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ABSTRACT 
Market research is recognised as having an important function in the turbulent business 

environment. In recent times the way market research is conducted has changed, with increasing use of 
qualitative as well as quantitative methods. Consequently, the main question has become, ‘What is the 
truth in market research?’ It is important for the researcher to be aware of their own philosophical 
position at the outset of the research.  

Taking into account the writer’s own philosophical position and the distinctive features of market 
research, the view taken here is that there is no such thing as permanent truth. Although there has been 
debate about the relative merits of positivism and interpretivism, and traditionally positivism has 
occupied a central position in terms of research philosophy, there is now an increasing move towards 
interpretivism and the qualitative approach in market research. In seeking truth in marketing science, the 
role of the ‘truth-teller’ is to present an interpretation of social reality that will be accepted by the 
research subjects. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Development of Market Research 

Market research is recognised as having an important function in the turbulent 
business environment. The findings yielded by market research provide information 
on the market and consumer expectations. The way market research is conducted 
has changed with increasing use of qualitative as well as quantitative methods. In 
the early stage, researchers used informal questionnaires combined with occasional 
trials. Later they adopted more formal techniques in an effort to improve the 
validity and reliability of results. They then moved from quantitative methods, the 
traditional approach of the natural sciences, to qualitative methods more typically 
used in social science research. Many social scientists are now involved in market 
research and are contributing to the development of philosophy and academic 
knowledge in the discipline (e.g. Anderson, 1986; Brown, 1996; Carson, Gilmore, 
Perry & Gronhaug, 2001; Goulding, 1999; Hunt, 2003; Low, Carr, Thomas & 
Watkins-Mathys, 2005; Tadajewski, 2004). Two major paradigms have emerged 
among researchers: positivism and interpretivism. The former assumes that reality 
is external and objective and that truth exists; and the latter posits that the world is 
subjective and there is no permanent truth.  

In the face of the battle between these two conflicting approaches, the main 
question is ‘what is the truth in market research?’ It is important for the researcher 
to be aware of their own philosophical position at the outset of the research. 
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1.2 The Purpose of Considering Research Philosophy 

Considering research philosophy could help researchers answer the question 
‘what is the truth in market research?’ According to Tarski, truth may be defined as 
the free use of the intuitive idea to correspond with the facts (Soames, 1989). 
Researchers must be able to use their own judgement and learn to work efficiently 
and independently with the uncertainty and risk of research (Easterby-Smith, 
Thorpe & Lowe, 2002). An understanding of research philosophy could help 
researchers form a clearer picture about how and why research is implemented. 
Carson et al. (2001) indicate that consideration of the philosophy of research can 
help researchers to see their research from a broader perspective, and to define 
more clearly the purpose of their specific project within the wider context. 
Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) also explain how important it is to understand 
philosophical issues. They claim it can help researchers clarify their research design 
and identify whether it will work or not. This knowledge may then help researchers 
to create new designs.  

Management researchers have been criticised for being unaware of their own 
epistemological position (Johnson & Duberley, 2000); however, the situation is 
changing. Researchers are expected to demonstrate their own ontology, and 
epistemology has highlighted the importance of acquiring an understanding of 
research philosophy. It has been argued that, by recognising these epistemological 
presuppositions, researchers are more likely to make a conscious choice of the 
research approach. The argument goes that this will make results more valid and we 
will learn more about the process of research itself (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001). 
Johnson and Duberley (2000: p. 125) also indicate that commitment to a particular 
research philosophy is ‘a key feature of our pre-understandings which influence 
how we make things intelligible’. Thus, answering the question: ‘what is truth in 
market research?’ is a way to identify one’s own philosophical position. 

1.3 Introduction to Each Section 

The development of market research and the purpose of considering research 
philosophy are discussed briefly in the introduction. In the next section, a review of 
research philosophy reveals the current debate in terms of positivism and 
interpretivism. The researcher’s own paradigmatic stance is then presented along 
with a discussion of factors influencing this belief. The research philosophy 
underlying market research is presented in section three. This section aims to 
discuss what truth is in market research. Conclusions and implications for further 
research are presented in the final section. 

