positivism and post positivism in research

positivism and post positivism in research represent two fundamental philosophical approaches that
guide the methodology, epistemology, and interpretation of scientific inquiry. These paradigms
influence how researchers formulate hypotheses, collect data, and interpret findings within various
academic disciplines. Positivism, rooted in the belief that reality can be objectively measured and
understood through empirical observation, contrasts with post positivism, which acknowledges the
limitations of absolute objectivity and incorporates critical reflection on the research process. This
article explores the core principles, differences, and applications of positivism and post positivism in
research, providing a comprehensive understanding of their roles in shaping scientific knowledge.
Additionally, the discussion addresses the evolution from positivist to post positivist thought and how
this shift impacts contemporary research practices. To facilitate clarity, the article is organized into

sections covering definitions, historical context, methodological implications, and practical examples.
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Understanding Positivism in Research



Definition and Core Principles

Positivism in research is a philosophical stance asserting that knowledge is derived from logical and
mathematical treatments and sensory experience. It emphasizes that the social world can be studied
using the same scientific methods applied to the natural world. The core principles of positivism
include objectivity, empirical observation, and the belief that reality exists independently of human
perception. Positivist researchers prioritize hypothesis testing, measurement, and verification through

observable data, striving to produce generalizable and replicable results.

Historical Development

The origins of positivism can be traced back to the 19th century with thinkers like Auguste Comte, who
advocated for a scientific approach to society. This paradigm dominated the social and natural
sciences for much of the 20th century, influencing research designs characterized by quantitative
methods and experimentation. Positivism's insistence on empirical evidence and the scientific method

laid the groundwork for rigorous and systematic inquiry.

Exploring Post Positivism in Research

Definition and Fundamental Concepts

Post positivism emerged as a critique and refinement of positivism, recognizing the limitations of
absolute objectivity and the influence of researcher bias. It maintains a commitment to scientific inquiry
but adopts a more critical stance towards the nature of knowledge. Post positivists argue that reality
cannot be fully apprehended because it is inherently complex and contextual. This paradigm advocates
for a more reflexive approach, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative methods to capture

multiple perspectives.



Philosophical Foundations and Influences

Post positivism draws from critical realism and pragmatism, emphasizing that while an objective reality
exists, human understanding of it is always partial and fallible. Influential philosophers such as Karl

Popper introduced the concept of falsifiability, which shifted the focus from verification to the refutation
of hypotheses. This philosophical shift has encouraged researchers to acknowledge uncertainties and

incorporate methodological pluralism in their studies.

Differences Between Positivism and Post Positivism

Ontological and Epistemological Contrasts

The primary distinction between positivism and post positivism lies in their views on reality (ontology)
and knowledge (epistemology). Positivism assumes a single, observable reality that can be measured
objectively. In contrast, post positivism accepts a reality that is complex and not entirely accessible,
emphasizing that all observations are theory-laden and influenced by context. Epistemologically,
positivism relies on direct observation and measurement, while post positivism advocates for a more

critical and interpretive approach.

Approach to Research Validity and Bias

Positivist research seeks to eliminate bias through standardized methods and controlled experiments,
aiming for neutrality. Post positivism, however, recognizes that complete objectivity is unattainable and
promotes transparency about potential biases. It encourages methodological triangulation and

validation techniques that account for researcher influence and contextual factors.



Methodological Implications of Both Paradigms

Research Design and Data Collection

Positivist research designs typically involve quantitative methods such as surveys, experiments, and

statistical analysis. These approaches prioritize numerical data that can be objectively measured and
analyzed. In contrast, post positivist research often employs mixed methods, combining quantitative

data with qualitative techniques like interviews, case studies, and ethnography to gain a deeper

understanding of phenomena.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

Within positivism, data analysis focuses on hypothesis testing, statistical significance, and
generalizability. Post positivism encourages critical interpretation, acknowledging the influence of
context and researcher perspective. This paradigm supports iterative analysis, reflexivity, and the

integration of multiple data sources to build a more comprehensive understanding.

List of Key Methodological Differences

Positivism emphasizes quantitative data; post positivism values mixed methods.

Positivism assumes researcher neutrality; post positivism acknowledges bias.

Positivist analysis seeks verification; post positivist analysis allows falsification and

reinterpretation.

Positivism focuses on generalizability; post positivism stresses context-specific insights.



¢ Positivism relies on standardized procedures; post positivism encourages methodological

flexibility.

Applications and Examples in Contemporary Research

Use of Positivism in Scientific and Social Studies

Positivism remains influential in fields requiring precise measurement and control, such as natural
sciences, psychology, and epidemiology. Studies involving clinical trials, large-scale surveys, and
experimental designs often adopt positivist principles to ensure reliability and validity. For example,

public health research measuring disease prevalence typically relies on positivist methodologies.

