing policies, to predict the effects of intended 

future policies, to understand management processes and decisions and to 

gain insights into public preferences and opinions about public services. 

Whether you are studying this module in order to carry out research in 

your professional role, to commission and project-manage research 

conducted by others or to complete a dissertation for your MSc qualifica-

tion, your ability to appropriately and rigorously design, execute, report 

and evaluate research is essential. 

The range of research issues and research methods available for research-

ers to use is vast – too vast to be covered in one introductory module. 

Therefore, this module concentrates on helping you to develop a rigorous 

understanding of the key principles and practice of research necessary to 

get a research project up and running. 

With this as our main concern, the aims of this introductory module are 

three-fold: 

• First, the module is designed to help you develop a thorough 
understanding of the fundamental theoretical ideas and logic of 
research. These fundamental ideas underpin our approach to 
research, the vast range of research methods available and the 
researcher’s choice of methods. 

• Secondly, the module aims to help you develop a thorough 
understanding of the issues involved in planning, designing, 
executing, evaluating and reporting research. 

• Finally, the module aims to introduce you to many of the technical 
aspects of how to do empirical research using some of the main data 
collection and analysis techniques used by researchers. 

The overarching aim, though, is to enable you to carry out your own 

research, confidently using techniques appropriate to your research 

question and reaching relevant and confirmable conclusions. 

2 The Module Authors 
Damian Tobin is Lecturer in Chinese Business and Management at the 

Centre for Finance and Management Studies, SOAS University of London 

and is academic director of the International Business Administration 

distance learning programme. He has published on topics related to 

China’s enterprise reform, corporate governance and public finance. His 

articles have appeared in several academic journals. He has significant 

experience in providing economic policy briefings for international 

corporations, governments, think tanks and advisory firms. 
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Norman Flynn was Academic Director of the Public Policy and Manage-

ment programmes at CeFiMS. He has over twenty years’ experience of 

research and evaluation. His research experience has included extensive 

interviews in Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong and China for his 

book Miracle to Meltdown in Asia, statistical analysis of student perfor-

mance and characteristics in secondary schools in Hong Kong, street 

surveys for the evaluation of inner city policy in London and analysis of 

secondary data for commentaries on public spending and social policies in 

Europe. 

3 Study Materials 
Your study materials for this module are this Study Guide, the module 

textbooks and Module Reader, and a casebook with a collection of pub-

lished research papers demonstrating different research approaches. 

The module textbooks, which are provided for you, are: 

Martyn Denscombe (2017) The Good Research Guide: For Small-scale 

Research Projects. 6th Edition. London, Open University Press. 

Kathleen McMillan and Jonathan Weyers (2011) How to Write 

Dissertations and Project Reports. 2nd Edition. Harlow UK, Pearson 

Education Ltd. 

Whether you are conducting research in the public or private sector and 

whether you are undertaking research as a practitioner, as a professional 

or for academic purposes, there are many methods of enquiry that you 

can use. These books cover the main research methods used, particularly 

for small-scale, applied research work. 

The Module Reader is a collection of journal articles and book extracts 

that are of particular relevance and interest to the topics covered in the 

module. The unit text provides guidance on how to use the Module 

Reader and, again, please use the materials in the Module Reader as 

resources to which you can refer whenever you need to. 

The research papers are provided, in a separate ‘Casebook’, as examples 

of the various research techniques taught in the module, and you will be 

directed to look at them when relevant in the unit text. 

4 Module Overview 
Business and public policy and management rely heavily on research – to 

test whether current business strategies or public policies are effective, to 

evaluate management processes and outcomes, and to understand public 

opinion and preferences about public services. This module is designed to 

provide a good grounding in research methods to enable you to design, 

conduct and evaluate research, whether in your professional capacity or 

to submit an academic dissertation. 

The module divides into a qualitative and a quantitative option at Units 5 

and 6. If you are using this module as preparation for a dissertation on 
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your MSc degree, you should, by Unit 5, decide whether your approach is 

to be quantitative or qualitative and choose whether to follow 5A and 6A 

or 5B and 6B. The module comes together in a single strand for Unit 7, on 

validity, and Unit 8 on writing up research. The module units cover the 

following topics. 

Unit 1 The Nature of Research 
1.1 What is Research – Pure and Practical?  
1.2 The Relationship between Theory, Research and Data 
1.3 Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methods in Social Research 
1.4 Objectivity and Reflexivity 

Unit 2 Planning and Designing Research 
2.1 Planning and Managing Time and Resources 
2.2 Formulating and Focusing the Research Topic 
2.3 Choosing a Research Strategy and Design 
2.4 Ethical Considerations and Issues of Access 

Unit 3 Reviewing the Literature and Making Methodological 
Choices 

3.1 Introduction 
3.2 The Purpose of Searching and Reviewing Literature 
3.3 Planning Your Search of the Literature 
3.4 Recording the Literature 
3.5 Writing a Critical Review 
3.6 Some Common Faults in Literature Reviews 

Unit 4 Data 
4.1 What is Measurement?  
4.2 Measurement Issues 
4.3 Data Classification and Why it Matters 
4.4 Describing Data 
4.5 Variance and Standard Deviation 
4.6 Sampling and Selection 

Unit 5A Interviews, Focus Groups and Surveys 
5A.1 Introduction to the Interview 
5A.2 Types of Research Interviews 
5A.3 Administration of Interviews 
5A.4 When to Use Interviews 
5A.5 Designing Research Interviews 
5A.6 Conducting Interviews 
5A.7 Recording and Transcribing Interviews 
5A.8 How Do We Know the Informant is Telling the Truth?  
5A.9 Analysing Interview Data 
5A.10 What is a Questionnaire? 
5A.11 Types and Administration of Questionnaires 
5A.12 Constructing Questionnaires 
5A.13 Coding Questions 
5A.14 Pilot-Testing Questionnaires 
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5A.15 Ethics in Questionnaire Research 
5A.16 Data Analysis 
5A.17 Conclusion 

Unit 5B Introduction to Data Analysis I 
5B.1 Introduction to Data Analysis 
5B.2 Probability Distributions 
5B.3 Hypothesis Testing 
5B.4 Conclusion 

