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Consumer Research

As interpretive research perspectives become increasingly influential in
many fields of social science research, so it becomes more important for
inexperienced researchers to become familiar with the philosophical per-
spectives, data-gathering techniques and analytical methods that derive
from interpretive research.

This book draws on these interpretive traditions to illustrate precisely
how they can be applied to research projects for first-time researchers in
the fields of management, marketing and consumer research. Offering
many practical examples drawn from existing studies and suggesting new
topics for consideration, this book brings together major themes of inter-
pretive research within a practical guide to researching and writing a
research project. Topics covered include:

• choosing the topic;
• planning and writing the academic research report;
• gathering qualitative data for interpretation;
• themes and concepts of interpretive research;
• the major interpretive traditions: semiotics, phenomenology, ethno-

graphy; critical discourse analysis, feminism and gender studies; liter-
ary theory and narrative analysis.

Suitable both for first-time researchers and those with more experience,
this is an ideal guide for anyone undertaking research in this area of study.

Chris Hackley is Senior Lecturer in Marketing at Birmingham Business
School, Birmingham University. He has published extensively on the sub-
ject of marketing and research.
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Foreword

Obviously, what the world needs is a how-to book that is clearly geared to
the interests, talents and skills of the undergraduate or graduate student
that covers the introductory material. Now, at last, into the breach strides
Chris Hackley with this new text on Doing Interpretive Research. Specifi-
cally, Chris provides a carefully crafted, masterfully well-written, expertly
constructed, wonderfully useful tutorial to guide the student through 
the process of understanding and applying the various interpretivistic
approaches to marketing, management and consumer research. In essence,
Chris tells the story of qualitative or post-positivistic research in a reader-
friendly way that will endear itself to students even as it prepares them for
applications to their own interests and careers. He offers helpful instruc-
tion for those eager to adopt approaches likely to lead towards interpre-
tivistic epiphanies, qualitative discoveries and post-positivistic insights.
Not so much ‘Interpretation For Dummies’, I guess, as a pithy compilation
of What You’ve Always Wanted To Know About Interpretivistic Methods
But Were Afraid To Ask.

In addressing these issues, Chris has shown remarkable breadth of
coverage in a way that introduces his audience to the full spectrum of
interpretivistic approaches from which to choose – ethnography, depth
interviews, semiotics, hermeneutics, phenomenological methods, critical
theory, literary analysis, feminist studies, postmodernism and so forth.
Each approach receives careful consideration with detailed attention to
both its merits and its limitations, to key learning objectives, to important
caveats, to practical guidelines, and to one or more inspired illustrations.
In short, Chris equips his readers with a toolkit – bordering on an arsenal
– for attacking a wide range of questions as timely as they are fascinating.

Some might view the work by Hackley as a bit like a cookbook in an
area suffused with postmodern relativism where, most appropriately, ‘any-
thing goes’ in choosing one’s ingredients and recipes. But, if so, it is a
gourmet cookbook that prescribes the judicious use of truffles and foie
gras in an era when other books on topics related to marketing research
are fast-foodish or fad-foolish paeans to the culinary analogues of hot dogs
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and French fries. Put differently, imbued with a fine sense of interpretivis-
tic inquisitiveness, Chris refuses to condescend to the all-too-prevalent
McDonaldization of Methods.

So here it is – a sumptuous feast for the interpretivistically inclined. Dig
in, I say, and enjoy it with the appropriate degree of dedicated delectation.
For there is much to savour here and much that will enrich our diets as
interpretive researchers.

Morris B. Holbrook
Dillard Professor of Marketing

Graduate School of Business
Columbia University
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Introduction
Doing research projects in marketing,
management and consumer research

This book draws on interpretive traditions of social science research to
illustrate how these can be applied to qualitative research projects for first-
time researchers in marketing, management and consumer research. It is
also useful as a primer for more experienced researchers who are not
familiar with the wealth of philosophical perspectives, data-gathering tech-
niques and analytical methods that derive from interpretive research. The
book offers many practical examples drawn from recent studies and also
suggests many new topics.

Interpretive research perspectives have become highly influential in
many fields of social science research, both as ways of developing rigorous
constructs for quantitative research studies and as ends in themselves for
researchers seeking ‘rich descriptions’ and qualitative insights. As manage-
ment and marketing studies have grown in popularity as the subjects of
taught university courses, powerful traditions of interpretive research have
emerged within these fields. In the USA influential research agenda based
on interpretive methods have emerged in the fields of consumer behaviour
and advertising, epitomized by work in the Journal of Consumer Research
and the Journal of Advertising. Interpretive approaches deriving from
ethnography and literary theory have also appeared as research studies in
the Journal of Marketing Research and Journal of Marketing. The ‘inter-
pretive turn’ in academic management and marketing research in Europe
and the UK has resulted in many new research studies being published in
leading journals, such as the European Journal of Marketing, the Journal
of Management Studies and the British Journal of Management. There is
now a well-established book series, the Routledge Interpretive Marketing
Research series, which brings together the work of leading US and Euro-
pean writers on diverse interpretive traditions in interpretive marketing
research. Published studies include those providing ethnographies of man-
agement in differing organizations and in contrasting management func-
tions, those focusing on consumption as a major site of meaning and social
identity formation, or on the situated symbolic practices of marketing
management and the symbolism of marketing techniques and concepts.
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Many others draw on traditions of phenomenology, gender studies,
anthropology and critical discourse analysis.

Interpretive approaches have also become increasingly influential in
management practice. For example, the field of brand and marketing con-
sultancy employs techniques deriving from ethnography, as evidenced by
press coverage in the UK Sunday Times Business Section (25 August 2002,
section 3, p. 8). The author has found that the world’s leading advertising
agencies increasingly employ interpretive techniques drawn from anthro-
pology in their pursuit of penetrating consumer insights that they can use
to inform the development of marketing and communications strategy.

The intense interest in interpretive concepts, techniques and philoso-
phies that originated in anthropology and qualitative sociology has led
many more student researchers in university business schools to adopt
interpretive perspectives for their own undergraduate or postgraduate
research studies. Many research students have applied interpretive
approaches in their PhD research. However, student researchers who wish
to find out more about interpretive social research find a vast library of
texts that deal with a huge number of methodological variations, many of
which are written for readerships already well versed in research practice
and philosophy. Relatively few texts are available for first-time student
researchers in management fields who are interested in learning more
about interpretive perspectives for qualitative research.

This book brings together major themes of interpretive research within
a practical guide to researching and writing a research project. It is inter-
disciplinary in spirit in that it acknowledges the common ground and
common interests in the various management and business sub-fields. It
treats marketing, management and consumer research as areas that ex-
plore aspects of overlapping organizational functions and activities. The
first part of the book reflects this as it takes a generic approach and focuses
on practical advice for the pragmatic first-time marketing/management
student researcher. The later chapters offer sophisticated introductions to
important interpretive research traditions and suggest practical hints 
on how to apply these to produce a successful research project report. 
The aim is to help the many students and researchers in management 
fields who wish to see how to apply these concepts in their own research
projects.



Chapter 1

Interpretive perspectives and
the independent research
project

Chapter outline

This chapter explains the scope, perspective and structure of the book.
Doing Research Projects in Marketing, Management and Consumer
Research is aimed at a very broad range of student researchers working in
and across management and marketing subject areas. It has a distinctive
approach that combines practical hints and insights with new theoretical
developments. This approach emphasizes everyday, practical management
problems and issues; creative, inductive research designs; and the use of
naturally occurring research data sets.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter the student will be able to

• appreciate the role of the research project in the student’s man-
agement education

• understand important distinctions, such as those between ex-
ploratory and confirmatory research designs

• be aware of the scope of possible research topics in marketing
and management research

• understand the nature and importance of the supervisory rela-
tionship

Who this book is for

This book is written primarily as a practical guide for students doing a
research project for the first time. However, it will also be useful for those
with some experience of social research in business and management fields
who want to learn more about interpretive theories and methods. Many
students on taught business and management courses are not familiar with
social science research concepts and terms. The independent research
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project (also described as a ‘thesis’ or ‘dissertation’, depending on different
countries’ traditions) is an entirely new experience for many students on
taught bachelor’s or master’s degrees. University departments do provide
research workshops and dedicated personal academic supervisors, but the
research project must, in the end, be completed by the student as an
independent researcher. The book focuses on practical advice for prag-
matic student researchers but also introduces important developments in
research theory that provide the essential intellectual framework for the
academic research project.

The book is written so that it can be usefully read from beginning to
end but it can also be ‘dipped’ into for tips on particular topics. Through-
out the text there are examples and illustrations drawn from completed
student research projects. The author and colleagues have supervised many
successful research projects at first degree, master’s degree and PhD level.
Many of these projects are referred to in order to show new student
researchers what kind of work is possible and how it can be accomplished.

This book is aimed at a wide readership of business and management
student researchers with a particular interest in marketing-related issues.
The book will also be helpful to those studying for research degrees in
areas that connect to business, management and consumer studies. Stu-
dents of combined degrees in social science, arts and humanities whose
studies bring them into contact with marketing, consumption and advert-
ising will also find the book a useful resource for planning and writing a
research project. The book emphasizes qualitative data-gathering methods
and theoretical perspectives that draw on the interpretive social research
traditions. This implies a creative and cross-disciplinary, yet theoretically
well-founded approach to social research in marketing, management and
consumption. It is hoped that student researchers can use the book and the
many sources that are cited within it to make their independent research
project a more satisfying, rewarding and, perhaps, less stressful experience.

The research project is a daunting task even for the most able student.
Even with the guidance of an excellent supervisor it still represents a
stepping-off point from taught courses. Students on research degrees of
PhD and MPhil can also find that writing their first-year progress report
brings them into contact with issues of research philosophy, data-gathering
methods and data analysis that they have not encountered in their studies
before. The relative lack of research theory in the vocationally orientated
curriculum of most business and management degrees means that the
student then has a very wide gulf to cross to write a successful (and enjoy-
able) research dissertation. For many students the very idea of ‘research’
seems removed from their everyday experience. This sense of research as a
special activity distinct from conventional studies can seem particularly
strong in business and management courses. Taught courses in this area
often derive directly from managerial perspectives and problems. Such
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problems may not be theoretically complex in themselves but research 
theories can help to generate insight and understanding and to suggest
possible practical solutions.

Students with differing educational backgrounds will have different
levels of knowledge of social research concepts. The vocabulary of social
research in marketing and management is very different to the vocabulary
of conventional texts used in taught courses. This book is written for those
with no prior knowledge at all but it is also useful for those with some
knowledge of social research who wish to learn more. Almost from the
beginning there will be technical terms and concepts that may be new to
the reader. Part of the student’s task in completing the academic research
project is to show that he or she can learn and use new concepts in dis-
cussing and evaluating research approaches to generating knowledge. The
book introduces these specialist terms gently and places many of them in
glossaries at the end of each chapter.

The range of possible project topics in the world
of marketing and management

One of the most important aims of this book is to offer ways of research-
ing the everyday, practical activities of management that do not seem
irrelevant to or distant from the everyday concerns and activities of man-
agers. The book advocates ways of researching that can be directly rele-
vant to practical issues in these fields. The emphasis is placed on research
perspectives that make theoretically informed interpretations of data and
theory. While some introductory research methods texts emphasize the
construction of questionnaires and the administration, and statistical
analysis, of surveys, this text, in contrast, emphasizes the research value of
naturally occurring qualitative data such as conversations, interviews and
researcher observations. This approach to primary research is broadly
labelled the ‘interpretive’ approach.

The book cannot make the research project a simple task but it does
attempt to provide a number of clear signposts for students who want to
do an interesting, creative and perhaps cross-disciplinary research project
that reflects their own interests and abilities. In the following chapters
there will be many examples of specific research projects and possible
research projects that can give students ideas for refining their own re-
search topics. The kinds of general topic area that might be researched
using this book include, but are not limited to, those listed in Box 1.1 (The
list is offered to stimulate the student’s own research ideas: the suggested
topics are deliberately broad, many overlap and each could be framed in a
different way from those implied.)

There is indeed a huge variety of possible topic areas in marketing,
management and consumer research. Within these topic areas there are
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Box 1.1 Some general topic areas that can be researched using
the approaches in this book

• Managerial or critical examinations of consumption and
consumer issues with regard to particular product or service
categories (e.g. new technology products), industry sectors (e.g.
banking, leisure, manufacturing) or market segments (e.g. the
‘cognitively’ young older consumer, the ‘generation X’ younger
consumer)

• International marketing studies with a particular industry/
product focus (e.g. the design and management of international
market entry strategies)

• Cross-cultural comparisons of consumer or advertising activities
and practices

• Managerial or critical investigation of management activities and
processes in specific organizations or settings

• Case study comparisons of business success factors in compar-
able industry sectors

• Explorations of management techniques in particular settings
• Critical examinations of the social role, organizational implica-

tions and human consequences of marketing and management
activities and practices

• Localized case study research based on live in-company projects
• Studies of small business growth and development
• Studies of environmental management issues
• Qualitative psychological studies of consumer choice behaviour

in particular consumption settings
• Studies that focus on a specific managerial aspect of marketing in

a specified product/market such as pricing, promotion, distribu-
tion effectiveness

• New product development and innovation processes in a given
organization or industry

• The management of, and consumption in, creative industries and
the arts

• Creative processes in management practice
• Studies of relationships and control issues in the management of

sourcing and supply
• Studies that focus on the human dimension of management such

as reward systems, performance appraisal methods, motivation,
job choice and satisfaction

• Gender-based studies focusing on a particular context of con-
sumption or management
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• Studies of management perceptions of the operational efficiency
of specific management systems and processes

• Studies of tourism management in particular national and inter-
national settings

• Strategic planning models and practices in higher-level organ-
izational management

• Effectiveness and/or efficiency in organizational marketing man-
agement assessed through inter-company or intra-industry com-
parisons

• Approaches to the management of key accounts or other aspects
of ‘relationship’ management in service sectors

• Intra-organizational studies of communication and information
systems framed, for example, as ‘internal marketing’ studies

• Managerial marketing segmentation practices in specified pro-
duct industries

• Experiential studies of managing and being managed in organiz-
ational settings

• Experiential studies of consumption and its role in identity-
construction and social positioning in specified social settings
with regard to particular categories of consumption

• Studies that focus on how language is used to construct manage-
ment identities and managerial authority

• Brand management studies in particular markets or industries
• Marketing communication strategies and practices in specified

settings and product/market sectors
• Studies of social exclusion in, and through, marketing activity
• Studies of management failure and organizational dysfunction
• The promotion and nurturing of entrepreneurial behaviour and

activities in particular industrial and social settings
• Non-profit and publicly funded managerial activities
• Experiential studies of entrepreneurship in action
• The effective management of technology in organizations
• The social and organizational implications of new technology
• The effects of particular technologies on employee job satisfaction/

on operational effectiveness
• Qualitative studies of service delivery in banking and other finan-

cial services, air or sea travel, retailing, and in any aspect of
customer care
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many variations possible on how the research issue is framed and ex-
pressed, which questions will be asked or explored, and which values will
be implied. More will be said about how to choose a topic in Chapter 2.
However, it is worth pointing out now that new student researchers typi-
cally think in terms of big categories when they first think about what to
research. They often suggest ‘branding’, ‘car retailing’ or ‘advertising’, or
they suggest that they will look at, say, factors affecting demand in per-
sonal computer markets. Later they learn that setting out a research
project is both more complex and simpler than they realized. It is more
complex in the sense that the way the research questions, issue or problem
are phrased is crucial for the research design. Putting a research topic in a
particular form of words carries implications about the data-gathering
techniques and analytical stance of the research. On the other hand,
research projects are also far simpler than trying to get to the core of a big
category like ‘branding’. A good student research project does not try to
invent a grand theory but states a simple question that can be investigated
in a reasonably systematic and thorough way, given the time and resources
available to the student researcher. The research project that is part of a
taught higher degree does not have to generate new knowledge. It simply
has to demonstrate that the student has acquired certain academic, intel-
lectual and practical skills. If the project is interesting and creative, then so
much the better.

Interpretation and the research process

This book emphasizes a research approach that takes a theoretically in-
formed interpretation of primary or secondary sources. Furthermore, it
emphasizes an approach to primary research that uses naturally occurring
sources of data such as interviews, written (textual) accounts of events and
states, and observation (including participant observation) in everyday set-
tings. There are several advantages to this perspective.

First, the kind of data sets that are emphasized are particularly suitable
for student research projects because they are relatively easy to access and
samples need not be randomized. Students completing a research project as
part of a taught degree very rarely have the time or resources to complete a
rigorous quantitative study, even if they have the statistical competence.
Questionnaire surveys are time consuming and expensive to administrate,
and the return rates are notoriously low. Studies based on experiments,
too, are difficult to organize in marketing studies. Unless they form part of
a sophisticated and carefully conceived research design, questionnaires or
experiments conducted within the tight time-scale of taught programmes
rarely generate robust findings.

Interpretive approaches offer a way of researching a given topic in
depth and with sophistication without a statistically secure universaliza-
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tion of findings. Given that interpretive approaches usually rely on
qualitative data (e.g. interviews, observation, focus groups) for their major
findings, they are often used in the initial construct formation phase of
studies that aim for statistical generalization at some future stage.
However, it should be remembered that interpretive studies do not seek
generalization of findings as their primary end. Rather, they seek a rich
and insightful description of a particular issue, problem or event in its
social context.

‘Quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ research approaches

It is, incidentally, important to note that many interpretive studies have 
a quantitative element to data gathering. The categories qualitative and
quantitative are not mutually exclusive in research. Most research studies
are a mixture of both with an emphasis on one or the other. For example,
if a research project attempts to build a case analysis of a particular brand
a researcher might want to analyse textual material on that brand such as
newspaper editorial and Internet chat-room dialogue. In this way the
researcher could build a picture of what this brand means to people. Such
a study would often make use of a simple quantitative content analysis in
which the textual material is categorized according to content criteria. If
the brand in question is, say, Ford, the researcher might want to see if text
reflects trust in Ford products, reliability, excitement, technological sophis-
tication, or negative qualities such as lack of reliability and so on. A
content analysis could investigate which values are more common in texts
about Ford. Once the researcher has built up a content analysis then he or
she could develop an interpretive discussion on why such values seem pre-
dominant in texts that refer to this brand. The research might make use of
a relevant theoretical framework, such as Moscovici’s social representa-
tions theory (Moscovici, 1984) to generate a deeper level of analysis con-
cerning why particular ideas (in this case, about brands) become produced
and sustained in everyday conversation and interaction.

In ways such as this, elementary quantitative analysis is often combined
with creative interpretation in the same study. In this case, a study of
branding could be ‘framed’ in terms of a theory such as social representa-
tions theory.

The academic and educational rationale for the
independent research project

A second major reason for emphasizing interpretive approaches is that a
research project conducted as part of the requirements of a taught degree
is part of the student’s broader management education. The aims of the
student research project are partly educational and are not simply aimed at
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generating solutions to, or insights into, management phenomena. Stu-
dents of management require skills of research design, problem formula-
tion, data gathering, analysis and interpretation that they can draw on in
their managerial careers. More pragmatically, management students often
use the research project as a ‘way in’ to an area of work. They can make
industry contacts and acquire specialized knowledge of a key area that will
be of benefit to potential employers. In recent years the author has super-
vised student marketing and management projects into WAP communica-
tions technology, mobile phone telephony pricing strategies, Internet music
distribution, international market entry strategies in the motor industry,
interactive advertising planning and many other vocationally motivated
projects. Interpretive studies are particularly suitable for exploring areas in
which the student does not have prior practical or theoretical knowledge.

Interpretive research theories are sophisticated and can be conceptually
complex. Consequently, they are entirely appropriate for advanced studies
in marketing and management. Their usefulness for students is that they
offer a way of doing an exploratory piece of research utilizing naturally
occurring data sets that are analytical and theoretically rich as opposed to
being merely descriptive. Intellectually robust research projects based on
either qualitative or quantitative analysis share a quality of ‘thought-
throughness’. They explore coherent questions and offer carefully qualified
responses to those questions. Interpretive theory offers a way of giving that
quality of thought-throughness to qualitative studies that, in the absence of
theory, would lack the intellectual quality demanded by the standards of
higher education. Interpretive research often relies on qualitative data but
also entails an intellectually critical engagement with that data in order to
go beyond mere anecdote or reportage and satisfy the criteria for advanced
studies in business and management.

As noted above, ‘interpretive’ studies seldom seek findings that can be
true for all time and in all cases. Rather, they tend to seek insights built on
a careful and well-informed reading of a particular issue in a given social
and/or organizational context. The great majority of students who study
for under- or post-graduate taught degrees in marketing and management
will never go on to conduct large-scale quantitative studies. They will,
however, need skills of systematic data collection and interpretation that
they can utilize in organizational settings. Such skills are integral to the
educational outcomes of higher degrees. Students need to learn and apply
strategies of investigation in order to examine everyday problems and
issues in marketing, management and consumer research in a creative and
theoretically informed way that they will find motivating and that will
build their knowledge of that area. Interpretive traditions of research offer
a valuable resource for such students.
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The theoretical basis of interpretive research

The interpretive research perspective rests on a set of assumptions about
the nature of human understanding. These assumptions inform the inter-
pretive stance on social research in marketing and management. While this
book offers practical advice on how to conduct research projects through-
out the range of marketing and management topics, it does have a strong
theoretical stance. This stance is informed by the hermeneutic tradition of
social research.

The ‘hermeneutic circle’ and interpretive process

The interpretive research perspective draws on hermeneutics. Hermeneu-
tics, the study of interpretation, derives from Biblical exegesis. For Hol-
brook and O’Shaughnessy (1988, p.400) the idea of the hermeneutic circle
is helpful in explaining the interpretive process (see also Thompson et al.,
1994).

In the Hermeneutic Circle, an interpreter’s tentative grasp of the whole
text guides an initial reading of its parts. The detailed reading, in turn,
leads towards a revision of the original overview. This dialogue be-
tween reader and text then proceeds through subsequent iterations of
a circular process that . . . tends towards its own correction.

Social research can be conceived as the analysis of texts in the sense that
research data are crafted into a textual representation of what is being
researched. For example, a questionnaire survey generates results that can
be represented on paper in words and statistics. The written-down results
are a representation of what took place (a questionnaire survey). It is the
task of a researcher to interpret the results of the survey, write the results
down in a text and then to interpret the results. Similarly, a depth inter-
view can be transcribed into a text of a dialogic exchange between
researcher and interviewee. The text that results is a representation of
what took place (the depth interview). Social research in marketing man-
agement is a hermeneutic task in this sense. Text and researcher are
engaged in a cycle of re-interpretation and substantiation. The researcher
engages with the text to draw meaning from it. The meanings that the
researcher reads in the text are then communicated in the research report
and substantiated with examples, such as direct quotes from the interview
text.

For Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy (1988) different forms of under-
standing are employed in the physical sciences on the one hand, and the
humanities and social sciences on the other. Humans seek meaning and
live ‘embedded within a shared system of signs based on public language
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and other symbolic objects’ (p. 400). Consequently there is a need for an
interpretative social science that does not assume that the physical and the
social world are entirely analogous. In other words, they agree that
researchers should not necessarily bring the same assumptions to research
in the physical and social sciences. They suggest that researchers can
acknowledge that the material being researched in each case has different
characteristics. The way we might understand and describe the activity of
a tree and its cells reflects a different kind of reality to the way we might
understand an idea or an emotion. The behaviour of managers and con-
sumers is self-constructed in a way that the behaviour of cells is not.

Thompson et al. (1994) discuss the ways in which the idea of the
hermeneutic circle is used in consumer research. Holbrook and O’Shaugh-
nessy (1988) invoked it to discuss what they see as the culturally situated
character of scientific knowledge (p. 433). In other words, they use the
hermeneutic circle to articulate their view that there is not a science or
method that can stand outside history beyond interpretation. The
hermeneutic circle is often invoked in consumer research in the context of
qualitative data interpretation (Thompson et al., 1994, p. 433, citing
Hirschman, 1990, and Thompson et al. 1989, 1990). Thompson et al.
(1994) suggest that a third use of the hermeneutic circle is to refer to ‘a
general model of the process by which understandings are formed’ 
(p. 433). They see it (p. 433, citing Benhabib, 1992, and Faulconer and
Williams, 1985, as support) as a model that offers insights into the nature
of human understanding:

Personal understandings are always situated within a network of
culturally shared knowledge, beliefs, ideals and taken-for-granted
assumptions about the nature of social life.

Human understanding, then, is necessarily mediated by social context. It
cannot be objective in any pure or absolute sense. We make sense of our
everyday experience by deploying strategies of interpretation. These strate-
gies can take many forms but are drawn from the cultural and social
context of which we are part. Hermeneutic research seeks to elicit insights
into the ‘unspoken’ background of socially shared meanings by which a
person interprets his/her experiences (Thompson et al., 1994, p. 432).

Hermeneutics, then, is the field of study that broadly informs the inter-
pretive research perspective. The latter chapters of this book will introduce
a number of differing theoretical traditions that fall under the interpre-
tive/hermeneutic category. However, the category ‘interpretive’ research is
also used as a general label in theoretically informed qualitative studies
(e.g. in Szmigin and Carrigan, 2001).
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Non-quantitative and exploratory research projects

A little more should be said here about quantification in social research.
Many texts demonstrate relatively simple statistical tests that can be use-
fully used in small-scale research projects, such as T-tests, Chi-squared
tests, Wilcoxon and other tests of statistical significance. There is unques-
tionable value in this approach, particularly since basic statistical and
numerical understanding is indispensable for students aspiring to a man-
agerial career. However, there is also a strong case for developing intellec-
tually rigorous research designs that do not employ statistical tests. This
book can be used in conjunction with books that teach these quantitative
methods; it is itself devoted entirely to qualitative data-gathering methods
and associated theories of data analysis.

There are many possible reasons why a research project may not require
a substantial quantitative element (see Box 1.2). It was noted above that
qualitative research is often conducted in the early stages of research pro-
jects to generate constructs and hypotheses that can eventually be meas-
ured in a quantitative study. However, not all qualitative research implies
the possibility or the desirability of measurement. Interpretive traditions
offer means of making sense of qualitative data as an end in itself. At
undergraduate and master’s level students may well wish simply to embark
on an investigation of a chosen area, problem or issue. As their knowledge
develops they may wish to formulate a more specific research objective but
this may not require measurement. If a student wishes to investigate a
topic of which they have little prior knowledge, then an exploratory
research design based mainly on qualitative data is the most appropriate.

Many topics that fire students’ interest have arisen from their own
observations and experience of marketing and management and therefore

Box 1.2 Reasons for not moving to a quantitative phase in a
research project

Pragmatic reasons
• Lack of adequate statistical competence
• Lack of time and/or resources to conduct a sampling exercise on

the necessary scale
• Poor survey response rates

Theoretical reasons
• Exploratory research design for a novel or under-researched

topic that lacks well-established theoretical frameworks
• Theory-driven research objectives
• The philosophical stance of the researcher



14 The independent research project

may not fall neatly into existing theoretical categories or frameworks. In
such cases an ‘exploratory’ research design is often appropriate. A
qualitative approach can preserve the student’s sense of original investiga-
tion and, therefore, motivation remains high. Even if the topic is one that
has rarely been researched an experienced supervisor can usually suggest
appropriate areas for literature review. ‘Exploring’ a topic implies that the
student researcher does not take preconceived ideas into his or her
research project. Rather, the researcher has found an area and a set of
questions that are interesting and important and seeks to find out more
about them. The aim is not to confirm a hypothesis or to prove or disprove
a theory but, simply, to find out more so that what we do know can be
developed and elaborated, and perhaps placed into initial categories.
Exploratory studies are precursors to theory. Creative investigation gener-
ates ideas and speculative theories and explanations. Exploratory studies
can be fertile sources of ideas for student researchers. Most importantly,
they can help students develop a researcher’s caste of mind and learn the
skills of systematic investigation (see Box 1.3).

Interpretive projects and ‘cross-disciplinarity’

Another important reason for conducting an interpretive project is that
many students who come into postgraduate marketing, management and
consumer studies from social science and humanities backgrounds, have
useful knowledge they can draw upon to give their research a sense of
coherence with their previous education. They may have a theoretically
informed idea of their own particular ‘take’ on a marketing/management
topic. Students of literature, for example, have a range of interpretive
strategies that they can bring to their understanding of texts in marketing.

Box 1.3 Reasons for conducting an exploratory research project
to satisfy taught degree criteria

• To develop research skills based on qualitative data-gathering
techniques and non-random sampling approaches

• To advance personal knowledge of a chosen area of marketing
management

• To engage with personal experience and interests and to connect
with practical management issues and practices

• To develop knowledge and skills relevant to a chosen career area
• To investigate under-researched and cross-disciplinary topics
• To utilize previous knowledge in the arts, literature or social

sciences
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‘Cross-disciplinarity’ occurs where researchers combine features from dis-
parate research traditions, in other words they work ‘across’ disciplines.

Reader response theory, for example, has been used to understand how
consumers ‘read’ and respond to advertising (Scott, 1994b). Reader
response theory is typically used in literary studies but it has been sug-
gested by researchers that there is a powerful analogy between reading a
work of art or literature and ‘reading’ other kinds of texts, such as an
advertisement. Developing this analogy through reader response theory
Scott (1994b) generated new insights into the way consumers understand,
and respond to, advertising. Similarly, graduates of political and social
science will also have studied theories that they can bring to bear on their
research projects. There is a growing interest in politics from marketing
researchers. Political parties and individual candidates use many marketing
techniques to promote ideas, get candidates elected and to garner votes.
Within social sciences such as psychology and cultural studies the import-
ance of marketed consumption is increasingly acknowledged in research
and teaching. ‘You are what you consume’ and, from a sociological point
of view, much can be learned about society, power and relationships by
studying consumption practices. From a managerial point of view, many
social scientists work in consumer psychology to learn what motivates and
excites consumers so that advertising agencies and manufacturers can
respond accordingly. Within organizations, organizational and occupa-
tional psychologists are interested in how managers manage their organi-
zation’s activities, especially its contact with consumers. In all of these
cases it is clear that management and marketing topics and issues are
accessible to a wide range of research perspectives and disciplines. While
business education tends to be driven by practical management problems,
it is also part of the broader intellectual tradition of the social and cultural
sciences. The approaches taken in research projects should rightly reflect
the breadth and variety of approaches in social research methods.

Interpretive approaches, then, can frame research projects in a theoreti-
cally informed way that satisfies the requirements of higher educational
programmes. Interpretive work is not inferior to or less rigorous than quan-
titative research. It is particularly apt for ‘exploratory’ studies that do not
seek to confirm a hypothesis but consist in open investigation of a broadly
conceived topic. Of course, quantitative studies can be exploratory and are
not always attempts to confirm hypotheses. The researcher conducting
exploratory factor analysis, for example, is making an informed interpreta-
tion of data just as the qualitative researcher does in an exploratory project.
Each approach also entails a thorough evaluation of the topic area and the
available literature, systematic data gathering and informed interpretation of
data. The differences between exploratory interpretive research and
exploratory quantitative research lie in the data-gathering techniques and
the theoretical assumptions behind the interpretation of data.
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What are academics looking for? The skills that a
research project demonstrates

The approach taken in this book is to try to deal with practical questions
at the beginning so that any student researcher can use the book to help
with their project whatever kind of research design they are using. One of
the most pressing practical questions that concerns students who have not
done any research before is ‘What are my supervisors looking for?’ The
answer is not simple or straightforward, but it can be explained in part by
reference to the kinds of skills that academics feel can be learned, and also
demonstrated, through the independent research project.

The independent research project conducted as part of a taught aca-
demic course is a demanding, essential and often exciting part of a
student’s higher education. It is a means of teaching, learning and also
assessment. The supervisor teaches research skills in discussions with the
student, and there are also usually research methods classes to attend in
support of the research project. The student learns and practices skills in
conducting the research, and the written academic research project report
itself is the means of assessing higher level educational attainment. The
skills needed to research and write a successful academic research project
are both practical and intellectual. While the assessment of the research
report itself is largely based on academic and intellectual standards, these
standards imply many practical skills. The practical skills involved in con-
ducting and writing a research report include gathering and organizing
data, planning time and scheduling work, selecting appropriate informa-
tion, negotiating and other interpersonal skills. An intellectually persuasive
research report will imply high attainment in many or all of these practical
skills.

There are many social and communication skills required in doing
research (see Box 1.4). For example, the supervisory relationship must be
maintained by keeping in contact and maintaining goodwill. The student
must be able to communicate his or her research ideas clearly, and he or
she must also be able to listen to the supervisor’s advice and act on it. The
student’s own life must be managed to sustain personal motivation and to
plan for the required time and resources that the research project will
demand. If practising managers or other academics are asked to give time
for interviews then this access must be negotiated. If interviews, group dis-
cussions or other qualitative data-gathering approaches are to be con-
ducted then these require social, communication and interpersonal skills
too. The need for the student researcher to demonstrate complex sets of
skills such as these explains why the independent research project is so
important in the overall assessment of taught bachelor’s and master’s
degrees. The independent research project is not just an outcome: it is a
process.
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The skills listed above are interdependent: one is often implied in another.
For example, reviewing or changing existing beliefs in the light of new
knowledge is an intellectual quality. It is also a feature of emotional matu-
rity that one is able to do this. Adept negotiation skills and self-motivation
are also qualities which reflect emotional maturity, as well as demonstrat-
ing management skills. Although there is considerable blurring between

Box 1.4 Examples of some of the interdependent skills required
to successfully complete academic research projects in manage-
ment and marketing

Intellectual skills
• Critical reading, understanding, evaluating ideas
• Integrating new learning with existing knowledge
• Skills of logical inference: drawing on evidence and reasoning to

construct persuasive arguments
• Selecting and summarizing relevant points from appropriate

information sources
• Drawing logical connections between differing research studies

Communication skills
• Communicating research ideas clearly, verbally and in writing
• Writing the research report in a succinct and lucid academic style
• Listening to and acting on advice from supervisors or others
• Skills of editing and sub-editing prose to create a clear and per-

suasive report structure

Interpersonal skills
• Negotiating access for research interviews or other data gather-

ing
• Managing the supervisor, negotiating goals, gaining agreement

on topics
• Handling qualitative data-gathering sessions with sensitivity and

professional competence

Practical/emotional skills
• Time management: sustaining motivation to meet deadlines
• Breaking down activities into sub-goals for scheduling and

prioritizing
• Reflecting and learning from experience: modifying views in the

light of new knowledge
• Interviewing and other primary research skills
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skills it is useful to set out a number of them in this way because it can
show students why they will not be judged on the outcome alone. It does
not matter if the research has not produced a striking or novel business
solution or a new theoretical advance. Carrying out and producing the
research project report is itself an achievement that demonstrates advanced
intellectual, personal and managerial skills. The research report is the tan-
gible outcome but implicit in this tangible outcome are many intangible
qualities.

Independence and the research project

The independent project also demands a degree of maturity because aca-
demics will not be well disposed towards a student who does not demon-
strate sufficient independence. Some students do ask constantly for
reassurance and for ever more explicit direction, forgetting that the
independence of the research project is a central part of its educational
value. However, it is just as bad not to contact the supervisor enough.
Academic supervisors have different views on contact. Some insist on
regular meetings throughout the research process. Others want only an
initial meeting to establish the topic and research design. Then, once the
student researcher has conducted the work and written up a full draft, they
will agree to read it and offer comments and advice prior to final submis-
sion. It is important for the student researcher to meet with the supervising
academic to get a feel for his or her personal style in order to judge the
degree of contact required. Of course, this will also depend to some extent
on the needs of the student researcher and the nature of the project under-
taken.

What academic supervisors want

Many first-time student researchers feel that they have to embark on the
project without knowing what the academic supervisor wants. Broadly,
what academics want to see in such work is maturity, evidence of reading
and good-quality written work that reflects a good quality of thinking.
Academics like to see research reports that are carefully written and clearly
structured. They like clear, grammatically correct writing. It is important
to proof-read the draft so that the text is not strewn with typographical
and grammatical errors. The research report should satisfy the narrative
conventions specified by the particular university department in structure
and style. It should, of course, be entirely the student’s own work. It
should develop ideas logically and clearly and link them together within a
broader theme. The very best research reports have an element of novelty
in that they develop ideas creatively or with an unexpected line of discus-
sion.
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Overall, the best answer to the question ‘What are academics looking
for in a research project?’ is one that evolves during the course of the
research process. As a student begins to understand the process of
researching and writing, he or she will also gain increased understanding
about what academics expect and hope for. Reading academic research
papers in the journals is especially important for getting a sense of the
writing style and tone required. Academics will not expect students study-
ing for bachelor’s or master’s degrees to produce research that is worthy of
publication in an academic journal. Academics themselves know from
their own efforts to publish their work how difficult this is. They will give
credit for work that reflects earnest work and genuine efforts to learn, and
which demonstrates qualities appropriate to the level of education of the
student.

Plagiarism: how to avoid the charge

Most university research project guides have a section on plagiarism,
warning of dire consequences for the student if the work submitted is
found to have plagiarized any other work. The growth in Internet-based
businesses selling pre-written essays and dissertations has created a sense
that this is now a ‘problem’, so universities are increasingly sensitive to the
issue. The independent research project must be entirely the student’s own
work. It is vitally important that the criterion of ‘independence’ is satisfied.
However, it is also true that few ideas are truly original and research pro-
jects in particular are substantially a review of existing ideas. This is why
there is often confusion over what, exactly, constitutes plagiarism.

Plagiarized work is research or other writing that is reproduced in a
project report as if it is the author’s own words when in fact it has been
copied from another source. Many students, especially those working in a
second language and trying to understand a new educational culture, find
it difficult to distinguish plagiarism from legitimate paraphrasing. The
literature review component of the research project report describes, sum-
marizes and evaluates the published work of writers in a field. It can seem
odd, and even presumptuous, to reword this work. However, the research
project is not merely an extended paraphrase of the work of established
researchers. It is the student researcher’s discussion and views on this pre-
viously published work. The distinction between copying or plagiarizing
and legitimate quoting and paraphrasing is difficult to grasp for some stu-
dents, but it is a crucial one.

Literature reviewing demonstrates important academic skills. If a
student researcher can summarize a particular piece of research or theory
succinctly it demonstrates that he or she has read and understood the
work. This kind of engagement with the published research of eminent
academics is an important part of the Western university tradition.
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Students sometimes feel that is presumptuous for a student researcher to
summarize, criticize and/or paraphrase a study conducted by a published
researcher. On the contrary, it is considered that this demonstrates a
mature intellectual engagement with the work. This is a higher order intel-
lectual skill: it demands that the student can read and understand the
research and also that he or she has the linguistic skill to articulate that
understanding without relying excessively on the quoted words of the ori-
ginal author. It is most important that this is demonstrated through a
balance of direct quotes, paraphrases and summaries.

All written or graphic material that is reproduced unchanged from a
source should be accompanied by the author and page citation (e.g. Smith,
2003, p. 4); written material should be placed within quote marks. Foot-
notes may be used where appropriate. A paraphrase of a short section of
work should also normally have the original author cited. The student
researcher’s own text may be summarizing or discussing another author’s
published research, but if it is not using that author’s published words then
quote marks are not needed. The concept of plagiarism is a mark of
Western higher education in some ways since it implies that student
researchers can engage with intellectual work as equals to the original
authors. This is why plagiarism is considered so important an issue by uni-
versities. The plagiarist fails to demonstrate one of the most important
groups of intellectual skills that the independent research project is
designed to assess: the skills of reading, understanding, critiquing and dis-
cussing the published work of established researchers.

School students of literature are often asked by the teacher to describe,
criticize or discuss a particular piece of poetry or prose. Many direct quotes
are useful for this purpose but there can be no mistake that the discussion
must make use of the student’s own original ideas and words. The student’s
considered views on the piece of work are being sought and their ability to
demonstrate their understanding by articulating those views will be assessed
by the teacher. Similarly, the independent research project requires students
to engage with published research studies in an active and critical way so
that the original author’s words are reinterpreted by the student researcher.
This is what strictures against plagiarism are designed to encourage. Plagia-
rism is a serious charge and, where proven, can prevent graduation, so
student researchers should make every effort to ensure that they cannot be
accused of it by carefully citing every source that they have used.

Standards of scholarship

The independent research project conducted in a higher education context
is a test of a student’s scholarship. Scholarship consists in assimilating dif-
ferent sources of information into a new piece of written work. The stand-
ards required are high. Not only do research project reports in the UK and
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the USA have to be clearly structured with a well-defined problem or issue,
logically ordered and written in appropriate and grammatically correct
English, they also have to satisfy standards of good scholarship. ‘Good’
scholarship is not easy to define. It has many dimensions.

For academics, scholarship is their craft and it is evident in published
articles in well-established academic journals. In an important sense schol-
arship is an aspect of rhetoric because the best ‘scholarship’ consists in the
highest quality of argument. ‘Argument’ in this sense does not carry its
everyday meaning of acrimonious or antagonistic disputes. In academic
work ‘argument’ is a general term that refers to all kinds of scholarship
conducted in written form. All written academic work is an ‘argument’ in
the very broad sense that it is written to persuade. The writer wants the
reader to be persuaded that the arguments and positions taken in the work
are plausible and that they can be logically inferred from the evidence that
is presented. Even where a student researcher has conducted a literature
review on the current state of reward management research for a human
resources management project, he or she is still constructing an argument.
The interpretation of research literature is not final or beyond dispute. The
student researcher must state their views of that literature and try to
support them with appropriate citations or direct quotes. In a broad sense,
even a discussion must ‘argue’ in favour of its points of view. While the
tone of academic writing is normally moderate and emotionally detached,
the writer must still persuade the reader that the points of view that are
offered are well founded and logically coherent.

Carrigan (2003) refers to a typology of the characteristics of scholarship
in Jankowicz (1991). The characteristics include careful use of evidence to
support arguments, care and accuracy in the identification of information
sources, and thoroughness in the coverage of the subject matter. ‘Thor-
oughness’ implies that arguments and points of discussion are well 
balanced. This in turn implies that alternative points of view are acknow-
ledged and evaluated. A further characteristic is integrity in the use of data
and the formation of arguments and points of discussion. The reader must
believe that the work has intellectual integrity. In other words, the reader
must feel that the work and arguments presented represent a sincere
attempt on the part of the writer to investigate and report a topic whatever
the findings may be.

For most academics, ‘scholarship’ also implies that the subject of the
research project is placed in the context of previously published studies in
academic journals or research texts. The literature review is, then, a very
important part of establishing the scholarly credibility of the work. In this
section (discussed at greater length in Chapter 3) the student researcher
discusses previously published research that is relevant to the project topic.
It also draws on previous work to establish problems and issues, analytical
concepts and theoretical frameworks that will be used in the study itself. In
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the case of novel or cross-disciplinary topics it can be difficult to find pre-
viously published work in precisely that area. In such cases the student
researcher should review studies that address issues and areas that are in
some way relevant to or related to the specific focus of the research study.
He or she must build an argument to justify the chosen approach in terms
of what previous research appeared to neglect. At undergraduate or
master’s level the student researcher does not need to identify a clear ‘gap’
in previous research to the same degree required of a PhD. He or she
would, however, need to review a selection of high-quality work that
showed that their topic of study is logically related to a number of previ-
ously published research areas.

For example, one research student wanted to do a study on the rebrand-
ing of a country as a tourism destination. She had to look at a variety of
literature to offer a broad discussion on relevant research. Useful published
research was found in public relations and corporate communications
research, in tourism management, in human geography research and in
published work on brand management. She also found helpful sources in
the tourism management literature. There will be times when a student
researcher finds the kind of published study or studies that fit(s) their
research topic exactly and locate(s) it within a defined field of work. In
many other cases student researchers will need to demonstrate their skills
of scholarship by integrating published research from a variety of areas in
order to give their study an appropriate literature context.

How to get the most out of this book

It was mentioned earlier that this book has been written so that it can be
read from beginning to end, but it can also be used as a reference text to
learn more about particular aspects of the research project process, about
data-gathering approaches and about particular theoretical perspectives.
For example, students on postgraduate degrees who have already com-
pleted an undergraduate research project and know what topic they want
to research, might wish to go straight to Chapter 2. Chapter 2 discusses
problems and issues related to crafting the initial research proposal. The
matter of choosing a topic and crafting the research problem or issue to be
investigated is critical in designing and planning a viable research project.
Many pitfalls can be avoided by paying sufficient attention to just this
initial stage. Success or failure in the research project is often determined
right at the beginning. The choice of topic and title is, perhaps, the most
important element of the whole project. If a topic is thought-through and a
title carefully crafted in view of the resources and time available, then there
is every chance of the project being successful. Many student researchers
find that, with no experience of research, this is the part that confuses them
the most because they cannot envision what the process entails.
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Chapter 3 aims to help with this problem. It discusses the document –
the research report, thesis or dissertation – that must be produced. This is
particularly useful for getting a sense of the whole research project process.
The chapter reviews the issues in ‘writing up’ the project and offers sug-
gested chapter headings for research project reports. It suggests chapter
headings for projects that use newly gathered data (primary data) and also
for projects that are based on existing, publicly available research articles
and market data (secondary data). All this information is extremely useful
for new research students. Many texts on research methods do not go into
much detail on the practical issues involved in successfully conceiving of,
and completing, a research project. They tend to dwell on the technicalities
of data-gathering methods and analytical procedures. New student re-
searchers can gain confidence from reviewing the whole research project
process in terms of the final product.

Many students embark on their research project without understanding
what it is they must produce at the end. They can subsequently find that
their research loses direction. For example, some research students acquire
more and more data and more and more copies of relevant research
papers, but they have little idea of how to organize all this information
and write up their project. It is very useful for research students to have
some idea of what they must produce from the beginning of the process.
This helps a lot with research planning and time management. It is also
helpful to know the pitfalls and problems in advance. Finally, if a research
student knows what their whole research will look like in outline when it
is finished, they are less likely to make unwise decisions during the process.
They can, in other words, use their scarce time more efficiently. Chapters 2
and 3 are written to help with just this problem.

Chapter 4 begins to establish the techniques for gathering data, if
primary data will form part of the research project. The chapter does not
seek to set out the basis of each method in detail but focuses on practical
hints on how to use these data-gathering methods successfully. Research
projects that use primary data have to discuss and justify their chosen
data-gathering ‘method’. This is an important part of supporting the find-
ings or insights that the research generates. Students doing their first
research project may have never had to justify their arguments to this
degree before. Essays completed as part of taught courses cite academic
sources but do not have to support their claims in the same way as
independent research projects. Essays are substantially reviews of previ-
ously published work. While the academic research project report does
indeed have to have a critical literature review, it must also go beyond this.
Bachelor’s and master’s projects do not have to generate new knowledge
or theory, but they do need to be able to support their conclusions and
arguments carefully. A clear rationale for choosing a particular data-
gathering method is therefore very important.
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Students who know what they want to research, know how to write 
a research project proposal and have a working knowledge of data-
gathering techniques may feel that they want to develop more sophistic-
ated analyses of their data. For these students Chapters 5 to 10 will be
particularly useful since they outline particular traditions of research
theory that have been used in recent high-level studies and can be adapted
for the student research project. Chapter 5 introduces more of the concep-
tual vocabulary of interpretive research in order to set the scene for the
treatment of particular interpretive research traditions that follows in the
remaining chapters. Interpretive research approaches share many com-
mon themes and priorities and overlapping techniques. However, each
approach is also distinctive in important ways. The student researcher can
survey the information on each to decide which particular interpretive
approach, or combination of approaches, is most suitable for their re-
search project.

