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Abstract

This article analyses the genre of ‘methodology-as-technique’ (Hammersley, 2011) which we
suggest provides the underpinning logic for a particular conception of scientific rigour that is
increasingly regarded as normal in globalized management research. Based on a qualitative
interview study of management researchers in the peripheral context of India, we associate
the methodology-as-technique genre with social scientific methods of organizing, conducting
and disseminating knowledge founded on Western neo-imperialism and colonialism. Our
analysis draws attention to the consequences of the genre of methodology-as-technique which
relate to a narrowing and displacement of research goals, erasure of context, and devaluation
and marginalization of alternatives. By providing insight into how methodology-as-
technique comes to dominate in peripheral locations such as India, we suggest that these
normative constraints also present an opportunity for denaturalization, by making what is
increasingly seen as normal appear alien or strange. We conclude by arguing that countering
restrictive definitions of rigor in management research relies on development of a more
expansive and inclusive conception of the global that fosters indigenous ways of knowing

and promotes decolonizing methodologies.
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This whole concept of scientific research is something which bothers me... If you do a good
gualitative analysis, it is not considered and qualified to be scientific research. It is still
subject to bias. But if you do quantitative analysis, it is objective. So... the tendency today is
to get into quantitative research... Management is... getting removed from the social
sciences... It is becoming more economics and all the rest is seen as... superficial and not

substantial; that’s the problem. (Paul, dean of faculty)

Introduction

The enduring, heated nature of rigor-relevance debates, and proliferation of methods
textbooks, articles and training programs, suggests an on-going preoccupation with the
pursuit of methodological rigor in management research. Positivist quantitative research is
widely supposed to be more rigorous than other methodologies (Daft, 1980; Shrivastava,
1987), as it is considered capable of delivering a unified body of knowledge based upon
systematic theory development and testing. More ‘rigorous’ methods are promoted as a way
of developing ‘stronger’ theory and/or producing knowledge that is less context-contingent
and more ‘generalizable’ (Aram and Salipante, 2003, p.190). Yet despite the prominence of
rigor in management research, the practices through which researchers construct the meaning

of rigor are less well understood.

This can obscure important contextual and discipline-specific differences in how rigor is
defined. In disciplines aligned to a positivist philosophy of science, the meaning of rigor is
ostensibly settled and taken for granted. In those disciplines more closely aligned to a

hermeneutical philosophy of science, unitary conceptions of rigor are considered to



oversimplify ontological and epistemological differences and complexities (Becher, 1989;
Abbott, 2004). Here we understand research as a socially embedded activity conducted
within pluralistic communities of practice (Knorr Cetina, 1999; Schwartz-Shea, 2014) that
enact particular methodologies through which particular notions of rigor are and framed and

institutionalized.

We reflect upon a conception of rigor that currently dominates management research
globally. Our empirical focus is India, an emerging economy where management research is
becoming more “internationally’’ oriented (Saunders et al, 2011). Through a process of
‘problematization” (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2011), we examine the socio-historical and
institutional conditions that have led to the naturalization of a positivist conception of rigor
and marginalisation of alternatives. In the following section, we provide an overview of
debates about the globalization of management research and core-periphery dynamics that
shape knowledge production. Next, we analyse how researchers in India engage with the
notion of rigor, showing how this engagement is closely aligned with what Hammersley
(2011) characterizes as the genre of ‘methodology-as-technique’. Hammersley (2011)
identifies methodology-as-technique as one of three broad genres of social scientific research
that have emerged in the West over the past 50 years". This genre is distinguished by
attempts ‘to codify the methods social scientists use, specifying their character and proper
application in relation to the different research tasks’ (Hammersley, 2011, p.20-21). Issues of
methodology are translated into ‘a relatively small number of clearly defined options’ chosen
either based on fit between the research problem and the method of studying it, or ‘as a
matter of taste’ (2011, p.21). Finally, we consider the implications of methodology-as-

technique in understanding the meaning of rigor in management research.



Rigor is often invoked as an ostensibly objective, universal means of evaluating research
quality. Our analysis illuminates how, in practice, rigor is a socially constructed and
contested concept that, in its dominant form, closely corresponds to the genre of
methodology-as-technique and routinely privileges positivistic methods of producing
knowledge. The focus of our analysis is the expansion of management research in an
emergent, industrialising economy but we suggest similar pressures affect researchers in
Western contexts. We endeavour to illuminate this hegemonic process by giving voice to
management researchers in the peripheral location of India. Through this we attend to the
homogenizing and detrimental effects of such universalistic conceptions of rigor founded on
historically and culturally contingent Western philosophical and methodological traditions.
In the process, alternatives, including methodologies and methods that are potentially
valuable in researching indigenous forms of knowledge, are delegitimised and marginalised.
Yet our analysis also suggests that the periphery can offer an instructive vantage point from
which not only to observe and respond to these homogenising developments but also to

question and disarm them.

The globalization of management research

The globalization of social science raises concerns about neo-colonialist reproduction of
core-periphery dynamics between global North and South with regard to methodological
practice and norms of knowledge production (Alatas, 2003; Gobo, 2011). Colonizing
practices of knowledge production rely on the formation and unidirectional spread of
methods of knowledge creation that are rooted in a concept of science as ‘the all-embracing
method for gaining an understanding of the world’ (Smith, 1999, p.68). Research

methodologies developed during the twentieth century, especially those originating in the US



since the 1950s, are proposed as a ‘sort of general knowledge’ (Ryen and Gobo, 2011: 411,

emphasis in original).

