positivism and post positivist
research

positivism and post positivist research represent two foundational paradigms
in the philosophy of science and research methodology. These approaches have
shaped the way researchers collect, analyze, and interpret data across
various disciplines. Positivism, rooted in the belief that knowledge is
derived from observable and measurable facts, emphasizes empirical evidence
and scientific rigor. In contrast, post positivist research recognizes the
limitations of absolute objectivity and incorporates a more critical,
reflective stance toward knowledge creation. This article explores the key
principles, differences, and applications of positivism and post positivist
research. It provides an in-depth comparison of their epistemological
foundations and methodological implications, helping scholars understand how
these paradigms influence research design and analysis. The discussion also
highlights practical examples to illustrate how positivism and post
positivist approaches operate in real-world research settings.
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Understanding Positivism in Research

Definition and Origins of Positivism

Positivism is a philosophical theory developed in the early 19th century,
primarily attributed to Auguste Comte. It asserts that genuine knowledge is
exclusively derived from sensory experience and logical and mathematical
treatments. Positivism emphasizes observable phenomena and measurable facts,
advocating for a scientific approach that relies on empirical data collection
and verification. This paradigm underpins much of the quantitative research
tradition, promoting objectivity and replicability in scientific inquiry.



Core Principles of Positivist Research

Positivism is characterized by several key principles that guide research
design and implementation:

e Empiricism: Knowledge must be based on observable and measurable
evidence.

e Objectivity: Researchers must remain detached and unbiased to ensure
valid results.

e Determinism: Social and natural phenomena are governed by cause-and-
effect relationships.

e Reductionism: Complex phenomena are explained by breaking them down into
simpler elements.

e Quantification: Emphasis on numerical data and statistical analysis.

Applications in Various Disciplines

Positivism has profoundly influenced disciplines such as sociology,
psychology, economics, and natural sciences. It serves as a foundation for
experimental designs, surveys, and statistical modeling. By focusing on
hypothesis testing and objective measurement, positivism facilitates the
generation of generalized knowledge and predictive theories.

Foundations of Post Positivist Research

Emergence and Philosophical Underpinnings

Post positivism arose as a critical response to the limitations of classical
positivism, especially in the mid-20th century. It acknowledges that absolute
objectivity is unattainable due to inherent biases, contextual factors, and
the fallibility of human observation. Post positivist research integrates a
more nuanced epistemology, recognizing that knowledge is conjectural and
subject to revision. This paradigm embraces both qualitative and quantitative
methods, promoting a more flexible and reflective research process.

Key Characteristics of Post Positivist Research

Post positivist research is defined by several distinctive features:



e Critical Realism: Accepts that a reality exists independently of human
perceptions but can only be imperfectly understood.

e Fallibilism: Knowledge claims are always tentative and open to
falsification.

e Contextual Understanding: Emphasizes the influence of social, cultural,
and historical contexts on research findings.

e Methodological Pluralism: Encourages the use of mixed methods combining
qualitative and quantitative data.

* Researcher Reflexivity: Promotes awareness of researchers’ biases and
their impact on the research process.

Impacts on Research Practices

Post positivist research has broadened the scope of inquiry in social
sciences and education by challenging the rigid constraints of positivism. It
supports triangulation, theory refinement, and the consideration of multiple
perspectives, thereby enhancing the depth and validity of research outcomes.

Comparative Analysis of Positivism and Post
Positivism

Epistemological Differences

While positivism holds that knowledge is objective and absolute, post
positivism views knowledge as provisional and constructed with certain
degrees of uncertainty. Positivism assumes a direct correspondence between
reality and knowledge, whereas post positivism emphasizes the interpretative
nature of understanding phenomena.

Ontology and Reality

Positivism adopts a realist ontology, asserting that reality is singular and
external to the observer. Post positivism, however, embraces critical
realism, acknowledging a reality independent of human cognition but
recognizing that access to this reality is mediated through perception and
social conditioning.



Methodological Contrasts

The methodologies associated with positivism are predominantly quantitative,
focusing on hypothesis testing, measurement, and statistical analysis. In
contrast, post positivist research combines quantitative and qualitative
methods, valuing both numerical data and contextual, narrative insights to
construct a more comprehensive understanding.