2. The Research Philosophy Debate 

2.1 Research Philosophy 



C. C. Tien / Asian Journal of Management and Humanity Sciences, Vol. 4, No. 4, pp. 241-258, 2009 

243 

 

(1) The nature of a paradigm 
A paradigm is used to ‘represent people’s value judgments, norms, standards, 

frames of reference, perspectives, ideologies, myths, theories and approved 
procedures that govern their thinking and action’ (Gummesson, 2000,p. 18). It 
represents researchers’ perceptions of what truth is in the social world. In other 
words, it is the way in which they see the world and how they investigate the world 
(McAuley, 2005a). 

The debate among different schools of philosophy can be traced back to 
Kuhn’s adoption of the terms, ‘paradigm’ and ‘incommensurability,’ and Burrell 
and Morgan’s (1979) work on sociological paradigms and organisational analysis 
(Lowe et al., 2005). The concept of the paradigm is fundamental to all researches 
(Gummesson, 2003). Lowe et al. (2005) indicate that the above works have 
between them stimulated a conversation in administrative and management studies. 
In Kuhn’s (1962) early work, he defined a paradigm as ‘universally recognized 
scientific achievements that for a time provide model solutions to a community of 
practitioners’ (Kuhn, 1996,p. ix). Kuhn’s idea of a paradigm is ’an accepted model 
or pattern’ (1962,p. 23). Tadajewski (2004) indicates that the paradigm 
‘encompasses a theoretical structure comprised of a network of conceptual, 
theoretical and instrumental commitments.’ Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) 
conceptualisation of sociological paradigms and organisational analysis can be 
understood in terms of four paradigms: radical humanist, radical structuralist, 
interpretive and functionalist, which are based on different assumptions 
(fundamentally, they embody the opposition between subjectivist and objectivist 
conceptions) about the social world. Each paradigm has its own position and way 
of investigating social life, which differs from the others. 

Table 1. Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) sociological paradigms and organisational analysis 

Subjective

The sociology of radical change  

Objective 
Radical humanist Radical structuralist 

Interpretive Functionalist 

The sociology of regulation 

The subject of paradigms is often discussed in terms of the opposition 
between two schools of philosophy: positivism and interpretivism. Both have their 
own way of looking at social reality and their own strategies for investigating the 
world; and both are valuable and valid research paradigms. The positivistic 
paradigm is often applied to quantitative research, and the interpretivistic paradigm 
is often related to qualitative research. However, even within these two broad 
stances there are a number of possible approaches. Silverman (1998) argues that 
there are no universal principles underlying all qualitative social research; 
qualitative research brings up a plurality of research paradigms. However, in terms 
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of the use of sources, data collection and interpretation, a degree of overlap exists 
between most of these paradigms (Goulding, 1999). Both schools of philosophy are 
influential in business management and market research (Gummesson, 2000; 
Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). However, there is debate about the respective merits 
of the two schools within the academic community.  

Scholars use the term ‘paradigm’ in various ways, but Hunt (1994) indicates 
that the common interpretation among research scientists today is that a paradigm 
includes a knowledge content which points out a theory and its concepts; a 
methodology which indicates a procedure by which knowledge is to be generated; 
and an epistemology which is a set of criteria for evaluating knowledge claims. 
While the debate between different schools continues, academic researchers must 
choose a philosophical stance according to their own beliefs (Gummesson, 2000). 
Tornebohm (1976 cited in Gummesson, 2000) points out that researchers can 
improve their research by being aware of their own research paradigm. In the next 
section, we will turn to discuss ontology and epistemology, to explore how 
researchers present the truth in terms of their belief in the social world, and how 
they follow a scientific methodology to find out objective knowledge. 

(2) Ontology and epistemology 
Research has been called the creation of truth, presented as fact or reality 

(Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000). Researchers explain social facts and examine 
people’s subjective views of the world in the light of their own adherence to the 
ontological or epistemological approach. According to Alvesson and Skoldberg 
(2000), this is why different researchers produce different results when 
investigating the same research question. 

Carson et al. (2001) indicate that while ontology is the study of the nature of 
reality, the study of epistemology essentially concerns the relationship between 
reality and the researcher. Easterby-Smith et al. (2002,p. 33) state that ontology is 
the ‘assumptions that we make about the nature of reality’ and epistemology is a 
‘general set of assumptions about the best ways of inquiring into the nature of the 
world’. In other words, ontology is ‘a way we see the world’; epistemology is ‘a 
way we investigate the world’ (McAuley, 2005a). All research is based on a 
particular view of the world, adopts different methods and processes, and presents 
results which aim at ‘predicting, prescribing, understanding, constructing or 
explaining’ (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001,p. 13). 

