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ABSTRACT
The main research focus of the sociology of business ethics is on (i) the moral foundations of people’s
behaviour, both within and outside the business context, (ii) how compatible or contradictory these
behaviours are and (iii) how stable a society or component of a society would be if self-interest is the
main governing principle, without being constrained by moral discipline. This entails providing accurate
descriptions and explanations of ethical situations. Whistle-blowing research is used to examine the
methodological challenges of business ethics researchers. The analysis demonstrates the importance
of an integrated multi-strategy approach that would facilitate an investigation of the motivations and
decision processes of individual actors in the larger social context, especially within the organisation.
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Research on whistle-blowing has received
increased attention in recent years. The
focus has been on inter alia the nature and
dynamics of the phenomenon as well as on
the analysis of particular cases of whistleblowing. The academic literature generally
deals with whistle-blowing as an expression of
morality in organisations or as an affirmation
of professional responsibility. It is sometimes
seen as the result of a strong commitment
to religious or humanistic values, or simply
as a situation where the whistle-blower has
miscalculated the costs (Rothschild and
Miethe, 1994, pp. 255-256). While research
on this phenomenon is being approached from
the vantage point of a number of disciplines,
for example business ethics, philosophy,
psychology, management, law and sociology,
the ethical paradox of whistle-blowing always
seems to be central to the research, either
explicitly or implicitly (Vandekerckhove,
2006). Miceli et al (2008: pp. 26-32) provide
a useful overview of the limitations that
researchers of whistle-blowing need to
consider when deciding on a research design.
However, these considerations do not seem
to address the particular challenges faced by
whistle-blowing researchers in the business
ethics field. This paper attempts to address
these challenges.

CHALLENGES IN BUSINESS ETHICS
RESEARCH
Michael Hoffman and Jennifer Moore (1982,
p. 299) define business ethics as:
“disciplined normative reflection on the
nature, meaning and context of business
activity. As such it deals with comprehensive
questions about the justice of the economic
context in which business operates and about
the nature, function, structure and scope of
business in that context, as well as with more
specific issues raised by the relationship of
business to government, the consumer, its
employees, and society at large”.
This definition emphasises the “primarily
philosophical and normative” nature of
business ethics without acknowledging
that it is also “informed by social science
research”. George Frederickson (1993, p. 7)
argues, on the other hand, that the ethical
arguments of business ethics should be
subjected to attempts to test them against
empirical evidence. In this regard, Deon
Rossouw (2002, pp. 32-34) distinguishes
between three kinds of ethics, namely
metaethics, prescriptive or normative ethics
and descriptive ethics. Metaethics can be
defined as a “philosophical reflection on the
nature of moral judgments” (Starck, 2001,
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p.136). It also considers issues related to the definition of
concepts.
Prescriptive ethics “entails making prescriptions or
judgements about ethical issues” (Rossouw, 2002, p. 33).
It therefore adopts a particular position with regard to
moral choices and provides a theoretical justification for
this choice. Starck (2001, p. 136) calls it applied ethics
or “the attempt to choose from among various ethical
approaches in deciding practical matters”. The latter
clearly requires an investigation into the criteria used when
deciding whether behaviour is moral or not, as well as the
empirical inspection of the implementation of these criteria
in different contexts.
The descriptive approach focuses on providing accurate
descriptions and explanations of ethical situations. Apart
from people’s behaviour and the characteristics of ethical
situations, this approach would also investigate “what
moral values people really do espouse and enact, in business
and elsewhere” (Hendry, 2001, p.217).
Descriptive ethics provides the meeting place for sociology
and business ethics. In this regard, Hendry (2001, p. 214)
pinpoints the central research agenda of the sociology of
business ethics as establishing (i) the moral foundations of
people’s behaviour, both within and outside the business
context, (ii) the compatibility and contradictions between
these behaviours and (iii) the stability of a society or
constituent of a society “governed solely by the precepts
of self-interest, without the constraining effects of moral
discipline” (Hendry, 2001, p. 214). In particular, the central
theme of such an agenda would centre on the compatibility of
traditional moral values, with the increasing legitimisation
of self-interest in the business world.
As a relatively new field of study, business ethics research
faces certain challenges that more established academic
fields have already surmounted fairly successfully (Rossouw,
2001, p. 205). Rossouw (2001, p.197) identifies three sets
of such challenges related to ontological, methodological
and theoretical issues.
Methodological challenges refer to the criteria that should be
considered when justifying the choice of research strategies
and methodologies. A main concern in this regard is the
choice between a qualitative or quantitative methodology,
or a combination of the two. According to Rossouw (2001,
pp. 204-208), four considerations should play a role in this
decision: stage of development, ambiguity, embeddedness
and sensitivity. A relatively young field of study, such as
business ethics, is often characterised by an immature
theoretical basis and inconsistency in the way key concepts
are understood. This results in the first source of ambiguity,
namely the lack of agreement with regard to the definition of
concepts. A second source of ambiguity is related to the nonAfrican Journal of Business Ethics  Vol. 5  Issue 1  Jan-Jun 2011

