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Problems with empiricism and the philosophy of science: implications for Purchasing Research

Introduction

Following the establishment of IPSERA; the publication of the first book of readings taken from papers presented at an academic conference in the purchasing field (Cox 1996 a.); and the creation of an MPhil programme in Purchasing and Supply Management at Bath University, it is safe to assume that we are about to witness a rapid increase in the volume of empirical research undertaken in this field. There could be no better time to consider the philosophical foundations and problems of empirical research in Purchasing. The rationale for undertaking such an investigation stems not only from the obvious need for purchasing researchers to adopt the most professional and rigorous approach to their work, but also from the fact that many philosophers have drawn attention to the peculiarly intractable difficulties of conducting meaningful empirical research in the social sciences. This paper airs some of the more troublesome philosophical problems in the area and may serve as a useful, cautionary counterbalance to the wave of otherwise unbridled empirical enthusiasm that is likely to break over the profession in the next few years.     


With the exception of Andrew Cox’s (1996 b.) paper which is discussed below, no methodological discussion has appeared in the Purchasing Literature to date. The last major book by a recognised purchasing academic based on empirical research in the field (Lamming 1993), made no mention of the concept, and although the term does appear a few times in Cox’s (1996 a.) text, it is used (inaccurately) to refer to specific research techniques or business practices.
 Methodologies are concerned with the analysis of how research should be undertaken or how it can proceed, in other words the study of the means of attaining knowledge of the world, rather than the techniques of research or practice themselves. The Literature displays not only an absence of the philosophical usage of the concept, but also no discussion of either ontological issues referring to the kind of things that there are in the world or epistemological matters dealing with how those things can be made known to the researcher. Research methodologies necessarily embody both of these topics. Nevertheless, their absence from the Purchasing literature does not mean that methodologies are not in use. On the contrary, it is impossible to describe the world or undertake empirical research without reference, whether implicit or explicit, conscious or unconscious, to a philosophy, and thence, a methodology. As Hughes puts it:

The relevance of the philosophical issues ....arises from the fact that every research tool or procedure is inextricably embedded in commitments to particular versions of the world and to knowing that world. To use a questionnaire, to use an attitude scale, to take the role of a participant observer, to select a random sample, to measure rates of population growth, and so on, is to be involved in conceptions of the world which allow these instruments to be used for the purposes conceived. No technique or method of investigation is self-validating: its effectiveness, i.e. its very status as a research instrument making the world tractable to investigation, is, from a philosophical point of view, ultimately dependent on epistemological justifications.




Hughes, (1980), p. 11

The dominant methodologies

Positivism

Two methodologies dominate the empirical study of the social sciences - the phenomenological or interpretivist approach and the positivist approach. Empiricism itself refers to a set of philosophical beliefs formed around the idea that experience rather than reason is the source of our knowledge of the world.
 In ordinary, rather than technical, philosophical usage, the term has also come to mean the practice of investigating the nature of the world using methods based on practical experience rather than theories or assumed principles. Positivism, meanwhile includes a focus on the approach to understanding the world employed in the natural sciences with its emphasis on facts as distinct from values or meanings, and the use of the ‘scientific method’ in which theory is deduced as a result of formulating and testing hypotheses.
 This approach identifies cause and effect through ‘the constant conjunction’ of events, resulting in what has been called the ‘covering law’
 or ‘law-explanation’ orthodoxy:

The basic theme will, I think, be familiar. It is that all science, including history and the other social sciences, is devoted to the pursuit of explanations, which take the form of general laws, sometimes called covering laws. To explain an event is to relate it to a general law, analysed as a universal generalisation. In a rather hackneyed example, the freezing of my car radiator is explained by the general laws governing the behaviour of water plus the low temperature last night (initial conditions). The roots of this conception of explanation lie in Hume’s theory of causation, according to which all we can ever observe is the ‘constant conjunction’ of events, such as freezing temperatures and burst radiators. This is all we can know, and all we need to know for empirical science to be possible.



Outhwaite, (1987),  p. 7

As this extract indicates, David Hume sowed the seeds of this approach to the investigation of the world back in the nineteenth century.
 Hume’s identification of the significance of the constant conjunction of cause and effect experienced as event-regularities forms the basis for positivism’s interest in both the frequency and sequencing of phenomena and its reliance upon quantitative research techniques. Despite having been under sustained attack from a variety of quarters for at least thirty years, positivism remains a powerful methodological influence on empirical work in the social sciences. Cox’s recent discussion
 is clearly deep in the thrall of this particular methodology:

‘...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 b.), p. 59 

Positivism was developed in the ‘hard’, natural sciences where the covering-law technique has proved extremely successful. However, when the methodology was applied in disciplines such as Sociology and Anthropology, serious ontological problems were encountered. The ‘anti-naturalist’ school of thought believes that the subject-matter of the social sciences is so different from that of the natural sciences that an entirely different approach to empirical work is demanded, the other, ‘naturalistic’ school, believes that the empiricist principles used in the study of nature are applicable in the social sciences.
  