Chapters 6 to 10 introduce traditions such as phenomenology/existen-
tialism, semiotics, literary theory, postmodernism, critical discourse analy-
sis, critical theory, ethnography and others, which have much to offer the
novice researcher. They can be drawn on selectively to develop more
sophisticated analysis and discussions that go beyond a naïve description
of qualitative data. As the interpretive theoretical perspectives become
increasingly important in framing qualitative data gathering and analysis
in both managerial academic settings, this book can be used as a primer
for marketing, management and consumer research specialists who want
to learn more about particular interpretive traditions.

For most student researchers, the task of deciding on what topic to
research is the major hurdle at the very beginning of the research project
process. The following chapter deals with the problems and possibilities of
this important issue.

Glossary

Confirmatory research design When a theory seeks to explain and predict
certain events in the world (such as consumer behaviour in response to an
advertising campaign) researchers might seek confirmation that its predic-
tions hold in specific circumstances. They would, then, design a ‘confir-
matory’ research study. This would normally be a research design that
employed quantitative methods to test a hypothesis in a ‘positivistic’ re-
search approach.

Data set The primary research material gathered by the researcher.

Depth interview A long interview that explores an aspect of the world of
the interviewee’s experience.
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Exploratory An exploratory research design seeks insight and understand-
ing, it does not seek to confirm generalizable facts.

Hermeneutics The study of the theory of interpretation. Hermeneutics
derives from approaches to Biblical interpretation or exegesis.

Hypothesis A hypothesis is a statement of fact about the world that can
be tested by observation. Hypotheses are often phrased in terms of cause
and effect such as ‘If x, then y’. Hypothesis testing research usually applies
statistical tests to quantitative data sets. An interpretive research design, in
contrast, would normally have a broader, less specific research problem or
issue as its main organizing principle.

Interpretive research ‘Interpretive’ refers to a broad and diverse category
of research traditions that emphasize the use of qualitative data in ex-
ploratory and creative research designs. It is assumed that the theoretically
informed interpretation of research data to generate rich descriptions of
everyday events and issues is a legitimate and fruitful social scientific
approach.

Literature review An extended discussion of previously published aca-
demic work that is relevant to the research topics under investigation. The
literature review sets the context for the research project and identifies
issues, research gaps and analytical concepts that may be used in the
project.

Plagiarism Use of another’s work without proper acknowledgement.

Qualitative ‘Qualitative’ data sets are made up of non-numerical material
such as transcripts or audio-recordings of interviews, field notes of
researcher observations, records of conversations, and any kinds of social
text such as books, newspapers and advertisements.

Quantitative ‘Quantitative’ data sets are, as you would expect, numerical.
In business and management questionnaire surveys are often used to
gather data that can be quantified. Statistical analysis is then performed on
the data.

Sample Researchers cannot collect all the primary material that could
possibly be relevant to their study. They must be content with a partial
sample of all the relevant material. There must be a criterion for selecting
the sample so that the data gathering is systematic and the data set
collected is the best one given the research objectives of the study.



Chapter 2

Choosing the topic

Chapter outline

This chapter focuses on the choice of research topic because this important
decision must be considered in the light of its implications for research
project method, scope and structure. The choice of topic, and most
importantly the way it is phrased, has major implications for the success of
the project. This chapter aims to help student researchers to think through
their research project ideas and to judge whether a particular research
problem, question or issue can make a viable project.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• understand the importance of the choice of research topic
• understand the importance of how the research topic is crafted

and expressed
• appreciate the need for thinking through the research idea in

terms of the implications for research design

The range of research topic choices in
management and marketing

As Box 1.1 in the previous chapter suggests, the choice of possible topics
for a research project in marketing, management and consumer research is
very wide indeed. There are many social phenomena that can be re-
searched from one or all of these perspectives. The scope of such studies
may be broader than many student researchers realize. Marketing, for
example, is a functional area of organizational management but it can also
be conceived as a pervasive presence in citizens’ lives in developed and
developing economies. Successful marketing may be indispensable to
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organizations but the institutions, activities and values of marketing are
hugely influential beyond the organizations they serve.

In many industrialized and post-industrial economies marketing activity
is often seen as a source of social problems, as well as a means of generat-
ing wealth. In underdeveloped countries the lack of a marketing infrastruc-
ture is considered a painful absence and a major barrier to the creation of
wealth and the reduction of poverty. Marketing is a management field:
practically every organization engages with markets at some level, in some
way, even if the terms of engagement may often be far from the familiar
world of consumer goods transactions. People are employed to ‘manage’
this engagement and to manage all other organizational activities and rela-
tionships. Marketing management is not just about big organizations,
executive managers and consumer goods markets. It is, crucially, about
consumers and consumption in every context, since all marketing activity
is premised on assumptions about the nature, needs and social practices of
consumers.

‘Management’ itself is a broad and amorphous category encompassing
all manner of directing, coping, co-ordinating, strategizing, organizing,
resourcing, allocating, investigating and making judgements, from the
executive pomp of major global corporations to the humble local store,
small business or charity. Management goes on with vast resources and
armies of subordinates, and it also goes on with no resources and no sub-
ordinates in small business. The management experience is vast and varied
and its engagement with markets and consumers offers a fertile source of
research topics.

The world of consumption is a vast arena of symbolic human practice
that is rich in research possibilities from many perspectives. The analogy is
a powerful one: we can be said to ‘consume’ not only perishable items
such as food, drink and fuel, but also clothes, motor cars, theme parks,
service encounters, even the sheets we sleep on are ‘consumption’ items in
this sense. Any aspect of consumer experience is valid material for re-
searchers in marketing since it all contributes towards a greater understand-
ing of the end of marketing activity: consumption. It has been suggested
that consumption has become the primary symbolic human activity in
developed economies. This may take the consumption metaphor too far for
some tastes, but it can hardly be doubted that marketing actively seeks to
transfer meaningful values and norms from their origins in non-
consumption social life to the products and practices of marketing. Hence
as consumers we are encouraged to realize our aspirations, wishes and fan-
tasies of fulfilment through our consumption of marketed brands, products,
services and lifestyles. The scope of possible topics and questions for a
research project in the marketing area is, therefore, indeed very broad.

The student’s preferred research topic might evolve from a particular
industry issue or problem, or it might entail a more personal issue perhaps
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deriving from experiences as an employee, a consumer or a researcher. We
all experience marketing activity as consumers and form ideas of how this
activity might be managed. For example, we queue in shops and banks
(service delivery quality), we buy products that we like (customer loyalty
and relationship marketing) and products we dislike or products that were
delivered poorly (relationship recovery, marketing operations). We take
part in social rituals of consumption when we go out to restaurants, to see
a show in a theatre or cinema, or to watch a football match. We read
newspapers, eat advertised chocolate snacks, drive branded cars and wear
branded goods. As consumers our practices of consumption might gener-
ate ideas for research projects. Our experiences of being ‘managed’ either
as consumers or as employees might also generate ideas.

The project topic may evolve from an interest in functional managerial
issues, for example the student might be interested in examining how
service quality might be improved in a particular industry context, say
banking or restaurants. It may be that the student simply has an interest in
an area and wants to learn how things happen, for example how adver-
tising strategy is developed in an advertising agency. There may be a
particular question that interests the student, such as how tourism destina-
tions are influenced by the service quality of travel agents and their staff,
or how tourism operator brands influence the Internet purchase of ‘pack-
aged’ holidays.

The case for ‘exploratory’ research

The range of possible topics is indeed broad but the way that the research
topic or question is crafted is of great importance. At undergraduate or
master’s level, research projects do not normally need to have a hypothesis.
Exploratory studies rather than hypothesis testing studies are often more
suited to the student researcher. For example, the research question deriv-
ing from a functional or managerial interest can usefully be cast as a broad
exploration. Say the research question is looking at the influence of travel
agency staff on consumer choice of tourism destinations. An exploratory
research design builds fewer assumptions into the research question and
makes it less likely that the inexperienced student researcher will find the
project speeding down a ‘dead end’. In other words, if a research question
implies that there is a relationship between two variables (in this case,
travel agency staff attitudes and consumer destination choice) then the
research may discover late in the study that the relationship does not hold.
Tourism destinations may not be influenced by travel agency staff at all.
The staff may be influential in the choice of tour operator or airline, but the
destination choice may be more influenced by other factors.

Too specific a research question, for example, one that postulates a
direct causal relationship between variables, may be searching for a causal
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relationship that isn’t there. A functionally driven research question (i.e.
one to do with managerial efficiency or effectiveness) might presuppose a
link or causal relationship, say, between sales promotional activity and
sales, or between celebrity endorsement and brand equity. It might proceed
from essentialist categories such as ‘quality’ or ‘strategy’ or ‘brand equity’
that are not necessarily useful in describing or explaining organizational
action in practice. An exploratory research design gives the student re-
searcher the flexibility to adapt the research to new knowledge.

There may also be an assumption implied in the research question that
the student with little or no experience of a particular industry can solve
problems that practical people encounter every day. ‘Managerial’ research
projects are particularly prone to this fault: seeking to improve marketing
or management processes may be a laudable aim for a student research
project, but is it realistic? If experienced people have been tackling a
particular problem every day of their working lives, how likely is it that a
student project can find the best way for direct entry into the Chinese
motor car market for a Western car manufacturer or solve an industrial
relations issue in the coal mining industry? Functional research projects
may well provide new insights into problem solutions or new ways of con-
ceiving of the problem, but it is important for the intellectual quality and
practical credibility of such projects that they are framed modestly as
explorations seeking insights and understanding, rather than making grand
and hollow claims about solutions.

If the research project topic is too ambitious or unrealistic in its aims
the research is going to get sidetracked into arguments that are needed
simply to defend the basic assumptions. This is a sure way to stifle research
creativity. It also takes the fun out of research if you can’t change your
mind and explore something unexpected but interesting that emerged from
the investigation. Furthermore, it is a poor research ethos that forces re-
searchers to ignore issues that arise because they don’t fit into the a priori
categories that were built into the research question. For all these reasons,
first-time student researchers often find that broad, exploratory research
questions or issues are the safest and most appropriate.

The ‘working’ title and topic

A ‘working’ title is statement of a research question, issue or area that is
phrased broadly so that it can be made more specific at a later stage. It is
useful in exploratory research that research questions have some flexibility.
If a person starts out by, say, researching branding in a particular product
market and then, mid-way through the project, decides that communica-
tion is central to the issue, it would be an intellectually flawed exercise if
they could not adapt their research to take in a change of emphasis from
branding to brand communication. Research projects should not have to
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perform logical somersaults to defend the coherence of the question. This
would be a little like setting out on a world back-packing trip with a bad
map, then insisting that the map is right – therefore this mud patch on the
left must be Copacabana Beach.

Research questions should initially be couched in exploratory terms
even if the original interest from which they evolve is one of a functional-
ist, managerial, normative nature. ‘How can this work better’ is a natural
question to ask for people attracted to marketing studies through a man-
agerialist vein of thinking. In most cases an intellectually honest investiga-
tion will reveal the assumptions built into the question and hence lead into
an exploration of the preconditions for the problem. In any case, in mar-
keting and other management fields, people working in that field feel that
they already know how things could work better. They feel that the hard
part is trying to implement the necessary changes. Self-evidently, in most
cases, since implementation of managerial practices and solutions is diffi-
cult, the problem itself is not as simple as it may appear to the naïve re-
searcher. A project entitled ‘Resolving customer dissatisfaction in service
encounters in the motor car hire industry’ is quite likely to generate some
useful insights into customer experiences in that context, but it cannot do
as it claims and ‘solve’ the problem, because it is a complex and continuing
issue of management. Research questions should be realistic about the
limitations of research.

The project proposal

Deciding on the topic area and the importance of
wordcraft

The choice of topic must be motivating for the student otherwise the
research experience will be a chore. It helps greatly if the topic is also
motivating for the supervisor so a degree of negotiation is most helpful.
The supervisor can help the research student to clarify issues and assump-
tions involved in the topic idea. The supervisor can also get a feel for
whether the topic falls within his or her range of interest and expertise.
Wherever possible research dissertations should not be a mere chore for
the supervisor because where they are this is quickly sensed by the student
and a key element of the motivational framework for doing the disserta-
tion is flawed. This may be out of the hands of both student and supervi-
sor if the faculty administration dictates the issue.

The process begins with a research proposal that represents the initial
ideas on how the project will unfold. As mentioned above, in the initial
stages of the project a ‘working’ title may be sufficient. For example, a
project entitled ‘The relationship between advertising and sales in the
notebook segment of the UK computer retailing sector’ would be rather too
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specific. This would be a somewhat over-ambitious project that reveals a
naïve understanding of the complexity of the issues involved. Such a project
would need to be radically modified at a later stage, when the student
researcher realized that they could not satisfactorily establish the stated
relationship. However, if the same project proposal is worded in more
general terms as, say, ‘An exploration of advertising strategy in the note-
book segment of the UK computer retailing sector’, then there is scope for
the precise aims of the project to be re-appraised later in the light of the
information that is gathered and the understanding that is developed. An
over-ambitious, sweeping project proposal can risk setting the student up
for failure. A more modest, carefully qualified proposal is usually wiser.
Proposals must be interesting and they must have a point or a question that
will structure and drive the research. However, this can be phrased broadly
because the project may then reach its full potential in an evolutionary way.

The need to choose a topic and stick to it

Doing the research project entails acquiring knowledge that is new to the
student researcher. This new knowledge then, obviously, changes and
informs the way the problem or issue is conceived. However, there must be
a definite topic area and a general perspective that cannot be changed. It is
unsettling for students and worrying for the supervisor if students change
their minds about the topic they want to research half-way through the
process. Research projects that are part of taught degrees are often con-
ducted in a tight time-scale and with limited resources. Supervisors are
often responsible for large numbers of students. Therefore, a radical
change of topic mid-way through the process can present special dif-
ficulties. There are some circumstances when this might be possible, but in
most cases it is much wiser to create a project proposal that can be clearly
related to the project report that is eventually written. As with every aspect
of the research project, any difficulties can be worked out with sensible
discussion and negotiation.

Another reason why the topic area should not be changed once it has
been decided is that many institutions require a research proposal to be
submitted as a first stage in the process. This proposal will form the basis
for the project and the student must produce work that is clearly con-
nected to the proposal. Before writing the proposal students should take
time and trouble to explore different topics, different research designs and
different problem formulations. This is why academics always try to
encourage students to begin thinking about their research project long
before it is time to submit (advice that is, unfortunately, seldom heeded).
Then, when the student has decided on a topic proposal in discussion with
their supervisor, they need to stick to it. The precise way the topic is con-
ceived, though, can and should subtly change as the research progresses.
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For example, a student might decide to investigate comparative advert-
ising strategies for motor cars in the UK and China. As they progress in
gathering data they might decide to focus on a particular brand or class of
car. They might also refine their project to focus on a specific market
segment. They could even change the emphasis of analysis from a broad
concern with ‘advertising strategy’ to some aspect of creative execution,
such as the portrayal of speed in motor car ads, or the representation of
masculinity that is produced through the visual imagery of the ads. They
might be let down by brand managers in the car industry who had previ-
ously agreed to grant an interview but who now do not have time. In this
case they might seek alternative interviewees, perhaps from the advertising
agencies themselves. All this can change the emphasis of the research ques-
tion and the consequent analysis and discussion. But the important thing is
that, however the emphasis of the project may change, the broad topic,
scope and aims do not. That is why a broad, exploratory working title for
the project proposal is often, pragmatically, the best starting point.

Writing the proposal

Different universities ask for slightly different things in their project pro-
posal. They all, however, have the same general purpose. Proposals are
designed to get the students to think carefully about their research project
and to begin to think through and plan how they are going to complete it
on time and to an acceptable standard. Many institutions try to get stu-
dents to think about their proposal quite early in the year even though the
project often does not have to be submitted until the very end of the
course. Academic staff often find that a high proportion of students leave
serious project work until rather late in the year, leading to a panic when
submission time is near. The project is itself a major learning experience
for students and it is unreasonable to expect that they can plan the entire
process in detail in advance. However, if students take the proposal seri-
ously it can save a lot of stress later. The things that are normally required
in the research project proposal are listed in Box 2.1.

Box 2.1 Research project proposal checklist

1 Topic area and working title
2 Major research questions/issues/problems to be investigated
3 Areas of literature (topics, academic journals, article titles) rele-

vant to the review
4 Methods of data gathering (for empirical projects)
5 Research activities/time-line for research
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The importance of reading the academic literature

One of the best ways to prepare a proposal is by reading the academic
research on the topic the student is thinking about researching. This will
mean taking the trouble to use the databases of academic literature that
are usually available in most university libraries such as ‘Proquest’,
‘Emerald’, ‘ABI-inform’, ‘EBSCO’ and ATHENS. University library staff
are the experts in ‘literature searching’ and they are usually only too happy
to advise students doing research projects. Reading the academic literature
has several benefits. First, students begin to understand the academic style
of writing, including the use of conventions such as Harvard referencing
and the use of appendices. Second, acquiring a good understanding of the
published research in relevant areas is a major part of the project process.
It can be especially useful for students to see how academics develop their
own research because they choose to copy or adapt the approaches they
read about.

For example, the author studied for a taught MSc in Marketing some
years ago. He was particularly interested in marketing and corporate com-
munications, both to external and internal audiences. The research project
he produced grew out of some reading on ‘mission statements’. A group of
researchers had collected many examples of published mission statements
and had then analysed their content using a simple content analytic frame-
work. The author extended this work by collecting more mission state-
ments from a particular industry sector (higher education) from the
organizations’ published reports, web sites and other communications. He
adapted the previously used frameworks by adding a few categories. The
study was published (Hackley, 1998) with some theoretical development
that had not been present in the original project.

Originality of research

In the above case, as in many examples of research, researchers can extend
existing research studies, though usually on a smaller scale than the pub-
lished study. Student researchers are sometimes worried about the origin-
ality of their work if they adapt or extend a previously published research
study. Adapting previously published research studies should not be con-
fused with plagiarism. It is not only entirely legitimate: it is an extremely
useful way of carrying out a first research project without ‘re-inventing the
wheel’. Student research projects must be original in the sense that they
must be the student’s own work. They do not have to be original in the
sense of being an entirely new, never-before-thought-of idea. Indeed, no
research falls into this category. Every individual researcher researching in
good faith from their own particular perspective will produce original
work in the sense that it is their own ‘take’ on a given topic.
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Most academic published research is linked with or extends previous
published work in various ways. Conceptual papers, that is, published
research that does not draw on primary data sets, review previously pub-
lished research to draw attention to theoretical anomalies or gaps and to
suggest new lines of discussion or investigation. Empirical research papers
that do use primary data sets often reproduce previously used research
designs and use them on new sets of data to test the findings. Such papers
also often explore old data with new theory, or explore old research prob-
lems with a new angle or concept. ‘Originality’ in academic research con-
sists in the particular arguments, style and combination of ideas employed.
Originality in student research projects does not mean never-before-
imagined ideas or findings. Reading published research and drawing ideas,
examples and ways of working from it is absolutely the best way for
student researchers to form their own ideas about the kinds of research
possible and the appropriate academic style of research writing.

‘Deductive’ and ‘inductive’ research designs

The terms ‘deductive’ and ‘inductive’ are often used in research theory.
Inductive means reasoning from the general to the particular. For example,
if something seems true in many varied circumstances, it may also be true
in specific circumstances. Deductive means reasoning from the particular
to the general. If a causal relationship or link seems to be implied by a
particular theory or case example, it might be true in many cases. A deduc-
tive research design might test to see if this relationship or link did obtain
in more general circumstances. Generally, a deductive research design
would test a theory, link or relationship that has been suggested, claimed
or postulated by a particular theory. The findings would support or
modify the theory, or perhaps cast doubt on its assumptions.

In social research inductive designs would normally be exploratory.
Strictly, inductive research looks at many cases in order to induce general
patterns or relationships. However, major research studies can go through
both inductive and deductive phases. If, say, a hundred sales people are
interviewed about their motivation, a researcher might be able to induce a
general proposition about sales person motivation that seems to be true for
a large number of the interviewees. The researcher might feel that this
proposition has not been considered in the previous research and theory
on sales force motivation. Perhaps a large number of interviewees mention
that having a boss with good communication skills is very important for
their motivation. The researcher could then use a deductive research design
to ‘test’ this proposition on an even larger number of cases, perhaps by
means of a questionnaire. The finding would then provide material for
reflection and modification of a theory of sales person motivation.

This kind of inductive–deductive research design is very common in
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post-doctoral business research. It is particularly characteristic of a style of
research that is often loosely labelled positivist research. In business
research applications the label positivist often implies that researchers are
trying to discover simple and direct causal relationships, such as a relation-
ship between sales manager communication style and sales force motiva-
tion. The kind of research described above takes time, resources and
statistical expertise. It also requires researchers to be very familiar with
specialized research methods. Researchers need to have an in-depth under-
standing of a specialized body of theory. These are compelling practical
reasons for not doing this kind of research study in an undergraduate or
master’s research project. However, the illustration does show how induc-
tive and deductive research phases can contribute to understanding a
particular research problem.

Given the emphasis of this book it should be noted that many academic
and business researchers who work in interpretive traditions feel that this
research style, also called the hypothetico-deductive approach, has a
limited range of useful application. It tends to work best where there is
already robust theory that can make strong predictions. Some interpretive
researchers have argued that there are few examples of this kind of theory
in the management and marketing area. Some have also argued that this
kind of theorizing is not necessarily appropriate for a wide range of prob-
lems and issues in social research in management and marketing.

The concepts deductive and inductive are not only used in the context
of research design. They can be applied to reasoning and thinking styles. In
this sense deductive and inductive are not mutually exclusive ideas.
Arguing and analysing necessarily draw on both inductive and deductive
thinking in the process of reasoning about a particular problem or issue.
For example, if I go out of the house three days in a row and get wet
because it is raining, I might take an umbrella on the fourth day. I have
induced a hypothesis: ‘If I leave the house without an umbrella I will get
wet.’ Therefore I carry an umbrella to prevent getting wet when I leave the
house. However, if I decide to test this hypothesis deductively when I go
on summer holiday to southern Italy, I will find that my hypothesis does
not hold true in that situation. I could carry my umbrella around in Rome
for weeks in the summer and never get wet, unless I fell into one of the
fountains. In our daily life we use deductive and inductive thinking to
understand the world and to make predictions. If we relied exclusively on
one or the other thinking style we would not manage very well at all.
Many large-scale research designs, as in the illustration above, move from
inductive to deductive and back again as theories are refined and de-
veloped. It is therefore rather a simplification to say that a research design
is either inductive or deductive. Research is always both.
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The student–supervisor relationship

One other matter deserves mention before we move to the next section.
The student researcher’s success depends a lot on their supervisor. It is
always wise, and simple good manners, for students to attend meetings
when requested, listen to the advice offered, and meet deadlines when
asked to do so. It is very unwise to fail to contact the supervisor for
months on end, then to demand advice and guidance by tomorrow. In the
great majority of cases supervisors sincerely want their research students to
do well and many will go an extra mile or two to help. However, students
must be aware that it is a two-way street. ‘Independent’ research project
means exactly that. Students must work independently but under the guid-
ance of the supervisor. Too much contact, or too little, can have a negative
effect. In almost every case a little consideration and goodwill on both
sides solves any problems.

Many university departments set out procedures for making contact
with supervisors. Some allow a good deal of flexibility. Some supervisors
prefer regular meetings and updates. Others expect their students to go
away and work independently once a careful initial discussion has set out
just what their topic is to be and how they should go about researching it.
Supervisors of this inclination would usually want to review only one draft
before submission. Both supervisors and students have differing needs and
preferred ways of working: the main rule is that friendly and courteous
consideration on both sides can make the process more satisfying for both
parties.

Supervisors have a wide range of knowledge and expertise but their
most important attribute for the student researchers is their experience of
judging, evaluating and designing research projects. In many cases it is not
necessary that a supervisor be a specialist in a given sub-area of marketing
or management for he or she to be able to give useful advice and to judge
the success of a research project at undergraduate or master’s level. Acade-
mics are often required to read and judge a wide range of papers in their
work as reviewers for academic journals, research funding bodies and PhD
proposals and theses. Student researchers should be aware that experi-
enced academics have read, and in many cases written, a great many
research papers and have developed strong research skills that enable them
to help students research a wide range of topics.

‘Empirical’ and ‘conceptual’ research projects

The chapter will now discuss another important distinction, briefly men-
tioned earlier, in the kinds of project that can be undertaken as part of
taught degrees. Some research projects at taught degree level in manage-
ment and marketing are based mainly on existing sources of information
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such as academic papers, published economic data and/or internal com-
pany records. Such projects are often termed ‘conceptual’ projects to dis-
tinguish them from projects that make use of original information that is
gathered by the research student. Projects that generate original data are
often called ‘empirical’ projects. The section below will elaborate on the
issues and problems of each kind of project. It will then return to import-
ant issues of what topic to research given the special demands of these two
categories of research.

Empirical projects

Marketing, management and consumer research projects in higher education
can be either predominantly empirical, conceptual, or they can include ele-
ments of each. Empirical knowledge derives from experience and empirical
research projects utilize first-hand experience of primary data sets from, for
example, interviews, survey data or observation. The primary data is placed
in the context of available literature (in the literature review) and is then
analysed for insights or findings. An empirical project report will represent
the student’s own systematic investigation into the topic. It will include a
critical review of relevant research literature, perhaps including important
practitioner literature (trade press, industry reports) and published market
studies too. The general findings from the review are then evaluated in the
light of the student’s first-hand experience of the particular topic area, that
is, their interpretation of the empirical data that has been gathered.

The amount of primary data in the empirical project can vary greatly.
In research projects that are part of taught courses, data sampling may be
based on very small samples for practical reasons. Qualitative data-gather-
ing techniques use sampling approaches that are not required to provide a
basis for statistically significant generalization. Data can be based on con-
venience samples and need not be randomized. Primary data can be used
to enhance a primarily conceptual project or it can be used as the major
basis of argument for a project. One MSc student project the author has
supervised used three focus groups, another used four interviews. The
amount of primary data that is useful depends on the research question. It
is also important for student researchers to remember that even if small
samples are representative of larger groups, that is, if they share the major
characteristics of the larger groups, findings are still limited to the imme-
diate research context and should be expressed cautiously in view of this.
It is an important inductive principle of research that even if a particular
fact or relationship between variables is true in millions of cases, we
cannot know for sure if it will be true in the next case we examine.

Many projects combine elements of both conceptual and empirical
approaches. One way of combining the two approaches is to focus on the
literature review while carrying out a limited number of short interviews to
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get important practitioner or consumer perspectives on the topic. These
perspectives can then be acknowledged and used in the discussion. Many
projects in marketing and management that investigate a live problem do
so by reviewing relevant literature on research and practice and then com-
paring the major findings with first-hand interviews with practitioners. In
this way an empirical component can be added to a mainly conceptual
research project. Conducting interviews with practising managers also has
the added benefit of sharpening students’ research interviewing skills and
filling out their knowledge of the area. It can also be a useful exercise in
getting contacts in an industry that might offer employment prospects after
graduation.

‘Conceptual’ projects

Conceptual projects with no first-hand data are also acceptable at this
level. These projects are not based on primary data but use mainly existing
published sources of information. Conceptual projects consist of an
extended critical review of available research literature around a particular
set of research issues, questions or problems. Students who survey acade-
mic literature will see that many published research papers in marketing,
management and consumer research are like this. They report no empirical
findings and have no data as such, but they explore issues or problems
related to research. Many are simply a critical review of previously pub-
lished literature that explores the state of knowledge in a particular area.
Such a review would normally try to spot gaps or neglected areas or issues
on previous research in order to make suggestions about how future
research might contribute to greater understanding. Other conceptual
papers are more intellectually complex in that they develop sophisticated
themes related to research philosophy and methods and about the scope of
research in that field. Some conceptual papers offer historical analyses of
particular traditions of research to show how it has developed and what
influences have shaped that development.

The ‘conceptual model’

Conceptual projects can induce a conceptual model from the literature
review. A model in management and marketing research is a representa-
tion of an event or process that illustrates something important about that
event or process. Placing some related ideas in a conceptual model can be
quite a powerful textual device for making particular points or summariz-
ing particular relationships. Models in basic management and marketing
text books are often, simply, related concepts placed in boxes with arrows
showing the direction of causation or the flow of decision-making. In
advertising research, for example, there are hierarchy-of-effects models of
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advertising effects; in marketing there are models of sales cycles and new
product diffusion; in management there are models of employee motiva-
tion and decision-making. The model in the conceptual student project will
be drawn from a synthesis of findings from the literature and will suggest
possible implications of this synthesis for management practice or for
future research.

For example, one of the author’s MBA students once wrote a project on
advertising ethics by first reviewing literature on the topic. She then
developed a taxonomy or list of ethical problems that can arise with
particular advertisements. These included mis-description, overt use of
negative social stereotypes, sexually provocative imagery and so on. The
researcher found that, while countries tend to have their own regulatory
systems for advertising, individual advertisements often seem to succeed in
by-passing these criteria with subtle use of symbolic texts and imagery. She
then induced a conceptual model of criteria for evaluating the ethical
status of particular advertisements. This conceptual model included the
major criteria that could be used to judge an individual advertisement’s
ethical status. The research report applied the conceptual model by giving
several examples of advertisements and judging their ethical status by
applying the content criteria in the conceptual model.

Another of the author’s students was interested in the ways advertisers
seem to target the insecurities of young women. The project was framed as
a study in ‘social fear’. The concept of social fear was intended to express
the appeal of advertising that targets young women to sell products that
exploit their fear of being unattractive or being rejected by a group. Pro-
ducts such as treatments for fresh breath, products to get rid of body hair
and to prevent spots came into this category. She conducted an extensive
literature review that addressed issues such as theories of advertising
effects and ethical issues in advertising. She then collected a selection of
print advertisements and creatively induced from them a typology of social
fear in advertising. The typology of social fear was the conceptual model
in the research project.

Other conceptual projects do not develop a conceptual model as such
but, rather, develop abstract ideas and themes. One project explored the
claims that research in marketing often makes to being a kind of science.
The student wrote a reflexive, first-person research project expressing his
bewilderment at the conflicting views in marketing. He discussed the
various ideas he had been exposed to on his taught MSc in the light of his
own career aspirations in marketing. A reflexive and relatively unstruc-
tured research project only reads as a credible piece of work if it is well
written and well informed. This project was based on many articles pub-
lished in marketing research journals that discuss research theory and rele-
vance in marketing. It evaluated articles that claim marketing to be a
science, and articles that pour scorn on that presumption. It reflected on
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the implications this lack of academic consensus has on the education of
aspiring marketing professionals. It did so in a lively and well-informed
written style.

Conceptual projects that draw on many published articles and challenge
conventional wisdom and practice in the field are a pleasure to read from
an academic’s point of view, at least if he or she is sympathetic to that
view. To make such a project credible the student must demonstrate that
he or she has read and thought about a large number of high-level acade-
mic papers and, moreover, understood them. Another MSc student wrote
a conceptual project that entailed a critical appraisal of the literature on
the sub-field of political marketing. Again, to make this piece of work
credible as a research project she had to show that she was familiar with
much of the current and recent literature and ideas in that field. The
writing style had to be mature and elegant and the themes developed had
to demonstrate a good working understanding of research in the field.

It is wise for any student researcher considering a conceptual project to
discuss it carefully with the supervisor. Projects that criticize conventional
wisdom and practice need careful handling. Critical projects fit best with
critically inclined supervisors. Some supervisors prefer student researchers
to limit the scope of their research to exploring smaller-scale questions
rather than critiquing fundamental aspects of the field as a whole.

More issues on the wording of the project title and
topic

We have already discussed the importance of topic choice in general terms.
What follows is a more focused discussion on some of the specific prob-
lems that can be solved at an early stage if this part of the process is done
carefully. Many students get stuck at this first stage of the process because
there are simply so many choices. Even more confusing is the way these
various topics choices can be expressed. As the research project report is a
written text, the wording is all-important. Potential research topics can be
expressed in different ways which have vastly differing implications for
research design and analysis. Putting the research problem or issue into
words is often the most difficult and the most important part of the whole
exercise. If the project is clearly defined and achievable then the rest of the
process should fall into place.

There are many traps to avoid when deciding on a project title and
topic. For example, it is very important not to choose a topic merely
because it seems interesting. It must also be one that can be researched
easily in the available time and with the available resources. ‘The impact of
US Government economic policy on the level of marketing activity’ might
sound impressive but how would you go about studying such a broad
question? Perhaps narrowing it down to a particular industry sector
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(motor manufacturing) and a specific aspect of Government policy (mone-
tary policy) might help but this remains a huge question for a 10–20,000
word research project that has to be completed within one or two semes-
ters. Even if one case study of one organization was conducted, attributing
marketing activity in the firm to US Government policy would not be easy.
There could be other causes, such as shifts in consumer demand, competi-
tor activity or internal marketing initiatives that might equally influence
the level of marketing activity. And what would constitute a good measure
of marketing activity? Many research projects that initially sound good to
the first-time researcher come apart at the seams under more careful
examination. It is essential that the research title and topic are picked
apart, criticized and thought through at the very beginning. The cost of
not thinking carefully enough about the title at the beginning could be a
research project that runs aground when it is too late to start again.

It is important that a project is interesting to the student because that is
where the motivation for seeing it through will come from. It is also
important to think of practicalities such as can the topic be researched? Is
the information available? Is there time? Can the topic be reasonably
researched in a short report conducted over a few months? Box 2.2 lists
some of the major issues to consider in choosing the project topic and title.

Getting access to data or to interviewees

Accessibility to information and/or interviews is a major consideration.
Students must be sure that they can get access to interviews or other in-
formation in organizations before they build that data into their research
question. Getting access to interviews or other company data cannot be
presumed upon. Organizations are busy, complex places. Promised data

Box 2.2 Checklist for choosing a project topic

• Is the topic interesting to you?
• Does the research problem make sense to people when you

explain it to them? Is it clearly and succinctly expressed?
• Does your supervisor feel that it is appropriate? Does it fall

within the required subject domain? Is it sufficiently important/
interesting?

• Can you say how you would investigate it? In other words, is it
do-able?

• Is enough relevant published research-based literature available
to support a substantial critical literature review?

• Does the topic depend on access to confidential or sensitive
information?
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may not, in the end, be provided. Interviewees may cancel at the last
minute, or move jobs. Students often send letters asking for interviews and
wait many weeks for any response. It is good practice to follow up the
letter with a phone call or email within a week. It is also important to
address the enquiry to a named person who has responsibility for the area
of interest.

If the student’s approach is considerate then practising managers often
enjoy giving interviews. For the student, the experience of conducting
interviews with practitioners is usually very positive. In most cases stu-
dents doing research projects find that practitioners are extremely friendly,
helpful and constructive and the help they provide can be a most reward-
ing part of the research process for the student. It can also be so for the
interviewee. However, be prepared to interview a different person to the
one you had approached initially, and possibly at a different time. Also, be
prepared to travel to the interviewee’s office at a time of their choosing.
For students, the principle should be that obtaining interviews is very valu-
able, since they can add the practitioner’s perspective to your research. Just
don’t make your whole research project plan dependent on access to a spe-
cific interview or particular piece of company data, in case it doesn’t
happen.

Many students have privileged access to particular kinds of data and it
can be wise to exploit this. For example, students studying in foreign coun-
tries can often pick a topic for a comparative study that draws on cross-
cultural issues because of their expertise in two (or more) languages and
their knowledge of two cultures. The author has often encouraged students
to conduct comparative studies of management, consumer or marketing
practices in the UK and their own home country. In this way students can
make use of their special knowledge of two cultures.

For example, one Japanese student collected magazine advertisements
for particular brands of car from Japanese magazines and compared these
to the advertisements for the same car in UK magazines. She used a semi-
otic analysis (discussed later in the book) to draw out the different cultural
codes that domestic readers might use to understand the meanings within
the ads. She also used the analysis to infer the differing domestic and
foreign positioning and segmentation strategies that manufacturers were
trying to deploy. This master’s project was later used as the basis for a
(successful) PhD proposal. In other examples, a Malaysian student studied
advertising management in Malaysian advertising agencies and compared
this to literature on the process in US and UK agencies. He drew on his
experience and contacts in the Malaysian advertising industry. A Chinese
student did a case study of brand communications strategy in the fast-food
sector in Beijing, again using US and UK literature as a basis for compari-
son. She had previously worked for a major advertising agency in Beijing
and was able to ask friends at the agency for useful material. Another
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Chinese student explored the Chinese motor car market as a potential
market for UK and US motor car manufacturers. In each case students
were able to exploit their special contacts and knowledge to enhance their
research project.

Dealing with a scarcity of published research

Access to primary data is not the only potential difficulty in conceiving of
a research topic. Both empirical and conceptual projects must have a sub-
stantial literature review as their basis. If the chosen topic is novel or new
there may not be very much literature in publication that deals with that
precise topic. For example, research into the marketing effectiveness of
new media topics such as interactivity and Internet communications can
fall into this category. Even if the student researcher finds some useful
sources, this field is changing so quickly that the few books and articles
that are in print quickly fall out of date. This makes it difficult to ground
the project in an adequate literature review. One solution to this problem
is to investigate a new or novel topic as a subcategory of an old one.

For example, a student who wishes to do a project on interactive media
would, at the time of writing, find relatively little authoritative published
academic research that could be the basis of the project literature review.
Instead, the novel topic could be presented as a subcategory of a well-
established one, for example by calling the project ‘The role of interactive
media on media strategy decisions in advertising’. There is plenty of avail-
able academic literature, text books and practitioner articles on media
strategy in general advertising. By locating a new topic within a well-
established one the student can be sure to find plenty of existing published
work on which to base a thorough literature review.

‘What’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions

We have already emphasized the importance of the choice of words in
expressing the project proposal and title. Of particular importance is the
kind of question that is implied in a research proposal. Different kinds of
question imply different methods and analytical approaches. Students new
to research are often unaware of the implications different kinds of ques-
tion have for their whole project.

‘What’ questions

For example, many topics entail ‘what’ questions. A common way of craft-
ing a research question in marketing is to ask ‘What is the connection or
link between x and y?’ Very often this will be cast in terms of the possible
impact of a marketing variable in a particular managerial intervention.
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This could be a question of causation such as ‘What is the impact of
celebrity endorsement on sales of a brand of sports shoes in the UK?’ or
‘What is the effect of a 10% price reduction on consumers’ perceptions of
the quality of brand X?’ Such questions, while legitimate research topics,
carry assumptions that dictate the character of the research to be con-
ducted. First, such questions assume that the categories contained in them
(‘celebrity endorsement’, ‘brand’) are unquestionably appropriate to the
circumstances. Defining the terms in no way avoids this problem because
the categories, however defined, set the terms of researcher engagement
with the topic. As a result there will inevitably be an element of logical cir-
cularity to a project in which an essential category is taken for granted.

To put this in another way, the first question assumes that ‘celebrity
endorsement’ has an impact on sports shoe sales. In social research in mar-
keting, management and anything else, you can always find what you
think you are looking for. If you assume that ‘celebrity endorsement’ is
what drives sales in the sports shoe market then that is what you will
‘find’. But there could be other ways of conceiving of this relation. Perhaps
the brand exposure is the important thing and the celebrity component is
incidental. Perhaps celebrity endorsement is the wrong phrase to use:
members of the public know very well that celebrities often ‘endorse’ pro-
ducts that they don’t use. Perhaps the celebrity association with the brand
is the important thing and not the endorsement as such. Clearly such ques-
tions of conceptual clarity and causal relations in marketing can and
should be discussed in the research project report. However, in marketing
research in particular, it is all too often the case that they are not. Market-
ing research projects do need to offer a balanced justification of their
assumptions in order to satisfy broader intellectual criteria.

It is useful to be aware, also, that in many cases the academic assessing
or second marking the research report may not be inclined to accept that
certain concepts and relations can be taken for granted. In the above case
it would be wise for the student to pose a broader research question
exploring the nature of demand for sports shoes in the UK (or other)
market so that, should any causal relation become evident during the
course of the research, it can be reported in an appropriate context. Alter-
natively the research proposal could explore the role and nature of
celebrity endorsement promotion in a national sports shoe market. That
way, the research findings are not presupposed in the research question.

It is an important part of the ethical and the intellectual integrity of
management research that conventional or given categories, phrases and
relations are inverted and questioned and their use critically examined in
local contexts. As mentioned above, marketing research has a record of
perpetuating essential concepts in self-confirming research exercises. For
example, research that investigates the role of the ‘marketing mix’ in
particular product markets legitimizes the ‘marketing mix’ as an important
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and useful category of management activity. One may argue that the ‘mar-
keting mix’ is just that: important and useful. But research that accepts
given categories and the relations implicit with their use is likely to lack a
spirit of creativity and critique. A research project is an opportunity to
explore creatively an issue or area and thereby intellectually develop and
enrich the researcher. As an intellectual exercise a research dissertation
should be an exercise in challenging assumptions and picking apart native
categories. An inexperienced researcher should not feel bound to decide
what they are going to find before they start looking. So the topic chosen
can be framed initially as a working title exploring, investigating or exam-
ining an issue, problem or relationship. If the topic is cast in this way the
issue is left open. The topic may change emphasis or direction depending
on what the researcher finds. Initial categories (such as ‘celebrity endorse-
ment’ or ‘marketing mix’) should be established by critical inquiry and not
simply asserted by definition.

‘Why’ and ‘how’ questions

‘Why’ questions, as well as ‘what’ questions, can be inappropriately
phrased in a way that implicitly supplies the answer. For example, the
research question ‘Why does marketing orientation offer sustained com-
petitive advantage for commercial organizations?’ is clearly a question that
has answered itself. Incidentally, this is a question that, even phrased in an
exploratory style, is probably beyond the scope of a student project unless
they can get access to senior executives of several organizations. ‘How’
questions also need to be used with caution. The question ‘How do ency-
clopaedia sales people maximize their effectiveness in sales interviews?’
assumes that direct selling is an important sales channel for encyclo-
paedias. How many encyclopaedias are sold by direct sales these days? A
student researching this project would find out half-way through the
process that encyclopaedias are rarely sold this way these days so there
would be a shortage of available research sources. It would be more useful
to the student who is interested in this area to investigate either, a) encyclo-
paedia sales and distribution in a given market, or b) sales interview styles
in any context. In general it is a useful practice for first-time student
researchers to pose open questions so that they are not caught out later by
the presuppositions implied in particular kinds of question.

We tend to phrase social research questions in terms of ‘what’, ‘why’
and ‘how’ when we first embark on an independent study project. Students
new to research cannot be expected to know that they set traps for them-
selves in phrasing questions in this way since they presuppose particular
ways of knowing and understanding. It is far from unusual for a student to
do a conscientious research project investigating such a question only to be
told at the end that they were not awarded a better mark because their
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research question was too narrow or was otherwise inappropriate to the
subject. ‘What’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ imply that there is a ‘what’, a ‘why’ or a
‘how’. In social research there may be highly complex relations between an
event and its consequences or antecedents. At undergraduate or master’s
level, an open investigation into a topic tends to be a wiser exercise for the
student. It is also a more creative exercise to conduct an open investigation
that is not stunted by the need to defend the assumptions implied in the
question.

The choice of research topic, then, is a particularly important aspect of
research planning. Considerable thought must be given to the way the
topic title and research proposal is drafted. Getting this right and thinking
it through can save a great deal of stress later in the process. The next
chapter discusses the outcome of the research project process, the project
report, also called the dissertation or thesis. It is particularly important for
student researchers to understand that a written document, a text, is the
goal of their efforts. If student researchers appreciate the likely structure,
tone and style of this text at the beginning of the process it can make
research design and planning much easier.

Glossary

Conceptual project Project that does not make great use of primary data
but, rather, develops a conceptual analysis from a synthesis of published
research and existing available data.

Convenience sampling A method of choosing a data sample based on con-
venience, such as when academic researchers in psychology or manage-
ment use their own students as research respondents or participants.

Deductive Normally refers to reasoning that proceeds from the particular
to the general. If a fact or relationship between variables seems to hold in
one case it might hold in all cases.

Empirical research project Research that generates new data.

Functional In this chapter ‘functional’ refers to research projects that seek
to address a functional area of business such as accounting, operations,
marketing, service or manufacturing from a managerial problem-solving
point of view. ‘Functional’ has a different meaning in sociology and cul-
tural anthropology, often described in terms of a biological metaphor that
emphasizes the systemic interdependence of parts.

Harvard referencing The style of referencing used in this book. It entails
citing references in the text with author and year. The full reference is
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placed in the references section in alphabetical order at the end of the
document.

Hypothetico-deductive A style of research that derives a hypothesis from a
body of theory, tests it empirically and uses the findings to inform or
modify the theory.

Inductive Reasoning that moves from the general to the particular. For
example, if a causal relationship seems to hold in many cases it might be
tested to see if it holds in more cases.

Positivism In social research the term usually refers to a set of assump-
tions about reality and knowledge that have some similarity to the pre-
cepts of a branch of philosophy of knowledge called ‘logical positivism’
(Ayer, 1936). In management research ‘positivist’ often refers to research
that assumes that the social world can be treated as materially real in the
same way as the physical world.

Randomized Randomized data is collected according to a principle of
random sampling, that is, no element of human judgement is involved in
the selection of data and each unit of data should have an equal chance of
selection.



Chapter 3

‘Writing up’ the research
project

Chapter outline

This chapter discusses each part of the research project in order to give
students a rounded view of the whole document they must eventually
produce. Having this view will help with research planning and time man-
agement. It will also help students’ confidence to know how the various
parts of the research project fit into the whole. Some common problems
and difficulties can be anticipated and tackled in advance. The chapter sug-
gests research project chapter headings for both conceptual and empirical
projects.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• see both the parts and the whole of the research project writing-
up process

• plan the research knowing what kind of text must be produced
• anticipate some of the common difficulties and opportunities in

research writing
• set out with confidence on the research process

‘Writing up’ and the research process

‘Writing up’ is often considered to be the final stage in the research project.
However, it is strongly advised that students think carefully about the
written document that they must produce right from the beginning of the
project process. By doing this students form an idea of the whole picture of
a research project before they embark on it. In contrast, many first-time
student researchers begin the project without appreciating the nature of
the desired end-result. They attempt each stage without knowing why it is
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important and how it fits into the whole. This can result in poor planning
and loss of direction. Academics are very familiar with student research
projects that are flawed because they are poorly structured. If students
have a holistic idea of what kind of text they must produce then the
process can be much less stressful and more successful.

The common idea of ‘writing up’ research implies that the research
process is separate from the writing process, and also that ‘writing up’
somehow requires less attention than the research. Neither is true.
Research is constructed through writing. Research cannot be communi-
cated unless a narrative is constructed to tell the research story. Therefore,
it makes perfect sense to consider the narrative conventions of research as
part of research design. This does not imply that there is one right way to
write research projects. People plan and write their research in different
ways. The process of writing, and the style in which the researcher writes,
can differ widely.