factual nature of business ethics, which necessarily always
involves the making of value-judgements. Embeddedness
entails the capacity of particular methodologies to uncover
the choices of individual actors with regard to ethical
behaviour as well as assessing the impact of the economic
setting on ethical behaviour. Sensitivity embodies the
extent to which enquiries in this field are experienced by
respondents as a reflection of their value as humans and,
as such, addresses the essence of their being.
This paper focuses on the challenges that confront the
sociology of business ethics by exploring the implications of
these four methodological challenges to research practice in
the field. These challenges are scrutinized by using research
on the phenomenon of whistle-blowing as an example.

CHOICE OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: THE STAGE
OF DEVELOPMENT OF BUSINESS ETHICS
The field of business ethics is relatively young. As such, it
lacks the solid theoretical foundation that older fields claim
to have as well as a general agreement on the meaning of
key concepts. This requires that researchers in the field of
business ethics should place the generation and expansion
of theories in the foreground of their activities. In the
process, the purpose of theory construction as it relates to
the ongoing debate between normative or prescriptive versus
empirical or descriptive approaches (Trevino and Weaver,
1994: p. 120) should be resolved as it impacts on decisions
on the requirements of appropriate research designs and
methods (Rossouw, 2001: p. 205-206).
This is particularly important with regard to research in
the field of the sociology of business ethics. Gabriel Abend
(2008: 87) puts the case very bluntly when he argues
“that sociology’s empirical research on morality relies,
implicitly or explicitly, on unsophisticated and even obsolete
ethical theories, and thus is based on inadequate conceptions
of the ontology, epistemology, and semantics of morality. …
Finally, I contend that in order for sociology to improve its
understanding of morality, better conceptual, epistemological,
and methodological foundations are needed”.
Some whistle-blowing researchers, for example Park and
Blenkinsopp (2009, p. 545), similarly lament the absence
of a general theory explaining whistle-blowing behaviour.

