
How to Utilise the Research 
Onion Methodology 



Research Methodology

With any formal piece of academic research (dissertation, thesis, journal or 
article), you’ll find a research methodology chapter or section. 

A research methodology covers many aspects such as, 
• What type of data to collect (qualitative or quantitative data)
• Who to collect it from ( the sampling strategy)
• How to collect it (the data collection method)
• How to analyse it (the data analysis methods)

A research methodology refers to the “how” of a research study. More specifically, 
it’s about how a researcher systematically designs their study to ensure valid and 
reliable results that address the research aims, objectives and research question.

A good research methodology chapter not only explains what methodological 
choices were made but also explains why they were made. The methodology 
chapter should justify design choices, showing that the chosen methods and 
techniques are the best fit for the research aims, objectives and research 
questions.



What is the Research Onion? 

Saunders’ (2007) research onion describes the different decisions you’ll need 
to make when developing a research methodology. As you work from the 
outside of the onion inwards, you’ll face a range of choices that progress from 
philosophical to practical. 

The research onion structure can also mimic the general structure of 
a methodology chapter. 

While Saunders’ research onion is not perfect, it’s a useful tool for thinking 
holistically about methodology. At a minimum, it helps understand what 
decisions need making in terms of research design and methodology.

The onion is made up of six layers, 
which you peel back one at a time:
• Research philosophy
• Research approach
• Research strategy
• Choices
• Time horizon
• Techniques & procedures
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Techniques & Procedures 

Finally, we reach the centre of the onion. The 
practicalities of your research and the 
choices made regarding specific techniques 
and procedures.

It is this section where you decide; 
What data you’ll collect and what 
data collection methods you’ll use. 
How you’ll sample the 
population/information.
The type of data analysis you’ll use to 
answer your research questions. 
The materials you’ll be using for your study. 

It’s important at this stage that the 
techniques and procedures align with all the 
other layers of the research onion. As if they 
don’t align the research methodology won’t 
work. 

Time Horizon 

Time horizon describes how many points 
in time you plan to collect your data at. 
There are two options for this cross 
sectional and longitudinal. 

A longitudinal time horizon in terms of 
study is where you collect data over 
multiple points in time (over a few weeks, 
months, or even years). This option is 
useful when studying changes and 
progressions over time.

Cross-sectional time horizon is where 
data is collected at one point in time, a 
snapshot at that point in time. 

The type of data collected could be 
qualitative, quantitative or a mixed, as the 
focus is on the time of collection, not the 
data type.

Choices

Choices is about deciding how many data 
types (qualitative or quantitative) you’ll 
use in your research. Like all the layers of 
the research onion the right choice 
depends on the nature of your research. 
Within this layer there are three options 
mono, mixed, and multi-method.

Mono method means that you’ll only one 
data type, either qualitative or 
quantitative. 

If you were to use both quantitative and 
qualitative data, you’d be taking a mixed-
methods approach. 

A multi-method approach is where you’d 
use of a wider range of approaches, with 
more than just one quantitative and one 
qualitative approach.

Research strategy

So far the aspects of the onion have 
been very conceptual and intangible. 
The research strategy is based on the 
aims of the study, and how the 
research can be conducted. Outside of 
the onion these strategies are referred 
to as research designs.

There are several strategies you can 
take,
• Experimental
• Action research
• Case studies
• Grounded theory
• Ethnography
• Archival research
• Survey 
• Action research 

Research approach 

The research approach is the broader 
method you use for your research, 
inductive or deductive. It’s important 
to identify the research approach as it 
informs the decisions made in terms of 
data collection and analysis.

Inductive approaches involve generati
ng theories from research. 

Whereas deductive approaches begin 
with a theory and aim to build on it, or 
test it, through research. 

Like research approaches like 
quantitative and qualitative. 

Research philosophy

The research philosophy is the 
foundation of any study, it describes 
the set of beliefs the research is built 
upon. There are three main research 
philosophies that operate on different 
ontological and epistemological 
assumptions:
• Positivism
• Interpretivism
• Pragmatism
• Realism 
• Objectivism 
• Subjectivism 
• Functionalism 
• Radical humanism 
• Radical structuralism 
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