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Firstly ... nothing exists;
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Preface

After many years of working with undergraduate, postgraduate and research 
students we recognise only too well the struggles that they often experience 
wrestling with the somewhat strange and seemingly obtuse language used 
to describe research philosophy. We once experienced similar difficulties 
and empathise with the confusion and lack of confidence that flows from 
being unclear whether you have really understood terms such as methodol-
ogy, ontology or epistemology. We set out to produce a text that dealt with two 
problems. The first was to provide something that guides novice research-
ers through the whole process from identifying a topic to the writing up of 
findings via engagement with the literature and a brief overview of both 
qualitative and quantitative techniques. The second problem we wanted to 
tackle related to what we often refer to as ‘the ologies’. Here we wanted to 
offer a structured approach to familiarising yourself with the terminology 
and to demonstrate how a nested set of descriptions builds towards a coher-
ent, comprehensive and consistent articulation of your research paradigm.

We are indebted to our colleagues for their help in delivering on the first 
of these two problems in the first edition of the book. This was achieved at 
a pace which seemed frankly ridiculous but which produced a remarkably 
coherent guide for novice researchers. Despite positive feedback on many 
aspects of the first edition from both students and colleagues, we were how-
ever convinced that we could improve in relation to ‘the ologies’.

For this reason, the second edition features some relatively minor 
changes to many chapters and a complete rewrite of our account of research 
philosophy. Central to the revised text is the methods map (see Chapter 4), 
which sets out a logical process for researchers to articulate their position 
in relation to five key aspects of their research philosophy. We have road 
tested this approach with many colleagues and students to ensure that it is 
clear and concise. In addition, we have developed a free app to accompany 
the book and this enables novice researcher to quickly develop a compre-
hensive justification of their particular research design in an interactive way. 
We would acknowledge that the methods map makes some simplifications 
and would suggest that for all but the most sophisticated of purposes, this 
is entirely appropriate. Indeed, if you are well enough versed in the philo-
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sophical nuances of knowledge explored in the method map then you are 
probably not part of our intended audience since you already possess the 
skills, confidence and capacity to articulate and defend the underpinning 
philosophical assumptions of your research. For everyone else, we hope 
that the second edition of Research Methods for Business and Management 
helps demystify the dreaded ‘ologies’.
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Introduction to the Second Edition

Outside the academic community, the terms thesis and dissertation are inter-
changeable. At Heriot-Watt and other universities in the United Kingdom, 
the term thesis is usually associated with a PhD (doctoral degree), while 
dissertation is the more common term for a substantial project submitted as 
part of a taught masters degree (e.g. MSc) or an undergraduate degree (e.g. 
MA, BSc, BBA etc.).

Often thinking about, rather even than writing, your dissertation is the 
most stressful part of your degree. It does not need to be. Doing your dis-
sertation is not unrelated to the rest of the writing you have done during 
your time at university. Many of the skills you already possess can be 
applied to the dissertation writing process. Identifying the purpose of your 
project, expressing originality and significance, setting appropriate goals, 
and maintaining strong organization will help you to develop a high quality 
dissertation. 

Regardless of the information given in this book the most important 
advice is to engage with your supervisors! Be sure to speak with them 
throughout the process of writing your dissertation. Be clear about goals 
and deadlines. When you meet, have questions prepared and make sure 
you understand their directions. Be proactive about solving problems, 
rather than withdrawing. Take notes and use the time wisely.

Dissertations have always played a significant role in the awarding of 
a degree. Originally universities were established with advanced degrees 
being offered in the vocations of medicine, law, and theology. Over time, 
the universities have adapted to accommodate changing economic and 
social structures and demand for skills. Indeed, Whitehead (1932, p. 138f) in 
an essay welcoming the opening of the Harvard Business School observed,

“The universities are schools of education and schools of research. But 
the primary reason for their existence is not to be found either in the 
mere knowledge conveyed to the students or in the mere opportunities 
for research afforded to the members of the faculty… The justification 
for a university is that it preserves the connection between knowledge 
and the zest for life, by uniting the young and the old in the imaginative 
consideration of learning…”
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When the Harvard Business School began, the university was the learn-
ing environment and some compromise had been reached between the 
idealist liberal vision and what Newman (1907, p. 156) called “the disciples 
of a low utilitarianism”. John Paul II (2000, p. 3) elaborates the mission of 
a university and states that it is the duty of academics and researchers to 
make “universities ‘cultural laboratories’ in which theology, philosophy, 
human sciences and natural sciences may engage in constructive dialogue” 
and observes that in universities “there is an increased tendency to reduce 
the horizon of knowledge to what can be measured and to ignore any ques-
tion touching on the ultimate meaning of reality.” There is considerable 
scope within a university business school for a genuine plurality of views 
and disagreement leading to constructive dialogue and contributing to the 
enhancement of scholarship.

Once, science, engineering and technology, medicine, the law, and divin-
ity were firmly established and a balance between the vocational and the 
liberal was pursued. Today, some courses may need to recapture some of 
the values and characteristics of the traditional higher vocations, however, 
unfortunately, this is not always possible, so often contract trumps covenant 
in a wide range of contemporary occupations. Far from the demise of the 
middle class career predicted by some, professionalism and flexibility are 
highly desirable general features of graduateness; learning to learn and the 
formation of capacities in general should take precedence over the acquisi-
tion of specific content. Imagination and creativeness must complement 
flexibility and cold hard knowledge as preparation for a world of rapid and 
continuous change; it’s a question of balance. 

In many sectors of our society, science is seen as being little short of infal-
lible; anything else must be dismissed as fancy. Even in business journals 
there is the tendency to trust the so-called hard facts of statistically analysed 
quantitative data rather than the interpretive results that qualitative analy-
sis tends to produce. However, the physicist Richard Feynman warned his 
students that when they did research, and before publishing their results, 
they should think of every possible way in which they might be wrong; 
whilst another physicist, Alan Lightman, explains the vital importance of 
this self-questioning approach: “In science, as in other activities, there is a 
tendency to find what we’re looking for” (Lightman, 1996, p. 104. Feynman’s 
comment is found on p106).
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The ability to take an imaginative leap, beyond accepted scientific 
dogma and the entrenched views of academic colleagues, disciplinary 
boundaries, or even apparent common sense, has been at the heart of a 
significant number of scientific or technological advances in the last few 
hundred years. For example, throughout most of the 20th century, in medi-
cal circles the conventional wisdom was gastric juice caused ulcers, until 
a pioneering doctor infected himself with a bacterium thus proving that 
conventional wisdom was incorrect and wining the Nobel Prize for medi-
cine (Van Der Weyden, Armstrong, & Gregory, 2005). In universities today, 
ethical approval processes might challenge the wisdom, or at least the legal 
probity, of infecting yourself or indeed others. Nevertheless, the undercur-
rent in any study of research methods is the slow realisation that everything 
that we ‘know’, even in domains that appear to be based on objective fact 
or cold hard logic can be questioned. As the physicist Max Planck said, 
“New ideas are not generated by deduction, but by an artistically creative 
imagination ... Science, like the humanities, like literature, is an affair of the 
imagination”(McFague, 1982, p. 72).

Kevin O’Gorman & Robert MacIntosh
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