Interpretivism

One key difficulty in any attempt to apply a positivist research methodology in  the social sciences stems from the nature of the principal actors in all such studies - the human animal. The positivist ontology assumes that the actors in events being studied are uniform, atomistic, passive agents who do nothing more than observe and record the constant conjunction of events.
 Social systems, from this viewpoint, are no more than the sum of the individual actors. These assumptions are, however, untenable. Unlike chemicals or machines, human beings are capable of learning and changing both consciously and unconsciously, not only their own behaviour, but also the form and structure of any systems that they are part of.
 They are in other words, active, self-aware, reflexive and capable of perceiving and generating meaning. These alternative ontological claims challenge the wisdom of trying to apply the positivist methodology in the social sciences. An extensive literature has developed around the suggestion that in order to ‘explain’ what human actors are doing it is necessary to understand or reconstruct the social experiences of those actors.
 Awareness of this problem led Schutz, for example, to argue that: 

 ...the most serious question which the methodology of the social sciences has to answer is: How is it possible to form objective concepts and an objectively verifiable theory of subjective meaning-structures? 



Schutz, (1962), p. 34

By way of illustration, imagine some research aimed at discovering ‘best practice’ in the area of purchase order selection. This might, for example, involve recording data concerning the type of order selected by a variety of buyers in different sized companies, and a number of characteristics of the orders they were raising such as value, commodity type, the duration of the contract agreed and so on. Conventional statistical analysis might well uncover a data/event-regularity in the form of an association in large companies between large value purchases and, say, blanket orders. From an (extreme) positivist viewpoint, that would be the end of the affair. The event-regularity would enable the formation of a covering-law of the type -  ‘In companies with more than (x) employees, when the value of a purchase exceeds (£y), blanket orders are employed’. To a positivist, that statement would constitute an ‘explanation’ of the phenomenon. 


There are many possible objections to this claim. Let us suppose that once uncovered, the ‘law’ allowed us to predict (correctly) that in such companies, purchases above a value of (£y) do indeed tend to be treated with blanket orders. What would happen if we were to ask: ‘Why are they treated with blanket orders?’ Although several answers to this question may be possible, they will all necessarily be variations around the theme: ‘ Because in that kind of company, that is what happened in the past.’  Thus, one may argue that the ‘explanation’, explains nothing at all, it merely describes or reflects some regularities in the data; some ‘constant conjunction of events’.


Moreover, although the study might reveal a pattern in the data allowing the positivist researcher to generate a covering-law, the underlying reality of what was happening in these large departments might well be that the buyers had procedure manuals which stipulated the type of order to be used in different circumstances. Thus the choice of blanket orders might more usefully have been ascribed to the effect of buyers following their organisations’ procedures. Now one might legitimately ask if the covering-law is actually explaining cause and effect. Is there a causal relation between the value of the purchase and the type of order, or is the choice of order actually determined or ‘caused’ by the meaning the actors have imbued and subsequently perceived in their procedure manual?
 From this point of view, the regularity uncovered by the research is only the external appearance of what the actors understand. The cause of the buyers’ behaviour lies not in the value of the order alone, but in the meaning the actors perceive in the situation.


It can be argued, furthermore, that humans actively create the systems that social scientists are trying to understand. This idea was extensively discussed by Weber in the later 1940s
, and the notion that knowledge is thus socially constructed
 has been widely developed since that time producing a whole raft of different approaches
 many of which share an epistemological emphasis on the importance of language:

......as far as social reality is concerned, it cannot be studied independently of the theories, conceptions, subjectivities if you will, of the members of that society; and, as an arguable implication, there is no reality apart from the subjectivities for our theories to correspond to. As far as social reality is concerned, it is constituted subjectively. An alternative formulation is to postulate social realities as being constructed in and through meanings and to say that social realities cannot be identified in abstraction from the language in which they are embedded.




Hughes, (1980), p 117

This line of reasoning attacks the epistemological foundations of empiricism and positivism, throwing further doubt on the relevance and validity of the search for event-regularities in the study of social phenomena or mechanisms. Without a consideration and understanding of the human or ‘social’ aspects of purchasing systems, precisely how reliable and useful will Andrew Cox’s suggested use of case-studies to ‘...test the ‘validity of a general law or theory...’ be?   


The socially constructed nature of knowledge in human social systems causes particularly acute problems for researchers in their choice of data collection and manipulation techniques.  

