
64

7 
 Research Methods for Organisational 

Studies
Shushma Patel, Dilip Patel Huong Tang and Geofrey Elliot

This chapter examines organisational behaviour research by using the case study 
approach. The study of  organisational behaviour is a broad subject area. The paper 
outlines our experiences of  identifying a research topic, justification of  the topic 
within the context of  published literature and the selection of  suitable research 
methodologies. Within this, we identify what  the research questions are and how the 
research is undertaken to address these questions, ensuring that the legal and ethical 
issues are considered.

Introduction
The operations of  an organisation are dependent on its climate. The organisational 
climate is an intervening variable, which has a moderating power because it influences 
organisational processes such as communications, problem-solving, decision-making 
and the psychological processes of  learning and motivation (Ekvall, 199, see Figure 
7.1).

Every organisation has a number of  different types of  resources (people, money, 
machines, etc.), which are used in its processes and operations. These operations have 
different effects at different levels of  abstraction:-

• High-quality or low-quality products or services
• Radically new products or only small improvements in the old ones
• High or low job satisfaction among employees
• Commercial profit or loss

Climate has an important influence on organisational outcomes, but the effects in turn 
influence both resources and the climate itself. However, the study of  organisational 
climate is complex and is further complicated by attitudes, feelings and behaviours, 
which characterise life in an organisation. Communication, problem-solving, decision-
making, learning and motivation can all be affected by the organisational climate. This 
in turn might affect the effectiveness and the productivity of  the organisation as well as 
the working environment and the well-being at the workplace (Ekvall, 1985). Therefore, 
organisational climate has much to offer in terms of  its ability to explain the behaviour 
of  people in the workplace.
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Figure 7.1: The relationship between climate & the organisation (Ekvall, 1991)

  

This paper describes how the research hypothesis – “An organisation can be nurtured 
through organisational climate awareness in terms of  understanding the feelings, 
attitudes and behaviours that can be found at the different climate levels within the 
organisation in order to increase the effectiveness of  team/group interactions” – is 
investigated. In order to evaluate the hypothesis, a number of  social science research 
methodologies can be used. The aim of  social science research varies significantly, 
depending on the theoretical orientation of  the framework that guides the research. 
This work focused on action research, theory testing, sampling – quantitative and 
qualitative a– nd case study within the context of  social science research, and integrated 
into the framework for investigating organisational climate.  Each of  these aspects is 
discussed in detail to justify the approach undertaken.

Research approach
Within the context of  organisational climate there are two well-established and defined 
levels of  climate – psychological climate that focuses on the day-to-day feelings, attitudes 
and behaviours of  the employees within the organisation (Hellreigel and Slocum, 1974; 
Howe, 1977), and organisational climate, which also focuses on the day-to-day feelings, 
attitudes and behaviours, but at the organisational level (Ekvall, 1991; Schneider, 1968 
and 1990; James and Jones, 1989). Review of  published literature indicates there is 
evidence of  a third climate level (Powell and Butterfield, 1978), which lies between 
the other two levels of  climate, and refers to the day-to-day feelings, attitudes, and 
behaviours of  the teams/groups found within an organisation. This climate level has 
been categorised or referred to as team climate, unit climate or group climate (Arvidsson 
and  Johansson, 2003; Salas et al. 2003).  This research examines how the two current 
organisational climate levels, originally proposed by other researchers, can be extended 
into three new refined levels of  climate. 

There are a number of  examples referring to organic organisational metaphors, in 
the area of  organisational theory, which can be explored further in terms of  its potential 
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in nurturing organisational climate awareness. In order to explore the possibilities and 
benefits climate levels have on nurturing the effectiveness of  team/group interactions, 
the research proposed a new organic organisational metaphor, the ‘Tomato Plant’ 
organisational metaphor, where an organisation is viewed as a tomato plant. 

