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Coping with uncertainty in empirical purchasing research: practical solutions to methodological problems.
Abstract

The paper briefly reviews the dominant methodologies of Positivism and Interpretivism; emphasises one major epistemological shortcoming that both suffer from when applied in social systems (increased uncertainty leading to reduced result reliability); considers the relevance of that shortcoming to empirical research in purchasing; offers some suggestions for minimising, or at least assessing and acknowledging the effects of that uncertainty; and warns against the dangers of ignoring methodological problems.

Introduction

The academic Purchasing world stands at the threshold of an enormous increase in empirical work intended to improve our understanding of what purchasing functions are doing, why they do the things they do, and how that activity might be improved. This paper argues that it is essential that this explosion is guided by a coherent grasp of the methodological issues that underlie empirical research. Such a grasp is, it is suggested, often missing from much current published empirical work. The paper briefly reviews the dominant methodologies of Positivism and Interpretivism; emphasises one major epistemological shortcoming that both suffer from when applied in social systems (increased uncertainty leading to reduced result reliability); considers the relevance of that shortcoming to empirical research in purchasing; offers some suggestions for minimising, or at least assessing and acknowledging the effects of that uncertainty; and warns against the dangers of ignoring methodological problems.  

The dominant methodologies

The empiricists
, going back to Hume, regard the world as being made up of experiences of individual events. Positivism,
 the dominant methodology in the ‘hard’ physical sciences, seeks to reveal causal relationships through an analysis of the frequencies and sequences of events. 
 This approach adopts an ontology encompassing atomistic and causally unrelated events and uniform human actors who are assumed to be passive agents doing nothing more than observing and recording events.
 Causality is uncovered through the identification of event regularities within systems that are used to formulate general laws concerning the behaviour of systems and their contents. This methodology is less common in a pure form in the social sciences, with the possible exceptions of psychology and economics where the search for event regularities predominates. 


The other main approach to understanding the world is the phenomenological, social constructivist or interpretivist methodology which flourishes in the ‘softer’ social sciences where the influence of humans in systems is profound. In contrast to positivism, interpretivism regards reality as socially constructed rather than objectively determined, and its ontology embraces causally connected observable events in a world populated not only by inanimate objects but also humans who are active, self-aware and capable of perceiving and generating meaning. The research focus is on the human interpretations of the meanings perceived in phenomena and events, rather than the events themselves. There is no explicit attempt to formulate general laws. 


Both approaches have become associated over time with specific data collection techniques and ideas about the purposes of empirical research to such an extent that it is possible to describe two stereotypes of empirical research thus - both Positivism and Interpretivism can be used to uncover causal relations in systems, but whereas the former employs deductive logic, is nomothetic in approach, generates and analyses quantitative data in order to test theories or hypotheses, the latter employs inductive logic, is ideographic in approach, uses and analyses qualitative data with a view to generating theories or hypotheses.
  Attitudes towards methodological matters in a number of different disciplines whose subject matter includes human behaviour have become polarised around the dichotomy between these two methodologies. This finds expression, for example, in the debate about rigour. Some positivist-leaning theorists argue that the more you can force your discipline towards statistically-based searches for event-regularities, the more readily your observations or experiments can be replicated and your results and conclusions tested using ‘objective’ statistical tests in the time-honoured manner espoused by Popper and others. 
  In this way, they suggest, the embrace of positivism ensures that a discipline will be regarded as more scientific and rigorous, whereas courting interpretivism is likely to bring a discipline into academic disrepute. It is argued below that much empirical purchasing research not only has no choice but to apply interpretivism, but that positivism and interpretivism share a fundamental epistemological flaw that seriously impairs the ability of either methodology to produce valid explanatory conclusions in the investigation of purchasing systems.      

The nature of purchasing phenomena

One may argue that choice of methodology should be principally driven by the nature of the phenomena that a discipline investigates. It would, for example, be illogical to adopt an ontology that stresses the importance of the interpretations generated by active, conscious, meaning-hungry human actors if the object of study were metal fatigue in aeroplane wing struts. As far as purchasing is concerned, the phenomena under investigation are made up of a number of different components including:

· physical structures (such as buildings and geographical locations)
· data storage and transmission mechanisms (computers, manual filing systems, telephones, EDI systems etc.)  

· human beings (buyers, clerks, supplier sales managers etc.)

