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Business Research offers a succinct and accessible guide to business and management research, 
which makes it an ideal core text. The international success of the previous editions of Business 
Research has led to the development of this updated and expanded fifth edition. What sets it 
apart from many other research books is that it provides practical guidance to undergraduate, 
Master’s and doctoral students. Despite its development over the years, we are delighted to 
say that students will still find it small enough to carry around as a constant source of 
reference!

The key features of the book are:

•	 The chapters follow the typical pattern of the research process, from the design of the 
project to the writing-up stage and dissemination of the research.

•	 Each chapter helps students develop knowledge in a structured manner. Knowledge is 
built up incrementally, and there are clear links between the chapters. Topics that are not 
relevant to the level of the student can be omitted.

•	 As many first-time researchers find the language of research off-putting, we introduce 
terms gradually. Key definitions are provided in the margin and, for ease of reference, 
there is a glossary at the end of the book.

•	 The clear and accessible writing style aids understanding. The text is supported by boxes, 
figures, tables (and screen shots where appropriate), which illustrate or summarise particular 
aspects.

•	 The main problem for all students is how to find the most efficient and effective way of 
collecting, analysing, and presenting their data while maintaining academic rigour. 
Therefore, we refer to a range of studies that illustrate the methods covered in this book. 
These are chosen for their richness, clarity and variety of approach.

•	 Examples of students’ work and ‘vox pops’ are used to integrate the student’s 
perspective.

•	 At any time, students can refer to the ‘Trouble shooting’ chapter for advice.

•	 Higher level students can follow up the suggestions for further reading associated with 
each chapter.

•	 There are a number of activities at the end of each chapter which are designed to encour-
age discussion and reflection. They can be used by students for independent study or by 
lecturers/professors as the basis for group work in class. In addition, online progress tests 
are available on the companion website.

•	 The companion website also contains detailed PowerPoint slides and other teaching and 
learning material.

�Changes in the fifth edition
Existing users will find the fifth edition retains the familiarity of the previous edition. The main 
difference they will notice is that we have added a new chapter, which will be of particular interest 
to students conducting high level research and those planning an academic career after their 
studies. The new chapter covers how to plan a publication strategy, and which conferences and 
journals to target. It also gives advice on writing conference papers, as well as how to design and 
present a poster or PowerPoint slides at a conference. In addition, the chapter leads the reader 
through the process of writing and submitting an article to an academic journal, the challenge of 
responding to reviewers’ comments, and gives advice on what to do if the article is rejected. 
Building a list of publications is essential for graduates seeking an academic career and is often a 
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prerequisite to securing that all-important first job. However, there is little guidance on this in the 
public domain. Therefore, this chapter will help support higher-level students and early-career 
researchers in achieving their goals.

The success of the book in different countries has led to a more international perspective. 
Every chapter has been carefully reviewed, refreshed and updated where necessary. The suc-
cessful format of the earlier editions has been retained, but the design has been improved to 
better meet the needs of students and their lecturers/professors.

�Suggested lecture programmes
Undergraduate and postgraduate students on taught programmes often need to complete their 
research within a relatively short period of time. Consequently, they have to balance the concep-
tual demands of the subject with pressing practical considerations. In contrast, doctoral students 
generally have more time, but need to develop greater knowledge of the conceptual aspects of 
research. The following examples illustrate which chapters might be included for students at 
these different levels.

�Undergraduate students

Week 
no.

Suggested chapter(s) Notes

1 	 1.	Understanding research

2 	2.	Dealing with practical issues

3 	3.	Identifying your paradigm (overview) and 
	4.	Designing the research

4 	5.	Searching and reviewing the literature Supported by training on using 
e-resources and software for managing 
references

5 	6.	Writing your research proposal

6 	7.	Collecting qualitative data

7 	8.	Analysing qualitative data

8 	10.	Collecting data for statistical analysis

9 	11.	Analysing data using descriptive statistics Supported by training on statistical 
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10 	13.	Writing up the research

�Postgraduate students

Week 
no.