Some student researchers gather data and literature over time and then
write up a draft of the whole project. Others prefer to do their literature
search first and write up the project chapter by chapter. If the project is
deductive in style, the literature review will come first in the research
process as well as appearing early in the research project report. If, on the
other hand, the research is inductive in style (see previous chapter for dis-
cussion on deductive–inductive research designs) there will be an initial
literature review followed by a phase of data collection, followed by
another more closely focused literature review. The research report will,
however, be written up in the same sequence as for the deductive research
project, with the literature review early in the sequence of chapters. This is
because research writing does not always have to accurately represent the
process of research. Indeed, it would be impossible to do this. A research
study that takes several months and entails false starts and blind alleys
would not make easy reading if it were described in every detail. The
sequence of actual research activities depends to a large extent on personal
preference (and on the preferred style of the supervisor) and upon the
nature of the project. The report itself need not necessarily reflect this
sequence of activities. It is more important for a research report to satisfy
some of the accepted narrative conventions of research in that field. In
other words, it must look like a research report (or thesis, or dissertation)
in order for readers to accept that it is one.

Students conducting a research project have to construct their research
question, to read widely around that topic, to choose a suitable method of
inquiry, and to reflect on their own assumptions as they attempt to make
sense of their question and of the answers. Many university and business
school faculties have their own conventions for style, tone and structure of
such projects, typeface and references style, contents and chapter headings.
Many academic supervisors have individual preferences in such matters. It
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is wise for students to make sure they understand exactly what conven-
tions they are expected to observe in their research project. However, there
are principles of good practice that apply to every research project.
Research reports need to have certain things, like literature reviews,
research objectives, findings, references and so on. They need to be pre-
sented in an appropriate sequence. The report also has to be written in an
appropriate style or ‘tone’. The next section will develop some themes on
this most important aspect of research writing.

The academic writing ‘tone’

The ‘tone’ of a piece of writing refers to what it conveys through, for
example, its grammatical conventions and vocabulary. Tone can be gener-
ally formal, informal, conversational, authoritative, amusing, serious, tech-
nical and so on. It is difficult to define tone since it is a matter of in-
terpretation. The best way to address the issue for research writing is to
say that the tone must seem to the reader to be appropriate for a research
text.

The appropriate writing tone is often identified with the standards of
‘good’ scholarship referred to in Chapter 1. Academic writing styles can
sometimes seem obscure and pretentious to readers more familiar with
newspapers or popular novels. Academic papers are often strewn with the
technical jargon of social science. Sentences are long and often carry mul-
tiple subclauses as academic writers build in contingencies to everything
they want to say. It is important to recognize that, while some writers are
obscure because their thoughts are not clear, much academic writing uses
technical terms and stylistic conventions because they have become part of
the accepted way of writing in that field. It is an important part of the
student researcher’s task to begin to understand the purpose of this style
and to write in a way that is somewhat like it.

Some of the stylistic conventions are easy to grasp. For example, many
research papers are written in the ‘third person’, as when the authors refer
to themselves as ‘the authors’ instead of simply saying ‘I’. This convention
can rhetorically produce a sense of detachment or objectivity. It makes the
research writing sound more rigorous. It is often a good idea for student
researchers to adopt this convention although it is not always required.
Many interpretive traditions of research adopt the first person grammar
and use ‘I’ when referring to the author. Different academics have different
preferences. If in doubt it is a good idea to write in the third person
because that is the traditional approach.

Writing in the third person, while a somewhat stilted prose style, can
help to encourage a disciplined approach to writing up the work as a piece
of systematic research rather than as a personal story. Again, while writing
in a disciplined and conventional style is usually advisable for student
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researchers it is not the only way. Published researchers have attempted to
challenge this convention and have written very personalized accounts of
their research. Holbrook (1995) has even devised an interpretive method
of research he calls ‘Subjective Personal Introspection’ that has been used
in various published interpretive consumer research studies (e.g. Shankar,
2000). Brown (e.g. 1995) has produced some of the most vivid, and funni-
est, pieces of writing in academic marketing using an exclusively personal-
ized style. Marketing authors have used poetry and lyricism to shed new
insights on marketing as a Romantic endeavour (e.g. Brown et al., 1998,
and in consumer research, Sherry and Schouten, 2002). It is probably fair
to say that you have to be a very experienced and creative scholar, and a
confident writer, to produce a credible research report in as frankly a
subjective vein as these authors. For most student researchers, writing in
the third person is the ‘safer’ option.

Another important aspect of writing tone concerns the way ‘arguments’
or points of view are constructed and assertions made. As also mentioned
in Chapter 1, the entire research report is an argument, in a rhetorical
sense. The research project process can be seen as a test to see whether the
student can develop or explore points of view of some complexity drawing
on a variety of sources. In the research report he or she must show that they
can sustain this for eight, ten, twelve or twenty thousand words, depending
on the requirements of their department. This is not easy, which is why the
research project is considered to be the most advanced part of any acade-
mic course of study. The report will attest to the student researcher’s stan-
dard of scholarship. For academics, a high standard of scholarship is
difficult to define, but they know it when they see it. It consists in plausible,
clearly expressed, thorough and well-supported intellectual work.

Making claims and supporting arguments

Credible research writing depends on not making incredible claims. The
acquisition of more knowledge usually makes people less extravagant in
their claims, therefore more modestly styled prose suggests to the reader
that the author has more knowledge. The stance of the true researcher is
that one knows little or nothing. Knowledge progresses in very small
stages, if it can be said to progress at all. Academics working in a particu-
lar field know a lot, but this knowledge shows them how much more there
is to know. This does not mean that one has to write only about topics
that can be reduced to tiny subtopics. Neither does it mean that research
writing should be excessively cautious in making assertions of any kind.
There is plenty of scope for creative exploration in ideas, as long as the
writer is frank about what is speculation and what is a more substantive
claim. Assertions, claims or suggestions should be carefully and logically
supported with reasoning or evidence.
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Any assertion in a research report (such as ‘Management researchers
still understand relatively little about motivation in the workplace’) needs
to be supported very carefully with references to published authorities, to
other sources or by careful reasoning. Inadequately supported assertions
are probably the most common reason for losing marks in a research
project report. The examiner will not normally judge the student re-
searcher’s writing on whether or not what they write about is true. Much
of social science is speculative and can only be judged on its coherence or
its logical connection to other bodies of theory or evidence. The examiner
is, however, looking for a good quality of argument and discussion. This
implies that authors should show that they are aware that their point of
view is not the only one that may be right. Authors of research reports
should show that they are aware of a number of possible points of view.
There is a lot of published research literature on employee motivation so
the above assertion would, at least, need to be placed in a context of a
careful review of a good range of that literature in order for the examiner
to accept that the writer has sufficiently supported the claim.

So, before embarking on the research report, remember to read as many
academic research papers as possible to grasp the academic style and to
become familiar with a range of research in the field of interest. Second,
remember that academics who have devoted their entire career to research-
ing a specific topic often feel that, while they know a lot, they still know
much less than they’d like to. Consequently the last thing they want to
read is a piece of student research from a writer who thinks they’ve
cracked the whole problem in a semester. Popular business and manage-
ment texts tend to use grammatical conventions which imply that they
offer solutions: ‘Managing quality better in financial services’; ‘Relation-
ship Marketing, the new paradigm for business success’; ‘Emotional Intelli-
gence: the key to effective management’. These are not, to my knowledge,
the titles of real books, though they could be; I’ve made them up. They
employ grammatical styles that are very (too) common in this field. Stu-
dents should be aware that a research project should not make too much
use of the popular, consulting style of writing that is seen in many teaching
texts. Write in a style that shows caution towards assertions, supports
points with careful reasoning and evidence from literature and research,
and show awareness that there may be alternative points of view that have
not occurred to you, the researcher.

The project report structure

At this stage it will be useful for student researchers to have an insight into
what they must produce at the end of the research process. In the end, aca-
demic research into social topics such as management and marketing is a
textual enterprise: that is, the researcher is engaged in producing a text to
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be read (and judged) by others. Knowing how the various written com-
ponents will fit together is extremely useful in planning the research, and
writing, process.

Each kind of project (empirical and conceptual) has similar require-
ments that it must follow in order to satisfy the intellectual standards of
higher degrees. The chapter headings in Boxes 3.1 and 3.2 are offered as
flexible guides to the broad content of an independent research project.

Whether a research project is mainly empirical or mainly conceptual the
student researcher still needs to demonstrate an informed point of view in
a carefully developed and structured piece of written work. It is not
enough to simply summarize a series of articles or book chapters and pass
this off as a conceptual project. In both styles of project there must be a
problem/issue formulation, a set of criteria for selecting relevant literature
and a way of evaluating or discussing the theories and findings in that

Box 3.1 A suggested empirical research project chapter order

Project Title: must be clear and carefully phrased

Abstract: 100–150 words summarizing the project aims and main
findings

Contents page
Chapter 1: Including the introduction; overview of research issue/
problem; research objectives; major theoretical assumptions; outline
of the project as a whole
Chapter 2: Critical literature review; locating the issue/problem
within relevant published research; identifying key concepts and
issues
Chapter 3: Method: offering an explanation and justification of the
particular approach chosen; referring to published authorities to
back up the chosen approach; explaining why the chosen approach
was most appropriate in the circumstances
Chapter 4: Empirical research report; reporting findings from
primary research
Chapter 5: Synthesis of literature review with empirical findings; dis-
cussion of major issues
Chapter 6: Concluding comments and recommendations

References: Harvard method, full reference for every authority cited
in the dissertation

Appendices: may include additional graphs or data that would have
interrupted the flow of the text, such as interview transcripts
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literature. The findings of the empirical project, or the conceptual
model/findings of the conceptual project, will form the basis for the analy-
sis/discussion, so in both there must be a clear point of view that can be
developed logically.

The particular structure chosen for the project can vary but every
project will contain, in whatever form, the elements of these suggested
structures. That is, the project must contain a clear research problem, issue
or question that the supervisor has agreed is appropriate. It must contain a
careful, substantial and critical review and evaluation of relevant research
papers and other published sources. Finally, it must contain a careful
assimilation of major findings that discusses the needs of future research
and/or the implications for current and future practice. The following sec-
tions will discuss in more detail the particular problems and issues arising
at each stage in these suggested project structures.

Box 3.2 A suggested conceptual research project chapter order

Project Title: must be clear and carefully phrased

Abstract: 100–150 words summarizing the project aims and main
findings

Contents page
Chapter 1: Introduction: overview of research issue/problem; project
objectives (e.g. to review current developments in a particular field);
outline of the project
Chapter 2: Extended critical literature review; locating the issue/
problem within relevant published research, identifying key concepts
and issues
Chapter 3: Conceptual model; inducing the major features or find-
ings from the literature, or developing main arguments regarding
future research or practice
Chapter 4: Applying the conceptual model to a set of case examples
Chapter 5: Synthesis and discussion
Chapter 6: Concluding comments and implications

References: Harvard method, full reference for every authority cited
in the dissertation

Appendices: may include additional graphs or data that would have
interrupted the flow of the text
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The abstract and chapter one

The abstract and chapter one can often be written last of all. That is
because with exploratory research one does not know how the story will
turn out until the end. Hence the abstract and chapter one could change
many times before the final write-up. This is to some extent a matter of per-
sonal preference. Some researchers prefer to gather data, think about the
issues, make notes and reflections, draft some sections and collect relevant
research articles until the last moment then write a first draft of the project
report in one go. Others prefer to start at the beginning and write a chapter
at a time in sequence. The abstract will summarize the whole project in
about 150–200 words. Chapter one will explain in more detail what the
project is about, what its main aims and subject matter are. It will also set
the background context and explain why the topic is of interest.

The chapter can begin with a problem statement about what issues the
research will seek to address. It can then set out some background to set
the report issues within a broader context of a particular industry, a par-
ticular tradition of literature or a specific problem. It will need to set out
three or four major research objectives. Finally, the chapter can outline the
whole project report, indicating what each chapter deals with, how the
research was conducted and briefly summarizing the major findings and/or
conclusions. This gives the reader a good idea of what to expect and, more
importantly, shows that the report is the result of a carefully structured,
well thought-through and systematic piece of scholarly research (see Box
3.3).

Project research objectives

It is important to remember that repeating the aims, objectives and themes
of the research in the abstract, in chapter one and in the final chapter, is
not only appropriate but necessary. It is necessary by convention and also

Box 3.3 Chapter one suggested content

Abstract: 150–200 words that describe topic, problem, methodo-
logical standpoint and main findings.
Introduction: statement of the research problem or issue, reasons
why it is important and/or interesting
Background: setting the context with regard to particular industry or
research issues
Main research objectives
Major method(s) or philosophical/conceptual standpoint
Brief outline of the chapter themes that follow
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to remind the reader that what is being written is structured according to a
consistent set of questions or themes. The objectives would usually be set
out in chapter one, returned to at several stages during the report, and
finally restated in the concluding comments. In this way the writer clearly
signals to the reader that the research was well conceived and systematic.
In general it is a good idea in research writing to make it easy for the
reader to see to why particular points and sections are relevant to the main
theme. A degree of necessary repetition can help in this aim.

Research aims and objectives are very important, though it should be
remembered that they need not be complex. It is not necessary to produce
an original contribution to knowledge in a taught master’s or undergradu-
ate degree course. For this level of research project objectives can be quite
simple and straightforward. They are important because they indicate that
the researcher had a focus for the research and that this focus is the basis
for the narrative structure of the report. A report must tell a story of a
piece of research. A story must have a plot that develops through a begin-
ning, a middle and an end. A research report that drifts along without a
point of focus will give the reader the impression that the researcher never
quite thought through what it was they wanted to find out. The research
objectives also provide an internal measure of the success of the research.
If the final chapter can say to what extent the objectives were achieved
then the report is likely to be well structured.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the research report is not a tem-
porally linear representation of the research process. That is to say, the
report is not the same thing as a research diary and does not necessarily
describe the precise order of events. In exploratory research the objectives
may be crafted in final form at the end of the research process because
they, like the broad research question, will be modified during the
research. Some research objectives, such as ‘To critically review the exist-
ing state of theory from a selection of leading journals’ need not change
during the process. This is a broad and straightforward objective for a
conceptual project. Other, more specific objectives might well evolve and
change in emphasis, although they will have been present in some form
from the beginning.

For example, a research project might set out ‘To find success factors in
entrepreneurial marketing’. The researcher might find that this objective
was too broad. Research interviews with marketing entrepreneurs might
well generate interesting findings regarding the origins of the entrepreneur-
ial mentality but these insights may be personal, rooted in the entrepre-
neur’s particular biography and experience. The phrase ‘success factors’
implies that ‘factors’ are the same for every entrepreneur in every entrepre-
neurial situation. Furthermore, entrepreneurial activity is conducted in
many different industries and takes differing forms. To be entrepreneurial
within a health service implies different behaviours, outcomes and priori-
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ties to being entrepreneurial in, say, a television production company or a
small retail business. Hence the broad objective could be refined to accom-
modate the specific research context and priorities.

Many research objectives are very simple. For example, the student
researcher might wish to use words such as investigate, explore, evaluate
or examine a particular area or problem. He or she might wish to investi-
gate relationships between events or variables or to explore a particular
problem. Modestly phrased objectives often pave the way for the most
sophisticated research because they imply that the student researcher
understands the complexity of the issue or problem that is under investiga-
tion.

Reflexive writing and the achievement of research
objectives

Interpretive research reporting traditions often adopt a reflexive stance.
Reflexivity in research means being aware of being aware. In research
writing it implies open and transparent acknowledgement of all the cir-
cumstances of the research context, including the personal reflections of
the researcher. Many models of scientific inquiry that are based on physi-
cal science have no place for reflexivity. They are written to rhetorically
produce a set of findings that are independent of author and of method:
they are written to be universal, and anonymous. Interpretive research tra-
ditions, in contrast, give a voice to the researcher. In student research
work, in particular, it is important to show that there is awareness of
limitations of method, of sample, of ways in which the findings were influ-
enced by the assumptions, beliefs and research style of the researcher.

In a reflexive research project it is quite appropriate for the researcher
to comment on how the research project evolved. There is no need to
pretend that it all went without a hitch. Indeed, the examiner will nor-
mally want to see that the student researcher has developed his or her
research skills and subject understanding through reflecting critically on
how the project was conceived and carried out.

It may be appropriate to refer to the refinement of research objectives in
response to the researcher’s developing understanding. The change in
objectives should be made clear and the reasons for this change explained.
In interpretive research designs, then, the recrafting of research objectives
is a legitimate part of the research process. In strictly ‘positivist’ research
that seeks to support or reject a specific hypothesis, changing the research
objectives would not be in keeping with the research ethos. It would be a
form of ‘cheating’, although a careful reading of the research would soon
reveal the inconsistencies in the story. In interpretive research the integrity
of the research process is the important thing and this includes being sensi-
tive to flaws in the original problem formulation and research objectives. It
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also entails being sensitive to unexpected insights emerging from the
research. In a creative research design such unexpected insights can be
accommodated within the project and these changes can be openly dis-
cussed.

‘Critical’ thinking and the literature review

Whatever research topic is decided upon it is essential to locate it in an
appropriate body of literature. The research project should seem to have
evolved out of a careful consideration of previous research in similar
related areas. Some research projects (conceptual projects) consist mainly
of an extended review of literature. Other, managerially oriented projects,
may be based around a particular industry problem. For an academic
research project, solving a managerial problem is not enough. The
problem, and the means of solving it, must be set within a context of pre-
vious and recent research. This entails reviewing a cross-section of pub-
lished academic journal articles relevant to the research topic. The
literature review must be ‘critical’ in order to satisfy a major criterion of
higher academic accomplishment.

Examiners of research projects often regard evidence of ‘critical’ think-
ing as a necessary condition satisfying the higher educational objectives of
the research project. However, what academics mean by ‘critical’ thinking,
research and writing is often far from clear. The word ‘critical’ is often
used in managerial writing as a synonym for ‘important’ (as in, for
example, ‘marketing is a critical business function’). Many academics feel
that ‘critical’ thinking is the same as intellectually ‘rigorous’ thinking.
These terms imply that in research writing differing theories and perspec-
tives have not simply been accepted at face value by the researcher. Rather,
the critical or rigorous researcher has compared them to each other and
evaluated each theory or perspective in terms of their apparent qualities
and shortcomings. Work that does this well demonstrates a deeper level of
understanding and a more penetrating quality of intellect than work which
takes a passive position towards theories and merely accepts them uncriti-
cally. In other words, the literature review that merely repeats the views of
several authors on a topic is not ‘critical’. Research writing that is ‘critical’
demonstrates a higher level of intellectual accomplishment than this.

‘Levels’ of critical thinking are outlined in Box 3.4 to try to illustrate
this point more clearly. Box 3.4 is offered to help students understand this
idea of ‘critical’ analysis so that they can incorporate it into their work.

Level 1: Uncritical thinking

Uncritical thinking is exemplified by referencing a theoretical or concep-
tual model (such as E. Jerome McCarthy and the four Ps of the Marketing
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Mix) and applying the concepts of Ps to a marketing management issue.
This may be appropriate in work of a managerial problem-solving vein.
The conceptual coherence or practical usefulness of the framework used is
not a major consideration in such work. Coherence and potential useful-
ness are taken for granted and such research seeks to investigate its topic
within the assumptions set by the chosen model. This kind of research may
be managerially or practically useful if it is set within a defined manage-
ment problem. The difficulty is that such work may not necessarily satisfy
the educational demands of an academic project since it uncritically
accepts the assumptions that are implied by the model. Such assumptions
might include the following:

a that the marketing mix cake-baking analogy is indeed analogous to
practical marketing management;

b that the framework is internally coherent so that logical inferences can
be made from it;

c that it generates insights that have practical utility to marketing pro-
fessionals;

d that it has universal applicability to any marketing context;
e that the mix elements are decisive in market success;
f that marketing managers have strategic control over all mix elements.

The marketing mix framework might be defended against these criticisms,
but research projects that fail to acknowledge fundamental criticisms of
the constructs and conceptual frameworks used are usually confined to the
uncritical level of analysis.

Box 3.4 A suggested schema of levels of critical thinking

Level 1: Uncritical thinking: uncritically accepting the assumptions
built into concepts, theories and axioms
Level 2: Problem-based critique: focusing on the possible ‘usefulness’
or ‘effectiveness’ of a given concept or model for solving a practical
managerial problem
Level 3: Critical engagement with the epistemological assumptions of
normative (problem-solving) models
Level 4: Sociological critique: opening up the political dimension of
marketing and management discourse to question which interests
might be served by particular representational conventions
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Level 2: Problem-based critique

Thinking at this level entails analysing the usefulness of the theory in terms
of how it might deepen insight into a particular issue. It therefore goes
beyond the uncritical thinking described in level 1 above. There are two
particularly pertinent questions:

1 Does the conceptual model/theoretical knowledge add to or go beyond
experiential, ‘common-sense’ understanding?

2 Does the theoretical model fit well with the situation under investiga-
tion?

If the answer to either of these questions is negative, a third question is
begged: what other theoretical framework would be useful? The onus is on
students to explore a range of theoretical work with application to the
particular problem. So, to extend the example, if the student researcher
were to apply the marketing mix framework to a particular marketing
management problem or issue, they would need to begin with an extensive
evaluation of the mix in their critical literature review. The review would
have to address criticisms of the practical usefulness and managerial rele-
vance of the framework, discussing weaknesses, strengths and the implicit
(and explicit) assumptions that are built into it. The review would seek to
move towards a frank appraisal of the mix framework as a basis for mana-
gerial problem solving. It would also acknowledge that other frameworks
may offer different but equally useful insights.

Level 3: Critical engagement

An example of this level of thinking is Brownlie and Saren’s (1992)
critique of the Four Ps, in which they engage critically with the logi-
cal assumptions underlying the Four Ps. Critical thinking of this kind
addresses the internal logic of a theoretical framework or construct. Such
reviews may engage with epistemological (philosophy of knowledge) and
ontological (assumptions about the nature of reality in social research)
issues.

Again taking the example of the marketing ‘mix’, the review might
question the social scientific basis for the model. What grounds are there
for this framework? What evidence is there that it is a practically useful or
intellectually viable way of categorizing certain managerial marketing
activities? This level of thinking is an advance on level 2 because it not
only focuses on managerial problem solving, but also begins to evaluate
concepts and frameworks in social scientific terms. The marketing mix is,
arguably, a framework that evolved from a business consulting perspective
and was popularized in marketing management text books. Does this
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make it an appropriate basis for intellectually rigorous work in an aca-
demic context?

Level 3 thinking begins to engage with the difficult philosophical ques-
tion of how it is possible to ‘know’ anything at all. This should be not too
daunting to advanced students: many primary schools find it useful to
teach philosophy to very young children. The aim is not to resolve philo-
sophical questions but to acknowledge them in order to improve the
quality of thinking. Many marketing academics argue that marketing has a
body of theory that is normative, that is, it is designed to assist practical
action. This, they suggest, gives it a special character that cannot be evalu-
ated in traditional social scientific terms. Others argue that this may be all
right for consulting but that academic marketing and management re-
search cannot claim to be a special kind of knowledge set apart from the
rest of social science.

Level 4: Sociological critique

The phrase ‘sociological critique’ is used here to emphasize a particular
mentality in social research. This mentality questions the ‘ordinary’ and
the ‘obvious’ in social life on the grounds that what is ordinary or obvious
seems so by virtue of a profoundly complex process. This very fundamen-
tal level of critique asks what alternative ways the situation under investi-
gation could be represented. It asks this on the grounds that every way of
describing something suppresses other alternatives and carries certain
assumptions and interests. This level of thinking and writing may go
beyond the typical marketing or management project. It may cut across
into other disciplines in its breadth of perspective and conceptual scope.
Many marketing and consumer research projects engage with their subject
matter in this way and ask how the consumption of goods in specific social
contexts helps consumers to construct a sense of meaning and identity. In
the same way managerial projects can ask how managers acquire their
sense of meaning by drawing on available discourses (ways of describing)
available to their community. Managerial work and consumption need not
be seen as ‘fixed’ or ‘given’ but can be seen as dynamic processes in which
people impose meaning on to their activities through the language and
social practices they employ. So, for example, a managerial project would
not only ask how effective the marketing mix is in a particular problem-
solving context. Rather, it would ask what managers accomplish by using
the language of popular managerial marketing to rationalize and justify
their actions.
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More on the ‘academic’ style of writing

The use of references

The use of references can seem a cumbersome device but it is essential to
academic writing. If a general assertion is made (‘Research in marketing
has neglected the role of internal communications in organizational mar-
keting effectiveness’) there needs to be a citation of published work that
supports this assertion. If a student researcher makes any assertion that
they want accepted as a statement of fact there does need to be this
support from credible published work. The published work should, prefer-
ably, come from refereed academic journals of good standing (see the
Appendix). As a general rule, the more references the better, provided they
are relevant to the point being supported.

It is important to note that citing previously published work does not
detract from the originality or freshness of the current research. Citing
references does not mean that you can’t think of your own ideas. It signals
to the reader that your work is based on a sound understanding of the
area. It also signals that you understand how your research is thematically
linked with previous research. If a passage in the research report is dis-
cussing a particular theme or issue that has been previously researched,
citing that previously published research indicates that the student re-
searcher has done a suitable review of published work in that area and
understands how it is similar to and/or different from the current research
project. It is a mark of good scholarship to master a fluid style of referenc-
ing so that citations are woven elegantly into the text.

All works cited by author and date (Smith, 1995) in the text of the
research report should be listed in full in alphabetical order by author at
the end of the report. This is known as the Harvard method of reference
citation, as used in this book. The term ‘bibliography’ is sometimes used to
indicate all work read as part of the research even if it is not cited in the
research report. However, viewed negatively, a bibliography can be seen as
a list of books that the student didn’t quite get around to reading. All
works listed in the references must have been cited in the report text.

Theories and models

We have already mentioned the idea of the conceptual ‘model’ as a rep-
resentation of a process or event. Many academic papers talk extensively
of ‘theories’ and ‘models’. These terms can sometime be used as synonyms
in social scientific research. Each term refers to or implies a form of expla-
nation for a process or event. ‘Models’ in management and marketing are
often a researcher’s idea of how a process might work, such as a consumer
decision-making process, a management information system or a market-
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ing sales cycle. There are models of how attitudes are formed, of human
motivation, models of quality management processes, models of consumer
behaviour and so on and so forth. Many social researchers working in
marketing and management research are concerned with creating models
either made up of words, boxes and arrows, of numbers and formulae, or
all three. Models can be highly speculative, consisting of little more than a
few words linked by arrows and put in a highlighted text box. Others are
hugely detailed and based on extensive empirical research. Models try to
show what elements are important in a process. They also try to show the
relationship between elements.

A theory is, strictly speaking, quite different from a model although one
is invariably implied in the other. That is to say that a model implies a
given theoretical stance and a theoretical stance, or its components, can
often be reduced to a model. Theories, like models, are attempts to explain
or understand the social world. We all acquire rudimentary theories from
our everyday experience. We develop theories of which kinds of people
can be trusted, theories of which behaviours are socially acceptable in
particular contexts (smiling and being polite) and which are not (getting
drunk and being sick over soft furnishings). Our rudimentary social theo-
ries are learned from experience but our empirical evidence is clearly very
narrow – since we only have the perspective of one individual – so we
must continually re-adjust and modify our theories. Social researchers
often try to develop theories that are more robust and detailed. They try to
draw on a much wider range of evidence, such as the experience of many
people rather than that of just one. They also try to develop theories that
are important for more than one person and which address matters of
much wider significance.

Writers in the business field sometimes refer to ‘theory’ as counterpoint
to organizational ‘practice’. This meaning is often pejorative, as when
books promoting consulting solutions claim that they are practical rather
than theoretical. Another use of the idea of theory refers to speculative, as
opposed to factual, discussion and thinking. ‘All very well in theory’ is a
common complaint levelled by organizational managers at business school
texts and teaching. ‘In theory’ it is easy to find solutions to business prob-
lems. In practice most solutions have been tried before and failed for some
reason. Student researchers need to disentangle the rhetorical use of the
word ‘theory’ as a device of persuasion from its more substantive use as a
form of carefully grounded explanation.

It is important for student researchers to understand just what a theory
or model is trying to accomplish so that he or she can engage critically
with its assumptions and claims. No model or theory is perfect and there
are various grounds for criticism. For example, a theory might be criticized
for being unrealistic in its main assumptions. Theories in economics are
often criticized for lack of realism but they are more important for the
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predictions they yield than for the extent to which they reflect real life.
Theories may also be criticized for missing important details. For example,
linear theories of advertising effects may be economical ways of discussing
the effects of advertising but they are often criticized for being very partial
explanations. That is, they reduce a complex process to one so simple that
it ignores important aspects of the process it purports to describe. Again,
this may not matter. Economy of explanation is of value in a theory. If a
theory is succinct and elegantly expresses particular relationships or
processes in a way that can be clearly conveyed, it is likely to become a
popular theory in spite of its shortcomings.

Theories may be criticized on the grounds that their internal logic is
flawed, or indeed that the research on which they were based is itself
methodologically flawed. Theories are the basis of academic work and
student researchers need to begin to understand this in order to write a
plausible critical literature review. It is important to remember that all
models and theories are kinds of explanation. They are not literal, they are
figurative because they are representations in words, diagrams and/or
numbers of processes and events that are conducted in physical space.
They should be seen as extended metaphors based on creative interpreta-
tions of events and processes. Different models and theories may be good
for certain kinds of insight and less good for others. It is not necessarily a
case of right, wrong, better, best in theoretical analysis. The comparison of
models and theories needs to be qualitative and specific. Theories, like
curates’ eggs, can be good in parts. A critical literature review is always
better if the student writing it understands the theories being discussed.
Consequently the quality of the review is a good measure of the student
researcher’s theoretical understanding.

Research ‘method’ and empirical projects

‘Method’ is important in social scientific research (and business and man-
agement research draws on many social science research traditions for its
foundations) because it distinguishes research from opinion, hearsay or
intuition. The presence of a method in a research project implies that what
has been investigated has been done so systematically, carefully and from a
theoretically informed intellectual basis. The ‘method’ is central to the
narrative structure of the research story. It gives the research project shape
and structure. It signifies that the project has engaged with epistemological
issues (that is, issues of what kind of knowledge can be generated) to offer
insight into a particular area. In this way the ‘method’ section shows the
examiners that the project has, at least, reached levels 2 or 3 of critical
thinking in its intellectual standards.

A ‘method’ suggests that the research was systematic, that it proceeded
according to rules and satisfied some of the criteria of social scientific
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knowledge. Which criteria are best is a matter of acute controversy within
research communities. But the novice researcher does not need to deal in
depth with philosophy of science controversies. If a research project at
master’s or undergraduate level demonstrates the ability to apply a given
methodological perspective and to show some awareness of its limitations
and weaknesses, a major outcome of the research process will have been
satisfied. There must be a carefully referenced explanation and justification
of the particular approach chosen. The author must explain why the
chosen approach was most appropriate in the circumstances. Much of the
later parts of this book will explore different ways to approach this
important part of the research project, particularly focusing on data collec-
tion and interpretive analysis.

The ‘method’ section will explain which data-gathering approach was
taken and why. It will then explain how the data were analysed. For
example, many research projects in management at master’s degree level
use qualitative ‘depth interviews’ to supplement their investigation with
expert knowledge from practitioners. These can be used in a simple ‘she
said that, he said this’ descriptive account of interviewees’ views. Indeed,
this is quite common in management research projects that use qualitative
methods. However, alternative methodological standpoints can be used to
place the findings on a more rigorous basis and to generate insights that
are theoretically informed and not (merely) descriptive.

The competent use of a method, any method, is most important in
student research projects that use empirical data. Social research is an
enterprise that attempts to produce and/or communicate ideas, truths and
insights that are not normally publicly known through everyday ‘common
sense’ understanding. The use of some kind of methodological and/or
theoretical perspective is what makes social research a distinctive way 
of trying to discover, generate, communicate or test new knowledge.
Methods are never perfect or infallible. But in a sense they are all social
researchers have.

Specialist methodology texts can sometimes describe their approach in
such detail that the generation of knowledge and findings appears mecha-
nistic. Data go in one end of the method machine, the researcher cranks a
handle and findings drop out of the other end. In this book there is no
such assumption. In this book it is assumed that ‘methods’ are bound up
with the researcher’s stance, the theoretical frame and analytical positions
used. Method does not stand apart from the research process. Methods are
rhetorical devices to persuade readers of the intellectual competence of the
researcher and the ‘true-ness’, or at least the plausibility, of the research.
They are important but interpretive research does not invoke research
methods mechanistically. Methods are seen as a necessary part of the inter-
pretive process.
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Triangulation and relativism

One important concept in using methods is triangulation. Triangulation is
a common term in qualitative research. It is a nautical metaphor that refers
to verification of research findings by reference to more than one source. If
a researcher looks at something in more than one way, say by getting two
assistants to verify the categorization of some data, then that is a form of
triangulation. Using a method of triangulation can mean that findings are
more persuasive to readers. However, the concept of triangulation is not
always helpful in interpretive research.

The use of triangulation can imply that there is only one version of
social truth and, furthermore, that it is available to the researcher, rather
like the view that obtains in much ‘positivist’ research. Interpretive re-
search often proceeds on a relativist basis in the sense that it acknowledges
the legitimacy and reality of differing perspectives on social phenomena.
For many interpretive researchers attempting to triangulate findings merely
imitates deductive, positivist research practices. Rather, many interpretive
researchers seek to offer a plausible and coherent interpretation of findings
that is well supported by the data. They do not seek to triangulate findings
because they acknowledge that there are many possible interpretations of
any research scenario or social event. However, interpretive researchers
still need to persuade the reader that their interpretation of findings is
plausible and credible.

It should be acknowledged that management and marketing student
research projects are rarely sophisticated in their method. To take one
example, a student researcher was interested in how advertising agencies
evaluate the success of their advertising campaigns. She reviewed many
research publications in advertising that deal with that area but are not
overtly theoretical (such as, for example, Kover et al., 1995). She felt that
she needed empirical data to develop her understanding and extend her
analysis. After many phone calls and letters she found a London agency
that was willing to help with interviews with account team staff. In this
way the project took on a much more topical and practical tone and she
was able to evaluate the published work against the views of the practi-
tioners.

The approach was not deeply theoretical in that there was no particular
well-developed interpretive standpoint. In the ‘method’ section she dis-
cussed the depth interview as a data-gathering instrument, evaluating its
advantages and disadvantages, strengths and limitations and discussing
some alternative ways of analysing interview data. She then advanced one
particular approach (a thematic analysis) that, while not a theoretically
informed method as such, served her purpose and fitted with the aims of
the project. The approach was also consistent with the tradition of much
of the published work in the area. The researcher worked alone so she
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could not triangulate her interpretation of her interview data. However,
she was able to understand the theory of advertising evaluation much
more deeply by listening to people who are faced with that practical
problem every day. The research project report was driven by a practi-
cal issue of importance to many organizations and also to academic re-
searchers. It was not a theoretical work as such but the researcher was able
to show that her work was careful, systematic and well grounded in pub-
lished literature.

Presenting the findings, the discussion and the
conclusions

After the section on research method the empirical project will report the
major findings. ‘Findings’ are the results or insights that the researcher
feels emerged from the primary data. They may consist of themes, pat-
terns, consistencies or other insights that seem to be evident in the data. In
qualitative research the findings are supported by many direct quotes and
examples from the data. Transparency is important in qualitative and
interpretive research: the reader must be able to see why the author made
the interpretation of data that they made. If there are many direct quotes
and the interview or other material is reproduced in the appendices then
the reader can make his or her own judgement on the quality of the inter-
pretation.

After the findings are reported they must be discussed. The ‘discussion’
or ‘analysis’ section evaluates primary data findings in the light of the con-
cepts and issues from the earlier literature review. It addresses questions
such as these: Does the primary research yield findings that are consistent
with the literature on that topic? Does it appear that there are shortcom-
ings, gaps or limitations in the literature? The discussion or analysis
chapter is, in several ways, the most important of your report, since it is
your chance to pull together the various strands of your research and to
say what you really think, based on all the evidence you have gathered. It
should demonstrate the researcher’s understanding of the method(s) used
and the kind of knowledge or insight that has resulted. It should critically
evaluate findings and analyse them for logical consistency and coherence
with literature-based theories. It should demonstrate that the researcher
has the intellectual ability to integrate primary findings with theoretical
knowledge.

Finally, the research report will have a short section of ‘concluding
comments’ re-iterating the research story. What did you do, why was it
important, and what did you find? Again, there is some repetition involved
here as the story of the research project is briefly rehearsed once again. To
what extent did the research concur with previous research? To what
extent were the research objectives fulfilled? What were the weaker points
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of your research and what did you feel worked well? You can conclude by
(modestly) suggesting what implications your work might have for future
practice and/or future research. The appendix and detailed (Harvard
method) references sections complete your research report.

In Chapter 4 we will develop the theme of empirical research by dis-
cussing several popular and effective methods of collecting qualitative
data.

Glossary

‘Datum’ and ‘data’ The research material that the researcher gathers and
analyses is the data. Strictly speaking ‘datum’ is the singular and ‘data’ the
plural, although the word data is often used as a collective noun for a
single group of material when ‘data set’ would be grammatically accurate.

Empirical Deriving from experience. In management research an empiri-
cal research project will include data gathered by the researcher. A concep-
tual research project will not, relying instead on existing published sources.

Epistemology Epistemology is the philosophical study of knowledge. It
addresses such questions as how can we know what we know, what kind
of knowledge can we know, and what, indeed, is knowledge.

Method Every research project employs a systematic or theoretically in-
formed method of investigation. In social science ‘method’ usually refers to
the technique of gathering data and also to the assumptions underpinning
the interpretation of data. Very often in social science method and inter-
pretive framework are implied in each other. Note that ‘methodology’ is
the study of methods.

Normative A ‘norm’ is a rule that does, or should, govern a pattern of
behaviour: normative work in management and business writing and
research seeks to develop norms or rules for doing management and busi-
ness.

Primary data Original data, obtained first-hand by the researcher.

Reflexivity The experience of being aware of being aware, in other words
the ability to reflect on one’s own experience. It is important in a research
context because researcher reflexivity gives interpretive research report-
ing a special character of frankness, self-criticality and self-awareness. In
particular, it allows the researcher to be aware of and acknowledge the
influence he or she has on the research process.
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Secondary data Existing material that has already been produced for
another reason.

Triangulation This is a nautical metaphor that refers to checking a posi-
tion from an alternative standpoint. For example, if a researcher feels that
a particular finding emerges from data he or she can check that finding by
seeking an alternative source.



Chapter 4

Gathering qualitative data for
interpretation

Chapter outline

This chapter offers practical advice on a range of qualitative data-gather-
ing techniques. Since analytical standpoints are often implied in particular
data-gathering methods, the chapter also begins to introduce some of the
themes of research theory that will preoccupy much of the rest of the
book. Indeed, data-collection methods are intrinsically theoretical in that
they carry assumptions about what qualifies as ‘good’ data and also about
how that data might be ‘read’ and understood.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• use various differing techniques of data gathering
• understand some of the theoretical implications that are associ-

ated with particular data-gathering techniques
• appreciate some of the major difficulties of data gathering
• understand the influence of the researcher in qualitative data

gathering and interpretation

Introduction: interpretation, data and theory

As was mentioned in the previous chapter, in many cases student research
projects do not need to gather primary empirical data. The rules of many
university business schools allow that a research report based entirely on
secondary sources (a ‘conceptual’ project) is legitimate. However, there are
few projects that are entirely empirical or conceptual. Most combine ele-
ments of each. It is important also to note that whatever the sources of the
research project, all research entails interpretation. When the student
researcher is interpreting the literature or other secondary sources such as
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market data or published reports, he or she is applying his or her own
knowledge, experience and world-view to interpreting, and understanding,
those texts. The meaning and significance of published research studies is
not necessarily obvious or beyond debate. Readers’ interpretation of texts
is informed by explicit or implicit assumptions and reading strategies. If
primary data have been gathered then, similarly, they must be interpreted
by the researcher. Interpretation is a necessary part of research.

Interpretation may be conducted at a common-sense or experiential
level. In the common-sense mode of interpretation the researcher takes his
or her assumptions for granted and assumes that the reader will hold the
very same assumptions. Researchers can sometimes get away with this if
they are conducting research on a problem-based managerial issue with
which the research supervisor is familiar. However, this approach carries
risks. For example, there may be implicit assumptions in the research
report that the supervisor or second marker of the report questions.
Another, more problematic difficulty is that a common-sense interpreta-
tion is unlikely to satisfy fully the intellectual standards required by most
university business schools. Academic research projects normally need
findings or insights to be justified in terms of a given theoretical stance.
Framing a project with a given theoretical perspective makes certain
assumptions clear. It means that the work can be judged for coherence in
its own terms.

Management is a field of academic study that feeds off the everyday
activities of practical people in organizational or consumption settings.
Many practising managers feel that ‘theory’ is only for academics. In this
book a different view is taken. A theory, as mentioned in the previous
chapter, is just a form of explanation or discussion that attempts to
improve on ‘common sense’ or taken-for-granted assumptions. Theorizing
qualitative social research means discussing it in a theoretically informed
way that deepens insights and makes the implicit, explicit. It does not
imply that student researchers have to try to formulate generalized propo-
sitions about the world as a whole. There is a world of difference between
formulating a finished theory and discussing research issues and data
theoretically. Student researchers are engaged in the latter activity and may
well find that it is more intuitive than they thought.

The following data-gathering techniques should, rightly, be used in an
appropriate context of interpretive theory. Much more will be said about
interpretation in the subsequent chapters of this book. Interpretation takes
place according to assumptions: referring to interpretive theory is not
overly abstract, obscure or irrelevant. It simply means that the researcher
has a theory that can explain and justify their interpretation.
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Multi-method approaches

The data-gathering techniques outlined in this chapter are not mutually
exclusive: they can be used in combinations or as the main method for a
research project (for a variety of approaches, see also Carson et al., 2001,
Easterby-Smith et al., 1991, Gummeson, 2000). Many of the research tra-
ditions introduced later in the book are often used in combination with a
number of data-gathering approaches. Ethnography, for example, is noted
for its use of depth interviews, field notes and other, informal data sources.
Phenomenological/existentialist research studies can also use a variety of
qualitative data-gathering approaches in combination, particularly the
depth interview. Other studies framed simply as interpretive research use
combinations of one-to-one interviews and focus groups (as in Szmigin
and Carrigan, 2001).

It is important to remember that data-gathering techniques are not
theoretically neutral: they carry implicit assumptions about the nature of
the material being studied and also about the form of analysis that may be
appropriate. In addition, the particular ways that specified data-gathering
methods and analytical traditions are applied by researchers are subject to
variation. The following is intended to assist student researchers in prac-
tical issues of data-gathering, but care must be taken to check that the
chosen technique is appropriate to the desired theoretical stance.

Data gathering and student research projects

Student researchers often use empirical data-gathering techniques in a
relatively informal way to gather additional useful knowledge and under-
standing that may add to the project report. For example, many students
carry out a literature review of an area with respect to a particular man-
agement problem or issue. They may use ad hoc interviews with practi-
tioners for material that will enrich their general understanding and can be
used to develop lines of discussion in the report. This relatively informal
approach to data gathering can adopt any of several data-gathering tech-
niques. Empirical data gathering can proceed alongside secondary research
in this sense as part of a broad process of exploration. The sequence of 
research activities does not preclude data gathering at any stage in an 
exploratory project.

For students working in this way the generation of insights and know-
ledge can appear to be relatively ad hoc. It is quite appropriate to use a
small-scale questionnaire survey and/or some interviews to deepen general
understanding of different issues. On the other hand, a student researcher
may wish to conduct a more theoretically informed and empirically exten-
sive study in, say, an ethnographic style. The student researcher may use a
variety of data-gathering techniques including interviews, naturalistic
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observation, textual analysis and perhaps research diaries. The decision of
whether to use multi-method data gathering normally depends upon prac-
tical constraints of time, availability of and access to data sources, and the
research skills of the student, as well as on the aims and theoretical frame-
work of the research project. In student research projects conducted as
part of taught courses, ad hoc methods of data gathering used to supple-
ment critical literature reviews can be as legitimate as more theoretically
driven data-gathering approaches. The important thing is how the data are
used to enrich the analysis and discussion of a particular set of research
questions.

‘Interpretive’, ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’
research approaches

Before the data-gathering techniques are outlined, it is necessary to
mention some important issues. One concerns the distinction between the
categories ‘qualitative’ and ‘interpretive’. The two terms are often used
interchangeably. However, they can imply different things. Some research
looks at qualitative data to dig out truths that might be tested to see if they
can, in principle, be universalized, or tested to see if they are universally
true. This kind of research is often conducted as a precursor to a quantita-
tive statistical study. Other qualitative research studies are cast as
exploratory or as creative interpretations of the data as an end in them-
selves. This kind of qualitative research is more properly called ‘interpre-
tive’ research because insights are based on the interpretation of qualitative
data and are supported by reasoning, evidence and theory. Generalizations
of the reduced kind that can be easily measured are not sought. This dis-
tinction is important because interpretive research acknowledges that data
collection is itself a theoretically informed activity and does not stand
apart from the interpretive process.

‘Qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ research categories are not mutually
exclusive. A great deal of quantitative research has a qualitative compo-
nent. As mentioned above, qualitative work (such as interviews or group
discussions) can stimulate the researcher to think of ‘constructs’ that can
then be measured in a quantitative study.

To return to an earlier example, a researcher might interview sales
people to see what particular factors seem to influence their effectiveness.
If many sales people seem to talk about their motivation in terms of the
personal qualities of their manager, then the research might generate a
scale with which to measure the motivational ability of sales managers. He
or she could then conduct a larger study to see if there is any statistical
correlation between sales managers’ motivational ability as measured by
the scale and the sense of motivation felt by their sales force.

Significantly, such a study assumes that nomothetic (statistically
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generalized) findings can be useful. This term is often contrasted with idio-
graphic research. The researcher seeking nomothetic insights would try to
isolate the decisive motivational skill of the sales manager with the inten-
tion of making generalized points about all sales managers and their sales
forces. The researcher seeking idiographic insights would, in contrast,
conduct a depth interview with a few sales managers in order to establish
how their approaches to sales management evolve out of their life history
and experience.

The study outlined above used ‘raw’ data (interview transcripts) to
generate the initial construct. However, the way that data is understood as
‘raw’ carries important theoretical assumptions. The researcher organized,
conducted, transcribed and read the interviews as if the things sales people
said gave a clue to an underlying reality: the factors that influence sales
person motivation. A datum itself is assumed to be interesting for what it
suggests about the underlying reality. Interviews or other forms of data
gathering are said to generate research material that is in a pre-analytic
state, not ‘cooked’, but ‘raw’.

However, it is quite evident from the above example that the researcher
had a clear idea about what he or she intended to find before any data
were collected. In this sense the research presupposed its own findings. For
interpretive researchers, data gathering never generates ‘raw’ research
material because the researcher always brings a set of assumptions about
the nature of reality and the character of research ‘findings’ to the data,
gathering process.