· human interpretations (the perceptions, attitudes, opinions and interpretations of events held by the staff of  purchasing functions and their suppliers) 

The precise mix of elements involved, and consequently the types of data that can be collected or generated will depend upon the particular aspect of the whole phenomenon or sub-system that the empirical work focuses upon. Thus, an investigation of possible relationships between purchase order values, types and transmission methods might focus on data transmission technologies and storage mechanisms, and need make no reference to human beings and their beliefs and interpretations. In contrast, an investigation into the factors relevant to effective negotiating performance would unavoidably refer to human beings and their perceptions of their experiences of events. Many investigations will refer to several of these system components. It is apparent then, that phenomena investigated by Purchasing researchers will span the range from physical to social systems, with many being of a mixed nature. Very little empirical work in this area will be able to exclude the human component entirely. Consequently researchers will need to be familiar with the methodological implications of both positivism and interpretivism.

The shortcomings of the dominant methodologies

The application of positivism to the social sciences has been attacked on a number of different grounds
 but perhaps most telling is the simple observation that by adopting an ontology in which humans are passive recording agents, positivism excludes one of the most important aspects of social reality. By denying the existence of the human ability to interpret events, positivism prohibits examination of one of the main casual mechanisms underlying phenomena in social systems. On the other hand, interpretivism is criticised (inter alia) for being overly reliant on the opinions and perceptions of the human participants in systems, and thus dependent upon information whose reliability is open to question. These problems are widely discussed in the literature, but the epistemological shortcomings shared by both approaches are possibly less well understood.


Positivism’s epistemology is clear-cut; causal relationships can be revealed and understood via event-regularities. The picture is much less clear in interpretivism. Easterby-Smith et al, for example, observe that some forms of  the interpretivist methodology eschew the search for patterns, theorists arguing that:

... the task of the social scientist should not be to gather facts and measure how often certain patterns occur, but to appreciate the different constructions and meanings that people place upon their experience. Once should therefore try to understand and explain why people have different experiences, rather than search or external causes and fundamental laws to explain their behaviour. (Easterby-Smith et al, 1991, p. 24)

However, this denial of the role of pattern-searching is not supported by the practice of the analysis of qualitative data. For example, critical incident technique which was originally developed to enable researchers to identify those aspects of a job most important to that job’s effective performance, undoubtedly lies in the interpretivist range of the spectrum to the extent that it uses in-depth interviews to collect human interpretations of events. The developers of the technique are somewhat vague about how the process of the ‘identification’ of important aspects occurs, but it can be deduced from their description of the process that it involves the search for patterns in the interpretations offered by their interviewees [emphasis added throughout the following extracts]:

The induction of categories [of incidents or aspects of job performance] from the basic data [collected in interviews] is a task requiring insight, experience and judgement. Unfortunately, this procedure is, in the present stage of psychological knowledge, more subjective than objective. ....The usual procedure is to sort a relatively small sample of incidents into piles that are related to the frame of reference selected. After these tentative categories have been established, brief definitions of them are made, and additional incidents are classified into them. (Flanagan, 1954, p.344) 

This description of the technique may not use the terms, ‘patterns’ or ‘regularities’, but the act of sorting out descriptions of incidents as described by individuals into categories and ‘piles’, and then attempting to identify incidents that are common to several descriptions and hence ‘critical’ to job performance, might reasonably be described as ‘searching for patterns in human interpretations of events’. Content Analysis which has been used, for example, in historical research, involves searching for the frequency with which concepts or words occur in documents. Grounded Theory meanwhile

..systematically analyses [qualitative data] so as to tease out themes, patterns and categories.  (Easterby-Smith et al, op cit., p.108)
Repertory grid technique:

...is a framework for the patterning of subjective experiences that has the advantage of being available for statistical analysis.  (Taylor, 1990, p.117)

Similarly:

...data.... collected through observation or through open-ended questions in a questionnaire...can be categorized and coded according to some meaningful classification scheme. Thereafter frequency counts can be taken and X2  or other appropriate nonparametric tests can be done.  (Sekaran, 1992, p. 271) 

Finally, whilst discussing the process of drawing conclusions in one of the standard technical manuals on the practice of qualitative data analysis, Miles and Huberman argue that:

From the beginning of data collection, the qualitative analyst is beginning to decide what things mean, is noting regularities, patterns, explanations, possible configurations, causal flows, and propositions.  (Miles & Huberman, 1984, p. 22)