Globalized methodologies foster a homogeneous form of knowledge creation based on
‘context-free” methodological principles and methods practices as the means to generate
value-free, apolitical knowledge. Based on empiricism and measurement and a way of
progressing towards ‘truth’ (Gilles and Aldred, 2012), this approach to knowledge assumes
all contexts are knowable, in the same way and from the same point of view (Connell, 2007).
Globalization is facilitated by training researchers from the global South in Western
universities, where they are exposed to a limited range of methodological literatures via
journals, handbooks and textbooks. This spread of Western practices of social scientific
knowledge creation is suggested to have devalued and marginalized traditional forms of

inquiry and local cultural knowledge (Gobo, 2011).

In management research, neo-colonial power relations in shape practices of knowledge
production that maintain researchers located in the periphery in a relationship of academic
dependency on the West (Jack and Westwood, 2006; Srinivas, 2008; Westwood et al., 2014).
Research and publishing in management studies has been shown to be dominated by Western
agendas and orientations (Murphy and Zhu, 2012; Li and Parker, 2013) which determine
theoretical, epistemological, methodological and stylistic norms (Ibbaro-Colado, 2006). This
hegemony positions researchers from peripheral locations, especially those who speak a
language other than English, as subaltern (Merildinen et al., 2008). Management knowledge
within the Western centre is dominated by ‘US-style research’ (Usdiken, 2014) and is based
predominantly on a positivist functionalist orthodoxy (Grey, 2010). Usdiken’s (2014) analysis

of articles in “top’ US journals finds a steady decline in qualitative articles and no suggestion



of novelty in the periphery (non-US/Europe), in terms of methods employed. He concludes
that the periphery “appears to be poised to contribute increasingly to an even greater
dominance of US-style research across the world (c.f. Baum, 2007)’ (Usdiken, 2014, p.784),
despite an increasing number of non-US based academics publishing in ‘A’ journals. This
suggests institutional shifts driven by business school accreditation and ranking systems have
incentivised the spread of this ‘research paradigm’ across the globe (Mingers and Willmott,
2013). Consequently, the centre continues to act as a focus of attention and source of
influence for the periphery, fostering dependence and remaining largely closed to context.
This trend has prompted calls for greater geographical diversity in the creation of global
management knowledge to counteract homogenising tendencies towards the North American

‘research paradigm’ which depresses innovative ideas and theories (Tsui, 2007).

While previous analyses have addressed the regimes that support the reproduction and
extension of a global Northern ‘normal science’ in management research, our analysis focuses
on how ‘US-style research’, characterized by Ghoshal (2005, p.81) as studies that ‘readily
yield[s] sharp, testable propositions and provide[s] simple, reductionist prescriptions’, has
become dominant in peripheral locations such as India. To this end, we consider how a
particular conception of methodological rigor has contributed to extending the reach and
dominance of this approach to the production of knowledge. This, we argue, is important in
appreciating the practical dynamics of core-periphery relations of knowledge production and
fostering greater pluralism and greater methodological innovation in our field. Before
analysing the effects of core-periphery dynamics on management knowledge in India, we

offer a brief introduction to the context of our empirical study.

The case of India



Post-independence, the legacy of colonialism in India resulted in new relations of power and
dependency arising from the political *nation-building’ project that aimed to improve society
and grow the economy through the creation of knowledge, especially in applied research
fields (Singh, 1986). This political context contributed to the development of management
education and research in India through the establishment of Indian Institutes of Management
(11Ms) in Ahmedabad and Calcutta in the early 1960s" in collaboration with Harvard
University and MIT, financially supported by the Ford Foundation (Srinivas, 2008; Mohan,
2011). The transfer of “scientific’ (Mohan, 2011) management knowledge from the
technologically advanced, affluent centre, specifically the US, to the economically poor,
technologically underdeveloped periphery was seen as key to improving managerial
efficiency and promoting modernization (Mir et al. 2004). Srivinas (2008) identifies two
early phases of Indian management knowledge production: ‘mimicry’ (1959-1975) and
‘revival’ (1976-1990). Mimicry was characterised by uncritical acceptance of knowledge
transfer from the US via the I1Ms. Revival problematized universalistic knowledge transfer
by questioning its relevance to the Indian context and encouraging development of
management theory and concepts more relevant to Indian industry and managers. After
1990, economic reforms associated with the LPG model (Liberalization, Privatization,
Globalization) resulted in local relevance being overtaken by an ambition to develop a
‘global perspective’ and produce ‘global managers’ (Sheth, 1991). The past decade has been
characterized by rapid growth in Indian business school education (FICCI, 2011). This has
stimulated concerns about research quality (Khatri et al., 2012; Sheel and VVohra, 2014: Panda
and Gupta, 2014), particularly in elite institutions like IIMs, where university managers have
sought to enhance research quality based on international business school rankings (Banerjee,

2013). Consequently, Indian researchers encounter pressure to publish in ‘the 40 top-tier



US/Western journals identified by the Financial Times” and failure to do so can result in them

being deemed to fall short of ‘global standards’ (Khatri et al., 2012, p.105).

Similar trajectories relating to the Americanization of management research and education
have been traced in other peripheral contexts including Brazil (Alcadipani and Caldas, 2012),
where political efforts and resource investment since the 1960s have concentrated on
enhancing the scientific legitimacy through disciplinary rigor, promoting quantitative
methods and sending scholars to the US for research training (Cooke and Alcadipani, 2015).
Management researchers in South Africa are also increasingly encouraged to publish in
international journals as universities have sought to increase research output and impact and
move up the global rankings (Nkomo, 2015). Hence we suggest India is not unique and forms
part of a pattern of globalization of management research based on Western neo-imperialism

and colonialism.

