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Abstract

This paper emphasises the importance for resear¢beexplicitly locate their work within a philosoigal
framework. It examines the ontological, epistema@ahand methodological similarities and differesioef
Positivism and Critical Realism; highlighting thieesigths and weaknesses of these philosophicabapipes in
relation to nursing research. Whilst acknowledgsgyeral limitations and risks associated with uradkéng
research from a critical realist perspective it atodes that this perspective still appears to pleée more
appropriate foundation for systematic enquiry witktie discipline of nursing than is achieved by oy a
positivist approach to such investigation.
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Introduction describe the scientific paradigm, traditionally

According to Wainwright (1997, p.1263pntol- associated with the study of the natural world,
ogy is what exists, epistemolo’gy'is how we c Iéeing applieq o researgh in the social world
come to know about it and methodology is th o_h_er_1, Manion & Morn_son 2011.)' AIthough

means of acquiring this knowledgeResearch positivism was a dominant epistemological

guestions and the methods employed to ansm%%rad'gm during the twentieth centuryGray

o 18) more recently it has been under sustained
them should be founded on a specific methodQ- . )
logical perspective (Ryan 2018Meéthodology, atf["’.mk (Patc_)mak| & Wright 2000). Advocat_es of
critical realism, also known aseomodernism

in turn, reflects an underlying philosophy com- . . )
prising an ontological view and associated epi (Parpio et al 2013), which was developed in the

Sate twentieth century by the British philosophers

temological assumptionsind so a key consid- X :
. . . : . Roy Bhaskar and Rom Harré (Bergin, Wells &
eration associated with creating and answeruﬁwen 2008) have contributed to this attack.

research questions is the researcher’s philosophi
cal position (Bisman 2010, p.5). To determin®uring the last four decades critical realism has
whether a philosophical orientation is suitable tgained prominence as an alternative research
address a given research question, one must @iramework particularly in the social sciences but
derstand its underpinnings (Schiller 2015) and k@so in nursing (Terry 2013, p.62). This paper
able to articulate and justify this approach (Scowill examine positivism and critical realism in
2007). Doing so also allows readers to assess tieems of their ontologies, epistemologies and
appropriateness of the selected methodologgethodologies; evaluating their strengths and
(Wilson & McCormack 2006). weaknesses in relation to nursing research.

Positivism and Critical Realism have beer©Ontology

identified as two common scientific philosophie . . "
(Miller 2010, Ryan 2018). The term positivism%roaldly speakingthe ontological position of

was first emploved by Auguste Comte ositivism is one of realism(Scotland 2012,
: pioy y gus! ' §.10) which suggests that reality is external ® th
nineteenth-century  French philosopher, t
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individual (Gray 2018); hence there is onehe transitive, orour thinking of it' (Wikgren
universal truth (Bisman 2010, Kennedy 20132005, p.14). Since it is considered impossible for
that positivists believe isnbt mediated by our a researcher to ever entirely apprehend reality
senses/(Scotland 2012, p.10). Positivism is alsqMcEvoy & Richards 2006),0ntology does not

a form of empiricism (Ryan 2018) whichdepend on epistemologi@gland 2017, p.6) and
maintains that knowledge is derived fronmscience must rely on the development of socially
experience of the world (Wikgren 2005). As welproduced theories designed to enhance
as being objective, positivism views reality asinderstanding of this intransitive dimension
relatively constant and quantifiable (Bassewhilst recognising that such theories are
2001, Hesse-Biber 2010, Dierontitou 2014), so fiotentially fallible and limited (Bergin, Wells &

is possible to accurately describe, record arfdwen 2008). Moreover, McGhee & Grant (2017,
causally explain phenomena within both th@.848) argue that sincell human beings gather
natural and social worlds (Bisman 2010, McGheand understand information through a worldview
& Grant 2017). which includes histories, prospects, narratives,
gkental models and cultural normsit is
Impossible for social science researchers to ever

. . s be neutral and wholly objective and tha
(as opposed to philosophical speculatiofGray Pilure to recognise this results in the ontic

2018 p,24) undertaken in a value-free, or neutr Lilacy’
way (Darlaston Jones 2007). Such scientific Y-
observation involves the testing of hypothesd3haskar (2008) develops the notion of transitive
related to existing explanations or ‘laws’, termednd intransitive knowledge by proposing that
deductivism and the gathering of facts thatreality is both differentiated and stratified withi
enable new laws to be developed, known dhkree levels. The empirical level includes
inductivism (Bryman 2016). Indeed, theexperienced or observed events, the actual level
falsification of hypotheses, or the potential forll events which occur irrespective of whether we
them to be shown to be false (Collier 1994), iexperience them, whilst the causal level
deemed a fundamental positivist requirement faddresses the powers, structures and mechanisms
the acquisition of a robust scientific knowledgeavhich generate events, and which may not be
of reality (Bergin, Wells & Owen 2008). open to empirical measurement (Houston 2001).
For critical realists, therefore, the fundamental

‘ : oal of research is not to formulate universal
offers a shared ontology and epistemology f aws but to develop deeper levels of explanation

the natural and social science@ergin, Wells . .
& Owen 2008, p.169), recognises the existencaenOI understanding{McEvoy & Richards 2006,

of a world independent of a researcher’g'Gg)'

knowledge of it (Smith 2006, Clark, Lissel &Epistemology

Davis 2008, Williams, Rycroft-Malone & Burton S - .

