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Understanding
research



Learning objectives

When you have studied this chapter, you should be
able to:

explain the nature and purpose of research
classify different types of research

identify the main stages in the research process

identify the characteristics of a good research
project.




understanding research

INTRODUCTION

Whether you are merely at the stage where you are contemplating carrying out business
research or you have already begun planning your study, you will find this chapter
useful for clarifying your initial thoughts. We start by examining the nature and purpose
of academic research that focuses on business issues and the different ways in which
studies can be categorized. We also look at the general differences between undergradu-
ate, postgraduate and doctoral research projects before going on to discuss what makes
a good project.

NATURE AND PURPOSE OF BUSINESS RESEARCH

Although research is central to both business and academic activities, there is no consen-
sus in the literature on how it should be defined. One reason for this is that research
means different things to different people. However, from the many definitions offered,
there is general agreement that research is:

e aprocess of enquiry and investigation
e systematic and methodical, and
e increases knowledge.

Looking at the nature of research, this tells us that researchers need to use approp-
riate methods for collecting and analysing research data, and to apply them rigorously.
It tells us that the purpose of research is to investigate a research question with a view to
generating knowledge. The research question you investigate will relate to a particular
problem or issue that you identify from studying a particular topic. Research is much

more than mere speculation or assumptions about business events, transac-

KEY DEFINITIONS tions and activities. You will need to study your chosen topic and the choice

is a system-
atic and methodical
process of enquiry and

of research methods. Students need to meet the criteria that relate to their
degree programme, and all researchers will need to meet the standards
expected by their institutions and/or funding body.

investigation with a A research project offers both undergraduate and postgraduate students
view to increasing an opportunity to identify and select a research problem and investigate it
knowledge. independently under the guidance of a supervisor. It allows you to apply

theory to or otherwise analyse a real problem, or to explore and analyse more
general issues. It also enables you to apply techniques and procedures to illuminate the
problem and contribute to our greater understanding of it or to generate solutions.
Thus, the typical objectives of research can be summarized as follows:

e to review and synthesize existing knowledge

e to investigate some existing situation or problem
e to provide solutions to a problem

e to explore and analyse more general issues

*  to construct or create a new procedure or system
e to explain a new phenomenon

e to generate new knowledge

e acombination of any of the above.

Our summary illustrates that research is purposeful, as it is conducted with a view
to achieving an outcome. The nature of that outcome will depend on the type of research
you are conducting and the level at which you are operating. The outcome may be
presented in the form of a dissertation for an undergraduate or taught Master’s degree
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or for a Master of Philosophy (MPhil). Alternatively, it is likely to take the form of a
thesis for a doctoral degree such as Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) or Doctor
of Philosophy (PhD). Academic research can also be conducted for the purpose of
publishing the study as a book or an article in an academic journal or for consultancy
purposes. This book focuses primarily on the needs of students carrying out some form
of business research for a qualification and those pursuing academic careers.

Types of enterprise to research include small and medium-sized enter-

KEY DEFINITIONS prises (SMEs), businesses with limited liability (such as companies), and

A

theme’.
A

isa
‘detailed discourse, esp.

organizations in the not-for-profit or public sectors. The focus in the media

isfa is mainly on big business, yet 99% of businesses are small or medium-sized
lengthy treatment of a

enterprises (SMEs) and you may find yourself employed by one or even
starting one. Whatever type of entity you choose as the focus of your research,
you will find a wide range of issues to investigate.

as submitted for The typical users of business research are:
academic degree’.

¢ The government — for developing/monitoring policies, regulations and so

A is a ‘disserta-

tion, esp. by candidate on .

for a higher degree’. e Owners, managers and business advisers — for keeping up to date with
(Oxford Compact new ideas and specific developments in business

Dactionary &

¢ Management — for developing internal policies and strategies (for example

Thesaurus, 1997, comparing research results relating to their own business with those with

pp. 211,216 and 801
respectively)

previous periods, their competitors and/or industry benchmarks)
e Academics — for further research and educational purposes.

CLASSIFYING RESEARCH

As there are many ways of classifying research, it can be bewildering at first. However, study-
ing the various characteristics of the different types of research helps us to identify and
examine the similarities and differences. Research can be classified according to the:

e purpose of the research — the reason why it was conducted

e process of the research — the way in which the data were collected and analysed

e logic of the research — whether the research logic moves from the general to the
specific or vice versa

e outcome of the research — whether the expected outcome is the solution to a partic-
ular problem or a more general contribution to knowledge.