CHOICE OF RESEARCH METHOD: THE IMPACT OF
AMBIGUITY
Two sources of ambiguity in the field of business ethics
should be considered here. In the first place, the lack of
agreement with regard to the definition of concepts and,
secondly, the underlying value-judgements, always inform
any research activity in business ethics.
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Definition of concepts
As a relatively young field of study, business ethics is
characterised by a lack of consensus about the meaning
of key terms. Any researcher should therefore consider
issues with regard to conceptualisation, with the emphasis
on developing clear and unambiguous definitions of the
major concepts in the research, from the existing theory
(Brand, 2008, p. 432; Clegg et al, 2007, pp. 113-114;
Rossouw, 2004, p. 30). The complexity of this activity is
illustrated through considering the conceptualisation of
whistle-blowing1.
A major problem with the concept of whistle-blowing is that
it has been sensationalised by the media and, consequently,
is used in various popularised forms with different
connotations depending on the attitudes and experiences
of the user. Academic authors also define whistle-blowing
in various ways. Research on whistle-blowing therefore
requires that the meanings attached to the term should
be clarified at the beginning of the research. It could also
constitute a research project on its own.
One element of the definition on which there seems to
be general agreement is that whistle-blowing (or ethical
resistance as it is often referred to) is the disclosure of
organisational wrongdoing to those who are perceived to
be in a position to take action (Glazer and Glazer 1989: 4;
Jubb 1999: 83; Miceli and Near 1992: 15; Miethe 1999:
17-18; Wilmot 2000: 1051). Organisational wrongdoing
could entail a wide variety of behaviours, such as criminal
activity, the abuse of public funds, a miscarriage of justice,
abuse of power, maladministration and danger to the health
or safety of any individual (Kloppers 1997: pp. 240-241;
Vinten, 1994: p.5). Organisational wrongdoing therefore
consists of any illegal and/or immoral behaviour within
the workplace.
A second point of agreement seems to be that an employee
or former employee of the organisation should be making
the disclosure of organisational wrongdoing (Calland and
Dehn 2004: 3; Glazer and Glazer 1989: 4; Miethe 1999:
13; Singer et al 1998: 528; Wilmot 2000: 1051). Several
authors (Johnson 2003: 4; Miceli and Near 1992: 16-17)
broaden this requirement to a member or former member
of an organisation, while Jubb (1999: 83) refers to “a person
who has or had privileged access to data or information of an
organisation”. A reporter or politician who reveals examples
of illegal, immoral or illegitimate acts happening outside of
their particular work sphere is therefore not considered to
be a whistle-blower. The fact that the whistle-blower is an
insider is an essential element of the perception of betrayal.
Only an insider can betray, or to put it differently, can violate
loyalty and trust (Ben-Yehuda 2001: 37).
Some authors define whistle-blowing very broadly to include
any disclosure of organisational wrongdoing (Alford 2001:
52