Apologies are offered in advance to those readers who may regard the preceding section (and some of what is to follow) as a statement of the obvious, but it is not immediately apparent from a reading of much of the interpretivist literature that at least part of the epistemological basis of that methodology’s techniques for identifying causal connections and explanations is identical to that of positivism. Thus, although the data may refer to human interpretations of events in the empirical realm
, rather than the frequency and sequence of the events themselves, the process of using that data to try to unravel meaning or causal relationships unquestionably relies upon the search for patterns. If researchers either collected information that displayed no patterns whatsoever, or collected data that did contain patterns, but declined to consider what those patterns might signify, then how else would they be able to know if they had uncovered evidence of causal relationships? What alternative epistemological principle could be invoked to assist in this task? Positivists search for event-regularities, interpretivists for interpretation-regularities. Both assume that such patterns are connected to, and signifiers of, the existence of underlying causal relationships. Both methodologies share this epistemological foundation, and consequently both also share its weaknesses.

The open system critique

The critical realist
 investigation of the nature of cause and effect has focused on the application of positivism, and demonstrated that the ‘open’ nature of social systems
 reduces the positivist search for event regularities using variable analysis
 to the status of an unreliable statistical exercise. In what Bhaskar describes as a state of  ‘full closure’, there will be :

‘.....a correspondence between causal laws and the pattern of events.’  

(Bhaskar, 1978, p. 67)

and: 

‘..a system such that events of type a were invariably followed by events of type b.’  (ibid.; p. 67)

In other words the patterns or regularities in events revealed by, for example, the application of regression analysis to data in a closed system, will unequivocally identify causation, and thus can be used to formulate a generalisable law of the type ‘when event of type a occurs, then event of type b will occur’. To both the extent that positivism is applicable to Purchasing systems, and that such systems are fully closed, then the pursuit of general laws in Purchasing may reasonably be expected to yield reliable results. Full closure in any system however, only occurs when three limit conditions are satisfied. 

The extrinsic condition

The first condition either requires the system under examination to be protected from the influence of the external environment, or that environment to be constant. Bhaskar calls this the extrinsic condition:

A closure thus depends upon either the actual isolation of a system from external influences or the constancy of those influences. (Ibid.; p. 74)

If this condition is violated there is no logical manner in which the changes in any of the variables under investigation can be unequivocally causally related to the effect of changes in the other variables within the system. The causal factor may instead be the result of changes in the external environment. Thus, in Brandes, Lilliecreutz & Brege’s (1997) study into outsourcing decisions for example, their empirical work involved interviewing the staff of five companies. One of that study’s conclusions was that :

In respect of the outsourcing decision, a combination of focus on core competence and cost efficiency reasons tend to lead to the greatest probability of success. The outsourced unit need not be the ‘parent’s’ core competence, but must not be so unimportant that the ‘parent , after outsourcing, stops using the outsourced unit as a supplier. (Brandes et al, 1997, p. 74)

Given the enormous number of external influences playing upon the companies in this study, particularly on relationships between buying and supplying organisations, Bhaskar’s extrinsic condition is deeply compromised and it is thus logically impossible for the authors to justify the decision to narrow the range of possible causal factors down to a ‘focus on core competence and cost efficiency’. Similarly, following a statistical analysis of responses to questionnaires in Park, Reddy, Shin & Eckerle’s (1996) investigation into the effects of supplier certification programs in American companies, the authors confidently state that:

We conclude that a supplier 

certification program has a significant impact on quality, buyer-supplier relationships, cost, delivery, cooperation and technology sharing.  (Park et al’s, 1996, p.116)

However, since they were unable to isolate the target companies from the external environment, the reliability of this conclusion is also logically impossible to assess or defend. Unlikely as it may appear, there is, for example, no logical way in which one can exclude the possibility that a significant number of the respondent companies were affected by some external influence that the questionnaires failed to detect. 


More generally, given Purchasing’s role as gate-keeper between organisations and external supply markets, Bhaskar’s extrinsic condition will frequently be breached during research into purchasing systems. Having said that, it is conceivable that some extremely narrow, limited phenomena within purchasing that depend upon internal procedures or resources only, might meet this condition. To give one trivial example, the choice of the physical dimensions of documents used in a given purchasing department might be entirely explained by reference to the physical characteristics of the document storage equipment that the department owned. Although the phenomenon in this example is not actually isolated from external influences, those influences might reasonably be assumed to have no significant effect on the particular variables under consideration.