(3) Positivism and interpretivism 
This section discusses the two opposing views of how social science research 

should be conducted. The two paradigms are positivism and interpretivism. In 
positivism, the knowledge produced by researchers is objective and contextual. 
Reality is constant, independent of the individual and is the context for interactions 
between actors (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001). On the other hand, interpretivism 
posits that, although the real world cannot be accessed by individuals directly, their 
expression of their knowledge of the observed world is meaningful in its own right. 
The real world can also be understood through appropriate interpretivist processes 
(Carson et al., 2001). 
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(4) Positivism 
Positivists try to maintain a clear distinction between facts and value 

judgements. They struggle to adopt a consistently rational, verbal and logical 
approach in order to search for objectivity (Carson et al., 2001). They believe that 
‘truth is determined through verification of predictions`. Although facts are 
concrete, truth cannot be accessed directly (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). The social 
world is external to individual knowledge. According to Burrell and Morgan (1979), 
positivists maintain that reality exists as an empirical entity. Their aim is to 
generate a universal law that explains reality and reveals objective truth 
(Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001). 

In positivism, the world is external and objective and a single reality does 
exist (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002; Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001), thus, positivist 
epistemology is based on the assumption that only this external reality and the 
knowledge it generates are of significance (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). It aims to 
explain causal relationships and fundamental laws through objective facts. 
Positivist researchers focus on ‘description and explanation’, exploring the research 
topic through the discovery of external objects. Positivist researchers are 
independent, detached and maintain a distance from the object of the research 
(Carson et al., 2001).  

Examining positivist research conducted into the development of 
organisational structures, Girod-Seville and Perret (2001) stated that, where 
research is guided entirely by technical and organisational reality, and not by the 
researchers` own views of reality, it can generate an objective picture of 
organisational structure. By describing these structures and reconstructing the 
causes of structural events, researchers hope to be able to formulate the laws which 
govern organisational reality. 

(5) Interpretivism 
The term interpretivism is derived from the Greek hermeneuein, which means 

“to interpret” (Blaikie, 1993; Carson et al., 2001). This paradigm is the opposite of 
positivism (Bryman, 2001). According to Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) analysis, the 
interpretive paradigm is ‘informed by a concern to understand the world as it is, to 
understand the fundamental nature of the social world at the level of subjective 
experience` (Burrell & Morgan, 1979,p. 28). The interpretivist approach aims to 
understand what is happening in the context of the phenomenon under examination, 
in terms of the researcher’s interpretation of the data (Carson et al., 2001). In other 
words, it is about understanding how people make sense of the world, with human 
action being conceived of as purposive and meaningful (Gill & Johnson, 2002).  

In interpretivism, reality is impossible to research directly. It is unknowable 
(Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001). Interpretivists declare that reality does not exist and 
that the subject can never be independent of the observers. Lincoln and Guba 
(1985,p. 37) point out that the multiple constructed realities which exist can only be 
studied holistically. Reality is made up of interpretations which are constructed 
through the actors` interactions, motives and beliefs; thus, the knowledge gained 
from this process will be subjective and contextual. This has various implications 
for researchers (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001).  

Interpretivism casts doubt on the ability of researchers to identify causal 
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relationships, because ‘all entities are in a state of mutual simultaneous shaping, so 
that it is impossible to distinguish causes from effects’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985,p. 
38). Interpretivists claim that the social world is being constructed and reproduced 
continuously (Blaikie, 1993). Thus, the process of generating new knowledge 
involves understanding the meaning actors give to reality (Girod-Seville & Perret, 
2001). Understanding is based on the concept of verstehen, developed by Max 
Weber (ibid). Weber‘s methodological concern was ‘with the conditions of, and 
limits to, establishing the validity of interpretive understanding` and was ‘directed 
towards the subjective states of mind of social actors and the meanings which they 
have used as they engage in particular social action’ (Blaikie, 1993,p. 37). This 
means that the researcher must first appreciate how individuals understand their 
world before being able to grasp and interpret the subjective meaning behind their 
social action (Lee, 1991). 

Positivism has been applied in scientific research to explain causal 
relationships through objective facts. However, interpretivism is more concerned 
with understanding the social world. Carson et al. (2001,p. 9) point out that the key 
criteria differentiating the two paradigms are: 
．in positivism, the researcher is independent, but in interpretivist research the 

researcher is involved; 
．in positivism, large samples may be used whereas interpretivist research uses 

small numbers; 
．in positivism, testing theories predominate whereas interpretivist-type research 

focuses on generating theories or ‘theory building’.  

