Review guestions

Where should you search for literature when planning a social fesearch project?

Describe the use of keywords and search terms when interrogating a library database.

Explain what wildcards, Boouean operators and reference management soﬁware can be useful for,
What principles should you bear in mind when taklng notes from readlng"

How do vou know when to stop reading for a literature review?

Describe theé purpose and some of the procedures used in carrying out systematic reviews_ How do
these reviews differ from conventicnal {non-systematic) reviews?

: Workshop and discussion exercises

1 For a given research topic (take, for example, one of the topics listed in Box 27.10 on page 492 explore
and compare the coverage of two of more of the foliowing resources for finding academic literature on

the siibject: :
{a} Your university library catalogue. ‘ Chapter Contents
{b) A searchable journal database. : : :
(¢} An internet search engine such as Google. . .

. S L _ From theory to practice

2 Examine & journial article reporting original social or cufltura research on a topic that interests you.

Consider aﬁswers‘ tothe foEIbw'inQ-QUesﬁohs: Research guestions

{a) To what extent is the ||terature rewew Separated from the rest of the report? : Guantitative research

{6y What connections are made between thg analysm of data and the Ilterature remew’* s

{6} Many iteratare rev:ews havé a funnel structure, with broad concerns bemg d:scussed at the ouiset,
narrowing down io specnf:c questions explored in the research study, Is this literature review like ; : Developing a research fuastion
this? Identlfy sectlons wheire broad concerns are discussed and where specific résearch questrons

Qualitative research

are identified. Pese raview and eritical appraisal

d} In the concluding section of the re ort, what references are made by the author to the concerns . .

{c} The conclud d ection of ! P at referer : ¥ r tg thy The research proposal as design ool
raised in the literature review?

{e} Try to firid an important article or book on this subject that this researcher has failed to spot. Writing a fesearch nropasal

3 Find and consult a systematic review of randomised 'cpntifolled.tr'ia'ls: Titie
{d) How explicit does it make its procedures? Abstract
{b) How do these differ from an article reporting a conventional (not ‘systematic’) review of literature? ‘ :
Background or introduction
Literature review
Airas and objectives
Methods
Data anaiysis
Ethical issues
Dissemination and policy relevance
References and appendicas

STARTING OUT




Resources

Schaduie or Himetable

This chapter describes the process of developing
a social research project and writing a research
proposal. This process is closely linked to
research design (see Chapter 8). A research pro-
posal incorporates a research question, a plan for
investigating it, and attends to the wider context
i which a study conducted. The proposal is a
key tool for developing a research project. It is a
document that can be used to communicate
your planned study to others, to manage your
study as a project that produces data and analy-
sis, and also serves as a template for writing up
your study. The emphasis of this chapter is on
the practicalities of developing research that
works, or in other words, produces analysis that
adds to what is already known, is rigorous, rele-
vant and accessible to the audiences you wish to
reach. After an initial discussion of the impor-
tance of developing skills in constructing viable
research studies, this chapter will review
approaches to devising good research questions
and provide guidelines as to what a research
proposal should contain, and why.

From theory to praciice

Becoming a social scientist as opposed to some-
one with a qualification in a social science is
demonstrated by the ability to apply the knowl-
edge gaimed during academic study to social
research. As Weber (in Gerth and Mills, 1948)
points out, unlike art ‘scientific work is chained to
the course of progress' (p. 137). As social scien-
tists, we aim to build on what is already known. In
the same way that medical practice is defined by
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the application of medical knowledge in the treat-
ment of illness, the craft of the social scientist is
research (see, for example, Becker, 1998). To refer
to Weber again, we need as social scientists to
achieve a balance between creativity and passion
for a topic with rigorous scientific endeavour:

Ideas come when we do not expect then, and
not when we are brooding and searching at
our desks. Yet ideas would certainly not come
to mind had we not brooded at our desks end
searched for angwers with passionate devotion.
(Weber in Gerth and Mills, 1948: 136)

This can be taken here to apply to the relation-
ship between creativity and practice in empirical
social research. Practical skills in effective plan-
ning and application of the methodologies
described in this text are valued by employers of
social science graduates. These are sometimes
referred to as skills in project management. For
example, the main social research funding bedy
in the UK, the Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC), states that its activities (as a
research funding body) should ‘advance knowl-
edge and provide trained social scientists who
meet the needs of users and beneficiaries’ (ESRC,
2003). Contemporary research involves consid-
erable attention to pragmatic concerns linked to
good practice. Part of the training expected by
institutions such as the ESRC is a hands-on
understanding of research design and process.
Social science students, whether undertaking
undergraduate or postgraduate courses, are
expected to carry out at least one research
project. This is where the emphasis shifts from

education to training in order to facilitate the
development of transferable skills in developing,
carrying out and writing up research projects,
with researchers demonstrating the ability to
apply skills rather than just to acquire them.
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All research includes four basic ingredients: the
initial research question; finding out what others
have done; refining the initial question; and
answering the question (Thomas, 2009: ix). The
research question and its development is therefore
the foundation stone for the whale research
project (Thomas, 2009} and consequently it is
necessary to take care in constructing it. This may
seemn: counter-intuitive. We ask questions all the
time, so how hard can it be? Developing good
research guestions, however, involves a level of
craft. One way of thinking about the value of good
guestions is to consider how news interviewers ask
questions. There are many news interviewers, but
only a few are household names, known for their
skill in framing questions in such a way as to find
out what they want to know, from often resistant
interviewees. Even seemingly straightforward
research questions need to be considered critically.
They need to be relevant, achievable and clear.
New researchers often underestimate the impor-
tance of spending time working on research ques-
tions (and developing proposals around them),
putting this work to one side in their enthusiasm
to get going on the project.