18; Johnson 2003: 4; Miceli and Near 1992: 16), whether
sanctioned by the organisation or not, while others believe
that it should be restricted to the unauthorized disclosure
of information (Davis 2004: 298; Hunt 1998: 525; Glazer
and Glazer 1989: 4; Vinten 1994: 5). The latter authors
limit whistle-blowing to bureaucratically unauthorised
forms of disclosure. It is largely this unauthorised nature
of the whistle-blower’s disclosure that exposes him or her
to the accusation of treachery.
Geoffrey Hunt (1998: 530) identifies three main criteria
in terms of which a disclosure of information could be
considered to be bureaucratically unauthorised. Firstly,
the disclosure could be unauthorised due to the sensitive
nature of the information, in particular where secrecy
clauses or issues of confidentiality are involved. Secondly,
the organisation might not consider the particular employee
to be sufficiently senior to make such a disclosure. Thirdly,
the disclosure could be viewed as unauthorised if the
employee did not follow the organisation’s directives with
regard to the authorised recipient of a disclosure of this
nature.
A further complication in respect of the definition of
whistle-blowing occurs when some authors (e.g., Miceli
and Near 1992: 21-25) also include as whistle-blowers
those whose work roles prescribe that they should disclose
information about wrongdoing. To distinguish between
what is considered normal requirements in such a function
and what may be regarded as whistle-blowing, Miethe
(1999: 17) argues that, in such cases, the definition of
whistle-blowing should be restricted to those who go
outside the prescribed channels to disclose the information,
as those whistle-blowers who remain internal would not
suffer victimisation. However, research has demonstrated
that role-prescribed whistle-blowers are often victimised
in similar ways to that of the non-role-prescribed whistleblowers (Uys, 2008).
Finally, a distinction is generally made between internal
and external whistle-blowing. Whistle-blowing could occur
internally when the whistle-blower bypasses the prescribed
internal channels of communication or externally when
the whistle-blower resorts to an external agency, which
could include the media. Some authors exclude internal
disclosures from the definition of whistle-blowing (Hunt
1998: 530; Johnson 2003: 4; Jubb 1999: 90-91; Petersen
and Farrel 1986: 4-5), while others consider both internal
and external disclosures to be whistle-blowing (Bok 1980:
278-280; Miceli and Near 1992: 25-27; Somers and Casal
1994: 272; Westin 1981: 1). Whistle-blowers are generally
expected to exhaust the internal route before turning to
ways of exposing the wrongdoing externally.
Most definitions also emphasise the requirement that
the disclosure of the information should be in the public
African Journal of Business Ethics  Vol. 5  Issue 1  Jan-Jun 2011
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interest. While it is clearly in the public interest to expose
some forms of wrongdoing, such as the dumping of toxic
waste or corruption in the civil service, other issues
might be more open to interpretation. This is a particular
problem if the employer does not perceive the disclosure
to be in the public interest or considers it to be a matter of
confidentiality or security (Hunt, 1998, p. 527).
Another definitional issue is related to whether a
person should only be recognised as a whistle-blower if
the employer retaliates against him/her. In theory, any
unauthorised disclosure of organisational wrongdoing
should qualify as whistle-blowing. In practice, however,
the whistle-blower only becomes defined as such once
the employer responds negatively to the disclosure. This
phenomenon results in a tendency to exaggerate the extent
to which employers retaliate against whistle-blowers. Those
whistle-blowers who do not receive any negative attention
from the organisation are generally seen as conscientious
employees doing their duty in protecting the interests of
the organisation. “[B]y definition, most whistleblowers
are retaliated against, and most of them severely” (Alford,
2001, p. 18).
The conceptualisation of central concepts is a prerequisite
for conducting quality research. It is also essential in
identifying possible respondents and deciding on a sampling
design. These decisions impact directly on considerations of
the feasibility of studying a particular explanatory research
question in circumstances where it would be difficult, if not
impossible, to draw a probability sample. It is, for example,
a challenge to the ingenuity of a researcher wishing to
establish conclusively whether women are more likely to
blow the whistle than men.
Furthermore, the ethical ambiguity inherent in the lack
of consistency in the understanding of concepts among
research subjects should be acknowledged explicitly in the
research design, and plays an important role in the choice
of research strategies and methods. As Rossouw (2001,
p.207) puts it:
“What is needed to accommodate these concerns about
ambiguity in business ethics research are methodologies
that will allow respondents the opportunity to co-construct
the meaning of such ambiguous terms…Open-ended
questions, personal interviews, focus groups and other
methodologies that allow respondents to interact with
the researcher are much more suitable for this purpose
than close-ended questions, where the only possibility for
interaction with the researcher is a tick in the box”.

Underlying value-judgements
The second source of ambiguity flows from the non-factual
nature of ethics. The decision as to whether something is
good or bad, ethical or unethical, right or wrong depends
African Journal of Business Ethics  Vol. 5  Issue 1  Jan-Jun 2011