Summary of Differences

Knowledge: Absolute (positivism) vs. Provisional (post positivism)

Reality: Singular and objective (positivism) vs. Independent but
interpreted (post positivism)

Methods: Quantitative only (positivism) vs. Mixed methods (post
positivism)

Researcher Role: Detached observer (positivism) vs. Reflexive
participant (post positivism)

Methodological Implications and Applications

Designing Research Studies

Positivist research typically involves structured designs such as
experiments, surveys, and longitudinal studies that prioritize control and
standardization. Post positivist research, meanwhile, employs flexible
designs that may include case studies, ethnography, and mixed-methods
approaches to capture complexity and contextuality.

Data Collection and Analysis Techniques

Within a positivist framework, data collection relies heavily on instruments
that produce quantifiable data, such as questionnaires and standardized
tests. Analysis usually involves statistical techniques to test hypotheses.
Post positivist research often integrates qualitative data collection
methods, including interviews and observations, alongside quantitative
techniques, employing thematic analysis, narrative analysis, and
triangulation for richer interpretation.



Examples of Research Applications

e Positivist Approach: Large-scale surveys measuring social behaviors,
clinical trials in medicine, and controlled laboratory experiments.

e Post Positivist Approach: Mixed-method evaluations of educational
programs, policy analysis incorporating stakeholder perspectives, and
qualitative case studies in organizational research.

Challenges and Critiques

Limitations of Positivism

Critics argue that positivism oversimplifies complex social realities by
focusing exclusively on observable phenomena and quantifiable data. It may
neglect subjective experiences, cultural nuances, and the interpretative
processes that shape human behavior. Furthermore, its assumption of
researcher neutrality is often questioned due to the influence of values and
biases.

Challenges in Post Positivist Research

Post positivist research faces challenges related to balancing objectivity
with subjectivity and managing the complexity of mixed methods. The emphasis
on reflexivity requires researchers to be critically self-aware, which can
complicate the research process and interpretation of results. Additionally,
the provisional nature of knowledge in this paradigm may lead to difficulties
in establishing definitive conclusions.

Ongoing Debates and Future Directions

The dialogue between positivism and post positivism continues to evolve, with
many scholars advocating for integrative approaches that draw on the
strengths of both paradigms. Emerging methodologies such as pragmatic
research and transformative paradigms seek to address the limitations of each
while promoting rigorous, context-sensitive inquiry.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is positivism in research?

Positivism is a research paradigm that emphasizes the use of scientific
methods, empirical observation, and logical analysis to generate objective
and quantifiable knowledge about social phenomena.

How does post-positivism differ from positivism?

Post-positivism recognizes the limitations of positivism by acknowledging
that absolute objectivity is impossible, emphasizing critical realism, and
advocating for the use of multiple methods to reduce bias and improve
understanding.

What are the main assumptions of positivist
research?

Positivist research assumes that reality is objective and can be measured,
that the researcher is independent from the subject, and that knowledge is
derived from observable and measurable facts.

Why is post-positivist research important in social
sciences?

Post-positivist research is important because it allows for a more flexible
and critical approach, acknowledging complexity and subjectivity in social
phenomena while still striving for scientific rigor.

What research methods are typically used in
positivist and post-positivist paradigms?
Positivist research primarily uses quantitative methods such as experiments

and surveys, while post-positivist research employs a mix of quantitative and
qualitative methods to capture a more comprehensive understanding.

How do positivism and post-positivism influence data
interpretation?

In positivism, data interpretation focuses on objective measurement and
statistical analysis, whereas post-positivism involves critical reflection on
data, considering potential biases and the context to interpret findings more
holistically.

Additional Resources

1. Positivism and Sociology: Explaining Social Life
This book provides a comprehensive overview of the positivist approach to



sociological research, emphasizing empirical observation and the scientific
method. It explores how positivism aims to discover general laws governing
social behavior. The text also critically examines the limitations and
critiques of positivist methodologies in social sciences.

