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Abstract
This paper outlines the author’s PhD research in progress specifically identifying the main philosophical and methodological implications of the research.  A phenomenological approach to the study of collaboration in the airline industry is described.  Particular issues in relation to undertaking this qualitative research in a commercially sensitive and extremely dynamic area of business are identified together with the impact these issues have had on the study.  The means by which the researcher has sought to overcome some of these issues are also discussed and some conclusions are drawn in relation to this particular project.
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Introduction

The aim of this paper is to examine the philosophical and methodological implications of the author’s research which takes place in a highly commercially sensitive and dynamic area of business activity.  The paper commences with an introduction to the research being undertaken and this is followed by a detailed examination of both the philosophical and methodological implications of the research.  The focus then moves on to consideration of the difficulties presented by the fact that this research takes place within a commercially sensitive and dynamic business area.  Finally, the means by which the researcher has attempted to overcome these difficulties are outlined and some conclusions are drawn in relation to this example.
Background

The research to which this paper refers examines risk and rationality in the structure and practices of the multiple relationships in the airline industry and as such is concerned with relationship management in a globalising industry.  The airline industry provides a perfect example of the complexity of collaboration between firms.  Whilst academic work has been undertaken in this area (French, 1997, Oum, Park & Zhang, 2000, Kleymann & Seristo, 2004) there is still much room for investigation and interpretation in relation to this particularly given the changing airline operating environment.  The focus of the research is concerned with the different types of relationship that exist and why they take the different forms that they do.  Critical success factors and reasons for failure are also important.
The central question posed by this research is as follows:

To what extent can the relationships between carriers in global airline alliances be seen to be short term defensive responses to the current airline environment?

Further questions relating to the research include:

· Can the conditions for success/failure in the airline industry alliances inform future alliance formation in other ‘unique’ industries? and
· How do the relationships between airlines alter industry structure?

The central aim of the thesis is to examine the networks of strategic alliance relationships currently being used by airlines and the effect that they are having on industry structure and globalisation.  An additional aspect of the research is an examination of the way that franchising is being used alongside other forms of partnership and in some cases within global groupings of carriers.  Franchising is a distinct form of relationship which places very different requirements on the parties to that relationship and the research is concerned with identifying critical success factors in relation to the operation of franchises.  
Background

The formation of airline alliances has been one of the defining characteristics of the air transport sector in the post deregulation era.  Whilst most examples of collaborative strategy have been within national borders there is increasing evidence of international relationships becoming predominant.  The linkage of feeder airlines to majors is a further increasing phenomenon in the industry as major carriers seek to offer seemless services on a global scale.  Transnational developments are likely to continue to change the structure of the industry.  Whilst the airline industry has not traditionally been global it is becoming so and the role of partnership in this process has to be extensive due to regulatory and other barriers to organic growth and acquisitions.  However, several authors, including Wheatcroft and Lipman (1989), have predicted that the airline of the future will be dominated by just a few giant companies.  Indeed, the same authors argued that the ‘global airline’ concept …is the major strategic issue of the international airline industry.  More recently Hanlon (2007) has argued that whilst airline groupings may change greatly in the months and years to come, the building of alliances will fairly swiftly lead to the emergence of some truly global airlines.   This would seem to suggest that some industry observers view the current collaborative forms as merely a point along a continuum from individual firms to fully merged global organisations.
According to Hanlon (2007) the majority of airline alliances tend to be on a bilateral basis between just one airline and another.  There are however three multilateral alliances: Oneworld, Sky Team and Star and together these account for over half of the world’s totals of revenue passenger kilometres, number of passengers and passenger revenue.  
The research approach