It is important that researchers identify their stance clearly in the research. 
Girod-Seville and Perret (2001,p. 16) suggest that researchers ask themselves: ‘Can 
a person be his or her own object? Can a subject really observe its object without 
altering the nature of that object?’ It may be that a clear philosophical stance will 
emerge when methods and design are being selected (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). 

2.2 The Writer’s Research Position 

Burrell and Morgan (1979,p. 6) suggest that our choice of particular 
approaches and what we see and think in the research are influenced by ‘human 
nature’. The current writer`s preferred philosophy is interpretivism, because she 
believes that there is no such thing as a permanent truth; it changes moment by 
moment and is constructed and interpreted by people and via social consensus. This 
attitude towards the search for truth and meaning may well be the result of the 
writer’s personal experience, including the influence of Chinese philosophers, and 
her previous research experience. 

(1) Influence of the Chinese philosophers 
In primary schools in Taiwan, children are taught that ‘at the beginning of 

human nature is good’ (from an ancient Chinese book titled: Three-Word Proverbs). 
This belief remained with the writer until she studied Chinese philosophy at 
university. A Chinese philosopher, Mencius, also advocated that human nature is 
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originally good (Wang, B.S., 1998). On the other hand, Xuncius took the opposite 
view of human nature, arguing that it is essentially bad (Wei, 1987). The writer’s 
faith was shaken by this philosophical dichotomy, leading her to wonder: Can 
human nature be absolutely good or bad? Can people really observe human nature 
without applying their own subjective interpretation?  

An old Chinese proverb says that: when people see the mountain, it is not 
truly a mountain. In other words, people should not think solely in terms of 
objective externals, since things can be flexible and changeable on the inside. 
Taoism and Buddhism also advocate this view. The Taoist concepts of ‘yin and 
yang’ emphasise the importance of intuitive wisdom and harmony rather than 
representing the world in terms of dichotomous forces (Lu, 2000). Taoist 
philosophy takes the view that there is no absolute truth. Buddhism embodies the 
traditional religion and philosophy of China. This Eastern philosophy is interested 
in the wisdom which results from the enlightenment of the mind and the perfection 
of the heart, rather than the observation of the external environment (Lan, 1997). 

The writer’s curiosity about the concept of the meaning behind the objective 
external began with the characters of the Chinese language. Chinese characters are 
determined by the form of the object they represent, its sound or the meaning 
behind the object (Wang, 1971). The first link is easy to understand, because people 
can easily connect the object to the character. For example, the Chinese character: 
“山” means mountain; and the word came from the shape of a mountain. The most 
interesting link is the last one, which relates to the meaning behind the word. Thus, 
our interpretation of the word is determined by our experience.  

The current writer’s research stance is influenced by her contact with Chinese 
philosophy. Ezzy (2002,p 1) suggests that researchers should adopt ‘[t]ruths that 
[they] could live by with absolute confidence’. The writer believes that people have 
to trust their own intuition and experience, and reflect on what they see in the world; 
that the truth is constructed and interpreted subjectively by individuals. Thomas 
indicates that people are real in their consequences if they define situations as real . 

(2) Interview experience 
It is inevitable that the pre-understandings or preconceptions of the researcher 

will influence the conduct of market research. It is the writer’s experience that, 
when participating in market research within arts organisations, it is often difficult 
for arts organisers to avoid putting their own preconceived opinions into the 
research. The respondents’ previous experience will influence the research. For 
example, when the writer investigated how arts organisations in Sheffield, UK 
worked with the Sheffield Telegraph newspaper, the respondents predicted from 
the outset that the research would identify their audience as coming predominantly 
from the S10 and S11 postcodes, this being a middle class area. 

The power relationship is also a specific issue in management and market 
research (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002). This relationship may influence the choice 
of research topic, access to the data and whether there is much truth behind the 
results. Easterby-Smith et al. (2002,p. 59) indicate that ‘in the case of managerial 
research the boot is firmly on the other foot’. From previous experience, the writer 
has found that it is not always easy to access all those organisations which fall 
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within the parameters of the study, and this may make final results biased. In 
addition, the relationship between supervisors and students or employers and 
employees is crucial; some researchers may take ‘an opportunistic approach to get 
tenure’ (Gummesson, 2000). These factors can influence the direction of the 
research, the choice of paradigm and research behaviour. 