2. Post-Positivism and Educational Research

Focusing on the evolution from positivist to post-positivist paradigms, this
book delves into how educational researchers adapt scientific principles
while acknowledging the complexities of human behavior. It highlights the use
of critical realism, mixed methods, and the role of values in research. The
work is essential for understanding contemporary approaches in educational
inquiry.

3. The Logic of Scientific Discovery by Karl Popper

A seminal work that challenges classical positivism by introducing
falsifiability as a criterion for scientific theories. Popper argues that
scientific knowledge advances through conjectures and refutations rather than
verification. This book is foundational for post-positivist philosophy and
reshaping research methodologies.

4. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches
by John W. Creswell

Creswell’s text offers a clear explanation of research designs spanning
positivist quantitative methods to post-positivist and constructivist
qualitative approaches. It serves as a practical guide for researchers to
align their philosophical stance with appropriate methodologies. The book is
widely used in social science research training.

5. Philosophy of Social Science: The Philosophical Foundations of Social
Thought by Alexander Rosenberg

This book explores the philosophical underpinnings of social science,
including positivist and post-positivist perspectives. Rosenberg discusses
the challenges of applying scientific methods to social phenomena and the
implications for research validity and objectivity. It is a critical resource
for understanding the epistemology of social research.

6. Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar’s Philosophy by Andrew
Collier

Introducing the post-positivist philosophy of critical realism, this book
explains how reality can be studied despite the limitations of observation
and theory. Collier discusses the layered nature of reality and the interplay
between structure and agency. The text is influential for researchers
interested in moving beyond strict positivism.

7. Positivism in the Twentieth Century

This volume reviews the development and transformation of positivism
throughout the 20th century, including its impact on various disciplines. It
covers key figures, debates, and the eventual emergence of post-positivist
thought. The book provides historical context essential for understanding
current research paradigms.



8. Interpretive Social Science: A Post-Positivist Approach by Paul Rabinow
and William M. Sullivan

This book advocates for an interpretive approach that balances empirical
rigor with understanding human meaning and context. It critiques the limits
of positivism and promotes methodologies that consider subjectivity and
reflexivity. The authors provide case studies demonstrating how post-
positivist research can be conducted effectively.

9. Scientific Inquiry and the Social Sciences: A Post-Positivist Perspective
This text examines how social science research has moved beyond positivist
strictures to embrace more nuanced approaches to knowledge. It discusses the
role of theory, methodology, and ethics in post-positivist inquiry. The book
is valuable for scholars seeking a broad understanding of scientific inquiry
in social contexts.
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to the world of teaching and learning. Qualitative Research in Education brings together the major
topics of planning, doing, and communicating results and serves as an essential text for students in
education.
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Emerging Scholars Anja Pabel, Josephine Pryce, Allison Anderson, 2021-05-12 This book provides
insights into the lived experiences of researchers as they negotiate the undulating terrain of the
world of paradigms and seek to find their niche. Each chapter presents the journeys of postgraduate
candidates, early career researchers and established scholars, starting with an overview of their
paradigm, the application of the paradigm to their specific research context, and concluding with the
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authors reflecting on their identification with and use of the paradigm. The volume acknowledges
that determining the paradigm that best aligns with a scholar’s personal ideologies and the
underlying assumptions of the research can be rather daunting, challenging and perplexing to
scholars who are starting their research journey. It offers an accessible exploration of research
paradigms and will be a valuable resource for postgraduate researchers, emerging scholars and PhD
supervisors.

positivism and post positivist research: The Role of Values in Psychology and Human
Development William M. Kurtines, Margarita Azmitia, Jacob L. Gewirtz, 1992-11-11 Focuses on the
impact of values on psychology and human development as well as on science in general. Explains
how so-called " “facts'" are shaded by the unstated values behind the interpretation of findings; how
values affect research questions and methods; and how they frequently determine the form of
theoretical models and constructs.

positivism and post positivist research: Crowdsourcing for Heritage: The Changing Role
of the UK Heritage Sector K. A. Godfrey, 2017-01-04 Published thesis discussing the impact of
engaging with the public through the medium of crowdsourcing by three UK museums, focusing on
the changing roles of curator and historian.