The context-dependent nature of data

Whereas positivism is commonly associated with a quantitative approach to data generation and collection, in the interpretivist approach, qualitative techniques tend to dominate.
 There are a number of reasons for this difference in emphasis, not least the fact that although it is possible to quantify, record and subsequently use mathematics to manipulate measures of attitudes, opinions and so on, the methodological justifications for so doing are highly questionable. The unavoidable need to employ language in obtaining data in many social systems complicates the process of data analysis:

Practically adequate forms of quantifying using interval scales can only be developed for objects and processes which are qualitatively invariant, at least in their fundamentals. As such, they can be split up and combined without changing their nature. We can measure them at different times or places in different conditions and know that we are not measuring different things.



Sayer, (1984), p. 177 

Is it really valid, for example, to do something as apparently straightforward as  take answers to questionnaires administered in a number of different company environments, reduce the responses to numbers and then sum them? The context-dependent nature of human attitudes and opinions (in particular) make the collection and analysis of such data extremely problematic.
  The significance and relevance of these concerns, although recognised by researchers in disciplines such as Sociology, are frequently dismissed or overlooked in disciplines dealing with business topics. Information concerning many of the phenomena that Purchasing researchers are interested in for example, already exists in quantifiable form. Companies routinely measure their own behaviour using money and thus record data in numerical form. However, this should not be a cue for researcher complacency. Much of the data generated by companies is not of the same order of ‘objectivity’ or ‘reliability’ as say, information on wind-speed generated by a well calibrated anemometer. If, for example, Cox’s arguments
in support of an emphasis on the search for ‘best practice’ are taken up by the academic wing of the Purchasing profession, then there will be many future studies that include profit and purchase savings figures in attempts to identify ‘successful’ companies or Purchasing Functions. Profits and savings are already conveniently recorded and expressed in numerical form. Nevertheless, the need for extreme caution should be apparent since, as any working accountant or buyer will tell you, these two, key variables are highly susceptible to human interpretation and manipulation, and should never be taken at their face value. Reliable, ‘hard’ data is difficult to obtain in the social sciences, and in the absence of such data the process of identifying covering-laws capable of producing generalisable predictions or policy prescriptions becomes extremely problematic.     


It would appear then, that the two main approaches to empirical research in the social sciences are quite distinct. On the one hand, positivism assumes passive human data recorders and employs deduction and the scientific method of the natural sciences,
 primarily implemented using quantitative research techniques, to formulate and test hypotheses relating to cause and effect relations indicated by the existence of event-regularities with a view to inductively establishing generally applicable laws. On the other, the interpretivist methodology assumes that human beings are active rather than passive
thus leading to socially constructed knowledge, tends to derive theory from collected data rather than deductive hypotheses, 
 and generates data using qualitative research techniques with a view to identifying meaning and perhaps purpose rather than event regularities.


However, this clear, methodological dichotomy is not perfectly reproduced in empirical practice. In many social science disciplines empirical research seems to proceed using a mixture of the two methodologies and their associated techniques. In practice, as the examples shown below illustrate, it can be quite difficult to identify from the Literature precisely which approach is in use. 

The mixing of methodologies 

The following extracts were all taken from texts whose authors might reasonably be described as working in the ‘interpretivist’ tradition. Thus, one mainstream qualitative research text offers a model of the ‘research cycle’ which includes the stages of:

data analysis - description - generalization - explanation - prediction - policy and practice



Marshall and Rossman, (1989), p. 23

Kirk & Miller speaking from an anthropological viewpoint argue that :

Qualitative research has gotten bad press for the wrong reasons and good press for the wrong reasons. Complicating the problem some nonqualitative enthusiasts brand qualitative research as ‘descriptive’, by which they mean nonquantitative. This pejorative use of the term is wrong-headed. Descriptive work can be either qualitative or quantitative (e.g. descriptive statistics). More important is whether or not research of any category - whether qualitative or not - is in some way hypothesis testing. When it is, such work has a potential to modify a scientific paradigm directly. When not, the assembly of ‘baseline’ information makes a different and indirect contribution to the evolution of science.



Kirk & Miller, (1986), p.71

Glaser and Strauss, whose idea of ‘grounded theory’ lies at the heart of the qualitative approach discuss the problem of ‘verifying’, suggesting that:

When the analyst turns to theoretical concerns, evidence is invariably used as a test of his hypotheses -  and thereby of the relevance of his categories; comparative data give the best test. Both implicitly and explicitly, the analyst continually checks out his theory as the data pours in. Explicit verification beyond testing his hypotheses may lead to establishing major uniformities and universals, to strategic variations of theory under different conditions, and to grounded modifications of theory.’