Data collection and analysis

Methodologically, we engage in an experience-near approach (Geertz, 1974) that focuses on
the everyday life-worlds that actors inhabit and render meaningful. Our approach is
interpretive in the sense that we are attentive to actor(s) frame(s) of reference. We assume
that “people act in terms of their own and not the observer’s definition of the situation’
(Silverman, 1970, p.37) although, as our study demonstrates, the observer’s definitions may
become internalized by participants. We also assume that actions are enabled but also
constrained by distinctive socio-cultural frames of reference that position us in ways that
affect our insider/outsider status as we explore institutional practices of management

knowledge production and their colonizing effects within a global system.



Our analysis is based on iterative, abductive movement between methodological literatures
and empirical data generated through qualitative interviews and content analysis of selected
methods texts. Thirty-one semi-structured interviews were carried out by the first two authors
with 31 management researchers in India at a cross-section of institutional types (IIMs, state
funded universities, ‘deemed’ universities, autonomous non-profit management institutes,
private business schools), and hierarchical levels (professors, associate and assistant
professors). Our study also considered the role of the Indian diaspora in the US and UK
through a further five interviews. Each interview lasted approximately one hour and was
professionally transcribed verbatim, with the exception of one respondent who preferred to
answer questions via an exchange of emails. Interviews focused on the researcher’s career
and academic socialization as well as their methodological choices over time. Half were
conducted face-to-face, either at the interviewee’s institution or at conferences. The rest were
conducted via Skype, an increasingly recognized and convenient method of qualitative

interviewing (Hanna, 2012).

Analysis began by reading the transcripts closely several times before uploading the data into
NVivo and coding emergent first-order themes (e.g. ‘publishing pressures’, ‘research
training’, ‘research quality’). Iterative, first-order coding of recurrent terms used by
interviewees, such as ‘technique’, formed the basis for ongoing data collection and
development of theoretically-informed categories. Abductive reasoning led to back and forth
engagement between the data and the literature to identify the most appropriate interpretation
(Atkinson et al., 2003). Interviewing ceased when insights generated from new data became
less frequent. We purposively sampled to ensure that our respondents represented a diverse

range of methodological orientations; based on their interview accounts we identified 13 as

10



positivist-quantitative, 10 as positivist-qualitative or mixed methods with a positivist
orientation, and 13 as interpretive-qualitative and/or critical. Gender distribution was 25

male, 11 female.

In addition, our research incorporated qualitative content analysis of three leading
management research methods textbooks in India (Cooper and Schindler, 2011; Zikmund et
al., 2010; Chawla and Sondhi, 2011) V. By making authoritative claims about what it means
to ‘do’ research, and the meaning of terms such as “scientific’ in a given field (Schwartz-Shea
and Yanow, 2002), textbooks reflect the boundaries of legitimate research methodologies and
provide a proxy indication of what is taught to novitiate researchers. Following Paulus et al.
(2013), we analysed discursive patterns, including coverage, tone and detail, and the

legitimacy attributed to quantitative and qualitative methodological orientations".

In recognition of the core-periphery dynamics that exist between the authors, we draw on the
concepts of “bicultural’ (Smith, 1999) and “decolonizing’ research (Swadener and Mutua,
2008) to explore how non-indigenous researchers from the centre can work with, and try to
bring in, non-Western voices from the periphery. This involved reflecting on the power
relations entailed in our collaboration, which combines interpretive epistemology with
elements of a more critical orientation to challenging as well as understanding the social
world (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000). We have also tried to be mindful of how the format,
process and/or outcomes of our own research ‘might reify hegemonic power structures,
thereby creating marginality’ (Swadener and Mutua, 2008, p.33), including submission to a

peer-review journal process as a way of disseminating the research.

Methodology-as-technique in Indian management research
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Through iterative analysis of respondents accounts we began to discern a recurrent pattern of
methodological practice that corresponded closely to the genre of “methodology-as-
technique’ (Hammersley, 2011). As we repeatedly revisited our data, we found this
conception of methodology to be highly pertinent, as indicated by interviewees’ multiple
references to ‘interview technique’, ‘econometric techniques’, ‘tools and techniques’,
‘gquantitative techniques’, “interpretive techniques’, ‘observation techniques’, ‘participatory
techniques’ and ‘modern technique’. Hammersley (2011) disaggregates ‘methodology-as-
technique’ into four overlapping elements: proceduralism; privileging quantitative-positivist
methods; criteriology and methodolatry. As we now show, there is a strong but also equivocal
resonance between the primary orientation of our research participants, as articulated by

them, and the “methodology-as-technique’ genre.

Proceduralism

Proceduralism is governed by the assumption that good research practice relies on following
a set of rules or prescribed sequence of steps (Schwandt, 1996) that can be made explicit ‘as a
set of prescriptive dos and don’ts’ (Hammersley 2011, p.21). While such codification is
common in quantitative research, it can extend to qualitative research where there is an
aspiration to standardise according to a realist ideal of procedural objectivity (Newell, 1986).
Proceduralism is often seen as a way of minimising ‘subjectivity’. As assistant professor

Shubra advocates:

choice of research methods should be driven by the problem that you are trying to solve or the
guestion that you are trying to raise... I... give [my students] a map... if you have questions
like this and the phenomena like this... what is the logical choice that researchers should

ideally take in [their] method?

12



Proceduralism promotes a view of the researcher as a technician who is ‘given a problem to
solve by others... accept[s] the terms in which it has been defined, and deploy[s] their
technical expertise in doing this’ (Hammersley, 2011, p.73). This is reinforced by methods
textbooks that depict research as a smooth and predictable process. When adopting
‘systematic, empirically based procedures for generating replicable research’ (Cooper and
Schindler, 2011, p.12), research is understood to take the form of ‘an unbiased, structured,

and sequential method of enquiry’ (Chawla and Sondhi, 2011, p.5).