The intrinsic condition

 In the second place, system closure requires the nature, or internal structure of the objects, individuals or processes making up the system to be constant. Bhaskar (1978) calls this the intrinsic condition:

..either the absence or the constancy of internal structure must also be a condition for closure.  (Op cit.; p. 75)

In social and mixed physical/social systems the intrinsic condition is extraordinarily difficult to satisfy. 


The presence of humans in purchasing phenomena creates particular problems for the satisfaction of the intrinsic closure condition. At a physical level, every time humans experience something new, or have a new idea, their brains change and the way they perceive the next event may, in principle, be different. Moreover, Humans are reflexive beings - they perceive events and experiences, and perceive themselves perceiving those experiences and respond to those perceptions of perceptions and so on.
 Thus, whenever humans have an influence on the performance and outcome of a process or system, the reliability and validity of the putative causal connections uncovered by the search for patterns in events within such systems remains uncertain. Moreover, in many investigations, some parts of the processes under examination may undergo technological change during the period of study. The relevance of this possibility is clearly illustrated in Walton and Marucheck’s (1997) investigation into the relationship between EDI and supplier reliability. In this study they administered questionnaires to 85 American companies about changes in a number of variables over a six month period and applied stepwise regression analysis to the results. Their first conclusion was that 

...the length of time that the buying company has been using EDI with any supplier is negatively associated with delivery performance.   (Walton and Marucheck, 1997, p.33)

However, since the authors made no attempt to measure, say, the attitudes of the buying and supplying companies’ staff towards the use of EDI over the relevant time period, or the existence or rate of technological change in the systems employed by the subject companies, there is no way of knowing if the intrinsic condition was satisfied or not. Consequently there is no logical way of determining if the patterns in the data that they uncovered were due to the variables they were measuring or to qualitative internal changes in those variables. 

The ‘non-additive principle’

Finally, Bhaskar (1978) stipulates a ‘non-additive principle’ which states that closure can only be attained if the overall performance or behaviour of the system can be derived as an additive function of the behaviour, or states of the individual system components. Failing that:

...closure is possible, if the principle of organization [of the system] is non-additive, provided it remains constant..’  (op cit.; p. 76)  

In systems where humans have an influence on the outcome of processes, neither additivity nor constancy can be guaranteed.


Thus, many, if not most of the systems that purchasing researchers will investigate are open in nature, and variable analysis using techniques such as multiple regression or factor analysis will be unable to generate reliable results, and is thus incapable of generating reliable, general laws. In the methodological literature, this open-system critique is typically directed against positivism, however, the epistemological implications apply equally to the interpretivist methodology. Given the violation of the extrinsic and intrinsic system conditions, the reliability of causal relationships identified via regularities or patterns in either events or interpretations is unknowable.

The Sociological Critique

The problems created by the presence of humans in social and mixed systems are not restricted to the logical complications raised by open-system states. There is a considerable literature in Sociology devoted to the problems of making sense of, and subsequently coding and analysing what humans mean. Thus Cicourel (1964) critically investigated problems of questionnaire design with conclusions that throw extreme doubt on the ability of this technique to capture reliable data. The ethnomethodologists
 have, more recently, taken this line of thought further, arguing that the conventional practice of trying to build simplifying models that are then used to guide the process of selecting the questions to be included in interviews and questionnaires, unavoidably acts as a source of distortion. The research instrument is no longer designed to capture the phenomenon in its fullest, unprocessed, ‘wild’ from. Thus questionnaires and interviews for example, as well as assumptions, models and prior theories become distorting grids through which the phenomenon is forced, losing its original shape and meaning in the process and preventing complete understanding on the part of the researcher. This process of meaning corruption is exacerbated by the practise of rendering the data collected with such instruments down into symbolic mathematical form for subsequent manipulation using statistical techniques with a view to identifying regularities. The necessary coding process is yet one more source of bias and loss of information. Thus:

Such coding processes conceal the respondent’s experience of the social scene that is being asked about. In addition, coding processes always necessarily mask the embodied symbolic character of the social interaction between the interviewer and the respondent that produced the answers in the first place.... (Mehan and Wood, 1975, p. 48) 

Moreover, the fact that humans use language to express their interpretations of events raises its own problems that were exhaustively explored by, amongst others, Garfinkel (1967).
  The conclusions to be drawn from this body of discussion are that it is extremely difficult for researchers to ensure that they understand what their human research subjects mean when data is collected and expressed in language form, and the possibilities for the introduction of bias and distortion or the loss of relevant or useful information along the way from theoretical assumptions and models to final mathematical tables of data, are many and manifest, throwing doubt, once more, on the validity and reliability of any causal explanations derived therefrom.