Glaser and Strauss, (1967),  P. 26-7

One might be forgiven for mistaking this language as that of a full-blooded positivist. It would appear that the differences between the practices of the positivist and interpretivist approaches to empirical research are not as pronounced as an understanding of the respective methodologies would suggest. Talk of hypotheses, testing, probabilistic causes, generalisations, uniformities and regularities abound throughout the qualitative research literature. The attraction of the positivist approach for social scientists may spring partly from the fact that that Hume’s insight concerning the relationship between event-regularities and causation matches so closely our everyday experience of the world that it appears to be ‘self-evidently’ ‘correct’
. Moreover, Sayer suggests that one of the reasons why researchers try to form generalisations is that :

Many social scientists have believed that with further research generalizations (of the type that lead to predictions of other situations might be like) might be ‘firmed up’ into laws of human behaviour, whether deterministic or probabilistic, although there is scarcely a scrap of evidence to suggest they are succeeding. In other words, generalizations are seen by some as an end in themselves, and as central to a conceptions of social science as the search for order and regularity. 



Sayer, (1984), p. 100 

It is all the more unfortunate therefore, that perhaps the most damning of all recent criticisms of empiricism concerns the logical impossibility in the study of social systems of identifying meaningful event-regularities that can subsequently be used to formulate predictive generalisations. 

The Realist Challenge - cause and effect in open systems

Positivist methodology suggests that we can/should examine the world with a view to identifying event regularities, and from those, causal relations. However, even if we assume that we have circumvented the multifarious difficulties of obtaining valid, reliable data concerning human constructs and behaviour, this only remains a sensible strategy if the researcher can be sure that the event regularities uncovered in that data actually indicate the existence of causal relations. In the natural sciences this certainty is sought after by experimentally trying to create ‘closed’ systems; that is systems in which all influences other than chance and the causal relation that is being examined, sought or tested have been eliminated. According to the Critical Realist approach
 this is only possible if the following two conditions are in place :

1. There must be no change or qualitative variation (e.g. impurities) in the object possessing the causal powers if mechanisms are to operate consistently. This is termed by Bhaskar the ‘intrinsic condition for closure’......

2. The relationship between the causal mechanism and those of its external conditions which make some difference to its operation and effects must be constant if the outcome is to be regular (the extrinsic condition for closure).



Sayer, (1984), p.122

The problem for the social sciences it that the systems they study are never closed as so defined, but are instead, always and everywhere ‘open’ in nature. The objects, processes or actors in social system are frequently subject to change or qualitative variation, as are the systems’ external conditions. The constant conjunction of events, viz. regularities or patterns in empirical data suggesting an ‘if event A occurs, then event B occurs’ type relationship, consequently can occur without any underlying causal connection. Moreover, because casual factors in open systems may, for example, act to cancel each other’s influence out, it is also possible that no regularities will appear despite the existence of causal relations between the factors being studied. 


For an illustration of the former result, consider an imaginary empirical study designed to test the deductive hypothesis that there is likely to be a positive correlation between the level of formal qualifications held by professional buyers, and their ability to negotiate favourable contract terms in the purchase of a commodity (for the sake of this example assume that the word ‘favourable’ is non-ambiguous !). Further suppose that the research set out to measure the performance of six well, and six poorly qualified buyers all negotiating the purchase of an identical commodity from the same salesman. The critical realist’s intrinsic condition for closure states that the performance of the subject under study must be constant. The buyers being observed should not, for example, become less effective because, say, their marriages all collapse during the course of the study. The extrinsic condition states that the relationship between the object of study and external influences must also remain constant. There must not, for example be a sudden global physical shortage of the commodity under negotiation, since this would cause a price increase beyond the agents’ control. Now suppose that during the course of the study, of the six well qualified buyers, two suffered from a particularly debilitating strain of flu; one accepted an attractive job offer from one of her employer’s competitors and lost interest in negotiating a favourable deal and one was in a long-term corrupt trading relationship with the supplier and consistently offered them unusually high profit margins. Meanwhile assume that the poorly qualified buyers were all in  rude good health and trying their level best for their employers. It is possible that the research would ‘uncover’ a negative correlation between the level of academic qualification and observed negotiating ability. However, due to the open nature of the system, the regularity would be spurious and the study would have failed to reveal a genuine causal relation. Hence the unavoidable conclusion that in open systems, where regularities appear at all, there is logically no way of knowing if they are indications of causal effects, and furthermore, that an absence of regularities is not a reliable indicator of an absence of causal relations. Without the ability to experimentally isolate the variables being studied, and thus create closed, or at least quasi-closed systems after the fashion of experiments in the natural sciences, the social sciences can never be sure of having correctly identified cause and effect. This conclusion may go some way towards explaining not only the general failure of the social sciences to identify many significant event regularities to date, but the also the prediction that the field of Purchasing, whose phenomena are always and everywhere associated with the effects of human behaviour, will prove equally barren.
 

What are we searching for?

The Critical Realist arguments pose something of a dilemma for researchers - if they can never be sure of identifying meaningful event-regularities and thus causal relationships, what then are they supposed to look for? How is empirical work in Purchasing to proceed?