According to Berg (1989), in modern organisation and management science, 
whether a fact or statement is accepted by, saleable to or valid for consumers is 
more important than whether it is true or false. Thus, for the researcher, there is no 
choice between absolute truth and no truth in market research – the truth is 
‘historical, cultural and socially created’ (Ezzy, 2002,p. 2). A researcher’s 
interpretation of the historical or cultural context is derived from their wisdom or 
experience and will determine their pre-understanding of the research. Their 
understanding of the social world is guided by the socially created and interpreted 
by observers.  

Accordingly, the writer believes that the ‘truth’ in market research is a matter 
of individual interpretation, and that the appropriate philosophic position is the 
interpetivist paradigm. The next section further explores ‘the art and science of 
interpretation’ (Ezzy, 2002,p. 24) in a discussion of hermeneutics. 

(3) Hermeneutics and the hermeneutic circle 
This section gives a broad outline of the philosophy of hermeneutics and 

discusses its implications for research.  
Hermeneutics is defined as ‘the theory or philosophy of the interpretation of 

meaning’ (Bleicher, 1980:1). The major concern of hermeneutics is to consider the 
‘communication [through] which we continually gain access to the world in which 
we live’ (Ezzy, 2002,p. 23). It posits that in the real world, object and subject are 
not independent (Slife and Williams, 1995). It aims to understand and interpret the 
meanings of the social world and evaluate how people share these meanings. It is 
not the business of hermeneutics to identify a single version of the truth; indeed, it 
posits that there is no ‘truth’ behind the objective reality – the truth is discovered in 
the process of interpretation. In other words, in hermeneutics there are no facts only 
interpretations (McAuley, 2005b), and the interpretations have to be evaluated 
according to their ‘coherence’ (Ashworth, 2000). 

It is generally recognised that although theories are guided by data they can 
never entirely reflect reality. Thus, researchers are continually exploring, searching, 
examining, theorising and linking to internal intentions (Ezzy, 2002). Ezzy (2002) 
describes hermeneutic analysis as like ‘a dance’ between the interpretation of the 
observer and the objective which is studied, and the (to-and-fro) movement 
between ‘preexisting interpretive frameworks’ and ‘intentional observation’. It ends 
when an understanding is developed and there is no more new story to be told. 
Researchers not only discover ‘the experience of the subject’, but also ‘the position 
of the interpreter’ (McAuley, 2004). This process will take researchers on a long 
journey from their pre-understanding. The hermeneutic circle is defined by Blaikie 
(1993,p. 47) as ‘a process of constructing the whole meaning from the available 
fragments and then using the evolving whole to understand the parts’. Thus, the 
part can only be understood from the whole, and the whole only from the parts 
(Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000).  
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How can we observe the world without being influenced by preconceptions? 
We must have some assumptions. Observers always start from somewhere, their 
pre-understanding of the social reality being influenced by their intuitive capacity 
or past history (McAuley, 2005b). Kearny (1999,p. 68) describes how pre-existing 
interpretations fit into the hermeneutic circle: ‘we are spoken to before we speak; 
we are posited in tradition before we posit tradition; we are situated before we are 
free to criticise this situation’. Ezzy (2002) argues that pre-understanding affects 
everything we do in everyday life; thus, there is no reason to exclude it from the 
research process. Then how does the researcher’s own pre-understanding affect the 
research process? The researcher seeks subjects who will cooperate with the 
process in an attempt to build up an understanding of the world from the inside. 
Collaboration is an important element of the hermeneutic circle (Ezzy, 2002). By 
finding subjects to participate in the study, researchers are able to interpret the 
meaning of the social world (Gummesson, 2003). 

Hermeneutics tries to set criteria for validity, reliability and generalisability 
(Denzin, 1989). To make the results meaningful and presentable, researchers 
choose a sample which is related to their topic; at the same time, they try not to 
make huge generalisations. Results may be unpredictable because each researcher 
may place their own interpretations on the findings. 