The attack launched from Sociology on the difficulties surrounding the search for patterns is damaging, yet patterns are all that we have. Without them we are left wallowing in an incomprehensible data soup. This conclusion leaves the empirical purchasing researcher in something of a methodological bind. If causality cannot be reliably identified through the process of variable analysis, using either the positivist or interpretivist methodologies, what then is the  empirical researcher supposed to do? In sub-groups of other academic disciplines, some academics have concluded that the results of pattern searching are so unreliable as to be worthless, and have effectively abandoned the search for causality in open social systems.
 There are however a number of reasons for arguing that such a nihilistic conclusion is unwarranted in the field of purchasing.

Regularities in commercial systems  - quasi-closure

One of the principal implications of the open-system critique is that the statistical analysis of data in pursuit of patterns in events, let alone patterns in interpretations, is an inherently unreliable tool for uncovering causal relationships. However, that does not imply that event or interpretation-regularities will never be associated with underlying casual relationships, nor that such relationships will never generate patterns in events that may subsequently be reflected in human interpretations. On the contrary, companies develop procedures; best practices; established ways of doing things and working routines and habits in an effort to generate some kind of order in the relative chaos that is the business environment. Companies (unwittingly) try to attain Bhaskar’s intrinsic and extrinsic conditions for system closure by standardising the behaviour of their human resources, and to isolate the organisation from the de-stabilising influences of the external environment through planning processes and the like. In other words they spend large amounts of energy trying to generate quasi-closed system conditions. It is evident, therefore, that these efforts are likely to result in patterns in events and human interpretations thereof, and that this will favour (at least partially) the search for causally-based regularities. This is of particular significance for Purchasing and other academic disciplines that deal with the analysis of company behaviour and performance.


Consider a practical example drawn from the buyer-supplier relationship. Information concerning the intensity of the buyer’s need for a purchase 
 tends to amplify the supplier’s potential power (needy buyers are weak buyers, if the supplier knows that they are needy and there are limited alternative sources available) and may be used in ensuing purchase negotiations to the supplier’s advantage to skew the outcome of the negotiation in their favour. Many large companies are aware of this simple truth concerning the cost implications associated with a failure to control information flows between buying and supplying staff, and embody that awareness in procedures of the form:

  All contact with suppliers must be made through the purchasing department. Invoices resulting from agreements reached with suppliers without the involvement of the purchasing department will not be paid by the company, but sent for payment to the addresses of those company staff making the agreement. 

Such a procedure constitutes an attempt to routinise and control some of the chaos of business life, and to the extent that it succeeds, will surely help to create a state of quasi-closure. What is an enforced purchasing procedure guiding the behaviour of buyers, suppliers, progress chasers, storemen and clerks, if not a cause of patterns in events?  This particular example is, of course, of trivial import. Research that discovered statistically significant correlations between purchasing variables, and subsequently led to the ‘uncovering’ of a purchasing procedure manual as the cause of the correlation, would hardly be worthy of the title ‘research’! Nevertheless it is undoubtedly true that much management effort in companies is devoted to the application of routines and regulation in an attempt to gain control of  the behaviour of an intrinsically unstable, dynamic structure (the firm) existing in a largely hostile, dynamic and unstable environment. Indeed, one way of thinking about the nature of the Purchasing Function is to see it as that part of the organisation with the prime objective of regulating the input side of the company’s external environment. Successful Purchasing departments are those that manage to create predictable, stable behaviour in suppliers. Good buyers generate event-regularities (buyer activity associated with reduced input costs, consistent quality, reliable deliveries and so on) in the supply market for the benefit of their employers. One result of this process is the production of the condition of ‘quasi-closure’. In such circumstances it may be reasonable to assume that the validity of any conclusions based on an analysis of observed event or interpretation-regularities will be improved.