Proceduralism is congruent with modernist notions of progress — the idea that for
management research to become established and credible, knowledge production practices
must be rational and scientific or, at least, demonstrate compliance with idealized

conventions of science, as the following textbook extract attests,

[b]usiness research is the application of scientific method in searching for the truth... any
information generated should be accurate and objective... the researcher must be personally
detached and free of bias in attempting to find truth... The scientific method is the way
researchers go about using knowledge and evidence to reach objective conclusions about the
real world. The scientific method is the same in social sciences, such as business, as in

physical sciences, such as physics. (Zikmund et al., 2010, p.5)

In the three leading Indian management research textbooks we analysed there was very
limited discussion of qualitative methods, in contrast to extensive coverage of quantitative
methods and statistical techniques.' Qualitative inquiry is thereby ascribed a supplementary
role, principally as an exploratory technique that enables hypothesis development. There is

almost no explicit consideration of underlying ontological, epistemological and
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methodological assumptions, and little consideration of the breadth of qualitative methods in

management research (Bluhm et al., 2011).

Privileging positivist-quantitative methods

The second aspect of methodology-as-technique concerns the privileging of positivist-
quantitative methods to bestow scientific legitimacy and credibility on the discipline
(Bryman, 1998). The use of methods that enable quantification can be understood as a
technology of distance which relies on abstraction and simplification of complex qualitative
information (Scott, 1998; Nigam and Turjillo, 2016). This form of knowing is enabled by
processes of categorization that determine which data will be analysed, versus that which will
be overlooked. The power of quantification arises from performativity, the presentation of
data as objective social facts that are accepted as a basis for action. In India, quantification as
a foundation of social science research and a source of state power is associated with British
colonial rule and involved the imposition of a legal and bureaucratic system that enabled

regulation and domination of ‘Others’ (Cohn, 1996).

Assistant professor Vinayak linked the dominance of positivist-quantitative methods to the
Indian education system which favours ‘anything that is number-based’. However, Amrit, a
professor, noted that this tendency is not confined to India. The conflation of ‘rigor’ with
‘statistical rigor’ has recently been observed in the subfield of HRM (Harley, 2015) where it
is associated with quantification and use of increasingly sophisticated statistical methods.
This encourages training of researchers ‘in methodological procedures, especially statistical
techniques, so as to be able to carry out scientific work well’ (Hammersley, 2011, p.21).
Adoption of positivist-quantitative methods is related to the superior status ascribed to
numerical analysis which is seen as capable of delivering ‘generalizability’, even if this runs

contrary to the researcher’s paradigmatic assumptions.
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Qualitative studies throw up questions, and generalisation is not an objective, but everyone
wants... generalisation... We know that qualitative [research] is about diversity, it’s not about
generalisation. [The] mainstream would always like [it] to be homogenised. It is easy to deal

with homogenised people. (Gyan, professor, emphasis added)

Dipanker, (professor), suggested quantification is driven by anxiety and a desire for
legitimacy that cannot be satisfied using qualitative methods. Referring to the appeal of

quantification and measurement, he comments that

especially in India, it is purely an overwhelming influence of the positivist paradigm... When
I explain [interpretive research] to people... people immediately like it, but then... fall back

into a, kind of, anxiety that, okay, will it be acceptable?

The popularity of quantitative methods is reinforced by a pragmatic belief that their use is
less time-consuming and easier to publish, as a consequence of the prevalence of these
methods in what are identified as the ‘top’ journals in the field. Lack of research training in
qualitative methodologies was also identified by assistant professor Vinayak as contributing

to a preference for quantitative methods.

I don’t think there is a really good course on qualitative research, at least [at] the MBA level,
anywhere in India. So that sort of creates a bias in the mind when we are... in the formative

stage.

Associate professor Vinod suggested quantitative research was ‘easier to manage’, a view
reinforced by Gyan, professor, who claimed it was more straightforward to get quantitative

research published as there would be fewer ‘questions’ for the author ‘to handle’ during the

15



review process. Dipanker estimated that ‘99% of PhD dissertations [in India are] limited to
quantitative, statistically-based methods’, with survey and experimental methods the most
popular. The need to complete a PhD in a fixed time period and publish quickly from it was
mentioned by several interviewees as discouraging qualitative, particularly ethnographic
research, in addition to the widely acknowledged difficulty of writing up qualitative research
within the length constraints of a standard journal article (see Easterby-Smith et al., 2008;
Pratt, 2008). In this context, qualitative research is seen as an exploratory, inductive phase of
the research process that assists quantitative researchers insofar as it contributes to the
development of operationalizable constructs as a basis for hypothesis testing. This reinforces

the primacy of positivist-quantitative methods and the genre of methodology-as-technique.

Criteriology

The third aspect of methodology-as-technique involves application of criteriological
principles in the form of a ‘permanent, stable criteria of rationality founded in the desire for
objectivism’ (Schwandt, 1996, p.58), manifest in application of concepts including validity,
reliability and replicability. According to this logic, criteriology is the basis of research
professionalism. While usually associated with quantitative study, case study research based
on Yin (1984) and Eisenhardt (1989) is illustrative of the dominance of positivist criteriology
in qualitative management research (Lee et al., 2007). This may be indicative of a “positivist
anxiety’ (Prasad, 2005) which informs ‘foundationalist’ (Amis and Silk, 2008) or ‘neo-
empiricist” (Johnson et al., 2006) management research. Criteriology encourages emulation
of positivist-quantitative studies by researchers who work with qualitative data - for example
by forming propositional statements similar to hypotheses or performing statistical inter-rater
reliability checks in order to conform to an “intellectual milieu dominated by positivism’

(Cornelissen et al., 2012, p.199). Suresh (professor) explained:

16



even when they [doctoral students] do qualitative work, they have a positivistic frame of
mind, so while they’re picking up soft data ... their mind is still positivistic... | think some of

my students don’t have the confidence.