Whilst discussion of the literature review is outside the scope of this paper the importance of this to development of the conceptual framework should be noted.  The literature reviewed for the present study was broad and extensive.  The study is a multidisciplinary one covering transport, economics, marketing, international business and strategic management.  The relevant literature has developed in each of these areas and somewhat inevitably a variety of perspectives on this have also emerged.  The literature merges in areas and theories often conflict.  It was decided therefore that this research would determine the parameters to the review of literature, review the relevant material and provide a framework for the analysis of this.  Important to this process were identification of the range of relationships available and examination of the elements to this range.  Analysis of the theory could then be used to determine working definitions of the different forms of collaboration and a structure within which to examine these.  A further important area of the literature review in terms of the conceptual framework was the consideration of the economic theory of the firm and transaction cost economics (Coase, 1937, Williamson, 1979) which leads to analysis of the boundaries of the firm, agency theory and firms’ architecture.  All of these are then examined, for this study, in light of multilateral alliances and the different relationship types they encompass.
The philosophical and methodological implications 
This study adopts a phenomenological paradigm and so aims to capture the essence of the phenomena under study and also extract data which is rich in its explanation and analysis.  As Hussey & Hussey (1997, p. 58) explain the researcher’s aim under such a paradigm is to “gain full access to the knowledge and meaning of those involved in the phenomenon and consequently validity is high.”  A phenomenological paradigm assumes that social reality is in our minds and that the act of investigating that reality can have reality can have an effect upon it.  It can, according to Hussey & Hussey (1997) be argued that the dominant paradigm in business research is the positivistic paradigm.  A more phenomenological approach is however becoming increasingly acceptable and arguably is more acceptable for many business research studies.  Indeed, those studies that existed at the time this research commenced were mainly positivistic and highly quantitative in nature despite the emerging trend towards a more phenomenological paradigm.  The research described here is highly qualitative in nature.  Qualitative research is also now recognised as a means of generating knowledge in the social sciences (Brewerton & Millward, 2001).  This can also be described as an interpretative study and one which has a temporal dimension.
In keeping with the phenomenological nature of this study the case study method has been selected.  An extensive examination of the phenomena under study which also provides importance to the context was deemed appropriate.  The researcher believed “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context,” (Yin, 1993) to be ideally suited to the study of airline alliances.  Yin (2004, p.2) also describes the distinctive need for case studies as arising out of the desire to understand complex social phenomena.  “In brief the case study method allows investigators to retain the holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events.”  Yin includes in his list of such events organisational and managerial processes as well as the maturation of industries.  These are both clearly relevant to the airline industry.  Case studies are therefore helpful in order to comprehend a complex issue and good case study narratives typically approach the complexities and contradictions of real life. (Flyvbjerg, 2004).  The airline industry is characterised by layers of complexity.  Gummerson (1991) has also argued that it is not necessary to study a large number of cases if you want to understand in-depth the mechanisms of change.  It is change in the airline industry that is under investigation here.  Case studies are also, according to Yin (2003), the preferred strategy when ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions are being posed, as in this study.  He further advocates (p.13) that “you would use the case study method because you deliberately wanted to cover contextual conditions – believing that they might be highly pertinent to your phenomenon of study.”  Each of these applies to the present study.
The research uses multiple case design.  In this study there are clear distinctions between the three multilateral alliances (MLAs) and the research was designed in part to enable such differentiation to be fully explored.  The selection of these three MLAs as cases enabled both within case and across case analysis to take place.
The principal data collection method used consisted of in-depth, individual face to face interviews although documentary evidence also contributed to the case studies.  Selecting respondents so as to limit bias is described by Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007) as a challenge of interview data and they suggest using numerous highly knowledgeable informants who view the focal phenomena from different perspectives.  In the present research informants included senior managers from different parts of the industry.

The implications of researching collaboration between competitors in the airline industry
The highly commercially sensitive and dynamic nature of the airline industry impacts on many methodological aspects of the research.  The main areas to be influenced by this include those listed below;
· choice of methodology

· obtaining access to respondents
· countering commercial sensitivity

· honouring confidentiality promises

· managing differing perspectives and
· changing relationships whilst the research was ongoing

(i)  Choice of methodology

Whilst the focus group method would, theoretically, have been appropriate for this study it would have been impossible to gather together such a group.  Not only are airline executives widely dispersed geographically, but obtaining the respondents’ permission to take part in, let alone speak openly in, a focus group would have been impossible.  Similarly, the likelihood of obtaining the level of access required for an ethnographic study was slight given the commercial sensitivity in the industry.  Action research was also rejected due to the close co-operation required between the researcher and the client company.  
(ii) Obtaining access to respondents
It was always recognised that access to relevant respondents would be highly problematical in this industry.  The researcher had experienced difficulty in reaching the correct individuals and obtaining their agreement to partake in airline research in the past.  Senior airline executives often have gatekeepers filtering access to them and many airlines have policies that dictate they will not become involved in any academic research.
(iii) Commercial sensitivity

The airline industry is notoriously commercially sensitive.  This fact was indeed evident in a PhD thesis accessed by the researcher which described research undertaken in a similar area of airline collaboration and which stated that respondents had asked the researcher to sign a confidentiality agreement prior to agreeing to participate.