Unit 6A Fieldwork and Observation 
6A.1 What is Ethnography? An Overview 
6A.2 The Emergent Nature of Research Design, Data Collection and Analysis 
6A.3 Identifying the Research Topic and Conducting Fieldwork 
6A.4 Roles and Relationships in Field Observation 
6A.5 Note-Taking and Types of Research Notes 
6A.6 Analysing Data and Writing Ethnographic Accounts 
6A.7 An Overview of Action Research 
6A.8 What is Participatory Action Research? 
6A.9 Conducting Participatory Evaluation 
6A.10 Data Analysis in Dissemination of Results in PAR and  

Participatory Evaluation 

Unit 6B Introduction to Data Analysis II 
6B.1 Non-Parametric Analysis 
6B.2 Simple Tests for Categorical Data 
6B.3 Multivariable Analysis – Correlation 
6B.4 Multivariable Analysis – Simple Linear Regression 
6B.5 Conclusion 

Unit 7 Validity and Reliability 
7.1 Introduction 
7.2 Threats to Internal Validity 
7.3 Threats to External Validity 
7.4 Threats to Validity in Qualitative Research 
7.5 Triangulation as a Solution to Validity Threats 
7.6 Examples 
7.8 Conclusion 

Unit 8 Writing and Presenting Research 
8.1 Writing Research Proposals 
8.2 Writing Research Reports 
8.3 Ethics in Reporting Research 
8.4 Evaluating Your Research Report 
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5 Learning Outcomes 
When you have completed this module, you should feel confident of your 

ability to conduct an effective research project – for an MSc dissertation, 

for your professional work or for personal interest. In particular, you will 

be able to: 

• evaluate the relevance and application of the research methods 
introduced to answer different types of research question 

• define and discuss the basic epistemological and ontological 
concepts related to intellectual enquiry 

• analyse and critique the research of others 

• choose an appropriate method for investigating your own research 
question 

• carry out an effective and ethical research project – from the 
proposal initiation stage, through the literature search, data 
collection and analysis to the final writing-up and presentation of 
results. 

• analyse and present qualitative or quantitative data 

• evaluate the validity of your own and others’ research 

• write up research effectively. 

6 Study Advice 
The module consists of both philosophical material about the nature of 

knowledge and of enquiry and technical material about how to formulate 

research questions and answer them using a variety of techniques. We have 

illustrated both sorts of material by using examples of published research. 

We strongly recommend that you follow through the analysis and ques-

tioning of the published research to develop your critical skills. This will be 

useful to you not only when you complete your own research, but also 

when you use other people’s research to assist your decision-making. 

We have suggested that you choose which of the Units 5 and 6 to study, 

according to the sort of research you intend to do. You may wish to follow 

both A and B at a later stage if your research takes you in different direc-

tions, but for the purpose of completing the module within the two-month 

time period, we advise you choose either A or B. 

While you are studying you will have access to the Virtual Learning 

Environment (VLE). Please use the VLE to contact your tutor or your 

administrator, and to discuss the module with your fellow students. 
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7 Assessment 
Your performance on each module is assessed through two written 

assignments and one examination. The assignments are written after Unit 

4 and Unit 8 of the module session. Please see the VLE for submission 

deadlines. The examination is taken at a local examination centre in 

September/October. 

Preparing for assignments and exams 

There is good advice on preparing for assignments and exams and writing 

them in Chapter 8 of Studying at a Distance by Christine Talbot. We rec-

ommend that you follow this advice. 

The examinations you will sit are designed to evaluate your knowledge 

and skills in the subjects you have studied: they are not designed to trick 

you. If you have studied the module thoroughly, you will pass the exam. 

Understanding assessment questions 

Examination and assignment questions are set to test your knowledge and 

skills. Sometimes a question will contain more than one part, each part 

testing a different aspect of your skills and knowledge. You need to spot 

the key words to know what is being asked of you. Here we categorise the 

types of things that are asked for in assignments and exams, and the 

words used. All the examples are from the Centre for Financial and 

Management Studies examination papers and assignment questions. 

Definitions 

Some questions mainly require you to show that you have learned some concepts, by 
setting out their precise meanings. Such questions are likely to be preliminary and be 
supplemented by more analytical questions. Generally, ‘Pass marks’ are awarded if the 
answer only contains definitions. They will contain words such as: 

Describe  Contrast 

Define Write notes on  
Examine Outline 

Distinguish between What is meant by  

Compare List 

Reasoning  

Other questions are designed to test your reasoning, by explaining cause and effect. 
Convincing explanations generally carry additional marks to basic definitions. They will 
include words such as: 

Interpret 
Explain 
What conditions influence 
What are the consequences of 
What are the implications of 
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Judgement 

Others ask you to make a judgement, perhaps of a policy or of a course of action. They 
will include words like: 

Evaluate 
Critically examine 
Assess 
Do you agree that 
To what extent does 

Calculation 

Sometimes, you are asked to make a calculation, using a specified technique, where 
the question begins: 

Use indifference curve analysis to 
Using any economic model you know 
Calculate the standard deviation 
Test whether 

It is most likely that questions that ask you to make a calculation will also ask for an 
application of the result, or an interpretation. 

Advice 

Other questions ask you to provide advice in a particular situation. This applies to law 
questions and to policy papers where advice is asked in relation to a policy problem. 
Your advice should be based on relevant law, principles and evidence of what actions 
are likely to be effective. The questions may begin: 

Advise 
Provide advice on 
Explain how you would advise 

Critique 

In many cases the question will include the word ‘critically’. This means that you are 
expected to look at the question from at least two points of view, offering a critique of 
each view and your judgement. You are expected to be critical of what you have read. 

The questions may begin: 

Critically analyse 
Critically consider 
Critically assess 
Critically discuss the argument that 

Examine by argument 

Questions that begin with ‘discuss’ are similar – they ask you to examine by argument, 
to debate and give reasons for and against a variety of options, for example 

Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of 
Discuss this statement 
Discuss the view that 
Discuss the arguments and debates concerning 
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The grading scheme: Assignments 
The assignment questions contain fairly detailed guidance about what is 

required. All assignments are marked using marking guidelines. When 

you receive your grade it is accompanied by comments on your paper, 

including advice about how you might improve, and any clarifications 

about matters you may not have understood. These comments are de-

signed to help you master the subject and to improve your skills as you 

progress through your programme. 