So, for interpretive researchers, to say that a study is qualitative does
not imply that it is simple or straightforward. Much qualitative research
does assume that there is an underlying reality made up of causal relations
between factors. In other words, qualitative studies can be conducted
according to assumptions categorized in management research as ‘posi-
tivist’. Interpretive researchers, in contrast, use qualitative data to generate
insight into the ways in which social reality is constructed by people in
interaction with others. The reality lies in the language and meanings of
research participants (such as interviewees), not in assumed causal rela-
tions which can be implied from qualitative data.

Plenty of research that is predominantly qualitative has a quantitative
component. For example, if a student is analysing media texts, such as
magazines, to establish how representations of men and masculinity may
have changed over twenty years, a quantitatively based content analytic
scheme could be useful to narrow down the data set. It would be impracti-
cal to analyse every part of every magazine. The researcher may also wish
to show that the data set was not chosen idiosyncratically but has some
element of objectivity to it. Therefore, the researcher might separate out
every piece of text that represents men or masculinity, then take every
second piece to subject to analysis. They could also build up a content ana-
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lytic framework and count how many incidents of masculine representa-
tion occur in each magazine. Such quantitative analysis may, or may not,
provide a useful basis for subsequent analysis and discussion.

Data-gathering approaches and issues

Sampling, or ‘How many interviews is enough?’

Data gathering for interpretive research need not be random, but it does
need to be systematic and/or theoretically informed. The word ‘interpre-
tive’ implies that data are not used to try to set findings beyond dispute or
to generalize findings across time and social context. An interpretation is
necessarily one of many possible interpretations. In interpretive research
the researcher seeks to arrive at insights for which he or she will offer as
much evidence and reasoning as possible. They do this in order to make
their reasoning transparent and to try to make their interpretation persua-
sive. Given all this, the selection of data for analysis must be purposive
rather than randomized. What is important is to understand why particu-
lar data sets were chosen given the aims of the research. It is also import-
ant to qualify findings carefully so that they are grounded within the social
context that is being researched.

Sampling issues are often resolved by necessity. In qualitative research
sampling is often based on purposive or convenience criteria. This means
that the sampling decision is driven by pragmatic considerations of conve-
nience or suitability for the particular problem or issue being studied.
First-time researchers might ask ten people for an interview and find that
three agree. That, then, has to be the sample. You can’t force people to
agree to be interviewed, just as you can’t make people fill in and return
postal questionnaires. Quantitative researchers and qualitative researchers
alike invariably find that they are making the best of imperfect samples. If
you can show that you have a realistic and well-informed awareness of the
limitations, as well as the advantages of your sample, your research can be
credible and competent.

It is difficult to provide a satisfactory answer to the question ‘how much
data shall I collect?’ The answer is always unsatisfactory because it is
always the same: ‘it depends’. It depends on the objectives of the research.
It depends on the nature of the subject matter, the kind of data that is
sought, and the quality of the data that is obtained. It also depends on
pragmatic consideration such as time-scale and costs. In the end, two
maxims are worth remembering. For student researchers, any primary data
is often better than none at all, and second, few marks are awarded for the
amount of data collected. The important thing is how well the researcher
uses the data they have.

The sample should, therefore, be decided on grounds of a) pragmatism,
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b) representativeness and c) quality of insights generated. Pragmatism dic-
tates that student researchers cannot wait months for organizations to
reply to their letters requesting interviews or field access. It is, incidentally,
a good idea for students requesting research access to find out the name of
a person responsible and direct communications to that person. An initial
letter followed up with an email or phone call will be enough to determine
whether the person has the time or inclination to grant access or interview
time. Organizational staff are busy people and some receive many such
requests. Student researchers should accept this and thank the people for
their time even if the response is negative. If there are positive responses,
the technique of data gathering may dictate the amount of data to be gath-
ered. Depth interviews are very time-consuming. A one-hour interview can
generate many thousands of words of dialogue. If the student researcher is
to transcribe the interview to place in the report appendix, this will prove
a very lengthy task even for a good typist. In general, the data sample
should, on pragmatic grounds, be manageable yet useful.

In qualitative research in general it is more important for a sample to be
representative of a larger group than for it to be random. Randomizing a
sample is almost an impossible task even for accomplished researchers.
Students doing a project as part of a taught degree need to make sure that
whoever they access for data, the insights generated will be relevant to the
broader issues in their research question. Simply, if you are exploring
advertising effects on young people with regard to alcohol advertising, find
some young people who watch TV to do your focus groups. A degree of
careful thought and preparation can save time in this respect. Some re-
searchers conduct pilot data-gathering sessions to be thorough. These can
be very useful in refining the questions you want to ask and practis-
ing your qualitative research skills. A pilot interview or focus group also
ensures that the people you are targeting for your data sample have some-
thing to say that is relevant and interesting to your research.

Quality of data is often difficult to ascertain before it is gathered.
However, some sources are self-evidently more interesting and authorita-
tive than others. If a request for an interview is read by a chief executive
who agrees to grant it, then take him or her up on that. What he or she
says will be useful in the discussion because of its pertinence, and the
experience of interviewing and making contact will be useful even if the
person may not fall directly into the original sampling frame. Quality of
data also depends on the rapport that the researcher can establish with the
interviewee.

Research interviews

Conducting research interviews can be useful whatever kind of research
design is used. Even in a project that is problem based rather than theo-
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retical, interviews with practitioners can give a valuable insight into prac-
tical issues. This practical insight can then be used in discussion as a coun-
terpoint to the more theoretically informed perspective of the literature
review. In such circumstances the technicalities of the interview process are
not as important as the quality of the insights generated. In more theoreti-
cally informed research projects the technicalities of the ‘depth’ interview
become more important. There are some general rules of interviewing that
it is useful to remember (see Box 4.1).

As a general rule, the most relaxed interviewees give researchers the best
quality data. Some researchers are able to strike a rapport with their inter-
viewees so that in the interview situation they become candid and expan-
sive. Few of us don’t like talking about our lives, especially if we can do so
to a neutral person in a safe and confidential situation. Relaxing inter-
viewees and learning to ask just the right kinds of question at the right
time is an art that takes time to develop. Some tips can help the novice
interviewer. First, be well prepared. Think through what you want to
know beforehand. Prepare a list of questions you can ask if the interviewee
‘dries up’. At the beginning, introduce yourself, thank the person for agree-
ing to the interview and explain just what it is that interests you. Reassure
the interviewee that the whole process is entirely non-judgemental and
confidential. Explain to them that they can end the interview at any time.

Then, make sure that you are both comfortable. Preferably, find a room
without distractions such as noise. Reiterate your aims and briefly go over
the interview. The ideal interview is one in which the interviewee under-
stands what the researcher is interested in and speaks unprompted on that
topic. In such circumstances the interviewer can take a mainly passive
stance. If you are audio-recording the interview, and it is highly recom-
mended that you do, make sure that you have asked the person if this is
OK with them beforehand. Ensure that your audio-recording equipment

Box 4.1 Research interviewing checklist

• Establish the aims of the interview
• Reassure correspondent regarding ethics and confidentiality
• Decide on a formal or informal interview setting
• Decide on a structured, semi-structured or unstructured inter-

view agenda
• Decide whether to audio record the interview and/or to take

notes
• Decide whether to take a mainly active or passive interview

stance
• Conduct a careful de-brief
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has batteries in it, that you have blank tapes and that the microphone is
placed unobtrusively but so that it picks up the interviewee’s voice. It is
highly frustrating to obtain an interview with a leading practitioner, inter-
view them for an hour and a half, then find that your microphone didn’t
pick up their voice clearly.

Some researchers will have a good idea of just what they want to know.
Others will simply want to hear the interviewee’s perspective on particular
matters. In either case the fewer questions the researcher asks the better
the quality of data. The interview is about that person, the interviewee, not
you, the researcher. Research interviewers should be well prepared with
questions to ask. But once the interviewee gets going the researcher should
use probing questions and comments simply to redirect the interviewee
back on to the research agenda without interrupting their flow. If the inter-
viewee raises an important or interesting issue the researcher may want
them to elaborate on it. In that case they may ask a supplementary ques-
tion to probe the issue such as ‘could you please elaborate on that answer?
Are there other issues that you feel are relevant?’ In some circumstances
interviewers take a more active stance by probing certain points to achieve
greater depth and quality of reflection. However, this tactic can make the
interviewee ill at ease and consequently make the data less natural and
spontaneous.

A relatively passive style of interviewing does mean that a digressive
interviewee may stray onto topics that are not directly relevant. But digres-
sion can be used to the interviewer’s advantage. The interviewee may be
relaxed and expansive and could raise novel or unexpectedly candid issues
and insights. If the digression becomes too tiresome the interviewee should
never betray boredom or irritation but should gently redirect the topic of
conversation.

It is important to remember that being interviewed can be a difficult
experience. Many interviewees will feel that there are things they are ex-
pected to say, points of view they are expected to hold. For example, prac-
tising managers who are being interviewed by students doing an academic
research project may imply that their everyday work is more theoretically
informed than it actually is. This is not dishonest: we all moderate our
conversational responses according to social expectations. It is just trying
to be helpful. However, a careful research interviewer will try to anticipate
and deflect expectations based on conversational conventions in order to
improve the integrity of the data that is generated.

It is a good idea to maintain eye contact, stay interested and give inter-
viewees the space to speak freely. In many research projects the early inter-
views will be the longest as the researcher finds out what the major issues
are. In later interviews the researcher might have a much better informed
idea of the topic and may well know what the major issues are so that they
ask about these more directly. Interviewers can make notes while the inter-
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view takes place as well as audio-recording the interview. These notes can
also be written immediately afterwards if the researcher feels that writing
would distract the interviewee. The notes might consist of reflections on
the manner, voice, intonation, metaphors or any other feature of the inter-
view.

A questionnaire-style interview agenda is rarely necessary in a research
interview. This is because the value of the research interview lies, in part,
in its potential for spontaneity within the interview interaction. If the inter-
viewer seeks to control what is said by imposing their own prewritten
agenda of questions and assumptions then the interviewee’s insights,
thoughts and reflections might be modified to a considerable extent. The
trick of qualitative interviewing is to empower the interviewee while
retaining control over the broad agenda. As a researcher, you cannot know
this person’s job, their life, their problems at work. If you really want to
understand their experience as a marketing and management worker in a
given context, give them the silence to speak.

The process of interpretation of interview data

Afterwards, it is a good idea to transcribe the full interview onto typed
pages. This is, of course, a highly labour-intensive task. If a research inter-
view takes one hour, it can take far longer than this to transcribe it. The
advantage is that the researcher has a full record of the discussion that he
or she can refer to when arguing a particular point in the research report.
The full transcription can be placed in the appendices of the research
report so that the reader can see for themselves exactly what was said and
make their own judgement on the researcher’s interpretation. If full tran-
scription seems too daunting, making notes from the audio-recording is
the next best thing. This way direct quotes can, at least, be used to support
any point of discussion in the report, even if the full transcript will not be
available for the reader to peruse. While you are not attempting to prove
that your interpretation of qualitative data is the only possible interpreta-
tion, it is important to argue persuasively in favour of one interpretation
over alternatives. The presence of actual data in the appendix in the form
of a complete transcript is, rhetorically, far more powerful than the occa-
sional quote. If many interviews were conducted it is only necessary to
provide complete transcripts of three or four interviews at most. The pres-
ence of a typed transcript says a great deal about the conscientiousness and
academic professionalism of the researcher.

A further important advantage of transcribing interviews is that inter-
views are seldom easy to interpret on one or two hearings. In order to
understand what the major themes are of a given interview, it can be neces-
sary to hear, reflect on and reread the transcript many times. This is because
what is taken for granted in conversation can be the most revealing, but
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only if it is heard so often that it ceases to be familiar. This may sound
odd, but it is an important principle of interpretive research traditions that
the everyday, the normal, the taken-for-granted, hides a complex social
web of assumptions, codes and obscured, or forgotten, motives. In import-
ant respects interpretive research seeks to reveal how the ‘normal’ is pro-
duced. This does not imply that research data generated from interviews
are in some way ‘biased’ or even plain dishonest. The interpretive re-
searcher takes an innocent position towards what they are told: re-
searchers do not try to second guess ‘the truth’. What they do is to try to
understand where the interviewee is ‘coming from’ by placing their com-
ments in the broader context of the research topic.

So, it is an important part of interview research for the interviewer to
try to see the world through the eyes of the person being interviewed. The
researcher/interviewer must not take a judgemental position. Neither
should they assume that what is told to them differs, in some way, from
reality because it is just a personal view. ‘Bias’ is not an issue here because
the notion of bias implies that there is one truth. Interpretive research
interviews seek the interviewee’s truth. The personal view is the thing that
is of value in research interviewing.

Interpretation of data will be discussed at much greater length later. 
For the present purpose, we have discussed practical issues in gathering
data through research interviews. Another popular method of gathering
qualitative data is the ‘focus group’.

Focus/discussion groups

It should be noted that the term ‘focus group’ has a fairly specific meaning
in some contexts of marketing research. In this book the term is used in a
general sense to refer to research data that are gathered from a group of
people simultaneously and interactively. That is, the group of people is in
the same space at the same time and they can communicate with each
other as well as with the researcher. The focus of discussion may be broad
or narrow: the motive for the research may be exploratory, developmental,
strategic or tactical (see Box 4.2).

Focus/discussion groups are regularly convened in marketing and
advertising research to explore particular questions and issues. The com-
position of the group must be representative of the whole population of
interest. This means that it must consist of the same kinds of people as the
wider population of interest in terms of age, sex, class or other significant
variables. With this form of research sampling is invariably purposive and
convenient rather than random or systematic. If, for example, a marketing
agency is investigating voter attitudes to local government policies, then
clearly the group convened must be local residents of voting age. It would
be useful to get a cross-section of ages in this case, but since older people



Gathering qualitative data 81

are generally more politically aware than younger people the groups may
well reflect this age imbalance. If a student researcher is investigating ad-
vertising ethics, then it can be useful to convene a focus group to discuss
responses to particular advertisements. While focus group findings cannot
be statistically generalized, they might well express a view that prevails
more widely across that particular category of people, provided the group
was representative of the larger population of interest.

Focus group discussions are regularly audio-recorded and/or video-
taped in industrial market research settings. The researchers then replay
these discussions to assess which views expressed might reflect more
general positions, or which views seem to express a general insight in a
particularly succinct or telling way. Contrary to popular myth, the focus
group is not an appropriate way to test ideas. Brand logos, advertisements,
new product concepts, product packaging and even political ideas have all
been put to the focus group test by less than rigorous market research
agencies. The fact is that since focus groups are not randomized they
cannot generate views or opinions that can be generalized across larger
populations, hence they are not appropriate for testing ideas or concepts.
The value of the focus group lies in its ability to generate telling insights
and novel ideas at an exploratory stage of a marketing, management or
consumer research issue. Focus groups offer stimulating material that can
contribute to strategy discussions. The ‘voice of the consumer’ can then be
heard in company meetings. In research projects the focus group can offer

Box 4.2 Focus/discussion group principles

• Focus groups are useful for exploring topics and generating
ideas. They are not usually appropriate for testing concepts prior
to going to market

• Group discussions can be audio-recorded or video-taped and
transcribed

• Group convenors (researchers) stimulate, guide and record the
discussion

• Group convenors should take care to intervene gently if one 
or two people are monopolizing the discussion. They should
actively solicit views from quieter members

• Group convenors should be clear about the aims of the discus-
sion and the purpose of the research. They should reassure the
group of the confidentiality and non-judgemental character of
the research

• Groups cannot be random but need to be representative of a
larger population
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stimulating perspectives for further discussion and analysis in the research
report.

Researchers need to follow some simple rules to get the best-quality
data. A focus group should ideally be comfortably seated with no noise or
other distractions. The researcher needs good social skills to make the
group feel at ease and to reassure members of the confidentiality and non-
judgemental character of the process. The researcher also needs to have the
confidence to gently intervene if discussions are being monopolized by one
or two speakers, by asking quieter members of the group their view. The
purpose of the research should be clearly communicated to the group.
There have been cases of student researchers losing control of the theme of
discussion so that the data was not useful for the project. It is important
that the researcher/focus group convenor stimulates and guides the discus-
sion. It can be useful to have stimulus material in the form of storyboards,
pictures, role-plays or other stimuli. With focus group discussions, it is
often the case that once the discussion gets going little intervention is
needed from the researcher. The early stage of the group process is import-
ant.

Student researchers seldom need to video-tape focus group discussion,
but audio-recording is always a good idea so that what has been said can
be carefully examined afterwards. As with individual interviews, the task
of interpreting the data is not straightforward. The transcript, or audio-
recording, often needs to be read/listened to many times so that the major
themes or insights become apparent. At the time of the focus group the
researcher’s attention is on many things so he or she cannot form insight-
ful interpretations immediately.

The number of groups to convene depends on the topic and the nature
of the research design. A research student of the author recently wanted to
investigate the influence of alcohol advertising to teenagers in the UK. She
convened four focus groups at three further education colleges in the West
Midlands. Each group lasted about half an hour and she used bottles of
branded alcoholic drinks to remind the groups of the topic. The groups
went very well, all the students had much to say about the role of alcohol,
and alcohol advertising, in their social lives. The researcher followed 
a methodological scheme she had seen in published research literature
(Ritson and Elliott, 1999) and developed a perspective that reproduced a
small-scale but more closely focused version of this and other similar pre-
vious research. The focus group discussions were audio-recorded, fully
transcribed and placed in the appendix of the research report.

Textual research

Interpretive research traditions are well suited to textual research in which
social texts of all kinds are subject to analysis. The foregoing data-
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gathering techniques of research interviews and focus groups have a
textual character in that they generate data that are converted to textual
form in transcription. Other forms of text can include advertisements,
emails, in-company records and documents, historical records, news-
papers, television and radio and magazines. In interpretive research a text
is often defined as ‘anything that can be described’, that is, anything that
can be rendered into words or text. These different forms of textual
representation have authors, objects and motives, and they imply positions
and theories. They are, therefore, excellent research material.

One research project that used textual analysis has already been men-
tioned. This was the author’s MSc project that used published organi-
zational mission statements as the main source of data. The author found
a previous study that had conducted content analysis of published mission
statements in the private sector. He then collected more examples of
mission statements from the public and educational sector and adapted the
content analytic framework used in previous research. Another research
student conducted a content analysis of a series of advertisements in a
selection of UK magazines to explore the changing representation of men
and masculinity.

Content analysis can be used on any kinds of text. It is a crude tech-
nique in some ways because the theoretical assumptions underlying con-
tent categories may not be specified. It can, however, form the basis for a
more careful subsequent interpretation. The technique is quantitative in
that it entails counting the number of incidents of particular content in a
given data set. For example, in the mission statement research mentioned
above (Hackley, 1998) the content analytic framework was based on
research that showed many mission statements to have similar features of
content. Many made reference to the ethics of the company; many referred
to the products or services that the company produced; many also referred
to stakeholders in the company such as shareholders, customers or em-
ployees. These and other features of content were ticked off as each
mission statement was looked at.

In this way a quantitative basis for interpretation was generated. The
researcher could say that so many per cent of mission statements in a given
data set displayed specific content features. The interpretation of these fea-
tures is a separate matter: why they were there, what they were intended to
accomplish, what motives they implied, how effective they seemed to be
are all matters of interpretive judgement beyond content analysis. Simi-
larly, the content analysis of magazine advertisements could not, in itself,
explain why or in what ways gendered representations in advertisements
were (or were not) changing over time. The content analysis could,
however, provide a basis for further reasoning and informed interpreta-
tion.

Content analyses of textual data can be expressed simply as percentages,
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or more colourfully as bar charts, pie charts or histograms. One researcher
examining changing representations of women in UK magazine advertise-
ments generated graphical representations of the data that clearly showed
marked changes in the number of advertisements that showed women as
independent of, or as socially dependent on and subservient to, men. While
such analyses can be stimulating and revealing, they clearly depend on a
way of categorizing textual data than cannot be agreed on by everyone.
Whether or not an advertisement portrays a woman in a subservient role
to men can be a matter of opinion.

There are two ways to deal with this subjectivity in content analysis.
One is to make the content categories clear to the reader and to reproduce
the advertisements in question in the report appendices. In this way trans-
parency of interpretation can be achieved so that the researcher can argue
in favour of their preferred interpretation of text. The reader can then
decide for themselves whether the researcher’s position seems plausible to
them. A second technique is to test content analytic categories to see if
another person would make the same interpretation. In this way the
researcher can offer evidence as to the inter-subjective reliability of their
content analytic categories. This can never be an entirely satisfactory
approach since the researcher cannot test their categories with every kind
of person. It is, however, rhetorically powerful to show that the re-
searcher’s position is not purely a matter of subjective opinion but has
been supported by another researcher.

Thematic analysis

A variation on content analysis is thematic analysis. This can come in
many forms and can be theoretically informed by differing research philo-
sophies. Put simply, thematic analysis means reading through texts to see if
major themes seem to emerge. These major themes may be too abstract to
express in terms of content analytic categories. For example, one postgra-
duate marketing student decided to do a research project on the
representation of war in post-September 11th US newspapers. Her liter-
ature review drew on work in political marketing and critical work on
rhetoric in marketing communications. She decided that there were several
major rhetorical themes that categorized newspaper coverage of US politi-
cians’ speeches on the terrorist threat. These could be expressed in differ-
ent ways but nonetheless were repeated in their general form in many
reported speeches. Thematic analysis provides a way of making sense of
data. Major themes can then be used to structure the findings and discus-
sion sections of the research report.
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Naturalistic observation

Observation is a research technique that is often implicit in data-gathering
approaches. If we go to a company to interview a manager we observe the
manner and style of personnel, we watch the way managers and subordi-
nates interact, we note the quality of the furniture, how good the res-
taurant is, we notice whether people seem happy, relaxed, aggressive,
defensive or whatever. We form implicit and intuitive judgements from
this observation. Observation is something that we cannot fail to do as
people: we are all expert observers. It makes perfect sense to utilize this
social skill as researchers. When we go shopping, or go to a restaurant, 
to the cinema or to a nightclub, we observe others and their behaviour in
that environment. In commercial contexts we are acting as consumer
researchers, forming judgements about the provision of a service or the
competence of an organization that will inform our own future consumer
behaviour and that of others with whom we share our experiences and
reflections.

Informal observation is, then, an integral part of interpretive research.
Our observations provide the social context that informs our judgements.
More formal uses of observation in social research include ‘action re-
search’ and ‘participant’ or ‘non-participant’ observation. Each of these
techniques involves the researcher in the process that is being studied. For
example, many researchers in the ethnographic tradition spend lengthy
periods in the company or industry that they are researching. In some
cases they take part in the activities by fulfilling a role in the process.
During and after their working day they will make field notes that record
their observations and impressions. Later they will use these field notes as
data from which they will compile their research report.

Formal observation research can sometimes take the form of interven-
ing in a social situation to see what results. Some social psychology stu-
dents once watched from a window over their street as one of their group
said ‘hello’ to passers-by he had never met before. The observers were
watching to count how many of the passers-by returned the ‘hello’ to the
person they did not know. Their topic was social convention in greeting
rituals.

Researcher/observers who are not seeking to intervene in a social situ-
ation should normally try to be as unobtrusive as possible. If they have
been granted access to an organization to shadow an employee or to watch
management processes, they should at all times consider the ethical issues
of confidentiality and discretion. It is a privilege to be granted research
access to a company. It is inappropriate in reporting such research to
report anything that may embarrass the participant. Speakers in reported
dialogue should be anonymous in the research report. The company itself
should not be named or recognizable unless by agreement.
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Research diaries

Research diaries can be useful if the researcher is seeking an experiential
perspective from the research participant. Their disadvantage is that they
can generate vast amounts of data than can be difficult to interpret. Their
advantage is that they offer an intimate channel into some aspect of an
individual’s experience, provided that people can be relied upon to fill in
the diary conscientiously. If, say, a researcher can persuade a senior execu-
tive of a firm to keep a diary during a hostile takeover, this would clearly
offer a very different research perspective than any other form of data
gathering. It is equally clear that such data would need to be handled very
sensitively and discretely by the researcher. Diaries can be kept over
varying periods of time. They can be written at any time of the day, or at
specific times. They can be detailed and analytical or general and personal.
It all depends on the researcher’s aims and interests.

The interpretation of diary data takes some skill on the part of the
researcher. Comments in a diary can be fragmented and difficult to group
into thematic categories. As with all qualitative data analysis, the most
penetrating analyses result from having a well-informed interpretive per-
spective. This will give the researcher the theoretical background to gener-
ate supported insights from the data.

Researchers themselves can also keep research diaries. These would be
supplemental to field notes and would assist in reflexive analysis of the
research process. Research diaries can be useful for recording particular
events and times so that the chronology of events can be recorded for later
reference. Particular impressions can also be revealing in the light of
information received later, so recording them carefully as the research
unfolds can be useful.

Questionnaire surveys: when not to use them

Surveys are probably the most common data-gathering instrument in busi-
ness research. There are many texts that advise on question design and
survey analysis. In this section we will discuss more general matters of
when a survey questionnaire might be appropriate for a student research
project, and when it might not be appropriate. Unfortunately, it is not
uncommon for the survey to be used as the default data-gathering method
for any given business and management research problem. But the ques-
tionnaire survey is a very precise research instrument. It answers exactly
the question that was asked. This highly specified response tends to be
most useful when the research question, the survey design and the analyti-
cal approach have been very carefully thought through indeed. In most
cases master’s and undergraduate student researchers are doing research as
part of their learning process. Only in a relatively small number of cases
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are questionnaire surveys appropriate as the main data-gathering method
in an empirical research project at this level of research. Sometimes the
research supervisor will advise students to conduct a survey because it
makes sense in the broader context of research the supervisor is conduct-
ing.

There are practical reasons why surveys are not always the best data-
gathering approach for student researchers. A good survey will need
careful designing based on a thorough understanding of the research
problem or issue. This implies that the survey comes quite late in the
research process when the researcher’s subject knowledge is already well
advanced. Research projects that are conducted as part of taught courses
may not allow sufficient time. Second, they can be expensive. Administra-
tion costs can be high with postage, telephone calls, photocopying and/or
researcher time. Finally, response rates to surveys are notoriously low.
This can make analysis highly problematic to all but those with the most
advanced, and creative, statistical skills.

Surveys can sometimes be useful as sources of supplementary data. Just
as interviews can be useful for adding a practitioner perspective to a
project based mainly on secondary research, so too can a simple survey be
a useful supplementary basis for discussion. For example, the researcher
might wish to ascertain how many managers in an industry have a profes-
sional or academic management qualification. This could be useful supple-
mentary information for a project that investigates the professionalization
of management in a given context. The most effective questionnaire sur-
veys are succinct, direct and simple. Surveys that attempt to measure atti-
tudes by using scaled questions need to be carefully located in the
long-established attitude research literature.

Concluding comments

This chapter has discussed some of the most popular forms of qualitative
data-gathering technique. The chapter has taken a mainly practical
perspective and has pointed out particular difficulties and advantages of
the various techniques. In keeping with the theme of the book as a whole,
the chapter has taken the view that data-gathering techniques are implic-
itly theoretical in the sense that they carry assumptions about the nature of
their subject of study and the kinds of analysis that are useful and appro-
priate. However, while the chapter raised certain important issues on the
process of interpretation and introduced some of the interpretive research
vocabulary, it did not deal in detail with specific theoretical traditions.
Before the book engages with specific traditions in Chapters 6–10, we will
look further at the research implications of the interpretive stance.
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Glossary

Ethnographic Ethnography is a research technique made popular in
anthropology. It entails trying to understand research participants from
their own perspective with reference to their own cultural values and
symbolic practices. Anthropologists have often lived for up to 2 years
with the group they are researching. Management researchers tend to use
quasi-ethnographic studies based on much shorter data-gathering
periods.

Experiential The experiential perspective has evolved from humanistic psy-
chology and phenomenological philosophy. It values the experience of the
research participant and often seeks to empower research participants by
facilitating constructive reflection and informed reasoning.

Field notes Term from anthropology referring to notes, observations,
reflections, details and questions written down by the researcher during
their period of ‘field’ research. Management researchers conducting ethno-
graphic research in host organizations would usually make use of field
notes.

Idiographic Research approaches that do not seek universal generaliza-
tions but, rather, seek insight into a subject’s experience by taking into
account all their biographical detail.

Inter-subjective reliability Reliability refers to research approaches that
generate the same findings in different cases; inter-subjective means agreed
upon by two or more people, so inter-subjective reliability means that an
interpretation has been agreed upon by the subjective evaluation of two or
more people.

Nomothetic Nomothetic research seeks truths that are universal and can
be statistically significant.

Pilot studies A pilot data-gathering exercise is conducted prior to the
main study. A pilot interview or focus group can be useful to ensure that
the sample and interview agenda are right, and also to practise interview-
ing or other qualitative research skills.
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Representative Interpretive researchers seek samples that are not statisti-
cally random but are analogous to the larger research population in sig-
nificant respects.

Universalized Research that is often categorized as ‘positivist’ or ‘realist’
seeks nomothetic insights that are universally true and can be formulated
into hypotheses for testing across very large populations.



Chapter 5

Major themes and concepts
of interpretive research

Chapter outline

The interpretive research stance was introduced at the beginning of the
book. The subsequent chapters offered practical suggestions for developing
and writing a research project. Now it is time to discuss general inter-
pretive research concepts and themes in more detail prior to developing
specific interpretive research analytical perspectives.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• appreciate what is meant by the ‘interconnectedness’ of interpre-
tive traditions as part of the unity of social scientific research

• understand more of the technical vocabulary of interpretive
social research

• understand better the role theoretical perspective plays in
framing a research project

Philosophy of social science and the interpretive
stance

Social science attempts to understand aspects of the social world in terms
of broader theoretical schemes, and interpretive traditions have their role
to play in this endeavour. Writing in the Journal of Consumer Research in
1988, Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy agree that ‘all knowledge and all
science depends on interpretation’ (p. 398). Foxall (1995) has expressed a
similar view in pointing out that no single model of science can capture the
interrelation of different assumptions that act together in scientific research
(p. 8). In its broadest sense ‘science’ refers to the search for a kind of
knowledge that can be made public. However flawed our attempts, if we
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are trying to make sense of the world in ways which, potentially, could
reach beyond our personal experience in their implications, we are engag-
ing in activity that connects to science.

This chapter is based on a very straightforward epistemological prin-
ciple. Epistemology refers to what can be known: it is the philosophical
study of knowledge and is concerned with questions such as what it is pos-
sible to know and how it is possible to know it. The epistemological posi-
tion taken in this book is that what we take to be knowledge is mediated
by human interpretation. In most interpretive research traditions it is
further assumed that human understanding is not something we acquire
alone. We derive our frame of understanding from our social interactions
and cultural life. In other words, we do not invent our ways of under-
standing the world. We learn them from the culture around us. We adapt
these ways of understanding and knowing to serve our sense of individual-
ity but they are, nevertheless, not purely ours alone. Ways of understand-
ing are cultural, they are shared by many, they pre-exist individuals yet
they are not fixed or given. They are historical and political.

One traditional ‘problem’ of Western epistemology that has been much
written about is that we cannot know ‘the world as it is’: we can only
know it through our sense perceptions. We have no way of knowing if our
sense perceptions are deceiving us. You could be dreaming that you are
reading this book. You have no way of being absolutely certain that you
are not. There is a further problem with this truism. We cannot ‘know’ the
electronic impulses that are our senses. We can only interpret them, that is,
we can ascribe meaning to them by finding words that seem to express
what we feel. For interpretive researchers, the language we choose to
describe our experience is particularly important since it reveals something
of the culture of which we are part. We draw on this culturally learned
knowledge to make sense of the world we encounter.

In this book all ‘research’ is taken to entail interpretation. This includes
the interpretation of primary data, of secondary data, of our own personal
experience, and of the theories and models that we encounter in research
literature. All interpretation is based on working assumptions that enable
us to make sense of the social world. Interpretive traditions are sets of
working assumptions about interpretation that have been made explicit in
part and are used by researchers to develop bodies of distinctive research-
based work. Research itself entails the interpretation of data or of other
kinds of text. We interpret data sets to make sense of them in terms of our
prior experience or our current stock of theoretical knowledge.

‘Framing’ research projects in theoretical terms

Interpretive research traditions do meld into each other: distinctions blur
and many traditions share very similar positions on epistemology, method
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and scope. Some published researchers take a broad stance and frame their
work as ‘interpretive’ (e.g. Hirschman, 1989; Szmigin and Carrigan, 2001)
or ‘qualitative’ (Spiggle, 1994). Many other authors frame their work in
terms that emphasize particular approaches or traditions, such as ‘natural-
istic’ research (Belk et al., 1988), phenomenological research (Thompson
et al., 1990) or semiotics (Holbrook and Grayson, 1986). Specifying the
research tradition that influences a research project can be useful because
of the different emphases of each tradition. In addition, a research project
that explicitly states that it draws on a particular theoretical perspective
immediately makes favourable signals to the person reading and assess-
ing it. A defined theoretical perspective implies that the researcher has
attempted to think through the implications and scope of their research
question or issues. It also implies that the researcher is aware of the need
to make assumptions explicit and to refer to previously published research.
Finally, it suggests that the researcher will attempt to write a research
report that is coherent: its aims, method and analysis will all ‘hang
together’ and makes sense in terms of each other.

Theoretical perspectives may, as portrayed in Box 5.1, have a high
degree of internal logical consistency. On the other hand, particular
methods and types of question have sometimes become associated with
particular perspectives by usage and habit. The usefulness of these associ-
ations is debated by researchers. For example, in university business
schools it has become almost axiomatic that an empirical research study
should involve a questionnaire survey, regardless of the scope of the study
or the nature of the research aims. The survey questionnaire was devised
by attitude researchers, but many studies are now conducted that use this
data-gathering method without any reference to the assumptions and com-
plexities of attitude research. This over-use of surveys has arisen from
habit and familiarity.

There is an element of choice in research design: it was mentioned
earlier in this book that multi-method approaches, combining useful fea-
tures of more than one approach, can be fruitful. Many research studies
are innovative in adapting data-gathering methods that are typically used
in one research design for use in another. However, all such adaptation
requires some understanding of why particular aims, methods and analyses
seem to fit together while others do not. The theoretical coherence of the
research study is important. A useful way of addressing this is to set the
research study within a given theoretical perspective and to ensure that 
the scope, method, questions and implications cohere within this per-
spective.

Some theoretical perspectives become so widely used over time that they
become taken for granted as the only way to do research in a particular
field. This taken-for-granted aspect of theoretical perspectives can give
them the character of a ‘paradigm’.
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‘Physical’ and ‘social’ scientific ‘paradigms’

A scientific ‘paradigm’ is a term popularized by Kuhn (1970). A paradigm
is a set of explicit and implicit assumptions about how research should be
conducted in the pursuit of scientific knowledge. Academic management
and marketing researchers often argue that certain ‘paradigms’ or sets of
assumptions are more correct or better in practice than others. For ex-
ample, there has been a widespread assumption that questionnaire surveys
subjected to statistical analyses closely approximate natural scientific
methods. This is not agreed upon by all researchers. Many have argued
that ‘natural’ science, that is, research that investigates the physical world
of atoms and molecules, has its own set of interpretive methods that do
not usually include survey questionnaires. It can be argued that research
investigating the social world of human activity demands particular data-
gathering and analysis methods that reflect the special character of social
life. As one argument goes, life does not have to mean anything to an
atom. In contrast, seeking meaning is a defining characteristic of human
beings. Social research is concerned with people and their activities, includ-
ing the activities of organizing, managing and consuming. As such it is
concerned with meaning since the primary activity of humans in any given
context is to make sense of their lived experience, to render it meaningful.

All books on research methods are highly selective about the methods
and philosophies they deem appropriate for their readership. Although this
book emphasizes particular approaches, it also takes the position that
different scientific paradigms need not be seen as mutually exclusive. It

Box 5.1 The role a theoretical perspective plays in ‘pulling a
research project together’

Theoretical perspective Includes assumptions about ontology,
epistemology, nature of social research

Research questions or issues Type and scope of research aim(s) are
consistent with the stated theoretical
perspective

Research methods Approach to data gathering and/or
literature review is given by the theo-
retical perspective and consistent with
the aims

Analysis and implications The kind and scope of implications
that can be inferred from findings are
implied in the theoretical perspective,
aims and methods
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assumes that interpretation is a necessary part of all scientific research. It
also assumes that if the bases of interpretation are explored and made
explicit in terms of everyday human understanding, then the scientific
enterprise of advancing human knowledge of the natural and social worlds
is served.

Kuhn’s (1970) book drew attention to the way that certain data-gather-
ing techniques and analytical methods become taken for granted over time
as the only right way to do scientific research in a particular field. What is
taken for granted can become so dominant that new researchers in the
field are often not even aware that other ways exist. Alternative ways of
understanding and doing research cease to be part of taught courses and
texts. Consequently it takes a ‘revolution’ in knowledge to make people
realize that what seemed a good way of conceiving of new knowledge for a
long time was not, in fact, the only way.

There have been protracted debates about the relation research in mar-
keting and management should have to research in the physical sciences.
These ‘philosophy of science’ debates have passionate advocates on all
sides. This book takes the position that different theoretical perspectives or
research philosophies are not, necessarily, mutually incompatible. It takes
the view that research is served by many differing approaches. Most im-
portantly, it takes a pragmatic view on research: student researchers do
not have to be adroit in philosophy of science in order to understand some
of the philosophical issues that are debated and to employ these in a useful
way in devising creative and coherent research designs.

Academic politics and research

Another reason why there is ‘stickiness’ in research ideas is that, for acade-
mics, ideas are political. The ideas we academics trade in can give us
power over our careers. If one kind of research works for us, we are some-
times reluctant to acknowledge the value of other ways because we feel we
have to defend our work. In fairness to academics, the arguments and
debates over research are not merely self-serving and defensive. Academics
can be passionate about ideas, especially when it comes to research, and
are not likely to agree easily when they feel very strongly about a certain
interpretation.

Letting go of a cherished belief can be difficult for anyone. In a sense,
we all make sense of the world as informal scientists (to borrow a term
from the personal construct theory of Kelly, 1955). We learn from our
experience, form tentative hypotheses, then modify what we thought was
true in the light of new experience. This part of learning is psychologically
challenging whether you are a biological researcher, a consumer and mar-
keting researcher, or a child learning about life. To let go of one belief in
order to modify or change it in favour of another is a challenge to our
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need to feel that we understand and have control over the world we
experience. So to say that social research in management and marketing is
political is simply to acknowledge that it is done by people who have a
psychological need for knowledge. The true social scientist meets this chal-
lenge by being ‘open’ to new ideas and tries to understand them in terms
of his or her existing knowledge.

The lesson for the student researcher is to adopt a modest tone in
research writing. If an assertion is made then it should be qualified care-
fully with reference to credible published works in reputable publications,
or through careful argument and evidence-based reasoning. Academics
want to see a quality of scholarship and good reasoning in student work,
whatever the merits or shortcomings of their overall argument. The
student researcher can, and should, have a view on the matters being dis-
cussed but his or her opinions should always be tentative, subject to modi-
fication in the light of new learning or evidence. This level of academic
attainment, and the many intellectual and practical skills included in it, is
what the research project is about. Pragmatically, taking the appropriate
tone is a useful way of negotiating the political landscape of business
school research.

Issues in interpretive research

Qualitative research and case studies

There can be little doubt that there is substantial blurring between the
various qualitative data-gathering approaches and interpretive data
analytical perspectives. The terms ‘interpretive’ and ‘qualitative’ are often
used as synonyms. Strictly speaking, they are not. ‘Qualitative’ research
refers simply to the kind of data being analysed. Qualitative data analysis
often does apply analytical approaches that are taken from interpretive
research traditions (Spiggle, 1994). However, the term ‘qualitative’ by itself
does not tell you anything about the way the data set was interpreted,
unless it is taken for granted that the interpretive process is the same for
everyone. However, it can be a major mistake in research to assume that
taken-for-granted values and assumptions are unquestionable and univer-
sal. It is therefore more precise to differentiate between the use of qualitat-
ive data sets and the process of interpretation applied to those data sets.

Similarly, the ‘case study’ has become a label for a method of research
when, strictly speaking, it is merely a source of data. Saying that a research
project is a case study leaves much unsaid, since it does not explain the
theoretical assumptions that guided the choice of data sets and the analyti-
cal approach that generated findings.

The following chapters of this book do not include one dedicated to the
case study. This omission deserves some explanation since the case study is
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perhaps the single most popular general approach claimed for research pro-
jects in business and management. The case study is well established and has
a formidable history. The world-famous Harvard Business School made the
case study the central pillar of their teaching. Originally, students would
study the available information on a particular organizational management
problem and would also visit the organization to see first-hand what its
methods were and to speak to its managers. The students would then return
to the classroom, offer their analysis of the business issues and problems
facing that company, and debate this with the students and faculty. The aim
of this was two-fold. By analysing the case and then debating their analysis
with colleagues and professors, student researchers might develop skills of
advocacy and critique (Contardo and Wensley, 1999). Through this de-
manding process they might happen on some general principles of manage-
ment that could apply in a range of circumstances.

Case study research can take various forms. Many research studies that
are labelled as using a case-study method rely on pre-existing information
such as company and industry reports and other publications. Some
employ an ethnographic style if the researcher can gain access to a
company to observe processes from within. Others draw on data from
depth interviews with company managers. Some case studies use a com-
parative approach by taking several cases and making comparisons be-
tween them of particular managerial issues or processes. Some case studies
are conducted in a deductive style and test particular hypotheses. Others
are conducted in an inductive research style to paint a detailed picture of
the social life of the organization. All this variation in case study style
means that the term is used to describe a variety of research approaches.
There is no agreed ‘case study method’ as such. There is a wide variety of
approaches to using cases to research management issues.

To claim that a research study uses a case study approach only tells
readers that data was gathered about one or several organizations. It does
not explain anything about the specific data-gathering techniques used
(surveys, interviews, ethnographic observation) and neither does it explain
how data sets were analysed. Finally, it does not explain the research
design in terms of how research questions were formed and addressed. As
mentioned above, some case studies have carefully formed hypotheses that
are tested using case situations that are thought to be representative of
wider groups of organizations. This would be called a deductive research
design. The researcher has derived a specific question or questions from
previous research and sets out to examine particular organizations to test
that question.

Other case studies are inductive in that they do not set out with a spe-
cific research hypothesis but, rather, have broad areas of interest in an
exploratory study. The inductive researcher does not know exactly what
he or she is looking for: the data sets are sifted to see what they reveal
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about the phenomena that are under investigation. In a case study the find-
ings may well be particular to one or two organizations. Such findings may
well be suggestive of wider themes in many organizations, but a larger
study would be required to establish this with more precision. Other case
study designs attempt to set findings at a more general level by using cases
that are representative of many others in important respects. In this way
findings can be established which may be relevant to many organizations,
but this would still be a tentative suggestion that required more research.

Interpretation and research ‘method’

Another important theme for this section concerns the idea of research
‘method’. Many student texts refer to methods and methodology (the
study of methods). The difficulty with such discussion is often that
‘method’ is poorly defined. The word ‘method’ can imply that the research
process is a little like putting data into one end of a machine and watching
as findings drop out of the other end. ‘Method’ is used broadly to refer to
a linked set of presuppositions about the nature of social research, a set of
approved data-gathering approaches and a set of (often implicit) conven-
tions concerning data interpretation, all grouped together.

This book seeks to pick apart these various stages of the research
process. This is partly because the word ‘method’ can imply a somewhat
mechanistic approach to social research that seems inappropriate to the
creativity of interpretive research. Naïve use of methodological precepts
can result in research that predetermines its findings. To illustrate this in
another way, a hammer is a very useful tool for knocking nails into wood.
However, there are problems for which a hammer is not the best tool, for
example for turning a screw. It is a mistake in social research to take a
hammer to every kind of problem by using one method regardless of its
appropriateness to the research questions, aims and context. The one-
method researcher might hit some data with their methodological hammer
and then declare that the research design was appropriate because they
definitely hit something. However, they would say, more hammering is
required to generate more accurate findings.

In this book the broad idea of interpretation is used to position social
(as opposed to physical) research as an activity that explores questions
creatively through an interaction between methods, reflexive research
reporting and critical analysis of systematically gathered data. Interpretive
research uses methods but is not driven by preconceptions about what
method is right. Rather, research is seen as a way of thinking and learning
that is guided by sets of philosophical presuppositions linked with (usually
qualitative) data-gathering techniques.

Applying strict methodological principles must, to some degree, pre-
suppose the findings of research. Findings are invariably framed and
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constrained by the methodological assumptions researchers bring to the
study. The spirit of research followed in this book is better expressed by
phrases like research ‘perspectives’ or ‘approaches’ than method. In inter-
pretive research the researcher’s reflexive and philosophically informed
interpretation of the data generates findings. The findings are not cranked
out of a machine: they are not generated impersonally by a research
‘method’.

Major themes of interpretive research

Interpretive research and ‘rich’ descriptions

It was noted above that while interpretive research traditions hold differ-
ing emphases on data gathering and analysis and use differing vocabular-
ies, there are also many commonalities and overlaps between the various
traditions. The interpretive stance is that social accomplishments of every
kind are complex and enigmatic phenomena that cannot be represented by
direct causal relations or boxes-and-arrows models without employing an
extreme order of reductionism. Reductionism refers to the over-simplifica-
tion of explanations. Such research tends to ignore contrasting perspectives
in order to produce a simple, and simplified, process model. This can be
useful where models and theories provide elegant and concise representa-
tions of particular phenomena or relationships. However, interpretive
research is more often characterized by ‘rich’ descriptions of social phe-
nomena that refer to all details and attempt to grapple with the complexity
of social worlds. These rich descriptions tend to focus on the particular
social context rather than the world in general.

Reflexivity

A feature of interpretive research that has been mentioned previously in
the book is reflexivity. This concept has two main practical implications
for the researcher. One is that the researcher is encouraged to try to be
consciously aware of the values, assumptions and perceptions they bring to
the research process. This reflexivity, or ‘being aware of being aware’, is
brought into the research report through a self-conscious, and self-critical,
writing style. In other research styles it is conventional for the researcher
to write and behave as if he or she is detached and independent. The
research report is written to minimize the identification of a thinking,
feeling, interpreting individual as author. Interpretive research studies are
often written in the ‘third person’ but nonetheless they should have a
reflexive tone and self-conscious style. They can be written in the first
person, that is, using the personal pronoun ‘I’ to represent the author. It
can be more difficult to create an impression of rigorous scholarship in this
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style and student researchers are advised not to use it unless they are confi-
dent about their writing and analytical skills. Even then, it is strongly
advised to obtain the view of the research supervisor.

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) suggest that, in interpretive research, ‘people
are not considered to be objects . . . but are active sense makers like the
researcher’ (p. 33). The researcher’s part in the interpretive process is,
then, openly acknowledged. Researchers seek to use this involvement to
deepen their understanding of the research process and they express it in
their research reporting through a reflexive research reporting style that is
open to self-criticism, honest about influences and biases and frank about
limitations.