The Tomato Plant organisational metaphor and the three levels of  organisation 
climate formed the underlying theoretical framework, from which the organisational 
climate awareness toolkit was developed.

 The toolkit has been developed from a combination of  existing organisational 
analytical tools that are currently used separately to analyse a particular level of  climate 
in an organisation. The toolkit comprises questionnaires developed by Carter and Russell 
(2001) (Personality Tests Type 1, 2 and 3, Are you Tactful or Undiplomatic?, Are You 
in the Right Job?); Belbin (1981) (The Team Skills Management-Personal Inventory); 
Bridges (1992) (The Organisational Character Index); and Goffee and  Jones (2001) 
(The Corporate Character Questionnaire).

The toolkit was used in a three-part case study investigation: part 1 - toolkit pilot 
on small teams/groups; part 2 - toolkit used on a range of  organisations in different 
industries; and part 3 - toolkit tested on a larger team/group. The organisations were 
from a judgement sample of  twelve organisations ranging from large international 
organisations such as investment banks and universities to small local supermarkets. 
Each part of  the case study investigation had a post-case study investigation 
questionnaire that was given to the participants a week after they were given the results 
of  the organisational climate awareness toolkit. The results of  the post-case study 
questionnaires were used to measure whether the toolkit had nurtured the organisational 
climate awareness levels and if  there was any effect on the team/group interactions.  

Research Methodology
There are a range of  research methodologies that can be applied to study organisational 
theory and organisational climates. However, the aim of  social research varies 
significantly, depending on the theoretical orientation of  the framework that guides 
the research. The sections below conceptualise the research methodologies used in the 
paper within social research; explains the research methods of  data collection used in 
the framework of  investigation and the data analysis approach taken for the case study 
investigation; discusses the professional practices and ethics standards for the researcher 
respondent relationship, which has been taken into consideration.

Social Research

The driving force behind any type of  social research is its philosophical framework. This 
dictates not only the general perception of  reality and social relations, but also the types 
of  methods and techniques available to researchers, and the motives and aims of  social 
research. The aims of  social research vary significantly, depending on the theoretical 
orientation of  the framework that guides the research. According to Sarantakos (1998) 
writers usually refer to the following aims: -
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1. to ‘explore’ social reality for its own sake or in order to make further research 
possible, 

 to ‘explain’ social life by providing reliable, valid and well-documented 
information,

 to ‘evaluate’ the status of  social issues and their effects on society,
 to make ‘predictions’,
 to ‘develop’ and/or ‘test theories’.
2. to ‘understand’ human behaviour and action. 
3. to offer a basis for a ‘critique’ of  social reality,
 to ‘emancipate’ people,
 to ‘suggest possible solutions’ to social problems, 
 to ‘empower’ and ‘liberate’ people.
It is clear that the aims of  social research presented are neither exhaustive nor mutually 
exclusive. Research projects may be undertaken for a number of  reasons and may serve 
many and diverse aims. These aims depend primarily on the paradigm that guides the 
project. Positivist research strives to achieve the aims listed under 1, that is, to ‘explore’, 
‘explain’, ‘evaluate’, ‘predict’ and ‘develop/test’ theories; while interpretive research is 
more interested in ‘understanding’ people (point 2). Critical research aims at ‘criticising’ 
social reality, ‘emancipating’ people, and ‘empowering’ them to change social reality by 
suggesting possible solutions and thus liberating them from oppressive and exploitative 
social structures (point 3). Still, the boundaries between these three perspectives seem 
to be rather flexible. 

The research described in this paper is a combination of  positivist (p), interpretive 
(i), and critical (c) research approaches. The hypothesis stated earlier was formulated to 
help ‘explore’ (p) the organisational climate framework, toolkit, and theories ‘developed’ 
(p) in order to help nurture the employees’ awareness and their ‘understanding’ (i) of  the 
organisational climate levels that exist in their organisation. Therefore, ‘empowering’ (c) 
them with knowledge of  the ways in which each climate level affects the interactions 
within a team/group and ‘suggesting possible solutions’ (c) to any problems that arise.