For example, the aim of your research project might be to describe a particular business
activity (purpose) by collecting qualitative data that are quantified and analysed statisti-
cally (process), which will be used to solve a business problem (outcome). Table 1.1
shows the classification of the main types of research according to the above criteria.

TABLE 1.1

Type of research Basis of classification
Exploratory, descriptive, analytical or predictive research  Purpose of the research
Quantitative or qualitative research Process of the research
Applied or basic research Outcome of the research

Deductive or inductive research Logic of the research
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*This term is a
Latin plural noun,
the singular of
which is‘datum.
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If we are classifying research according to its purpose, we can describe it as being explor-
atory, descriptive, analytical or predictive. At the undergraduate level, research is usually
exploratory and/or descriptive. At postgraduate or doctoral level it is always analytical
or predictive. Table 1.2 shows this classification in increasing order of sophistication
and gives examples. One drawback of increasing the level of sophistication in research
is that the level of complexity and detail also increases.

TABLE 1.2
Type of research ~ Example

Exploratory An interview survey among clerical staff in a particular office, department, company,
group of companies, industry, region and so on, to find out what motivates them to
increase their productivity (that s, to see if a research problem can be formulated).

Descriptive A description of how the selected clerical staff are rewarded and what measures are
used to record their productivity levels.

Analytical An analysis of any relationships between the rewards given to the clerical staff and
their productivity levels.

Predictive A forecast of which variable(s) should be changed in order to bring about a change in
the productivity levels of clerical staff.

Exploratory research is conducted into a research problem or issue when there are
very few or no earlier studies to which we can refer for information about the issue or
problem. The aim of this type of study is to look for patterns, ideas or hypotheses,
rather than testing or confirming a hypothesis. A iypothesis is a proposition that can be
tested for association or causality against empirical evidence. Empirical evidence is data
based on observation or experience, and data” are known facts or things used as a basis
for inference or reckoning. In exploratory research, the focus is on gaining insights and
familiarity with the subject area for more rigorous investigation at a later stage.

Typical techniques used in exploratory research include case studies, observation
and historical analysis, which can provide both quantitative and qualitative data. Such
techniques are very flexible as there are few constraints on the nature of activities
employed or on the type of data collected. The research will assess which existing theo-
ries and concepts can be applied to the problem or whether new ones should be devel-
oped. The approach to the research is usually very open and concentrates on gathering
a wide range of data and impressions. As such, exploratory research rarely provides
conclusive answers to problems or issues, but gives guidance on what future research,
if any, should be conducted.

Descriptive research is conducted to describe phenomena as they exist. It is used to
identify and obtain information on the characteristics of a particular problem or issue.
Descriptive research goes further in examining a problem than exploratory research, as
it is undertaken to ascertain and describe the characteristics of the pertinent issues. The
following are examples of research questions in a descriptive research study:

e What is the absentee rate in particular offices?

e What are the feelings of workers faced with redundancy?

e What are the qualifications of different groups of employees?

e What type of packaging for a box of chocolates do consumers prefer?
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e What information do consumers want shown on food labels?

e Which car advertisements on television do men and women of different ages
prefer?

e How many students study accounting in China compared with students in
Australia?

e How do commuters travel to work in capital cities?

You will notice that many of these questions start with ‘what’ or ‘how’ because the
aim is to describe something. However, further clarification would be required before
the study could begin. For example, we cannot ask everyone in the world about which
car advertisements or chocolate box packaging they prefer. Even a study that compared
the number of students studying accounting in China and Australia requires clarifica-
tion of the type of students (for example age, sex and nationality) and what is studied
(for example level/stage in the course, main subjects covered and qualification). There-
fore, even in a descriptive study, you must spend time refining your research questions
and being specific about the phenomena you are studying. We will explain how this can
be achieved in later chapters.