Application of positivist criteriology is implied when terms like ‘rigor’, ‘generalizability’,
‘validity” and ‘robustness’ were used by interviewees without explicit acknowledgment of the
particularity of the epistemological and ontological assumptions that underpin them. Where a
notion of rigor is aligned with positivism, its meaning is bound up with the pursuit of
empirical generalizability and replicability. When invited to elaborate on what they meant by

rigor and robustness, interviewees often struggled, falling back on proceduralism.

What | mean is... the well accepted practices that we are expected to undertake when we do
research and publish in leading journals... the acceptable... ways of doing research, the
robustness of it, the quality of it and so on and so forth... When | say robustness | mean...

following proper procedure. (Ashok, UK-based associate professor)

Others responded by identifying where methodological rigor is found.

The leading American journals are very, very rigorous... methodological rigor is, of course,
the necessity if you want to publish in American journals, whether it is quantitative or

qualitative. (Dipanker, professor)

The association of rigor with North American, rather than European or Indian journals,
reinforces a circular logic of quality whereby quantitative-positivist, rather than qualitative-

interpretive work is privileged (Grey, 2010). UK-based professor Manoj related rigor and

17



robustness to research practices in the West explaining that he decided to leave India to do his
PhD because studying in a ‘reputed place’ was necessary ‘to do a really good piece of
research’ that is ‘robust” and ‘scientific’. Manoj further emphasised the importance of
building such scientific research capability among Indian management researchers,
expressing the view that much of their research is currently ‘below average’, and suggesting
this was ‘mainly related to training and... the [lesser] awareness which [Indian] scholars
have’ of global research practices, by which we understand him to mean the practices evident
in articles appearing in ‘top’ journals. This statement promotes production of ostensibly
universal knowledge about methodology as it is understood as something that can be

transferred from the North American centre to peripheral locations.

The dominance of methodology-as-technique obliges researchers to emulate positivist
criteria, or construct recognisable surrogates, whatever methodology is used. This
‘positivistic frame of mind’ (Suresh, professor) incentivises researchers to design and evaluate
their own work according to what is taken to be a universal understanding of research quality,

as indicated by use of the term ‘sample’ in qualitative research.

The challenge in qualitative research is that our sample is not good enough and we’re not
choosing the sample... Once you... select a good sample, if you can apply good qualitative

research techniques, | think that is the best. (Paul, dean of faculty)

Conversely, there is little acknowledgement of a contingent criteriology (Johnson et al.,
2006), including the relevance of specific criteria aligned with qualitative research such as

‘trustworthiness’ and ‘authenticity’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994).

Methodolatry

18



The final element of the methodology-as-technique genre involves a pervasive preoccupation
with methodological concerns over and above other considerations (Chamberlain, 2000).
Described by Berger (2002) as ‘methodological fetishism’, this attitude to research privileges
mastery of technique, often with the ambition of removing sources of bias. In so doing, the
perfection of technique can become more important than the purpose the research claims to
serve (see also Janesick, 1994). This type of goal displacement is by no means reserved for

research undertaken at the periphery, as Anindita (professor) explained:

The method has taken over the question and the research process itself... the pressure to
publish also has led to a certain gaming of the system and adding one little variable and
studying it further... So these have become more like variable studies than real questions that

one is curious about.

Methodolatry encourages a canonical approach where the primary concern is to identify
‘good’” methods and ensure novice researchers use them “correctly’. This can apply to any
method but it has become most deeply entrenched in the use of quantitative methods and
statistical analysis. Methodolatry may also arise in qualitative research but is less common
and less entrenched as many qualitative methodologies have multiple variations, making it
more difficult to identify a clear canonical path (Chamberlain, 2000), although as noted
earlier there are influential attempts to provide one (e.g. Yin, 1984). Where methodolatry
prevails, it encourages the use of ‘increasingly sophisticated methods to study increasingly
trivial topics’ (Berger, 2002, p.28). Indeed, where researchers become dogmatically
committed to a set of methodological procedures, these do ‘not allow them to study anything
else’ (Mills, 1959, p.72). As a consequence, concerns about method can become a ‘sacred
preoccupation’ (Schwandt, 1996) as researchers search out topics and identify research
questions that are most readily amenable to the application of favoured methods.

19



Methodolatry was implied by Souvik (associate professor), who spoke of how many
researchers in India are ‘fascinated’ by the ‘beauties’ of quantitative methods. Similarly,
assistant professor Vinayak stated that Indian researchers ‘feel that the mastery is in the
method’. Privileging methodological exactitude over all other considerations produces
research that US-based professors Sameer and Haider characterise as “‘derivative’ and
‘conformist’. The fetishism of technique is apparent in the words of assistant professor
Dipesh, who presumes that qualitative research differs from qualitative research only in the

distinctive techniques it deploys, and not in epistemological or ontological orientation.

Analysing the gualitative data, | think that’s one of the most difficult parts, in the sense that |
thought it was not included enough [in research training], this technique of analysing
gualitative data... It is not that the qualitative research doesn’t have defined techniques, but

we are not exposed enough.

Methodolatry contributes towards the generation of safe, formulaic (Alvesson and Gabriel,
2013) or ‘cookbook’ (Gioia et al., 2012) research where, for example, theory building readily
assumes the form of complex diagrammatic models referred to as “flow charting’

(Chamberlain, 2000).

The influence of rankings

Moving beyond Hammersley’s framework, it is important to note how international business
school rankings play a significant role in framing judgements of research quality (Macdonald
and Kam, 2007; Butler and Spoelstra, 2014) and evaluations of methodological rigor.
Respondents spoke of the growing normative pressures on Indian management researchers to

publish in ‘top’ journals, where the genre of methodology-as-technique is strongly
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represented and deeply entrenched. Prior to the use of such rankings, academic reputations of
Indian management researchers were based on teaching and consultancy as well as research.