Research questions provide direction for your
study (O'Leary, 2010), so when asking a research
question it is important to consider the possible
ways in which it may be answered and refining it
in relation to what you are interested in finding
out about. This is the basis of devising a ‘good’
research guestion. Most questions have numer-
ous possible answers and ways in which they can
be answered. Take, for example, an apparently
simple guestion such as a child might ask a par-
ent: "‘Why do people have wars?” They are likely

to receive an answer such as ‘Because people do
not like each other’. A child may accept such an
answer but an adult is unlikely to do so. As we get
older and know more, we learn how to focus cur
questions and ask them in such a way that the
response will add to what we know. When you
ask a question it is framed, usually unconsciously,
to elicit the answer you require in the form you
would like it in. Research questions are also
‘framed’ in this way, but the process of develop-
ing them makes the framing more explicit, sub-
jecting it to critique and justification, at a
conscious level. Social research projects are not
conducted in social isolation as a personal pur-
suit. They are meant to produce findings that
contribute to current knowledge ahout topics,
often for a range of audiences. This means that
you need to be able to confidently describe how
you came te make decisions regarding vour
choice of topic and question, such as “Why this
topic?’, "Why this research question?’, ‘Why
now?” and "Why not other questions?”.

Research questions take many different forms
and may also be referred to as research problems,
research aims or hypotheses. Some of the different
types of research question can be seenin Box 7.1.
There is often 2 lot of interest in asking questions -
that require explanations. However, it may be
appropriate to undertake a descriptive study first.
For instance, consider a study of political protests.
Qur question may be ‘Why do people take part
in political protests ahout climate change?’
Before we ask this question we arguably need to
know what political protests about climate
change look like, whether there are different
forms of protest, and what the different forms
look like. In this sense we need a good description
of political protests about climate change before
we can ask why people take part in them. If we
do not have this information, we make unexam-

ined assumptions about the phenomernon we are
studying. This information might already be
available in the research literature, and if it is, we
need to be clear about the context in which our
question has been constructed.




Describing

-What forms do political protests take?

Taking an aspect of the issue of What form does women’s involvement in climate change
interest and examining it in detail | protests take?

examine an issue

Explicitly drawing upen theory to | Does social movement theory explain the emergence of climate
change protest groups?

Comparing attributes
protest?

Does age group affect the likelihood of participating in & political

Explaining
others?

Why do some political protests involve violent conflict and not

-Assessing whether an
intervention works

Does specialist training for police officers who police large
potitical protests reduce arrests?

The way a research question is asked will be
influenced by the social science discipline we
come from. For example, a psychologist may
frame the question ‘Why do people take part in
political protests?” in terms of the social psychol-
ogy of group participation. A sociologist may
frame it in terms of power relationships between
the public and the state. An anthropologist may
frame the question in terms of the culture of
political protest. The way questions are framed
also implies the methodological approach to be
taken (see also Chapter 3 on theory and
research). If it is framed as ‘How many people
take part in political protests?’, a quantitative
design will be appropriate. I it is framed as "Why
do people take part in political protests?’, either
a quantitative or qualitative design could be
appropriate, If the question is ‘What are the sto-
ries told by pecple who take part in political
protests?’, a qualitative design is most likely to
be suitable. Decisions to use a quantitative or
qualitative approach should be influenced by the
nature of the research guestion, with the
approach chosen being appropriate to the ques-
tion asked. However, most researchers will have
a preference for one methodological approach or
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the other and this is likely to influence the way
in which they formulate their research question.

Quantitative ressarch

Quantitative research involves deductive reason-
ing, meaning that all the relevant variables are
identified befare data collection begins. The two
main quantitative research designs in social
research are the survey and the experiment (see
Chapter 8 for a full account of the design of
these kinds of study). In survey research ques-
tions may be descriptive, such as “Who takes part
in pofitical protests?’ This would involve identi-
fying a number of categories and possible char-
acteristics of people such as age, gender
socio-economic status and ethnicity. If this infor
mation is already available, the relationship
between different variables can be examined and
comparisons made. These relationships are often
presented in the form of a hypothesis. This is a
statement specifying the relationship between
two or more variables. The hypothesis is accepted
or rejected depending upen there being a statis-
tically significant difference between the variables.

For example, a hypothesis could be stated  as:
‘Men are more likely than women to take part in
political protests” This hypothesis would then
be tested by seeing if gender and participation in
political protests are associated, and often by
using a statistical test to see if this association is
likely to hold true in the population from which
the sample of people included in the survey has
been drawn at random (see Chapters 9 and 19).
The experimental method in social research is
used to evaluate the effect of an intervention on
behaviour. A hypothesis is set up at the start and
then tested. A study may be set up with partici-
pants randomly allocated to an ‘intervention’ or
‘control’ group. For example, a hypothesis
‘Exposure to negative information about climate
change positively influences support for political
protest against climate change’ could be con-
structed. Under ‘laboratory’ conditions, volun-
teer participants in the intervention group could
be shown a film about the negative effects of
climate change and the control group shown a
film about a neutral topic such as teaching lan-
guages to children. A guestionnaire about politi-
cal protests could then be given to assess whether
support for protest against climate change differs
between the control and intervention group.