3. Research Philosophy Underlying Market Research 

3.1 The Writer’s Philosophy of Market Research 

The view of the writer is that the nature of reality is determined by subjective 
perception and is constructed socially (Girod-Seville & Perret, 2001). The 
interpretive stance implies that there are few truly universal scientific absolutes 
(Anderson, 1983). This philosophical position will influence how the researcher 
understands and studies market phenomena: the aim of this approach is to 
understand why people have particular social perspectives and experiences, rather 
than hypothesising external causes or generating laws to explain their behaviour 
and objective reality. The focus of market research is therefore to understand how 
people construct the different meanings they have for social reality, rather than to 
collect information or measure how often patterns occur in the market. 

3.2 The Debate About Marketing Paradigms 

Some scholars have argued that the implications of the different philosophical 
approaches in market research are a seriously neglected and ‘muddled’ issue (Hunt, 
2003,p. 5). However, all research is influenced by how researchers see and 
investigate the world. Tadajewski (2004) has reviewed the philosophy behind the 
market research conducted over the last sixty years, including researchers’ 
assumptions about the nature of the world being investigated and the methodology 
employed. He found that educators and practitioners are increasingly being 
required to show knowledge of the philosophy of science, making this an important 
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issue for doctoral inquiry. 
Easterby-Smith et al. (2002,p. 27) argue that ‘[a]rguments, criticisms and 

debates are central to the progress of philosophy’. In recent years, the rise of 
different paradigms in market research has resulted in big battles between those 
adopting different ontological and epistemological stances. Lowe et al. (2005) 
argue that some researchers assert that their paradigms are better than and 
incompatible with others. Gabriel (1999,p. 288) also points out that those 
researchers who claim that the positions are incommensurable are simply trying to 
defend their own position. The debates have become 'virtually impenetrable' 
(Kavanagh, 1994,p. 28) and can 'hardly be described as easy reading' (Brown, 
1995,p. 683). On the other hand, Hunt (2003) claims some market researchers 
advocate a relativistic/constructionist stance (e.g. Peter & Olson, 1983), believing 
that this approach could generate functional theories in market research. Others 
against this notion support naturalistic, humanistic and interpretivist approaches 
based on the work of Lincoln and Guba, who query whether an absolute reality can 
be said to exist (1985). In practice, different kinds of research study require 
different philosophic commitments from the researcher. Only through 
‘communication’ and ‘interaction’ between different sources can knowledge be 
generated in the domain of marketing management (Carson et al., 2001).  

Arndt (1985) has distinguished four marketing paradigms: the liberating 
paradigm, the socio-political paradigm, the subjective world paradigm and the 
logical empirical paradigm, reflecting both subjective and objective world views 
(see Table 2). They recall Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) paradigms for the analysis 
of social theory, and provide an alternative way of conducting research in the 
marketing domain. 

Table 2. Arndt’s (1985) marketing paradigms 

Objective 

Harmony 

Subjective Logical empirical paradigm Subjective world paradigm

Socio-political paradigm Liberating paradigm 

 Conflict  

(1) Truth in market research 
In market research, a key issue is whether the truth is objective or subjective. 

Traditionally, objective truth has been portrayed as the central goal of market 
research, but this has been challenged as wishful thinking by some scholars (Peter 
and Olson, 1983.p.122-123). Peter and Olson (1983) argue that the aim should be 
to arrive at a relativistic/constructionist truth; that ‘truth’ is a subjective assessment, 
which cannot be gathered from objective observation. In marketing science, Hunt 
(2003,p.222) argues, ‘we conceptualise truth not as an entity, but an attribute. It is 
an attribute of both beliefs and linguistic expressions’. 
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Truth is a central concept in marketing research. Morgan and Hunt suggest it 
can only exist where those involved trust each other’s ‘reliability’ and ‘integrity’ 
(1994). Zaltman and Moorman (1988) find that the key factor for managers 
deciding whether or not to use market research is trust. Hunt (2003,p. 248) points 
out that the ‘[m]ainstream philosophy of science views trust as a key construct for 
understanding the dynamics of scientific disciplines.’ Zaltman and Moorman 
(1988,p. 20) indicate that ‘being a truth teller’ is important to maintain trust.  

Access to reality means ‘the ability to get close to the object of study, to 
really be able to find out what is happening’ (Gummesson, 2000,p. 25). This 
determines whether or not researchers will be able to gather the real world data to 
pursue a project. Another important issue is that trust can be destroyed by the 
misinterpretation of the results of a research project (Hunt, 2003). The problem 
could be caused by the researcher’s pre-understanding or by a lack of practical 
experience in statistical analysis. Gummesson (2000) indicates that most academic 
researchers’ pre-understanding comes from theories or models; they lack practical 
knowledge or personal business experience. For these reasons, many marketing 
associations and researchers pay particular attention to professional codes of ethics. 