Suggested chapter(s) Notes

1 	 1.	Understanding research

2 	2.	Dealing with practical issues

3 	3.	Identifying your paradigm

4 	4.	Designing the research



xixpreface to the fifth edition

Week 
no.

Suggested chapter(s) Notes

5 	5.	Searching and reviewing the literature Supported by training on using 
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references

6 	6.	Writing your research proposal

7 	7.	Collecting qualitative data

8 	8.	Analysing qualitative data

9 	10.	Collecting data for statistical analysis

10 	11.	Analysing data using descriptive statistics Supported by training on statistical 
software

11 	12.	Analysing data using inferential statistics Supported by training on statistical 
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�Doctoral students 
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1 	 1.	Understanding research
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6 	6.	Writing your research proposal

7 	7.	Collecting qualitative data

8 	8.	Analysing qualitative data

9 	9.	�Integrated collection and analysis 
methods

10 	10.	Collecting data for statistical analysis

11 	11.	 �Analysing data using descriptive 
statistics

Supported by training on statistical 
software

12 	12.	�Analysing data using inferential 
statistics

Supported by training on statistical 
software

13 	13.	Writing up the research

14 	14.	Publishing your research
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   1   
 Understanding 
research                     
       Learning objectives 
  When you have studied this chapter, you should be able to:

•    explain the nature and purpose of research  
•   classify diff erent types of research  
•   identify the main stages in the research process  
•   understand the role of supervision  
•   recognise the characteristics of good research.     



2 Business Research

1.1  �Introduction
Whether you are an undergraduate student conducting your first research project or a 
postgraduate student conducting research at Master’s or doctoral level, the explanations in 
this chapter will help you develop a firm understanding of what research is in an academic 
context. This is important because we use the term ‘research’ quite loosely in everyday 
language, but you will need to know what it means in the context of your dissertation or 
thesis.

We start this chapter by examining a definition of research and unravelling the meaning 
behind the terms used in the definition. This paves the way for a discussion on the purpose of 
research and the typical objectives of academic research. We then go on to examine the main 
ways in which research studies are classified. These classifications help us understand the 
reasons why the research was conducted, the way in which the research data were collected 
and analysed, the logic of the research, and whether the outcome of the research is likely to 
be a solution to a particular problem or a more general contribution to knowledge. This is 
followed by a preliminary look at the main stages in the research process and the important 
role your supervisor will play. To give you an idea of what you should be aiming for, the final 
topic in this chapter compares the characteristics of good and poor research.

1.2  �Nature and purpose of business research
Although research is central to both business and academic activities, there is no consensus 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 agree-
ment that research is:

•	 a process of inquiry and investigation

•	 systematic and methodical, and

•	 increases knowledge.

As far as the nature of research is concerned, the above definition tells us that researchers 
need to use appropriate methods for collecting and analysing research data1 and that they 
need to apply them rigorously. The general purpose of academic research is to investigate a 
research question with a view to generating knowledge. A research question is the specific 
question that the research is designed to investigate. It provides a focus for your research. Do 
not confuse it with the questions that you might ask participants in the research, which are 
detailed questions designed to collect research data. Your research question will relate to a 
particular research problem or issue you have identified within your research topic (the general 
subject area of interest). We will look at this in more detail later on in this chapter.

Whether you are an undergraduate, a Master’s or doctoral student, a research project 
offers you an opportunity to identify and select a research problem and investigate it indepen-
dently under the guidance of a supervisor. It allows you to apply theory to or otherwise ana-
lyse a real business 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. In the process of doing your research, you will 
develop skills that will enhance your employability. The typical objectives of research can be 
summarised as follows:

•	 to review and synthesise existing knowledge

•	 to investigate some existing situation or problem

•	 to provide solutions to a problem

•	 to explore and analyse more general issues

•	 to construct or create a new procedure or system

1.	 This term is a Latin plural noun, the singular of which is ‘datum’.

Research is a 
systematic and 
methodical process 
of enquiry and 
investigation with a 
view to increasing 
knowledge.

Data are known facts 
or things used as a 
basis for inference or 
reckoning.

A research question is 
the specific question 
relating to the 
research problem that 
is addressed by the 
research.