Only predict ?

This discussion is confusing and unsettling. Meaningful or useful empirical research begins to look impossible or pointless. Precisely the same doubts and concerns have, of course, been confronted in other disciplines, and purchasing researchers might do worse than to consider the solutions developed elsewhere. 


Economics, with its focus, inter alia, on the trading behaviour of companies, buyers and sellers, is perhaps the most closely related, ‘reputable’ discipline to purchasing. Faced with the extraordinary difficulty of isolating causal relations in economic systems, some economists have abandoned empirical work entirely, focusing instead on ‘high-theory’ concerned with purely logical issues, others have turned their backs a few decades ago on the research objective of trying to understand reality and settled instead for the much more modest goal of being able to make accurate predictions. Thus Milton Friedman famously argued that :

the only relevant test of the validity of a hypothesis is the comparison of its predictions with experience. The hypothesis is rejected if its predictions are contradicted (“frequently” or more often than predictions from an alternative hypothesis); it is accepted if its predictions are not contradicted; great confidence is attached to it if it has survived many opportunities for contradiction.




Friedman, (1970), p.9

He went on to defend the model of Perfect Competition, which had been under sustained attack for the unrealistic nature of its assumptions, by arguing that:

...the relevant question to ask about the ‘assumptions’ of a theory is not whether they are descriptively ‘realistic’, for they never are, but whether they are sufficiently good approximations for the purpose in hand. 


Friedman, (1970), p.15

However, the assumptions of the model of Perfect Competition are not merely unrealistic, they are positively surreal. Buyers and sellers are, for example, assumed to be omniscient with an equally god-like ability to maximise abstract concepts such as marginal cost. Consequently these assumptions do not even begin to approximate the conditions in any real market.
 Hence Friedman’s retreat to the claim that the nature of a model’s assumptions is unimportant as long as it produces accurate predictions. This is a valid instrumentalist argument. However, it leads to an acceptance of research techniques that produce ‘models’ of reality that bear little or (as in this case) no relation to the structures they are intended to simulate. Models of reality, in other words, that neither explain what is happening, nor why it happens.
 This method is well established in conventional economic circles, and raises no eyebrows at mainstream economic conferences. However, purchasing academics must ask themselves whether or not this is an acceptable research approach for a discipline with very close practitioner ties. Few economists are employed by companies. Economic journals are not high on the list of favourite managerial reading matter. Perhaps purchasing would like to end up with a reputation as a dusty, recondite, highly theoretical subject accessible only to those with a mathematical turn of mind and a love of abstraction? I suspect not. Cox has argued that the discipline should be seeking to  ‘.....build a more robust and empirically verified theoretical and empirical view of ‘best practice....’
 It is hard to see how the extreme instrumentalist approach that has been widely adopted in Economics, with its explicit lack of interest in trying to understand the systems it investigates, would ever achieve that goal. 

Triangulation 

One suggestion that has been widely adopted in other disciplines and offers some prospect of progress is the idea of triangulation, that is, the practice of using more than one source of data, each frequently being obtained using different collection methods, or alternatively, analysing the same data using more than one theory or model with a view to lending credibility to any conclusions, interpretations or generalisations.
 At least one group of contributors to the 1996 IPSERA conference papers referred explicitly to the practice thus:

Extensive use has been made of secondary data sources, which include company reports and publications, industry and professional journals and conference proceedings for the purposes of triangulation.


Crabtree, Bower & Keogh, (1996), p. x-7

But what if triangulation does not work? What is the researcher to do if the alternative data sources merely suggest conflicting conclusions? This is no hypothetical problem, in Downward and Philpott (1995), two researchers compared four different pieces of research each of which dealt with the question of what factors determined or influenced the decision-making processes of bank managers appraising small business financial propositions. This topic is clearly of considerable practical significance to small business entrepreneurs, and reliable practitioner guidance would be most welcome, unfortunately the research findings were ambiguous. The different studies they examined approached the question from different disciplinary perspectives: psychology, accountancy  and economics, and used a variety of different research methods viz.: repertory-grid analysis, semi-structured interviews, and interviews in which the researchers carried out role-plays. The four studies produced conflicting conclusions that might be summarised as two studies finding that financial information was the dominant factor in such deliberations, and two that the personal attributes of the bankers and entrepreneurs were the dominant factors.


This variety of conclusions raises some important questions - how is the researcher, policy-maker or professional adviser to identify the ‘correct’ or ‘best’ result finding?  How is the researcher to choose between alternative, competing theories? As the authors themselves expressed it :

...for the small business literature as a whole some reconciliation of these studies’ findings is required, or at least some ranking of their validity offered. There is no avoiding this issue. On the one hand policy advice, emphasising one or other of these studies would depend on the advisor making just such decisions. To emphasise all of the research on the other hand needs careful justification. It seems clear therefor, that some explicit discussion of the basis for making these decisions is in order for small business researchers.