Brute and interpretative data

The second argument in favour of a continued use of pattern-searching as a means of identifying underlying causal relationships refers to the nature of the data likely to be employed in the analysis of purchasing phenomena. Many texts divide data into two types - quantitative and qualitative. The former appears in numerical form and the latter is expressed in words and refers to non-numerical ‘meanings’ of some kind.
 However, in the current context of the degenerative effects of the presence of humans on the validity of empirical investigations, this distinction between numbers and words is less than useful. For our purposes, what matters is the degree of human interpretation employed in the generation of data. The greater the degree of interpretation, the greater the likelihood that the phenomenon will not only have violated the intrinsic condition for system closure, but also the more pertinent become the ethnomethodologists’ concerns about bias and distortion. The existing division of data into word and number-based types fails to clearly capture this distinction. Indeed, many pieces of ‘quantitative data’ that appear as ‘hard’ numbers were originally generated from instruments such as questionnaires, and refer to phenomena requiring significant amounts of human interpretation. Fortunately, philosophers have been here before us and we can borrow one expression that already exists to describe one type of data: 

· brute data
 (information relating to phenomena that require no [or at least, extremely little] human interpretation, the number of individuals with the job title ‘buyer’ in a given organisation for example, supplier expenditure records, the number of orders used by a department in a specified period etc.)

and devise a new expression to describe the other :

· interpretative data (information relating to phenomena that require very large amounts of human interpretation, including mental phenomena such as beliefs, judgements, and interpretations such as buyer opinions on supplier behaviour and the like)

A large number of variables in the commercial sphere, such as the number of staff employed in a purchasing department; the total annual expenditure of such a department; the number of suppliers traded with over a given period of time; the prices paid for purchases, the costs incurred in completing orders and so on are not dependent for their existence, to any significant degree, upon large amounts of human interpretation. These are examples of brute(ish) data  If, for example, you ask a copper broker what the selling price of copper was on the LME at the end-of-trading on a specific date there is an extremely high likelihood that he or she will not only be able to understand precisely what you mean, but will give the same answer as other brokers to the same question. Thus, it may be acceptable to argue that when an empirical investigation relies heavily upon brute(ish) rather than interpretative data, the validity and reliability of any conclusions drawn is likely to be enhanced.

Conclusions

The conclusions deriving from the preceding discussion can be divided into those concerning the problems raised by the presence of uncertainty that will beset the majority of empirical investigations in purchasing, and those that suggest ways of reducing or coping with that degree of uncertainty.

The problem of uncertainty

In open or quasi-closed systems there will always be uncertainty concerning the validity and reliability of any explanatory theory based on the presence of patterns in events, or interpretations thereof. The difficulties associated with the  generation of causal explanations for such phenomena are compounded by the obfuscating influence of language and the distorting effects not only of models, theories and assumptions but also the standard data collection instruments employed in empirical investigations. Consequently, reliable general laws of the kind developed in physics will never be attainable. This contradicts Andrew Cox’s argument when commenting upon current research practices in the purchasing field:

‘...it is important for academics in procurement to recognize that robust techniques for operational applications, can only be refined if they are first grounded in a scientific approach.....Thus theory building must start not from a reliance on descriptive systematic observations of discrete events in the real world, but with the testing of a general law developed through inductive reasoning. By this means, empirical cases can be utilized to test the validity of a general law or theory and, in so doing, ensure the development of robust, predictive and operationally useful concepts, tools and techniques.  (Cox, 1996, p. 59)

Moreover, since, as a logical outcome of the small problem of induction,
 it is impossible to conclusively confirm a theories or hypotheses, and an unreliable test cannot be used to reliably disconfirm them, it will never be possible in open or quasi-closed systems to confirm any conclusions. Hence, it will not be possible to accept claims of the kind used by Stuart (1997) in an otherwise exemplary analysis of the causal nature of long-term supplier alliances:

We tentatively conclude, therefore, that buying firms that wish to establish alliances for the long run can maximize the probability of success by continually interpreting the perceived benefits that both parties will achieve through the collaborative approach...  Clearly there is a need for more research to confirm these factors in explaining ultimate success and failure.’  
(Stuart, 1997, pp 549-550)

It will never be possible to ‘confirm these factors’. Causal explanations in the vast majority of purchasing systems will always remain more or less unreliable. This may sound like nit-picking, but it is important. It is essential that researchers understand the impossibility of completely removing uncertainty from the analysis of open or quasi-closed systems, or of reliably and conclusively confirming results. Acceptance of this truth will prevent the error over over-confidence and relaxation into an unthinking reliance on ever more sophisticated statistical data manipulations to compensate for the inherent unreliability of the underlying methodology employed (such as has happened in large parts of the study of Economics). As Bhaskar has expressed it :