A research problem is 
the particular problem 
or issue that is the 
focus of the research.

A research topic is 
the general area of 
research interest.
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•	 to explain a new phenomenon

•	 to generate new knowledge

•	 a combination of any of the above.

From this you can see that research is purposeful and is conducted with a view to achiev-
ing an outcome. The research report is usually called a dissertation or thesis. A dissertation or 
thesis is a lengthy, detailed discourse that is written as part of an academic degree (a discourse 
is a formal discussion of a topic). 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.

1.2.1  �Types of enterprise to study and users of business research
Types of enterprise to research include small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), busi-
nesses with limited liability (such as companies), and organisations in the not-for-profit or 
public sectors. The focus in the media is mainly on big business, yet 99% of businesses are 
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.

The typical users of business research are:

•	 the government – for developing/monitoring policies, regulations, and so on

•	 owners, managers and business advisers – for keeping up to date with new ideas and 
specific developments in business

•	 management – for developing internal policies and strategies (for example, comparing 
research results relating to their own business with those with previous periods, their 
competitors, and/or industry benchmarks)

•	 academics – for further research and educational purposes.

1.2.2  �International research
Increasingly research has reflected an international dimension. International research has 
considerable benefits as it can provide fresh knowledge about other countries and permit 
comparisons. However, the quality of such research raises questions if the researcher does not 
fully understand practices in other countries. The main problems with international research 
arise when:

•	 the student is conducting research in a country other than their home country

•	 the supervisor is from another country or does not recognise the cultural differences that 
might be present

•	 the research is being conducted in another country and neither the supervisor nor the 
student appreciates the differences

•	 the assessors of the research and those responsible for the application of its findings have 
insufficient understanding of the cultural differences.

The likelihood of such problems arising depends on whether those involved in the research 
process have cultural intelligence. This has been defined as ‘an individual’s capability to func-
tion and manage effectively in culturally diverse situations and settings’ (Ott and Michailova, 
2018, p. 99). Training courses, educational interventions and the research experience may 
help improve cultural understanding.

International research offers significant benefits which go beyond those gained by 
researchers involved and their institutions. Disciplines such as international marketing and 
international accounting have made a substantial contribution worldwide. Barth (2018) iden-
tifies a number of benefits of international studies that apply specifically to the regulation of 

A dissertation or 
thesis is a lengthy, 
detailed discourse 
that is written as 
part of an academic 
degree.
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accounting. However, some of her arguments in favour of international accounting research 
can be applied to other disciplines. For example:

•	 A study examining a specific institutional feature in one particular country can give 
insights that are relevant to other countries with a similar institutional feature.

•	 A study examining the diverse institutional settings that exist in different countries can 
give insights that research based on only one country cannot provide.

There is a considerable amount of literature that offers suggestions for future research in 
disciplines and countries other than the ones we have mentioned. One example suggested by 
Hamidi (2018) is a study on human resource development, which would not be unusual 
except that the focus could be on SMEs in developing countries. A more extensive article 
summarised systematically reviews 264 articles on language in international business and 
suggests a future research agenda (Tenzer, Terjesen and Harzing, 2017).

A study that has international elements, including the nationalities and experiences of 
those involved in the study, has the potential to offer valuable findings. We have identified the 
main difficulties that can arise, but if action is taken to resolve them international research, 
however it is defined, can result in useful findings that may be publishable.

1.3  �Classifying research
Studying the characteristics of the different types of research helps us to examine the similari-
ties and differences. Research can be classified according to the:

•	 purpose of the research – the reason why it was conducted

•	 process of the research – the way in which the data were collected and analysed

•	 logic of the research – whether the research logic moves from the general to the specific 
or vice versa

•	 outcome of the research – whether the expected outcome is the solution to a particular 
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 statistically 
(process), which will be used to solve a business problem (outcome). Table 1.1 shows the clas-
sification of the main types of research according to the above criteria.

Table 1.1  Classification of the main types of research

Type of research Basis of classification
Exploratory, descriptive, explanatory and predictive research Purpose of the research

Quantitative and qualitative research Process of the research

Applied and basic research Outcome of the research

Deductive and inductive research Logic of the research

The amazing feeling that my research idea 
has the potential to contribute towards 
academic knowledge globally.