2016) andtreats science as providing the mostPosmwsm prioritizes - epistemology  over

, ontology; concentrating on establishing what or
secure source of knowledgitammersley 2002. how social phenomena occur, rather than why

i oo o o veseosas vt oI 2002 OViahoney & Vicent 2014) an
the nature of the world(McEvoy & Richards resents research results in a d(_esc_:rlptlve and
2006, p.69) factual fqrmat (Scotland 2012). T_h_ls is because
PR the positivist epistemological position isased
It asserts that the world isomposed not only of on a belief that causality is directly related to
events, states of affairs, experiences, impressiogffect’ and that only the observable can
and discourses but also underlying structuredegitimately be considered to reflect reality
powers and tendenciegPatomaki & Wright (Williams, Rycroft-Malone & Burton 2016, p.3).

2000, p.223)much of which cannot be observed.l.o establish the nature of reality, one must

(Wainwright 1997). observe and measure the world in an objective
Critical realism therefore proposes the existen@nd unbiased way; striving to minimise
of two dimensions of knowledge; the intransitiveresearcher intervention and so eliminate the
‘a reality independent of what we think of @nd potentially damaging effect of individual values

Positivists argue that to enable the facts to spe
for themselves require&scientific observation

In common with positivism, critical realism
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and beliefs on the credibility of a study. Indeed;orrespondence, or lack of correspondence, of
from a positivist perspective, any claims tdhese themes with underlying theori¢Bisman
‘truth’ derived from research which fails t02010, p.11). A key process within critical realist
employ such an approach are merely speculatioesearch igetroduction in which the researcher
and therefore scientifically meaningless (Ryaseeks to establish the most probable explanation
2018). to explain the data acquired (Clegg 2001,

The goal of positivist research is to discoveP Mahoney & Vincent 2014).

‘absolute knowledge about an objective realityCritical realism also argues thathere are
(Scotland 2012, p.10) by findingregularly rational criteria for judging some theories as
occurring events or patternsas the basis for better and more explanatory than others’
predictions (Bergin, Wells & Owen 2008, p.171)(Wikgren 2005, p.14) and thatthe best
Such predictions can then be further tested undexplanations are those that are identified as
closed conditions to isolate causal mechanisnhsving the greatest explanatory powéParpio
and generate results with universal applicatior2013, p.491).

leading to the formulation of scientific IaWSLike positivism, critical realism seeks to

(Clegg 2005, Gray 2018). establish generalisations, but these are based on a
The positivist view is thattheory does the work probabilistic rather than an absolute truth
of prediction’ (Wikgren 2005, p.14), that all (Bisman 2010). Furthermore, rather than
scientific disagreements should logically belemonstrating objectivity, researchers are
resolvable by means of appropriate empiricaxpected to clearly articulate their theoretical
evidence (Maxwell 1992) and it is this evidenceyosition within a field of investigation and must
not human judgement, that should exclusivellead the reader towards this position through
determine the merits of a theory (Clegg 2003heir logic, referring to the supporting literature
Clark, MaclIntyre & Cruickshank 2007). thereby facilitating third-party evaluation of thei

The epistemology of critical realism, howeverfassertIons (Edgley et al 2016).

argues that observed phenomena may not revéaethodol ogy

the mechanisms which cause th@Mainwright Positivist methodology seeks to explain

tli?d?r?eig?o:]hjtge(grﬁal;vggg@&%é?;es ;SR?C?_UI' relationships between variables (Scotland 2012)
P y y and quantitative methods, incorporating

ards 2006 p._69). Indeed, Bhasker (2008 _p.5) COlfandardised measures and statistical techniques
demns the view thastatements about being cané

always be transposed into statements about o McEvoy & Richards 2006), are deemed most

knowledae of beingas an épistemic fallacy liitable for fmaking causal observations about
Since‘a gIethora of%ifferent cpontexts and m)::‘chEhe world because they generate —objective

. P statements beyond the subjective bias of
anisms can affect outcomd€lark, Macintyre &

Cruickshank 2007, p.524) and an individual’#nleIduals (Roberts 2014, p.2). Such research

understanding and interpretation of the worlé)IIOWS a linear process (Ross 2005) and since

: . ositivists view their methodology as value-
will always be socially produced and shaped b eutral, they similarly regard the knowledge

personal experiences, perceptions and valu . S
(Schiller 2015), all knowledge however it is aC_Sgnerated by their research as objective

quired is therefore deemed fallible and so claim(sSCOtIanOI 2012).