Qualitative ressarch

Qualitative research is often based on induction
(see Chapter 2). This means that efforts are
made to avoid assumptions about what the
research findings might look like before the data
are collected and analysed. Given the inductive
model, some qualitative researchers may be
resistant to setting out a formal question and
specifying details of how to answer it at the start
of a project. However, even the most avowedly
‘unstructured’ qualitative research eventually
involves the identification of a research question,
even though this is developed and refined during
data collection, having been no more than a
foreshadowed problem’ at the outset (see
Chapter 14 on ethnography). At the very least, a

general topic will need to be defined, and an
initial research site chosen.

As with quantitative studies, qualitative stud-
ies may involve different types of research ques-
tion depending on the methodology chosen,
Some studies may set out to describe the content
of a dataset in quite a general, relatively superfi-
clal way. A simple research question may be
‘Describe people’s views about climate change’,
‘However, initial analysis of the data may high-
light further subquestions to be explored in more
depth, possibly drawing upon relevant theory. For
example, the question may arise, ‘How are politi-
cal affiliations used by activists to explain their
involvement in climate change protests?’ inspired
by ‘new social movement’ theory that indicates
political affiliations to be of potential importance
in influencing activism. '

In most studies (qualitative and quantitative) a
number of additional research questions arise fol-
lowing the first phase of data analysis. Depending
upen time available, these questions can be either
flagged up as questions for future research or set
up as new questions (related to the core question
set at the start) and examined in further, in-depth
analysis (see Kelly, 2010}. Decisions wifl need to be
made about which questions to pursue in depth.
Having described the issues involved in setting
research questions, let us consider the practical
issues involved in developing a research question.

Developing a research guestion

What are you interested in investigating? You
may have quite a clear question in your mind, or
have a general topic you are interested in.
Alternatively, you may have no ideas zt all, or, as
is more often the case, have too many ideas to
choose from. Ideas for topics for social research
projects may come from many different direc-
tions. Research projects often emerge from ear-
lier research which has identified new research
questions that need to be investigated. A
researcher might want to see if findings from a
study in one area can be replicated in another. For




example, one could apply a research design used
to investigate people in another country to the
UK context. Alternatively, research questions
may emerge in response to social problems or
need, or a news story about an interesting issue.
Most people have a few ideas of things they
would like to investigate at the start, though
sometimes these may be quite general topics,
such as ‘climate change’ or ‘childhood obesity’.
One way of developing research topics is to
brainstorm ideas. Work with a whiteboard or
take a sheet of paper and write down whatever
comes into your head when you ask yourself:
‘What research topics interest me?’ If vou have
a general topic that you are interested in but no
ideas for possible research questions, take a piece
of paper, put your topic in a circle in the centre
and start to consider different aspects of your
idea. Think about what you know about your
idea, and what you would fike to know. Write
these down and make links. You may want to go
through this process for a few topics. Having
done this, you will find that some ideas shift into
the foreground and start to form up as prototype
questions. You can then produce concept maps
of your research guestions ((¥Leary, 2010),
highlighting. possible ways you .could look at

identify possible research topics.

ldentify possible questions.
Consider aliernative questions.

Break down your proposed question(s).

them and the assumptions that underpin vour
ideas. This will expand the possible ways you can
formulate questions. It will also help to identify
which literature may be relevant to your fesearch
questions. It is good practice to think expan-
sively at the start and then focus in. It is also
useful to talk to others about your ideas and use
their comments to facilitate your thinking. For
example, in a study of political protests you
might be interested in the views and experiences
of protesters, but discussion with peers or a
supervisor may highlight other possible gues-
tions such as the views and experiences of the
police regarding political protests. It is good to
consider a range of options at the start.

Once you have decided on a research question
that interests you, you will need to review the
literature to see what is already known about the
topic. This may lead to further development of
your question and focusing it to address a par-
ticular gap in knowledge about the topic. It is
helpful to record the process through which
decisions are made about research questions as
you go along as you may be asked about this
later in your research. Bax 7.2 shows stages in
developing a research question. At this point you
will be ready to put together a research proposal.
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Define your terms, identify assumptions that underpin the question{s}.

Choose a question.

Check the literature to see whether the chosen question (in the form it is in} has aiready been answerad,

Refine your question if necessary.

Develop a project proposal around your research question.

If necessary, reframe question in the light of issues raised by constructing ihe proposal.

Carry out your study.

Gao back to your question from time to time to check that you are still on the track you started on.

The key tool in research design is the research
proposal. The main reason for writing a proposal
Is to present your research design for critical
appraisal. This may be informal, such as disctrss-
ing your research with peers. This is the ‘friendly’
version of peer review. It can be valusble to
receive comments from others at various stages
when designing a study. These can be from a
supervisor or tutor, fellow student, colleague,
experts in the field, or increasingly a person rep-
resentative of the group of people who are going
to be studied. Presenting ideas to someone for
comment at an early stage helps to develop
them. Comments may reinforce some areas, and
highlight areas not presented clearly or which
need more work, or aspects which are untenable
in some way. Feedback can be on academic or
practical issues, both of which are important. For
example, there is a need to know that the
research question has been well constructed, but
also that it is possible to gain access to the data
needed to answer it,

Research proposals may also be formally
reviewed or ‘assessed as part of a course of
study, as an application for funding or for ethics
commitiee approval. Presentation of the
research design for critical appraisal means that
the audience for your research is a central con-
sideration from the start. The proposal is also a
link to the social scientific community and to a
wider community who may have an interest in
your research.