Ambrose, first year PhD 
student investigating 
the role of corporate 
governance mechanisms in 
global financial integration

Vox pop  What has been the high point of your research so far?
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1.3.1  �Exploratory, descriptive, explanatory, and predictive research
If we are classifying a study according to its purpose, we can describe it as being exploratory, 
descriptive, explanatory, or predictive research.

Exploratory research is conducted to provide better general understanding of phenomena2 
when there are very few or no previous studies. It can also be used to examine the feasibility 
of a more rigorous, larger study later. The aim of this type of research is to look for patterns 
and develop ideas rather than test propositions. The research questions in exploratory research 
focus on ‘how’, ‘what’ and ‘where’ as the aim is to gain insights and familiarity with the phe-
nomenon under study.

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 theories and concepts can be 
applied to the problem or whether new ones should be developed. The approach to the 
research is usually very open and concentrates on gathering a wide range of data and impres-
sions. 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 identify and describe the detailed characteristics of 
phenomena. Descriptive research goes further than exploratory research when examining a 
phenomenon as the aim of the study is to provide a basis for arguments founded on empiri-
cal evidence. The following are examples of research questions in a descriptive research 
study:

•	 What is the absentee rate in a particular department?

•	 What are the feelings of workers faced with redundancy?

•	 What are the qualifications of different groups of employees?

•	 What type of packaging for a box of chocolates do consumers prefer?

•	 What information do consumers want shown on food labels?

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

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

•	 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 advertise-
ments or chocolate box packaging they prefer. Even a study that compared the number of 
students studying accounting in China and Australia requires clarification of the types of 
students (for example, age, sex, and nationality) and what is studied (for example, main sub-
jects, level/stage in the programme, and the name of the qualification). Therefore, 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 subse-
quent chapters.

Explanatory research is a continuation of descriptive research. The researcher goes beyond 
merely describing the characteristics of phenomena to explaining the cause and effect of the 
phenomenon under study. The aim is to understand phenomena by testing hypotheses and 
discovering causal relationships between variables. A hypothesis is a proposition that can be 
tested for association or causality against empirical evidence, which is data collected about 
each variable based on observation or experience. A variable is a characteristic of a phenom-
enon that can be observed or measured. The research questions in explanatory research focus 
on ‘why’ and uncover universally applicable laws. For example, information could be col-
lected on the size of companies and the level of labour turnover. A statistical analysis of the 
data might show that the larger the company, the higher the level of turnover, although as we 
will see later, research is rarely that simple.

2.	 This term is derived from a Greek noun, the singular of which is ‘phenomenon’.

Exploratory research 
is a study where the 
aim is to provide 
a better general 
understanding of 
phenomena when 
there are few or no 
previous studies. It 
can also be used to 
examine the feasibility 
of a larger, more 
rigorous study later.

A phenomenon is an 
observed or apparent 
object, fact or 
occurrence, especially 
one where the cause 
is uncertain.

Descriptive research 
is a study where the 
aim is to identify and 
describe the detailed 
characteristics of 
phenomena to provide 
a basis for arguments 
founded on empirical 
evidence.

Explanatory research 
is a study where the 
aim is to understand 
phenomena by 
discovering and 
measuring causal 
relationships between 
variables.

A hypothesis is a 
proposition that 
can be tested for 
association or 
causality against 
empirical evidence.

A variable is a 
characteristic of a 
phenomenon that 
can be observed or 
measured.

Empirical evidence 
is data based on 
observation or 
experience.
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Predictive research goes even further than explanatory research. The aim of explanatory 
research is to generalise from an analysis of phenomena by making predictions based on 
hypothesised 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. Predictive research 
provides ‘how’, ‘why’ and ‘where’ answers to current events and similar future events. 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:

•	 In which city would it be most profitable to open a new retail outlet?

•	 Will the introduction of an employee bonus scheme lead to higher levels of 
productivity?

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

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

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

•	 What will happen to sales of our products if there is an economic downturn?