However, the shift towards publishing in ‘top’ journals was driven by institutional pressures.

Every school... in India especially... wants to become something in the international
[ranking and this] has research in certain kinds of journals as... the main thing in ranking.

So ranking has become a big deal. (Anindita, professor)

The dominance of conceptions of rigor based on the genre of methodology-as-technique has
implications for the type of knowledge that is deemed relevant (see Srinivas, 2008). Suresh
noted how US-trained researchers in Indian management schools have long been ‘“telling us
what research means and how to do it’. Increasingly, however, the nature of this prescriptive
relationship has narrowed and intensified. Now, a PhD graduate seeking employment in a

premier institution

should have at least a revise-and-resubmit ... should be on the path of publication in a top
journal... and then they will start referring to people who are saying... ‘what is the way to
get into a top journal?” Then... you say... ‘quantitative work is the one that will get you

there faster ...[while] qualitative ... just takes more time, both in terms of doing it as well

as in terms of publishing it’. (Suresh, professor)

Interviewees connected the comparative appeal of positivist-quantitative methodologies to
the appointment of US faculty. As Srinivas (professor) pointed out, adopting methodology-

as-technique is expedient in a job market where

there are a lot of US faculty who are moving to India... not coming as a...fresh PhD... we
have a few of them in [name of the institute] ... [who] have completed ten years or 12 years

in academia... [they have] three publications in top journals... so that has actually made the
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market very difficult for people who are just graduating from the 1IMs who may not have a

top journal publication straight out.

UK-based associate professor Ashok commented: ‘Americans look for hard numbers,
positivist, deductive methods... they want figures, they want stats’. That the value of
researchers is increasingly dependent on their journal publication record, irrespective of other
contributions to scholarship, teaching and community (Murphy and Zhu, 2012), was

emphasized by assistant professor, Shivam.

When | joined, in my appointment letter it was mentioned that | am supposed to publish two
articles, and I was on probation for one year... [after one year] when my performance was
appraised, my feedback from the classes was good and my admin was also good. | was able to
meet those two criteria... but I [had] not fulfilled [the] condition given... in the appointment
letter, so the [director] gave a comment that a conditional confirmation can be extended... We
have certain targets wherein you are supposed to publish a minimum...on the ABDC
classification... our director... emphasizes on the research part... in informal conversations
also when we meet him...he promptly asks us what is our current research history... that

pressure is there.

As noted by Dipanker (professor) the increased significance given to rankings is political as

well as institutional.

In the last few years... the government of India has taken a position, [using] a particular
journal ranking system... which is largely governed by American... dominated academia and...

[this] has largely been supporting mainly positivist, quantitative research.
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Interviewees referred to the financial incentives being offered by IIMs to those who publish
in ‘top’, “A-class’ or ‘top tier’ journals where the ‘methodology-as-technique’ genre has been

naturalised.

We are constantly on scales of... “how many tier one papers do you produce, etc.?” And when
you look at those tier one papers, they’re very positivist theory papers... That is putting...
pressure not only on our doctoral students, but also on our junior faculty... There are a lot of
us who are in the system, we just were coerced into doing more positivistic work... (Suresh,

professor)

It is important to recognize that the irony of these pressures, in terms of narrowing research
issues and topics as well as devaluing of other methodologies, is not lost on researchers like

Dipanker.

Most of the Indian journals are not on those lists and if we become dependent only on
mostly American journals, not even European, then we are actually putting another
constraint [on]to more contextual... research, and that is also restricting choice of methods

(emphasis added).

Such observations are not unique to the Indian context but they help to account for why a

particular genre of research has become dominant and almost exclusive.

Denaturalising methodology-as-technique
To conform to the requirements of methodology-as-technique, Indian management
researchers are encouraged to overlook local realities in favour of demonstrating rigor in the

narrowly defined sense expected by international journals. Assistant professor Ravish
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described how institutional pressures had discouraged him from taking the ‘risk’ associated

with qualitative doctoral study.

[Someone will] propose to us: “‘why not do one positivist study? ...do one survey... using
their own methods, using their own variables, and put it in their own journals. And then
see... what happens?’ So we have been waylaid... we have been seduced, we have been

coerced... into that kind of... contradictory... work as well.

Such views indicate both pressure to comply with the methodology-as-technique genre and
hostility towards it. Associate professor Kaveri spoke of the need to resist the “hegemony of
certain [positivist and evidence based] methodologies’ even if this was difficult. In seeking to
explain the dominance of positivist methods, Dipanker (professor) suggested a broader

connection with a central ideology of capitalism.

Management, academia, is... affected by... capitalist... economic ideology, and | think there
is... a kind of resonance... between positivism and capitalism... Both are authoritarian,

hegemonic, and so | think the management, academicians, managers, industrialists, they want
objective knowledge... which is... validated... and validated mostly means in... quantitative

terms.

Other respondents, including Anindita (professor), were cynical about the mystique of
positivist-quantitative methods, suggesting that the growing sophistication of statistical
techniques as having created a situation where “if the reviewer can’t understand it, all the
better... and it seems like I've done a lot of work’. She was also critical of the effects of
methodology-as-technique on the accessibility and relevance of research to non-specialist

audiences.
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To me, a lot of the quantitative research today is... unreadable. It has become an exercise in
fragmenting and using more and more sophisticated statistics, the whole argument is lost in

the whole process.

This view was echoed by assistant professor Prashant, who expressed a concern about what is

not researched.

I think a greater commitment to what is happening... around us in terms of the inequalities and
injustices... is important. That is not being done. The effort is not being made... [Instead]
one variable is being added... [to a theoretical framework that already exists], meaning the
[generalisability] is...increased to some extent... Within the Indian social context... that kind

of research is meaningless, perhaps even criminal.