It cannot be assumed that the audience to
which - your proposed study is presented will be
passive; they may well want to influence your
study. A key issue in research design is the way in
which the research problem is defined and, as is
argued in Chapter 4, social and cultural research-
ers need to evaluate critically the definitions of
social problems offered to them by policy mak-
ers. [t is important that we, as social scientists, use
out skills and knowledge to define the research
problem. Although we can use common-sense
concepts up to a point, we cannot expect such

concepts to do the analytical work of theoretical
concepts. The research proposal stage is often the
point at which such issues are decided, and this
will'influence the conduct of the research. If you
are clear about what you are doing and why, it is
‘much easier to communicate this to others.

Presenting the design in a proposal forces

researchers to sort out their ideas and make them
accessible to others at an early stage. This may
seem like hard work but communicating our
research to others is an essential part of the job.
It also enables us to define the research on our
terms, as social scientists.

The need to produce a proposal in a particular
format to satisfy the requirements of others may
at times seemn like a constraint. However, writing
2 proposal enables the researcher to set out the
study from beginning to end so that the different
elements that need to be included can be consid-
ered. It can be used to develop ideas and con-
sider different methods, meaning that the initial
draft of the proposal may look quite different
trom the final version. We often see things more
clearly when we write them down. Drafting a
research proposal allows you to design the study
that you would like to do within the constraints
you have, such as time, access to the population
you are interested in and competence in particu-
lar methods.

Proposals for quantitative research could be
said to be relatively straightforward, with infor-
mation fitting into certain categories. Standards
used in quantitative research have to some
extent influenced expectations for qualitative
research proposals. This can present a chafllengs
for those propesing to carry out exploratory
qualitative studies in which it may be counter
productive to pre-specify everything at the pro-
posal stage. When using qualitative methods
there is, therefore, the need to be creative and
Hexible in putting ideas across, especially if the
audience is used to receiving proposals. for




quantitative work. The most important thing is
to be clear about what you are doing and why.

The start of a research project is a time when
you can think quite broadly about topics and
methods, Later on you will need to focus in and
be more specific about how you intend to turn
your idea into a project. This is the stage at
which it is useful to begin to identify and
develop possible research questions. Let us con-
sider developing a research proposal for a study
about students’ experience of paid employment.

Some possible questions refated to this topic are
given in Box 7.3, Writing down such questions is
the first part of drafting a proposal. It can be
seen how one topic can generate a wide range of
possible research questions. To develop the
project requires moving beyond the stage of jot-
ting down questions, and structuring the project
so that what you are planning to do, why vou are
planning it, and how you intend to do it are clear
Krathwohl (1988) suggests that sizsisis in the
way a proposal is presented are helpful. These
‘may be subheadings indicating main areas to be
included. I will use one such sequence of sub-
headings now, to explain what can usefully be

placed under each.

What is the proportion of students who work for pay and is this increasing?

How many hours a week do studerrts work on average in paid employment?

Whit factors infiuence them working, for examgile class, age, sex, geographical region, ethnic group?

What types of jobs do they do?

How does having to work affact their studies?

Does working while a student increase chances of getting future work?

What sort of jobs do they do?

How do they feel about having to work?

How does working affect the social aspect of student life?

The title should describe briefly what the project
is about. For example:

Employment patterns in full-time under

graduates: proposal for a survey of students in

Londor

In this title, information is provided on the sub-
ject area, target audience and where it will he

carried out. Your name, and the names of any

. others involved ifitis a collaboration, should also

be stated with the title.

Research proposais often have a short summary
of approximately 200-300 words after the title.
This s usually written after the propesal has
been developed. It should contain a short overview

of your proposed study, inclading a brief intro-
duction to your chosen topic, your research
question, an overview of the methods to be used
and how the findings are tikely 1o be applied. It

is good practice to develop the skill of writing
abstracts as they can be used to tell people in a
brief, clear way about your research. Abstracts
for two proposed studies are shown in Box 7.4,

The reduction of state funding for undergraduate education in the UK means that an increasing number
of sludents need to work part-time in order to support themselves during their degree courses. Little is
currently known about the impact part-time paid employment has on studsnts, both in terms of the effect
on their academic performance and on their overall quality of Iife, including stress. This study aims to
describe the patterns of part-time empioyment in a sample of second-year students studying at a large
London university. A questionnaire will be sent to 500 students, randomly sampled from a list of all part-
time and full-time students registered at the university, covering four main areas: demographic character-
istics; type of job; academic performances; and quality of lfe. SPSS will be used to carry out the data
analysis. Findings will be disseminated to students via relevant websites and to policy and ressarch audi-
ences with a focus on undergraduate education.
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The reduction of state funding for undergraduate education in the UK means that an increasing numbey
of studenis need to work pari-time in order 1o support.themselves during their degree courses. Litile is
currently known aboui the impact part-time paid employment has on students, both in terms of the effect
on their academic performance and on their overall quality of life, including stress. This study aims to
describé the experiences of part-tme paid employment in students at one London university. Qualitative
interviews will be conducted with 20 second-year students (10 male and 10 female, in a variety of subject
areas). The interview will cover four main areas: the nature of the paid work engaged in; reasons for
working; effect on academic performance: and sffect on their quality of life. Thematic analysis of the
interview data will be conducted with the assistance of NVivo qualitative analysis software. Findings wiff
be disseminated to students via relevant websites and o pelicy and research audiences with a focus on
undergradizate education.