(2) Positivism and interpretivism 
In recent years, marketing researchers have engaged in vigorous debates 

about the respective merits of positivism and interpretivism. Positivism assumes 
there exists a single unchanging and objective reality and that the researcher and 
subject must be separated in order to achieve ‘accurate, repeatable results’ (Szmigin 
& Foxall, 2000,p. 191). On the other hand, interpretivists believe reality to be 
mental and perceptual with different perceptions and that the concern of researchers 
is to address a changeable and complex environment (Szmigin & Foxall, 2000,p. 
190).  

Szmigin and Foxall (2000) also indicate that positivists believe customer 
behaviour is influenced from outside; on the other hand, interpretivism assumes 
human behaviour comes from ‘a voluntary model’. In the positivistic tradition, the 
‘stimulus-response’ and ‘stimulus-organism-response’ models are employed in 
most consumer research (Szmigin & Foxall, 2000). Szmigin and Foxall (2000) 
claim that behaviour studies need to use the same scientific methods. However, the 
opponents of positivism claim that consumer behaviour should be ‘distinguished 
from intentional action which is purposeful action mediated by meanings, 
deliberation on consequences, and the formation of intentions’ (O'Shaughnessy, 
1985). Although positivism has traditionally been seen as ‘the sole means of theory 
justification’, Carson et al. (2001) claim that such a ‘polarized position’ is no 
longer tenable. They also argue that ‘no consensus exists as to the nature’ or 
applicability of a unique scientific method. O'Shaughnessy (1985) argues that most 
human social behaviour cannot be explained by means of a paradigm, which 
suggests that it may be more appropriate to use the hermeneutic approach to 
explain enigmatic phenomena and unscientific human beings. Applying the 
hermeneutic approach in the marketing context, for example, could involve 
observing how managers make decisions or how they interpret their role. This 
approach aims to gain a more ‘contextual’ understanding of phenomena (Carson et 
al., 2001). 
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Szmigin and Foxall (2000) have examined a range of research in marketing 
and found that, according to some researchers, consumer behaviour is ‘subjectively 
experienced in consumers’ minds’ (e.g. Hirschman & Holbrook, 1986). However, 
others believe that consumer experiences should be seen as a reasoned action (e.g. 
Aizen & Fishbein, 1980). According to Szmigin and Foxall (2002), some 
researchers have a positive attitude toward both positivism and interpretivism, and 
advocate integrating the two approaches in order to better understand customer 
behaviour (e.g. Ryan, 1986). In their study of the demands of market research, 
Barker, Nancarrow and Spackman (2000) also found that it is impossible to get a 
single true picture of consumers’ attitudes or behaviour. It is inevitable that the 
researcher will influence the findings in both qualitative and quantitative studies. 

(3) Critique of positivism 
The aim of positivist research in the field of management is to generate laws 

to govern the operation of organisations (Johnson & Duberley, 2000). In order to 
make management more scientific and the environment easier to predict and 
control, it is necessary to identify causal relationships. Willmott (1997 cited in 
Johnson & Duberley, 2000,p. 40) indicates that the reality in positivist research is 
‘objectively given, functionally necessary and politically neutral’. Thus, theories, 
whether they are accepted or rejected, are based on the truth in the objective world 
(Johnson & Duberley, 2000). 

Johnson and Duberley (2000) point out that the major criticism of positivist 
management research is that this approach is so focused on identifying causal 
relationships and generating laws that it neglects and fails to reflect the complex 
situations arising in everyday work in management. Some critics claim that 
positivist researchers have seldom explained their epistemological stance (e.g. 
Marsh, 1979). The reliability, openness to generalisation and operation of the 
findings generated by positivist management research have also been questioned. 
Johnson and Duberley (2000) claim that positivists pay much attention to getting 
the objective truth, but forget that poor researchers or respondents could cause bias. 
Although positivists aim to identify a probability sample for the purpose of 
generalisation, this sample is often drawn from a localised population only, making 
generalisations unreliable. The final problem in positivist research is that the 
observation method cannot adequately represent phenomena such as emotions, 
motivations or cultural influences (Johnson & Duberley, 2000). 