 Action Research  

Action research has been traditionally defined as an approach to research that is based 
on a collaborative problem-solving relationship between researcher and client, which 
aims at both solving a problem and generating new knowledge. The organisational 
dynamics in action research (see figure 2) comprises  the following (Coghlan and 
Brannick, 2001): -

Pre-step: context and purpose

 The process of  defining the desired future state is critical as it sets the boundaries for 
the purpose of  the project and helps provide focus.
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Main steps 

1. Diagnosing – involves naming what the issues are as a working theme, on the 
basis of  which action will be planned and taken. 

2. Planning action – follows from the analysis of  the context and purpose of  
the project, the framing of  the issue and the diagnosis, and is consistent with 
them. It may be that this action planning focuses on a first step or a series of  
first steps.

3. Taking action – the plans are implemented and interventions are made.
4. Evaluation action – the outcomes of  the action, both intended and unintended, 

are examined.

Figure 7.2:  Organisational dynamics of  action research (Coghlan & Brannick, 2001)

  
Post-steps: reflective stage – there are three forms of  reflection (Mezirow, 1991) and when 
applied to action research is known as the meta cycle of  inquiry. 

1. Content reflection – is where you think about the issues, what is happening, 
etc = the ‘content’ of  what is diagnosed, planned, acted on and evaluated is 
studied and evaluated.

2. Process reflection – is where you think about strategies, procedures and how 
things are being done = the ‘process’ of  how diagnosis is undertaken, how 
action planning flows from that diagnosis and is conducted, how actions 
follows and are an implementation of  the stated plans and how evaluation is 
conducted are critical foci for inquiry.
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3. Premise reflection – is where you critique underlying assumptions and 
perspectives = there is also ‘premise’ reflection, which is inquiry into the 
unstated and often subconscious, underlying assumptions, which govern 
attitudes and behaviour.

The organisational dynamics of  action research has been integrated and used as part of  
the framework of  investigation.

Theory-Testing Research

The main purpose of  conducting research is to generate knowledge and understanding 
of  the phenomena that occur, and to build theories based on the research results. 
According to the Oxford dictionary (1996) the definition of  a theory is as follow: -

a set of  statements or principles devised to explain a group of  facts or phenomena, especially 
one that has been repeatedly tested or is widely accepted and can be used to make predictions 
about natural phenomena

Such theories subsequently become the foundation for further study of  the phenomena 
(Sekaran, 1992). This process of  building on existing knowledge is the genesis for theory 
building in the management area. Its aim is to test the validity of  a theory (Sarantakos, 
1998). Theory building and testing may employ other types of  research to achieve its 
purpose, such as qualitative and quantitative research. The process of  theory building in 
the context of  qualitative and quantitative research is clearly different as shown in Table 
1. Not only the theoretical framework that guides this process but also the research 
process itself  varies in the two fields.

Table 7.1: Theory building in quantitative & qualitative research (Vlahos, 1984)

Differences Quantitative research Qualitative research

Logic of theory Deductive Inductive

Direction of theory building Begins from theory Begins from reality

Verification Takes place after theory building is 
completed

Data generation, analysis and theory 
verification take place concurrently

Concepts Firmly defined before research 
begins

Begins with orienting, sensitising or 
flexible concepts

Generalisations Inductive, sample-to-population 
generalisations

Analytical or exemplar 
generalisations

Qualitative research has been used in this study in the context of  theory building to 
develop theories to explore the proposed hypothesis. Qualitative research is set to 
produce theories that are grounded in empirical data from which they are generated, 
which is known as ‘grounded theory’ and are the result of  social research that goes 
through a number of  steps  (Sarantakos, 1998). 
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Theories in this research are approached from the qualitative research aspect 
where the logic of  those theories is ‘inductive’ in terms of  increasing awareness and 
understanding the ‘reality’ of  how different levels of  climate within an organisation can 
affect us. The ‘verification’ process of  the theories proposed is carried out with the use 
of  the toolkit, framework and case study investigation.