It is then important to introduce the subject and
supply some background information. Social sci-
ence covers all aspects of social life, and uses a
wide range of theoretical perspectives and meth-
odologies. Potential readers may need to he able
to understand your proposal without necessarily
having a thorough knowledge of the particular

field. Similarly, they may not be an expert in the
methodological approach chosen. The main aim
of a reader may be to appreciate the nature and
teasibility of the study, rather than to gain in-

depth knowledge of the subject and fnethodclogy. |

Continuing the example of a hypothetical
study of students and paid employment, I would
now write about the following things:




One reason for choosing this topic is the continuing debate about funding for higher education in-the UK.
State funding has been cut and there is a lot of media coverage on the hardship faced by students, sug-
gesting that an increasing number of students have to work part time in order to support themselves. |

would like fo explore this phenomenon, to see if this is really the case, to what extent it is happening, and
what effects It is having on students who have to work fo heip support themselves, For example, it may
affect the time that students have to study, thus producing poorer examination results, or it may affect

their social lives in adverse ways.

An introductory statement would point out all
of this, but do so quite briefly, in order to give
the reader a quick preview of the problems
addressed by the research project.

Liferature review

Following the introductory statement, it would
be iraportant to undertake a brief review of the
relevant literature (which would be expanded
in the main research report). The literature
review is important because one of the first
things a reader will want to know is whether

this research has been done before. Any major
research in the field needs to be described. It
can then be shown how the project will add to
current knowledge. Librarians can advise on a
range of resources which may be helpful. A
major source of relatively up-to-date informa-
tion can be accessed through the Internet and
computer databases that contain abstracts of
recently published research. Chapter 6 contains
more detailed guidance on this aspect of doing
research.

The literature review will reflect whether the
study is aiming to influence social policy or
social theory, as our continuing example shows:

One way of taking forward my proposed study of students is to include reference to current and previous
higher education poficy in the literature review. This emphasises the policy relevance of my research.

Alternatively, or in addition, | could discuss literature with a strong social theory perspective, such as

interactionist studies (see Chapter 3) of the rmeanings students attach to paid employment while studying
full time.

Thus, the type of literature explored bere will
have a bearing on the eventual use of the find-
ings of your study. It is a good idea to highlight
recent publications from both theory and policy.
Most contemporary social research is expected
to discuss policy implications on some level, and
many policy makers now understand the value
of social theory in providing novel ways of seeing
social issues. The literature reviewed may there-
fore need to include reference to both of these.
The extent of the literature review at the pro-
posal stage will depend on the nature of the

study, the time available, and to whom it will be
submitted. Funding bodies will send a proposal
out for peer review, so you need to ensure that
you have included research by any key people in
the field. On the other hand, it is important to
be selective in your reading, and stick to the
things that are directly relevant to your research.
This is a skill in itself Finding and exploring the
literature can be very time-consumning. If you
have time, you may wish to contact people who
are currently working in the field who can give
you an idea of any work in progress.

A qualitative research proposal may ifivolve a

less comprehensive literature review at this
stage, as data analysis may inform which litera-
ture is relevant. For example, if you are under-
taking an exploratory study of students and paid
work, you could assume that working is found to
be stressful and undertake an extensive review of
the literature on student stress. However, it may
be that your data analysis indicates that students
find working a positive experience which ena-
bles them to make friends outside college and
gives them money to go out. In this case it would
be better to review some of the relevant litera-
ture at the proposal stage, but allow the data
analysis to inform a more extensive literature
review. Howevey, you will need to ensure that

cal stréss than those who do not work.

On the other hand, a research question for a

A number of objectives may be drawn up which
describe what you need to do to achieve your
aim, and thus address your research problem.

employment in London.

This would include the number of students
who work, their income, the number of hours
worked per week, factors influencing the deci-
sion to take up or not take up work, their per
ceptions of the effects of the work upon their
studies, and their examination results.
Objectives must be clear, and it should be casy
to decide whether they have been achieved or
not. Definitions of the research problem or
hypothesis and objectives are, as previously
stated, an important part of a propesal. Tt is

Full-time undergraduate students who are in paid employment are more likely to experience psychologi-

To undertake a survey of full-time undergraduate students io describe the patterns of undergraduate

you build in time at the data analysis stage of the
project to do this.

Now that the relevance of the area to be investi-
gated has been highlighted, the research question
needs to be defined more precisely. In research
proposals, research questions are often framed as
aims, which describe what your research intends
to achieve. How specific the research question is
raade at this stage will depend on what is to be
discovered. You may wish to set up a hypothesis.
For example, one could try to see whether the
following statement is true or false:

quantitative or qualitative study could be:

For example, in relation to a research problem
similar to the first one shown in Box 7.4, an
objective could he:

therefore important to spend some time work-
ing these out. In exploratory research, the ohjec-
tives may need to be guite broad. It is not
uncornmon for inexperienced researchers to get
carried away with the methodology or idea and
lose sight of whether the method will achieve
the objectives. 1t s adviszble to check them
against each other regularly when developing
your proposal. Pragmatic factors such as the
time available may influence your rescarch prob-
lem and objectives.




The way in which aims and objectives will be
achieved will be set out in this section. An expla-
nation of the methods of data collection and

analysis to be used {e.g. a survey based on ran-
dom probability sampling, or discourse analysis
of interview transcripts) and an explanation of
why these methods are the most appropriate
will be needed. For example, T could say:

n order to ascertain patterns of part-time employment in students a survey of a random sample of 100

undergraduates in one university will be undertaken.

Alternatively, I could propose that:

Unstructured interviews with five working and five non-working students will be carried out. A comparative

-analysis of interview transcripts will be carried out, using discourse analysis, to explore how the students
construct the meaning of employment and studying in their lives.