Post Positivism in Complex and Socially Constructed Phenomena

Post positivism is particularly valuable in disciplines dealing with complex social phenomena, where
context and human experience are central. Education research, organizational studies, and sociology
often use post positivist frameworks to explore multiple realities and subjective meanings. For instance,
a study examining educational reform might integrate quantitative achievement data with qualitative

interviews to capture diverse stakeholder perspectives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is positivism in research?

Positivism is a research philosophy that asserts knowledge should be derived from observable and

measurable facts obtained through empirical evidence and scientific methods.



How does post-positivism differ from positivism?

Post-positivism recognizes that absolute truth can never be fully attained and emphasizes critical
realism, suggesting that while objective reality exists, our understanding of it is always imperfect and

influenced by context.

What are the key assumptions of positivism?

Positivism assumes that reality is objective and can be measured, that knowledge is gained through

sensory experience and logical analysis, and that research should be value-free and replicable.

Why is post-positivism considered more flexible than positivism?

Post-positivism allows for the incorporation of qualitative data and acknowledges researcher bias,
complexity, and the influence of social factors, making it more adaptable to different research contexts

than the rigid framework of positivism.

In what types of research is positivism commonly applied?

Positivism is commonly applied in quantitative research methods, such as experiments and surveys,

where hypotheses are tested through statistical analysis and objective measurement.

How does post-positivism influence mixed methods research?

Post-positivism supports mixed methods research by valuing both quantitative and qualitative data,
recognizing the limitations of each approach, and striving for a more comprehensive understanding of

complex phenomena.

What are some criticisms of positivism in contemporary research?

Criticisms of positivism include its over-reliance on quantification, neglect of subjective experiences,
inability to capture complex social realities, and its assumption that researcher bias can be completely

eliminated.



Additional Resources

1. Positivism and Sociology: Explaining Social Life

This book explores the foundations of positivism in the context of sociological research. It discusses
how positivist principles guide the collection and analysis of empirical data to explain social
phenomena. The author critically examines the strengths and limitations of positivism in understanding

complex social realities.

2. Post-Positivism and Its Critics

This volume addresses the evolution from positivism to post-positivism in the philosophy of science
and research methodologies. It provides a comprehensive overview of post-positivist thought,
emphasizing the recognition of theory-laden observation and the role of critical realism. The book also

engages with critiques and alternative perspectives, fostering a deeper understanding of scientific

inquiry.

3. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches by John W. Creswell
Creswell’s widely used text introduces various research paradigms, including positivism and post-
positivism. The book explains how these paradigms influence research design and data interpretation.
It is a practical guide for students and researchers seeking to align their research questions with

appropriate methodological approaches.

4. Philosophy of Social Science: The Methods, Ideologies, and Social Theory of Sociology

This book delves into the philosophical underpinnings of social science research, contrasting positivist
and post-positivist approaches. It explores how these paradigms shape methodological choices and
theoretical frameworks in sociology. The text offers critical insights into debates over objectivity and

subjectivity in social research.

5. Foundations of Social Research: Meaning and Perspective in the Research Process

Offering a clear introduction to research philosophies, this book covers positivism and post-positivism
in detail. It discusses the implications of these paradigms for the interpretation of data and the
construction of knowledge. The author emphasizes the importance of reflexivity and the role of the

researcher in shaping research outcomes.



6. Scientific Method in Practice

This book provides an accessible overview of the scientific method, highlighting the transition from
strict positivist approaches to more flexible post-positivist perspectives. It discusses how hypotheses
are formulated, tested, and revised in light of evidence. The text is valuable for understanding how

scientific inquiry adapts to complex research environments.

7. Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar’s Philosophy

Focusing on critical realism, a key post-positivist philosophy, this book explains its contributions to
research methodology. It contrasts critical realism with positivism, emphasizing the notion of an
independent reality that is only imperfectly understood. The author provides practical examples of

applying critical realism in social science research.

8. Interpretation and Method: Empirical Research Methods and the Interpretive Turn

This book examines the shift from positivist to interpretive and post-positivist research methods. It
highlights the importance of context, meaning, and researcher reflexivity in qualitative research. The
text is a useful resource for understanding the philosophical and methodological diversity in

contemporary social science.

9. Philosophy of Research: Understanding Contemporary Approaches

This comprehensive book surveys key research paradigms, including positivism, post-positivism,
constructivism, and critical theory. It explains how these paradigms influence the formulation of
research questions, data collection, and analysis. The author aims to equip researchers with the

knowledge to make informed methodological choices in their work.
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