Data Collection & Analysis
There are two types of  data, primary and secondary. Leedy and Ormrod (2003) 
stated that data is said to be primary if  it is collected first-hand by an inquirer for a 
determinable purpose. Whereas, secondary data refers to data that has been selected 
by an inquirer who is not one of  the original data creators, for a purpose that may be 
different from that of  the original purpose. Table 7.2 is a comparison of  primary and 
secondary research approaches to data collection (Sekaran, 1992).

Table 7.2:  Comparison of  primary & secondary research approaches to data 
collection (Sekaran, 1992)

Primary research Secondary research

Data collected

• The investigator must design & 
implement the data collection 
process. This can be a controlled 
(laboratory) experiment or a sample 
survey.

• The investigator does a search for relevant data.

• Investigators can use a variety of sources of data. 
These could be

- statistics published by governments or other 
organisations, such as the UN
- census data
- scholarly articles published in journals
- archived data (from surveys etc.)

Pros

• An experiment can isolate the factors 
of interest & eliminate or control for 
unwanted factors.

• Randomised investigations can avoid 
bias.

• Data can be available for different times & 
places so that they apply to a wide range of 
circumstances & lead to more encompassing 
generalisations.

• The use of many sources of data may make the 
research convincing because of its large sample 
size & representativeness.

• Collection of data can be cheap & quick.

Cons

• Experiments can be contrived 
& artificial so that the scope to 
generalise them to the real world can 
be limited.

• A large investigation can be 
expensive.

• Investigations can take a long time to 
complete.

• The investigation is limited by the data available.

• The available data may not exactly match what is 
required for the research.

• The data that has been published might be a 
biased selection.



Part 3:  Startegic Planning and Quality Assurance in Higher Education    71

This research utilised a combination of  primary and secondary data, whereby, the 
foundations for the underlining theoretical framework and theories proposed in 
this research were based on empirical secondary data. Primary data was generated 
from the case study investigation that was undertaken as part of  the framework of  
investigation.

Sampling  
The research approach undertaken in this research is mainly qualitative and, therefore, 
the qualitative sampling aspects have been taken into consideration when choosing the 
sample for the case study investigation. Table 7.3 shows that the qualitative sampling 
size is relatively small and there are positive outcomes in terms of  time, cost and ease of  
use. Sarantakos (1998) states that many researchers use a minimum of  100 subjects to 
allow statistical inference, but this is not always correct. Published research literature has 
shown that many statistical measures are designed for samples smaller than 30 (Robson, 
1993; Bryman and Bell, 2003; Leedy and Ormrod, 2005). 

Judgement sampling is similar to convenience sampling, except that it is more refined. 
In convenience sampling, a researcher exerts no effort to obtain a representative sample. 
Such efforts are expended in judgement sampling. Judgement sampling (or purposive 
sampling) is thus a procedure in which a researcher exerts some efforts in selecting a 
sample that he or she believes is most appropriate for a study and therefore is more 
representative of  the ideal population than a convenience sample. (Parasuraman et al., 
2004).

Table 7.3:  Quantitative & qualitative sampling - a brief  summary (Sarantakos, 1998)

Quantitative sampling Qualitative sampling

Is relatively large Is relatively small

In most cases it employs statistics In most cases it employs no statistics

Is often based on probability theory Is often based on saturation

Allows no researcher bias in selection Allows researcher influence in selection

Its size is statistically determined Its size is not statistically determined

Occurs before data collection Occurs during data collection  Involves simple procedures

Involves complex procedures Its parameters are flexible

Its parameters are fixed  Involves high costs Involves very low costs

Is time-consuming Is not time-consuming

Is representative Is not representative

Is laborious Is easy

Treats respondents as units Treats respondents as persons

Facilitates inductive generalisations Facilitates analytical generalisations
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Questionnaires 
Questionnaires as a method of  data collection have both strengths and weaknesses. 
These strengths and weaknesses are factors that have a significant impact on a 
researcher’s decision about whether or not to use questionnaires in the study.   