(iv) Honouring confidentiality promises

A particular difficulty with this research concerned how best to present the material without breaking any confidentiality promises.  This problem was highlighted when upon reading other PhDs which purported to be confidential, the researcher was able to identify some respondents from information provided. 

(v) Differing perspectives

Differing perspectives were an inevitable consequence of interviewing respondents from the different parts of the airline industry.  One particular difficulty related to how best to ensure that the researcher was clear as to whether she was being informed of an alliance position, an airline position or indeed an individual manager’s personal opinion at any time.
(vi) Changing relationships whilst the research was ongoing

The airline industry and airline alliances in particular are an extremely dynamic area of business management.  Changes to alliance groups’ memberships for example occurred during the research period.
Overcoming the problems:
(i) Choice of methodology

The case study method and in-depth, individual face-to-face interviews as a data collection method were selected as this offered respondents the opportunity to speak in private to the researcher.  Further justification for these methodological choices were outlined above.
(ii) Access
It was decided that the original approach which had been planned to try and obtain access to potential respondents was not appropriate and so this was changed.  The approach suggested in the initial research proposal regarding initiating contact with potential respondents consisted of the following;

· Write

· Call

· Visit
In some cases this was the approach that took place.  It became evident however that the use of e-mail was more appropriate in the present day and so where possible initial contact was made by e-mail and this then continued to be the communication method.
The evolved approach to access included the following:
· Initiating contact: the researcher quickly moved away from the idea of making contact by mail to e-mail by determining where possible the direct e-mail addresses of potential respondents.  This together with mobile ‘phone communication continued to be used thereafter.
· Establishing personal contact: When access problems occurred personal contact was established with identified individuals via seminars and conferences. 
· Patience was required especially when the credit crunch impacted early on the aviation sector – often one of the first areas to be affected by any downturn in the economy.  The inevitable rationalisation that occurred within the industry led to much restructuring of airlines and so for a period access was denied.  After a time though it was possible to re-establish contact.

(iii) Commercial sensitivity
It was decided at the onset that requests for access would highlight the fact that no respondent would be identified by the research and that this would be completely confidential.  An assurance was given that the resultant thesis would remain ‘off the shelves’ for a minimum period of three years following submission.  This commitment was tested when respondents asked to see the thesis and so it was decided to offer to produce a separate sheet for respondents detailing key findings anonymously.  
(iv) Honouring confidentiality promises

As Richards & Morse (2007) suggested researchers need to conceal the names of both the institutions and the locations in which the research was conducted.  It was therefore decided that the table containing the detail in relation to this would be produced as a separate sheet only to be seen by the supervisory team and the examiners.  In addition to this a great deal of effort was made to ensure that comments were non-attributable where this had been requested and that comments made ‘off the record’ remained ‘off the record.’  These valuable pieces of data were however still able to be used in the analysis and enabled the researcher to develop a deep understanding of the often covert influences on airline partnerships and their workings.
(v) Differing perspectives

The researcher tried not to lose sight of the potential for confusion and would ask, in interviews, for clarification as to whether it was an alliance position, an airline position or indeed a personal opinion that was being discussed.
(vii) Changing relationships whilst the research was ongoing

It was decided to determine a cut off point after which new information in relation to the topic would no longer be included in the analysis.  In this way the researcher effectively terminated the research period prior to submission of the thesis.

Conclusion

This paper has discussed the research in progress in the context of its philosophical and methodological implications.  It has also highlighted a number of key philosophical and methodological areas that have been influenced by the fact that this research takes place in a dynamic and commercially sensitive sector of the economy.  It is also possible to conclude from the above that, in relation to the present example, a number of critical success factors have been highly significant including:

· cascading through contacts/developing informants as opposed to respondents

· polite persistence

· relationship building and
· constant updating
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