Meanings, facts and representation

Another important feature of interpretive research is a focus on meanings
as opposed to a focus on facts. Interpretive researchers seek to understand
how social life is actively produced by people’s language, behaviour and
social practices. There is a need to see particular social worlds from the
point of view of participants. Just as ethnographic researchers have tried to
understand soccer violence in the UK by joining a gang for a period of
time and becoming part of the social process they are investigating, inter-
pretive researchers do not seek to impose preconceived values or concepts
on the people they are focusing on in their research. Researchers must seek
to accept the world as it is produced by participants. Ethically, this does
not mean that the researcher must agree with or encourage behaviour he
or she thinks is wrong. It simply means that the integrity of the research
process is best served if researchers seek to empathize with research
participants. The emphasis on meaning results in a focus on meanings as
they are constructed by research participants, rather than imposing the
meanings and values of other groups on to the group that is being studied.
In this way researchers can stand back from their research to try to under-
stand why particular meanings become constructed and valued in a par-
ticular social setting.

For interpretive consumer researchers, buying products and services and
understanding advertising and branding are all activities that people make
meaningful by imposing values on them. Understanding meaning is con-
sidered to be the key to understanding motivation and behaviour. Interpre-
tive management researchers are similarly concerned with management
processes as aspects of human interaction in organizations. Managers are
seen as thinking, feeling individuals, as are the people they manage. Work
is an important site of meaning for human beings. Management is a class
of organizational authority but it is also, colloquially, something all
workers do: we ‘manage’ our lives, our relationships, our time and our
activities. In managing our work we bring meaning to it and it is this
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meaning that interpretive researchers seek to tap into and use as a source
of insight and understanding when they research organizational work and
management.

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) remind readers that interpretive research
reports are representations of a slice of social reality. That is, when the
researcher writes about a management issue, he or she cannot claim that
the research report is the reality of what has happened. It is, self-evidently,
an interpretation written down in text. For Brownlie (2001) ‘interpretive
marketing research [is] a highly coded and situated form of representation
. . . that works to legitimize and privilege certain kinds of knowledge’ 
(p. 48). For Brownlie (2001, p. 50) research does not merely ‘reproduce a
pre-existing world of marketing managers or consumers’ but ‘constructs
the research domain’ through ‘scholarly artifice’. For example, it is not
correct to assume that because ethnographic research seeks a rich and
detailed description of a social phenomenon that this in some way pro-
duces a representation that is closer to reality. Ethnography is just another
representational practice (Van Mannen, 1995).

‘Representation’ implies that whatever is written in research represents
a viewpoint that is selective and reflects the educational, cultural and
political influences on the researcher. It is appropriate, therefore, for the
researcher to reflect on the interests that may underlie any particular
representation. For Alvesson and Deetz (2000), representation is political
in the sense that any representation of reality will concur with some inter-
ests and conflict with some others.

For example, much consumer research uses the concepts of consumer
‘satisfaction’ and ‘choice’. However, there are circumstances in which con-
sumption can be a source of dissatisfaction and a restriction of choice. A
reflexive piece of interpretive consumer research would acknowledge the
conflicting interests that may be invested in the use of particular represen-
tational strategies, such as framing consumer experience in terms of con-
structs like ‘choice’ and ‘satisfaction’. As an example, some interpretive
studies of management have painted a picture of organizational manage-
ment as chaotic and stressful, and managers as unhappy, unfulfilled and
stressed (e.g. in parts of Watson, 1994). Other studies celebrate managerial
tasks and, by implication, managerial skills and produce a representation
of the organizational manager as a folk hero (e.g. in Peters and Waterman,
1982). It does not question the integrity of such studies to discuss what
interests may be served by such representations of organizational manage-
ment.

Particular styles or modes of representation do tend to become accepted
and conventional over time. For example, popular marketing management
textbooks have developed distinctive rhetorical strategies that have become
so familiar that it is difficult to articulate marketing issues through alterna-
tive representational strategies (Hackley, 2001, 2003). This presents a dif-
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ficulty for researchers. A good researcher will not want to present a picture
of the world that relies solely on conventional and perhaps stereotypical
ways of representing the world. The challenge to interpretive social re-
searchers is to see the worlds they research through the eyes of the people
in them while also retaining a distance from that world, so that what is
familiar to participants remains unfamiliar to the researcher.

What is considered to be normal and taken-for-granted thought, lan-
guage and behaviour in particular social circumstances needs to be exam-
ined from an intellectual distance by the researcher. The researcher needs
to ask just why is this way of seeing the world or behaving considered
normal? Where did it come from? What does it accomplish in terms of
group interaction or social positioning? Only by making the familiar
strange can social researchers generate striking or original interpretations
of social life. It has been suggested that the interpretive social researcher
should be a ‘professional stranger’.

Agency and situated freedom

Agency refers to the power of individuals to act and behave independently
of social structures. Are your beliefs, likes, dislikes, manner and attitudes
unique to you? Do they reflect your own personality? Are your decisions
and accomplishments your own and no one else’s? Or are they the result
of the influences under which you grew up, your social class, the culture of
which you are part, the kind of family you have? Are your actions, behavi-
ours, your very thoughts the result of the social structures within which
you exist?

Such questions as these have been the cause of much debate among
social theorists and are usually referred to collectively as the agency-
structure debate. The debate is important to researchers because it influ-
ences the kinds of findings that can be produced. If people behave because
of the forces that are imposed on them through class, culture and other
outside (structural) influences, then change can only come about through
large-scale social change. If, on the other hand, people have the power,
however curtailed and limited, to act, think and behave independently of
the social structures around them, they are said to possess the power of
agency.

Some interpretive research traditions (such as the phenomenological/
existentialist) make this very assumption. They assume that people have
some power, some limited or ‘situated’ freedom to define their own exist-
ence and to determine their own course of action. This is important
because studies of how people create meaning within certain social situ-
ations would have little value if the people were merely playing out des-
tinies that have been imposed on them by their social circumstances. The
very idea of interpretation implies that there is some creativity and
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independence to the researcher’s stance: he or she has the freedom to place
creative interpretations on the research they conduct. This is important
because it is assumed that the actions of consumers, marketing managers
and other research participants are not simply determined by forces
outside their control but are the result of their agentive action.

The assumption that people have the power of agency is not held by all
interpretive research traditions. Some research approaches focus more on
the effects that social institutions and structures have on the behaviour,
thought and action of individuals and groups. Indeed, many traditions of
consumer behaviour research are implicitly based on the assumption that
behaviour is determined by factors outside the individual’s control. Con-
sumers are regarded as entities that ‘behave’ as if they are directed by the
forces of organizational management. Factors in the consumer’s social
environment are regarded as variables in a buying equation. If manage-
ment can put the right product together, the right information in the
promotion, channel it to the right consumer, combine that with the appro-
priate marketing mix variables, then a purchase results. Such approaches
to modelling consumer behaviour throw up many intriguing findings and
theories. However, most interpretive traditions focus less on purchasing as
a behavioural response to external and internal variables and more on pur-
chasing as a response to a need for meaning that is directed by the reflec-
tions, experiences and emotions of the consumer.

Language and the social constructionist ontology

The concept of ‘bias’ is sometimes invoked to distinguish between the way
events are reported by interviewees or survey respondents and the way
they ‘really’ happened. In much interpretive research no such distinction is
acknowledged. This is because the researcher is not in a position to specu-
late about a reality that lies beyond the accounts of research participants.
All the researcher can do is to analyse the data he or she can obtain with
as much care as possible so that the reasoning and evidence that give rise
to their findings is derived systematically and presented clearly. For inter-
pretive researchers using qualitative data approaches to language is not,
necessarily, a window to underlying events and causes. Language itself is
the reality that can be studied.

This general position implies a social constructionist ontology. The
ontology of a research study refers to deep assumptions about the nature
of the reality being studied. A social constructionist ontology regards
social reality as something that people construct in interaction through
their use of language and other social practices. This contrasts with the
assumption (often attributed to natural scientists) that social reality is
fixed, given and prior to language and social practice.

Not all interpretive research approaches assume a social constructionist
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ontology. For example, some traditions of semiotics assume that there are
communication codes underlying the construction of meaning. These codes
are seen as relatively stable, fixed and unchanging. However, not all semi-
otics researchers will agree that this is an important issue. The ontological
position adopted by a researcher is an intellectual requirement, since high-
quality intellectual work demands that implied assumptions are acknow-
ledged in reasoning and are consistent with the implications claimed for
the research. The ontology of social research is a working assumption, not
a fully worked-through and defensible argument about the nature of
reality. Social researchers state assumptions because these have implica-
tions for the kinds of findings and conclusions that can be generated from
research. Social researchers cannot assume that assumptions are shared or
taken for granted by all.

The social constructionist ontology is sometimes contrasted with the
realist philosophical position. Social researchers invoke the philosophy of
realism to support the contention that the social world of managers,
organizations and consumers can be regarded as if it were like the physical
world of plants, bodies and cells. This can be a rather oversimplified con-
trast: realism is a sophisticated philosophical stance that has many shades
and subtleties. For example, critical realists hold that the world can and
should be regarded as real in a material sense but only as a working
assumption. Critical realists are agnostic on many philosophy of science
questions. They take a pragmatic viewpoint.

The contradictions between realism and social constructionism do not
need to be resolved by novice researchers before they can complete their
first research project. They do, however, need some familiarity with philo-
sophy of science issues so that they can be clear about the working
assumptions they are bringing to their research. Social research studies in
marketing, management and consumer research do not usually need to
have a sophisticated grounding in philosophy of science, but they do need
to have a sense of coherence. That is, the research question or issue, the
data-gathering method (if there is one), the findings and implications have
to hang together, to make sense in terms of each other. If new researchers
have some working understanding of important philosophical concepts in
social science, the challenge of coherence can be met.

The interpretive research stance: ‘objectivity’ and
‘reflexivity’

An important principle of some experimental research traditions has been
that the researcher stands apart from the research. The people who are in
the research study are called research ‘subjects’, denoting the authority of
the researcher (the scientist) to determine what they should be told, to
control how they are used in the experiment and also to interpret their
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motives, actions and behaviour. The researcher, on this experimental
model, stands outside what is being researched and attempts to generate
‘objective’ findings. ‘Objective’ here means findings that are independent of
both the researcher and the research design.

The principle of objectivity has been the subject of much debate among
researchers. Unfortunately it can be somewhat oversimplified. In social
research no findings can be generated without human involvement so there
is an unavoidable element of personal judgement involved. Physical science
has been shown to be a very human affair with elements of subjectivity,
judgement and culture-specificity (e.g. Woolgar, 1981, 1988, 1989; Knorr
Cetina and Mulkay, 1983). Whether the design is experimental and the
analysis statistical, or the design qualitative and the analysis interpretive,
an attempt can be made to show how the findings might apply in other
situations. In both styles of research findings can be well supported by data
and reasoning. Similarly, in both kinds of research it can be shown that
findings could be quite likely to occur in a similar way in differing situ-
ations. It all depends how findings are expressed, in other words, it
depends on the scope and assumptions underlying the research.

The ‘objectivity’ of the researcher might be better expressed as
‘integrity’. As researchers, we cannot understand our research except
through our own frame of understanding, or culture, experience, judge-
ment and learning. We can, however, try to make our findings and reason-
ing as clear, coherent and transparent as possible. In this way readers of
research are in a position to judge whether the findings have broader rele-
vance or, indeed, if they choose whether to carry out a similar study to see
for themselves.

In many interpretive research traditions there is little emphasis on
replicability of studies or on ‘objectivity’ of findings. Some studies ex-
pressly do not seek to generate findings that might be true in other situ-
ations or places. Many ethnographic studies, for example, seek to
understand the ways in which a particular, specified, social milieu is pro-
duced. There is no attempt to reduce findings to direct cause–effect rela-
tionships or statistically supported correlations. Such studies do generate
general findings in the sense that they contribute to the proposal that
organizational management is a human enterprise that is produced by
thinking, feeling actors who are idiosyncratic and emotional. As case
studies they might also reveal features of successful, or unsuccessful, man-
agerial styles that could be relevant to other kinds of organization.
However, the major emphasis of ethnographic studies is on rich descrip-
tion, not testable cause–effect relations. Indeed, many interpretive
researchers would argue that attempts to pin down social phenomena to
direct cause–effect relations are doomed to failure because they misrepre-
sent the complexity and human-ness of social life.

While interpretive research does emphasize high standards of theoretical
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coherence, transparency and rigour of data collection, it also acknow-
ledges that the very presence of the researcher is a feature of the research
that cannot be ruled out of the analysis. In other words, the interpretive
researcher does not stand outside the research process but is implicated in
it. There is, therefore, a need for the previously mentioned quality of
reflexivity in research reporting. In conducting the research the researcher
can try to be aware of his or her influence on events and be sensitive to
that. He or she can demonstrate self-awareness in writing the research
report by acknowledging the assumptions, predispositions and prejudices
that he or she brings to the research as a whole.

Power and ideology: critical influences

A final concept that deserves mention here is power. Interpretive research
does not necessarily seek to uncover the relations of power that frame
social interaction. It is usually more concerned with revealing how social
life is produced and sustained as a ‘normal’ thing through language and
social practice in a given context. However, an awareness of how power is
reproduced and played out in social situations is implicit in much interpre-
tive research. If researchers ask the question ‘why do these meanings seem
to be important to this community of people?’ then they must allow that
one possible answer is that particular meanings serve particular interests,
that is, they support the power of particular interests in some way. It is
increasingly common for interpretive approaches to research analysis to be
conducted within a ‘critical’ focus on power and interest.

Power has two broad meanings in social research. These are defined in
the glossary for Chapter 8 but are worth mentioning initially here. Struc-
tural power refers to the ability of one person or group to coerce another
person or group. This kind of power is commonly understood since it is
usually very apparent, being vested in economic, class, law or other social
institutions. It is extrinsic to social action, being imposed from outside a
given social interaction. Constitutive power, on the other hand, is often
less apparent since it refers to the ways in which we unwittingly reproduce
ideologically imposed values through our everyday talk and action. It is
intrinsic to a given social interaction because the language and social prac-
tice of people in interaction does not merely reflect relations of power, it
actively constitutes those relations of power.

For example, in many countries a way of speaking can categorize the
speaker into a particular social class. This might be supported by the use of 
a particular vernacular and certain grammatical patterns, as in British
‘working-class’ or ‘middle-class’ speaking. Hence any interaction with a
person of different social class is immediately framed within pre-existing
ideological norms that set the terms of reference for the interaction. In Britain
a regional accent was once a barrier to social and career advancement
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because it signified membership of a ‘lower’ class less worthy of responsi-
bility and opportunity. While this is less true today, some would argue that
it can still be the case in some circumstances. Within interaction and dia-
logue, people will draw (consciously or unconsciously) on ideological
norms that pre-exist the interaction and they will reproduce these through
language and social practice. Ideas of class membership reflect the eco-
nomic and political dominance of particular groups at certain times in
history. Constitutive power often takes the form of an ideology in the
sense that it is apparent in implicit assumptions and values that come to be
regarded as normal, given and beyond question.

In micro-analyses of social life, researchers can look at how language
and social practice confers power on individuals. For example, a study of
the construction of authority in a professional relationship such as man-
agement consulting might look at the ways in which rhetoric, gesture and
language produce the effect of authority in particular relationships. A
study of management on the shop floor might study the play of power and
authority between management and ‘workers’ or staff. This could be seen
in terms of factors affecting the credibility of the manager, such as per-
sonal style, use of language, negotiating skills and so on. Such a study
would also look at the ways in which power and authority are resisted in
management–staff relations. Published studies have focused, for example,
on the disconnectedness of managerial power (Munro, 1997) and on the
constitutive character of managerial power in a knowledge-based, profes-
sionalized industry such as advertising (Hackley, 2000).

Micro-studies can also employ another dimension of analysis. If
particular gestures, bodily rhetoric (managers wear lounge suits, shopfloor
workers wear jeans, etc.), sanctions and rewards characterize the relations
between management and the workforce, then there may be historical
reasons for this. In other words, there may be wider historical influences at
work within the micro-sociology of particular relationships and groups.

Power is clearly important in many organizational contexts. The power
of large organizations to change or maintain certain market conditions
through the use of large advertising budgets is highly evident in fmcg (fast-
moving consumer goods) markets. Some retail organizations have consid-
erable power over suppliers to define price and quality specifications. On a
micro-sociological level, formal management meetings are sites of the play
of power from board level to shopfloor quality circles. Commercial organi-
zations self-evidently have greater power over resources than individual
consumers, but there is resistance to this power through consumer law,
pressure groups and other means. Some commentators argue that the
Internet has changed the power balance, shifting it towards consumers
who can express their wants and dislikes directly. However, as some criti-
cal theorists point out, it is clearly in the interests of commercial organi-
zations to claim that consumers have the power of choice. To what extent
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is this choice constrained or framed by commercial power? These ques-
tions and many others concerning power offer potentially fruitful lines of
discussion for students doing research projects.

One very important aspect of the study of power concerns studies of
gender and gender relations in organizational and consumption settings
(e.g. Alvesson, 1998; Hirschman, 1993; Stern, 1993). Many student
researchers have found that studies of the representation of gender rela-
tions in magazines and other media forms can provide fruitful material for
speculation on the state of gender relations. Studies that, for example,
content analyse advertisements and editorial of magazines from differing
time periods tend to reveal striking differences in the ways that relations
between genders are represented. In turn, the forms of representation
reflect changing values and norms in the social world beyond magazines.
What changing media representations of gender imply about the wider
social world is a matter for the informed speculation of the researcher.
Many other kinds of study focusing on power and gender have looked at
career and promotion routes for women and men in different organ-
izations and occupations.

A focus on power, then, implies that many aspects of social action and
interaction, such as language, the rhetoric of gesture and dress, the rhetoric
of gender relations, can be understood in terms of the power such behavi-
ours confer on individuals. For researchers who draw on the Frankfurt
school of critical theorists, power is a ubiquitous feature of social relations
(e.g. Horkheimer and Adorno, 1944). For some researchers no interpretive
study is complete without a focus on the ways in which wider structures of
power, such as institutions of class, gender and economics, are reproduced
at the level of everyday social interaction. Interpretive studies that are truly
critical in this wide-ranging sense may be beyond the scope of most
student researchers. In many cases, the aims of student research projects
will be primarily managerial or interpretive/descriptive rather than truly
critical. Nevertheless, the link between interpretive research traditions and
critical studies that focus on power is too important to be ignored.

The selection of research perspectives for the
following chapters

Interpretive research traditions that rely mainly on qualitative data have
developed in many forms. There are numerous variations and adaptations
of each tradition. They are interdependent: each tradition informs the
others. There are also major areas of overlap. The various traditions have
historical linkages and methodological commonalities. The aim of the
following chapters will be to show student researchers how to conduct a
research study by using any one of several major interpretive traditions, or
by using combinations of concepts from differing traditions.
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Many students and researchers may be intrigued by the research possi-
bilities that lie in the perspectives that follow: they include pheno-
menology/existentialism, ethnography, critical discourse analysis,
semiotics, postmodernism/poststructuralism, literary theory, gender studies
and others. These and other perspectives are increasingly popular within
marketing, management and consumer research. Other perspectives could
have been chosen for this book. One important omission is the psychody-
namic perspective which holds much potential for analysing topics such as
intra- and inter-group relations within management and marketing, con-
sumer motivation and behaviour, work motivation and organizational
behaviour to name a few. However, it was decided that a suitable treat-
ment of the psychodynamic perspective was beyond the scope of this book,
and possibly too difficult for most first-time student researchers.

The perspectives outlined in this book were chosen because they are
possibly the most accessible and directly applicable to the needs of market-
ing, management and consumer researchers. In addition they have a track
record of use by researchers and publication in top-quality research jour-
nals. Students wishing to learn more about specific perspectives or tradi-
tions can follow the references to read up in more specialized writings.

The first chapter dedicated to a particular interpretive research tradition
deals with phenomenology/existentialism. This would seem a useful place
to begin, since many qualitative studies draw implicitly on aspects of
phenomenology and existentialism. Indeed, for some researchers this is the
major informing research perspective of qualitative research. This, and all
the subsequent chapters, will develop a short exposition of the major prin-
ciples and concepts of the perspective. It will then move into a section
dealing with practical tips on how to frame a research project using the
principles and concepts of this particular theoretical perspective. Each
chapter will then illustrate the application of the perspective in research
with examples of previously carried out research projects.

Glossary

Agency The power of the individual to control his or her own actions,
thoughts and behaviour in spite of the influence social structures and insti-
tutions hold over us.

Critical realism Put simply, the position that the social world can be
assumed to be real in a material sense for the sake of convenience. It is a
pragmatic position that takes realism as a working assumption and a point
of departure for research.

Ethnography A method of social research that entails a detailed and often
long-term study of a particular social group. The aim is to understand the
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internal values of the group in terms of the lived experience of group
members.

Ideology In a general sense, implicit values and norms that are carried
within given modes of speaking, writing and thinking. Ideology is nor-
mally regarded as having a centre from which it emanates in support of
particular (narrow) interests and groups. This centre is often obscured
from view as ideological influences become widely accepted as the defini-
tive way of regarding a subject or idea.

Micro-sociology The detailed study of how social life is produced within a
specific group. It would normally entail a close examination of language,
gesture and other social practices. Micro-sociological studies are often con-
nected to larger-scale issues through consideration of the influence of ideo-
logical norms in the wider social and historical context.

Ontology A set of basic assumptions about the nature of social and/or
material reality.

Paradigm A set of assumptions about the best way to pursue knowledge in
a field regarding data-gathering methods, philosophy and analysis of data.
The word ‘paradigm’ often refers to assumptions that have become taken
for granted as the only correct way to do research in a particular field.

Phenomenological/existentialism Phenomenology was a branch of Euro-
pean philosophy associated with Brentano and Husserl that focused on the
direct apprehension of experience. In modern psychology this tradition
was developed into the experiential psychology perspective. In its modern
form it has also been influenced by existentialists such as Camus and
Sartre.

Realism In social research, realism is often invoked to mean that the
social world can be assumed to be as solid and material as the physical
world, at least for the purposes of research.

Reductionism Reducing complexity to simplicity by applying a particular
form of explanation. The term is usually used in a pejorative sense to
imply that the economy of a given form of explanation has been achieved
at the expense of important detail.

Replicability The ability to replicate a research study, that is, to do it
again within a different set of circumstances to see if the original findings
re-occur.
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Representation Social researchers can only write about the worlds they
investigate, they cannot reproduce those worlds, hence what they produce
is a textual representation of the events they investigate.

Representative Referring to sample choice in qualitative research: if a
small group has similar characteristics to a larger group it is representative
of that group. Findings from research with the smaller group may, there-
fore, reflect the views, behaviour or norms of the larger group.

Semiotics Simply, the science of signs. In the tradition informed by C.S.
Peirce, semiotics is the study of how signs come to have meaning in a given
context. The task of the semiotician is to uncover the codes through which
we interpret the meaning of signs.

Social constructionism An ontological position that holds that the social
world is constituted by and through language and social practice. In other
words, people make up their social worlds in important senses. Social
worlds are not fixed and logically prior to language and interactional prac-
tices. Language and interactional practices actively construct the social
world.



Chapter 6

Phenomenology

Chapter outline

This chapter begins the discussion of specific interpretive research perspec-
tives by drawing on two linked traditions: phenomenology and existential-
ism. It illustrates possible applications with research studies that could be
adapted for use by student researchers. It also develops some of the major
ideas, themes and techniques normally associated with each perspective.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• explain the major themes and concepts of phenomenology as a
research perspective

• apply these themes and concepts in a phenomenologically in-
formed student research project

• understand certain phenomenological principles that have more
general application in interpretive research studies

The phenomenological perspective

Social researchers of every persuasion have adapted philosophical systems
and ideas for use in their own research. One particularly important philo-
sophical theme that has been used in many research studies is pheno-
menology. Social researchers have linked the phenomenological emphasis on
lived experience with the concern of existentialist writers for the experience
of being and existing. Phenomenology has been placed in opposition to
positivism in social research since the two research perspectives are usually
characterized by assumptions that are mutually exclusive. Most notably,
where phenomenological research assumes a socially constructed reality,
positivism assumes that reality is external and objective. Easterby-Smith et
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al. (1991, p. 22) refer to this division and allude to ontological distinctions
in Morgan and Smircich (1980). The contrasting ontological positions imply
considerable differences in the conduct and analysis of research projects.

As with any philosophical traditions that have been adapted for social
research, there are differing interpretations. Edmund Husserl’s (1931, 1970)
ideological phenomenology was adapted for social research by subsequent
writers (Gurswitch (1974), such as Heidigger (1962), Sartre (1943, 1946)
and Schutz (1932). Other strains of phenomenological research were
developed, such as Habermas’s (1970) interpretive sociology and the phe-
nomenological social constructionism of Berger and Luckman (1966). These
writers generally emphasized the embodied, agentive character of lived
experience. Phenomenological social research takes the embodied, experi-
encing agent as a starting-point and explores the mutually constructed ‘life-
world’ of participants, the world of lived experience from which all others
derive. The phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty (1962a, 1962b) advocated a
return to that experiential world that pre-exists science and knowledge.

Philosophical phenomenology was a development of Hegel’s philosophy
of knowledge: phenomenological knowledge was knowledge as it appeared
in consciousness. The emphasis is placed on how people can access and
describe their directly apprehended, lived experience. There is, therefore,
an acknowledgement of the role of intuition, recognizing that much of our
understanding is not articulated but, rather, is ‘felt’ or intuited. Phenome-
nologically informed researchers attempt to draw out this understanding
by being open to the various personal ways people might describe this kind
of experience (see Box 6.1).

For example, within organizations, managers are a category of person
charged with particular responsibilities. ‘Management’ has, since the
1960s, been rather mythologized in that the skills, personal attributes and
tasks of individual managers are held to be the reason for organizational
success or failure. Phenomenological research can reveal how managers
themselves experience this role. Do they recognize the heroic picture
drawn in many popular management books? Do managers themselves feel
that they have the skills, the knowledge and, in particular, the power to
enact this role? Phenomenological research approaches would seek to
access the subjective experience of managers to gain intimate insights into
this experience. This results in a distinctive and penetrating research style.

Phenomenology also has many applications in consumer research. Con-
sumer ‘behaviour’ is a long-standing tradition of marketing management
research. The overtly managerial forms of research in marketing hold out
the promise of predictability and control over consumers. If managers
know how consumers react to a given advertisement, price offer or
package this would take all the risk and uncertainty out of marketing.
Phenomenology can conceive consumption not merely as behavioural
response to external stimuli but as meaning-directed behaviour driven by
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emotions, feelings and fantasies. In accessing the lived experience of con-
sumers, phenomenological research can generate radically differing
insights to traditional consumer behaviour research.

Phenomenological research themes

Intentionality

In phenomenological social research, the lived experience of people as 
they express it themselves is a most valuable source of research data.

Box 6.1 Major features of phenomenological/existential re-
search

Themes
A focus on the lived experience of actors

An emphasis on meaning, language, intentionality, agency and reflec-
tion

An empathetic stance from the interviewer as research participant

Assumptions
People are experiencing, reflective and agentive actors who collec-
tively produce social events

The experience of existence, time and death are major aspects of
what it means to be human

The integrity of the research data is paramount: there is no ‘bias’,
only differing possible interpretations

The researcher is an active part of the construction of the research

Methods of data gathering
Qualitative, especially the audio-recorded, transcribed depth inter-
view. Use of research field notes

Approach to data analysis
Focus on descriptions of experience, use of metaphor, the subjective
construction of meaning, existential issues

Use of thematic analysis

Direct quotes used as exemplars of important themes to support find-
ings
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Phenomenology focuses on intentional human experience. Intentionality
concerns the sense in which experience is directed onto objects or pheno-
mena, real or unreal. Literally, phenomenology refers to the study of
appearances. Husserl was concerned with the way objects or phenomena
appear to people. For researchers in management such ‘objects or phenom-
ena’ could include marketed products, brands, managerial actions and
interventions, marketing communications or any other aspect of organi-
zational activity. Researchers drawing on this perspective are interested in
accessing the emotions and subjective reflections of research participants in
order to better understand the processes of management and/or marketing
in which they are involved and which they jointly produce.

In phenomenological research the route to knowledge is to examine
carefully what is felt, thought and perceived. People ascribe meaning to the
objects that present themselves in consciousness. The task of the researcher
is to explore events or processes by gathering first-hand descriptions of
these feelings, thoughts and perceptions. Consequently the depth interview
is an ideal data-gathering method for phenomenological research. Through
this method, researchers can generate insight and understanding into mar-
keting and management issues and processes from a human perspective 
by acknowledging that these processes and issues are done by thinking,
feeling, reflecting people.

This last sentence calls to mind the section in the previous chapter that
emphasized agency and meaning in interpretive research. In phenomeno-
logical research, people are active participants in social processes. They are
not merely bodies that ‘behave’ according to external stimuli. Pheno-
menology emphasizes the human urge to derive meaning from experience.
People are seen as actively interpreting their social worlds. Their inter-
pretations and the meaning they ascribe to them are seen as the key to
understanding social events and processes such as management and
organizational or buyer behaviour. Most importantly, phenomenology sees
people as independent thinkers with the power of agency. That is, people
are thought to be able to initiate words, thoughts and actions. People’s
lives and thoughts are not simply determined by social structures and other
forces.

Humanistic influences in phenomenological interpretive
research

Hirschman (1986), among others, has written of the humanistic influence
in phenomenological consumer research while Stern and Schroeder (1994)
invoked humanism in their study of advertising imagery. Humanistic social
research can be seen, historically, as a reaction to the dominance of experi-
mental and statistical social research in the 1950s. The emphasis in posi-
tivist, experimental research was placed on people as organisms that learn
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from and behave in response to, external stimuli. The ability of people to
be aware of how their action and behaviour is based in their own reflec-
tions and reasoning tended to be minimized. Many researchers wanted a
more human level of understanding in social fields such as psychology,
sociology and management studies. They felt that the model of the person
in experimental research was flawed since it reduced the human being to
an unreflexive organism without agency. This model also assumed that
humans ‘process’ information much as computers do. By implication,
humans were considered to have a strictly limited or zero capacity for
reflecting on their circumstances and behaving creatively in response to
reasoning and emotions. In contrast, humanism emphasizes the agentive
capacity humans have to define our own existence and influence our own
fate.

For humanistic psychologists such as Carl Rogers (1945) the phenome-
nological interview enabled people to reflect on their experience and, by
doing so, change their perceptions and behaviour. The goal of humanistic
psychology was, and is, self-realization. People are thought to have a
capacity for reflection so that self-awareness can be increased and behavi-
our changed. Humanistic psychology has influenced the development of
the field of counselling psychology today.

In social research in management and marketing, the same assumptions
are made but the ends are different. While management researchers wish
no harm on their research participants, the primary goal of the research is
to generate insights and understanding about a particular issue or process,
not to empower individuals with the ability to change their lives. The
important thing for researchers (as opposed to therapists) is the assump-
tion that people can stand outside their behaviour, so to speak, and reflect
on it. This unique ability means that people are more than bundles of
learned responses and reinforced behaviours. We are actively interpreting
our experience in a search for meaning. This means that researchers must
understand our experience as it appears to us in order to understand what
motivates and drives behaviour.

Experience and existence in consumer research

The title of one study in the Journal of Consumer Research shows exactly
what this theme emphasizes for consumer researchers: ‘The experiential
aspects of consumption: consumer feelings, fantasy and fun’ (Holbrook and
Hirschman, 1982). These researchers argue that consumption, or buying
things, is not only done on the basis of a careful and explicit comparison of
product or service features in the light of rational needs. They suggest that
consumption can also be indulged in for fun and entails the fulfilment of
fantasies. This insight may seem profoundly obvious to student researchers
reading this book who have recently enjoyed a shopping trip, a meal in a
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restaurant or a night out dancing. The need for researchers to draw atten-
tion to the experiential reality of consumption arose because of the domi-
nance in academic marketing research of theories which emphasized the
economic rationality of consumers. This, in turn, arose because of the
dominance of quasi-experimental and positivistic research methods which
could not articulate experiential realities. The publication of articles such
as the one referenced above represented a challenge to accepted research
orthodoxy in consumer and marketing research.

The experiential perspective offered a radically new way of thinking
about and therefore of researching buyer behaviour. Seen in this light, con-
sumer research developed approaches that acknowledge the emotionality
(Holbrook and Hirschman, 1982) and symbolism (Belk, 1988) of many
buying decisions and consumer experiences. A later piece in the same
journal develops a related methodological theme by emphasizing the value
of research that draws on the links between ‘experiential’ consumer
research and phenomenology. It is entitled ‘Putting consumer experience
back into consumer research: the philosophy and method of existential
phenomenology’ (Thompson et al., 1989). Much consumer research then
and now has focused on the measurement of attitudes and consumer
responses to survey questionnaires. In contrast, phenomenological re-
searchers wish to tap into consumer experience as it appears to consumers,
without the mediating influence of attitude scales or survey questions.
They wish to understand the buying process as a phenomenon, as it
appears to consumers. In this way phenomenological social research seeks
to understand what consumption means for shoppers.

Phenomenology, then, was adapted in social research as part of the
humanistic movement to find research perspectives that employed a richer
model of the person and acknowledged the influence in social events of
human emotion and agency. It acknowledged the human need to make
experience meaningful and hence conceived of humans as seekers after
meaning. One important part of what it means to be human is the
experience of time and the certainty of death. This emphasis was incor-
porated into phenomenological research from existentialist writing.

The influence of existentialism

Existentialism is, broadly, the study of being. We are thrown into existence
and have to face the reality, temporality and finiteness of our own exist-
ence. As agents of our own destiny, we make decisions about our lives. For
existentialists, we are often unaware of our power to determine our own
fate. Indeed, we are often scared by this power and escape from this know-
ledge by busying ourselves with trivial, everyday concerns and worries.
This can represent a ‘flight from freedom’ whereby we deny our right to
choose our destiny. Existentialist philosophy dwells on this extreme posi-
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tion on agency, suggesting that we live with choice and every moment we
experience is governed by our willingness, or reluctance, to acknowledge
this power of choice to ourselves.

The themes of being, existence and death may seem out of place in a
research project about, say, the marketing of garden tools or the manage-
ment of fast-food service operations. The existentialist influence is import-
ant for the analysis of qualitative phenomenological research data because
of the interpretive position taken by the researcher. It is an extreme subjec-
tivist position that focuses on our immediate experience of being and the
ways in which we attempt to make sense of this experience. The ways we
interpret our experiences as managers, consumers and workers can, then,
be seen as ways in which we reconcile ourselves with the reality of mortal-
ity and the enigma of human existence.

Data gathering in phenomenological/existential
research

Phenomenological researchers must generate verbal reports and/or written
accounts of experience as their data. They must then organize and inter-
pret this data. Clearly, the focus for research analysis here falls on lan-
guage, since the route to inner thoughts and feelings lies in the accounts
and descriptions that people give of their experiences. Language, written
or audio-recorded, is the research data. Video and other texts (emails,
letters) could also be used. This means that data gathering and analysis
have a ‘messy’ quality, the data do not neatly ‘fit’ into categories and can
be unwieldy to collect and collate. On the other hand, the value of this
kind of data is that it can yield novel, striking and creative accounts that
stimulate the researcher’s interpretative imagination. This kind of data is
also, often, intrinsically interesting in itself. When people feel relaxed and
safe enough to talk about their experiences, the results can often be very
engaging. When it is ‘safe’ to do so, we often reflect on our experience in
ways which are new to us, we see things in new ways. The phenomenologi-
cal interview has this quality in that it enables interviewees to access their
experience in ways that had not been clear to them before.

The phenomenological interview

As mentioned earlier in the book, depth interviews can have varying 
degrees of formality. The researcher can use a predetermined script to list
topics, or he or she can allow the interviewee greater scope for setting the
agenda of the interview. However, it can be very useful for researchers to
work to an interview guide which sets out the major themes of interest.
This can be useful for remembering what topics to raise and for helping to
jog the memory. It is a good idea to give the interviewee some advance
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knowledge of the topic or issues that will be the focus of discussion. On
the other hand, it is important not to be too prescriptive. Part of the
excitement of qualitative research is that the researcher does not know
what he or she will find. People are interesting, creative entities and in phe-
nomenological research studies the interviewee is always the expert. They
have had the experiences to which you, the researcher, need to gain access.

A researcher cannot know for sure what will arise; interview agenda or
guides should allow for this. This implies that phenomenological and exis-
tential research principles are not usually useful for testing theories. They
are useful for exploratory research designs that set broad terms of refer-
ence and set out to discover things about a particular issue or process. Phe-
nomenological researchers do know what they are interested in before they
conduct an interview, but they do not know exactly what they will find
out about it.

The degree to which the interviewee can set the interview agenda
depends to some extent on the kind of topic or research question being
addressed. It also depends on the scale of and stage in the research process.
If a study entails a number of interviews then it is likely that the re-
searcher’s interests and understanding will grow as the research progresses.
This will influence the interview agenda. In many cases research interviews
become shorter as studies progress because the researcher has narrowed
down the topics of interest. In many more cases the interviewee can raise
unexpected and fruitful lines of thought and investigation.

Interviews that have no strict agenda have been used for many years in
anthropology and sociology, and also in clinical and counselling psychol-
ogy. Their history in marketing and management research is somewhat
shorter. In humanistic psychology the open-ended interview was devised as
a therapeutic intervention by Carl Rogers. In management research the
aim of the interview is not client therapy, although in most cases the inter-
viewee does find the experience fulfilling and enjoyable. It is rare for
people to be invited to reflect frankly on their experience of their own
work role and most find it refreshing. The interviewer’s stance is non-
judgemental and open to the interviewee’s experience. The interviewer
might intervene at times to help the dialogue along, or to probe particular
responses to get at more specific themes. He or she might also need to
gently redirect the interviewee back on to the topic of interest. However, in
general, phenomenological research gathers better-quality data if the inter-
viewee is made to feel comfortable so that they can be frank and insight-
ful about their own feelings and thoughts concerning their working
experience. In many cases they will not have had such an opportunity
before: good interview researchers are capable of creating a rapport or
empathy with interviewees which can help to generate striking and novel
research data in the form of original and creative insights.
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The phenomenological researcher stance

Conducting a phenomenological interview well is a subtle research skill. It
is important that the researcher can empathize with the interviewee’s
perspective. The researcher must try to see the interviewee’s world through
their eyes. He or she must create a safe, open and confidential ‘feel’ for the
interview. Many of the best qualitative interviews become like friendly
chats: the interviewee becomes absorbed in their topic and forgets that the
situation is, in fact, a relatively formal one. It helps if the interviewer has a
specific interest in the topic, and a general interest in people and their
thinking. It should be remembered that one-to-one interviews of this kind
can be a powerful, moving and even threatening experience. Some sensitiv-
ity is demanded of the researcher so that they know when to probe for
deeper answers, and when to leave alone. Of course, at all times the inter-
viewee is free to terminate the interview, and they must be made aware of
this at the beginning as a matter of proper research conduct.

Ideally, the researcher should be in a position to maintain eye contact
and to attend to what the interviewee is saying. He or she might find it
useful to make occasional notes, but this should be done with subtlety
because it can make the interviewee feel uncomfortable. It is best to ask
the interviewee for permission to audio-record the interview, then place a
microphone in an unobtrusive position to pick up the dialogue. Later, the
whole interview can be carefully replayed, listened to and transcribed. As a
note of caution, it should be remembered that one interview can generate a
vast amount of data. Fifteen thousand words is not unknown for one
interview transcript. It is wise to keep interviews as short as reasonably
possible; 30 to 60 minutes is adequate for most circumstances.

The interview tone

Good phenomenological interviews do develop their own momentum. It is
important for the researcher to be sensitive to the tone of the interview.
Some interviews seem to be socially difficult, the interviewee seems uncom-
fortable with giving responses. This is entirely natural, it can be difficult to
create a rapport. Some interviewees are simply not comfortable with the
directness and intimacy of the phenomenological interview. In such a situ-
ation the interviewer will have to work a little harder to generate good-
quality data by (gently) asking more questions and generally leading the
interaction. At the other extreme, some interviewees take some stopping
once they realize that the situation is non-threatening and they have a
captive audience to whom they can relate their entire life story. In such
cases the interviewee might need to gently redirect the interviewee back
onto relevant lines of discussion.

At the end of the interview the researcher/interviewer should thank the
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interviewee for their time and co-operation. They should be reassured that
everything said in the interview will remain strictly confidential. Only the
researcher and the readers of the research project will have access to the
data. The interviewee’s name will not be placed in the report unless they
specifically agree to being named in the report. In most qualitative research
interviewees are not named, either a pseudonym is used or interviewees are
referred to by a number or letter (interviewee A said this, interviewee B
said that). Many phenomenological researchers allow the interviewee to
see the typed-up transcript of the interview to ascertain that it is a fair
representation of the conversation. Some allow the interviewee to read the
final research project report so that the interviewee can see how their com-
ments were interpreted.

The pilot interview and developing interview skills

Conducting a phenomenological interview well is demanding on the part
of the researcher. The topic area must be defined in such a way that the
phenomenological interview can generate useful and relevant data. In
many cases a pilot interview can be useful so that the interviewer can
refine his or her interview agenda and get some practice at conducting the
interview. The depth interview demands subtle and adept social skills. Lis-
tening intently and concentrating on keeping dialogue flowing can be
extremely tiring, especially if several interviews are conducted in a short
time. In a phenomenological interview, the interviewer’s thoughts and
opinions are not important: the focus of attention is entirely on the inter-
viewee who has given their time and is prepared to be open about their
experience. This in itself can be tiring but it is very important that the
researcher/interviewer makes the interviewee the centre of attention for 
the duration of the interview. There is then the labour of transcribing the
interview and/or making notes. Finally, some sense must be made of 
the interview; the researcher must write up the findings in a way that is
structured and generates a useful discussion.

Analysing the transcript

When analysing data researchers should bear in mind the kind of research
report they must produce. All qualitative research relies heavily on direct
quotes to support arguments or to illustrate particular points in the
research report. The direct quote is important research material for
qualitative researchers of all kinds, so analysis of research data should bear
this in mind. The direct quote might be indicative of a general theme that
emerged in interviews. It might be a particularly pithy expression of an
important issue or concern. It might illustrate something about the
research issue that requires explaining to the reader of the research report.
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A quote might be important in showing how particular metaphors or
tropes of speech are used to describe or account for particular actions or
events. Whatever their particular purpose in a research report, direct
quotes make the research tangible for the reader. When analysing research
data the importance of quotes should be borne in mind.

Description, empathy, metaphor, existential dimensions

The analysis of phenomenological/existential interviews emphasizes several
major issues. In the research interview there is a description of the inter-
viewee’s experience in relation to a particular object, process or event. The
researcher must be careful to interpret this description with integrity by
adopting an ‘insider perspective’ informed by an empathy with the inter-
viewee’s point of view. The initial description should reflect the inter-
viewee’s view of the world. Of particular interest is the interviewee’s use of
metaphor. When we talk or write, use of metaphor is unavoidable. The
metaphors we choose are powerful in informing the meaning we draw
from our experience. As mentioned earlier, there is also a concern with
existential issues: how does the interviewee deal with issues of time and
existence?

Such themes might seem very abstract and difficult to extract from inter-
view texts. Indeed, the analysis of interviews as a whole can be time consum-
ing and difficult. The important thing is to find themes which can form the
structure for the analysis/discussion. These themes may not be apparent
straight away. They can come from extensive reflection on the data. The
audio tape and/or notes and transcript might be read through several times
before the structure, tone and themes of the text begin to emerge for the
researcher. Particular phrases or words might not strike you as interesting or
revealing at first but may do so after more reading and thought. The
researcher should think about the interviewee’s ‘take’ on events, how they
arrive at that take, what it reveals about the meaning of their experience.
What metaphors does the interviewee use to describe their experience? Do
these metaphors re-occur? Are they of a particular kind?

After some reflection, particular themes might emerge that can form the
basis for the research analysis. Such themes would act as the organiz-
ing structure for the findings and subsequent analysis/discussion in the
research report. For example, an interview or series of interviews might be
characterized by the use of particular kinds of metaphors. The researcher
could use these metaphors as a basis for an analysis/discussion which
speculates on why these metaphors and not others have been chosen, why
they are powerfully expressive for the research participant, what they
imply about the phenomenon being studied.

For example, one student researcher conducted a series of phenomeno-
logical interviews with entrepreneurs. The study was conducted to provide
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research data concerning the meaning of becoming and being an entrepre-
neur, so that insights could be found about the nature of entrepreneurial
motivation and success. The analysis focused on the interviewees’ biogra-
phy, their origins and the ways in which life events had informed their
entrepreneurial drive. One metaphor that seemed important was the inter-
viewee’s use of a ‘no big deal’ manner in discussing his transition from
employee to self-employed entrepreneur. After reading the transcript many
times, the researcher realized that the interviewee often played down the
difficulty or unusual-ness of what he had accomplished. This seemed strik-
ing: having a salaried profession for 30 years and giving up that security
for the risks of private business is a significant change, or at least so it
seemed to the researcher. It appeared as though the dismissive ‘no big deal’
playing-card metaphor worked to deflect the realization of the risk that
had been undertaken. Paradoxically, the metaphor revealed exactly what
the interviewee was attempting to play down: the risk of and intense moti-
vation required for, entrepreneurship.

The interview approach was idiographic in the sense that the inter-
viewee’s entrepreneurial behaviour was considered as part of an evolution-
ary process tied in with his origins and life experiences. A similar
interviewing approach towards a different interviewee resulted in a pub-
lished paper on the ‘social construction of entrepreneurship’ (Mumby-
Croft and Hackley, 1997).

Doing phenomenological research

Phenomenological research designs, then, normally entail first-hand des-
criptions and accounts of events from people who directly participate in
those events. For example, a study of the effectiveness of in-store merchan-
dizing techniques in the clothes sector might generate data by interviewing
and/or observing shoppers in stores. Interviews could also be conducted in
other environments so that shoppers might reflect on their past experiences
of in-store merchandizing. The phenomenological interview is usually a
retrospective account of events or experiences. In retrospect, interviewees
can often reconstruct experience and make sense of it in ways that were
not available immediately after or during the experience.

Student researchers have conducted phenomenological interviews with
other students to generate insights into the experience of undergoing
higher education as a mature student. Phenomenological interviewing 
can be particularly powerful in chronicling personal change and trans-
formation. It often allows people to reflect on deeply personal issues of
motivation and meaning that they have not reflected on before, at least not
with the mediating influence of another person. The counselling psychol-
ogy movement is premised on the power of the interactional process that
occurs when one individual is given the space and time to reflect frankly
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on their experience in the presence of another non-judgemental person.
While the research interview is not designed to foster personal change and
transformation it can be a powerful event for both parties, and researchers
should remember this. The phenomenological interview is an intimate
setting and should be handled sensitively by the researcher.