Downward & Philpott, (1995), p.5

The purchasing profession does not yet have enough research studies completed to have encountered this particular problem, but it will surely only be a matter of time. I confidently predict that the focus on purchasing and strategy at Bath and Birmingham Universities will soon produce conflicting evidence. What are we going to do then?

Conclusions

This paper has posed a lot of questions, and the critic might suggest, offered precious few answers. Indeed the weary reader might reasonably conclude that in the face of so much uncertainty, and in the absence of any compelling arguments that might begin to resolve the problems raised, there is little point in even thinking about the methodology of purchasing research. However, such a conclusion would be ill-advised. Researchers need to consider the methodological underpinnings of their work in order to guide their choice of research techniques,  to clarify the philosophical limitations on the possible interpretations that can be made of their research data and to establish the degree of confidence they can have, or claim to have, in the generalisations or conclusions that they draw from their investigations. The question has a peculiar urgency for purchasing academics to the extent that, as a new discipline, purchasing has an understandable desire to achieve some academic credibility as quickly as possible. The current practice of (to use Cox’s happy phrase) ‘barefoot empiricism’:

‘..in which practitioners and academics who have studied the new developments in one industry attempt to discover if similar practices are occurring in other sectors and firms or, failing that, seek to encourage practitioners in other firms and sectors to implement similar approaches in order to test out the validity of the successful techniques utilized elsewhere.’


Cox, (1996 b.), p. 59

cannot be allowed to continue. There is little doubt how the goal of achieving credibility in the groves of academe might be most speedily achieved. Academic gravitas would follow the adoption of Cox’s suggested whole-hearted embrace of the positivist approach of the hard sciences (see above). Credibility would accrue to a focused programme of quantitative research studies, some of which would hopefully stumble upon some (roughly) applicable covering laws. The profession could swiftly build up a body of published papers incorporating heavy, statistical analyses cranked through an appropriate computer package such as SPSS.
 Although it may be lined with serried ranks of impressive looking correlations and academic respectability (in some quarters at least), if the experience of the  Economics discipline is any guide, that particular methodological avenue may also prove to be a cul-de-sac leading only to widespread practitioner disdain.


Alternatively Purchasing could favour the interpretivist approach, rely heavily on qualitative techniques and data, and employ the best research practices developed in less obviously related disciplines such as anthropology.
  This choice has the disadvantage of being unlikely to produce many theoretical generalisations. Indeed if the hermeneutic school of thought is followed, with its emphasis on consideration of the purpose behind the actions of humans in social systems that have been shaped by the intentionality inherent in human behaviour, it is likely that Purchasing will have to abandon all hope of finding principles that are generally applicable in some kind of objective reality, in favour of an improved, subjective understanding
:

Interpretations proffered cannot be judged in reference to a reality ‘out there’ but only in relation to their fruitfulness, i.e. , their potential for opening-up new ways of seeing and thereby initiating new practices.



Bleicher, (1982), p. 142 

Similarly, the ethnomethodologists,
 whose empirical techniques designed to understand the way in which humans produce meaning in practice are built upon Schutz’s work on the application of phenomenological ideas to the social sciences,   argue that:

Ethnomethodology’s insistence [in comparison with conventional sociology] on the greater particularity of descriptions is not only a desire to achieve more recognizable descriptions of everyday social activities than those usually found in sociology, but also a recognition that the construction of social organizations is very much a localized matter produced in particular places at particular times.



Benson & Hughes, (1983), p. 197 

Instead of the (apparently) value-neutral analysis of quantitative data using statistical techniques, researchers will have to become expert and involved in the necessarily inter-subjective activities common in the fields of sociology and anthropology such as participant-observation
and discourse analysis.
  Moreover this kind of approach to research will also leave the discipline open to the same charges of having ‘a methodology out of a Blue Peter Annual’ and employing techniques that are ‘mere journalism’ that have been levelled at researchers in other disciplines.
 These criticisms will be all the more withering in view of the apparently objective and intrinsically quantitative nature of much of Purchasing’s subject matter. The ‘failure’ to capitalise on a wealth of what appears to be naturally-occurring, quantitative data will make the rejection of positivism appear all the more foolish. Finally, it may well prove extremely difficult to provide purchasing practitioners with convincing and intelligible explanations for the total failure of the academic wing of the profession to produce any generally applicable findings. What use are academics who cannot produce anything useful? This will merely serve to confirm the most stereotypical of practitioner prejudices.   


