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F IGURE 2 .1 Alternative Paradigms for Research in Organizations


Positivism Interpretivism Critical Science 


Assumptions Objective world that 
science can “mirror”  
with privileged  
knowledge


Intersubjective world  
that science can 
represent with concepts 
of actors; social 
construction of reality


Material world of 
structured contradictions 
and/or exploitation that 
can be objectively known 
only by removing tacit 
ideological biases


Key Focus  
or Ideas


Search for contextual  
and organizational 
variables that cause 
organizational actions


Search for patterns of 
meaning


Search for disguised 
contradictions hidden by 
ideology; open spaces for 
pre viously silenced voices  


Goal of  
Paradigm


Uncover truth and  
facts as quantitatively 
specified relations  
among variables


Describe meanings, 
understand members’ 
definitions of the 
situation, examine how 
objective realities are 
produced 


Uncover hidden interests; 
expose contradictions; 
enable more informed 
consciousness; displace 
ideology with scientific 
insights; change


Nature of  
Knowledge  
or Form of  
Theory


Verified hypotheses 
involving valid, reliable, 
and precisely measured 
variables


Abstract descriptions  
of meanings and 
members—definitions  
of situations produced  
in natural contexts 


Structural or historical 
insights revealing 
contradictions


Criteria for  
Assessing  
Research 


Prediction-explanation 
Rigor; internal and 
external validity,  
reliability


Trustworthiness 
Authenticity


Theoretical consistency 
Historical insights 
Transcendent 
interpretations 
Basis for action; change 
potential and mobilization


Unit of  
Analysis


The variable Meaning; symbolic act Contradictions; incidents of 
exploitation


Research  
Methods  
and Type(s)  
of Analysis


Experiments; 
questionnaires; 
secondary data analysis; 
quantitatively coded 
documents 
Quantitative: regression; 
Likert scaling; structural 
equation modeling 
Qualitative: grounded 
theory testing 


Ethnography; participant 
observation; interviews; 
conversational analysis; 
grounded theory 
development 
Case studies; 
conversational and 
textual analysis; 
expansion analysis 


Field research; historical 
analysis; dialectical analysis; 
deconstruction; textual 
analysis


orientation argue that attempts to mimic the natural sciences result in 
a loss of meaning. The loss of meaning prevents interpretation, which 
is a rich data source that aids in a deep understanding and descrip-
tion of why some human activity may occur (Van Manen, 1990).
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FIGURE 21 Alternative Paradigms for Research in Organizations
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