on people’s value-judgements. Inherent in discussions (and
even in research) on whistle-blowing is the assumption that
the whistle-blower is the moral hero and the organisation
the villain. This often leads to debates about whether the
whistle-blower’s motives should play a role in defining a
disclosure as whistle-blowing. Nicholas Lampert (1985,
pp. 111-116) identifies four possible motives for blowing
the whistle. In the first place, individuals might blow the
whistle as a result of high moral standards that leave them
no other choice. Fred Alford (2001, p. 43) calls this the
“choiceless choice” of whistle-blowers. In the second place,
whistle-blowers might want to distance themselves from
the immoral activity as the risk of exposure is becoming
too great. In the third place, the whistle-blower might want
to expose the inequitable distribution of rewards, while,
lastly, the whistle-blower might be acting out of vengeance.
Latimer (2002: p. 24) adds the aspiration to become a hero
as an additional motive.
Uys and Senekal (2008: pp. 38-40) analyse the motives of
the whistle-blower in terms of a moral dilemma of having
to choose between conforming to the morality of principle
versus the morality of loyalty:
“Whistleblowers have to deal with the conflicting
expectations of being loyal to the organisation and putting
its interests first, while at the same time complying with
the expectation that they should act in the best interest of
the public” (Uys and Senekal, 2008: 40).
The problem with including the purity of the motive in the
definition of whistle-blowing is that it is not that easy to
determine unambiguously what people’s motives are for
any kind of behaviour. As Lampert (1985, p. 112) puts it:
“Personal difficulties can be closely linked to, or can develop
into, a wider social concern.” People can also have mixed
motives. If there is an element of personal grievance in the
act of whistle-blowing, it does not necessarily mean that
the disclosure could not simultaneously be in the public
interest (Jackson, 1992, p. 265).
The perceived motives of the whistle-blower play a role
in establishing the moral justifiability of whistle-blowing.
The ethics of whistle-blowing could be analysed in terms
of two moral purposes, i.e. whether the whistle-blowing is
aimed at correcting a wrong or whether it is done in terms
of a principle or duty. The first is called a consequentialist
(Wilmot, 2000, pp. 1053-1054) or a utilitarian view
(Rossouw, 2002, pp. 54-56). The second is known as
a deontological view (Rossouw, 2002, pp. 49-54). The
utilitarian evaluation of the justifiability of an unauthorised
disclosure requires that the disclosure “does more good than
harm; serves some purpose in correcting or preventing the
wrongdoing concerned; is made in a responsible manner;
and follows upon the exhaustion of internal channels of
complaint and redress” (Hunt, 1998, p. 531).
53

[Downloaded free from http://www.ajobe.org on Thursday, October 04, 2012, IP: 152.106.99.20] || Click here to download free Android application for this journal
Uys: Challenges in the sociology of business ethics: Researching whistleblowing

There are numerous problems with regard to this
approach to determining the morality of whistle-blowing.
It is extremely difficult for a prospective whistle-blower to
assess the possible consequences of making a disclosure in
advance. The list of requirements for making a responsible
disclosure spelt out by Hunt (1998, p. 532) presupposes
that making an unauthorised disclosure is a conscious,
reasoned decision. As Rothschild and Miethe’s (1999, p.
119) research exemplifies, most whistle-blowers assume
this role almost by accident. They do not think that they are
doing anything controversial. If anything, they think that
they are doing their job and that their employer would be
appreciative of their efforts. With regard to whistle-blowing,
the deontological view (that argues that whistle-blowing
results from adherence to some moral principle or duty)
seems to make more sense, although it does not resolve
any issues with regard to the choice between conflicting
duties or principles, such as loyalty to the public or loyalty
to your organisation.
This introduces the issue of the substance of the whistleblower ’s claim. A researcher cannot assume that all
disclosures of supposed wrongdoing are necessarily
accurate. The whistle-blower could possibly be mistaken
or possess incomplete information. Or the whistleblower
could be acting out of self-protection or malice (Perry, 1993,
p. 81). The problem is that researchers are generally not in
a position to do a complete investigation with regard to the
accuracy of whistle-blowers’ stories. Where whistle-blowers’
stories have been reported in the media, or they had to face
a disciplinary hearing or a court case, it may be possible
to verify the basic facts. However, whistle-blowing is
essentially as Alford (2001, p. 31) puts it: “about the quirky
individual speaking out in a situation of moral ambiguity”.
When doing research on the ethics of whistle-blowing, the
author tends to agree with Alford (2001, p. 32) when he
argues the following:

what the concept that is being researched entails is
attained, the researcher would also be able to choose the
most appropriate method to gain information about the
phenomenon. The ambiguity that flows from the valuejudgements underlying certain business ethics concepts
should be made explicit, and methods should be used that
enable respondents to voice their understanding of the
complexity of these concepts. In such a situation, personal
interviews, life histories, focus groups and open-ended
questions will be of value.