Analytical or explanatory research is a continuation of descriptive research. The
researcher goes beyond merely describing the characteristics, to analysing and explain-
ing why or how the phenomenon being studied is happening. Thus, analytical research
aims to understand phenomena by discovering and measuring causal relations among
them. For example, information may be collected on the size of companies and the

levels of labour turnover. A statistical analysis of the data may show that the
KEY DEFINITIONS

are known facts or
things used as a basis
for inference or reck-
oning.

is

data based on observa-
tion or experience.
A is a prop-
osition that can be
tested for association
or causality against
empirical evidence.
A is a charac-
teristic of a phenome-
non that can be
observed or measured.

larger the company the higher the level of turnover, although as we will see
later, research is rarely that simple. An important element of explanatory
research is identifying and, possibly, controlling the variables in the research
activities, as this permits the critical variables or the causal links between the
characteristics to be better explained. A variable is a characteristic of a
phenomenon that can be observed or measured.

Predictive research goes even further than explanatory research. The latter
establishes an explanation for what is happening in a particular situation,
whereas the former forecasts the likelihood of a similar situation occurring
elsewhere. Predictive research aims to generalize from the analysis by predict-
ing certain phenomena on the basis of hypothesized, general relationships.
Thus, the solution to a problem in a particular study will be applicable to
similar problems elsewhere, if the predictive research can provide a valid,
robust solution based on a clear understanding of the relevant causes. Predic-
tive research provides ‘how’, ‘why’ and ‘where’ answers to current events and
also to similar events in the future. It is also helpful in situations where ‘what

if” questions are being asked. The following are examples of research questions in a
predictive research study:

e In which city would it be most profitable to open a new retail outlet?
e Will the introduction of an employee bonus scheme lead to higher levels of produc-

tivity?

e What type of packaging will improve the sales of our products?

e How would an increase in interest rates affect our profit margins?

e Which stock market investments will be the most profitable over the next three
months?

e What will happen to sales of our products if there is an economic downturn?
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Looking at the approach adopted by the researcher can also differentiate research. Some
people prefer to take a quantitative approach to addressing their research question(s) and
design a study that involves collecting quantitative data (and/or qualitative data that can be
quantified) and analysing them using statistical methods. Others prefer to take a qualitative
approach to addressing their research question(s) and design a study that involves collect-
ing qualitative data and analysing them using interpretative methods. As you will see in later
chapters, a large study might incorporate elements of both as their merits are often consid-
ered to be complementary in gaining an understanding in the social sciences.

Referring to a research approach as quantitative or qualitative can be misleading,
as a researcher can design a study with a view to collecting qualitative data (for example
published text or transcripts of interviews) and then quantifying them by counting the
frequency of occurrence of particular key words or themes. This allows researchers to
analyse their data using statistical methods. On the other hand, a researcher can collect
qualitative data with the intention of analysing them using non-numerical methods, or
collect data that are already in numerical form and use statistical methods to analyse
them. In this chapter, we will continue to refer to quantitative and qualitative approaches,
but we will discuss alternative terms you may wish to use later in the book.

Some students avoid taking a quantitative approach because they are not confident
with statistics and think a qualitative approach will be easier. Many students find that it
is harder to start and decide on an overall design for a quantitative study, but it is easier
to conduct the analysis and write up the research because it is highly structured. Qual-
itative research is normally easier to start, but students often find it more difficult to
analyse the data and write up their final report. For example, if you were conducting a
study into stress caused by working night shifts, you might want to collect quantitative
data such as absenteeism rates or productivity levels, and analyse these data statistically.
Alternatively, you might want to investigate the same question by collecting qualitative
data about how stress is experienced by night workers in terms of their perceptions,
health, social problems and so on.

There are many arguments in the literature regarding the merits of qualitative
versus quantitative approaches, which we will examine later on in the book. At this
stage, you simply need to be aware that your choice will be influenced by the nature of
your research project as well as your own philosophical preferences. Moreover, you
may find that the access you have been able to negotiate, the type of data available and
the research problem persuade you to put your philosophical preferences to one side.

KEY DEFINITIONS

133

describes a study that
is designed to apply its
findings to solving a
specific, existing
problem.

describes a study that
is designed to make a
contribution to general
knowledge and theo-
retical understanding,
rather than solve a
specific problem.