3.3 Trends In Market Research 

Marketing research is becoming increasingly important for companies facing 
market turbulence and challenges (Honomichl, 2000). Malhotra and Peterson (2001) 
identify two major reasons for the steady growth of market research as a discipline. 
First, with the development of technology, companies are now able to respond to 
their customers more efficiently. Market research is a way for the ‘voice of the 
customer’ to find its way to management. Secondly, with the knowledge gained 
from market research, companies have a better chance of entering new and 
competitive markets (Kotabe & Helsen, 1998). However, the high cost and 
complexity of the process are encouraging many companies to try to learn how to 
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do their own market research (Malhotra & Peterson, 2001).  
Malhotra and Peterson (2001) have examined the twenty-first century trends 

in market research and found that market researchers and managers would like to 
participate more both in marketing-related decision-making and market research. 
Market research is increasingly being conducted on an ‘on-going’ basis, and 
interpretive research methodologies are becoming more widespread. 

A growing interest in qualitative research 
There has also been a growing interest in the qualitative approach in market 

research. This phenomenon is the result of increasing dissatisfaction with 
quantitative techniques. Hunt (1994) claims that the traditional paradigm in the 
marketing domain, the use of quantitative methods, is being discredited. These 
methods require large samples, and explaining the results can be difficult (Cepeda 
& Martin, 2005). Some researchers claim that ‘positivism is discredited’ and are 
increasingly turning to qualitative methods as a way of knowing (Hunt, 1994). 
Those researchers who are abandoning positivism are instead advocating 
qualitative methods and embracing philosophical concepts such as relativism, 
constructionism and subjectivism (Hunt, 1994). Evidence of the interpretive 
approach is widespread. For example, Thompson (1997) grounded his interpretive 
framework on the hermeneutical approach in order to identify marketing-relevant 
insights from consumers’ stories. In this way, it was possible to listen to consumers, 
identify their needs and suggest market-oriented decisions. The meaning-based 
research approach has also been shown to be an effective way of gathering 
customers` in-depth perceptions of the service environment as the first step to 
improving service quality (Obenour, Patterson ,& Person, 2007).  

The debate between positivism and interpretivism is finally subsiding. The 
trend towards accepting qualitative, interpretive research to present market 
phenomena is growing not only among researchers but also among market 
practitioners (Goulding, 1999; Goulding, 2004). For example, in their study of 
consumer behaviour, Holbrook and Hirschman (1993) advocate the importance of 
interpretivist perspectives. These are increasingly seen as a way of gaining a better 
insight into the decision-making process and of developing theory more effectively 
(Goulding, 2004). Qualitative research methods are particularly effective for 
‘examining and developing theories that deal with the role of meanings and 
interpretations’ (Ezzy, 2002,p. 3). 

4. Conclusion 

What is the truth? No one can claim that they own the truth, but researchers’ 
life experience and academic training will inevitably lead them towards their own 
view of what is truth and influence how they approach their research. Their beliefs 
in terms of ontology and epistemology will influence their research approach and it 
is important that they are aware of their own philosophical stance. The greater 
awareness of their own paradigm, the better the research that researchers can carry 
out. The researcher must adopt a paradigm in which he has confidence and with 
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which he is comfortable. The writer’s views are influenced by Chinese 
philosophers and her own past research experience. The author believes that people 
have to trust their own intuition and experience, and reflect on what they see in the 
world; that truth is constructed and interpreted subjectively by individual social 
actors. In other words, the writer’s philosophical position is interpetivist. 

What is truth in market research? Taking into account the philosophical 
position outlined above and the distinctive features of market research, the view 
taken here is that there is no such thing as permanent truth. Although there has been 
debate about the relative merits of positivism and interpretivism, and traditionally 
positivism has occupied the central position in terms of research philosophy, there 
is now an increasing move towards interpretivism and the qualitative approach in 
market research. There are additional factors to consider, which are specific to 
market research: how can researchers gain sufficient access to the organisations 
under examination to find out what is really happening, and how can they ensure 
the results of the research are accepted by the decision-makers in these 
organisations? The power relationship in market research is one where: The power 
lies with the subject rather than the researchers. The key issue is not therefore 
whether the results are true or not, but whether the facts or statements are accepted 
for a larger audience. In market research, the role of the ‘truth-teller’ is to present 
an interpretation of social reality that will be accepted by the research subjects.
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