Questionnaire construction is a very demanding task, which requires not only 
methodological competence but also extensive experience with research in general and 
questioning techniques in particular (Leedy and Ormrod, 2005). This expertise provides 
the researchers with the necessary skills required to cope with the major issues of  this 
process, which relate to how the format of  the questionnaire should be moulded, what 
types of  questions should be considered and what they should contain, how long the 
questionnaire should be, and in general how the questionnaire should be presented so 
that it is clear, easy to read and attractive to the respondent and, most importantly, so 
that it achieves its purpose. 

The process of  questionnaire construction is time-consuming and requires extensive 
experience to produce a questionnaire that is justifiable as a research tool. Therefore, 
this research proposes a toolkit made up of  a combination of  existing questionnaires 
that have been tested and widely accepted in organisational theory research in order to 
explore and test the proposed hypothesis. 

Case Study
According to Leedy and Ormrod (2005) a case study is a type of  qualitative research 
method in which in-depth data are gathered relative to an individual, group or 
organisation for the purpose of  learning more about an unknown or poorly understood 
situation. There are four main aspects needed for case study design:-

1. A ‘conceptual framework’
2. A set of  ‘research questions’
3. A ‘sample strategy’
4. A decision on ‘methods and instruments for data collection’

In case study research, the notion of  combining qualitative and quantitative data offers 
the promise of  getting closer to the ‘whole’ of  a case in a way that a single method of  
study could not achieve (Brewerton and Millward, 2001). These aspects of  the qualitative 
and quantitative combination approach of  case study design are explored in relation to 
the design of  the case study investigation. The organisations in Table 4 were chosen 
on the basis of  the judgement sampling method where a range of  organisations were 
chosen from large international organisations such as investment banks and universities 
to small local supermarket. The aim of  this is to show that the toolkit is generic in use in 
any organisation. By looking at organisations in service-based industries to demonstrate 
the toolkit diversity in use. 
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Data Analysis Approach
In qualitative research, data analysis often occurs simultaneously with data collection, 
data interpretation, and narrative report-writing. According to Denzin and Lincoln 
(1994) in qualitative analysis several simultaneous activities engage the attention of  the 
researcher: collecting information from the field; sorting information into categories; 
formatting the information into a story or picture of  the event; and actually writing the 
qualitative narrative report. In qualitative research, the researcher takes a voluminous 
amount of  information and reduces it into meaningful categories, patterns, or themes 
and then interprets the information. Flexible rules govern how one goes about sorting 
through interview transcripts, observational notes, documents, and visual material 
(Creswell, 1994). 

However, the researcher generally forms categories of  information and attaches 
codes to these categories. These categories and codes form the basis of  the emerging 
story to be told by the qualitative researcher (Kirk and Miller, 1986). Although the rules 
of  this process are flexible, the process should be systematic and well articulated as 
part of  the qualitative plan and final report. While much of  the work of  analysis entails 
taking apart and organising information, the final goal is the emergence of  a larger, 
consolidated picture of  some social reality. 

Mason (1996) stated that the intent of  qualitative research is not to generalise 
findings, but rather to form a unique interpretation of  events for a given group of  
individuals or institutions, within a given context, at a particular point in time. Like the 
issue of  generalisability, the uniqueness of  the study within a particular context militates 
against replicating the research exactly in another context. After collecting data from a 
representative sample, the next step is to analyse the data so that the research hypothesis 
can be evaluated and tested. 