Postgraduate assignment marking criteria 

The marking criteria for your programme draws upon these minimum 

core criteria, which are applicable to the assessment of all assignments: 

• understanding of the subject 

• utilisation of proper academic [or other] style (e.g. citation of 
references, or use of proper legal style for court reports, etc.) 

• relevance of material selected and of the arguments proposed 

• planning and organisation 

• logical coherence 

• critical evaluation 

• comprehensiveness of research 

• evidence of synthesis 

• innovation/creativity/originality. 

The language used must be of a sufficient standard to permit assessment 

of these. 

The guidelines below reflect the standards of work expected at postgrad-

uate level. All assessed work is marked by your Tutor or a member of 

academic staff, and a sample is then moderated by another member of 

academic staff. Any assignment may be made available to the external 

examiner(s). 

80+ (Distinction). A mark of 80+ will fulfil the following criteria: 
• very significant ability to plan, organise and execute independently 

a research project or coursework assignment 

• very significant ability to evaluate literature and theory critically 
and make informed judgements 

• very high levels of creativity, originality and independence of 
thought 

• very significant ability to evaluate critically existing methodologies 
and suggest new approaches to current research or professional 
practice 

• very significant ability to analyse data critically 

• outstanding levels of accuracy, technical competence, organisation, 
expression. 

70–79 (Distinction). A mark in the range 70–79 will fulfil the following criteria: 
• significant ability to plan, organise and execute independently a 

research project or coursework assignment 
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• clear evidence of wide and relevant reading, referencing and an 
engagement with the conceptual issues 

• capacity to develop a sophisticated and intelligent argument 
• rigorous use and a sophisticated understanding of relevant source 

materials, balancing appropriately between factual detail and key 
theoretical issues. Materials are evaluated directly and their 
assumptions and arguments challenged and/or appraised 

• correct referencing 
• significant ability to analyse data critically 
• original thinking and a willingness to take risks. 

60–69 (Merit). A mark in the 60–69 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• ability to plan, organise and execute independently a research 

project or coursework assignment 
• strong evidence of critical insight and thinking 
• a detailed understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical 

issues and directly engages with the relevant literature on the topic 
• clear evidence of planning and appropriate choice of sources and 

methodology with correct referencing 
• ability to analyse data critically 
• capacity to develop a focussed and clear argument and articulate 

clearly and convincingly a sustained train of logical thought. 

50–59 (Pass). A mark in the range 50–59 will fulfil the following criteria: 
• ability to plan, organise and execute a research project or 

coursework assignment 
• a reasonable understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical 

issues involved 
• evidence of some knowledge of the literature with correct 

referencing 
• ability to analyse data 
• examples of a clear train of thought or argument 
• the text is introduced and concludes appropriately. 

40–49 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which there is: 
• limited ability to plan, organise and execute a research project or 

coursework assignment 
• some awareness and understanding of the literature and of factual 

or theoretical issues, but with little development 
• limited ability to analyse data 
• incomplete referencing 
• limited ability to present a clear and coherent argument. 

20–39 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which there is: 
• very limited ability to plan, organise and execute a research project 

or coursework assignment 
• failure to develop a coherent argument that relates to the research 

project or assignment 
• no engagement with the relevant literature or demonstrable 

knowledge of the key issues 
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• incomplete referencing 

• clear conceptual or factual errors or misunderstandings 

• only fragmentary evidence of critical thought or data analysis. 

0–19 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which there is: 
• no demonstrable ability to plan, organise and execute a research 

project or coursework assignment 

• little or no knowledge or understanding related to the research 
project or assignment 

• little or no knowledge of the relevant literature 

• major errors in referencing 

• no evidence of critical thought or data analysis 

• incoherent argument. 

The grading scheme: Examinations 
The written examinations are ‘unseen’ (you will only see the paper in the 

exam centre) and written by hand, over a three-hour period. We advise 

that you practise writing exams in these conditions as part of your exami-

nation preparation, as it is not something you would normally do. 

You are not allowed to take in books or notes to the exam room. This 

means that you need to revise thoroughly in preparation for each exam. 

This is especially important if you have completed the module in the early 

part of the year, or in a previous year. 

Details of the general definitions of what is expected in order to obtain a 

particular grade are shown below. These guidelines take account of the 

fact that examination conditions are less conducive to polished work than 

the conditions in which you write your assignments. Note that as the 

criteria of each grade rises, it accumulates the elements of the grade 

below. Assignments awarded better marks will therefore have become 

comprehensive in both their depth of core skills and advanced skills. 

Postgraduate unseen written examinations marking criteria 

80+ (Distinction). A mark of 80+ will fulfil the following criteria: 
• very significant ability to evaluate literature and theory critically 

and make informed judgements 

• very high levels of creativity, originality and independence of 
thought 

• outstanding levels of accuracy, technical competence, organisation, 
expression 

• outstanding ability of synthesis under exam pressure. 

70–79 (Distinction). A mark in the 70–79 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• clear evidence of wide and relevant reading and an engagement 

with the conceptual issues 

• develops a sophisticated and intelligent argument 

• rigorous use and a sophisticated understanding of relevant source 
materials, balancing appropriately between factual detail and key 
theoretical issues 
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• direct evaluation of materials and their assumptions and arguments 
challenged and/or appraised; 

• original thinking and a willingness to take risks 

• significant ability of synthesis under exam pressure. 

60–69 (Merit). A mark in the 60–69 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• strong evidence of critical insight and critical thinking 

• a detailed understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical 
issues and directly engages with the relevant literature on the topic 

• develops a focussed and clear argument and articulates clearly and 
convincingly a sustained train of logical thought 

• clear evidence of planning and appropriate choice of sources and 
methodology, and ability of synthesis under exam pressure. 