CHOICE OF RESEARCH METHOD: EMBEDDEDNESS
OF BUSINESS ETHICS IN THE ECONOMIC SETTING
When appraising the comparative value of quantitative and
qualitative research methods for a particular project, the
embeddedness of business ethics in the economic setting
needs to be kept in mind. This entails that the capacity
of particular methodologies to uncover the choices of
individual actors with regard to ethical behaviour as well
as the impact of the economic setting on ethical behaviour
need to be assessed.
Rossouw (2001, p. 204) is of the opinion that quantitative
methods such as social surveys, although useful in
accessing the attitudes of individuals, would be less
valuable in determining actual ethical behaviour. This
debate between the value of quantitative versus qualitative
research is ongoing. Unfortunately, the subject matter
of the social sciences is such that most of our data on
attitudes as well as behaviour stem from self-reports by our
respondents. And, self-reports are necessarily vulnerable
to various influences with regard to a self-presentation
or social desirability bias. This implies that responses
“may be subject to socially desirable response problems of
honesty of recall, accuracy, willingness to report socially
disapproved behavior, and other sources of bias” (Akande,
2001, p. 250).

“My question is not, ‘Was the whistleblower right (pure,
just, well-balanced)?’ but ‘What can the whistleblower’s
experience teach us about the fate of the individual in the
organization?’ To know this (that is, to be sure that there
are not too many disturbances in the field), it is enough
that the whistleblower not be crazy and that his or her
case not be totally implausible. To demand that genuine
whistleblowers be among the most rational, ethical, wellbalanced, and humane of humans would obscure most
of what is important by making it impossible to ask the
right question. Not ‘Who is the whistleblower and is his
case sounder than sound?’ but ‘What can we learn from
the experience of the scapegoat?’ is the question I am
interested in”.

The assessment of whether a qualitative or quantitative
study provides us with more truthful answers relates to the
question as to which environment would be more conducive
to socially desirable answers. Zeller (1993, p. 103) defines
social desirability as “a situation in which respondents
say what they think the researcher wants to hear rather
than what they believe (or what they have done)”. Social
desirability is linked to the possibility of a self-presentation
bias where respondents could massage their stories or adapt
their replies in terms of “their perception of the social
desirability of those answers. An answer that is perceived
to be socially desirable is more likely to be endorsed than
one that is not” (Bryman, 2001, p. 123).

In order to address the challenge of ambiguity, it is
important that business ethics researchers should
conceptualise their concepts clearly. If a full grasp of

In their study on the public service ethic of whistle-blowers,
Brewer and Selden (1998: p. 427-428) employed a number of
techniques in order to diminish the possible bias introduced
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by self-reporting. They used a large survey that did not
focus on whistle-blowing exclusively but phrased questions
in general, hypothetical terms that would not trigger
attempts at justification. These questions were alternated
by questions that required reports on concrete events,
which generally tend to be more accurate and objective.
Anonymity was also ensured, which reduces the danger of
social desirability responses.
The occurrence of social desirability responses does not
mean that respondents are consciously lying. Various issues
are at stake. Alford (2001, p. 8) expresses it very well when
he talks about the inability of whistle-blowers to remain
loyal to their story.
“For the whistleblower to be loyal to his or her story, he or
she would have to know and accept some terrible truths
about the world, above all that his sacrifice will not be
redeemed. No one will be saved by his suffering, not even
himself. The organization he worked for will not be made
better, and those who worked with him will not have
become more moral by virtue of his example”.
Comparisons of qualitative and quantitative studies
demonstrated a greater vulnerability to self-presentation
bias among qualitative studies. This is attributed to the
influence of the amount of privacy the respondents are
afforded when answering the researcher’s questions and
the degree of anonymity they can reasonably expect to
receive, both of which are largely absent in the case of
interviews and, especially, focus groups. Self-presentation
bias is also influenced by the extent to which respondents
are convinced of the seriousness of the scientific endeavour
and the importance of their contribution to it (Catania
et al., 1993, p.151; Uys, 2002).
Rossouw (2004, p. 29) argues for the use of methods that
would enable the researcher to uncover both the moral
attitudes and intentions of individuals, for example by
means of self-report surveys, as well as their actual moral
behaviour, which would require more phenomenological
strategies in a naturalistic setting. Documentary studies
can also assist in accessing the institutionalisation
of moral behaviour in the organisational context. A
variety of research methodologies is therefore required
to capture the full complexity of cultural embeddedness
in organisations.