Such observations suggest the experiences of Indian management researchers may provide a
basis for critique and resistance by deconstructing the ‘reality’ of methodology-as-technique
and the ‘truthfulness’ of the knowledge it produces. In the process, its un-naturalness and
perverse consequences are disclosed. For those who encounter the genre of methodology-as-
technique on the periphery, where its logic is less certain and its enactment less well
established, what is presented as normal or authoritative may can be seen as alien or strange.
This enables the ‘mask of science’ (Fournier and Grey, 2000, p.18) on which the genre of
methodology-as-technique relies, to be detected and removed, opening up possibilities for
greater reflexivity. In turn, such scepticism and resistance forms the basis for considering

alternative methods and practices for generating social scientific knowledge.

Discussion: Reconfiguring management research on a global scale
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Current institutional conditions have fostered the global dominance of, and engendered
normative compliance to, the genre of methodology-as-technique, as exemplified by the
experiences of Indian management researchers. Central to this is the use of international
business school journal rankings that position as elite US journals where this genre has
become established as ‘normal science’. Alternative methodological genres are
correspondingly constructed as less rigorous and more marginal. By paying attention to the
voices of Indian management researchers, we have explored the ways in which precision,
reliability and efficiency based on methodical, prudent and disciplined behaviour are,
paradoxically, likely to restrict the reach and limit the relevance of management research and
reduce the ability of management researchers to address society’s grand challenges and

‘wicked problems’ (Brewer, 2013).

As our analysis further demonstrates, this can result in what Van Maanen (1995, p.139)
describes as ‘technocratic unimaginativeness’ where researchers render ‘organization theory
safe for science’. When research methods are treated as “neutral or technical solutions to data
gathering problems’ (Jack and Westwood, 2006, p.482), and rigor is defined in terms of rigid
application of rules, this encourages displacement from goals onto means (Merton, 1957) and
can have perverse, unintended consequences (Lawson, 2015). Through “unchallenged
insistence upon punctilious adherence to formalized procedures’ (Merton, 1957, p.199),
reliance on the methodology-as-technique genre promotes research that is “fastidious
in...design and analytical sophistication” (Anderson et al., 1991, p.395). By narrowing the
focus on ever-greater refinement, methodology-as-technique discourages reflection on what
is being done and why and obscures the ethical-political nature of the management research
process and outcomes derived from it (Bell and Willmott, 2014). This trained incapacity to

see methods as contingent upon context and relative to a set of purposes also has
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consequences for research relationships and the ability to conduct research of reciprocal value
to participants and wider publics, rather than just for other researchers (Bell and Bryman,

2007).

Some suggest it is possible to address inequalities associated with the globalization of social
science research by developing more context-specific (Tsui, 2007), contextualized (Nkomo,
2015) or “glocalistic’ methodologies (Gobo, 2011), where research methods developed in the
Western core are adapted to take account of local cultural characteristics. However, these
proposals downplay geopolitical power imbalances in the production of knowledge, including
those that pertain to methodological practice and definitions of research rigor. We suggest the
globalization of management research in the Indian context currently manifests a form of
‘neo-colonial globality’ (Muppidi, 2004) structured around domesticating difference and
marginalizing voices from peripheral locations. Neo-colonial globality exemplifies a
philosophy in which the ‘world-as-a-whole’ is named as the object of knowledge production
and encompasses the global South in a way that enables modernist scientific methodologies
to be played out on a larger geographical stage (Connell, 2007). This helps to explain why,
although the contribution of management researchers from peripheral locations is increasing

(Saunders et al., 2011), there is little evidence of the emergence of ‘glocal’ methodologies.

By pitching local against global, and focusing on context-specific study irrespective of the
approach to knowledge creation that informs it, global management research fails to engage
with the critique of Western science as the dominant ideology of the postcolonialist state
(Connell, 2007) and an ideology driven by a desire to ‘understand’ the ‘Other’ (Prasad, 2003)
as the basis of control through a particular conception of Enlightenment. The promotion of an

‘international’ or universalist approach to social science in India arises from the presumed
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superiority of research practices developed in the global North. Yet as Singh (1973, p.14)
argues, this claimed superiority is based not on ‘conceptual creativity’ but rather the
‘technical virtuosity’ of methodologies and methods, particularly those associated with
positivistic research. As he further suggests, such claims to superiority fail to acknowledge
historical and cultural context, including the influence of Western value-judgements on
theoretical abstractions like the meta-concepts of ‘individual’ and “‘organization’, which are
exported and presented as universally agreed upon (see also Bell and Kothiyal, forthcoming).
Scholars like Connell (2007) argue that social science research must not merely adjust
existing theories, concepts and methodologies to take account of Indian experiences, in a kind
of *academic tourism’ that treats peripheral contexts primarily as a context for collection of
data. Instead researchers need to draw on philosophical, literary, artistic and religious
traditions of knowledge that are indigenous to these contexts in order to develop a social
science that problematizes pre-given social entities and reinvents them from a distinctly
Indian perspective. This relies on challenging the embodied power relations that characterise
management research as a global, commercial enterprise which leads to the creation of

knowledge primarily via North American and European journals published in English.

Yet methodologies are ‘living traditions not abstract recipes’ (Abbott, 2004, p.26), produced
by communities of researchers through their practice, teaching and development (Connell
2007; Bell and Clarke, 2014). For those who experience the genre of methodology-as-
technique on the periphery where its enactment is less well established, this presents an
opportunity for denaturalization — whereby what is presented as normal comes to appear as
alien or strange. Peripheral practices of denaturalization rely on problematizing the genre by
showing that methodology is ‘embedded in ontological and epistemological orientations and

preferences, as well as the interests, motivations and values of the researcher [that are]
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themselves situated in a historically, institutionally, culturally, and ideologically informed

context’ (Jack and Westwood, 2006, p.482).