A standard classification of research divides projects into applied research and
basic research. Applied research is a study that has been designed to apply its
findings to solving a specific, existing problem. It is the application of exist-
ing knowledge to improve management practices and policies. The research
project is likely to be short term (often less than 6 months) and the imme-
diacy of the problem will be more important than academic theorizing. For
example, you might be investigating the reorganization of an office layout,
the improvement of safety in the workplace or the reduction of wastage of
raw materials or energy in a factory process. The output from this type of
research is likely to be a consultant’s report, articles in professional or trade
magazines and presentations to practitioners.
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When the research problem is of a less specific nature and the research is being
conducted primarily to improve our understanding of general issues without emphasis
on its immediate application, it is classified as basic or pure research. For example, you
might be interested in whether personal characteristics influence people’s career
choices. Basic research is regarded as the most academic form of research, as the prin-
cipal aim is to make a contribution to knowledge, usually for the general good, rather
than to solve a specific problem for one organization.

Another example of applied research that is conducted in academic institutions
often goes under the general title of educational scholarship (or instructional research or
pedagogic research). This type of study is concerned with improving the educational
activities within the institution and the output is likely to be case studies, instructional
software or textbooks.

Basic research may focus on problem solving, but the problem is likely to be theo-
retical rather than practical. The typical outcome of this type of research is knowledge.
Basic research may not resolve an immediate problem, but will contribute to our know-
ledge in a way that may assist in the solution of future problems. The emphasis, there-
fore, is on academic rigour and the strength of the research design. The output from
basic research is likely to be papers presented at academic conferences and the articles
published in academic journals.

Deductive research is a study in which a conceptual and theoretical structure is devel-
oped and then tested by empirical observation; thus, particular instances are deduced
from general inferences. For this reason, the deductive method is referred to as moving
from the general to the particular. For example, you may have read about theories of
motivation and wish to test them in your own workplace. This will involve collecting
specific data of the variables that the theories have identified as being important.
Inductive research is a study in which theory is developed from the obser-
vation of empirical reality; thus, general inferences are induced from particu-
lar instances, which is the reverse of the deductive method. Since it involves

describes a study in
which a conceptual and
theoretical structure is
developed which is then
tested by empirical
observation; thus
particular instances are
deducted from general
inferences.

describes a study in
which theory is devel-
oped from the observa-
tion of empirical
reality; thus general
inferences are induced
from particular
instances.

moving from individual observation to statements of general patterns or
laws, it is referred to as moving from the specific to the general. For example,
you may have observed from factory records in your company that produc-
tion levels go down after two hours of the shift and you conclude that produc-
tion levels vary with length of time worked.

All the different types of research we have discussed can be helpful in
allowing you to understand your research and the best way to conduct it, but
do not feel too constrained. It is important to recognize that one particular
project may be described in a number of ways, as it will have purpose,
process, logic and outcome. For example, you may conduct an applied,
analytical study using a quantitative approach. In a long-term project, you
may wish to use qualitative and quantitative approaches, deductive and
inductive methods, and you will move from exploratory and descriptive
research to analytical and predictive research. The key classifications we have
examined can be applied to previous studies that you will review as part of
your research and you can use these typologies to describe your own study
in your proposal and later on in your dissertation or thesis.
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ACADEMIC LEVELS OF RESEARCH

The academic level of your research in terms of the sophistication of the research design
and duration of the project will depend on your reasons for undertaking it. The require-
ments for undergraduates are very different from those for postgraduate students and
doctoral students. However, the basic principles, issues and practicalities are the same.

If you are an undergraduate student, you may be required to undertake a research
project as part of a course or it may even be a complete course. You are normally
expected to be familiar with the main concepts and terms as explained in this book and
undertake one or more of the following activities:

e Design a research project — On some courses you will be expected to design a
research project and then write a report that explains the rationale for your chosen
design and describes its strengths and weaknesses.

e Worite a research proposal — A research proposal requires you to design a project as
above, but also to include a preliminary review of the literature.

¢ Conduct a research project — In many cases you will be required not only to design
a project and write a proposal, but also to do some actual research. This would
entail writing a review of the literature and also collecting and analysing existing
data or new data (for example from interviews or a questionnaire survey). In some
cases, you may be allowed to base your entire project on a critical literature review,
where you will analyse the literature on a chosen topic and draw conclusions. In all
cases, you will be required to write a research report, which may be called a disser-
tation or thesis.