positivism and post positivist research: Research Methods in Education Dr. Neelima
Priyanka Nutulapati, Sweta Priya, Dr. B. Guruvaiah, Dr. Naveen K. Mehta, 2024-05-28 Research
Methods in Education for educators, researchers, and students, offering a thorough exploration of
methodologies and tools used in educational research. Covering qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
methods, the book provides practical insights into designing studies, collecting and analyzing data,
and interpreting results. With a focus on ethical considerations and contemporary challenges, it
equips readers with the skills to conduct robust and impactful research in diverse educational
contexts. The includes real-world examples, case studies, and step-by-step instructions, making it an
essential resource for advancing knowledge and practice in education.

positivism and post positivist research: How to Read and Understand Educational
Research James Williams, 2025-09-12 This is the perfect guide to engaging with educational
research. It explores how to read journal articles critically; what key academic terms really mean;
different approaches to educational research, how they are used and what they aim to uncover, and
how high quality findings can be meaningful for teaching and learning. This second edition includes:
A new chapter on understanding quantitative research methods Deeper discussion of qualitative and
mixed methods research, and how to avoid bias Expanded coverage on how to cite the work of
others, understanding research ethics and advice on academic writing Enhanced chapter features
offering critical commentaries, advice on research basics and engaging case studies A new glossary
of key terms Supported by examples that demonstrate the use (and misuse) of research in education,
this is essential reading for initial teacher education students at all levels and students on any
undergraduate or postgraduate course underpinned by educational research literature. Dr James
Williams is an Associate Professor/Reader in Science Education and Communication at the
University of Sussex.

positivism and post positivist research: The SAGE Handbook of Tourism Studies Tazim
Jamal, Mike Robinson, 2009-07-01 The strongest overview I have encountered of the scope and the
current state of research across all the fields involved in advancing our understanding of tourism.
For its range of topics, depth of analyses, and distinction of its contributors, nothing is comparable. -
Professor Dean MacCannell, University of California, Davis The breadth of vision and sweep of
accounts is remarkable, and range of topics laudable... a rare combination of the authoritative, the
challenging and stimulating. - Professor Mike Crang, Durham University Tourism studies developed
as a sub-branch of older disciplines in the social sciences, such as anthropology, sociology and
economics, and newer applied fields of study in hospitality management, civil rights and transport
studies. This Handbook is a sign of the maturity of the field. It provides an essential resource for
teachers and students to determine the roots, key issues and agenda of tourism studies, exploring:
The evolution and position of tourism studies The relationship of tourism to culture The ecology and



economics of tourism Special events and destination management Methodologies of study Tourism
and transport Tourism and heritage Tourism and postcolonialism Global tourist business operations
Ranging from local to global issues, and from questions of management to the ethical dilemmas of
tourism, this is a comprehensive, critically informed, constructively organized overview of the field.
It draws together an inter-disciplinary group of contributors who are among the most celebrated
names in the field and will be quickly recognized as a landmark in the new and expanding field of
tourism studies.

positivism and post positivist research: PASS UGC NET (RESEARCH APTITUDE)
NARAYAN CHANGDER, 2023-05-01 Note: Anyone can request the PDF version of this practice
set/workbook by emailing me at chsenet4u@gmail.com. I will send you a PDF version of this
workbook. This book has been designed for candidates preparing for various competitive
examinations. It contains many objective questions specifically designed for different exams. Answer
keys are provided at the end of each page. It will undoubtedly serve as the best preparation material
for aspirants. This book is an engaging quiz eBook for all and offers something for everyone. This
book will satisfy the curiosity of most students while also challenging their trivia skills and
introducing them to new information. Use this invaluable book to test your subject-matter expertise.
Multiple-choice exams are a common assessment method that all prospective candidates must be
familiar with in today?s academic environment. Although the majority of students are accustomed to
this MCQ format, many are not well-versed in it. To achieve success in MCQ tests, quizzes, and trivia
challenges, one requires test-taking techniques and skills in addition to subject knowledge. It also
provides you with the skills and information you need to achieve a good score in challenging tests or
competitive examinations. Whether you have studied the subject on your own, read for pleasure, or
completed coursework, it will assess your knowledge and prepare you for competitive exams,
quizzes, trivia, and more.

