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Today…

• Research aims

• Research methods

• Philosophical assumptions

• Research paradigms

Most slides are thanks to Caterina Moruzzi’s courtesy



Strategies or processes used during research to 
uncover new information or to understand a 
topic.
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What are research methods?



Exploratory

Explanatory

Descriptive

Different types of research aims
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Surveys

Focus groups

Interviews

Experiments

Observations
Literature review

Statistical analyses

Content analyses

Thematic analyses
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Examples of research methods



When embarking on a research project, we 
should ask questions in respect to the 
phenomenon that we are studying, in terms of 
its ontology and epistemology.

What?       How?
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Different types of research aims



The study of what there is.

More broadly, the study of the features 
possessed by entities.
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What is ontology?



Generally speaking, epistemology is the study of knowledge.

Some of the questions epistemology is concerned with are:

 - What are the necessary and sufficient conditions of knowledge?
 - What are the sources of knowledge?
 - What can we know?
 - What are the limits of knowledge?

What is epistemology?





Positivism: scientific approach, research is a series of logically related steps.

Empiricism: only phenomena confirmed by the senses can be accepted as knowledge

Constructivism: the theory is developed inductively on the basis of the meanings that 
others have about their experiences

Pragmatism: the focus is on the outcomes of the research and on the solutions to 
problems. 

Interpretivism: Max Weber’s notion of Verstehen

Examples of philosophical assumptions



Qualitative

Quantitative

Mixed
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Research Paradigms



C.P. Snow, The Two Cultures

Wittgenstein vs. Popper

Philosophy of Science



Guba (2008)



Morgan (2014)



Qualitative Approaches:

 
Phenomenology

Case studies

Grounded theory

Ethnography



Interviews

 
Gaining the interpretation of an issue from participants.

Usually provide rich data; good for questions about what is actually going on inside 
someone’s head

Good fit for discussing more sensitive subjects.

Not so good for research questions about what actually happened, or regarding large 
populations (too few to generalise).



Observations

 
You have access to a ‘scene’ (group of people or place where people spend time)

Often requires a ‘gate keeper’ contact, permission.

Non-participant observation; participant observation (overt vs covert).



Focus Group

 
Use group dynamics to generate data.

More or less structured.

Researcher to facilitate discussion.



Documentary Analysis

 
Professional records, stories, diaries.

Socially constructed meanings and statements.

Surface and underlying meanings to be interpreted.



Triangulation

 
Important for reliability and validity of research.

- Data triangulation
- Investigator triangulation
- Methodological triangulation
- Triangulation of theories



Quantitative Approaches:

Experimental

Non-experimental
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Experiments

Intervention to change something and the observation of the 
consequences

There is something (x) that might be causing something else (y) to 
change
 E.g. An advertisement causes people to buy a product

There can be two situations
 Experimental: X and Y are present
 Control: X is not present, but Y is present



Experiments

Classical experimental design:
 - You recruit a group of respondents
 - Randomly respondents into two groups (experimental and 

control)
 - You give a stimulus to the experimental group, not the control



Experiments

Online design
 - Create a stimulus (e.g. an infographic on HIV)
 - Send the stimulus to a randomly selected set of people online 
 - Evaluate if those receiving the stimulus are “different” than 

another similarly selected group that did not receive it
 -Can use survey or observe behaviour to see if they are “different”



Experiments

Good for research questions about…
 Cause and effect

Not so good for research questions about…
 How people feel about something
 What people actually do in everyday life



Surveys

Relatively cheap to administer

You need to make sure the people you select represent your 
population of interest

You will create a list of mostly closed questions



Surveys

Writing survey questions isn’t easy:

Questions need to be worded in a way that all respondents can easily 
understand

Questions need to have exhaustive response categories

Make sure to chose questions that will actually provide relevant 
answers to your research questions



Surveys

Good for research questions about…
 What’s happening in a large population
 Common types of opinions

Not so good for research questions about…
 A deep understanding of how people feel about something
 The actual text that people produce
 What people are really doing



Surveys

People generally don’t like doing surveys
 low response rate to telephone surveys
 people are rarely motivated to return paper surveys by mail
 online survey’s only useful for tech savvy populations

Surveys conducted in organizations may have high response rates, 
but you need a “gate keeper” to work with you

Conducting surveys in vulnerable populations brings brings a lot of 
bureaucratic obstacles



Non-Reactive Methods

No direct interaction with subjects
Rather, a more passive way of conducing research
E.G. quantitative content analysis
Log-File analysis
Twitter Analysis
Instagram Analysis
Big Data Analysis often draws on non-reactive methods



Database analysis

Reviewing existing datasets

Coding might already have taken place

Can be used in conjunction with survey data



Mixed Methods Research

Incompatibility thesis stemming from paradigm 
wars

Purposeful mixing of methods in data collection, 
analysis and interpretation (Shorten and Smith, 
2017)
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Approaches to Mixed Methods

Triangulation
 - The use of quantitative research to corroborate qualitative research 

findings or vice versa

Facilitation
 - The use of one research strategy to aid research using another

Complementarity
 - The use of two different research strategies so that diverse aspects 

of an investigation can be combined



Zeller, F. (2011). Online-Communities. Unpublished Habilitation thesis.
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Zeller, F. (2023). The Good, the Bad and the How-To of Analyzing Social Media Data, 2nd fully revised edition. In Anabel Quan-Haase, Luke Sloan (eds.), 
SAGE Handbook of Social Media Research Methods (2nd ed.). Sage.



Zeller, F. (2023). The Good, the Bad and the How-To of Analyzing Social Media Data, 2nd fully revised edition. In Anabel Quan-Haase, Luke Sloan (eds.), 
SAGE Handbook of Social Media Research Methods (2nd ed.). Sage.



How can we assure research quality?

Quality in research faces evaluation and assessment challenges on three core levels
 Micro
 Meso
 Macro

Zeller, F., & Woods, J. (2025). Qualitative research quality in social media research. In U. Flick (Ed.), The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research 
Quality SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781529674354.n19



Zeller, F., & Woods, J. (2025). Qualitative research quality in social media research. In U. Flick (Ed.), The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research 
Quality SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781529674354.n19
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Zeller, F. (2011). Online-Communities. Unpublished Habilitation thesis.



Thank you!
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