If you are on an MBA programme or a specialized Master’s programme, you will
normally be expected to design a research project, write a proposal, conduct the study
and write a report (which may be called a dissertation or thesis). In some cases, you
may find that you are allowed to conduct a critical literature review only, where you will
be expected to analyse and synthesize the literature on a chosen topic and draw conclu-
sions. The processes are very similar to undergraduate research, but a more compre-
hensive approach is needed and higher quality of work will be required.

If you are doing a Master’s degree by research or a doctorate, the intensity of the
research will be much greater and you will need to read this book thoroughly and the
recommended reading that is relevant to your subject. It is important to remember that,
at this level, the country in which you are studying and the expectations of your insti-
tution will have a significant influence on the process and outcome of your research.

If you are seeking an academic post, looking for promotion or engaged in research as
part of your job, this book will reinforce your knowledge or give you a new perspective
on a particular issue you have not considered previously, and help you to write confer-
ence papers and journal articles.
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The literature is all
sources of published

OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Whatever type of research or approach is adopted, there are several fundamental stages
in the research process that are common to all scientifically based investigations. The
simplified diagram shown in Figure 1.1 illustrates a traditional and highly structured
view of the research process.

This model presents research as a neat,
orderly process, with one stage leading logi-
cally on to the next stage. However, in prac-
tice, research is rarely like that. For example,
failure at one stage means returning to an
earlier stage and many stages overlap. Thus, if
you were unable to collect the research data, it
may be necessary to revise your definition of
the research problem or amend the way you
conduct the research. This is often a good
reason for conducting some exploratory
research before commencing a full project.

We will look briefly at each stage in the
research process now to give you an overview
of the nature of research, but greater detail is
provided in the subsequent chapters.

1.5. THE RESEARCH TOPIC

The starting point is to choose a research
topic, which is a general subject area that is
related to your degree if you are a student or
your discipline if you are an academic. You
may find a research topic suggests itself as a
FIGURE 1.1 Overview of the research result of your coursework, job, interests or
process general experience. For example, you may be

interested in the employment problems of
minority groups in society, the difficulties of funding small businesses, what makes
managers successful, or the commercial sponsorship of sport.

152  THE LITERATURE

Once you have chosen a general topic, you need to search the literature for
previous studies and other relevant information on that subject and read it. By

data on a particular exploring the existing body of knowledge, you should be able to see how your

topic.

topic is divided into a number of different areas that will help you focus your

153

ideas on a particular research problem.

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

All students experience some difficulty in narrowing down their general interest in a
research topic to focus on a particular research problem or issue that is small enough to
be investigated. This is often referred to as defining the research problem and leads on
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to setting the research question(s). The classic way in academic research to identify a
research problem is to consider the literature and identify any gaps, as these indicate
original areas to research. You will also find that many academic articles incorporate
suggestions for further research in their conclusions. If you have conducted an under-
graduate dissertation already, that subject area may lead you to your Master’s or doctoral
research questions. If you are an academic, you may also have conducted previous
academic or consultancy research that suggests research questions for your present
study. You will need to focus your ideas, decide the scope of your research and set
parameters. For example, perhaps your study will investigate a broad financial issue,
but focus on a particular group of stakeholders, size of business, industry, geographical
area, or period of time.

The starting point in research design is to determine your research paradigm. A research
paradigm is a framework that guides how research should be conducted, based on
people’s philosophies and assumptions about the world and the nature of knowledge.
Your overall approach to the entire process of the research study is known as your
methodology. Although, in part, this is determined by the research problem,
the assumptions you use in your research and the way you define your
research problem will influence the way you conduct the study.

approach to the

process of the research
encompassing a body
of methods.

A is a frame-
work that guides how
research should be
conducted, based on
people’s philosophies
and their assumptions
about the world and
the nature of know-

155

There are a variety of ways in which you can collect research data and we
look at the main methods of data collection later in Chapters 8 and 10. Because
of the many differences between quantitative and qualitative methods, these
are explained in separate chapters. If you have a quantitative methodology,
you will be attempting to measure variables or count occurrences of a
phenomenon. On the other hand, if you have a qualitative methodology, you
will emphasize the themes and patterns of meanings and experiences related

ledge.

156

157

to the phenomena.