At the undergraduate level, research is usually exploratory and/or descriptive. At post-
graduate and doctoral levels, it is usually explanatory 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.

Predictive research 
is a study where the 
aim is to generalise 
from an analysis of 
phenomena by making 
predictions based on 
hypothesised general 
relationships.

1.3.2  �Quantitative and qualitative research
Looking at the approach adopted by the researcher can also differentiate research. Some 
people choose to collect quantitative data, which is data in a numerical form, and then use 
statistical methods of analysis. They often describe such studies as quantitative research. 
Other researchers choose to collect qualitative data and analyse the data using non-numerical 
methods of analysis. They might describe such studies as qualitative research. As you will see 
in later chapters, a large study might incorporate elements of both as their merits are often 
considered complementary to gaining understanding of phenomena in the social sciences.

However, referring to a research approach as simply quantitative or qualitative can be 
misleading. For example, you might want to design a study where you collect qualitative data 
(such as images, published text or transcripts of interviews), quantify the data by counting the 
frequency of occurrence of particular key words or themes, and then analyse the data using 
statistical methods. 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.

Qualitative data 
are data in a non-
numerical form.

Quantitative data are 
data in a numerical 
form.

Table 1.2  Examples of research classified by purpose

Type of research Example
Exploratory An interview survey among a clerical staff in a particular department or 

company to find out what motivates them to increase their productivity and 
see whether 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.

Explanatory An investigation of causal 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 an 
improvement in the productivity levels of staff providing customer service in a 
call centre.
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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 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. Qualitative research is nor-
mally 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 produc-
tivity levels, and analyse the 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 might 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.

1.3.3  �Applied and basic research
Applied research is a study that has been designed to apply its findings to solving a specific, 
practical problem. It is the application of existing knowledge to improve management prac-
tices and policies, rather than to acquire knowledge for knowledge’s sake. For example, you 
might be investigating the reorganisation of an office layout, the improvement of health and 
safety in the workplace, or the reduction of wastage of raw materials or energy in a factory 
process. Research questions are likely to focus on ‘how’ and ‘when’. The output from this type 
of research is likely to be a research report containing recommendations, articles in profes-
sional or trade magazines, and presentations to practitioners. Another example of applied 
research that is conducted in academic institutions often goes under the general title of edu-
cational scholarship, instructional research, or pedagogic research. This type of study is con-
cerned with improving the educational activities within the institution and the output is likely 
to be case studies, instructional software, or textbooks.

When the research is being conducted primarily to improve our understanding of general 
issues without emphasis on its immediate application, it is classified as basic research. It is 
conducted without a specific goal in mind and is more exploratory in nature. The aim is to 
make a contribution to theory or knowledge through the understanding of relationships 
between variables (see Chapter 10, section 10.3). Basic research is usually conducted for the 
general good rather than to solve a specific problem. Research questions tend to focus on 
‘what’ and ‘why’; for example, ‘What is service?’ or ‘What is quality?’ or ‘What is sustainabil-
ity?’. It is called basic research because by generating theory it provides the foundation for 
further (often applied) research. Basic research may not resolve an immediate problem, but 
it contributes to our knowledge in a way that could assist in finding solutions to future prob-
lems. The emphasis, therefore, 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. However, since there is no guarantee of any short-
term practical gain, it can be difficult to obtain funding for basic research.

There are many instances when the distinction between applied and basic research is not 
clear. It can be argued that the difference between basic and applied research lies in the time 
span between the research and reasonably foreseeable practical applications. Research in the 
field of genetics is a good example. Increasing our understanding of the chromosomes that 
carry genetic information for the sake of knowledge alone would be basic research, but sub-
sequently using that knowledge to develop genetically modified crops or develop gene therapy 
would be classified as applied research.

1.3.4  �Deductive and inductive research
Deductive research is a study in which a conceptual and theoretical structure is developed 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 

Applied research is 
a study designed to 
apply its findings to 
solving a specific, 
existing problem.

Basic research is a 
study designed to 
make a contribution 
to general knowledge 
and theoretical 
understanding, rather 
than solve a specific 
problem.

