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Discuss What is a paradigm?  

Why is it important to understand paradigms?  

What does it have to do with user research methods?



Learning Outcomes Appreciate that there are different basic stances / 
philosophical paradigms around research methods  

Understand their critical role in shaping how you think about 
research problem and how you conduct research 

Be aware of the implications for of operating within a 
paradigm ( justification, expectations, validity) 

Position your own work research



»A loose collection of logically related assumptions, 
concepts, or propositions that orient thinking and research«  

Bogdan, R., & Biklen, S. K. (1998). Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to 
Theory and Methods. Allyn and Bacon.

Definition



Definition »Basic belief system/world view that guides investigator«  

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing Paradigms in Qualitative Research. In N. K. 
Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 105–117). London, UK: 
Sage Publications, Inc. 

• Guides choice of method 

• Entails ontological and epistemological positions 

• Points to criteria for evaluating »good research« 

What’s this?



Definition »Choice of paradigm … sets down the intent, motivation, 
and expectations for research« 

Mackenzie, N. & Knipe, S. (2006), Research dilemmas: Paradigms, methods, methodology 

• Philosophical intent 

• Underlying theoretical framework 

• Influences way knowledge is studied and interpreted



Terminology Ontological: what is the form and nature of reality and what 
can be known about it 

Epistemological: what is nature of relationship between the 
»knower« and what can be known? 

Meta-physics: what exists and what can be known? 

Methodological: How can inquirer go about finding out what 
can be known? 



Terminology Methodology vs Method 

Methodology: overall approach to research linked to the 
paradigm or theoretical framework 

Method: systematic modes, procedures or tools used for 
collection and analysis of data



Optional? »Without nominating a paradigm as the first step, 
 there is no basis for subsequent choices regarding 

• methodology,  

• methods, 

• literature or  

• research design« 

Mackenzie, N. & Knipe, S. (2006), Research dilemmas: Paradigms, methods, methodology 

Typically discussed »Chapter 3« of thesis … 



Three modes of Computer Science

Rationalist 
CS is basically a branch 
of maths and we can 
proof correctness of 
solutions by some form 
of logic reasoning.

Technocratic 
CS is an engineering 
discipline and we can 
test how reliably and 
efficiently systems 
work.

Scientific 
CS is a natural, empirical 
science and we can 
conduct experiments 
and apply logic to 
generate knowledge.

Each comes with different methodological, ontological, 
epistemological commitments 



Competing paradigms [Guba & Lincoln, 1994]





Good research! 
Rigour

(Post-)Positivism 
Internal validity (correct answer), Reliability (same 
answer), Objectivity (everyone else too), External validity 
(generalisability)  

Critical theory / Transformative 
Historical situatedness, erosion of ignorance, action 
stimulus 

Constructivism / Interpretivism 
Relevance, Trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, 
dependability, confirmability, Authenticity



Paradigms suggest 
what you ask



Paradigms suggest 
what you ask

(Post-)Positivism 
Is the software correct? Can pilots do their tasks efficiently? 

Critical theory / Transformative 
Why do cockpits look like this? What would ideal cockpits 
look like?  

Constructivism / Interpretivism 
What do people do in cockpits? Are their differences in 
working cultures? Do pilots feel supported or overwhelmed?



Often (wrongly) reduced to  
Qualitative versus Quantitative 
methods. 



Qualitative  
vs 
Quantitative

What do you know about their  

• Focus 

• Key Issue 

• Approach 

• Examples



Qualitative  
vs 
Quantitative

Focus              Key Issue             Approach

Numbers, frequencies, 
percentages, precision

Rigor 
How many / much? 

Statistically significant

Scientific & experimental 
Experiments, 

Questionnaires, Tests

Meaning & experience from 
participants’ perspectives

Why & How? 
In-depth, rich description

Exploratory, open-ended, 
interpretive 
Interviews, Observations, Case 
Studies, Focus Groups …



Qualitative  
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HARD Science
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Methods & Tools [MacKenzie & Knipe 2006]



Mixing Methods Triangulation  

• Using two or more qual methods (or mix of qual/quant) 

• Think layers, dimensions, perspectives etc 

• A form of comparison 

• To check if they lead to same/similar results; minimise 
bias 

• Denzin’s triangulation typology [1970]: 

• Data (time, space, person), investigator, theory, method 
(within, between)



Mixing Methods Bricoleur 
Researcher as ‘bricoleur’ (Denzin & Lincoln 1994) 

Crystallisation (Richardson 2000) 
Central image should be crystal not triangle 

Postmodern take 
always partial understanding 
knowledge always fragmentary, situated, subjective 



Mixed Methods



Mixed Methods



Mixed Methods Ways of thinking about mixed methods approaches 

• Paradigms same or different epistemological framework? 

• Methods how similar or different wrt form, assumptions, 
strengths, limitations, biases etc? 

• Phenomena degree to which methods assess different or 
same phenomena? 

• Independence / integration to what extent possible? 

• Status/Weight relative to research objectives? 

• Timing concurrent or sequential?



Take Home
Be aware, reflective and critical about your choices



Reflective About… Paradigm basic belief system/world view 

Choice of method(s) 

Entailed ontological and epistemological positions 

Buy into a single paradigmatic position or embrace more of 
a continuum or a mixed method approach 



Good questions • What phenomena are you interested in?  

• What questions do you want to ask?  

• What do assume/believe about the world?  

• How will you evaluate »research«?



Which ones?

Right tool for the right job



Which ones? Research for the purposes of design / evaluation 

• What questions do you want to ask? 

• What do you want to do with it? 

• Within constraints of time, budget, resources etc 

• Within constraints of setting/context & your skills? 

• How does the paradigm orient? 

• Balancing trade-offs, understanding trade-offs 



Which ones?



https://medium.com/@markguzdial/defining-a-proposal-in-one-table-
how-to-write-a-blumenfeld-chart-927a4dcf5dcb

Blumenfeld Chart