A major part of your research project will be spent analysing and interpreting research
data. The main methods of data analysis used will depend on your research paradigm
and whether you have collected quantitative or qualitative data. We will be looking at
this in more detail in Chapters 9, 11 and 12. It is important to realize, however, that
although data collection and data analysis are discussed separately in this book, the
stages are sometimes simultaneous. You should not make decisions about your data
collection methods without also deciding which analytical methods you will use.

It is at the writing-up stage that many students experience problems, usually because
they have left it until the very last minute! It is important to start writing up your
research in draft as soon as you start the early stages of the project, and continue to do

N
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so until it is completed. To a large extent, the stages outlined above will be captured in
the structure of your dissertation or thesis. It is valuable at the outset to consider a
possible structure, as it will give you an idea of what you are aiming for and Table 1.3
shows a typical structure. The title should be descriptive but not lengthy. Remember
that any planned structure will have the disadvantage of making the research process
look much more orderly than it really is. Although all research reports differ in struc-
ture according to the problem being investigated and the methodology employed, there
are some common features.

TABLE 1.3
% of report

1. Introduction

—The research problem orissue and the purpose of the study

— Background to the study and why it is important or of interest

— Structure of the remainder of the report 10
2. Review of the literature

— Evaluation of the existing body of knowledge on the topic

—Theoretical framework (if applicable)

— Where your research fits in and the research question(s) and propositions or hypotheses, if applicable) 30
3. Methodology

— |dentification of paradigm (doctoral students will need to discuss)

— Justification for choice of methodology and methods

— Limitations of the research design 20
4. Findings/Results (more than one chapter if appropriate)

— Presentation and discussion of the analysis of your research data/statistical tests and their results 30
5. Conclusions

— Summary of what you found out in relation to each research question you investigated

— Your contribution to knowledge

— Limitations of your research and suggestions for future research

— Implications of your research for practice or policy (if appropriate) 10

100

References (do not number this section)

— A detailed, alphabetical (numerical, if appropriate) list of all the sources cited in the text
Appendices

— Detailed data referred to in the text, but not shown elsewhere

@XD DEVELOPING A RESEARCH STRATEGY

Research is a time-consuming and expensive activity and therefore you will need to
develop a research strategy to ensure you meet your objectives. A humorous view of the
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challenges facing researchers is shown in Figure 1.2. However, this map was drawn in
1969 and in the intervening years many techniques and methods have been developed
that help researchers overcome the difficulties depicted in this cartoon.

FIGURE 1.2

Source: Agnew and Pyke (1969, frontispiece).

Although a few lucky individuals are in a position to conduct studies purely out
of interest, most require some definite outcomes. This may be a dissertation or thesis
that gets you a good grade as a student, transferable skills that improve your employ-
ability or a journal publication that will help you further your academic career. The
main steps are:

e Getting organized

e Identifying your desired outcome(s)

e Choosing a research topic

¢ Determining the research problem/question(s)
e Drawing up a detailed table of contents

e Establishing a timetable or schedule

e Being serious about writing.
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1.6.1

1.6.2

163

1.6.4

These aspects will be discussed in depth throughout this book, but so that you can start
developing your research strategy straightaway, we give some helpful pointers now.

You will not be successful in doing research if you are not organized. We can all think
of exceptions of brilliant researchers who ignore this rule but, for most of us, success
depends on being administratively competent. This entails having a good filing system,
dating and recording all your research activities and committing everything to paper or
computer. At this stage, you need to work out how much time you have, what financial
resources you need and what physical resources you have in terms of computer hard-
ware and software and any other technology. You will also need to draw up a list of
contacts, groups and institutions that may be helpful. They may be able to help by
offering advice and guidance, allowing you access to facilities such as a library or to
collect data, or by assisting you in some way to achieve your desired outcomes.

You need to be specific when identifying the outcome(s) of your research. It is not
sufficient to say that you want a high grade for your research project or to publish in
one of the top academic journals. If you want to get the top grades for your dissertation
or thesis, you need to understand the requirements you have to satisfy, and these are
discussed in Chapter 2. If you want your work to be published, you need to read articles
in the journal you have chosen and understand the editorial policy. We offer advice on
this in Chapter 13.

