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Theoretical perspectives: 
3.1 positivism

Positivists argue that:

• Reality consists of what is available to the senses 

• Inquiry should be empirical and based upon scientific 
observation

• The natural and human sciences deal with 
(quantitative) facts and not with values

• Ideas are incorporated into knowledge - if they can 
be tested empirically

(Gray, 2017, p.23) 



Theoretical perspectives: 
3.2 post-positivism

(Gray, 2017, p.48) 

Post-positivists:

• Independent reality exists

• Observation is inherently fallible – imperfect, 
approximated truth 

• Emphasise inferential statistics (assigning 
probabilities - not certainties)

• Falsification - scientists should seek to falsify (rather 
than verify) theories/laws

• Value quantitative research



Theoretical perspectives: 
3.3 structuralism

Structuralists:

• One true reality 

• Structures around how reality is defined can change

• Social structures - patterns and forms of social 
relations

• Social reality must be understood in relation to 
overarching systems or structures



Theoretical perspectives: 
3.4 social constructivism

(Social) constructivists:

• Multiple socially constructed realities

• Focus on unique individual experiences

• Knowledge is created by social relationships 
/interactions 

• Subject and object are dependent



Theoretical perspectives: 
3.5 interpretivism

(Gray, 2017, p.25) 

Interpretivists:

• Focus on culturally derived/historically situated 
interpretations of the social world

• Compare words with other data

• Argue there is no direct/one-to-one relationship 
between subjects and objects

• See a complex world – no observable ‘laws’

• Take an anti-positivist stance

• Value qualitative research



Interpretivism: 3.5a hermeneutics

• Reality is socially constructed

• Interpretation (over explanation/description)

• Social reality complex - cannot be understood 
through observation

• Interpretation to achieve deeper levels of 
knowledge/self-understanding

(Gray, 2017, p.27-28) 



Interpretivism: 3.5b phenomenology

• Reality is socially constructed

• An observer is party to what is being observed

• Focus on meanings – understand what is happening

• Construct theories from data (inductive)

• Use multiple methods to establish different views of 
the phenomenon

(Gray, 2017, p.26) 



Interpretivism: 3.5c symbolic interactionism

• People interpret meaning and then act upon 
interpretations

• Meanings arise from the process of interaction

• Meanings are handled in/modified by an interactive 
process used by people in dealing with the 
phenomena encountered

(Gray, 2017, p.25) 
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Theoretical perspectives: 
3.7 Post-structuralism

Post-structuralists:

• Suggest independent reality does not exists

• Emphasise multiple constructed realities

• Argue there is no one truth

• Questions grand narratives – serve those in power

• Anti-paradigm – deconstructivist
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Research Onion

https://moodle.glyndwr.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=548690


Week 4: Post-session activity

https://moodle.glyndwr.ac.uk/mod/page/view.php?id=548635