Deductive research 
is 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
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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 observation of empiri-
cal reality. Thus, general inferences are induced from particular instances, which is the reverse 
of the deductive method. Since it involves 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 production levels 
go down after two hours of the shift and you conclude that production 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 recognise that one particular project can be described in a number of ways, as 
it will have purpose, process, logic and outcome. For example, you may conduct an applied, 
explanatory 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 explanatory 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.

1.4  �Academic levels of research
Academic levels, in terms of the sophistication of the research design and duration of the 
project, depend on your reasons for conducting the study. The requirements for undergradu-
ates are very different from those for postgraduate and doctoral students. However, the basic 
principles, issues and practicalities are the same.

1.4.1  �Undergraduate and taught Master’s students
If you are on an undergraduate or taught Master’s programme, you may be required to 
undertake a research project. If so, you will be expected to be familiar with the main concepts 
and terms as explained in this book and undertake one or more of the following activities:

•	 Design a research project – On some programmes you are 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.

•	 Write 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 are not only required to design a research 
project and write a proposal but also to conduct some research. This involves writing a 
review of the literature and collecting and analysing existing data or new data (for exam-
ple, from interviews or from a questionnaire survey). On some taught Master’s pro-
grammes, 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.

If you are required to design and conduct a study, your research report is likely to be called 
a dissertation, but you should check what term is used in your university or college. The typi-
cal length of a dissertation is 10,000 words for an undergraduate student and 15,000 words 
for a student on a taught Master’s programme. At Master’s level, a more comprehensive 
approach is needed, and a higher quality of work is required.

1.4.2  �Master’s by research and doctoral students
For students doing research for a Master’s by research (MPhil) the research report is usually 
referred to as a thesis. However, this is not consistent across countries, so you will need to 
check. The typical length of a thesis for an MPhil is 40,000 words, 50,000 words for a taught 
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doctorate (DBA) and 80,000 words for a doctorate by research (DPhil or PhD). At this level, 
the intensity of the research is much greater, and you will be expected to make a contribution 
to knowledge. There is no consensus in the literature on how this should be defined, but gen-
eral agreement that the contribution should be both original and significant. It can be achieved 
by identifying gaps in the literature, making new interpretations or novel applications of old 
ideas, testing existing knowledge using new methods, and so on. You will need to study this 
book carefully and the recommended reading that is relevant to your subject. It is important 
to remember that the expectations of your institution will have a significant influence on the 
process and outcome of your research.

1.4.3  �Post-doctoral research
If you already hold a DBA or PhD and are looking for an academic post, or you are already 
in an academic position and seeking promotion, this book will reinforce your knowledge or 
give you a new perspective on a particular issue you have not considered previously. It might 
also help you to write conference papers and journal articles.

1.5  �Overview of the research process
Whatever type of research or approach is adopted, there are several funda-
mental stages in the research process that are common to all scientifically 
based investigations. The simplified diagram shown in Figure 1.1 illustrates 
an overview of the research process. This model presents research as a neat, 
orderly process, with one stage leading logically on to the next stage. However, 
in practice, 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 
the main study.

Choose a topic and search 
the literature

Review the literature and define the 
research question(s) 

Design the research and 
write the proposal

Collect the research data

Analyse and interpret 
the research data

Write the dissertation or thesis

Figure 1.1  Overview of the 
research process

To give you an overview of the nature of research, we will now look briefly at each stage in 
the research process. You will find greater detail in subsequent chapters.

1.5.1  �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 to your discipline if you are an academic. You could find 
that a research topic suggests itself as a result of your coursework, job, interests or general 
experience. For example, you might be interested in the employment problems of minority 
groups in society, the difficulties of funding small businesses, what makes managers success-
ful, or the commercial sponsorship of sport.

Lee, first year 
PhD student 

investigating foreign 
direct investment 

in international 
business

Not knowing where to start with my PhD.  It’s 
not like being on a Master’s degree where there’s 
a structured environment. There doesn’t seem 
to be a single ‘right’ way. I tried talking to other 
students, but their advice wasn’t always relevant. 
It seems you’ve got to find your own path and, like 
Lewis Carol said in Alice in Wonderland, ‘begin at 
the beginning and go on till you come to the end; 
then stop.’