The methods section should also include othéer
information about how the research will be
carried out, including the sampling, recruit-
ment of respondents, establishing access to the
field and, in quantitative studies, what variables
you intend to include in the analysis, The
emphasis here will be influenced by the method.
For example, a survey of students could be
through face-to-face interview, a postal ques-
tionnaire or telephone interview. Therefore 1
need to specify how I will cairy out the survey.
In a study using discourse analysis of interview
transcripts, 1 need to set out what form the
interviews with students will take, such as how
I introduce the topic, and what areas will be
covered,

Statistical methods that will be used to enstre
that findings from the survey are valid and reli-
able can also be stated. Statistical methods can

I will pilot the questionnaire with a small group of students before sending it out to the main sampie. ) will
. check to see whether any of the guestions are ambiguous and interpreted differently by different people.

Data analysis
A short summary of how you intend to analyse
the data should be included. This is refevant to
both quantitative and qualitative research. For
example, you need to include the key variables
you will use for subgroup analysis such as age, sex,
ethnic group. Any statistical data analysis pack-
ages you plan to use should be stated (e, £ SPSS).
Methods of qualitative analysis should also be
included where possible, and any qualitative data
analysis computer programs specified (e.g.
NVivo). How you will ensure the reliability and
validity of your findings should be clarified here
and in the methods section (see Chapter 30).

For example, in an online questionnaire survey
of students, I might seek to establish trust in reli-
ability and validity by saying:

be used to assess the likelihood of findings com-
ing about through chance because a sample has
been studied rather than the whole population.

In order to use such statistics you need to ensure
that you have included enough people in your
sample. Methods of sampling and making statis-
tical inferences about the population from which
the sample has been chosen are explored further
in Chapters 9 and 19. '

Reliability and validity are also important in
qualitative research, though, s you will see in

I would state that:

i plan to use a short topic guide with alfl the interviewees, but also to use open-ended questions which
will allow any new topics | had not initially incorporated 1o be added 1o the topics included.

Chapter 30, it is sometimes felt necessary to
modity quantitative criteria for establishing
these things in qualitative studies However, the
broad principles are often the same, and fre-
guently involve ensuring consistency and accu-
racy in the way the data are collected and
analysed. In a study involving open-ended inter-
views with students I might say that:

In order {0 maximise the refiability of the findings alt interviews will be transcribed and a number of cat-

egories produced based on an initil reading of the transcripts. Each interview will then be systematically
analysed using these categories. Written analysis will be supported through extracts from the data,

As shown in Chapter 5, social researchers are
expected to take ethical issues into account
when doing research, and this needs to be dis-
cussed in the proposal. This largely involves
attention to ethical principles regarding the
treatment of research participants. The amount
of attention to ethical issues required depends
upon the sensitivity of the study proposed. For
example, ethical issues surrounding interviews
about sexual health are likely to be much more
sensitive than interviews ahout work patterns. It

is important that no harrm, physical or psycho-
logical, will come to anyone taking part in your
research.

Ethical issues in social research are not
always clear-cut, but a key one is the preserva-
tion of confidentiality and the privacy of peo-
ple involved. For example, in my proposed
study I need to consider how [ will ensure that
individual students will not be identifiable
when I present my findings. I also need to con-
sider how I will gain consent from the students
I want to interview. One possibility would be
to state that:

Iwill give all potential interviewees a letter with information about the study and its purpose, and ask them

to sign a consent form. [ will enisure that the interviews will be identifiable only by myself through a coding
sysiem.

Some organisations that sponsor or fund rescarch

require that under certain circumstances (eg.
research involving human or animal participants)
formal approval from a research ethics committee

is gained from the outset. This is particularly
common in health-related research. If this is the
case, a letter indicating approval by such a com-
mittee may need to be attached to the proposal.




#u of research findings is an issue

that is receiving increasing emphasis, especially
from bodies that fund research. Social and cul-
tural research findings are used in two main
ways: application to social policy, and building
social theory. Social scientists have been criticised

in the past for not sharing their research find-
ings with those who may use them. Many
funding bodies now require that applications
for funding include plans for communication
and details of how findings will be shared with
users,

Continuing my hypothetical example, I might
say that:

The research will contribute to knowledge about the effects of employment on academic standards and

student welfare.

The research wiil provide direction for the development of support services for students and will contrib-
ute fo policy debates about levels of government financial support for students.

Hhsmn, A
e

The study could also contribute to the development

of social theory. For example, I could argue that:

A report will be written and submitted 1o the National Union of Students and the university Student
Welfare Depariment, and it is planned to submit a paper o the next Psychology Association conference.

Any references to other studies made in the
text should be listed at the end of the pro-
posal. Referencing should be done accordin
to a standard system such as the Horard v
ereniog syetem (I you type this into Google,
there are many links to websites with guides

explaining this), which requires standard
information about books and articles to be
presented in a particular order fe.g. author,
date, title, publisher). Place any appendices
after the references, in the order in which they

have been mentioned. Appendices will include
any relevant papers you intend to use, such
as questionnaires, topic guides and consent
forms.

Good project planring will consider what
resources are needed in order for the proposed
study to be successful. Resources include: money
(funding); appropriate skills and training (e.g. in
literature searching; computer-aided data analysis

skills); access to sites and participants; time; and
supervision and support. Possible resources

» - Training in questionnaire design.
« Printing costs of questionnaire.
¢ Posiage of questionnaires.

= 5PSS data analysis package.

+ Training in statistical analysis.