Shopping experiences as phenomenological research data

Other researchers have explored the experience of shopping as an aspect of
consumer behaviour studies. Shopping, reduced to a price and value infor-
mation processing phenomenon by many consumer behaviour models, is
revealed as a rich and powerful experience by a phenomenological
perspective. Brown and Reid (1997) had students in Northern Ireland, UK
write down their stories of shopping experiences in short essays. Vivid
experiences were recounted that revealed something of the complexity and
value-laden character of shopping itself. Brown and Reid (1997) used a
narrative analysis (discussed in Chapter 10) to focus on storytelling around
shopping experiences. People recounted the many meanings of their shop-
ping experience as they appeared to them from a deeply personal perspec-
tive. The stories were frequently vivid and compelling, and shopping
experiences were woven into complex narratives that encompassed rela-
tionships, identity, social positioning and other profoundly personal issues.
It was apparent that people go shopping to cheer themselves up or to dis-
tract themselves from the cares of everyday life. It was also evident that
shopping is an integral part of contemporary culture and forms a land-
scape within which everyday life takes place.

Another phenomenological study focused on the consumption practices
of expectant mothers and how these practices were mediated by considera-
tions of time. Shopping was a part of this study but more important were
the insights gained into the complexity of the lives of expectant mothers
and the strategies they used to manage time and their consumption behavi-
our (Carrigan and Szmigin, 2002). For some people, shopping becomes
pathological: like drug addicts, they simply cannot stop (Elliott, 1994;
Elliott and Gournay, 1996). Interpretive research approaches that focus on
subjective experience, like the phenomenological approach, are able to
capture just what it is in shopping experiences that many people find so
compelling.

Possible topics in phenomenology

In principle, any topic in social research could be the subject of a phenome-
nological study. Since phenomenology has not been a mainstream research
perspective, there are many topics in marketing and management that could
be subject to a reappraisal from a phenomenological perspective. Research
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project topics do need to connect fruitfully to an important or topical area
of research and thought, even if the nature of that connection is a critical
one that emphasizes gaps, oversights or methodological limitations in pre-
vious studies.

There is scope for student researchers to use the phenomenological
interview to enhance a study based mainly on secondary information and
data. In a 10–20,000-word project the scope for wide-ranging phenomeno-
logical interviews is, clearly, limited. However, it can be salutary for
student researchers to use phenomenological principles to get the experien-
tial perspective of organizational managers or consumers on various
topics. Experienced managers can offer insights that encourage students to
think hard about the application of the management principles they learn
in taught courses. Similarly, interviews with consumers can generate useful
material for reflection and discussion.

Phenomenologies of organizational management

One wide-ranging phenomenological study conducted by a research
student offered a particularly useful example of the way that existing
research traditions can be reappraised and further developed through an
interpretive, in this case a phenomenological, research perspective. This
study was undertaken as part of a PhD, but student researchers at other
levels could adapt it for a smaller-scale approach. The study explored 
the current state of marketing planning practice from the experiential
perspective of senior marketing managers. The researcher’s motivation
arose from an interest in marketing planning research (e.g. Greenley,
1988) and a feeling that questionnaire-based survey research did not offer
the richness of insights into marketing planning practice that phenomeno-
logical interviews could. He interviewed marketing managers from several
different kinds of organization. It took a long time to get the access the
researcher wished to senior marketing managers. Interviews were exten-
sive, taking around an hour each. The interviewer took care to establish 
a rapport with interviewees through early telephone contact and initial
general discussion. More than twenty interviews were conducted over a
time period of several years.

The rapport established by the researcher was evident from the candid
and spontaneous interview responses. The interviews were audio-recorded
and fully transcribed. The researcher focused on the use of metaphor in his
analysis of transcripts. Interviewees drew on telling and novel metaphors
to express their experiences and to offer accounts of their action and
behaviour. These metaphors formed the organizing structure for the dis-
cussion of findings. The research found that most organizations did not
engage in formal marketing planning processes, a finding that was consis-
tent with previous research. However, unlike previous research, the study
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revealed a novel experiential viewpoint of managerial experience in mar-
keting. It suggested that marketing management in general, and marketing
planning in particular, were activities always mediated by local organ-
izational conditions. This particularism, consistent with interpretive re-
search principles, was a striking contrast to the generalized nature of
popular marketing models and frameworks. Indeed, the study was in part
a refutation of the legitimacy of generic ‘one-size-fits-all’ marketing man-
agement axioms.

The study was in part an implicit critique of previous marketing plan-
ning research because it addressed the topic from an alternative methodo-
logical perspective. In addition to offering a rich description of marketing
planning managerial practices, the study also concluded with an altern-
ative, narrative-style marketing planning model.

In common with many interpretive studies, it was difficult for the
researcher to write up the research in a clearly structured manner. The
nature of the study was expressed as a wide-ranging discussion. The inter-
views were also wide-ranging in the topics they touched upon. Qualitative
research usually has this ‘messy’ quality, but the messiness is a source of
richness in findings. The researcher in this case organized the write-up in a
creative way, using the metaphors used by interviewees as chapter and
section headings in the discussion of findings. However, the research ques-
tions and major findings did need to be stated clearly at the beginning of
the write-up. It is easy for first-time interpretive researchers to forget that
their work must satisfy some generic guidelines of social research. What-
ever the particular interpretive tradition drawn upon, empirical researchers
are, still, looking out into the world to see if they can generate findings
that might feed into and develop previous research-based knowledge in
that field. Therefore, a clear statement of research objectives, method and
major findings is necessary.

The above study was positioned as a development of existing marketing
management research. Phenomenological studies are particularly apt for
developing a new ‘take’ on an old research topic.

Phenomenological approaches can be useful in framing research that
addresses a novel or new topic area. This may occur if the student re-
searcher’s topic of interest has arisen from his or her work experience or
from a special interest. Business practice is developing so quickly that pos-
sible topic areas arise far too quickly for the academic community to
develop established perspectives on every possible topic. Phenomenological
studies can examine a wide range of topics from the point of view of
participants and hence they offer a theoretically well-informed route to
vivid and relevant research studies in many topic areas.
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Glossary

Existentialism The existentialist literary and philosophical movement
focused on the human experience of being and existence. It became linked
with the phenomenological perspective in social research because each
perspective takes the experiencing, sense-making individual as a starting-
point.

Humanism A movement in literature and art that has been echoed in
social sciences. In social science it draws attention to the agentive, creative
experiencing individual and places this model of the person at the centre of
research and theorizing.

Intentionality In phenomenology, the idea that consciousness is directed
onto objects.



Chapter 7

Ethnography

Chapter outline

Ethnography is one of the most important informing traditions of interpre-
tive research, along with phenomenology/existentialism. Anthropologists
developed the ethnographic method in their study of indigenous popula-
tions. In social research in management and marketing, ethnography has
been widely used in adapted forms to generate qualitative insights and to
understand these phenomena from the point of view of the participants.
This chapter introduces important concepts and principles that student
researchers can use in their own research projects.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• understand that the research tradition of ethnography is associ-
ated with cultural anthropology

• appreciate that management and marketing researchers can
adapt ethnographic approaches to suit the kinds of question they
need to ask

• apply some important concepts and principles of ethnographic
research in student research projects

Introduction to ethnography

Elliott and Jankel-Elliott (2002) describe how ethnography evolved from
‘armchair’ sociology based on surveys and second-hand information. A
view emerged that first-hand research might be a better way of under-
standing alien cultures. Short field trips and interviews with members of a
culture became one method; much more prolonged immersion in a social
group became the accepted method for some anthropologists (e.g.
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Malinowksi, 1922). At least a year of immersion was recommended so
that the researcher could become truly one of the group he or she is study-
ing. Chicago sociologists of the 1930s began to study subcultural groups in
the USA as if they were studying the indigenous tribes of isolated islands.
This became known as ‘streetcorner sociology’ as it studied the deviant
subcultures of America (Downes and Rock, 1982, p. 36).

Ethnography is an approach to research that is often associated with
cultural anthropology. For Banister et al. (1994) ethnography is character-
ized by

• the use of multiple data sources including conversations, interviews,
observation and documents;

• a focus on everyday behaviour rather than experiments;
• using a relatively unstructured data-gathering approach in the early

stages in order to clarify questions and allow themes to emerge from
creative interpretation;

• seeking in-depth understanding of a small sample of circumstances.

Organizational management has been an area of interest for anthropo-
logical researchers since the 1920s (Wright, 1994). The ethnographer
engages in close study of a particular social group in order to understand
the cultural norms, values and behaviour of that group. This study has
often been conducted over a long period of time so that researchers can
gain a truly insider perspective. Management and marketing researchers
have also adapted ethnographic approaches to use in shorter periods of
research. Ethnographic principles have been used to study consumers and
consumption in order to better understand the effects and implications of
strategic marketing management actions (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994).
For example, Elliott and Jankel-Elliott (2002) have used ethnography in
strategic consumer research for many global brands, while Clarke et al.
(1998) studied the culture of the British ‘pub’. Ritson and Elliott (1999)
used ethnographic principles to research the social uses of advertising
among UK adolescent advertising audiences. Many classic studies of
organizational management have, as Wright (1994) shows, used prin-
ciples derived from ethnography. Ethnographic research can construct
representations of managerial experience and from that can offer useful
insights into the process and practices of organizational management (e.g.
Watson, 1994).

Ethnographers seek to understand social phenomena through the eyes
of the group participants, while retaining a sense of scientific detachment
so that they can understand the meanings and dynamics of a social group
better than the participants themselves. With its emphasis on qualitative
data gathering techniques and focus on experience and meaning, ethno-
graphy is sometimes regarded as a counter-position to traditional social
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scientific research approaches that focus on facts and causation. It is
widely accepted that ethnographers seek rich, insightful descriptions of
social phenomena as opposed to nomothetic generalizations that are
founded on large samples and tests of statistical significance. However,
ethnography and quantitative, causal research shares a concern with
empirical data. It (ethnography) seeks to generate interpretive represen-
tations that derive from first-hand observation and study. It is, hence, an
applied research tradition. In applied social research, ethnographic
approaches have been used to understand soccer hooliganism, gang vio-
lence, drug addiction and other socially marginalized subcultures (Ham-
mersley and Atkinson, 1983). In management and marketing research, the
applied tradition of ethnography is often reflected in the problem-focused
nature of much research. Ethnography is used as a tool to help in the
design of management interventions and processes.

Opportunities for ethnographies of marketing,
management and consumption

Ethnographers study behaviour and experience in natural settings. In prac-
tice this can mean taking part in that group as a quasi-participant so that
the researcher can understand the jargon, the jokes, the local language
and, hence, understand the shared meanings within the group. The re-
searcher must understand the experience of being one of these people in
this particular cultural setting in order to understand their motivations and
behaviour. Clearly, for researchers, taking an unobtrusive part in a group
over an extended period of time is not always easy. It may be possible to
acquire a useful ethnographic understanding by being an observer in the
group, perhaps ‘shadowing’ managers or simply joining in day-to-day rou-
tines. Many ethnographic researchers have reported that after initial suspi-
cion people in a workplace or other social context come to accept the
researcher’s presence and even to use the researcher as an outlet for things
they want to say but cannot, under normal social conditions.

There are various opportunities for ethnographic research. For example,
student researchers are also consumers. Consumption affords a rich area
for ethnography. Students can sometimes gain first-hand access to con-
sumption settings through holiday or part-time jobs, or through their
experience as consumers of entertainment, books, holidays and other pro-
ducts and services. One student used her part-time job to research the
ways in which theatre audiences use local advertising of prestige products.
She was able to gain interviews with audience members (with the permis-
sion of theatre management) because she worked in the theatre as a
front-of-house assistant. Students quite often work part-time in retail envi-
ronments and can use their contacts to arrange access to shoppers. Stu-
dents can also use their own colleagues as research participants in studies
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of consumption of clothes, holidays, leisure activities, such as clubs and
music, and other products and services.

Another student researcher explored the subculture of hip-hop music
through his deejay activities. He was particularly interested in the clothes
associated with hip-pop and how manufacturers gained access to the
group. Yet another was interested in the extent to which holiday con-
sumers are influenced by tour operator brands when they search the Inter-
net for cheap holidays. She sat with consumers as they surfed the holiday
deals on the Internet and spoke to them during the process to investigate
their motivations and responses to the sites and information they saw.
There have been a number of examples of ‘netography’, whereby re-
searchers use Internet chat-rooms or emailed interviews and surveys to
gain ethnographic insights into consumption or other issues.

Organizational management can be more difficult to research because
of the need to arrange access. It is common for student researchers to send
off letters requesting interviews or other forms of access only to find that
their letter never receives a reply. A reply is far more likely if the student
knows an individual in that organization and can direct the request to that
person. Organizations are busy places and they receive many such re-
quests. Many organizations are sensitive to granting access to someone
they do not know. If access can be arranged it does not have to be uncon-
ditional or open-ended in terms of time. If an interview is granted with a
manager at the organization’s premises, then the student researcher can
use the opportunity to observe the style and tone of interaction within that
organization. Relatively short periods spent as a fly on the wall in an
organization can also be useful as they familiarize the researcher with the
shared meanings of staff so that, when the time comes to offer a creative
interpretation of the research data, this interpretation can be informed by
some understanding of the local cultural context.

Indexicality in ethnographic research

An important ethnographic principle is that of seeking to understand
social phenomena in their social and cultural context from the point of
view of group participants. This principle can also prove fruitful in inter-
pretive studies that are not necessarily framed as ‘ethnography’. The inter-
pretation of, say, a depth interview is always conducted within a frame of
presuppositions. The researcher can only understand what an interviewee
is talking about to the extent that he or she understands their work and
the organization they work in. The interpretation of qualitative data will
necessarily entail suppositions on the part of the researcher that are drawn
from his or her impressions of the context of research. The researcher must
understand enough about the context of research in order to know just
exactly what the interviewee is talking about.
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This touches on the issue of indexicality of language and gesture. In a
famous example, a wink (of an eye) can mean different things depend-
ing on the context (Geertz, 1973). A wink can be complicit, seductive,
friendly, sexual, patronizing, funny, even threatening, depending on the
context. Without an understanding of the context, a wink cannot easily be
interpreted. Indexicality refers to the contextual meaning of things people
say and do. Our language has a context: if an engineer uses the technical
phrases and concepts of engineering in talking about his or her work, then
an interviewer who does not have any knowledge of engineering will not
fully understand what is being said. In the same way ethnographers feel
that interviewers must have first-hand knowledge of the social context of
which a research participant is part in order to understand what they are
referring to in their interview. Ethnographic principles dictate that we
cannot take this understanding for granted. We must go into ‘the field’ and
get to know something of the shared meanings and symbolic social prac-
tices in a particular social realm in order to properly understand what
people are talking about. Taking account of ‘ethnographic context’ means
interpreting ethnographic research data in the light of a broader under-
standing of that social context first-hand in the field.

Particular comments and gestures may carry subtle shades of meaning
that are not apparent to an outsider who has no knowledge of the group
culture of the interviewee. Language, gesture and social practice have an
‘indexical’ property in that they refer to a particular social setting for their
meaning. The principle of indexicality derives from the ethnomethodologi-
cal sociology of Garfinkel (1967). The researcher carrying out an interpre-
tive analysis of interview transcripts or other primary data cannot ‘repair’
the indexicality of comments and gestures without this knowledge. Repair-
ing indexicality refers to the ability of the researcher to interpret language
and gesture according to its meaning in context. Social understanding and
the appearance of social competence are far more complex than they may
often appear. The ethnographic researcher generates insights into social
life by understanding the meaning that language, gestures and other social
practices have for participants.

‘Doing’ ethnography

Arnould (1998) suggests that ethnography aims to ‘clarify systematically
the ways that culture (or sub-culture) simultaneously constructs and is
constructed by the behaviours and experiences of members’ (p.86). He
suggests that this entails four main principles:

1 ethnographic description;
2 experiential participation in cultural context;
3 a focus on particular rather than general insights;
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4 multiple methods of data collection.

‘Doing’ ethnography, like doing any interpretive research, entails particular
methods of data collection and analysis. But, more importantly, it entails
using a set of broad principles that inform the researcher’s whole engage-
ment with the subject matter. Interpretive researchers draw on a theoretical
perspective: they do not mechanistically apply a ‘method’ (see Box 7.1).

Box 7.1 Major features of ethnographic research

Themes
‘Rich’ ethnographic description of a social context

Focus on local shared meanings and the reproduction of cultural
norms

Researcher immersion in the cultural context being studied
Importance of indexicality

Assumptions
Social and cultural life is created by people through symbolic inter-
action

To truly understand a social milieu a researcher must experience it

Qualitative research data is interpreted through a frame of presuppo-
sitions: ethnographic interpretation entails an understanding of the
local cultural context

Methods of data gathering
Multiple methods including observation, interviews, informal conver-
sations and exchanges, field notes and records

Approach to data analysis
Creative interpretation based on researcher knowledge of the social
and cultural context in question

Focus on particular phenomena, not generalized truths

The researcher creates an imaginative representation of the social life
in question in an attempt to convey something of the meanings,
motivations and experiential understanding of participants

Focus on ‘repairing’ the indexicality of language and gesture
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The ethnographic research study involves, first, gaining as much ‘insider’
knowledge as possible about the subject in question. For management
researchers, this might involve reading all the available published informa-
tion about a particular organization or brand before the primary research
is begun. It may mean establishing links with a particular organization to
try to engage members in discussion. A research study into a particular
consumption practice or a specific consumption group would begin with 
a thorough investigation of secondary sources. The research would then
progress to a first-hand engagement with the contexts of consumption. For
most student researchers in management and marketing a prolonged
period of field research is impractical. Even if access is granted, the time
and resources are rarely available to students. But this need not rule out
the application of ethnographic principles. Indeed, many management and
marketing research studies apply the principles of ethnography to much
shorter periods of field work.

The use of ethnographic principles in an advertising
project

As mentioned earlier, ethnographic principles can be drawn on pragmati-
cally to enhance the interpretive framework for qualitative studies under-
taken by student researchers. For example, a student researcher with no
first-hand experience of the advertising industry wanted to investigate how
advertising effectiveness is assessed within advertising agencies. She studied
the available literature to find that there are many approaches to measur-
ing advertising effectiveness. Some researchers argue that it cannot be
measured, that advertising’s power to persuade or inform must be taken
on trust to some extent. Others argue that the answer to the question ‘how
do you know if an advertisement has been effective’ is always ‘it depends
on the objectives that were set for the campaign’. If a given advertising
campaign has clear, distinct objectives its effectiveness can be measured
relatively easily.

For example, a clear objective might be ‘to raise awareness of brand X
among a convenience sample of shoppers by 20 per cent over the campaign
period’. The agency could conduct street interviews before and after the
campaign to measure awareness of the brand. If a campaign does not have
clear objectives then, clearly, measurement of its success is far harder. The
student researcher felt that the published literature did not adequately reflect
the practical problems of assessing advertising effectiveness and decided to
get first-hand agency data on the issue. She wrote to several advertising
agencies and one large international agency replied. Account team profes-
sionals agreed to talk to her and she went along to the agency in London.

The agency proved very helpful and the student researcher conducted
six interviews over several days. Two were conducted over the phone prior
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to going to the agency. Notes were made on these. The other four were
conducted in an office on the agency premises. These interviews were
audio-taped. Field-notes were made of her impressions of the agency, her
sense of the organizational culture and management style and her subject-
ive impressions during the interviews. She also took note of informal con-
versations and encounters with agency personnel. After the interviews had
taken place the researcher asked some supplementary questions by email.
She also made use of agency documentation that she was given by helpful
interviewees, such as creative briefs, agency publicity, case studies and
other documentation. Her overall goal was not only to understand the
issue she was researching but to appreciate something of what it meant to
work in that industry and that agency. Her period of direct contact with
the industry was short, but in that time she was able to gain a powerful
first-hand impression of what it meant to work in that agency. She was
able thus to earn a sense of what the ‘problem’ of advertising effectiveness
meant for advertising professionals. Equipped with this understanding she
hoped she could make a well-informed interpretation of her research data.
In each interview the researcher asked the account team professional what
he or she meant by advertising effectiveness and how it was addressed in
that agency.

What she found was that advertising professionals are very aware of the
need to be accountable to clients, and to shareholders. Everyone wants ads
to be effective. The disagreement within agencies comes about when some
people feel that measures of effectiveness themselves risk stifling the crea-
tivity of ads and, by doing this, actually make ads less distinctive. If ads
are less distinctive, so the argument goes, they are less effective than they
would otherwise have been regardless of what they scored on an aware-
ness survey. Besides, some advertising professionals argue that while there
are some sophisticated ways of applying measurement to advertising, the
relevance of what is actually being measured to effectiveness is not always
evident. For example, ‘awareness’ of a campaign is irrelevant unless the
client’s sales or other objectives are met.

The student researcher found that the priorities and values that profes-
sionals hold within advertising agencies are not always evident from pub-
lished research studies. The issues in practice are invariably more complex
and the shades of argument more subtle. This student used depth inter-
views for data gathering and only a short time in the field, but she also
gained a rapport with staff, she saw first-hand the working style and tone
within the organization, she spoke informally to agency staff between
interviews and at lunch. In other words, she was able to repair the indexi-
cality of interview data to some degree.

Clearly this student researcher’s understanding might have been deeper
if she had spent months in the agency. Nonetheless, she was able to offer
some interesting and well-supported insights into a major advertising
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industry issue because she integrated her qualitative data-gathering method
with ethnographic principles and took a holistic approach to the interpre-
tation of data. She did not apply a mechanistic ‘content-analysis’ to the
transcribed interview data. She actively interpreted it in the light of what
she had learned from her brief first-hand encounter with the agency.

Formal and informal ethnographic data

Part of the goal of ethnographic research is to provide a rich description of
a social process or phenomena by acquiring a thorough first-hand under-
standing of that social process or phenomena. This would normally imply
multiple methods of data gathering since ethnographic researchers can
acquire ideas about a cultural context from many sources. This could
include depth interviews, analysis of other textual data such as emails or
telephone interviews, historical documents, observation and field-notes of
researcher reflections and ideas.

Typically, ethnographers combine formal data-gathering methods with
informal methods. The formal methods will include the usual qualitative
techniques of interview, observation and focus or discussion group.
However, our understanding of social contexts is often acquired more
intuitively through things we overhear, accidental observations we make,
casual phone conversations or off-duty encounters with people who live
and/or work in that particular social context. All such sources are poten-
tially useful for the ethnographic researcher.

For example, it is far from unknown for an interviewee to say one thing
in a formal interview then to offer a much more candid opinion in the pub
afterwards. Indeed, informal social settings, such as staff restaurants, the
bar or pub after work or other work-related social gatherings, can be
particularly valuable for the ethnographic researcher. It would hardly be
appropriate for a student researcher to take an audio-recording device
along if he or she was invited to the bar or pub at lunchtime with work
staff. However, the off-duty comments, jokes and ways of talking about
work issues and personalities can offer important routes to understanding
what happens in more formal work settings.

Researchers have found that the formal research interview held, say, in an
office of the host company might yield very different insights to a subsequent
interview that is conducted in a less formal setting off-site (Easterby-Smith
and Malina, 1999). Such informal settings can ‘round out’ a researcher’s
understanding of a topic because the research participant may be more
relaxed and less defensive. The author has conducted many interviews with
marketing professionals and has had several experiences of people taking him
aside to a quiet corner of the office to offer a franker viewpoint than could be
offered in a more public setting. The ethnographic stance gives researchers
the licence to use this kind of insight actively as research data.
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High-quality informal data often emerges if the researcher has estab-
lished a useful rapport with the research participants/interviewees. Indeed,
in ethnography as in most qualitative research, the quality of this rapport
often dictates the quality of insights generated (Agar, 1996). Easterby-
Smith et al. (1991, p. 90) refer to the importance of establishing trust
between researcher and participant. The research participant is more likely
to be candid and spontaneous if he or she trusts the researcher to use their
discretion and not to reveal the sources of any potentially embarrassing
quotes or opinions. In many research contexts in which employees or man-
agers are the research participants, they do worry that the researcher might
name them as the source if they express a criticism of organizational policy
or scepticism towards organizational aims and methods. It is important for
the researcher to develop sensitivity for organizational politics and to
establish an informal sense of rapport with the research participants.

However subtle and skilled the researcher’s interviewing technique,
there is no getting away from the fact that a research interview is a formal-
ized encounter, especially if it is held in a formal setting such as an office.
There may, therefore, be some ritual attached to the interaction. An inter-
viewee may be suspicious that what they say may be read or heard by
management. Even if they are not suspicious, interviewees are in a position
of having to justify and account for their working practices. Few of us,
faced with a research interview, would claim that we don’t know what
we’re doing, we aren’t very competent and we rely a lot on luck in our
jobs. In any interaction we are faced with a social need to construct and
maintain a persona that we feel is appropriate for that encounter.

Interviewing people about their professional role and working practice
entails a social requirement that they present themselves as competent pro-
fessionals. They must, therefore, make their responses to questions sound
like plausible stories that attribute certain causes to certain effects. They
must, in general, sound like a competent professional. For example, one
study found that many marketing managers interviewed spoke of their use
of theories and concepts that are found in popular marketing management
textbooks. Yet when the researcher was shadowing these managers in their
day-to-day work they did not seem to use any such models. Their inter-
view answers were, it appeared, post hoc rationalizations. To some extent,
they were saying things they felt that an academic researcher in marketing
might expect to hear in a research interview.

Research interviews, then, are formal social encounters that involve
expectations, codes and rituals and the performance of roles. However
informal the interaction may seem, there is a difference between the infor-
mality of a relaxed research interview and the informality of ethnographic
research data that comes from overheard comments, casual or unexpected
observations, informal chats and conversations in non-work settings and
so on.
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Practical ethnography

Ethnography makes use of small samples of research participants. Often
these samples are chosen simply because they are convenient. The import-
ant thing for ethnographers is to generate a ‘thick description’ of social
behaviour which seeks to understand, and then describe, the complexity of
social life (Geertz, 1973). Elliott and Jankel-Elliott (2002) refer to the dis-
tinction between ‘inductive’ ethnography and ‘interpretive’ ethnography
(citing Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2000). The former research style tries to
ground findings very securely in a detailed analysis of empirical data. The
latter ‘interpretive’ style of ethnography attempts to render bold or striking
creative interpretations of limited data sources. The best ethnography,
arguably, falls part way into each camp with detailed and systematic data
gathering providing the basis for creative insights that go beyond logical
induction into the realm of imaginative representation.

As already discussed, data gathering for ethnography can take many
forms. In practical ethnography in marketing and management research it
is seldom possible for researchers to spend long periods of time living with
the research participants. ‘Quasi-ethnography’, often used in commercial
applications (Elliott and Jankel-Elliott, 2002) makes use of shorter, often
opportunistic periods of data gathering. Elliott and Jankel-Elliott (2002)
describe several studies. Rust (1993) describes a commercial study in
which researchers loitered in supermarkets waiting for families with chil-
dren to enter. They would then record some information about the family
and follow them (discretely, one supposes) around the store. After the
family left the researcher would make notes on what they had said and
done to generate insights into shopping practices and family interaction.

The researcher-as-voyeur position may imply some ethical research
issues that would need to be addressed on a study-by-study basis. Privacy
is important to many people, and personal safety is important for re-
searchers. If a student researcher is thinking of conducting a study like that
of Rust (1993), then the explicit permission of the organization in which
the research will be conducted must be obtained. If permission is granted
then great care must be taken in gathering the data. It may be possible to
simply ‘hang-out’ at places of interest. Many famous sociological studies
into youth subcultures were conducted by Chicago-based sociologists in
the 1960s. As part of their method researchers would make it their busi-
ness to be where the group of interest would be so they could observe
behaviour and listen to talk.

In consumer research applications researchers have adopted ethno-
graphic principles by, for example, spending time in kindergartens and
primary schools to understand how infant children become aware of
brands. In one study the researcher convened ‘focus’ groups in which 
he showed pre-school children brand logos and elicited recognition. In
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another a female researcher discussed consumption practices with young
girls with regard to their clothes, make-up and toys such as dolls. Com-
mercial researchers seek to understand how children recognize and under-
stand brands for commercial purposes. Academic researchers might have
broader terms of reference. Whether the terms of reference for research are
commercial and exploitative, or ethically informed and investigative, the
ethnographic principle of simply hanging out with group members in the
places where they hang out is a powerful one for the generation of insights
into group meanings and actions.

Some more examples of practical student ethnography

For example, one undergraduate student researcher was interested in
understanding the effects of alcohol advertising on young people of age
16–18. She found some published research studies that had addressed this
topic, particularly Ritson and Elliott (1999). In this published study the
researchers had undertaken an extensive ethnographic field-work period in
UK sixth-form colleges. The lead researcher had actually gained employ-
ment as a teacher in exchange for privileged access to the students. He
conducted interviews and also observed and listened to the students in
their school context, and also in informal setting such as the common
room. The study found that adolescents use advertising as a discursive
resource in their conversation and jokes. Used in this way advertising was
an important feature of adolescents’ social positioning and identity-
formation. The advertisements they liked or found funny signified group
membership.

The student researcher conducted a smaller-scale study guided by her
specific interest in the role of alcohol advertising on the social lives of UK
adolescents. She convened focus groups of four to six people aged between
16 and 18 at three local sixth-form colleges in the West Midlands region
of England. The focus groups were conducted in the school premises and
were audio-recorded, then fully transcribed. Analysis of transcripts was
thematic: the student researcher read and re-read the transcripts until
major themes emerged that seemed to represent important issues and cate-
gories for the research participants. The researcher had a predetermined
focus group discussion schedule and she explained this to the participants
before the groups were convened. However, her goal was to establish a
rapport so that the discussion would be as spontaneous as possible. The
transcripts showed that she was largely successful. Researcher intervention
was confined to asking supplementary questions and to providing stimulus
material of several printed and video-recorded advertisements. With these
stimuli, the groups embarked on energetic discussions about what par-
ticular advertisements meant to them. Many stories were offered about
alcohol-related rites of passage.
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The study supported previous studies in that it found advertising to be a
powerful means of identity formation and group identification for people
of this age. Alcohol advertising seemed particularly powerful in this re-
spect. From an ethical perspective it also appeared that such advertising
exposed young people to alcohol drinking practices considerably before
they had attained an age (18 years) when it is legal to drink in the UK. The
student researcher was able to utilize her own understanding of this phe-
nomenon since she was only twenty years old herself and had previously
attended one of the colleges in which focus groups were conducted. This
insider-understanding gave her insight into the vocabulary and meanings
of the focus groups discussions.

The focus group comments also provided insight into the subtle seg-
mentation strategies of alcohol manufacturers. For the research partici-
pants, there were ‘alcopop’ drinks (fruit flavours with alcohol) that they
felt were appropriate to drink as an under-age drinker but they would not
drink now they were 18 years old. There were also strict codes about what
it was appropriate for boys to like to drink and for girls. Several boys
referred to drinks that they liked but would not order in a bar because
their friends might comment adversely on their choice of drink (it might be
a ‘girl’s drink’). These product meanings were assimilated from advertis-
ing and applied whether or not the person speaking actually did drink a
particular drink. The collective effect of alcohol advertising seemed to
place considerable emphasis on drinking as a rite of passage into adult-
hood. Few focus group participants admitted to not drinking alcohol in
the presence of such peer pressure.

This study took the form of a small number of focus groups lasting only
30 minutes each. This data was supplemented with field notes, thoughts,
reflections and subjective impressions of the researcher. In spite of the
small scale of the study, it did generate striking findings that largely sup-
ported previous published research findings about the role and importance
of alcohol advertising on and for young people in the UK.

Field notes and ethnography

In another alcohol-related study Clarke et al. (1998) explored the cultural
meanings of the British ‘pub’ by using a combination of depth interviews
and questionnaires administered in pubs. They also drew on semiotic influ-
ences to interpret the audio-recorded data. In-situ studies such as this
allow researchers to utilize rich sources of field data. ‘Field notes’ are the
impressionistic and relatively un-formalized reflections and ideas of the
researcher. In a service industry context it is clear that researchers can
make great use of such first-hand observation to enrich their understand-
ing. For Spradley (1980) field notes can include comments on such things
as the physical space in which interactions take place, descriptions of the
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people involved, the things they are doing and the objects that are present,
and the timing and sequence of events and the feelings expressed or indi-
cated. Researchers can draw on field notes as they seek interpretations of
formal data such as interview transcripts. They can interpret data in the
light of their understanding of the social context that is reflected in the
field notes.

Internet and IT ethnography

As mentioned earlier, it is possible to conduct Internet-based ethnography
(‘netography’) in some cases. Web-based chat-rooms can be useful sources
of candid information. One student researcher explored perceptions of a
particular brand of motor car using chat-rooms. She would post a question
and record the responses. She could not, of course, interpret the responses
in the light of considerable indexical understanding. She did not know
anything about the respondents. In some cases net researchers have begun
a dialogue and then, later, revealed their purpose and asked respondents
for some information to help with the interpretation of data.

Internet behaviour is still largely uncharted territory for social re-
searchers. The ways in which people interact with the technology, the
motivations for Internet consumption and the kinds of fulfilment that
come from this peculiarly solipsistic activity are little known. Student
researchers are ideally placed to map this kind of behaviour with regard to
particular contexts, applications and settings.

More broadly, the ways in which technology changes and influences
human behaviour and social interaction can be a fertile source of ethno-
graphically informed research. People now use laptop computers in highly
personalized ways as personal diaries, records of events and relationships,
organizers, work-machines and sources of entertainment. The laptop is
clearly an important sociological event, just as the Sony Walkman and
McDonald’s burger were in their time (and indeed still are).

The computerization of work has changed working practices radically
with the development of call-centres and related service provision. The
ways in which IT influences work and social practices by, for example,
blurring the separation of ‘home’ and ‘work’, might be a useful ethno-
graphic study for a student researcher. Indeed, the student experience of
higher education itself has been transformed by information technology.
IT permeates pedagogy, it is relied upon as an information resource, liter-
ature reviews are largely conducted on IT through databases of journal
articles and web-published papers. Most of the topics in this book have
dedicated web sites for enthusiasts. How has all this changed the meaning
of being a student? This and many other topics could form fruitful areas
for the ethnographically informed study of student researchers.
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Glossary

Applied ‘Applied’ is a term attached to research focused on a practical
problem or issue as opposed to research that seeks to enhance theoretical
understanding.

Indexicality The idea that the meaning of particular words or actions
depends on their social context.

Nomothetic A nomothetic research design seeks statistically significant
generalizations that hold true for all conditions independently of time and
culture.



Chapter 8

Critical research and critical
discourse analysis

Chapter outline

This chapter offers a general outline of the idea of ‘critical’ research, build-
ing on the introduction to critical thinking earlier in the book. It suggests
concepts and ideas for developing critical perspectives in marketing and
management research and illustrates these with a number of published
studies and theoretical works. The chapter then goes on to introduce one
important tradition of critical research: critical discourse analysis.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• explain important concepts of critical research
• understand some distinctions between the colloquial usage of

the word ‘critical’ and the more specific usage associated with
particular theorists

• apply principles of critical discourse analysis in research projects
• understand some of the limitations and intellectual aims of criti-

cal research

The idea of ‘critical’ research

The idea of ‘critical’ intellectual work has been introduced earlier in the
book. In this chapter we examine the notion of the critical in a wider
application concerning research philosophy, methods and aims. In many
management texts the word ‘critical’ is used as a synonym for ‘important’,
as in ‘marketing is a critical business function’. In educational contexts
‘critical’ intellectual work refers to a deep engagement with the subject
matter, an uncompromising examination of the assumptions of any given
point of view or theory, and an independent stance that acknowledges that
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versions of the truth in social science may serve particular interests more
than others. In this sense all research writing should have a critical dimen-
sion since it should rigorously evaluate the intellectual and moral grounds
for claims. Intellectual work that is critical in this sense engages with the
explicit and implicit assumptions of any given research perspective to
explore what these assumptions might entail or imply.

In social research ‘critical’ can have a much more specific meaning. For
many researchers ‘critical’ research implies a particular theoretical stance
that is informed by Marxist theorists such as Horkheimer and Adorno
(1944) and the ‘Frankfurt school’ of writers and developed by writers such
as Althusser (1971). Critical historical sociology (e.g. Foucault, 1977) has
also been an important influence. In marketing, management and con-
sumer research, critical research traditions have been invoked with two
broad aims. One has been to contribute to an intellectually viable manage-
ment education agenda that moves away from ‘how to’ consulting pre-
scriptions and develops the critical awareness of managers. A second main
aim has been to promote a fundamental reappraisal of the aims, methods
and ideologies of both management education and organizational practice.

From a managerial perspective, critical theorists point out that much
management theory is ideological in character and this tends to place
limits on the intellectual scope of representations of theory in the field.
One argument is that one cannot faithfully evaluate the use or truth of a
theory or model unless one asks whose interests are served by this particu-
lar form of representation. From a broader ethical standpoint, critical
theorists seek to critically reappraise the ways in which practice and
representation impose narrow values and reproduce narrow interests. Crit-
ical research questions the moral conduct of organizational marketing 
and management and attempts to put forward alternative agenda from 
the point of view of less powerful parties, i.e. consumers, citizens and
employees.

These aims have been developed in a wide range of published academic
writing and research. Alvesson and Deetz (2000) have already been men-
tioned as writers who have developed critical approaches in a variety of
subfields of management research. Alvesson and Willmott (1992) have
written an accessible introduction to critical management studies that
takes perspectives from several management subfields including marketing,
accounting, organizational psychology and information systems. In con-
sumer research the critical theory point of view has been put forward by,
for example, Murray and Ozanne (1991) (see also Murray et al., 1994;
also references to feminist and gender consumer research studies in
Chapter 10).

Marketing, it is generally accepted, has a less well-developed critical tra-
dition than some other management fields. Arguably this may be because
the marketing management point of view is widely accepted and
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propagated as an ideology heavily informed by consulting and other finan-
cial interests. In other words, the marketing ‘philosophy’ and attendant
concepts are often put forward as unquestionable organizational and man-
agerial virtues, even though the reasons why the marketing philosophy is
so beneficial are more often taken for granted than precisely explained.
Marketing does, nevertheless, have a growing body of critical research and
writing (e.g. Brownlie et al., 1999; Hackley, 2001) and a new US academic
journal that specifically takes a critical stance towards marketing and con-
sumer research, called Consumption, Markets and Culture (Routledge).

The critical research ‘stance’

Language and power in critical research

Critical research can be characterized by a number of priorities and pre-
cepts. In this introduction one particularly important precept deserves
special mention. This is the position that language is assumed to be consti-
tutive in the sense that it constructs, or constitutes, its objects. That is, lan-
guage does not merely refer to entities and concepts like ‘marketing’ or
‘management’: it actively constructs them. This ‘linguistic turn’ in (critical
and interpretive) research is reflected in a concern with language, texts,
discourse and narrative in research approaches. Because of this concern
with language and representation, interpretive approaches to social re-
search in management fields fit particularly well with critical analyses.

Critical research in marketing and management does not focus solely 
on the managerial problems of how to do marketing/management more
effectively. Rather, it focuses on the ways in which language is used to
construct marketing/management as legitimate and accepted things.
Organizations, in whose name much academic business research is con-
ducted, are powerful entities. An important part of their power lies in the
ability to define what is normal and valuable. It is this power that is placed
under scrutiny in critical research. This does not necessarily mean that
critical research is anti-capitalist or anti-organizations. Indeed, critical
research has been turned to managerial purposes, since it can offer insights
into marketing and management activity that are not available to other
research perspectives. Critical research acknowledges a political reality,
that is, the interests of large commercial organizations may not always
coincide with those of citizens, consumers or employees.

Critical research practices

Critical research does not conform to a particular method or accepted set
of procedures. It is, rather, an intellectually (and politically) informed
perspective. The critical researcher does not settle for easy, conventional or
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superficial explanations but ‘unpacks’ concepts and develops a reflexive
dialogue with the reader. This is accomplished by using the research data
(whether primary or secondary) as material to develop lines of discussion,
argument and investigation that do not simply accept the apparent order
of things but question it in order to reveal obscured relations of power and
control. There is no critical research ‘method’ as such. Rather, critical
research entails a stance or a series of related axioms and concepts around
which argument and discussion are organized. Box 8.1 is, therefore,
necessarily simplified but attempts to capture some of the major concepts
and practices of critical research.

Qualitative data are usually the most appropriate for critical empirical
research studies. However, the critical stance applies more importantly to
the interpretive strategies and representational practices that the researcher
brings to their objects of study. The critical perspective informs research
design but can also be applied in the literature reviewing and analysis/dis-
cussion aspects of any research study. Critical research adopts or adapts
many of the concepts in Box 8.1 in varying combinations and with differ-
ing emphases.

Social critique, discourse and power

Researchers familiar with the work of the Frankfurt school of poli-
tical/economic theorists understand critical research as a more radical
approach than one that demonstrates (only) intellectual values. For those
researching in the Frankfurt school tradition it is capitalism itself in its
many forms that is the object of critique. Capitalist discourses are con-
sidered to be repressive in the sense that they exclude and rule out ways of
talking, thinking and being that may be more fulfilling of human potential.
Discourses of marketing (that is, ways of talking and writing about mar-
keting) are said to reproduce structures of control and domination, espe-
cially the domination of corporations and allied political institutions over
the social and psychological life of citizens. Critical social research then
has a role in revealing, through critique, how these structures of domina-
tion are reproduced in everyday working and consumer life. By so doing
critical research creates discursive space for resistance, thereby making
possible a form of emancipation. Critical perspectives encourage a ques-
tioning stance towards ways of thinking and talking that are taken for
granted. It promotes reflexive awareness of how language and discourse
construct particular relations and ways of being and working.

Much managerial research is decidedly non-critical in this important
sense. It seeks to reproduce a social order and make it seem a natural,
unquestionable thing. The authority of managers, the social benefits of
organizational marketing and the desirability of ever greater levels of con-
sumption are taken for granted. Managerial research perspectives tend to
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Box 8.1 Major features of critical research

Themes
Power; discourse and language; ideology; emancipation; class; history

Assumptions
Social constructionist ontology

Language actively constitutes its objects, it does not merely refer to
them

Social relations are infused with power: social structures and institu-
tions exercise deep influence over the ways in which people talk,
think and feel

Agency is strictly constrained by social structures and institutions

Indeed, a sense of agency may be illusory if people have simply inter-
nalized values and norms that reflect assymetrical relations of power

This sense of agency may unwittingly serve other interests, for ex-
ample in management initiatives to ‘empower’ workers

‘Normality’ and ‘common sense’ are taken to be things that are pro-
duced in social life under the influence of social structures and insti-
tutions that have a historical basis

Critical perspectives are thought to have moral force as agents of
practical change and individual liberation as well as being intellectu-
ally powerful in their own right

Methods of data gathering
Qualitative, naturalistic, phenomenological, observational

Approach to data analysis
Interpretive approaches (such as critical discourse analysis) are used
to draw categories, metaphors and other themes from data. These are
used to develop lines of discussion that seek to generate insights into
the ways in which interests and values are reproduced in ‘normal’
and ‘everyday’ interactional practices

exclude or play down consideration of other interests such as environ-
mental concerns, gender relations, the ability of citizens to resist the power
of corporations, and issues of free competition. Critical research seeks to
overturn the apparently ‘natural’ or ‘given’ order of things to explore how
these have become taken for granted. The aim is to achieve a greater
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integrity in research by openly revealing the interests bound up with
particular ways of knowing and describing. The assumption is that all
representations of knowledge are political in the sense that they serve some
interests more closely than others.

Ideology and critical research

Ideology is a central concept in critical social research and cultural studies.
Althusser (1971) broadened the Marxist notion of ideology as a system of
structural power (see comments below) by drawing attention to its consti-
tutive power to form subjectivities. He suggested that social institutions
such as education, religion, law and the media perpetuate values, practices
and interests that serve the state in ways which become so taken for
granted that they form our very subjective system of values and presuppo-
sitions, and hence inform our thought and behaviour in subtle and pene-
trating ways. Edgar and Sedgwick (1999) suggest that the word ‘ideology’
derived from French educational philosophy that associated ideas with
some underlying cause in biological, social or material conditions. 
Napoleon ridiculed the idéologues and ideology became a pejorative term.
For Marx, ideology referred to the ideas of the economic ruling class that
invariably became the accepted way of seeing the world.

In later social theory ideology becomes a more subtle notion that mani-
fests in the micro-practices of everyday life and is continually recon-
structed and renegotiated through social practice and interaction. Ideology
does not refer to a delusion or untruth, as it did for Marx. In contempor-
ary social research ideology cannot be counterposed to an absolute truth
of which it is a distortion. Ideological beliefs are simply part of the socially
constructed world of ideas that reflect differing perspectives. Hirschman
(1993) adopts Eagleton’s (1991) definition of ideology in her investigation
of the influence of masculine ideology in consumer research. Ideology
refers to the ways in which a ‘world-view or value-and-belief system of a
particular class or group of people’ (Hirschman, 1993, p. 538) is repro-
duced through certain kinds of representational strategy.

The notion of ideology is sometimes used in marketing, management
and consumer research to refer broadly to sets of ideas and implied rela-
tions that have become taken for granted. Since ideas are always political
in the sense that they emerge from particular sets of historical circum-
stances, they serve interests that are not immediately apparent. The use of
the term ideology in social research does not necessarily have pejorative
implications even though it is often used in a highly critical context. Alves-
son and Deetz (2000) note that academics in management studies are often
viewed as ideologists (p. 84) in that ‘they serve dominant groups through
socialization in business schools, support managers with ideas and vocabu-
laries for cultural–ideological control at the workplace level, and provide
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an aura of science to support the introduction and use of managerial domi-
nation techniques’. While Alvesson and Deetz (2000) do not intend this as
a compliment, many management academics suggest that they are entirely
satisfied with the role of ideologist. Prominent researchers in marketing
who claim no critical agenda readily concede that marketing is ideological
in character (e.g. Deshpandhe, 1999; Gronhaug, 2000).

Ideology critique and management ideas

In critical management research ideology critique focuses on ‘worker’s self-
understanding of experience’ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000, p. 83, citing
Willmott, 1990; Gramsci, 1971 and Burawoy, 1979). Workers, a category
into which most of us fall one way or another whether we are a CEO or a
managerial trainee, articulate the experience of being a worker in ways
which reflect the ideological norms we have assimilated. In business
schools and through our reading of popular texts we may have absorbed
ideas as if they are taken for granted. These ideas inform our preconcep-
tions and values which, in turn, underlie our values and behaviour as
workers. An important thing to note regarding the comment on ‘self-
understanding’ is that it is the subjectivity of workers that is formed 
by ideology. That is, as workers we deeply internalize particular values
because we accept the assumption that they are consistent with our own
interests. In this sense ideology critique attempts to dig deep into our ‘self-
understanding’ as workers to see where our internalized values came from
and to recover the implications these have for our subjective sense of iden-
tity and personal realization.

As an example, it has been suggested that marketing management stu-
dents are used to assimilating sets of ideas that are presented in many
introductory texts as unquestionable and ethically neutral. Marketing stu-
dents and managers often feel that the marketing curriculum produced
through popular texts consists of ethically neutral problem-solving tech-
niques and practical concepts. These techniques and concepts are pre-
sented as if they are in the interests of all: they create wealth for society,
promote opportunity and growth for individuals and corporations, and
they confer expertise and privilege on the managers who learn and espouse
them.