However, according to Sekaran (1992) before this can be done some preliminary 
steps need to be completed. These steps help to prepare the data for analysis, ensuring 
that the data obtained is reasonably good, and allow the results to be meaningfully 
interpreted. Figure 3 shows these steps and identifies the four steps in data analysis as 
(1) getting data ready for analysis, (2) getting a feel for the data, (3) testing the goodness 
of  data, and (4) testing the hypotheses. 

Figure 7.3:  Flow diagram of  data analysis process  (Sekaran, 1999)
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These preliminary steps of  preparing collected data for analysis have been integrated 
into the framework of  investigation.

Ethics
Many organisations have a ‘human subjects committee’ to protect the rights of  

human subjects involved in any type of  research activity involving people (Sekaran, 
1992). The basic function of  these committees is to discharge the moral and ethical 
responsibility of  the organisation by studying the procedures outlined in the research 
proposals and giving their stamp of  approval to the studies. There are professional 
practices and ethics standards for the researcher-respondent relationship, which this 
research follows as guidelines in the context of  conducting research (see Table 7.4): -

Table 7.4:  Ethics standards for researcher-respondent relationship (Sarantakos, 
1998)

Practices/ethics standards Description

Proper identification
Codes of ethics suggest that the researcher should identify herself or himself 
to the respondent and avoid giving false impressions of the researcher or the 
project sponsor.

Clear outset
Researchers should inform the respondent of the type of questions, the degree 
of question sensitivity or stress and the possible (true) consequences that the 
questioning and the research in general might have on the respondent.

Welfare of the respondent

The researcher should always be concerned with the welfare of the respondent, 
including mental and physical health and safety, and take all possible precautions 
to avoid incidental injury. The researcher should also avoid questions or issues 
that may cause embarrassment, guilt, discomfort, hazards or risks to the 
respondent (Vlahos, 1984). Where such conditions might occur, the researcher 
should inform the respondent accordingly at the outset of the study.

Free & informed consent
Respondents should participate in the research freely and not be pressured 
to do so or deceived in any way. They should also be fully informed about the 
nature and goals of the study before they are asked to take part in the project.

Right to privacy

Researchers should respect respondents’ privacy when entering their private 
sphere and when asking questions, and should allow respondents to leave 
unanswered questions for which they do not wish to provide the information 
required.

Right to anonymity
Data collected by the researcher should be anonymous, that is, not related to 
names or other forms of identification.

Right to confidentiality
Information offered by the respondent should be used by the researcher only, 
and only, for the purpose of the study; it should not be made available to other 
people for any reason or purpose.

London South Bank University has an Ethics Committee, whose purpose is to 
approve all investigations involving human participants for which they are responsible. 
The Ethics Committee is primarily concerned with ensuring that the proper ethical 
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standards are maintained in carrying out investigations. The Ethics Committee will 
consider and comment on whether a proposed investigation has a clear purpose or is 
productive (Research and Business Development Office, 2003). The research presented 
in this paper was approved.

Conclusion
The purpose of  this paper was to outline the research methodologies used in this 
research to evaluate and explore the proposed hypothesis. A combination of  positivist, 
interpretive and critical research approaches of  social research aspects have been taken 
into consideration.  This research utilises a combination of  primary and secondary data. 
Hence, the foundations for the underlining theoretical framework and theories proposed 
in this research are based on empirical secondary data. Primary data was generated 
from the case study investigation that was undertaken as part of  the framework of  
investigation. The research approach undertaken in this paper is mainly qualitative and, 
therefore, the qualitative sampling aspects have been taken into consideration when 
choosing the sample for the case study investigation. Also, the qualitative sampling size 
is relatively small and there are positive outcomes in terms of  time, cost and ease of  
use.

The process of  questionnaire construction is time-consuming and requires extensive 
experience to produce a questionnaire that is justifiable as a research tool. Therefore, 
this research proposed a toolkit made up of  a combination of  existing questionnaires 
that have been tested and widely accepted in organisational theory research in order to 
explore and test the proposed hypothesis. When carrying out research it is important to 
follow the professional practices and ethic standards.
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