50–59 (Pass). A mark in the 50–59 range will fulfil the following criteria: 
• a reasonable understanding of the major factual and/or theoretical 

issues involved 

• evidence of planning and selection from appropriate sources 

• some demonstrable knowledge of the literature 

• the text shows, in places, examples of a clear train of thought or 
argument 

• the text is introduced and concludes appropriately. 

40–49 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases in which: 
• there is some awareness and understanding of the factual or 

theoretical issues, but with little development 

• misunderstandings are evident 

• there is some evidence of planning, although irrelevant/unrelated 
material or arguments are included. 

20–39 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases which: 
• fail to answer the question or to develop an argument that relates to 

the question set 

• do not engage with the relevant literature or demonstrate a 
knowledge of the key issues 

• contain clear conceptual or factual errors or misunderstandings. 

0–19 (Fail). A Fail will be awarded in cases which: 
• show no knowledge or understanding related to the question set 

• show no evidence of critical thought or analysis 

• contain short answers and incoherent argument. 
[2015–16: Learning & Teaching Quality Committee] 

Specimen exam papers 
CeFiMS does not provide past papers or model answers to papers. Mod-

ules are continuously updated, and past papers will not be a reliable 

guide to current and future examinations. The specimen exam paper is 

designed to be relevant and to reflect the exam that will be set on this 

module. 
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Your final examination will have the same structure and style and the 

range of question will be comparable to those in the Specimen Exam. The 

number of questions will be the same, but the wording and the require-

ments of each question will be different.  

Good luck on your final examination. 

Further information 
Online you will find documentation and information on each year’s exami-

nation registration and administration process. If you still have questions, 

both academics and administrators are available to answer queries. 

The Regulations are also available at www.cefims.ac.uk/regulations/, 

setting out the rules by which exams are governed. 



 

DO NOT REMOVE THE QUESTION PAPER FROM THE EXAMINATION HALL 

UNIVERSITY OF LONDON 

CENTRE FOR FINANCIAL AND MANAGEMENT STUDIES 

MSc Examination 
91DFMC353 

FINANCE (BANKING) 
FINANCE (ECONOMIC POLICY) 
FINANCE (FINANCIAL SECTOR MANAGEMENT) 
FINANCE (QUANTITATIVE FINANCE) 
FINANCE AND FINANCIAL LAW 
INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION 
PUBLIC POLICY AND MANAGEMENT 

Research Methods 

Specimen Examination 
This is a specimen examination paper designed to show you the type of examination you will 
have at the end of this module. The number of questions and the structure of the 
examination will be the same, but the wording and requirements of each question will be 
different. 
 
The examination must be completed in THREE hours. Answer THREE questions, 
at least ONE question from EACH section. 
 
The examiners give equal weight to each question; therefore, you are advised to 
distribute your time approximately equally between three questions. 
 
You should, where possible, illustrate your answers with references and/or 
practical examples from the module and from your own experience. 

PLEASE TURN OVER 
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Section A 
Answer at least ONE question from this section. 
 
1. You have been asked to conduct research into the likely public 

response to an increase in the price of water in a town of 
200,000 people. Everybody pays the same $0.05 per litre cur-
rently and the proposal is to raise this charge to $0.10 per litre. 
The question you have been asked to answer is: ‘what effect 
will the price rise have on the consumption of water?’ 

 The population is divided into three distinct areas: a 
downtown area for the low-income people, 60% of the popula-
tion, a suburb for clerical and professional workers and a 
suburb for the very rich, who comprise 10% of the population.  

 What is your research strategy? 
 
2. A company has been running an experimental performance-

related-pay scheme, which has rewarded civil servants ac-
cording to how many work permit applications each person 
processed during the preceding month. The CEO has asked 
you to conduct research that will tell her whether the scheme 
has been successful.  

  How would you do the research? (You may refer to published 
work you have read.) 

 
3. Answer BOTH parts of the following question. 
  In surveys by MORI [Market and Opinion Research 

International], an opinion polling company, public satisfaction 
with the way their area was policed was shown to have de-
clined. The summary results are shown: 

Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the way your area is policed? 
  Satisfied Dissatisfied No opinion Net 

  % % % ± % 

1981 75 23 2 +52 

1983 70 25 5 +45 

1985 67 23 10 +44 

1987 59 25 16 +34 

Apr 1989 58 31 11 +27 

Nov 1989 64 22 14 +42 

1992 51 35 14 +16 

Jan 1993 51 35 14 +16 

Jul 1993 59 28 13 +31 

1999 69 21 10 +31 

Apr 2000 53 33 14 +20 

Jul 2000 52 33 15 +19 

2001 43 50 7 -7 

Source: MORI 
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a) Has the public’s satisfaction with policing declined to 
such an extent that the authorities should have been 
worried in 2001?  (25% of the marks) 

b) How would you conduct further research to find out 
the reasons for the dissatisfaction?  (75% of the marks) 

 

4. A company has asked you to design a piece of research on 
attitudes to overseas postings. They have some ideas about 
what might affect employees’ responsiveness to relocation, 
expressed as hypotheses and shown below. 

• Respondents will be more willing to accept an expatriate 
assignment in a culturally similar than in a culturally dissimilar 
host country 

• Age will be negatively related to willingness to accept an expatriate 
assignment, particularly in a culturally similar host country 

• Women will be less willing to accept an expatriate assignment than 
men, particularly in a culturally dissimilar host country. 

• The presence of schooling children will be negatively related to 
willingness to accept an expatriate assignment, regardless of the 
cultural similarity or dissimilarity of the host country 

• The presence of dual-income family will be negatively related to 
willingness to accept an expatriate assignment, regardless of the 
cultural similarity or dissimilarity of the host country. 

• How would you conduct research to test these hypotheses? (You 
may refer to the published work you have read as part of the 
module, from the module casebook) 

 

5. Boubakri and Cossett wrote an article ‘The financial 
performance of newly privatised firms: evidence from devel-
oping countries’ (which was reprinted in your casebook). 
They conclude: “… our results…suggest that, both in develop-
ing and developed countries, newly privatized firms improve 
their performance.” 