However, these ideas can be seen in an entirely different light. For some
critical commentators they are loaded with unfounded presuppositions,
lacking in intellectual coherence and bereft of empirical support. Further-
more, they support narrow views of the world and reproduce relations of
power that serve certain consulting and corporate interests at the expense
of other groups. Marketing management concepts are derived from
particular historical conditions. They emerged during a huge rise in wealth
in Western Europe and North America after the Second World War. They



Critical research 149

were popularized by a growing group of management ‘gurus’ with origins
in business consulting. Many of these gurus then took their ideas into the
academic world as business schools became established in universities.
Through publishing enterprise, these ideas become widely accepted as
authoritative and taken for granted. In fact, marketing management
assumed the characteristics of an ideology that is perpetuated through the
use of particular rhetorical strategies (Hackley, 2003; and see also
Meamber and Venkatesh, 1995; Firat, 1985; Firat and Venkatesh, 1995a;
Furusten, 1999).

Whether or not marketing management ideas are managerially useful,
socially beneficial or intellectually sustainable is not the main issue here.
The suggestion that they are ideological in character has implications for
how they are judged as intellectual products. It also has implications for
how we understand the ways in which people draw on marketing and
management discourses to account for and justify events and practices in
the contexts of work, management and consumption. Of course, how they
are judged as intellectual products may well, in turn, have implications for
how people view their managerial usefulness and social value.

Organizational management and power

Critical research normally assumes a social constructionist ontology. That
is, it assumes that social life is constructed in interaction through language
and social practice. Interaction and social practice is, in turn, framed by
social structures and institutions. Our power to act freely and in our own
interest in local interactions is constrained by social realities of economics,
social class, gender, ethnicity, education and other social structures and
institutions. The social constructionist ontology implies that there is an
important distinction between two kinds of power. On the one hand there
is structural power: structural power derives from a particular arrange-
ment of social institutions and allows certain individuals to coerce others
into co-operation. Constitutive power, on the other hand, is a more subtle
concept, since it alludes to the ways in which power is manifest in and
through language in interaction.

To offer an example, a manager might have structural power over an
employee because he or she can impose sanctions for non-compliance on
that employee, such as pay deductions, the denial of promotion oppor-
tunities or disciplinary action. However, it might be the case that the
employee is better educated than the manager and is a member of the
social class of more senior managers even though he or she does not hold
that rank in the organization. In such circumstances it may be difficult for
the manager to negotiate his or her authority against the background of
class superiority that frames interaction with the subordinate.

The authority of a manager in the workplace, then, is partly a matter of
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structural power. This refers to a manager’s ability to coerce workers into
co-operation. His or her power derives from the social institution of man-
agement, from the ability vested in them by the corporation to exact penal-
ties for non-compliance, and their control of resources such as pay levels,
promotion opportunities and other worker benefits. However, in spite of
their apparent authority, many managers do not always feel powerful. It is
well documented that middle and senior managers can feel under intense
pressure. Some managers might be more successful than others at exacting
compliance from subordinates. Some managers in fact feel powerless in
spite of their apparent authority because they feel that they lack the neces-
sary support (from the organization, or from their subordinates) to accom-
plish the tasks they are set. They also often feel that there are severe
limitations to their coercive power because, for example, they cannot im-
pose adequate sanctions against the incompetence or non-performance of
subordinates.

Many managers feel under stress because they feel that they are subject
to differing kinds of demands from their own senior managers and from
their subordinates. When managerial discourse is examined it can be seen
that, while managerial power is derived from the office of management,
power is also negotiated in interaction. Constitutive power refers to the
ways we unwittingly reproduce relations of power through our everyday
language and discourse. Some workers are able to exploit this to resist
managerial power. Some managers are unable to exert power in spite of
their advantages because they reproduce their own sense of powerlessness
through their everyday language and discourse. Managerial power, then, is
not only something imposed through unquestionable authority vested in
the manager by the organization and supported by structures of other
social institutions such as social class, level of education and the power
invested in them by labour law. It is also something that is renegotiated
and reconstructed in each interaction between a manager and other levels
of staff within the organization, both subordinates and senior managers. In
this sense managerial power is constituted through language in interaction
in addition to being the result of structural power.

Constructing managerial authority

Managerial authority is sometimes regarded as a given, a taken for granted
aspect of organizational life. Books such as In Search of Excellence (Peters
and Waterman, 1982) have shown management in a powerful light as the
class of worker that can make or break an organization through their skills
of analysis, leadership and problem-solving. Other, academic studies have
shown management in a different light, as people trying to cope with
enormous organizational pressures in difficult circumstances (Watson,
1994); still other studies have shown how the idea of managerial power is
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itself highly questionable (Munro, 1997). Some studies have shown that
managerial power within some organizations can be seen as a discursive
effect produced not by explicit sanctions and rewards but by expropriating
certain forms of language and imposing certain values on employees
(Hackley, 2000). Given this indeterminacy, managerial power can be seen
as something that must be constructed and maintained through the lan-
guage and interactional practices of managers.

Constitutive power, then, refers to the ways in which power is manifest
in particular ways of talking and acting that have historical and cultural
origins. A particular manager might, say, wear a dark lounge suit to work
and exhort the workforce to be more ‘customer-facing’. The lounge suit
carries with it overtones of authority because of its class-based history. In
many countries the suit (still) signifies membership of a non-manual class
of workers that has access to education and wealth. A manager might feel
that he or she would be taken less seriously if he or she wore casual cloth-
ing to work. Language is another important rhetorical aspect in construct-
ing managerial authority. Invoking management buzz-phrases such as
‘customer-facing’ or ‘customer-focused’ has become a particularly power-
ful resource for managers to extract compliance from workers in organi-
zations. The jargon of managers is important in producing managerial
authority since it can imply that managers have technical knowledge and,
therefore, hold power over subordinates. Much management jargon also
implies that individual action is part of a collective enterprise that cannot
be questioned. If a call-centre worker is disciplined for not being suffi-
ciently ‘customer-sensitive’, it can be very difficult for him or her to defend
such charges because the notion of being ‘customer-sensitive’ is so widely
accepted as an unquestioned virtue in itself. Managers have the power to
define exactly what terms like this mean in terms of behaviours in the
organizational context.

Critical research and interpretive analysis

As mentioned above, critical studies often use qualitative data-gathering
techniques. Alvesson and Deetz (2000) draw attention to the common
ground between interpretive and critical research and suggest that critical
perspectives can often usefully be conjoined with interpretive approaches,
such as ethnography and discourse analysis. They cite critical ethnography
(Thomas, 1993) as a useful approach and offer examples of work that
have combined ethnographic principles with varied data-gathering
approaches such as direct observation and interviewing to powerful effect
as with Kunda (1992). Critical research, like interpretive research, tends to
focus on the particular rather than the general. It is situational in that its
main concern is to conduct micro-sociological studies of power in a given
organizational or other context. In the discussion and analysis of such
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studies it may sometimes be possible to go beyond the particular social
context to trace the historical and cultural origins of a particular form of
social relations or interactional practices, such as where local asymmetries
of power result from a history of class relations.

While nomothetic, statistically supported causative generalizations are
not possible from such research it can offer general, qualitative insights
into what may happen in other similar situations. If a particular study
reveals elements of how power is constructed and maintained in one
organization, then it may offer qualitative insights into that same process
in other organizational and social contexts. Such insights cannot be veri-
fied formally but may be powerfully suggestive nonetheless. One broad
aim of interpretive research is to reveal how social life is constructed in
many differing contexts. If the centrality of power and the constitutive
effect of language is revealed plausibly in many different studies, then it
can inform a far more general understanding of how social life is actively
constructed and maintained. For the critical researcher, this understand-
ing might then inform individual reflexivity and, perhaps, act as a cata-
lyst for social change. A greater understanding of the ways in which
language, social practice and social institutions interact in the production
of social life might lead to a reappraisal of fairness and equity in social
relations.

Doing critical research: critical discourse analysis

Student researchers can apply a critical orientation to their work in various
ways. A critical approach can be used to define the terms of reference for a
project and to frame the entire process. Critical influences can also be
drawn on in part, in the data analysis and discussion/analysis sections. The
literature review too can, and should, have a critical dimension. While
critical research does not conform to a method as such, there are tech-
niques that can be used to make critical research projects systematic in
their data gathering and analysis. This chapter will now introduce one
such approach that is well established among marketing and consumer
research as it is in other social science fields, such as social psychology,
organization studies and cultural studies: critical discourse analysis.

Critical discourse analysis is part of a wider movement to establish a
new agenda for the understanding of social phenomena. It employs a dis-
tinctively critical perspective since it seeks to reveal how social life is con-
structed within a context of power and contest. It can be seen as part of
the poststructuralist movement in its focus on language and discourse as a
site of contest and negotiation. Unlike postmodernism, poststructuralism
can provide powerful techniques for empirical research through decon-
struction, critical ethnography and critical discourse analysis (Elliott and
Ritson, 1997).
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Doing critical discourse analysis

Approaches to discourse analysis reflect wide variation in researchers’
views. The view developed here will draw particularly on a tradition of
discourse analysis developed within social psychological research (Potter
and Wetherell, 1987; critical perspective in Burman and Parker, 1993 and
see van Dijk, 1984, 1985) and applied in various ways in marketing
(Elliott, 1996), advertising (Cook, 1992) and consumer research (Ritson
and Elliott, 1999). This tradition is informed to varying degrees by other
research traditions including ethnomethodology, semiotics and conversa-
tion analysis.

Discourse analysis has also been a significant development in organi-
zational sociology (Fairclough, 1989, 1995). The techniques of discourse
analysis may differ, but the notion of ‘discourse’ and the associated focus
on the role of language and social practice in constructing social reality has
become widely employed in critical marketing and management studies
(e.g. Morgan, 1992). This section will discuss the notion of discourse
before outlining an approach to the analysis of discourse for research pro-
jects.

Language and discourse

Critical discourse analysis focuses on the ways in which we construct our
sense of social reality through language in interaction. Language is a major
feature of discourse, but the term ‘discourse’ can refer to other interac-
tional and representational practices in addition to language. ‘Discourse’ is
referred to as a ‘a system of statements that construct an object’ (Parker,
1992, p. 5). ‘Discourse’ is also described as anything that can be described,
and hence can be represented as text; it therefore refers to both speech and
writing (Stubbs, 1983). It is regarded by some authors as a broader
concept still, referring to all genres in which someone ‘organizes language
to an audience’ (Benveniste, 1971, p. 208). In its non-technical sense dis-
course refers simply to conversation. The use of the term in interpretive
and critical social research implies that it is considered to be a central
concept in understanding social, and also psychological, organization. Dis-
courses are ways of organizing, describing and talking about certain events
or things. They can be drawn upon by individuals to make sense of the
world and to account for actions or events. We might also draw on certain
discourses or ‘ways of talking about’ things to produce a sense of normal-
ity. We might adapt discourses to form our own strategies of social posi-
tioning and identity formation in local contexts. Studies of discourse focus
on language as a major feature of constitutive social interaction.

Foucauldian influences have been important in framing the use of the
concept of discourse in management and organization studies. For
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Foucault (1977) discourses embrace all the presuppositions, historically
derived rules and institutions and social practices that make certain forms
of representation possible (Mills, 1997). In this poststructuralist sense dis-
courses are the preconditions for everyday knowledge. The task of the
critical researcher is to critically interrogate and unravel social phenomena
so that the preconditions for their production become apparent. In other
words, the task is to see how particular ways of seeing the world become
accepted and ‘normal’. Outside management research a focus on discourse
has been used in ideology critique to explore, for example, how a particu-
lar scholarly discipline (‘oriental studies’) consolidated certain ways of
understanding and thinking about colonialism (Said, 1978). Foucault
(1977) famously explored the ways in which certain social groups acquired
and sustained their own power over others by defining the terms of nor-
mality. ‘Discursive closure’ (Deetz, 1992) occurs where a given and
accepted way of expressing things excludes or closes off alternatives. In
this way particular discourses can be powerful in perpetuating particular
ways of seeing the world. The idea of discourse, then, in ideology critique,
becomes closely linked to ideology (Gramsci, 1971) in that discourses act
as vehicles for the reproduction of and perpetuation of, ideological norms.

Discourse is an important feature of the organization of individual psy-
chology because of the link between structural power in society and indi-
vidual subjectivity. Through our language and interactional practices, we
may feel that we are asserting our individual sense of agency and realizing
our own ‘personality’ when in fact we are drawing on historically derived
discourses that reproduce the power of other groups and sustain our own
relative powerlessness (Edwards and Potter, 1992). Discourse analysis
seeks to recover this sense of the history of certain forms of discourse as
well as revealing the detailed process of how social life is produced in local
contexts (see Box 8.2).

Seeking structure, function and variation in social
texts

A social text such as a transcript of a depth interview or a set of written
documents can be analysed for these three characteristics: structure, func-
tion and variation. With regard to structure, the text is likely to display
features that seem to recur. A person talking may use particular strategies
of accounting for events and actions, particular metaphors, tropes of
speech, grammatical techniques or tone of voice that become evident on
reading and re-reading the text. The same may be true of any kind of text:
there are likely to be structural regularities of some kind, whether these are
stylistic, thematic or grammatical. Very often such structural character-
istics are not evident on first listening or reading but become so after the
text has been reflected upon and re-read over a period of time.
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Function and accounting practices

Once a text has been analysed for structural regularities the researcher
needs to reflect upon what rhetorical purpose they may serve, that is, what
is their function. This idea of function in discourse reflects a tradition of
linguistic philosophy that took as axiomatic the idea that words do not
merely refer to concepts or things, they do things as well (Austin, 1962).

Box 8.2 Major features of critical discourse analysis

Themes
Focus on language and discourse as constitutive features of social
interaction

Focus on ideology and the reproduction of relations of power
through everyday talk and social practice

Performativity of language and social practice

Assumptions
Social constructionist ontology; but the possibility of agency is
heavily circumscribed by social structures and institutions

Discourses as broad categories of speech, writing and representation
carry ideological influences and preserve particular forms of under-
standing

We perform acts of social positioning and identity formation through
our language and other interactional practices

Methods of data gathering
Qualitative, any methods that can generate descriptive text: depth
interviews, ethnography, focus/discussion groups, analysis of pub-
lished texts, e.g. press reports

Approach to data analysis
Seeking structure, function and variation in social texts: evidence of
structure regarding recurring themes, tropes of speech, metaphors,
evidence of variation in accounts; analysis of the rhetorical function
of these positions and accounts in terms of the maintenance of
particular meanings that have implications for social positioning and
identity formation

Emphasis on revealing ‘interpretive repertoires’ or discourses that
account for and justify particular ideas, actions or procedures
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Language has a performative role in this sense. As ethnomethodological
researchers seek to show, speakers seek to accomplish certain social effects
by their speech. If I am lecturing a class, I want to engage their interest by
referring to theories and practices in my field. However, I also have to
accomplish a professional role, that of lecturer. To this end I have to try to
sound plausible as an academic researcher and lecturer. Performative
speech-acts can also take tactical forms, such as when you ask someone a
question not as a genuine query but as a social gambit at a party.

In discourse analysis, as in rhetorical analysis (discussed in Chapter 10),
what is said is important not only in itself but with regard to what it leaves
unsaid (Antaki, 1994). That is, one kind of expression tends to omit or
gloss over other, alternative expressions. For example, in a piece of the
author’s research (Hackley, 2000), one advertising agency’s account team
professionals tended to account for actions and decisions in terms of a
corporate way of doing things. It was ‘the way we do things here’. This
way of accounting for particular actions and decisions was, among other
structural regularities, called upon frequently by junior account team staff
during depth interviews.

The ‘interpretive repertoire’

The ‘corporate way’ accounting device seemed to constitute an interpretive
repertoire. This expression is used by Potter and Wetherell (1987) to mean
a particular device or technique of accounting for and justifying particular
actions or ideas. The way these authors use the term ‘interpretive reper-
toire’ is similar to the way the term ‘discourse’ is often used in poststruc-
turalist writing. However, they usually use the term to refer to one specific
linguistic device, while the term ‘discourse’ is more often used to refer to a
collection of such devices that, together, support and reflect a particular
view of the world and justify certain positions or actions. In the author’s
research, it appeared that justifying actions in creative advertising develop-
ment in terms of the corporate style or techniques of agency served certain
functions for the speakers. It positioned them as being team players who
acknowledged and respected the agency’s traditional way of doing things.
By so doing they performatively signified that they were not maverick indi-
vidualists; rather, they wanted to be seen to defer to the agency’s processes
and were good, corporate citizens and competent professionals.

Variation in accounts

This analysis led to another issue. Function in social texts can often be
revealed through the variation in accounts that people offer. In the agency,
the way that creative advertising campaigns developed did not appear to
conform to a regular process. As one person admitted, every brief was dif-
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ferent and things varied a great deal. Furthermore, the corporate way of
doing things was very difficult to specify. It appeared to be almost infi-
nitely flexible because there were so many variations in the development of
different campaigns. Finally, more senior members of account teams
tended not to refer to this (perhaps mythical) agency way of doing things
with anything like the same piety as junior members. Instead, they
accounted for processes and decisions in terms of particular circumstances
and individual knowledge and skills. The more senior staff did not, per-
haps, feel such pressure to appear to conform to company policy. They
were more confident of their status and position. However, while acknow-
ledging this, their accounts of how advertising was developed in an ad hoc
and particularistic way further undermined the idea of a specified set of
procedures or actions.

In this example, then, structural regularities in social texts were found
in terms of ‘interpretive repertoires’ or ways of accounting for and justify-
ing particular actions and decisions. The research then used variations in
these accounts to speculate on the function such accounts might serve in
terms of social positioning and the maintenance of a professional identity.
The performative dimension of language was important in this respect.
The things that interviewees say could be seen as devices designed to
accomplish certain social tasks, such as the social task of appearing a com-
petent professional in a given organization. This does not imply that the
interviewees were not competent professionals. It simply acknowledges the
self-evident truth that, in our various social roles, we must accomplish
certain effects in order to be perceived as plausible and credible, and
socially competent.

Concluding suggestions for critical student
researchers

The analysis of discourse, then, takes as its starting-point the assumption
that humans construct social life through language and social practice
within a framework of ideology deriving from social structures and institu-
tions. We are autonomous individuals but we act within social structures
which sharply constrain our freedom and power to act in our own inter-
ests. The analysis of language and other practices of social interaction is
central to critical research because language is said to be constitutive of
social life, that is, language does not only refer to social reality: it actively
constructs it.

Language is also important in critical studies because of the ways in
which we use it. In critical discourse analysis it is assumed that language
does not merely refer to concepts or things. Language also does things, it
has a character of performativity. The things we say have a performative
dimension in that we try to accomplish social acts through language. This
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accomplishment is targeted both at others and at ourselves in the sense
that we seek to maintain a particular world-view. As ethnomethodologists
have suggested, we try to accommodate the preconceptions of others, and
our own wishes about our status and aims, into the positions we take and
the things we say. This accommodation depends on our understanding of
the social context of the interaction. We constantly interpret words as
signs to understand what is meant (to construct meaning) in specific social
contexts. The analysis of social texts can reveal this process of construc-
tion through structure, function and variation in accounts.

For many student researchers, this highly theoretical form of critical
research may seem daunting. Student researchers should, certainly, only
consider a critical research project after careful discussion with their aca-
demic supervisor. However, critical discourse analysis has many advan-
tages for student researchers. For example, the focus on power can
generate novel and striking perspectives that are, to many researchers, far
more interesting than managerially inclined projects. For many critical
researchers academic managerial research is fatally flawed because, while it
purports to generate commercial solutions, it never can because such solu-
tions are invariably grounded in highly specific cultural contexts. Acade-
mic research that seeks to reveal general rules of business success may be a
futile pursuit. Paradoxically, the kind of research that is classed as ‘critical’
because of its focus on power and its non-managerial vocabulary and
aims, may be more effective than managerial research in revealing how
organizations accomplish commercial success. It can be argued that com-
mercial success is invariably the result of the appropriation and exploita-
tion of power.

This need not be thought of in pejorative terms: it can be seen as a
necessary truth of capitalist activity. In competitive markets organizations
cannot rely on monopolistic market conditions to protect their profits but
they can and do try to create quasi-monopolies through branding. In an
important sense Nike, Coca Cola or Kodak have a monopoly over their
respective brands. If they can persuade consumers to seek out their brand
and ignore competitors, then they have in effect created a kind of monopo-
listic market situation. Marketing organizations try to create a competitive
advantage by differentiating their brand(s) from those of competitors.
They use their purchasing power to source cheaper, better-quality com-
ponents and ingredients, their economic and technological power to make
production more cost efficient, and their huge advertising budgets to
promote their products’ attributes and to make their brands memorable to
the consuming public. Corporate power is implicit in all kinds of commer-
cial success. Whether this power is exercised for good or for ill is a matter
for individuals to decide. Critical research in general seeks to open up such
issues so that they can be properly considered.
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Glossary

Constitutive Language is said to constitute its objects rather than merely
refer to them. Language actively constructs the meaning of terms and con-
cepts. In the context of power, constitutive power refers to power that is
reproduced in and through particular discourses. Language and discourse
are said to actively constitute relations of power and not simply to reflect
them. Constitutive power is intrinsic to social interaction.

Conversation analysis Associated with ethnomethodology, conversation
analysis takes a minute and detailed interest in the way that everyday
interactions are ordered, produced and controlled. It has been widely used
in positivistic research to document particular interactions. Topics of study
have included the role of pauses in conversations and the negotiation of
turn-taking and conversational topics in telephone conversations.

Discourse In common usage, a dialogue between speakers. In interpretive
social research ‘discourse’ means ‘that which can be described’; it is a
broad term that refers to sets of conventions for talking or thinking about
a given object or idea.

Emancipation The critical research stance is that discourses can be repres-
sive. In its moderate form ‘emancipation’ refers to the critical research aim
of promoting reflexive awareness about the ways in which ideologies are
formed and reproduced.

Ethnomethodology Refers to an approach to the sociology of everyday life
promoted by Harold Garfinkel (1967). It focuses on how participants
jointly produce a sense of everyday normality in social life and places great
importance on the agency and social competence of individuals. Less
emphasis is placed on the influence of social structures and institutions
over local interactions and practices.

Function In discourse analysis, refers to the function of speech-acts with
regard to the social positioning they are intended to achieve.

Interpretive repertoire A linguistic device which accounts for and/or justi-
fies a particular view of the world or specific acts.

Managerialist Managerialist research reflects and supports the apparent
aims, given assumptions and taken-for-granted priorities and values of
organizational managers. It is usually positioned as an attempt to address
or solve a managerial ‘problem’.



160 Critical research

Performative This refers to the distinction between language use as a
referring device to indicate objects and concepts and as a social positioning
device through which we signal particular motives or claim status. In other
words, we perform social accomplishments through language and other
social practices.

Structural power The power to coerce and gain compliance through the
implicit or actual threat of tangible or intangible sanctions. Structural
power is extrinsic to social interaction since it reflects power relations that
pre-exist a particular interaction.

Structure In the discourse analysis of social texts researchers seek struc-
tural regularities with regard to tropes of speech, metaphors or ways of
accounting for actions, ideas or decisions.

Subjectivities Subjectivity refers to unreflexive personal consciousness.
This subjectivity may appear to be private and unique but can be shown to
be socially derived in important respects. We may absorb certain histori-
cal, linguistic and cultural practices and ideas so that they intimately form
our values and assumptions. We may take these values and assumptions as
taken for granted and forget that, in fact, they were learned.

Variability In social texts the accounts given to justify actions or ideas
may vary in different circumstances. This variation may be revealing with
regard to the rhetorical function that it served in that version of events.



Chapter 9

Semiotics in marketing and
consumer research

Chapter outline

This chapter outlines some of the main principles and concepts of semi-
otics in the context of research in marketing and consumer studies. There
are differing approaches within semiotic, or semiological, studies of visual
or linguistic phenomena. This chapter draws on the concepts and terminol-
ogy of semiotics used in North American traditions of consumer and mar-
keting research to illustrate important subjects of study and to suggest
practical applications for student researchers.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• understand some important principles of semiotic analysis as
applied in marketing and consumer research

• appreciate the contribution of semiotics to understanding mar-
keting and consumption phenomena

• apply semiotic analysis to varied kinds of data in student re-
search projects

Semiotics/semiology: origins and scope

Semiotics is, broadly, the study of signs and their meaning in communica-
tion. A sign in this sense is something that can stand for something else.
‘Semiotics’ or ‘semiology’ is etymologically derived from the Greek sema.
It can be traced back to the ancient Greek medical techniques of Hip-
pocrates and Galen who inferred medical conditions from the symptoms
reported or presented by patients. The word semiology is usually associ-
ated with the study of linguistic signs. The tradition of semiology deriving
from European linguistics is associated with Ferdinand de Saussure (1974).
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The North American tradition (known as semiotics) reflects work by
philosopher C.S. Peirce (1953–66, 1986). Scholars have borrowed indis-
criminately from each tradition so the distinction between the two is
blurred in many research studies.

This chapter emphasizes the concepts and terminology of the North
American tradition. In ‘semiotics’ the focus of study is on any signs what-
ever in regard to their capacity for communicating and generating
meaning. ‘Semiosis’ is the process of extracting messages and significance
from signs, and thereby generating meaning. In human semiosis the central
problem is to understand how signs come to have meaning. Some tradi-
tions of semiotic analysis attempt to reveal the codes through which
humans draw meaning from signs in particular cultural contexts.
However, such codes need not be stable or enduring: they may not pre-
exist the relation of sign and interpretant. The meaning of signs is arbi-
trary. In principle, anything could stand for anything else. It is the cultural
context that frames the interpretation of signs and imbues particular signs
with localized meanings. 

Danesi (1993) explains how the colour red can have many different mean-
ings, depending on the cultural context for semiosis. A red traffic light, a
blushing cheek, a red armband can all communicate different messages. Red
faces in Western cartoons often signify anger, while in China red is a lucky
colour. An open window, footprints in the snow, a bloodied knife are classic
signifiers in detective stories (Hackley, 1999, p. 137). The Marlboro man, a
classic marketing sign, stands for ‘American culture, independence and self-
reliance, but may also stand for rebellion, chauvinism, fatalism, ill-health or
the genocide of Native American Indians, depending on the communication
context and the particular interpreter’ (Mick, 1997, p. 251). National flags
are such powerful signs that some are revered in one country and regarded
with contempt in another. The variation in cultural contexts means that
people can bring quite differing interpretive strategies to the same signs.

Semiotic studies have been developed in a wide range of human fields.
For Mick (1997) semiotics is ‘one of the richest sources of principles, con-
cepts and tools for studying communication and meaning’ (p. 260). There
have been studies of the semiotics of cinema (Metz, 1974), communication
(Fiske, 1982; Fry and Fry, 1986), theatre and drama (Elam, 1988) and lan-
guage (Barthes, 1968; Eco, 1976, 1984). For some semioticians, semiotic
study can form a superordinate human science of communication (Sebeok,
1991), ranging from the communication of single cells to the communica-
tive codes of entire cultures. Semiotic studies of non-marketing fields have
considerable relevance to research in marketing. Semiosis in marketing and
consumption occurs mainly through language (both spoken and printed)
and other visual and aural signs. Marketing can be seen as a system of
signs that communicate values through brands, packaging, prices, adver-
tisements and a plethora of other signs.
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Semiotics and marketing

While marketing as a whole has been a fertile site for semiotic analysis
(e.g. see Umiker-Sebeok, 1987; Umiker-Sebeok et al., 1988; Larsen et al.,
1991; International Journal of Research in Marketing, special issue 1988,
vol. 4, nos 3 and 4) two particular marketing fields have proved especially
interesting for semioticians. These are advertising and consumer research.
Researchers such as Williamson (1978) and Bertrand (1988) have explored
the semiotics of advertising in depth. Sherry and Camargo (1987) de-
veloped a semiotic analysis of the use of English language words in Japan-
ese advertising. Consumer research has also proved important in
stimulating semiotic analysis (Holbrook and Hirschman, 1993; Holbrook
and Grayson, 1986; Mick, 1986, 1997; Mick and Buhl, 1992).

The symbolic character of human communication is seen as a ‘central
and differentiating aspect of the species’ (Mick, 1986, p. 196) and no-
where is this more evident than in the worlds of marketed consumption.
The world of consumption is replete with signs, as Mick (1997) notes:
‘Examples of signs in the consumer world are everywhere a person wished
to look, listen, smell, feel or taste: brand names and logos, lyrics, melodies
and tempos in music; deodorants and perfumes; wool sweaters and silk
pillows; pizza and whiskey . . .’ (p. 251).

Marketing can be seen as a vast site of signification since marketing
signs permeate economically advanced countries through ubiquitous medi-
ated communications. One can, in fact, find little social space that is not
populated by marketing signs in some form. Even in the English country-
side it is common to see discarded branded confection wrappers and soda
tins. In urban areas marketing signs are a pervasive presence bombarding
the consumer at every turn (Hackley and Kitchen, 1999). Marketing mes-
sages are composed of ‘strings of signs’ (Sebeok, 1991, p. 146). The
meaning, and meaningfulness, of these juxtaposed signs depends on the
social and cultural contexts in which they are constructed and interpreted.

From a managerial perspective, the better an organization understands
the communication practices of its targeted consumers the more likely it
will be to construct strings of signs into messages that are plausible, inter-
esting and persuasive to consumers. Brand names and logos, advertising,
public relations coverage, product design and packaging are some of the
most obvious areas of semiotic importance for producing organizations.
Marketing management itself can be seen as the management of consumer
semiosis in a sense. Marketing specialists have the task, through communi-
cations strategies, of trying to manage and control the semiotic interpreta-
tion consumers place on company signs (and those of competitive rivals).
All of marketing management in its consumer context can be seen in this
way as the management of interpretation. Seen as such the central role of
communication in consumer marketing is revealed.
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Theoretical value of semiotics in marketing and consumer
research

Semiotics offers a way of theorizing marketing communications and signi-
fication issues that is radically different from the prevailing linear infor-
mation processing approach. Marketing theorists borrowed theoretical
frameworks from post-war cognitive psychology theorists such as Herb
Simon. These frameworks used a man–machine analogy to try to under-
stand human thinking and perception. The analogy was based on a com-
puter and people were considered to ‘process’ sensory data much in the
way that computers process binary data. In popular marketing manage-
ment and marketing communications texts, the information processing
model and its many variations remains the most commonly used way of
articulating communications issues (Buttle, 1995). This model resulted in
the hierarchy-of-effects theories (Lavidge and Steiner, 1961) of ‘how
advertising works’ that, still, dominate marketing theory (Vakratsas and
Ambler, 1999).

There is not space to critique hierarchy-of-effects models of advertising
here, but the view taken in this book is that while they offer economy of
explanation they only account for some kinds of advertising effects. It is
important to note that, although hierarchy-of-effects advertising theories
and linear information processing models of human cognition, communi-
cation and consumption are not the same thing, they do share important
assumptions. Holbrook and Hirschman (1982) suggest that the informa-
tion processing model has failed to address important issues in consumer
behaviour. One such important issue is the extent to which it emphasizes
rational information processing and neglects the symbolic character of
much human understanding.

Semiotics offers an alternative approach. Information processing
models of communication applied in marketing contexts privilege the eco-
nomic rationality of consumers and the notion of ‘information’ in advert-
ising, packaging and so on. Semiotics offers an entirely different way of
looking at and talking about, the way consumers make sense of market-
ing communications. It therefore implies a different model of ‘how
advertising works’ based not only on a rational appraisal of product or
brand information but also on the semiotic interpretation of marketing
symbols. As Williamson (1978) points out, advertising cannot be under-
stood by asking how it ‘works’: one has to ask how advertising comes to
have meaning. Semiotics offers a route to this kind of understanding. The
semiotic perspective therefore provides an intellectually distinctive way of
re-appraising communications issues in marketing and consumption as a
whole.

Marketing is of interest not only to students of management and man-
agers themselves but also to those interested in cultural studies. Cultural
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studies seek insights into how culture and collective understanding is
formed and sustained. Marketing signs are fascinating to many non-man-
agerial researchers because of what they suggest about general cultural
values and communication experiences. Elsewhere in this book published
work is mentioned that focuses on the cultural importance of marketing
innovations like the McDonald’s hamburger (Ritzer, 2000) and the Sony
Walkman (Du Gay et al., 1997).

When semiotics researchers study marketing and consumption they are
studying an area of huge significance in contemporary economic life. We
forge our sense of identity and social positioning within a matrix of mar-
keting signs. The semiotic arena of marketing reflects and constitutes the
wider cultural setting for semiosis. Anthropological researchers such as
Leach (1976), Belk et al. (1988) and Wernick (1991) emphasize the reveal-
ing nature of consumption and promotional and marketing culture. They
show that marketing appropriates values and signs from non-marketing
culture and attaches them to marketed entities to serve corporate aims.
This seems to have happened to such an extent that is it now difficult to
suggest that there is a non-marketing culture in developed economies
because of the extent and reach of marketing commodification. Your
ownership of branded goods can signify much about you, such as your
social status, the groups to which you claim membership and your aspira-
tions and fantasies about your self (Belk, 1988).

Not only products but education, experiences and even relationships are
rendered into commodities in contemporary economic life (for example,
dating agencies, paid-for distance education, paid-for ballooning, racing
driving or theme-park thrill ride experiences). Research studies that inves-
tigate the ways in which we make and sustain meaning within this sym-
bolic realm are of great social scientific interest. In particular, when we
view advertising and try to derive meaning from it we draw on our
vocabulary of culturally constituted semiotic codes to interpret the signs
from which advertising is composed. Our interpretation of marketing signs
such as brand logos and advertising images is a matter of enculturation:
we are, effectively, taught the meaning of these signs. We cannot under-
stand or ‘read’ marketing signs without a considerable amount of cultural
knowledge (Scott, 1994a). Advertising agencies acquire this knowledge in
order to place marketing signs within a recognizable cultural setting so
that we ‘get’ the idea that is conveyed (Hackley, 2002). Marketing signs
seek to exploit culturally extant semiotic codes in order to cue particular
meanings. For example, in a culture that places high prestige on sporting
success, Nike ensures that its ‘swoosh’ logo is seen in multiple settings of
sporting achievement so that the culturally resonant setting for the logo
ensures a ‘transfer of meaning’ (McCracken, 1986).

Semiotics, then, is an intrinsically cross-disciplinary field in that its
scope of investigation falls across all human sciences. While certain areas
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of activity, such as marketing and consumption, are especially fertile for
semiotic analysis because of their use of many forms of imagery, semiotics
is itself a form of study that potentially connects different fields of study.
As we have seen in this brief introduction, semiotics connects the study of
management, marketing and consumption with anthropology and cultural
studies.

Themes and concepts of semiotics

Semiotics is concerned with the ways in which signs constitute meaningful
messages. However, like any intellectual tradition, it is far from unified.
This chapter necessarily plays down disputes and controversies within dif-
ferent traditions of semiotics and semiology in order to offer student re-
searchers an introductory route to doing semiotic analysis in a research
project. It offers one of various possible ‘takes’ on practical semiotics.
Student researchers should not, in any case, consider the existence of con-
troversy and disagreement to be a reason for not exploring any given re-
search tradition. For academics, disagreement and controversy is their
professional life-blood. Their ‘business’ is ideas and their expression. Each
has an individual ‘take’ on any given research approach. Indeed, accepting
that research activity is not black and white but grey is an important part
of the student’s education. If student researchers can engage with research
texts in a spirit of well-informed critical enquiry, then both their educa-
tional ends and the need of every research community for critical contribu-
tions are equally served.

The semiotic perspective, then, has much to contribute to an interpre-
tive research agenda because it draws attention to the arbitrariness of
meaning. What this implies is that anything can, in principle, stand for
anything else. In another world the word-sign ‘dog’ could refer to a shoal
of fish: a red traffic light could mean ‘extinguish cigarette’. The fact that
these interpretations seem absurd to a person familiar with Western
culture reflects the extent to which semiosis is culturally acquired. Mean-
ing, then, is seen as a cultural construction. Signs are ‘read’ and their
meaning interpreted in terms of cultural codes which we have to learn in
order to make sense of the signs around us.

In contrast, positivist modes of research often assume that meaning is
fixed and objectively verifiable. For example, information processing re-
search in marketing communications normally assumes that meaning is
fixed, stable and synonymous with the construct ‘information’ in any given
communication. The distinction between meaning as something inter-
preted and context-dependent and meaning as something fixed and given is
important because of the implications it has for research design and inter-
pretation of findings. If anything could, in principle, stand for anything
else, then the interpretation of, say, a silhouette of a man on a toilet door
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becomes a far more complex and significant act than it may at first seem.
Why do we assume that this silhouette means that ‘men’ can gain access to
bathroom facilities through a door marked with this sign? We do so
because the use of this sign, and the provision of separate public bath-
rooms for the use of each gender, are cultural products that we can under-
stand because of our immersion in relevant forms of cultural
understanding. Signs could be arbitrary, but they are not because under-
standing is culturally mediated. The meaning that we draw from and read
into signs is a product of our cultural understanding. Information process-
ing research cannot acknowledge the culturally situated character of
meaning construction. Its critics have suggested that it tends to universalize
aspects of cognitive activity that are, in fact, constituted through culturally
specific forms of understanding.

For student researchers, semiotics is an opportunity to take a fresh look
at marketing or consumption phenomena in terms of the meaning these
phenomena have for particular parties. Meaning-making can be shown to
be a product of local, contextualized communicative codes. Whether such
codes have the character of an enduring underlying material reality, or
whether they emerge through the process of semiosis, is an argument that
semioticians have not resolved. Some semiotic studies conceive of semiotic
codes as relatively enduring things that reflect an underlying structure of
reality, not unlike a material reality. On the other hand, semiotics is often
conducted without this ontological assumption. Communicative codes, it
is assumed, are not necessarily fixed or logically prior to semiosis.

Sign, symbol and icon

There may be many ways in which signs signify (sixty-six for Peirce, accord-
ing to Mick, 1997, p. 253; also see discussion in Leach, 1976, p. 10). Three
particular forms of semiosis are often used as the basis for analysis. These
three forms of semiotic relation are not mutually exclusive: they do overlap
but nonetheless can be useful organizing categories for researchers. When a
sign acts as an icon it is like the thing it represents. Iconicity may reside in 
a relation between, say, a map and the terrain it represents. It might reside in
a relation between a picture of Marlon Brando in Rebel Without a Cause
and the idea of youthful rebellion. The second form of relation occurs when
a sign acts as an index. An indexical sign points to or indicates something
else. For example, a wavy line on a road sign might ‘point to’ bends in the
road a few hundred yards ahead. A picture of a silhouette of a man on a
door might ‘point to’ or indicate that a men’s bathroom is right here behind
this door. The third form of relation is symbolic which, in semiotics, means
that something stands for (is symbolic of) something else, such as when a
red cross stands for an international medical service, or a red sports car in
an advertisement stands for vigour, youth and the ‘good life’.
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As we have seen, semiotic meanings may vary according to the perspect-
ive of the interpretant. For example, the red sports car above may repre-
sent the ‘good life’ in a rather materialistic sense. To another person it
might represent capitalist decadence, to still another it might represent a
rather infantile male fantasy of the ‘good life’. Meanings may also vary
over time as cultural values change. The author sometimes shows a video-
tape of television beer advertisements transmitted in the UK between 1960
and 1995 to students of advertising. The video is a compilation of adver-
tisements for Courage beers made by advertising agency BMP DDB
Needham of London, UK. It is striking to see how social mores and values
have changed, so that the representation of women and men in 1960s’
advertisements would be unthinkable today.

Women in the older ads are represented in the advertisements as men’s
jailers. The men, in contrast, are represented as rather childlike but endear-
ingly so, always seeking ways to escape from the domestic prison of the
home to the male conviviality of the ‘pub’. They are often pursued by a
‘nagging’ wife. The ads are, of course, intended to be funny and were
probably thought so in the 1960s. By the 1990s the position is reversed,
with women represented as independent and confident, symbolically realiz-
ing their freedom from men by consuming alcoholic drinks in what was
previously an exclusively male domain: the British pub. The men are the
same men as in the earlier advertisements, objects of fun interested only in
trivial things. In the UK the ways in which gender and the relations
between genders can be represented in broadcast media has changed radi-
cally in 40 years and this is neatly reflected in this compilation of beer ads.
The cultural meanings of gender have, in a sense, changed over time.

In this example it might be argued that representations of men and
women have not fundamentally changed at all. The ‘punchline’ of the joke
has changed: in old beer advertisements, the joke is that men come out on
top. In the later ads, the women have the last laugh. However, as some
gender-based studies (cited in Chapter 10) suggest, gender representations
in beer ads are open to varying interpretations. If women are now por-
trayed as men once were, as seekers after pleasure through alcohol, as
hedonistic, individualistic and self-indulgent, what does this imply about
the wider social status of women? Does it reflect women’s greater eco-
nomic power, independence from men and social status? Or is it just
another way of portraying women as less powerful than men? Semiotic
analysis of advertisements and other marketing signs can offer interesting,
sometimes provocative analyses that reflect the cultural variability of semi-
osis. Signs that are usually interpreted in one way in one era acquire quite
different interpretations in another era in any given cultural context.

Semiosis, then, ‘takes place on a boundary of cultural, historical and
sociological analysis’ (Hackley, 1999, p. 141). This cultural dimension has
been neglected in some studies that over-emphasized the individual, private
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aspect of interpretation. As Wernick (1991) has pointed out, many studies
of advertising ‘eclipsed attention both to the historicity of promotional
texts and to their contextual dimension’ (p. 25). In other words, our inter-
pretation of signs is culturally mediated. We must learn the cultural codes
that predetermine particular modes of interpretation. These cultural codes
may be highly specific, so this is not the same as saying that there can be
only one culturally correct interpretation of a sign, since signs and inter-
pretants are necessarily embedded in a given (and highly specific) cultural
context.

Intertextuality and semiosis

Wernick’s (1991) comment above about the ‘historicity’ of promotional
texts is linked to the concept of intertextuality. Intertextuality is an
important concept in semiotics (for a useful discussion see Chandler,
2002). It refers broadly to the sense in which the meaning of one text is
interdependent with the meaning of others. Just as the meaning of a
phoneme depends on the other phonemes with which it is combined to
make a word-sound, a sign has meaning in terms of other signs. Intertextu-
ality is particularly apparent in media texts such as advertisements, news-
papers and movies in which meaning is signified through semiotic re-
ference to other examples of advertisements, etc., or to other genres such
as classical music, literature or current news events and popular press
stories.

Intertextuality is invoked in poststructuralist and postmodern writing to
refer to the indeterminacy of authorship of any text. That is, since any sign
is reassigned within a pre-existing sign structure, the source of meaning
becomes difficult to establish. This is particularly apparent in writing.
Barthes (1977) has suggested that ‘it is language which speaks, not the
author’ (p. 143). In this book the author (‘I’) is/am reproducing ideas that
are not mine when I cite others or refer to ideas that have been established
some time ago in various fields of study. Yet that is also true of the authors
whose works ‘I’ cite. The authors of academic books seek to construct and
direct meaning by drawing on other texts to which they have been exposed
and to which they refer for authority. The infinite regress which can be
implied might appear to contradict common sense, yet the notion of inter-
textuality does illustrate how taken-for-granted presuppositions (about,
for example, authorship and meaning) can dissolve under closer scrutiny
to reveal something of the complexity of social phenomena.

Polysemy and triadic relations in semiosis

The meaning of signs such as those composed of and in texts is, further-
more, constructed by readers who themselves are under the influence of
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other texts to which they have been exposed. Hence texts have a ‘poly-
semic’ character in that they can generate a wide range of possible
meanings depending on the context of interpretation. The context of inter-
pretation is important because of the differing cultural codes that may be
drawn on for interpretive cues in differing cultural contexts. Seen in this
light, meaning is something that authors attempt to control or influence,
but texts are subject to unpredictable interpretations. Consequently, im-
posing authorial meaning on the interpretation of a text is a delicate
balance and a complex achievement. Advertising agencies that understand
this know that they must take great care to isolate the right groups of con-
sumers and to understand them as an ‘interpretive community’. Agencies
must also create ads that attempt to impose particular meanings in power-
fully suggestive but subtle ways by drawing on the semiotic codes that are
used within a given interpretive community.

The process of interpretation can be seen as a dyadic or triadic relation.
For Peirce, semiosis has a triadic character since it depends on a relation
between the sign, the object and the interpretant (i.e. the interpretation).
This contrasts with Saussure’s ideas about semiosis as a dyadic relation
between the sign and the signified. As Mick (1986) suggests, the interpre-
tant refers to the interpretation placed on the sign and not to the entity
(such as a person) doing the interpreting. The interpretant (interpretation)
will vary depending on the cultural context. It will also be influenced by
the extent to which its meaning in a particular context is dependent on
previous interpretations of the same object.

For example, the Skoda motor car brand was portrayed in UK adver-
tising as a cheap alternative to mainstream brands. However, negative
reports about the car’s reliability and engineering quality resulted in media
stories and jokes in the UK that poked fun at the brand. The Skoda brand
and its associated signs (the word-sign Skoda and the brand badge on the
cars) were interpreted in terms of a communicative code that denigrated
the brand. However, a reorganization of the brand, re-engineering of the
car and a re-launch with new advertising has changed this code in the UK.
The Skoda brand signs are now interpreted much more positively because
of favourable quality reports in motor trade magazines and generally
positive media coverage. The advertising campaign intertextually (and
humorously) referred to Skoda’s old negative image so that people bought
into the new interpretation of Skoda. The relation between the object
(Skoda motor cars), its various signs (the word-sign ‘Skoda’, the brand
badge, the advertising) and the interpretant (the interpretive reaction the
sign elicited) changed as a result of a change in cultural understanding. For
people to understand the new meaning of Skoda from the new advertising,
they had to understand the references the ads made to the old meaning of
Skoda.
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‘Doing’ semiotics

As evidenced by the published work cited above, semiotics can be a useful
approach in empirical research studies that seek insights into the con-
structed, arbitrary and culturally mediated character of human under-
standing. It is particularly so when the research data include pictures or
other kinds of visual image, such as advertising. However, many other
contexts of consumption could be useful areas for semiotic research, such
as, for example, food consumption, product design in differing industries
(motor cars, entertainment), the design and the consumption of retail envi-
ronments, retail architecture, the use of Internet web sites, and marketing
issues in the fashion and magazine industries. Semiotics can prove fruitful
as part of multi-disciplinary studies into gender and visual media rep-
resentations or into aspects of environmental (and organizational) psy-
chology when the physical spaces of consumption are the subject of
interest (see Box 9.1).

Practical semiotics entails the deconstruction of meaning in given con-
texts. In semiotics as with all interpretive research the obvious, everyday
and taken for granted must be made strange and unfamiliar. The object of
the researcher is to understand the complexity and arbitrariness of taken-
for-granted modes of meaning-making. To do this researchers have to 
try to understand the world-view of particular groups while also stand-
ing outside those groups. This is precisely because much of our everyday
understanding is unreflexive. We are not aware of the assumptions and
cultural knowledge that are built into our common-sense, subjective
understanding. The task of the social researcher is to go beyond the taken
for-granted to speculate on its implications.

As a starting-point for semiotic analysis of advertising, the check-list in
Box 9.2 is offered, adapted from Hackley (1999), p. 145.

