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BACKGROUND

How do we 
view the 
world?

Source: 
Hampton, W. 
2014.



Key questions

i. How can the understanding of  philosophy improve our 
research? 

ii. How can our understanding of what frames our research 
influence our choices? 

iii. Do researchers’ personal thoughts and beliefs shape 
research design, outcomes and interpretation?



Why philosophy ?

• All research is based on assumptions about  how the 
world is perceived and how we can best come to 
understand it.

• Nobody really knows how we can best understand the 
world

• Philosophers have been arguing about it for 1000s of 
years,

For us, as researchers, need to consider

• how we know about the world around us.

• What is our philosophical approach to knowledge?



Understanding 
your research 
philosophy

• Research philosophy: relates to the development of 
knowledge and the nature of that knowledge contains 
important assumptions about the way in which we 
view the world.

• At every stage in research we make a number of  
assumption (Burrell and Morgan 1979).

• These assumptions inevitably shape how you 
understand your research questions, the methods you 
use and how you interpret your findings (Crotty 
1998).



Starting point 

• As a starting point for students learning about specific World 
views, please visit http://rmi.unisa.ac.za

• Please keep up with the updates of the system (phase 2 & 3) 
to learn how your research philosophies will help you 
generate knowledge.

http://rmi.unisa.ac.za/


Understanding  your research philosophy: a automatic process
(Alexandra Bristow and Mark Saunders 2015)

• A well-thought-out and
consistent set of assumptions
will constitute a credible
research philosophy

This will

• Underpin your methodological
choice, research strategy and
data collection techniques and
analysis procedures.

• Allow you to design a coherent
research project, in which all
elements of research fit
together.



1. How do we view the world

• Ontological assumption: Assumptions about the nature of reality

• Epistemological assumption: deals with the sources of knowledge. 
How is knowledge acquired? How do we know what we know?



Sources of knowledge related to business 
research

Divided into the following four categories:

• 1.Intuitive knowledge is based on perception, faith, 
beliefs etc..

2.Authoritarian knowledge relies on information 
obtained from books, research papers, experts etc.

3.Logical knowledge is a creation of new knowledge 
through the application of logical reasoning.

4.Empirical knowledge relies on objective facts that have 
been established and can be demonstrated.



World views

• Axiological assumption: -refers to the role of values and ethics within 
the research process (what is the importance of ethics?)

• Methodological assumption: How the researcher access and report 
what is learned about the reality 

• Rhetorical assumption: The research is written from the perspective of 
the unbiased scientist (Language used in reporting)

• However, research philosophy classifications such as ontology,
epistemology, and axiology and their conflicting applications to the
‘quantitative-qualitative’ debates, are a major source of dilemma to
research students in establishing their relevance to subjects areas and
discipline.



Research Philosophy Debates and Classifications: 
Students’ Dilemma: 

by 
Mkansi, M. &  Acheampong, E. A. (2012)

• A study conducted at three different North West Universities in the UK.)

• A number of scholars (Saunders et al., 2009; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003;
Guba, 1990; Guba and Lincoln, 1989) have used different descriptions,
categorizations and classifications of research paradigms and philosophies
in relation to research methods with overlapping emphasis and meanings.
This has resulted in paradigm “wars”.

• This has not only resulted in tautological confusion of what is rooted
where, and according to whom; but raises a critical question of whether
these opposing views are enriching knowledge or subtly becoming toxic in
the field?



Highlights from 
Mkansi & Acheampong

• For example, Ritchie and Lewis‘s (2003) description and classification of ontological and 
epistemological stances is different from that of Saunders et al. (2009). 

• Ritchie and Lewis’s (2003) ontological perspective include realism; materialism, critical 
realism, idealism and relativism; and the epistemological perspective include positivism 
and interpretivism. 

• Hence, Saunders et al.’s (2009) and Guba and Lincoln (1994) indicate a perspective that 
views philosophies (i.e. positivism, realism, interpretivism, and pragmatism) from an 
ontological, epistemological, axiological stance. 

• An even overlapping classification of these philosophies is that of Guba and Lincolm
(1989); which links positivism, post–positivist, and constructivist to critical realism.

• A further example in the context of philosophy is pragmatism which, is thought to have 
evolved from realism described as Peirce realism by Thayer (1981). 



Results from 
Mkansi & Acheampong
Study 

Results:

• The majority of PhD students, regardless of their year of study, subject
and faculty, held a universal perception of confusion and difficulty in
understanding research philosophical debates and classifications.

• The fact that almost every PhD students interviewed showed some form
of dilemma towards research philosophical debates and classification,
beckons a need for consensus by philosophical advocates.



System of beliefs 
and assumptions 

about 
development of 

knowledge
and 4 

philosophies
(Saunders et al. 

2009) 



Research approaches





Approaches compared 



Approaches 



Approaches 



Approaches + designs



Some Philosophies, approaches  and strategies
(Pizman & Mansfeld, 2009)



Another example



Conclusion 

• I argue you to read the book tiltled: Innovation in the teaching of
research methodology excellence awards : Anthology of case
histories 2020. Edited by Dan Remenyi (See pages of 69-82 of the
book)

• As a starting point for students learning about specific World views,
please visit http://rmi.unisa.ac.za Please keep up with the updates of
the system (phase 2 & 3) to learn how your research philosophies will
help you generate knowledge.

http://rmi.unisa.ac.za/


•Understanding the philosophical basis of science is
critical in ensuring that research outcomes are
appropriately and meaningfully interpreted.
•With an increase in interdisciplinary research, an

examination of the points of difference and intersection
between the philosophical approaches can generate
critical reflection and debate about what we can know,
what we can learn and how this knowledge can affect
the conduct of science and the consequent decisions
and actions.

Conclusion
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THANK YOU

Visit: www.aiscr.org.za for more 
information

http://www.aiscr.org.za/