 How did their research support this conclusion? 

 

Section B 

Answer at least ONE question from this Section. 
 
6. In which circumstances is it better to use quantitative research 

and when is it better to use qualitative? Illustrate your answer 
with examples from published research. 

 

PLEASE TURN OVER 
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7. EITHER 
a) Write short notes on five only of the following topics: 

i) Constructionism 
ii) Positivism 
iii) Designing questionnaires 
iv) Participatory Action research 
v) Hypothesis testing 
vi) Validity 
vii) Inductive and deductive research. 

OR 
b) Write short notes on five only of the following 

i) probability distributions 
ii) the null hypothesis 
iii) statistical significance with P < 0.05 
iv) non-parametric testing 
v) R2 
vi) Interpret a 95% Confidence Interval with values 

[11.05, 14.47] 
vii) If z= 15.4 and decision rule for test is z < -1.96 or 

> +1.96, what is your decision 
 

8. Which research questions can best be answered by an 
ethnographic approach, and how is ethnographic research 
conducted? 

[END OF EXAMINATION] 
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Unit Overview 

The main focus of this unit is on what is meant by policy and management 
research. This is argued to be a form of social research – about the relation-
ships between people and the social world. In studying this you will explore 
the importance of theory in research and look at some vital questions that 
underpin the practice of social research: what is social reality, what is accepta-
ble knowledge about social reality and how should we conduct research on 
social reality? These are philosophical questions of ontology, epistemology 
and methodology, and you will learn what these terms mean and why it is 
important for researchers to understand the debates associated with each. 

Learning outcomes 

When you have completed your study of this unit you will be able to: 
• explain what research is generally, and in relation to policy and 

management more specifically 
• outline the difference between pure and applied research and the 

relationships between research and theory 
• identify and explain ontological concerns in relation to social research, 

and the difference between objectivism and constructivism 
• identify and explain epistemological concerns in relation to social 

research, and the differences between positivism and interpretivism 
• discuss the main differences and the relationship between ontological 

and epistemological concerns and how these relate to methodological 
issues 

• set out the main features of the debate about whether quantitative and 
qualitative research approaches are epistemological or technical matters.  

 Reading for Unit 1 

Textbook 

Martyn Denscombe (2017) Chapter 7 ‘Grounded theory’. The Good Research 
Guide. 6th Edition. London, Open University Press. 

Casebook 

Lesli Hoey (2017) ‘Reclaiming the authority to plan: How the legacy of 
structural adjustment affected Bolivia’s effort to recentralise nutritional 
planning’. World Development, 91, 100–12. 
Michael Dickmann, Noeleen Doherty, Timothy Mills and Chris Brewster 
(2008) ‘Why do they go? Individual and corporate perspectives on the 
factors influencing the decision to accept an international assignment’. The 
International Journal of Human Resource Management, 19 (4), 731–51. 
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1.1 What is Research – Pure and Practical? 

Research is about exploration, discovery and explanation. Howard and 
Sharp (1983) define research as ‘seeking through methodical processes to 
add to one’s own body of knowledge and, hopefully, to that of others, by the 
discovery of non-trivial facts and insights’. 
Research is most often classified or labelled by fields of study such as engi-
neering, life sciences, physical sciences, the humanities and social sciences, 
and these fields of study consist of a number of disciplines. Research about 
policy and management largely falls into the category of social sciences, for 
when we study policy and management concerns, we are usually studying 
people and institutions and the relationships between them. 
Management research by academics has developed into a series of special-
isms, with over 700 periodicals publishing research results in the English 
language alone. The specialisms can usually be categorised as one of the 
following three types: 

• sector-based, including the public sector 
• discipline-based, including psychology, economics, mathematics 
• functionally-based, including finance, marketing, operations research, 

human resource management, manufacturing, supply-chain 
management. 

If there is a common theme it is the search for approaches and techniques 
that produce better results. Simple mistakes in research method can produce 
damaging results. A famous example of academic anthropological research 
should stand as a warning to anyone planning a research project. The junior 
anthropologist Margaret Mead spent several years in Samoa talking to 
teenage girls about their sexual experiences while they were growing up. A 
famous book, Coming of Age in Samoa, started a very successful career for 
Mead and became an important source of anthropological knowledge. 
Unfortunately, the stories she collected from the girls were made up, as was 
discovered by a later researcher, Mr Derek Freeman of New Zealand. The 
girls had no intention of revealing their behaviour to a stranger and had 
great fun fooling her. The lessons for other researchers are chilling: 

• you must find ways of checking whether people are telling you the 
truth; 

• you must understand the culture and beliefs of the people you are 
researching;  

• you can convince people that what you have discovered is true, even 
when it is not. 

Avoiding such mistakes requires solid and reliable research methods. 
In studying this module, you are probably either aiming to complete an 
academic dissertation for your MSc, or to undertake some form of research 
in your professional role. Both types of research are covered in this module, 
and are discussed briefly below. 
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1.1.1 Academic research 

Research for academic reasons may be undertaken as part of a course of 
study such as an undergraduate or a postgraduate degree or a professional 
qualification, or as part of an academic job. Typically, academic research is a 
‘fact-finding’ exercise to establish the current state of research on a topic, to 
review existing knowledge, or to advance theoretical knowledge about 
something by developing pure theory or testing existing theory. You will 
probably have studied the nature of theories in previous courses: they are 
sets of propositions, logically and systematically interrelated, aimed at 
describing and explaining relationships between things or events – typically, 
what causes what. 
To meet the requirements of academic degrees and academic careers, most 
academic research aims to expand the existing body of knowledge and 
understanding – concerned with developing theoretical explanations for 
why something is a problem rather than with exploring possible solutions to 
a problem. Academic research that is concerned with developing and testing 
theoretical propositions is often called ‘pure research’. 