CHOICE OF RESEARCH METHOD: SENSITIVITY
This brings us to the final methodological challenge that we
need to consider, which is the sensitive nature of business
ethics research. Research on whistle-blowing exemplifies
enquiries into experiences of respondents that reflect their
value as humans and the essence of their being. This is the
case not only with the whistle-blowers but also with the
African Journal of Business Ethics  Vol. 5  Issue 1  Jan-Jun 2011

organisations that they belonged to who are insistent on
protecting their reputations.
A technique that is particularly appropriate for conducting
sensitive research is the narrative interview as it “envisages
a setting which encourages and stimulates interviewees
to tell a story about some significant event in the
informants’ life” (Bauer, 1996: 2). This technique entails
that the interviewer presents the initial central topic to
the respondent. The respondent is invited to tell his or
her story. The narration is then followed by a questioning
phase, during which clarifications of the story are sought
in a non-threatening manner.
While sensitive research can possibly result in the
appearance of a social desirability bias, this kind of research
also tends to be vulnerable to non-response. Interviewing
whistle-blowers does not however seem to present a serious
obstacle. Most whistle-blowers seem to have a deeply felt
need to communicate their story to the world as part of the
process of dealing with their experiences. Non-response
could be more of an issue when trying to get access to
employers to get their side of the story. On the other
hand, a self-administered survey would probably be less
susceptible to non-response, as the respondents are able
to remain anonymous.

IN CONCLUSION: A WAY FORWARD
When conducting research in the field of the sociology
of business ethics, researchers should consider issues
of theoretical coherence, ambiguity, embeddedness
and sensitivity when making decisions on the research
design and methodology to be employed. It is particularly
important to evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of
combining qualitative and quantitative research designs.
In developing a strategy for combining quantitative and
qualitative measures, Zeller (1993) provides a description
of the essential characteristics of the quantitative sample
survey and qualitative focus groups. He argues that the
shortcomings of the one approach tend to be the strengths
of the other. “[C]ombining these approaches into a single
coherent research strategy” (Zeller, 1993, p. 96) enables
the researcher to offset the disadvantages of the one by
the inclusion of the advantages of the other. Similarly,
Quirk and Rhodes (1998, p. 2) emphasise the “significance
of survey methodology in influencing how findings are
produced and the importance of qualitative research in
complementing and questioning quantitative measures”.
They identify two ways in which qualitative research into
behaviour complements quantitative research. First, while
quantitative measures enable us to assess which factors
play a role in the extent to which certain types of behaviour
occur, qualitative measures facilitate our understanding of
the ways in which and the reasons why such behaviour
55
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occurs. Second, qualitative measures enhance our insight
into the perceptions of participants regarding their
behaviour.
Research in the sociology of business ethics should therefore
consciously ascertain the value of using an integrated
multistrategy approach by combining qualitative and
quantitative measures. Such an approach would enable
whistle-blowing researchers to develop an understanding
of the experiences of whistle-blowers by means of a
qualitative design such as narrative interviews, while
a self-administered questionnaire distributed in an
organisational setting could provide access to the extent to
which employees would be prepared to disclose information
about perceived wrongdoing. A combination of qualitative
and quantitative designs would facilitate a study of the
motivations, and the cognitive, affective and ethical
decision making processes of individual actors as well as an
investigation of these processes in the larger social context,
particularly as it relates to the organisation.

ENDNOTE
1.

Examples of other concepts in business ethics where
conceptualization is debated are corruption (Widmalm,
2008, pp. 114-118), denial (Cohen, 2001, pp. 3-20) or loyalty
(Coughlan, 2005).
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