There is often a conflict between what you would like to do and what is feasible. The
level of research and the outcome you desire will frequently determine the research you
will conduct. You may be very interested in the history of sea bathing, but this may not
be suitable if the particular aspect of sea bathing you choose is not relevant to your
degree programme. If you are pursuing an academic career, you will need to think
whether the topic you choose will provide you with a research niche upon which to
build an impressive reputation. At the other end of the scale, the time constraints you
face on a Bachelor’s or Master’s programme make it unlikely that you will be able to
conduct a large survey of the opinions of directors of the world’s top companies. Even
a seasoned researcher with an enviable reputation would find such a project a challenge.
Your research must be feasible and lead to your expected outcome(s).

Do not focus solely on the immediate outcome(s) of your research only, but think
about how you might be able to develop your work. For example, if you are a student,
you might want to examine an issue in a particular industry where you hope to find
employment when you graduate. For those pursuing research to further their careers,
there is a good argument for choosing an issue that will help you to build a reputation
and become one of the experts in a particular field.
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of the research
methods.
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You will be judged by your ability to communicate, particularly your written output; a
poorly crafted dissertation, thesis, conference paper or article can destroy what may have
been a well-designed and carefully executed study. We give considerable guidance on
writing in the later chapters but the immediate advice is to start writing notes and drafts
now and to continue to write, review and revise your work so that your final draft will
represent the highest quality in terms of substance, structure, grammar and spelling.

CHARACTERISTICS OF GOOD RESEARCH

KEY DEFINITIONS

refers to the appropri-
ateness and intellectual
soundness of the
research design and the
systematic application

Many of the characteristics of good research can be developed by adopting a
methodical approach. Methodological rigour is very important and this term
refers to the appropriateness and intellectual soundness of the research
design and the systematic application of the methods used. Therefore, it
requires a careful, detailed, exacting approach to conducting the research.
The characteristics of a good research project vary according to the philo-
sophical assumptions that underpin your research. These assumptions are

discussed later in Chapter 4 and are very important at all academic levels. A

soundly based research design should allow a degree of flexibility to enable you

to pursue new developments in the topic if they are relevant to the study and
you have sufficient time. In subsequent chapters, we will explain how this can be achieved.
At this stage, it is useful to have an overview of what makes a good research project.
Therefore, Table 1.4 compares the main characteristics of good and poor projects.

TABLE 1.4
(riteria

Research problem and scope

Literature review

Methodology

Analysis and discussion

Conclusions

Referencing

Communication

Poor project

Unclear and unfocused

Alist of items

Relevance unclear

Little or no evaluation

Research questions missing, impractical or
unfocused

Little appreciation of research design
No justification of choice
Not linked to the literature

Unclear findings, unrelated to research questions
Little or no attempt to discuss in relation to
literature review

Some conclusions but not linked to research
questions

Implications and limitations of results not
addressed

Plagiarism through omission or inadequate
referencing

Difficult to follow
Many spelling and grammar mistakes

Good project

Sharply focused
Related to academic debate

(ritical evaluation of relevant, up-to-date
literature
Linked to focused, feasible research questions

Cohesive design
Excellent review of research design options
Linked to the literature

(lear findings discussed in an analytical manner
that generates new knowledge and insight
Linked to the literature

Conclusions clearly linked to research questions
Attention given to implications and limitations

Al sources cited in the text and full bibliographic
details listed at the end

(lear flow of ideas
Appropriate spelling and grammar
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CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has examined the purpose and nature of research, and the ways in which
it can be classified. We have given an overview of the different types of research and the
factors that need to be considered at various levels. A research project offers an oppor-
tunity to identify and select a research problem to investigate independently under the
guidance of a supervisor. It gives you the opportunity to apply theory or otherwise
analyse a real business problem or issue. Your research needs to be systematic and
methodical and your study will illuminate the problem or issue and contribute towards
our greater understanding of it. To ensure you are satisfied with your research and
achieve the outcomes you desire, you must develop a research strategy. The most
important part of that strategy from the onset is to start writing. You should make sure
that you keep careful records to ensure that other people’s contribution to knowledge is
not confused with yours.

ACTIVITIES

PROGRESS TEST

Complete the following sentences:

1. Research is a process of enquiry and investigation that is conducted in a
systematic and methodical way with a view to increasing

2. Astudy in which theory is developed from the empirical evidence is
known as research.

3. Astudy in which theory is tested against empirical evidence is known as
research.

4. Anidea or proposition that can be tested against empirical evidence is
called a

5.  Empirical evidence is data based on experience or

Are the following statements true or false?