A third option would be to adopt a free-market approach to the choice of research methodologies and trust to the survival of the fittest. The profession can choose to do nothing and hope that the methodological problems will go away if they are ignored in a sufficiently fierce and systematic manner. To judge from the papers accepted in the 1996 IPSERA Conference, this may be where the discipline finds itself today. 
The researchers whose work was published in 1996 came from a number of different academic backgrounds and adopted a variety of research techniques ranging from simple description, paper and pencil theorising, case-study investigations of individual companies and literature surveys through action research and discussion groups. Roughly half of the 1996 papers refer to empirical rather than conceptual research. The following small sample gives some indication of the range of approaches on offer. Ian Stuart’s (1996) research into the relationship between Purchasing and corporate strategy used a literature survey to construct a model of the possible relationship that he used to posit three hypotheses that were then tested using correlation analysis on data generated by questionnaires. His findings were ambiguous, but he was confident enough to make some generalisations in his conclusion. His work is arguably the closest of the papers to the positivist model. Stannack and Jones (1996), on the other hand, state explicitly that they were adopting ‘qualitative research methods’, nevertheless their underlying methodology remains obscure. Finally, Weken, Commandeur & Moerman’s paper detailing research based on data from questionnaires and follow-up interviews includes one of the more detailed discussions of the research methods employed (erroneously described as ‘methodology’). They clearly had hoped to generate generalisations because they note that:

..although we did quantitative research to the competitive position of the Dutch automotive industry in general, our recommendations on company strategy and our framework are largely based on in depth interviews with the top management of automotive suppliers and on case studies of individual companies. Therefore there are limitations on the extent to which the conclusion can be generalized for other suppliers.


Weken, Commandeur & Moerman’s (1996) P. 314

None of the authors explicitly discuss the methodology they are embracing. This is not surprising, overt discussion of such ideas in conference papers is unusual in many established disciplines let alone one as new as purchasing. Nevertheless, many of the papers dealing with empirical research, seem to be adopting an approach of collecting data concerning company or buyer behaviour, searching for patterns or regularities in that data, trying to formulate rules therefrom about the behaviour of  companies, purchasing functions or buyers in general, and finally producing policy prescriptions. Much the same broad observation may be true of recent trends in American research also. Thus we find, for example, Carter and Narasimhan, (1996) employing questionnaires to generate ‘quantitative’ data that is then statistically processed using factor and regression analysis in the venerable search for event-regularities. 


One might argue therefore that, although the current range of research approaches is wide and apparently unfocused, many researchers are adopting the key characteristics of the positivist approach whether they realise it or not. Furthermore, as was argued earlier, there may be a strong temptation for the discipline to embrace the ‘quantitative’ focus of the positivist methodology in the hope of winning swift academic respectability.
 This conclusion should give the profession pause for thought. Positivism has been heavily discredited over the last few decades. It’s epistemological and ontological foundations and its central technique for explaining cause and effect - the identification of event-regularities - have all been shown to be either inappropriate or unreliable in social systems. Thus purchasing academics are faced with the following question:

If we cannot rely on Hume’s - ‘whenever event A then event B’ -  formulation, how then are we to know when we have discovered or uncovered a causal relation between phenomena or events?

Any attempt to find an answer to that question will inevitably be protracted. One possibility would be to adopt the theory-sceptical stance of the ethnomethodologists; merge it with the use of retrodiction in theory construction as championed by the critical realists; employ statistical analysis sparingly only where appropriate; and triangulation as a means of establishing model/theory/hypothesis validity and reliability. Space restrictions prevent a detailed explication here. However, it can be stated with a high degree of confidence that the answer will not lie in minor modifications to the positivist approach to empirical research. To abuse a phrase that Margaret Thatcher made famous - positivism brings us only problems, not solutions.
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� Hines et al (Cox, (1996 a.), p. 71), for example, have a section on ‘Accounting and Cost Benefit Methodologies’, but merely describe business techniques.


� For an account of the historical development of the philosophy of Empiricism from Hume through the phenomenalists and the subsequent private language debate, see the introduction to Morick’s (1980) text.  


�  See Hughes (1980), chapter 2 and Bhaskar (1986), chapter 3 for a critical, detailed analysis of the precise meaning and nature of Positivism


�  ’To give a causal explanation of an event means to deduce a statement which describes it, using as premises of the deduction one or more universal laws, together with certain singular statements, the initial conditions.‘ Popper (1959), p.59


� ‘The nature of experience is this. We remember to have had frequent instances of the existence of one species of objects; and also remember, that the individual of another species of objects have always attended them, and have existed in regular order of contiguity and succession with regard to them. Thus we remember to have seen that species of object we call flame, and to have felt that species of sensation we call heat. We likewise call to mind their constant conjunction in all past instances. Without any further ceremony, we call the one cause and the other effect and infer the existence of one from that of the other....Thus in advancing we have insensibly discover’d a new relation betwixt cause and effect, when we least expected it, and were entirely employ’d upon another subject. This relation is their CONSTANT CONJUNCTION.’