1.1.2 Practical research 

In contrast, research can be undertaken for practical reasons – to find a 
practical solution to a specific problem or to develop a practical understand-
ing of a particular situation. This type of research is called ‘applied research’ 
and is characterised by the likelihood that the results of the investigation 
will be used as the basis for some kind of action, such as policy formulation 
or developing managerial strategies. 
A great deal of policy and management research is applied research, and 
there is a growing number of institutes whose primary concern is to under-
take policy-related or applied research in relation to general social problems. 
Many of these specialist applied research institutes can be found in the 
university sector; many others are independent organisations, and they 
frequently undertake work on behalf of research foundations, public-sector 
organisations and government departments. 
The major aim of this applied research is to investigate why a problem is 
seen as a problem in the first place and then to find practical solutions to it. 
To do this, applied social policy research aims to locate the research question 
or problem in its broader social context and then, through empirical investi-
gation (observation of the problem to see how what is actually happening) 
and evidence, to seek answers and solutions that may enable the problem to 
be solved. The notion of ‘empirical’ investigation and evidence is derived 
from the philosophical doctrine of ‘empiricism’, which argues that the only 
acceptable form of knowledge is knowledge that has been gained through 
experience, observation and the senses, and that has been rigorously tested 
and scrutinised. 
Applied research is often undertaken inside organisations, usually by 
managers, other staff or by external consultants at the request of managers. 
Typically, the research aim is to seek solutions to problems and to recom-
mend workable strategies for solving the problem or to improve what the 
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managers regard as organisational efficiency and effectiveness. Defining the 
scope and nature of the problem or question requires it to be located and 
understood in the wider organisational context in which it is embedded and, 
as in pure research, here too theory often plays a vital role in explaining 
underlying causes of problems in organisations. 
So, pure and applied research can represent the extreme points of a continu-
um. However, they do not have to be mutually exclusive. Although there 
are distinct differences between the two and research is often solely con-
cerned with one or the other, there is much research undertaken for 
academic reasons that is also concerned with seeking practical solutions or 
understandings and contributes to knowledge in both theoretical and 
practical ways. And, of course, there is a great deal of applied research that 
contributes to the development and testing of theory as well as attempting 
to provide a workable solution to a problem. In fact, recent debate within the 
British Academy of Management has highlighted in particular the desire 
that management research on practice should inform theory that, in turn, 
informs practice (Saunders et al., 2000). 
By now you will have noticed that when we talk about research, we also talk 
about theory. This is because theory occupies an important role in research, 
and understanding the relationship between research, theory and data is 
essential for all serious researchers. We will discuss this relationship in the 
following section. 

 Reading 

For an introduction to the kinds of research issues discussed in this unit, turn to your 
textbook, The Good Research Guide, and read Chapter 7, which covers examines the 
relationship between research, the analysis of data and theory. 

1.2 The Relationship between Theory, Research and Data 

The role of theory in social research is crucial. The endeavour of social 
research is to connect empirical evidence (data) about the social world and 
theory, because theory provides explanations and understandings about the 
social world, its constituent parts and the relationships between them. 
Exploring existing social theory makes us more aware of and sensitive to the 
extent and limitations of our knowledge about the social world and to the 
possibilities and needs for further social investigation. In turn, this helps us 
to formulate our research topics, to devise more insightful and penetrating 
research questions and to design better research. 
Social research can involve testing theory, developing theory, applying 
existing theory to new areas and phenomena to try to explain and under-
stand them, or using theory to make predictions about social behaviours or 
situations. The relationship between theory and data is two-way: 

• theory can be used to guide and inform the formulation of research 
questions and the collection and analysis of data, and this use of 
theory is known as deductive research 

Denscombe (2017) 
Chapter 7 ‘Grounded 
theory’. The Good 
Research Guide.  
pp. 110–25. 
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• theory can evolve and develop from the data either after the 
completion of data collection and analysis or while data collection and 
analysis is still in progress, and that use of theory is known as inductive 
research. 

1.2.1 Deductive research 

The process of deductive research is often associated with quantitative1 
research and involves starting out with a theory. The theory is used to set up 
a hypothesis – that is, a specific expectation or implication deduced from the 
theory about the type of data that should be found. A hypothesis is a tenta-
tive and speculative statement, informed by theory, about the possible 
relationship between two or more variables. 
You have met variables before in your studies, and will know that a variable 
is a characteristic or property or attribute or phenomenon. Variations in one 
variable (called the independent variable) are taken as predictors, influences or 
causes of variations in the other variable (called the dependent variable). A 
typical way to phrase a hypothesis is by using an if–then format 

• if the independent variable does ‘x’, then the dependent variable will do ‘y’. 
But a hypothesis does not have to be as explicitly formatted as this. For 
example, our hypothesis might be, ‘increased unemployment leads to 
increased crime’ or ‘the higher the rate of unemployment in a community, 
the higher the percentage of community residents who commit crimes’. In 
other words, we are hypothesising that if unemployment increases, then the 
incidence rate of crime will increase. The independent variable is the increased 
unemployment and the dependent variable is the percentage of community 
residents who commit crimes. 
After one or more hypotheses have been formulated, the researcher can then 
collect data with which to test them. It is the hypotheses that are tested by 
the researchers, not the entire theory. The collected data may support or not 
support the hypotheses. The point is to subject the hypotheses to rigorous 
testing, which requires the researcher to collect empirical evidence about the 
social world and then to make analytical statements about what the data 
indicate and what this means for the theory that is being used. 

1.2.2 Inductive research 

In inductive research, theory is initially used to inform the development of 
the central research question(s), but the idea is not to ‘test’ theory in the way 
it is set up and tested in deductive research. Rather, the intention is to collect 
data about the central research concerns and to develop theoretical ideas 
from the data. Whereas deductive research is characterised by theory and 
hypothesis driving the collection of data, inductive research is characterised by 
data driving theory development. 