 The real methodological import of the absence of spontaneously occurring, and the impossibility of creating, closed systems is strictly limited: it is that the social sciences are denied, in principle, decisive test situations for their theories. This means that the criteria for the rational confirmation and rejection of  theories in social science cannot be predictive, and so must be exclusively explanatory. (Bhaskar, 1989, p. 83)
It follows from the preceding arguments that, contrary to the beliefs of some theorists, so-called ‘quantitative’ approaches will not produce more rigour than ‘qualitative’ ones. Greater use of complex statistical manipulations will not and indeed can not lead to an increase in rigour or reliability (and vice versa).

Improving reliability

Although modifications to the statistical manipulations used to identify patterns in events and interpretations cannot remove the uncertainty generated by intrinsically unreliable data, there are steps that researchers can take to minimise, or at least assess the degree of unreliability likely to be associated with their data.


The reliability of any given theories or set of conclusions will tend to be negatively associated with the degree of openness of the system under investigation and the extent of human involvement. Hence conclusions in empirical research should be qualified by a discussion of the following factors pertaining to their likely reliability; specifically the extent to which:  

· the individuals, objects or processes that make up the system are affected by, or are likely to be affected by, influences from the system’s external environment during the course of the study.

· the system components are subject to, or likely to be subject to, internal change during the course of the study.

· measurement of the phenomenon relies upon interpretative rather than brute data.

Given the undeniable accuracy of Benjamin Franklin’s observation that ‘..in this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.’ the best that empirical researchers can hope for, in the way of support for their tentative conclusions, is that they will not be disconfirmed as a result of triangulation.
 The deliberate use of research on the same phenomenon using different approaches, data collection methods or methodologies is perhaps the most powerful method of testing the reliability and validity of research findings. The vigour with which researchers attempt to triangulate their findings should thus be regarded as a standard indicator of the quality of a piece of empirical work. Hence, the Purchasing Field might be forgiven for adopting a high degree of scepticism when considering studies which, for example, draw conclusions based solely on a multiple regression analysis of data culled from postal questionnaires. 


Even where researchers have carefully considered and discussed the uncertainty generating factors listed above, and employed triangulation in an attempt to disconfirm their own conclusions it may still be desirable to adopt the  practice of some empirical work in Anthropology, in which, in addition to significant amounts of  background information, published research papers include methods of accessing the raw data itself to allow other researchers to test the findings or look for other patterns. Such a practice would of course underline the recognition that firm conclusions and general laws are unlikely to be found in Purchasing, and this may well undermine the whole idea of identifying and recommending ‘best-practices’ in applied business research - it is hard to see how best-practice can be identified if generally applicable laws are beyond our reach.
 Nevertheless, it would allow other academics and practitioners to assess for themselves the quality of the research, and prevent any unscrupulous attempts to publish studies based on grossly inadequate methodologies and/or data collections.


It is not suggested that we must all become expert methodologists, but it is argued that empirical researchers ought to be aware, not only of the relationship between the philosophical roots of their empirical practice and their choice of data collection and analysis techniques, but also the way in which their chosen methodology and epistemology affect the nature of any conclusions that they may wish to draw from their research. 
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 The ethnomethodologists, for example, argue that the researcher should ‘become the phenomenon’ (Mehan and Wood, op cit., 226-238), and abandon the writing up of research results in favour of something akin to Method acting as means of communicating or ‘demonstrating’ what the researcher has understood of a phenomenon ( see Schwartz (1971) for this astounding suggestion)


 See Ramsay (1995) and (1996)


 See Miles & Huberman, (1984) p. 21, or Dey, (1993) chapter 2 for an extended discussion of these categories. 


 See Hughes (1990) chapter 3 and Anscombe (1957)


 Harré and Madden, (1975), p.75


 See, for example, Cassell & Symons, (1994), p. 4, Rossman & Wilson (1985), Jick (1979), Patton, (1990), pp. 464-470.


 Cox (1996) However, [and this should warm the cockles of many an avaricious researcher’s heart], the same line of reasoning produces a very powerful justification for the profession of the consultant who has to go in and advise each company on an individual basis. I am indebted to Paul Downward for both this particular observation and many hours of critical discussion of some of the ideas in this paper.
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