Hume, (1888), p. 87


� Cox, (1996 b.)


�  See Bhaskar, (1989), p. 66


�  See Lawson,(1994) and Sayer,(1984).


� Artificial Intelligence buffs may well argue at this point that neural networks, for example, are self-evidently capable of learning and changing. However, space limitations prohibit an exploration of the contentious issue of precisely what is meant by ‘learning‘ in the current context, and its connection with the concept of consciousness.


�  This idea was given the name Verstehen by Weber and extensively discussed in his (1949) work. 


� Arguments of this kind have been extensively explored in the field of Sociology. See, for example Ryan (1970), pp. 140-141 for a more detailed discussion, much of the Hermeneutic literature (see below) also deals with the task of uncovering and understanding meaning in human social relations.


�  Weber (1949), see pages 72-81


�  Schutz (1962) represents an outstanding contribution to the elaboration of Weber’s analysis of these ideas.


�  See chapters 11 to 15 in Morick (1980).


� There are many texts available in this area, see for example, Gummesson (1991), Bogdan & Taylor (1975) or Van Maanen (1983).


� Any researcher planning to try to measure attitudes or use questionnaires should read Cicourel (1964) and chapter 6 of Hughes (1980) with their alarming critique of these particular data collection techniques. 


� Cox (1996 a.), pp. 12-14


�  A suggestion that was of course famously challenged by Kuhn, (1970).


�  See Fay (1987), chapter 3, section 3.2


� Glaser and Strauss (1967).


� ‘Qualitative researchers are characteristically concerned in their research with attempting to accurately describe, decode and interpret the precise meanings to persons of phenomena occurring in their normal social contexts and are typically pre-occupied with complexity, authenticity, contextualisation, shared subjectivity of researcher and researched and minimization of illusion.’


 Fryer (1991), p. 3


� This may be little more than a linguistic phenomenon. See Whorf, (1941) p. 152 for an intriguing version of just such an argument. 


� See Bhaskar, (1978) and (1989), Sayer,(1984) and Collier, (1995)


� See Sayer,(1984), p.100, Lawson,(1994) p. 517


� The argument that no-one ever meant this model to be ‘realistic’ is mere sophistry. What are assumption to be ‘approximations’ of, if not reality?  


� ...under a wide range of circumstances individual firms behave as if they were seeking rationally to maximise their expected returns (generally if misleadingly called ‘profits’) and had full knowledge of the data needed to succeed in this attempt; as if, that is, they knew the relevant cost and demand functions, calculated marginal cost and marginal revenue from all actions open to them,. and pushed each line of action to the point at which the relevant marginal cost and marginal revenue were equal. Now, of course, business men do not actually and literally solve the system of simultaneous equations in terms of which the mathematical economist finds it convenient to express this hypothesis....


Friedman, (1970), p. 22


If the purpose of science is to explain what is happening in the world, then one might justifiably ask; if business men are not doing that, then what are they doing, ‘actually and literally’?


� Cox, (1996 a.), p.14


� Cassell & Symons, (1994), p. 4, Rossman & Wilson, (1985), Jick, (1979)


� Stuart’s (1997) paper could easily be regarded as the first member of such a body.  


� Marshall and Rossman, (1989), p. 148 and Kirk and Miller, (1986), p. 72 have pertinent suggestions in this area from anthropology and education, and references to many more useful sources


� Bauman’s (1978) text includes a useful history of the development of the ontology and epistemology of the hermeneutic approach. 


� Garfinkel, (1967) was the source of this approach. Benson & Hughes, (1983) offer a very readable overview of the subject that may be supplemented by, for example, Sharrock and Anderson’s ,(1986) small text.


� Try Waddington, (1994) in Cassell and Symons, (1994),  Benson & Hughes, (1983) p. 82  or Sjoberg & Nett, (1968), Chapter 7 for differing views on this technique. 


�  See Stubbs, (1983)  and Marshall in Cassell & Symons, (1994) and for operational details of this particular data-gathering technique.


� Cassell and Symons, (1994) p. 8 offer a first-hand account these very reactions in the field of Psychology. 


� The desire to form generalisations is so powerful that one theorist has even argued that it is valid to generalise from case-studies on the grounds that these constitute ‘experiments’ in the form of repeated observations within one specific environment  - see Yin (1989). It is interesting that Cox, (1996 b.), p.59 seems to suggest that it would be possible to use single case-studies to ‘test the validity’ of general laws. The Critical Rationalist would ask whether a test based on a single case which ‘confirmed’ a law or theory could reasonably be described as having any significance at all? Popper must be turning in his grave!    


� Readers interested in pursuing the relationship between quantitative and qualitative research techniques and their underlying methodologies might like to start an investigation of the topic with chapter 5 of Bryman’s, (1988) lucid overview of the debate.  
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