6. Aresearch paradigm is a lengthy treatment of a theme that is submitted
for an academic degree.

7.  Descriptive research can take a quantitative or qualitative approach.
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8. A qualitative approach to research does not require IT skills.
9. Anexploratory study is always used to test or confirm a hypothesis.

10. Research that has been designed to resolve a specific problem is known
as applied research.

Multiple choice questions:

11. The result of building up information from other information is known as:
a) ananalysis
b) a dialysis
c) asynopsis
d) asynthesis
12. The result of setting out a reasoned argument in steps is known as:
a) acomparison
b) adebate
c) an evaluation
d) an evasion

13. The classification of studies into exploratory, descriptive, analytical or
predictive research is based on:
a) thelogic of the research
b) the outcome of the research
c) the process of the research
d) the purpose of the research

14. The classification of studies into applied or basic research is based on:
a) thelogic of the research
b) the outcome of the research
¢) the process of the research
d) the purpose of the research

15. Inductive research seeks to:
a) classify theory
b) confirm theory
c) develop theory
d) test theory
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research methods, see method
research paradigms see paradigm
research problem, 3, 10, 14,112
research proposal, see proposal
research question, 3, 11, 14, 117
research report, dissertation or thesis

subject index

citations and references, 96
length, 48, 298
planning, 293
presenting data, 306
standards, 22,312
structure and content, 298
timetable for writing, 294
writing style, 294
research strategy, 12
research timetable, 48
research topic, 3, 14, 40
residuals in linear regression, 273
restructuring qualitative data, 167
results currency, 64
retrospective verbalization, 149
rhetorical assumption, 60

safety issues, 44

sample, 62, 77, 209
bias, 193, 209
size, 62,210

sampling frame, 209

sampling methods, 209,

saturation, 182

scatter plot, 268

seasonal variation, 279

secondary data, 23, 73, 221

selective coding in grounded theory,
179

semantic differential rating scale, 203

sensitive questions, 213

significance level, 251

simple index numbers, 279

simple regression, 274

single-subject, 75,

skewness of a frequency distribution,
248

skills and personal qualities, 38, 115

snowball sampling, 212,

software,
qualitative data analysis, 168
quantitative data analysis, 221
referencing, 95

Spearman’s correlation coefficient
(rho or 1), 270

split-halves method, 205

spread see dispersion

SPSS,
creating interval variables, 231
getting started, 221
labelling variables and entering

data, 225

measuring central tendency, 240
measuring dispersion, 244
normal distribution, 247
recoding variables, 237
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subject index

standard deviation, 244
standards for a dissertation or thesis,
312
statistics, 221
statistical tests,
association, 263
difference, 260
normality, 249
stem-and-leaf plot, 238
stimulus equivalence, 196
stratified sample, 212
student -test, see t-test
supervision, 29
support sets, 32
survey, 76
synthesizing qualitative data, 168
systematic sample, 211

t-test, 262

tables, 231

tallies, 209

terms of reference, 21

tests for,
association, 263
correlation, 267
difference, 260
multicollinearity, 272
normality, 249

theoretical framework, 92, 118, 188

theorizing from qualitative data, 168
theory, 63, 118, 188

development of, 168, 181
thesis, 4,9, 11, 12, 21
time series analysis, 78, 279
timetable, 48

for proposed research, 125

for writing up, 294
transferability, 182
trend, 279

cyclical and irregular variation,

287

deflated, 281

de-seasonalized, 284
triangulation, 85, 187
troubleshooting, 321
two-tailed hypothesis, 257
Type I and Type II errors, 251

undergraduate level research, 3, 9,
21-5
choosing an institution, 26-9
supervision, 29-32

unit of analysis, 115

univariate analysis, 222, 230
frequency distributions, 229
measuring central tendency, 240
measuring dispersion, 244

validity, 64, 204
Vancouver system of referencing, 98
variables, 6, 63, 74, 188, 248
creating and recoding in SPSS,
231,237
labelling in SPSS, 225
level of measurement, 188
variance, in standard deviation, 245
viva voce examination, 313

weighted index numbers, 282
writing academic papers and articles,
291-320
writing style, 295
writing up a dissertation or thesis,
291-320
planning, 293
presenting qualitative and
quantitative data, 306
standards, 312
structure and content, 298
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