positivism and post positivist research: The Routledge Encyclopedia of Research
Methods in Applied Linguistics A. Mehdi Riazi, 2016-01-13 The Routledge Encyclopedia of
Research Methods in Applied Linguistics provides accessible and concise explanations of key
concepts and terms related to research methods in applied linguistics. Encompassing the three
research paradigms of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods, this volume is an essential
reference for any student or researcher working in this area. This volume provides: A-Z coverage of
570 key methodological terms from all areas of applied linguistics; detailed analysis of each entry
that includes an explanation of the head word, visual illustrations, cross-references to other terms,
and further references for readers; an index of core concepts for quick reference. Comprehensively
covering research method terminology used across all strands of applied linguistics, this
encyclopedia is a must-have reference for the applied linguistics community.

positivism and post positivist research: Researching Dance Sondra Horton Fraleigh,
Penelope Hanstein, 1998-03-15 In Researching Dance, an introduction to research methods in dance
addressed primarily to graduate students, the editors explore dance as evolutional, defining it in
view of its intrinsic participatory values, its developmental aspects, and its purposes from art to
ritual, and they examine the role of theory in research. The editors have also included essays by nine
dancer-scholars who examine qualitative and quantitative inquiry and delineate the most common
approaches for investigating dance, raising concerns about philosophy and aesthetics, historical
scholarship, movement analysis, sexual and gender identification, cultural diversity, and the
resources available to students. The writers have included study questions, research exercises, and
suggested readings to facilitate the book's use as a classroom text.

positivism and post positivist research: Handbook of Research on Science Education,
Volume II Norman G. Lederman, Sandra K. Abell, 2014-07-11 Building on the foundation set in
Volume I—a landmark synthesis of research in the field—Volume II is a comprehensive,
state-of-the-art new volume highlighting new and emerging research perspectives. The contributors,
all experts in their research areas, represent the international and gender diversity in the science
education research community. The volume is organized around six themes: theory and methods of



science education research; science learning; culture, gender, and society and science learning;
science teaching; curriculum and assessment in science; science teacher education. Each chapter
presents an integrative review of the research on the topic it addresses—pulling together the
existing research, working to understand the historical trends and patterns in that body of
scholarship, describing how the issue is conceptualized within the literature, how methods and
theories have shaped the outcomes of the research, and where the strengths, weaknesses, and gaps
are in the literature. Providing guidance to science education faculty and graduate students and
leading to new insights and directions for future research, the Handbook of Research on Science
Education, Volume II is an essential resource for the entire science education community.

positivism and post positivist research: Handbook of Research Methods for Tourism and
Hospitality Management Robin Nunkoo, 2018-07-27 As research in tourism and hospitality reaches
maturity, a growing number of methodological approaches are being utilized and, in addition, this
knowledge is dispersed across a wide range of journals. Consequently there is a broad and
multidisciplinary community of tourism and hospitality researchers whom, at present, need to look
widely for support on methods. In this volume, researchers fulfil a pressing need by clearly
presenting methodological issues within tourism and hospitality research alongside particular
methods and share their experiences of what works, what does not work and where challenges and
innovations lie.

positivism and post positivist research: Scientism and Education Emery ]. Hyslop-Margison,
M. Ayaz Nasee, 2007-10-23 This volume offers a critical examination of the mounting pressure
placed on educators to apply scientific principles to improve education. By revealing many of the
epistemological problems confronted by the social sciences, including education, the authors
undermine the prevailing view that a science of education is possible or desirable. Instead it
proposes alternative practices to strengthen democratic learning practices.