Denaturalization could enable management knowledge on a global scale to be reconfigured to
take full and critical account of the role of Western neo-imperialism and colonialism (Denzin
and Lincoln, 2005) in the historical formation of social scientific research (Smith, 1999).
This would involve acknowledging philosophical traditions and belief systems that provide a
counterweight to foundationalist Enlightenment narratives within which dominant
understandings of management research are currently framed (Amis and Silk, 2008). It would
also entail questioning taken-for-granted ways of organizing, conducting and disseminating
knowledge in which there is a reliance upon empirical colonialism or ‘studying down’
(Harding, 1998). This would involve translating the experience of participants on the
periphery into a discursive form which does not objectify them and reinscribe them as ‘Other’
(Smith, 1995), or reduce and mould them to ‘the same’. Demonstrating the limits of the genre
of methodology-as-technique, and its restrictiveness with regard to those who are ‘Othered’,
could thereby open up spaces for indigenous research methodologies (Smith, 1999) that draw

on local traditions of knowledge (Jackson, 2014).

The reconfiguration of management research on a global scale requires development and
application of diverse methods, such as those based on narrative knowledge and storytelling
(Kaomea, 2016), rather than continuing reliance on variants of the genre of methodogy-as-
technique that assume and reinforce existing ways of knowing. In taking up this challenge,
management researchers on the periphery would be framed as bricoleurs (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2005), rather than technicians, piecing together research methods creatively so as ‘to

make previously repressed features of the social world visible and seek to challenge the
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hegemonic status quo’ (Kaomea, 2016, p.100). Such analyses pay attention to, and are
respectful of, local actors’ definition(s) of the situation, as a dynamic meaning-making
process and a negotiated outcome of relations of power. This approach presents a challenge
inter alia to liberal Enlightenment conceptions of the autonomous self by taking seriously
traditions of knowledge in which identities are considered to be relational and intersubjective

(Stevenson, 2016)""".

The reconfiguration of global management research relies on fostering awareness that
language is not a neutral resource. The use of English as the dominant mode of representation
in international publishing operates to reinscribe power relations associated with colonial
oppression (Meriléinen et al., 2008; Murphy and Zhu, 2012; Li and Parker, 2013). Western
theoretical traditions rely on mastery of a language of abstraction and the methods of science
that are used to enhance the authority of the speaker through conceptual detachment (Shope,
2006). An alternative globality could incorporate orality (Willox et al, 2012) and visuality
(Bell and Davison, 2013) as distinctive modes of knowing and representing management
knowledge. This reconfiguration could expand the use of innovative methods of analysis and
dissemination, such as participatory organizational research (Burns et al, 2014), or digital
storytelling (Willox et al, 2012) to illuminate and critically affirm the value of indigenous
understandings. Reconfigured globality may also involve going beyond human-centric
approaches to knowledge to explore diverse forms of knowing, including those that draw on

spirituality and/or that are linked to ecological belief systems (Willmott, 2014).

There are implications for research ethics arising from this proposed reconfiguration.
Alternative globality entails questioning governance practices that place indigenous peoples

in a subaltern position of dependence where they are considered to need outsider assistance
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(Stevenson, 2016). This favours an ethics based on reciprocity (Bell and Bryman, 2007) and
respectful collaboration fused with the nurturing of critical reflection. It requires the
cultivation of researcher reflexivity as a basis for understanding how, in the use of social
scientific methods, management researchers actively participate in and enact social realities
and engage in a relational co-production of knowledge (Cunliffe, 2011). Such awareness
involves moving away from a tradition that represents the indigenous Other as an object of
study, based on Western methodological traditions that privilege the genre of methodology-

as-technique.

Conclusion

Patterns of knowledge production in management research, and the methodological practices
and notions of rigor on which they rely, risk becoming increasingly narrow and isomorphic
(Alvesson and Gabriel, 2013). This article has highlighted the processes and practices
through which understandings of methodological rigor are constructed in management
research in ways that fetishize technique. We readily acknowledge that the conditions
described by Indian management researchers are also encountered by Western researchers,
regardless of whether their work conforms to the genre of methodology-as-technique. But we
have also suggested that there are important differences arising from the latter’s neo-colonial
position. Scholars in peripheral locations not only observe and perpetuate these global
conditions but, by virtue of their marginality, are comparatively well placed to question and
denaturalize their norms. Indigenous scholars may then come to play an increasingly
important role in countering the homogenizing and perverse effects associated with
scholarship dominated by the methodology-as-technique genre, particularly if, as Connell

(2007) suggests, management researchers located in South Africa, Brazil and India organize
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laterally with scholars in other peripheral locations to identify common interests and
overlapping problem areas and form networks of cooperation and knowledge sharing that
challenge intellectual dependency on the West. By questioning and challenging the practices
and institutions that foster this genre, scholars in peripheral regions may open up

methodological spaces for more diverse post-Enlightenment narratives.

As we have argued, methodologies do not simply describe or capture realities, they also
constitute them (Law, 2004). Rather than being vested in a single set of criteria, judgements
of rigor are integral to the purpose and ethical positioning of management researchers.
Because judgements of research quality are indistinguishable from morality and axiology, the
production of knowledge involves taking ‘a stand on what it is right to do and good to be as
social inquirers’ (Schwandt, 1996, p.59; see also Ezzamel and Willmott, 2014). This
orientation is consistent with the proposed reframing of globalized research as a condition of
possibility for the pluralisation and re-enchantment of management research practice and
depends upon the release of management research from the confines of a narrow and deeply

entrenched conception of rigor.
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