                                                        
1 Quantitative research typically emphasises counting and measurement. Quantitative 

methods are designed to standardise data for quantification and measurement, and employ 
the use of statistics. 
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Inductive research is generally associated with qualitative research, which 
typically emphasises words rather than quantification and measurement. 
Qualitative research methods are geared to social context and designed to 
capture social life and meanings as experienced by participants. This type of 
research begins with observations and findings that are then used to devel-
op (induce) a general explanation, or theory, that accounts for the data. 
Theory is the outcome of inductive research and emerges out of the data. 
In inductive research, questions or problems are less likely to take the form 
of an if-then hypothesis, and research questions may even be as open as, 
‘what is it like to be a homeless person?’ The point in inductive research is to 
analyse the data by seeking recurring patterns, themes or topics in the data 
and to identify generalisable, typical features and properties of the data. 
Once this is done the researcher can begin to develop theory to explain these 
findings. Following this, he or she may repeatedly collect more data to 
‘ground’ the developing theory. This means collecting more data to establish 
whether and to what extent the developing theory is accurate and applicable 
in different circumstances, and is known as a process of iteration. Iteration is 
a step-by-step process of analysis, painstakingly applying a set of data to 
different related questions or repeating the questions with different data. 

The amendment of theory 

While these descriptions of deductive and inductive research are of pure 
forms of each research approach, in practice the distinction between them 
and the steps in conducting each approach are often not so clear-cut. There 
are elements of induction in the deductive approach and elements of deduc-
tion in the inductive approach. 
As Bryman (2008) points out, although the sequential steps in deductive 
research do occur, it may be the case that after analysing the data the 
researcher’s view of the theory changes; or it is not until after the data have 
been analysed that the relevance of a set of data for a theory becomes 
obvious; or perhaps the researcher will need to re-evaluate their theoretical 
views as a result of the publication of new theoretical ideas prior to the 
researcher producing their own findings. 
Then, if it is necessary to amend the theory as a result of the findings from 
testing hypotheses, the researcher feeds back their findings into the stock of 
existing knowledge to revise the theory: this is an inductive process. In 
induction, the iterative process of grounding theory in data to establish its 
accuracy under different conditions is similar to testing hypotheses in the 
deductive approach – reflections are made about the data and tentative 
theoretical statements are made about what the data indicate, then more 
data are collected in order to test out these theoretical ideas. 

Asking the research question 

Before the researcher can decide whether to use an inductive or deductive 
approach and consider whether the research will be pure, applied or some-
where along the pure–applied continuum, the specific research question 
must be clearly identified and the research aims must be defined. Until this is 
done, the researcher cannot begin to make decisions about how to carry out the 
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research – such as choosing appropriate research strategies and methods of 
data collection. The principal aim of this module is to enable you to choose a 
research strategy appropriate to your research question, and this is why you 
will be studying a wide range of strategies and their theoretical bases. 
Thus, formulating a research question and deciding which strategies and 
methods to use are not simply matters of choosing a question of importance 
or interest and learning about research strategies and methods and how to 
implement them. The formulation of research questions and the ways in 
which social research is conducted are related to different philosophical 
perspectives on what social reality is, what is regarded as acceptable 
knowledge in the social sciences, and how social reality should be studied. 
These are questions of ontology and epistemology and we will now turn to 
what these questions mean for us as social researchers. 

 Reading – Case Study 

Now read, in your Casebook, ‘Reclaiming the authority to plan’ (Hoey, 2017). We will use 
this article at various points in the module to illustrate sampling methods, case studies 
and validity. 

 When you have finished reading, and writing your notes, please answer the follow-
ing questions: 

1. Where did the research question originate? 
2. Is the research deductive or inductive? 
3. Is the research quantitative or qualitative? 

We will return to this paper later and ask more questions about the validity of its 
methods. 

1.3 Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methods in 

Social Research 

To begin this discussion, let us first be clear about what the terms methodolo-
gy and methods mean. Methodology is the study of methods. It addresses the 
theoretical arguments and justifications for methods and is founded in the 
epistemological and ontological arguments about what social reality is and 
how we can gather data about it. Methods are located within these theoreti-
cal arguments and justifications. They are the techniques or tools for 
collecting data, and different types of methods collect different types of data. 
Similar to previous debates that we have discussed in this unit, a fundamen-
tal distinction about research occurs in the methodology and methods 
debate, too. Here, the basic distinction is about quantitative and qualitative 
research and what each entails. 

1.3.1 The quantitative–qualitative debate 

As was suggested earlier, it would seem logical to suppose that if we 
followed a particular ontological and epistemological position we would 
also be committed to designing research in a particular way and to using 

Hoey (2017) 
‘Reclaiming the 
authority to plan: How 
the legacy ofstructural 
adjustment affected 
Bolivia’s effort to 
recentralize nutrition 
planning’. World 
Development. 
Reproduced in your 
Casebook. 



 Unit 1 The Nature of Research 

Centre for Financial and Management Studies  9 

either quantitative or qualitative data collection methods. So, when we 
choose to use different data collection methods, we must recognise their 
epistemological implications. Indeed, this fundamental contrast between 
qualitative and quantitative research, based on the differences between their 
epistemological foundations, is exactly the view of some researchers and 
writers on methodology. 
However, other researchers and writers on methodology regard this contrast 
between quantitative and qualitative research as misleading and even 
incorrect. They argue that the distinction between quantitative and qualita-
tive methods is a technical matter and the choice of which methods to use 
should be determined by the research question or problem and how appro-
priate the method is to investigate it. For example, qualitative research is 
usually associated with induction and theory generation, but qualitative 
research is frequently undertaken in order to test theories rather than to 
generate them. 
Many thinkers now argue that the epistemological distinction between 
quantitative and qualitative research should be relaxed. There is growing 
interest in the combination of the two approaches and the argument that 
combined approaches will produce a more rounded picture. In any case, 
elements of both are required in some research methods: the analysis of 
interview or group discussion data may include attempts to find significance 
in differences; the process of defining categories to measure in a quantitative 
study may require qualitative work. As you progress through this module, 
you will choose between the ‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ options in Units 
5 and 6. In practice, when you are conducting research you may have to 
cross from one to the other. 

 Reading – Case Study 

Turn again to your Casebook, and study ‘Why do they go? Individual and corporate 
perspectives on the factors influencing the decision to accept international assignment’ 
(Dickmann et al., 2008). 

 Read the first seven pages of the article paying particular attention to the section on 
methodology, which you should be able to do quickly, then answer this one question:  

What is the relative importance of the qualitative and quantitative elements of the 
research? 