» Conference registration fees and travel costs,

4

Statistician’s time.

= Training in qualitative interviewing.
s Training in qualitative data analysis.
= Digitat recorder.

» Travel costsfinterviewee expenses.
= Transcription of interviews.

= Qualitative data analysis program.

Conference registration fees and travel costs.

Formal applications for funding will usually
require detailed budget breakdowns, A proposal
should show that plans have been tailored so
that they are feasible within budgetary limits.
Let us imagine that in my study | had planned to
send a postal questionnaire to all the 2,000 full-
time undergraduate students at my university. 1
have managed to gain 2 small grant from an
interested organisation for postage and printing
of guestionaires, However, taking into account
all the postage and printing costs, [ can survey
only 5300 students. Similarly, in the study involy-
g unstructured interviews | need to visit

needed for a survey and a qualitative interview
study can be seen in Box 7.5.

interviewees in their homes, which means that I
need a budget for travel. This, together with
other factors such as the time involved in travel-
ling, has prompted my decision to limit the
number of interviews I will undertake.

[t is valuable to have some form of structured
timetable for 2 project. We often set ourselves
unrealistic timescales for projects, such as under-
estimating how Jong it will take to gain access to




the people we need to interview, or by not fore-
seeing that we may need to send out a second
questionnaire to increase our response rate. For
example, in considering my hypothetical project
I realise that I need to allow time to negotiate
access to student names and addresses through

the university. The time available is 32 weeks
from start to finish. | have been advised that it
will probably be easiest to contact students dur-
ing term time, 50 [ need to take this into account
in my plan, Box 7.6 shows a plan for the qualita-
tive interview study.

Proposal to be submitted to university ethics committee Week 2

Cortact university for names and addresses of students Week 6

Begin interviews

End interviews

Comptete data analysis

First draft sent to others for comments

Submission of final report

Box 7.7 shows the same thing for a survey
proposal. It can be seen that a longer time has
been allowed for data analysis in the qualitative
study. This will include time to explore relevant

Week 8
Week 15
Week 23
Week 26
Week 32

literature. The plan for the survey study follows
similar lines, but has more structure. Study time-
tables may also be presented as a chart, such as
in a Gantt chart (see Figure 7.1).

017042009 217052008 10/07/2009 29/08/2009 1810/2009 07/12/2008 26/01/2010 17/05/2010

N ]

Literature review

University ethics commiitee
documentation

Design questionnaire |

Pilot questionnaire

Send out questionnaires

Input data

Data anafysis

Writing up

Produce final repori

Gantt chart for a survey study

Proposal to be submitted to university ethics commiitee Weelk 2

Contact university for names and addresses of students Week 6

First draft of literature review completed
Questionnaire ready for piloting
Complete pilot questionnaire

Send out questionnairé

Inputting of data completed

Data analysis complated

First draft sent to others for comments

Submission of final report

revising the proposal
A proposal will start off as an outline and usually
require several revisions. Each section men-
tioned here affects the others. For example, your
time schedule will influence the method vou
have chosen, which has been influenced by your
research problem. You need to make sure that alj
aspects of the proposal look as if they will work
in relation to each other. It is useful to think in
terms of how the human body functions. If we
undertake strenuous physical exercise like run-
ning a marathon, we will need to drink a lot
more fluid than usual in order not to become
dehydrated and to last the course. We thus need
to plan ahead and to make sure we have access

to fluid along the way. The main thing to check .

is that the method will enable you to achieve
your objectives. Researchers tend to he over
ambitious in the amount they set out to do.
Feedback from others may be useful here.
Alternatively, they may suggest new lines of
inguiry, whose practical implications need to be
thought through.

As discussed earlier, relevant audiences for
your research need to be considered at an early

Week 8

Week 10
Week 12
Week 14
Week 22
Week 25
Week 26
Week 32

stage. It is important to present work in a way
that is accessible to other people. Strunk and
White (2000) provide a useful guide, based on
examples, on how to develop a good writing
style. They suggest that ‘the approach to style
is by way of plainuess, simplicity, orderliness,
sincerity’ (2000: 69). We all develop our own
personal writing styles over time. It is valuable
to ask others for their comments. For example,
did they understand the reason for carrying
out the research from the proposal? It is easy
to get very wrapped up in the subject and
think that, because we are convinced of the
particular value of our research, others will be
too. The way in which the proposal is pre-
sented can enable the reader to appreciate
what you are planning to do. Box 7.8 shows an
extract from Strunk's The Elements of Style
(1918). Though originally written some 100
years ago, the advice in this book, which is
available in full on the Internet, remaias rele-
vant today. Note that the examples totalling
38 words are reduced to just 12 words by the
replacements suggested, indicating that brev-
ity as well as clarity is enhanced by the appli-
cation of Strunk’s advice.




.- the expression the fact that should be revised out of every sentence in which it cocurs,

[For example:}

owing to the fact that [should be replaced with]
in spite of the fact that

call your attention to the fact that

I was unaware of the fact that

the fact that he had net succeeded

the fact that { had arrived

Source: www.bartleby.comy/14 1/strunk5.himi#13

Ideally, a research proposal should be concise.

This may seem impossible considering the

amount of detail given here about what to put
into a proposal. This is where revision and
writing style is important. The reader will
want to see ea’sﬂy what you are proposing,
whilst at the same time have their attention
held by the content. Krathwohl (1988} sug-
gests that the proposal should be easy for the
reader to skim. Dividing the proposal up using
some of the headings discussed here will help
with this. Effective use of language is impor-
tant. For example, where possible use short,
simple sentences.