This check-list is designed to help student researchers to deepen their
semiotic analysis of visual material such as advertising. Many first-time
researchers find that beginning the process of deconstruction of an adver-
tisement is difficult. Until one acquires the habit of deconstruction, mean-
ings can appear to have a ‘given’ and ‘common-sense’ character. Box 9.2
focuses on specific aspects of an advertisement. If the student researcher
can begin to understand the complexity of apparently simple advertise-
ments as ‘strings of signs’, then he or she has taken a step towards decon-
structing the way in which an advertisement seeks to tap into particular
cultural codes of communication in order to frame and privilege particular
interpretations over others. The way in which advertising evinces particu-
lar meanings is often spontaneous and unreflexive: we take for granted the
meanings (or lack of meaning) in an ad. Without careful reflection it is
easy to overlook the mechanics of semiosis.

For example, the actors chosen in an ad might appear, to some viewers,
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to be well educated and ‘middle class’, attractive and healthy. By using
casting, costume, make-up and scene settings to suggest this, the ad is
seeking to symbolically associate the brand with such people in the minds
of consumers. The clothes actors wear in the ad, their speech (vocabulary,
accent and tone) and their manner might well signify particular class-based
values or norms. For example, in a series of UK advertisements for a brand

Box 9.1 Major features of semiotic analysis

Themes
Semiotics is the study of signs and their meaning

Focus on semiosis as meaning-making in a given cultural context

Humans are interpreting creatures: the universe is suffused with
signs. Semiotics is an inter- and cross-disciplinary field

Important concepts include the sign, icon, index and symbol

Assumptions
Human understanding is often abstract and symbolic as opposed to
literal and rational. Indeed, the symbolic interpretation of signs is a
defining characteristic of human understanding

The relation of sign and signifier is arbitrary: in principle, anything
can stand for anything else. It is the cultural context of communica-
tion that frames semiotic interpretation

Methods of data gathering
Semiotic studies have often used judgement samples of advertise-
ments or other visual data

The ways in which consumers interpret particular signs could be
investigated through focus groups or other qualitative data-gathering
techniques

Approach to data analysis
Focus on revealing the semiotic codes that cue particular interpretive
strategies in a given context

Any kind of sign can in principle be subject to semiotic analysis such
as marketing brand logos, packaging, advertising, the spaces of con-
sumption such as shopping malls, other media texts such as movies,
radio jingles, etc.

Semiotic interpretation can be subjective and/or inter-subjective
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of instant coffee, the interaction between the main (female and male)
actors implied a possible romance. The characters were attractive and the
setting was affluent. The physical environment, and the physical appear-
ance and interaction of the characters, provided a lifestyle setting in which
the coffee appeared to be a natural part. It might well be thought that
instant coffee is exactly what one would not drink if one is affluent and
cultivated. The ads, therefore, sought to create a suggestion that ran
counter to many attitudes. It sought to make instant coffee drinking aspi-
rational and a natural event in affluent environments.

The romantic storyline of the ads caught the public imagination in the
UK and the ads were hugely successful, both in terms of coffee sales and
also in terms of the generation of a great deal of free editorial coverage in
the press. The juxtaposition of actors who represented values that are
widely prized in Western culture (such as physical attractiveness, affluence,
professional success and romance) with a brand of coffee produced a
cross-over effect as these meanings were transferred from the setting to the
brand. Student researchers can find many such examples of advertisements

Box 9.2 An approach to semiotic deconstruction

Questions to ask: What does X signify to me?
Why does X signify this to me?
What might X signify for others?
Why might X signify this for others?

Possible sources of X:
Objects (visual semiosis) For example, clothes, hairstyles, make-up

styles, the ways objects are used by
people, use in press ads of printed copy,
typeface, use of logo/pictorial symbolic
image, the spatial inter-relationships of
objects

Gesture (bodily semiosis) For example, body types, facial types,
expressive gestures, facial expressions,
posture, gaze, juxtaposition of bodies,
juxtaposition of bodies with products

Speech (verbal semiosis) For example, use of idiomatic expres-
sions, regional or national accent or
dialect, use of metaphor/metonymy, tone
and volume of speech, pace of delivery,
use of voiceover, use of humour, emphasis
on particular words/phonemes
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and other marketing signs that, placed suggestively in lifestyle settings,
seek to transfer particular values from culture to brand. Semiotic decon-
struction of marketing and other texts can reveal how this process takes
place.

Semiotics and rhetoric

Semiotics is linked with the study of rhetoric (discussed in Chapter 10) in
that, in commercial contexts, semiotics is often used to persuade. For
example, the classical music of Beethoven, Bach, Wagner and many other
composers is often used in the musical scores of Hollywood movies. This is
because of its power to draw out emotion in the listener. A cleverly con-
structed musical score can be so persuasive that it can make up for short-
comings in acting or characterization by persuading the viewer to
sympathize with a character or with the depiction of a scene. A semiotic
study could investigate how music can come to have meaning, that is, how
listeners interpret particular musical passages in terms of human emotions.
Used in the context of a movie, music seeks to persuade the viewer to
believe a given scene and hence has a rhetorical purpose. If it is to be suc-
cessful in this purpose, the director of the movie would need to understand
and anticipate the viewer’s semiotic interpretation of the music juxtaposed
with the visual scene, actors, dialogue and so on. In advertisements music,
or ‘jingles’, are conventionally thought to be devices to trigger recall.
However, the role of advertising jingles can be seen to be far more import-
ant and complex than this (Scott, 1990) since music is itself a powerful sig-
nifier.

The rhetorical purpose of an advertisement is to persuade consumers to
like the brand or to persuade them to accept some more specific claim
about the brand. Semiotic analysis attempts to reveal the cultural commu-
nication codes that the advertising agency creative staff intuitively tap into
to try to persuade consumers to form the desired interpretations. This can
be illustrated with a well-known story about a brand of cigarettes called
‘Strand’. This brand was advertised in British cinemas in the 1960s. The
visuals portrayed a man on London Bridge late at night, lighting a Strand
cigarette in the smoky London haze. The strapline went, ‘You’re never
alone with a Strand.’ The advertisements were unsuccessful because (the
story goes) people interpreted the ads to mean that people with no friends
smoke Strand cigarettes. Even if this tale is somewhat apocryphal, it does
illustrate the potential instability of meaning in advertising. Creative pro-
fessionals hope that they understand the cultural codes through which con-
sumers will form meanings on exposure to their advertising. However, if
they do not, then the consumers might place an interpretation on the ad
that is quite unexpected and not at all what the client would wish.
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Student semiotic studies

One of the author’s students conducted a comparative study of Japanese
and UK advertising for particular brands of motor car (briefly mentioned
earlier in the book). She collected a variety of press ads and found that the
advertising was significantly different for two brands in the respective
countries. As a Japanese person studying in the UK, she was able to carry
out a semiotic deconstruction of the meaning of both the UK and the
Japanese ads because of her knowledge of each language and culture.
There have been a number of studies that have done similar analyses (e.g.
Tanaka, 1994; Sherry and Camargo, 1987). The student researcher sought
to understand how meaning was produced in the ads and thereby infer the
marketing rationale behind them in terms of the desired segmentation and
positioning strategies.

Such an analysis is necessarily subjective but there are ways in which 
it can be made more scientifically persuasive. For example, other people
(from each country) can be involved to see if interpretations converge.
However, it should be remembered that semiotics as an interpretive
approach cannot discover the definitive meaning of any sign. The re-
searcher must conduct a thorough analysis in order to write a persuasive
account that is transparent and also acknowledges that alternative read-
ings may be equally legitimate.

The author has found to his cost that interpretations of advertisements
are never final or beyond contest. When an international MBA or MSc
class is asked to interpret particular ads the response can be lively and
diverse, with interpretations offered that had never occurred to the teacher
but which, on reflection, seem perfectly plausible. What this seems to illus-
trate is the way in which advertisers need to try to understand the interpre-
tive codes within the local communities to which they are directing their
advertising. Meaning can be extremely culturally specific.

Another student research project drew on semiotics to conduct an inves-
tigation of advertising ethics. The study sought to understand how a selec-
tion of consumers interpreted ads that were considered ethically dubious
or controversial. Focus groups were convened in which ads were used as
stimulus material and the various interpretations offered were analysed
using a semiotic perspective. The approach was useful because it did not
proceed on assumptions about what was of interest to consumers. Instead,
it offered a flexible approach that allowed consumers to articulate their
own interpretations of the ads. The student researcher was interested in
how young people (university students) interpreted ads in terms of their
ethical standing. The study allowed the researcher to get away from pre-
conceived notions of what in advertising is ethically acceptable or not. The
findings were interesting in that the ads that provoked ethically critical
comments were not those that might have been predicted. The interpreta-
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tion of ads was subtle; for example, the use of nudity in itself was not con-
sidered offensive but the use to which nudity was put was sometimes con-
sidered unethical in particular marketing contexts.

As mentioned earlier, while advertising and other marketing signs have
proved extremely popular sources of research material for semioticians,
student researchers need not confine semiotic study to these fields. Studies
of retail environment design, product design, packaging, work place de-
sign, corporate image, industrial architecture and corporate reputation, to
name a few, could also be enhanced or supplemented by the application of
semiotic theory and practice.

Glossary

Dyadic Relation with two dimensions, as when one interviewer inter-
views one interviewee (a dyadic interview).

Icon A sign that is similar in some way to its referent, in the way that a
photograph bears a resemblance to the image it portrays, or an ono-
matopoeic word resembles a sound, such as in ‘plop’ or ‘roar’.

Index A form of semiosis in which a sign points to or indicates something
else, such as where the word ‘TAXI’ lights up on the top of a yellow car.

Interpretant The entity (usually human) that interprets the sign. The
word ‘interpretant’ is also used to refer to the interpretation.

Semiology The study of linguistic signs and their relation to concepts.

Semiosis The process of semiotic interpretation.

Semiotics The study of signs and their interpretation.

Sign For C.S. Peirce, a sign is anything that can stand for something else.

Structuralist The term is often used in social research to imply a realist
ontology. That is, explanations for social phenomena can reveal universal
structures of meaning that underlie social processes.

Symbol A form of semiosis in which something acts as a symbol of some-
thing else, such as when a clenched fist symbolizes aggression.

Triadic A relation with three dimensions, e.g. in Peirce’s model of semi-
osis with sign, object and interpretant.



Chapter 10

Other approaches
Literary theory and narrative analysis,
feminism and gender studies,
postmodernism and poststructuralism

Chapter outline

This chapter looks at several important and useful research perspectives
that are often used in combination. While these perspectives develop dis-
tinctively different kinds of ‘take’ on social research, they also have a
number of important overlapping areas which makes them particularly
useful for multi-perspective studies. The chapter introduces important con-
cepts and explains some ways in which these might be applied in data
analysis by student researchers.

Chapter objectives

After reading this chapter students will be able to

• appreciate some important commonalities between interpretive
social science research and literary studies

• understand some major principles and concepts of selected liter-
ary theories and gender and feminist studies

• see how concepts and ideas from postmodernist writing have
become influential in interpretive social research

Literary theory and the study of rhetoric in
marketing and management

Literary theory has offered many concepts and insights that have been
used by researchers developing qualitative, interpretive approaches in man-
agement and marketing studies. In the UK and the USA this has been re-
flected in many articles in the leading research journals (e.g. Stern, 1989,
1990; Easton and Aráujo, 1997; Brown, 1999; Holbrook, 1990). Rhe-
torical analysis has played a major role in the ‘linguistic turn’ in interpre-
tive marketing and consumer research alluded to by Brown (1995, p. 147),
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Elliott (1996), Holbrook and O’Shaughnessy (1988) and discussed in
Beckman and Elliott (2001). This ‘turn’ has emphasized the constructive
character of language and the value of research perspectives deriving from
the humanities for generating insights into marketing and consumption.

The word ‘rhetoric’ is often used in a pejorative sense to mean insub-
stantial or empty. Tonks (2002), writing of marketing rhetoric in con-
sumer contexts, dates this pejorative usage of the term back to Plato who
criticized the Sophists’ teaching of rhetoric for being ‘mere cooking’ associ-
ated with ‘trickery, deceit, immorality and superficiality’ (Kennedy, 1963,
p. 15, in Tonks, 2002, p. 807). Aristotle took a rather more benign view
and the study of rhetoric became a key part of the school curriculum right
through to medieval times. Rhetoric, in fact, became regarded as the over-
arching intellectual discipline, unifying the sciences because of its inte-
grative ‘epistemic’ (Tonks, 2002, p. 810) character. It was studied as part
of the school and university curriculum throughout the medieval era and,
in the UK, up to the 1800s.

The interest in rhetoric has returned in many studies that consider it not
only as a part of literary analysis but more fundamentally as an organizing
principle for thought and argument. There is no necessary implication that
to use rhetoric is deceitful or cunning. It is, simply, the means by which
humans argue and persuade. Language and, hence, thought itself, are
rhetorically organized to produce certain (rhetorical) effects. In the context
of the social scientific emphasis on the constitutive character of language in
constructing and maintaining social life, rhetoric has once again assumed
major importance in social study.

Rhetorical ‘privileging’ and ‘silencing’

The literary study of rhetoric, then, focuses on the persuasive character of
particular forms of written language. It is important to note that rhetoric is
not simply about what is written, or indeed, what is said. It is also about
what is excluded. Expressing a view or idea in a persuasive or plausible
way distracts attention from other possible ways of expressing that idea.
Alternative forms of expression with quite different implications might
seem equally plausible. Forms of expression tend to privilege certain ways
of seeing the world and accounting for events while, by default, silencing
alternatives. Social psychological researchers Edwards and Potter (1992)
note that a major feature of rhetorical analysis is ‘the demonstration of
how, in order to understand the nature and function of any version of
events, we need to consider whatever real or potential alternative versions
it may be designed to counter’ (p. 28, citing Billig, 1988, 1989).

In accounting for events, mental states or actions we are, in effect,
arguing a point of view to others, and also to ourselves. As we construct
particular accounts we make sense of them: we fill in the account with
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implied motivations and explanations. Other accounts or explanations
then become rhetorically less forceful or persuasive: they become ‘altern-
ative’ rather than accepted ‘common sense’. In this way the rhetorical use
of language is highly significant in not only describing but also in constitu-
tively forming our psychological states.

Particular writing or speaking strategies invite the question: what poten-
tial threat or criticism was this way of putting things designed to counter?
If I come home and my son opens the door and says ‘it wasn’t me, Dad’ I
immediately wonder what he’s done wrong. What potential accusation or
criticism is his denial intended to counter? If a marketing text proclaims
that ‘This book is focused on practical marketing management’, a focus on
rhetoric might prompt questions like ‘why write that? In what way is mar-
keting management not practical? What does the text accomplish by
saying this?’ Rhetorical strategies seek to exclude possible alternative
accounts or claims (such as the claim that marketing management text-
books fail to adequately explain marketing practice). Marketing is a
textual genre in the sense that marketing ideas, research and thought are
produced, sustained, perpetuated and defended through writing. These
words and phrases then become the instruments of managers and others in
organizational settings. Marketing is, then, a prime site for rhetorical
analysis.

The role of rhetoric in the art of persuasion

It is not uncommon for a politician to be praised for ability in the art of
rhetoric. Rhetorical skill can persuade doubters to support a particular
policy or course of action. It can even make a politician popular in a
general way by persuading people that he or she is likeable. Clearly, ability
in rhetoric is important for chief executive officers and other managers.
Unlike politicians, managers may not be able to employ speechwriters.
They must, nevertheless, generate support and co-operation through the
use of language. University lecturing, too, has a rhetorical dimension. Aca-
demics use language to construct intellectual authority in their research
books and articles. Academics who have ability in rhetorical arts can per-
suade others of the plausibility of their point of view. They can persuade
students they know about their subject. This need not imply that an aca-
demic who lectures unconvincingly does not know his or her subject.
Without skill in rhetoric academics may find it more difficult to persuade
others of their knowledge and understanding.

Within the field of organizational management words and language
have always been important tools for generating co-operation, support 
and compliance. The management field is often criticized for being too
concerned with the latest ‘buzz’ phrase or trendy management technique.
Business Process Re-engineering, Quality Management, Relationship
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Marketing and many other techniques have brought fame and wealth to
the management ‘gurus’ who popularized them. Most of these techniques
fall out of favour after a time and people start to point out that the claims
made for them were a little overblown. One aspect of the analysis of
rhetoric focuses on just how such techniques or buzz-phrases seem, for a
while, to be so compelling and persuasive.

Rhetorical analysis is inherently a critical method since it seeks to reveal
the mechanisms by which consensus and agreement are produced. The
study of rhetoric is therefore bound up with the issue of power. The power
of particular rhetorical devices and strategies to persuade can be seen to
have a historical basis in particular social structures and institutions. ‘It’s
only rhetoric’ is sometimes a comment levelled at political or commercial
claims and discourse that suggests that rhetoric is trivial and reflects a
mendacious, half-truth approach to accounts and claims. In social re-
search, rhetoric is far more than this. The study of rhetoric is the study of
how meaning and persuasion are mobilized through language and social
practice.

Rhetorical analysis in marketing and management

The top marketing and management research journals have published rhe-
torical studies that analysed uses of rhetoric within those fields. For
example, Brown (1999) drew on literary analysis to compare the rhetori-
cal styles of two leading marketing writers and consultants, Professors
Theodore Levitt and Morris Holbrook. Such an analysis is not always well
received by business academics who feel that a focus on rhetoric demeans
their work. They write as if they are offering solutions that can be applied
in the practical worlds of business. Many do not wish attention to be
drawn to the rhetorical skills that enable them to write plausibly in this
way. The study of rhetoric is based on the truism that all knowledge is
mediated: we cannot convey experience except through language and
writing. Many business consultants have won influence and credibility
through the ability to write and speak as if they are offering homespun
wisdom deriving from direct experience of organizational management.
This ability itself is a mark of high-order rhetorical skill, as Brown (1999)
points out.

In another trenchant analysis of management rhetoric Case (1999) criti-
cally analysed the rhetoric of the Business Process Re-engineering trend
made popular by management consultants Hammer and Champy (1993).
His article prises apart the claims made for the re-engineering fad and
focuses on the rhetorical devices that were employed to make those claims
seem plausible and persuasive. Case’s (1999) argument is not that business
process re-engineering was just empty puffery. Neither does his argument
impugn the sincerity of the management consultants and gurus who
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proselytize this or other management fads. Rather, Case’s (1999) analysis
draws attention to a truism that is often forgotten, namely that manage-
ment ideas and consulting solutions are made up of words. The analysis of
the rhetoric of management texts is, therefore, appropriate and necessary
to help us to better understand their influence and popularity in
contemporary culture.

Another important study (Furusten, 1999) has critically examined the
popular management books of several management writers, including the
influential Peters and Waterman (1982). This author’s aim was to under-
stand how such books come to be so popular and influential when they do
not appear to have a scientific or intellectually well-founded basis for their
claims. Their popularity can be seen as part of a broader cultural trend in
which the words and ideas of management ‘gurus’ are treated with the
kind of attention and interest that was, in other cultures, reserved for
prominent philosophers or religious figures. Like Case, Furusten (1999)
focuses on the rhetorical strategies of management writers and gurus to
deepen understanding of this modern phenomenon. Each found that man-
agement ideas that do become particularly popular do so because of their
powerful rhetorical appeal rather than purely because they have been
proven to be especially effective or well founded.

It was mentioned above that marketing is a particularly rich site for
rhetorical analysis because of the vast number of texts which preserve and
popularize marketing ideas and formulae. Hackley (2003) critically ana-
lysed the ideological rhetoric of popular marketing management text
books. Hackley (2003) picks through a selection of popular US and UK
marketing management texts in order to try to set out the major rhetorical
strategies through which these texts seek to be persuasive and plausible. In
this article rhetoric is linked to ideology since it is through rhetorical
strategies that ideological norms are reproduced as normal and unques-
tionable things. The focus on rhetoric implies a deeply critical orientation
towards the subject matter of such works. It implies that they achieve their
aims through persuasive rhetoric as well as, and sometimes instead of,
intellectually rigorous argument and carefully organized evidence. Rhet-
orical analysis acknowledges that, in order for a particular set of ideas to
become accepted and popular, it is more important that they are rhetori-
cally persuasive than intellectually rigorous.

Marketing rhetoric and management practice

As mentioned above, for some psychological theorists, rhetoric is more
than simply a literary craft of persuasion. It is an important organizing
principle of human psychology (Billig, 1987, 1991). In a sweeping sense
we can be seen to depend on particular kinds of accounts of events and
experiences to make sense of the world. We have explanations for our
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behaviours that seem, to us, to justify them. We understand our beliefs and
actions in terms of accounts we construct of our lived experience.

For many marketing students becoming a marketing manager in an
organization will entail using marketing rhetoric to acquire influence and
to persuade. Marketing and brand managers use marketing texts to influ-
ence organizational staff to be more ‘consumer orientated’, to respond to
‘customer needs’, to look out into the market to track changes and trends
and to change organizational behaviours to fit these changes. Managerial
tasks are often focused on persuading and influencing. Rhetoric is a far
from trivial topic of study: in important respects our sense of organiz-
ational and personal reality are rhetorical constructions. Within organiz-
ations the uses of rhetoric can usefully be studied by researchers interested
in how people construct organizational reality and social relations in their
particular contexts.

Student projects and rhetorical analysis

The articles cited above are advanced research studies published in some of
the world’s foremost academic management research journals but, in spite
of their difficulty, they do have uses for student researchers. Some of the
techniques and approaches can be borrowed for smaller-scale student
research projects to examine rhetoric in organizational settings and con-
texts. In this way the study of rhetoric can be used by student researchers
to try to pick apart the reasons why certain approaches are seen as com-
pelling and persuasive and others are not. Throughout history some voices,
views and opinions have become accepted as normal and right, and others
have been regarded as marginal and illegitimate. At the time of writing, the
rhetoric of marketing and management is powerful and influential. In pre-
vious eras, business and commerce has been regarded as intellectually
trivial and not worthy of the attention of higher study or analysis. The
study of rhetoric seeks to understand why this should be so.

For example, one marketing student recently conducted a research
project for her MSc in Marketing based on a textual analysis of the
rhetoric used by politicians and news media to work up political consen-
sus. There was little similar work in this field on which to base her liter-
ature review. However, she was able to find useful references by looking at
the literature of political marketing and also communication studies. These
fields gave her a literature-based grounding for her analysis. She felt that 
a social scientific investigation of the ways in which politicians and other
commentators seek to work up consensus through news media was rele-
vant to the growing research interest in political marketing. One of the
nice things about research in marketing is that research studies can often
be connected to current affairs and media trends and events. This can give
research in marketing and management a highly topical flavour.
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Student research projects can engage with management and organiz-
ational rhetoric in many ways. The theoretical perspectives discussed in
this book are not mutually exclusive: there are significant areas of overlap.
A discourse analytic methodological approach drawing on Chapter 9 is a
kind of rhetorical analysis since it analyses the ways in which texts organ-
ize thought, attempt to persuade and order reality. A phenomenological
research design might also incorporate some consideration of the rhe-
torical structures and strategies used by research participants to achieve
certain effects. Student researchers could usefully explore the popular man-
agement rhetoric of particular gurus or particular management text genres
such as the studies cited above. They could, alternatively, focus on natu-
rally occurring discourse in organizational or consumption settings to
perform rhetorical analyses in those contexts. For example, how do con-
sumers in particular settings justify, explain and account for their con-
sumer behaviour? Rhetorical analysis could usefully generate insights into
this and related questions.

Narrative analysis

Narrative analysis is another literary influence that has been drawn on in
interpretive marketing, management and consumer research. A ‘narrative’
is a linguistic account of an event or events that is organized into a
sequence or structure so it can be understood and connected. Some literary
studies of narrative have focused on the structures of narrative and how
these come to be imbued with meaning. Other approaches have empha-
sized the interpretation of narrative by focusing on the reading strategies
that people employ in order to draw meanings from narrative accounts.

Academic research into management fields can be seen in terms of
‘narrative projects’ since it consists of literary texts that construct narra-
tives, or stories, about, for example, marketing (Shankar et al., 2001). In
most popular marketing management books the text is organized persua-
sively to give marketing a sense of narrative. There is a familiar story of
the evolution of marketing as a discipline that is referred to in many of
these texts (Kerin, 1996; Keith, 1960). Marketing management theory is
given origins (normally placed in the late 1950s in the USA), there is a time
of struggle (the ‘production’ and ‘sales’ eras of business orientation) and it
achieves great popular success in the modern era. Marketing has its pan-
theon of management guru-heroes and there are the trials and tribulations
of misunderstanding and mistakes along the way (Hackley, 2001). The
historical accuracy of these claims is not important: the textual organ-
ization marketing management texts give the discipline a striking and per-
suasive narrative character.

In postmodern and poststructuralist writing ‘grand narratives’ are,
simply, big stories that frame our interpretation of other, smaller, stories.
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For example, much marketing writing, such as that in popular marketing
management textbooks, has been described as ‘modernist’ or ‘progressi-
vist’ in that it assumes that marketing is part of the relentless upward
progress of humanity (Brown, 1995). There is no space in modernist nar-
ratives for critical re-appraisal of basic values and assumptions. The
assumption that marketing, as described in the text, is moving towards a
utopia of perpetual organizational success and customer satisfaction is
given in the narrative form (Brown et al., 1996). In order to enhance this
effect the rhetorical organization of popular marketing textbooks leaves
little space for penetrating criticism. Lyotard (1984, xxiv) writes that ‘I
define postmodern as incredulity towards metanarratives.’ For Lyotard the
narrative form is a highly significant cultural artefact that frames the way
we think. He seems to position postmodernism as an antidote in that it
seeks to recover these narrative forms and, by questioning their unstated
assumptions and exposing their rhetorical techniques, undermine their
effect.

Narrative studies in marketing management

Literary tracts of all kinds have a narrative character, they tell a story and
have a beginning, a middle and an end. For example, we are used to scien-
tific research being presented as if it stands outside narrative because it is 
a discourse separated from storytelling by its objectivity and rigor. Yet
(even) scientific research tracts can also be seen to have narrative char-
acteristics (Latour and Woolgar, 1979). Scientific Research and Develop-
ment, for example, can be seen as an enterprise that invents narratives to
interpret compounds and substances in terms of new ‘uses’ for need satis-
faction. The effects of the drug that became marketed as Viagra, for
example, were known for a long time as an unacceptable side-effect before
somebody connected the drug to the narrative of male sexual performance
enhancement and made it into a huge marketing success (Letiche, 2002).

We are inculcated with narrative forms from the stories we read and
hear from an early age. We expect the accounts we read and hear as adults
to conform to these narrative characteristics. Our preconceptions about
which narrative forms are appropriate in given contexts frame our inter-
pretations. Traditional scientific reporting has a very distinctive written
tone and style. Many scientific research studies have conformed to a
particular narrative structure that emphasizes the research question as 
an investigation that springs from and extends existing knowledge. The
written tone is impersonal and emphasizes the objectivity and universality
of the knowledge that is sought. There is then a discovery of new know-
ledge that derives from the scientific application of a research method.
There are then implications for more research in order to further refine
and add to the knowledge. Narrative conventions applied to the produc-
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tion of scientific research texts are framed by the wider scientific discourse
that sets our assumptions and guides our interpretation of such texts. Con-
sumer research studies, that, for example, advocate a role for poetry and
lyricism in consumer research (Sherry and Schouten, 2002; Holbrook,
1990), directly engage with and challenge the extant narrative conventions
in social scientific research.

Much interpretive research in management and marketing has, in con-
trast, drawn attention to narrative conventions in order to generate critical
analyses and interpretive insights. Brown and Reid (1997) employed a
form of narrative analysis to draw out the ways in which shoppers wove
their tales of shopping into broader narratives of life and living. Their
research revealed that shopping was rich in meaning for many people and
formed a vivid part of their lived experience. Shankar and Goulding
(2001) have also adapted a narrative approach to the study of consump-
tion. They cite authors such as Stern et al. (1998) and Grayson (1997) as
evidence that narrative analysis is drawing wider attention among market-
ing and consumer researchers.

Shankar and Goulding (2001, p. 1) adapt a table of narrative character-
istics from Gergen and Gergen (1988). These authors suggest that narra-
tives have some important characteristics. Narratives have a point in the
sense that they develop a moral or theme that is valued. The ‘point’ of
popular marketing management texts is that they produce social progress
through wealth creation and organizational efficiency, and personal
progress through the enhancement of marketing ‘skills’. Narratives have
selected events that are ordered and causally linked to lead up to and
support the main point of the story. In the case of marketing management
texts these events are often the ones referred to above concerning the
historical evolution of the discipline through three ‘eras’. Finally, narra-
tives have signs that they are narratives such as a middle, beginning and an
end.

Narrative analysis might be applied in various ways. Most obviously it
can refer to the interpretive analysis of depth interviews or written experi-
ential accounts. Such accounts can be interpreted as stories in terms of the
ways in which they seem to conform to narratives in order to make sense
of events and to produce desired effects. For example, in a job interview
one might describe one’s ‘career’ in terms of conscious decisions and
logical sequences of jobs and education undertaken. A franker appraisal
might reveal that one’s career decisions were opportunistic, idiosyncratic,
accidental or dictated by circumstance. However, in a job interview we
would often try to tell our working life as a story in order to conform to
the narrative convention of a job interview and thereby to present our-
selves in the best possible light.
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Researching other forms of rhetoric in marketing

The rhetoric of prose writing and speech has not been the only kind of
rhetoric analysed in management and marketing research. The previous
chapter mentioned that music and visual images also have a rhetorical
purpose in advertising. Scott (1990) has researched the rhetoric of music in
advertising and has also focused on the need for a theory of visual rhetoric
to better understand the persuasive use of visual images in advertising
(Scott, 1994a). Cook (1992) has published a comprehensive research
monograph analysing the persuasive character and social role of adver-
tising from a discourse perspective particularly informed by applied lin-
guistics. Tanaka (1994) drew on semiotics and linguistics to develop a
pragmatic approach to analysing UK and Japanese advertising. Cross-
disciplinary studies such as these can provide examples for student
researchers of how literary theories and analytical concepts might be
adapted and applied in smaller-scale research studies.

Another of Scott’s (1994b) research studies deals with the adaptation of
a well-known approach to literary analysis, reader-response theory, to the
analysis of advertising responses. For this researcher, consumers can be
said to ‘read’ advertising in important respects. This is in direct contrast to
the major tradition of advertising consumer research that assumes that
consumers ‘process’ advertising as data much like a highly advanced com-
puter. The reading analogy (also employed in Cook, 1992) leads into the
generation of new insights about how consumers understand and respond
to advertising.

Stern and Schroeder (1994) point out that research into advertisements
has often focused on the ‘information’ (price, quality, positioning) that is
available to be ‘processed’ by consumers. Such research has neglected the
view that consumers draw meaning from advertisements as a whole rather
than in distinct parts. We do not look at advertising text, sound and imagery
as distinct sources of information. All three wash over us as we are exposed
to advertising. Little attention has been paid by information-processing re-
searchers to the ways in which other components of advertising, especially
the visual imagery, acts as a source of meaning that can influence the
meaning of the other components of an ad. Their paper draws on literature
and concepts from literary and art criticism to develop an approach to the
analysis of visual imagery in advertising. This approach, again challenging
the narrative conventions in much marketing research, is developed in other
work such as in Brown and Patterson (2000).

Gender studies and feminist research

Research into gender studies and feminism has a well-established record of
research publications in consumer research, often combined with literary
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theory perspectives (e.g. Stern, 1993; Hirschman, 1993). The extent to
which marketing images mediate the construction of masculinity has also
been a topic of research (Patterson and Elliott, 2002). Feminism as a broad
research perspective is well established in consumer studies and manage-
ment research, while its use is growing within research in marketing,
reflected, for example, in a recent major collection of feminist research in
marketing (Catterall et al., 2001).

A major concern of such research is the way that social identity forma-
tion and relations of gender are informed by marketed images and values.
Marketing is a pervasive influence in developed economies. Do the values
and norms implicit in marketing activity reproduce particular relations of
power and domination? For example, do magazine images reproduce male
dominance as a norm? Some student researchers have found that, by
analysing the visual imagery and/or editorial content in popular magazines
over a period of time, they have been able to develop critical analyses of
gender representations in such magazines. This might entail a focus on the
portrayal of gender relations or a focus solely on the construction of mas-
culinity or femininity in media representations. Of course, one implies the
other but research studies can take one particular focus to sharpen their
analysis.

Gender-based studies are sometimes conducted in a purely interpretive
spirit by researchers who do not have a specified critical agenda but merely
wish to understand the process of media representation in the context of
gender construction. However, such studies have a critical dimension
which it is difficult to escape. Analysis of gender representations has to
engage at some level with the issue of power when the researcher asks why
certain forms of representation are popular or prevalent and others are
not. For example, Alvesson (1988) studied the ways in which gender rela-
tions were produced through the discourse of an advertising agency.
Workplaces are important sites in the play of gender relations. Issues of
equal opportunities and the ‘glass ceiling’ phenomenon of male-dominated
promotion procedures can be investigated through such gender-based
research perspectives.

Researchers could employ a phenomenological approach in seeking to
understand the experience of being a man or woman in the workplace.
This might generate experiential interview texts which could then be
analysed as narratives that tell a story of the production and maintenance
of gender and gender relations at work. Some professions, especially caring
professions such as primary school teaching, are predominantly female
occupations. Others, such as stock broking or civil engineering, are pre-
dominantly male. Does this state of affairs reflect skill imbalance between
the sexes? Does it reflect ideologies of power that have long traditions and
reflect wider inequalities? Is such imbalance of opportunity perpetuated 
by the ideological norms on management and marketing activity and
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teaching? Gender-based studies can elucidate these and many related issues
in marketing and management.

The postmodernist critique of marketing

It suits the didactic purpose of this book to defer discussion of post-
modernism and poststructuralism until the latter stages. This should not
imply that their influence on interpretive research perspectives has been
negligible. On the contrary, it could be argued that postmodernist themes
(Harvey, 1989) (often linked, or conflated with, poststructuralism) have
been singularly influential in developing the interpretive stance in market-
ing and consumer research. Firat and Venkatesh (1995a, 1995b), Firat et
al. (1995), Featherstone (1991) and Brown (1994, 1995) have each set out
themes of postmodernism in consumer research and in marketing respec-
tively.

Postmodernism in marketing and consumer research has become a label
for a set of precepts and positions which, collectively, challenge modernist
notions of progress, unity and coherence. Postmodern influences have been
important in art, architecture and literature (for a ‘genealogy’ of post-
modernism see Firat and Venkatesh, 1995a, p. 241). Epistemologically,
postmodernism indicates a reaction against modernist notions of epis-
temological unity, objective truth and linear historical progress. Prominent
in postmodernist themes is a sense of the fragmentation of meaning into
multiple contested meanings (or ‘polysemy’) and a break in the reliance on
‘grand narratives’ or organizing themes that, in previous historical eras,
were thought to have ordered social structure and, hence, private thought
(Lyotard, 1984). Postmodernist writing often emphasizes a ‘de-centre-ing’
of knowledge so that what might once have been unified, absolute, pro-
gressive and consensual is now fragmented, relative, temporally indetermi-
nate and contested. Postmodern writing stands for experimental narrative
forms, challenging prose styles and (purportedly) new ideas. It tends to be
irreverent and sceptical, questioning norms and challenging convention.

Much postmodern writing remarks on the curious character of market-
ing institutions such as ‘shopping centres, department stores, advertising
campaigns, package designs, new product development and the entire con-
sumption experience’ (Brown, 1995, p. 8). Indeed, marketing has been
identified as the quintessential site of postmodernism (Firat and Venkatesh,
1995). Postmodernist reflections on marketing point to the simulated
character of vaunted consumption experiences as in the ‘hyperreality’ of
Disneyland. It indicates the pastiche of differing styles and genres in ad-
vertising text and visuals, brand names and product design. For example,
‘Retro’ design in furniture, popular music and motor cars combines
modern styles with classic designs to produce a new effect that rehabili-
tates the old. The culturally trivial nature of popular marketing phenom-
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ena and the privileging of style over substance is also addressed by post-
modernist writing that refers, for example, to ‘reality’ TV shows and
‘designer’ clothes labels. In American television the modernist values and
aspirations of the Little House on the Prairie have been replaced with the
irony, parody and self-referentiality of the Simpsons. In UK product mar-
keting the natural values of real dairy butter have been replaced with the
ironically self-deprecating yet highly successful ‘I Can’t Believe It’s Not
Butter’ butter substitute.

In postmodernist writing the text is a major focus of attention and the
media is a major source of texts. Postmodernist writing is often highly
critical of conventional practice and beliefs and uses irony to undermine
‘grand narratives’ of belief and practice. Marketing, a ‘narrative project’ as
noted above, has become part of the media complex with its big-selling
textbooks, web-based resources and video-star management consulting
gurus. Not only have marketing phenomena provided a showground for
the literary talents of postmodern commentators: marketing writing has
itself attracted the critical attention of postmodernists. As noted above,
popular marketing writing’s relentless progressivism (the drive to univer-
salize marketing orientation) and essentialism (the ‘core’ concepts of mar-
keting) make it particularly vulnerable to postmodernist critique.

Some of the most pungent criticism comes from Brown (1995): ‘I don’t
think marketing has all, or even many, of the answers: I don’t think the
marketing concept can be applied to everything under the sun . . . and I
suspect that . . . marketing theory seems resolutely stuck in a modernist
time-warp’ (p. 181). The certainties of marketing management texts never
seem to change while postmodernism ‘reminds us of the reflexive or circu-
lar nature of social knowledge, where the very existence of a concept influ-
ences and alters the phenomena to which it pertains’ (Brown, 1995, 
p. 178). In mainstream marketing writing the text refers to a ‘real’ world
of marketing practice that lies beyond the text. Postmodernist writers indi-
cate that marketing as object is constructed through and by the text. Mar-
keting reality is, therefore, not merely referred to by marketing texts. It is
highly influenced by them because of the presuppositions texts impose on
the understanding of marketing students, managers and wider spheres of
influence. Indeed, marketing and management texts have a constitutive
role in producing the texts of organizational and management practice.

Postmodernism and student research projects

While the postmodern tendency in marketing writing is avowedly critical
of the verities of mainstream marketing management, it also points to the
novel insights and intellectual vigour that can derive from postmodernist
perspectives. Nevertheless, from the student researcher’s perspective, a
postmodern empirical research project is probably a risky undertaking, at
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least in most university business schools. Empirical postmodern marketing
research might be quite implausible, or at least highly problematic (Brown,
1995, p. 172) so the student researcher interested in postmodernism is
largely confined to a conceptual project that engages in a postmodern
critique of a branch of theory or practice.

Postmodernist themes lend themselves aptly to critique of marketing
culture and practices, especially writing and other text-based practices.
The student researcher considering writing a conceptual research project
will find that postmodern marketing writing offers a fertile source of ideas.
Some of the most penetrating, vigorous and witty scholarship in the mar-
keting field has been produced under the postmodern brand.

Students considering wading into the swirling waters of postmodernism
for their student project would be well advised to discuss this carefully
with their supervisor. They should be advised that mention of post-
modernism can provoke heated (and heatedly negative) responses from
some business school academics. For many academics postmodernism is a
byword for obscurantism, literary self-indulgence, aimlessness and inac-
tion. Postmodernism loftily critiques everything without having a position
itself on anything.

Even those student researchers who gain approval for such a project
should not congratulate themselves too quickly. They have a difficult task
ahead of them. It could also be a rewarding one to the diligent and open-
minded student researcher who is prepared to read a large number of diffi-
cult books and articles. The researcher could begin by reading some of the
texts cited here (especially Brown, 1995). Student researchers can go from
there to make their own observations on marketing culture, texts and
practices. They can do this from their vantage point as consumers of pro-
ducts and services and aspirants to the status of marketers, and also as
consumers of marketing itself.

Managerial marketing is an example of commodified knowledge that is
produced (by management consultants), distributed (by academics, pub-
lishers and trainers) and consumed (by all the above plus citizens and
students). A critique of one’s own experience of consuming marketing edu-
cation would make a distinctively postmodern research project (and one of
the author’s supervisees, mentioned earlier, did exactly that). To the extent
that postmodernism attempts to find new ways of articulating and express-
ing our experience of our culture and its knowledge, such projects are
ambitious and important.

Interpretive studies of marketing, management
and consumer research: some concluding remarks

This book is written as a practical guide for the pragmatic student
researcher and as a point of departure for the more ambitious. It has
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sought to introduce research perspectives and ideas that may not be famil-
iar to many under- and postgraduate students in marketing, management
and consumer research. It has offered many published studies to illustrate
particular approaches and to provide useful sources of reference for
student researchers wishing to pursue interpretive studies. A selective
approach has been taken because of space limitations: there are many
other interpretive approaches not developed in this book.

For example, Du Gay et al. (1997) have taken a cultural studies
perspective to understand the cultural phenomenon of a marketing innova-
tion, the Sony Walkman. Holbrook (1995) used subjective personal intro-
spection as a methodological basis for essays on consumption. This
approach, clearly potentially valuable for student research projects, has
not been specifically developed in the book. It was mentioned earlier that
psychodynamic approaches to social research have been excluded in spite
of their value in interpretive research. Neither have ethnomethodology and
conversation analysis (Garfinkel, 1967; Heritage, 1984) been given de-
tailed treatment. There is far more work on the sociology of marketing
and management practices that provides valuable insights for researchers
(such as Ritzer, 2000) that has not been referred to here for reasons of
space and organization.

However, while acknowledging the many omissions, the book offers an
extensive introductory source of concepts, methods, practical suggestions
and reference sources for those student researchers interested in developing
interpretive themes in their work. In seeking a broad perspective to address
the needs of a wide range of business-related students, the book has
emphasized inter- and cross-disciplinary research. It has also acknow-
ledged that interpretive approaches in some fields have proved more
popular than in others. For example, consumer research has proved a
fertile site for revisionist research perspectives that re-appraise old topics
from an interpretive standpoint (Belk, 1991; Belk et al. 1989). In other
management subfields, such as operations research and marketing manage-
ment, there are fewer available published studies to which to refer for
exemplars of interpretive approaches. Still others, such as organization
studies, offer many examples of interpretive work that, arguably, are more
appropriate for PhD level students than for inclusion in this book. The
book has tried to balance the treatment of accessible research topics and
themes in favour of the needs of the novice interpretive researcher while
also offering a guide to useful sources for these who wish to specialize in
particular fields and gain more advanced knowledge.

The commonalities among interpretive research traditions

Many researchers looking into interpretive methods for the first time are
daunted by the sheer complexity of the task. If one takes a pragmatic
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approach emphasizing commonalities and overlaps between the various
interpretive traditions, one risks a negative reaction from researchers who
work exclusively in one of the many interpretive traditions. However, it
should be apparent to readers of this book that interpretive approaches
have significant common features. There is an emphasis on qualitative
research data, a focus on using that data to support particular interpreta-
tions, and an emphasis on grounding research perspectives in stated philo-
sophical terms of reference.

There are many philosophical similarities between interpretive tradi-
tions. Semiotics, for example, can be seen as a ‘phenomenological doctrine
of consciousness’ (Zeman, 1977, quoted in Mick, 1986, p. 199). In the
sense that semiosis reflects apprehended reality, this may well be a notable
area of commonality with phenomenological research. However, for C.S.
Peirce, semiosis reflects the reality not of experience but of the world of
signs. Furthermore, the particular interpretation placed on any given sign
depends on a socially agreed code for many semioticians. Phenomenology,
in contrast, seldom emphasizes social agreement but, rather, focuses on
private, unmediated experience.

Ethnography has much in common with some strands of critical dis-
course analysis, especially in the form of critical ethnography (Forester,
1992). However, traditionally, ethnography would seek to recreate the
conditions of localized social life without necessarily offering a political
critique of those conditions. The common features of data analysis would
normally include a broad focus that took account of informal data and
subjective impressions acquired through field work.

These comments are not intended to imply that interpretive research
can be regarded as a unified category, and neither do they imply that
qualitative research and interpretive research should be regarded as being
synonymous. On the contrary, one of the aims of this book has been to
show that the philosophical choices of research perspective are of crucial
importance since they frame the questions that can be asked and presup-
pose the kinds of answers that can be offered. Furthermore, the choice of
interpretive methods within the book was intended to show that academic
research is an intensely personal endeavour in which subjective choices
reflect the localized preconditions for academic research.

The book has sought to encourage student researchers to reflect on their
own and other’s presuppositions about social research in marketing, man-
agement and consumer studies in order to make the conduct of research
projects a creative and intellectually rewarding experience. The book is
written from a conviction that the student research project can and should
be such an experience and that it can also constitute a positive aspect of
the student’s academic and personal intellectual development. As Rorty
(1982) has remarked, choices between theories cannot be made solely on
the basis of what theory is most efficient or correct. The choice should
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reflect questions such as ‘What would it be like to believe that? What
would happen if we did? What would I be committing myself to?’ (p.163).
This book hopes to encourage students to investigate their own assump-
tions and to see where they lead in terms of research perspectives, methods
and findings. In this regard the book is conceived as a point of reference
for the creative intellectual endeavours of student researchers, and it is
hoped, a point of departure for many such studies.

Glossary

Narrative The organization of writing or language to portray accounts of
events in a way which seems sequential and connected.

Polysemy A feature of postmodern culture: a message or entity is said to
be polysemic if it displays not one but many possible meanings.



Appendix
What is a ‘good’ academic journal?

Many student researchers embark on their literature searching unsure
which journals have a high academic reputation. This list offers a starting-
point for those unsure where to focus their literature searching. How-
ever, it is worth mentioning that many academic articles use specialized
technical vocabulary and sophisticated statistical techniques. Student re-
searchers seeking useful examples of interpretive research have to be pre-
pared to be highly selective and to find papers that they can adapt, in
whole or in part, for use in their own research design or literature review.

Most papers that appear in good journals have been through a lengthy
process of review and rewriting before publication. Academic journals are
‘refereed’, that is, academics submit research papers that are judged by col-
leagues. The papers are commented upon, criticized and often rejected for
publication. If the submitting academic is lucky and the paper is a good
one, it might be returned for amendments prior to possible publication.
The ranking of a journal is a subjective affair and depends on criteria such
as how frequently work appearing in that journal is cited in other journal
articles, how widely the journal is read internationally, and by the aca-
demic standing of journal contributors.

The following list is neither exhaustive nor definitive.

Management

Academy of Management Review
Administrative Science Quarterly
Journal of Management Studies
Academy of Management Journal
Strategic Management Journal
Journal of Management
Human Resource Management
Organization Studies
Management Learning
British Journal of Management
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Journal of Business Ethics
Harvard Business Review
British Journal of Industrial Relations
Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology
Asia Pacific Business Review
Journal of International Business Studies

Marketing and Consumer Research

Journal of Marketing
Journal of Marketing Research
European Journal of Marketing
International Journal of Research in Marketing
Journal of Advertising
Journal of Advertising Research
International Journal of Advertising
Journal of Consumer Research
Qualitative Market Research: An International Journal
Consumption, Markets and Culture
Journal of Marketing Management
Journal of Retailing
Psychology and Marketing
Journal of World Business
Journal of Services Marketing
Journal of Personal Selling and Sales Management
Journal of Marketing Communications
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