In answering this, you might consider whether the conclusions would be as valid if only 
one of the methods had been used. 

1.4 Objectivity and Reflexivity 

Some commentators argue that use of the term social ‘sciences’ to refer to the 
study of human behaviour in the social world is misleading. In part, this is 
due to its associations with the physical science model of research, which is, 
as we have seen in this unit, a highly contested model in terms of its suitabil-
ity for researching social reality. Sometimes the term social ‘studies’ is used 
in preference to social science. 

Dickmann et al. (2008) 
‘Why do they go? 
Individual and 
corporate perspectives 
on the factors 
influencing the decision 
to accept an 
international 
assignment’. The 
International Journal of 
Human Resource 
Management. 
Reproduced in your 
Casebook. 
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However, it is important to have a ‘scientific attitude’ towards social 
research, no matter what definition of science is held. Research should be 
carried out in a systematic, sceptical and ethical manner in which all aspects 
of the research are explicitly identified and described, are available for 
scrutiny by others and are carried out in a way that ensures that the interests 
and concerns of research participants are safeguarded. A researcher, K.F. 
Punch (1998) suggests a conception of the scientific method in which real-
world data and the role of explanatory theory are central. He argues that it is 
scientific to collect empirical data and to build theories to explain that data 
and then to test these theories against further data. In this definition of 
science, it is irrelevant whether theory comes before data or data before 
theory. What is relevant is that both theory and data must be present for the 
work to be considered scientific. Nor is it a requirement of this definition of 
science that the data should be numerical or involve measurements. Empiri-
cal data can be non-numerical. 
Of course, these ideas do appear to stem from traditional conceptions of 
objectivity in scientific work, and as we have discussed in this unit, criticism 
has been levelled at this traditional conception as an idealisation and re-
finement of what actually goes on in scientific research. Like scientific 
research, how social research is conducted is also, of course, influenced by 
the personal orientations of the researcher (Bryman, 2008). If the research is 
‘researcher-originated’ – that is, designed by the researcher to meet his or 
her own interests, ideas and skills – then the research can be influenced by 
the researcher’s personal values or beliefs at any point in the process of 
conducting the research. For example, personal beliefs and values influence 
the choices and decisions the researcher makes about the following: 

• area or topic to be researched 
• formulation of research questions and objectives 
• overall design of the research 
• the methods used to collect data and how they will be implemented 
• how the data will be analysed and interpreted 
• how the research results, findings, conclusions and recommendations 

will be written up and presented. 
Source: [Adapted from] Bryman (2008: 22) 

If the research is commissioned or ‘customer-originated’ research in which 
the research question or problem is identified by someone other than the 
researcher, who then pays the researcher to conduct the study, the personal 
beliefs and values of the researcher are still influential in the conduct and 
presentation of the research. Indeed, both the researcher and the commis-
sioning agent may find it necessary to ‘negotiate’ the research design and 
content of presentation until both parties are satisfied. 
It is often the case that particular personal beliefs and feelings of the 
researcher develop during the course of the research. For example, at the 
outset of the research the researcher may have had little or no contact with 
the people being studied. But as the research progresses, researchers may 
develop an affection or an affinity or sympathy or even an aversion or 
repulsion towards the people being studied, which can then influence their 
perception of what they are seeing and how they see it. Further, it can often 
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become difficult for the researcher to recognise and to disentangle biases 
and assumptions from their personal feelings, and to maintain an objective, 
impartial, value-neutral stance as a social scientist (Bryman, 2008). 
Indeed, the view that research can be objective, value-free and unbiased is 
increasingly challenged. Many research practitioners now emphasise the 
importance of reflexivity in research. This means that researchers should 
strive to be self-reflective and to recognise, acknowledge and be open about 
their personal biases and assumptions in the research in order to ensure that 
readers of the research are clearly aware of them and how they may have 
influenced the research. 
So, what can we make of these final comments about science and objectivity 
in social research? 
The important point is that whether research is about social reality or the 
physical world there is no one position on doing the research that is unchal-
lengeable. But if the enterprise of research is to produce enlightening, 
legitimate and trustworthy knowledge, then it requires the reflective, 
rigorous, systematic and ethical collection of data, data that is explained by 
building theories and testing theories against further data. The remaining 
units of this module will focus on the practical processes of research, and 
how they relate to the type of research undertaken. 
You now know that there are different types of research and different philos-
ophies that inform the research process. You are ready to start thinking about 
planning and designing your research, which will be discussed in Unit 2. 
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Glossary 

Data Empirical evidence; information acquired. 

Deduction An approach that involves starting out with a theory – 
reasoning from a general idea to particulars; often associated 
with quantitative research. 

Empiricism or empirical 
investigation 

Investigation based on observation, experience or experiment 
rather than on theory. 

Epistemology The philosophical study of the nature and basis of knowledge 
– what is knowledge, and how do we know what we claim to 
know? 

Hypothesis A tentative and speculative statement, informed by theory, 
about the possible relationship between two or more 
variables. 

Induction An attempt to derive theory from data: mainly associated with 
qualitative research – that is, reasoning from particular ideas 
to a generalisation. 

Interpretivism Research used to search for meaning as defined by the 
subjects of the research. 

Objectivism A philosophical position that argues for the independence of 
worldly phenomena from the observer, and the need to 
examine the world from a value-free perspective. 

Positivism The ‘scientific method’ of formulating hypotheses about 
phenomena and testing them with standardised procedures 
and data-gathering methods – usually quantitative data, 
associated with deduction and objectivism. 

Qualitative research The use of exploratory and often unstructured methods to 
examine social issues; associated with induction and 
interpretivism. 

Quantitative research The use of objectivist and deductive methods, relying on hard 
provable (usually mathematical or statistical) data, largely 
associated with the physical sciences. 

Theory An explanation of the relationship between constituent factors 
of a phenomenon; an account of what causes what or how 
something arises – the relationship between variables. 

Variable A characteristic or property or attribute or phenomenon. 
Variations in one variable (called the independent variable) 
are taken as predictors, influences or causes of variations in 
the other variable (called the dependent variable). 
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