Producing a research proposal constitutes your
study as a project, which implies that all the
various aspects will be integrated. It provides the
template for how you will manage your project.
Researchers are accountable for the conduct of
their research and need to demonstrate that they
know what they are doing and that the project is
likely to work as intended. This may seemn daunt-
ing, but, as discussed earlier, you do not have to
go it alone. [t is often useful to access advice and

since (because)

though {afthough)

remind you (notify you}

| was unaware that (did not know)
his failure

my arrival

support from peers when planning and conduct-
ing research. Feedback from friendly peers can
help to prepare you for later appraisal by less
sympathetic audiences. Critical appraisal works
as a form of quality control in the wider research
community- and is a feature of all research.
However, whilst it is iinportant to be open to the
comments and advice of others, at the same time
you need to make the research your own. You
are the one who will have to describe and
explain your rationale, and use the methods set
out in the proposal. You therefore have to take
responsibility for it.

Collaborating with others and submitting
joint proposals for funding are common, which
is another reason for getting used to sharing
research ideas with peers. Collaboration might
also include seeking advice from someone with
particular expertise. For example, when under-
taking quantitative research it is common to get
advice from someone with statistical expertise at
an early stage. Although it is not usual in
research projects undertaken for a course of
study, research is often undertaken by a team,
sometimes including a range of different disci-
plines. Larger research projects usually have an
advisory or irocio s son set up to discuss the
study design and progress. If you are part of a

research team it is important that all tearn mem-
bers are clear about the research design and that
agendas are made explicit. One way of doing this
is to ensure that there is clear documentation of
how all decisions are made and of how the
research progresses.

As we all know, even the best laid plans can go
off course. A common problem when collecting
quantitative or qualitative data is unforeseen dif-
ficulty in recruiting the samples proposed. The
likelthood of such problems will be minimised if
time is taken to prepare the design at the start.
If your study does not go according to plan,
given accurate recording of the process of the
research, it will be possible to learn from the
experience and share that learning with others.
Additionally, solutions may be available more

easily than you expect if you are prepared ta
re-think your original aims so that failing to fulfil
original plans is turned into a strength of a newly
conceived project. Chapter 31 contains advice
on how you can do this, together with some fully
worked examples.

A research idea is developed inté a research
project through the crafting of a good research
guestion and research proposal. This involves
developing and organising the study before
data collection begins. The main features and
benefits of research proposals are summarised
in Box 7.9,

¢ Sets up the research as an integrated ‘project’ with a start and end point.

Research idea is conceptualised.
Research question is defined.
Theoretical framework is described.

Methodological framework is described.

Sets out standards for judgingj the quality of the study.

Resources required are stated — for exampls, time, costs,

Enables peer review and assessment.

Provides a template for the conduct and writing up of the research.

Learning to design research and write proposals is
part of the professional development of social
scientists. Writing a proposal helps you to design
your study and is a way of communicating to oth-
ers what you are planning to do and why. Your
rescarch proposal is 2 way of setting out the way
you will manage your project so that it is success-
ful. Proposals can be simple or detailed, depending

upon the scale of the study. A proposal for a small-
scale study will usually be quite short, with maybe
only a couple of sentences on some sections dis-
cussed here. All the areas covered should be at
least given some thought. A proposal should be as
short as possible, whilst at the same time contain-
ing all the necessary information the reader will
need to appreciate what you plan to do and why.




Belt (5005} and Thomas (2009} are goocf bas;c guides 1o carrying out a research project from start o
finishi. Kelly (2010} describes how to develop research questions in qualitative research studies. Punch
{2086} is 2 helpful text on writing ressarch proposals. Strunk and White (2000, fisst published in 1918, is
an interesting and helpiut littie book on how 1o write wall, containing 20{3 of uc:eful examples of good and
not s good writing style,
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KEY CONCEPTS FOR REVIEW

Advice: Use these, along wsth the review questions in the next section, to test your knowledge of the con-
tents of this chapter. Try to define each of the key concepts listed here; if you have understood this chapter
you should be able to do this. Check your dafinitions against the definition in the at the end of the book,

Dissemination Hesaarch design
Harvard referencing system Research questions
Hypothesis Signposts

Oblectives Steering group

Review guestions
B
Name four types of research question.
Outline a question that can only be answered by quantitative methods, another that can only be
answered by qualitative methods, and a third that could be answered by either.
What are the advantages and disadvantages of Writing a research proposal at the start of a project?
What are the key components of most successful research proposals?

What is a Ganti chart and why is it useful in writing a proposal?

Workshop and discussion exercises

Develeping a research question:

{a} Work in pairs or small groups.

{b} Brainstorm topics that you're interested in studying and write them down on paper or a white
board. Spend about 15 minutes doing this,

{c) Organise the topics into groups if there are many.

{d} Select a topic and start to consider different ways you could exarnine it using a concept map or
spider diagram.

{} Consider alternative questions on the chosen topic.

{f} Decide on a research question.

Developing a research preposal

Take your research question and using the headings in this chapter begin to devise an outline
research proposai. In particular set out the following headings and make notes as to what you would
include under them.

s Introduction

» Research question or aim
Objectives
iethods
Data analysis
Dissemination

This will not work as a linear process — go backwards and forwards between the areas and make
adjustments,

If you are working as a smali group or pair as part of a larger group session, present your draft
proposal to the larger group. Their questions and comments wili hetp you to revise your research
question and proposal.

Ask a friend or feliow student to summarise back to you what you are planning to do.