positivism and post positivist research: Research Paradigms and Their Methodological
Alignment in Social Sciences Bunmi Isaiah Omodan, 2024-08-01 Research Paradigms and Their
Methodological Alignment in Social Sciences is a comprehensive guide addressing the common
conceptions surrounding research paradigms. This practical book demystifies complex concepts,
giving researchers a nuanced understanding of the significance of research paradigms. It offers
detailed insights, examples, and strategies for selecting and applying appropriate research methods,
aiming to enhance the rigour and impact of scholarly work. This insightful guide meticulously
explores the intricacies of research paradigms in the social sciences. It begins by unravelling the
concept and historical development of research paradigm, emphasising its pivotal role in shaping the
research process. The book elucidates major research paradigms, including positivism,
interpretivism, transformative paradigm, postcolonial indigenous paradigm, and pragmatism. Each
paradigm is dissected, unveiling philosophical underpinnings, methodological designs, and critical
considerations. The chapters carefully align research questions with specific paradigms through
illustrative case studies, offering practical guidance for researchers at all levels. Notably, the
transformative paradigm and postcolonial indigenous perspective receive dedicated attention,
addressing their unique methodological nuances and ethical dimensions. The exploration extends to
pragmatism, seamlessly integrating theoretical foundations with real-world applications. The book
strives to bridge the awareness gap in academic settings, fostering a profound appreciation for
research paradigms and promoting a thoughtful, rigorous approach to scholarly inquiry. This book
caters to students, novice and experienced researchers, offering a comprehensive understanding of
research paradigms. It's valuable for academia, aiding undergraduate and postgraduate students,
educators, and researchers in various disciplines. Research organisations, academic institutions, and
professionals in diverse fields engaged in research and development will also find it a valuable
resource.

positivism and post positivist research: Handbook of Narrative Inquiry D. Jean Clandinin,
2006-12-28 Composed by international researchers, the Handbook of Narrative Inquiry: Mapping a
Methodology is the first comprehensive and interdisciplinary overview of the developing




methodology of narrative inquiry. The Handbook outlines the historical development and
philosophical underpinnings of narrative inquiry as well as describes different forms of narrative
inquiry. This one-of-a-kind volume offers an emerging map of the field and encourages further
dialogue, discussion, and experimentation as the field continues to develop. Key Features: Offers
coverage of various disciplines and viewpoints from around the world: Leading international
contributors draw upon narrative inquiry as conceptualized in Anthropology, Sociology, Psychology,
and Philosophy. Illustrates the range of forms of narrative inquiry: Both conceptual and practical
in-depth descriptions of narrative inquiry are presented. Portrays how narrative inquiry is used in
research in different professional fields: Particular attention is paid to representational issues,
ethical issues, and some of the complexities of narrative inquiry with indigenous and cross-cultural
participants as well as child participants. Intended Audience: The Handbook of Narrative Inquiry is a
must have resource for narrative methodologists and students of narrative inquiry across the social
sciences. Individuals in the fields of Nursing, Psychology, Anthropology, Education, Social Work,
Sociology, Organizational Studies, and Health research will be particularly well served by this
masterful work.

positivism and post positivist research: Social Work Research Methods Teresa Morris,
2006-01-13 This is the first book to expand social work research methods to include alternative
models, and integrate these methodologies into general social work practice. Morris also describes
research methods for post positivism, critical theory, and constructivism in a straightforward and
accessible style.

positivism and post positivist research: Emerging Methods and Paradigms in Scholarship
and Education Research Ling, Lorraine, Ling, Peter, 2019-08-30 There is a renaissance in the use of
the term “scholarship,” as it is being used to define areas of academic endeavour, describe academic
work and achievements, and measure the quality of higher education. Although all academicians are
required to engage in scholarship, it is difficult to navigate as there is a misunderstanding of this
concept as new methods and approaches emerge. Emerging Methods and Paradigms in Scholarship
and Education Research is an essential academic book that is designed to explain the areas of
scholarship and their contemporary relationship to key components of academic work: research,
teaching, service, and engagement. The chapter authors explore conceptions of scholarship,
paradigms, and methods that fit a variety of contexts and needs. Highlighting a wide range of
approaches from scientific realism and neo-positivism to interpretative, transformative, and
pragmatic educational strategies and policy, this book is ideal for researchers, teachers, educational
leaders, academicians, educational policymakers, and quality assurance agencies.
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