associated with any forms of knowledge shoulBxperimental designs are the preferred positivist
always be modest and examined critically (Milledata collection method (Clark, Macintyre &
& Tsang 2010). Cruickshank 2007, Shajimon & Soon-Chean
2018) and within healthcare the randomised
controlled trial is regarded as tigeld standard

legg 2005). Other data collection tools, such as

Within critical realism, the primary aim of
research is to wunderstand potential caus
mechanisms or structures that lead to observ . . .
phenomena (Wand et al 2010, Oltmann urvey questionnaires or observation, may

owever be used where necessary (Bisman
Boughey 2012); hence researchers seek . : s - L
identify. observe and documerharmonious é%lO). Quality within traditional positivistic

.~ research is ensured by rigorous procedures
patterns - and  themes, and  the ConS'Ste?gsted for validity, generalisability and
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reliability’ (Ross 2005, p.75). Despite suchVincent 2014); hence the destination of the
rigour, however, Bisman (2010) reports aesearch cannot be known until it is reached
concerning tendency in such research to dismigsdgley et al 2016). Research from the critical
contrary findings as anomalous. realism perspective should ultimately seek to
implement positive change (Collier 1994) by

The systematic reviewa positivist approaChharriving at ‘reasoned conclusions about how

gﬁﬁ: 05 Okl)ij), ciﬂz[i;sges ar? d Sgﬁgxarir;izarglPrganisations and practices should b&dgley
empirical evidence that fits a set of pre-specifie‘at al 2016 p.326).
criteria® (Gray 2018 p.121). In healthcare, it isln contrast to a systematic review, which simply
claimed that use of the systematic review hallates the number of ‘quality’ studies that sup-
enabled a transformation from intuitive toport or challenge a hypothesis (Clegg 2005), a
evidence-based practice (Evans & Benfieldritical realist review has no rigid structure to
2001) and is commonly regarded as superialetermine how the process is undertaken but
evaluative tool (Hammersley 2001, Ryan 2018keeks to capture and organise values, in the form
Since the systematic review is weighted in favowf ideas, theories and logic, into a coherent ar-
of quantitative research (Clegg 2005), it alsgument (Edgley et al 2016). More controversial-
arguably reinforces the idea that qualitative ly, such reviews aim to make judgements regard-
researchers deal with “subjective” issues whildng how realistic competing theories may be, at-
“objectivity” is arrived at through quantitative tempt to identify the underlying structures, pow-
methods(Roberts 2014, p.2). ers, mechanisms and tendencies which may be
operating in the field of investigation and identi-
gaps associated with the interplay of mecha-
isms and contexts which indicate a need for fur-
her study (Clegg 2005, O'Mahoney & Vincent

underlying structures and mechanisms as W& 1;)('“?;2:' l?eg(ﬁg?urz(\a/ig\:\? iféjr][ga;g?;ﬁ;feurﬁise
observable relationships between variabled

(Miler & Tsang 2010). Indeed, Calusalsearch guestions rather than provide answers

explanation is regarded as taking precedenégdgley et al 2016).

over descriptions (Wilson & McCormack 2006)Application to research in nurse education

and, based upon explicit evidence and a cle

rationale, critical realist researchers take

position within the debate associated with

subject (Edgley et al 2016) and may even ma

value judgements about the way things should I%%
t

(Hammersley 2002, O'Mahoney & Vincen examining topics in which a researcher can

2014). legitimately capture a diverse range of evidence,
Within critical realism, the choice of dataprovide deep explanations rather than surface
collection methods should be determined by th#escriptions (Wainright 1997, Shajimon & Soon-
nature of the research problem (McEvoy & Chean 2018) andjudge the situation under
Richards 2006). Not only are qualitative andnvestigation’(Sayer 1997, p.484). Moreover, it
guantitative methodologies consideredgupports the assertion thgtere is not, even in
appropriate and intentional sampling desirablprinciple, a "God's eye view" that is independent
but using both methodologies is deemed moi& any particular perspective(Maxwell 2011,
likely to provide a richer understanding of the.15).

28?8? n;igor;r%?iré%'r;\é%?;gifrd t(r'i\glrl:glrjIiti-g?]ar:)%osm\/ism tends to regardjualitative data as

research findings; thereby strengthening th‘handmaiden” or “second best” to the
conclusions of the study (Bisman 2010(ﬁuantltatlve data’(Hesse-Biber 2010 p.457); yet

- In in much nursing research qualitative data may
Williams, Rycroft-Malone & Burton 2016). be of greater importance than quantitative data in

Rather than being linear, such research tendsdsetablishing the intransitive powers, structures
adopt an iterative process (O'Mahoney &nd mechanisms which shape human experience.

Critical realist methodology also involves th
construction of theory but seeks to do so b
offering insights into causal mechanism
(Wainwright 1997), testing explanations o

Modern nursing practice and therefore nurse
8ducation is émbedded within complex social
ituations’ (Williams, Rycroft-Malone & Burton

16, p.1). Critical realism supports an
istemological and methodological approach to
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A positivist approach is therefore oftenot a from research founded on the philosophical
sensible ideal for studying human social lifeprinciples of critical realism are derived from
(Hammersley 2001, p.545) given its inability toextensive and varied evidence presented in the
capture many unobservable and non-measuralftem of extremely robust arguments.

concepts (Wilson & McCormack 2006). InReferences
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