Vox pop  �What has been the biggest challenge in your research so 
far?
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1.5.2  �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 exploring the existing body 
of knowledge, you will learn more about the subject and this will help you focus your ideas 
and find a particular research problem or issue to investigate. You will then write a critical 
review of the previous studies and other published material relating to your research prob-
lem. A literature review is a critical evaluation of the existing body of knowledge on a topic, 
which guides the research and demonstrates that the relevant literature has been located 
and analysed.

1.5.3  �The research problem
All students experience some difficulty in narrowing down their general interest in a research 
topic to focus on a particular problem or issue that is small enough to be investigated. This is 
often referred to as defining the research problem and leads on to setting the research 
question(s). In academic research, the classic way 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 conclu-
sions. If you have conducted an undergraduate dissertation already, that subject area might 
lead you to your Master’s or doctoral research questions. If you are an academic, you might 
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.

1.5.4  �The research design
The starting point in research design is to determine your research paradigm. A research para-
digm is a framework that guides how research should be conducted and it is based on people’s 
philosophies and assumptions about the world and the nature of knowledge. Some research-
ers advocate the use of methods from more than one paradigm and we discuss the issues this 
raises in Chapter 3. We recommend that you find out at an early stage whether your supervi-
sor favours a particular paradigm. Your overall approach to the entire process of the research 
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. In other words, the way in which you choose to 
investigate your research question will be driven by your research paradigm.

1.5.5  �Collecting research data
There are a variety of ways in which you can collect research data and we look at the main 
methods of data collection in Chapters 7, 9 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 empha-
sise the themes and patterns of meanings and experiences related to the phenomena.

1.5.6  �Analysing and interpreting research data
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 look at this in more detail in 
Chapters 8, 9, 11 and 12. It is important to realise, 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.

The literature is all 
sources of published 
data on a particular 
topic.

A literature review is 
a critical evaluation 
of the existing body 
of knowledge on a 
topic, which guides 
the research and 
demonstrates that 
the relevant literature 
has been located and 
analysed.

A research paradigm 
is a framework that 
guides how research 
should be conducted, 
based on people’s 
philosophies and their 
assumptions about 
the world and the 
nature of knowledge.

A methodology 
is an approach 
to the process 
of the research 
encompassing a body 
of methods.
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1.5.7  �Writing the dissertation or thesis
It is at the writing-up stage that many students experience problems, and this is usually 
because they have left it until the very last minute! The working title of your dissertation or 
thesis should be descriptive but not too long (we suggest a maximum of 12 words). It is 
important to start writing notes and draft chapters as soon as you start the research. To a large 
extent, the stages outlined above will be captured in the structure of your dissertation or the-
sis. Although all research reports differ in structure according to the problem being investi-
gated and the methodology employed, there are some common features. We discuss this in 
detail in Chapter 13, but for the time being, it is useful to look at the typical structure of a 
dissertation or thesis shown in Table 1.3 as it gives you an idea of what you are aiming for. At 
the same time, remember that any planned structure makes it look as though the research 
process is more orderly than it is in reality.

Your dissertation or thesis is likely to be the largest project you have undertaken to date 
and, therefore, it presents quite a challenge. However, having a good understanding of the 
nature and purpose of research, the main stages in the research process, and the basic struc-
ture of the research report you will be writing will help you develop a sense of direction.

Table 1.3  Indicative structure of a dissertation or thesis

% of report
1.	 Introduction
	 – The research problem or issue 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
	 – Identification of paradigm (doctoral students will need to discuss)
	 – Justification for choice of methodology and methods
	 – Limitations of the research design

20

4.	Findings/results
	 – Presentation of the analysis of your research data 15

5.	Discussion (include in findings/results chapter if preferred)
	 – Discussion of how your findings/results relate to the literature 15

6.	Conclusions
	 – Summary of what you found out in relation to each research question
	 – Your contribution to knowledge
	 – Limitations of your research and suggestions for future research
	 – Implications of your findings (for practice, policy, etc.)

10

100
References (do not number this section)
	 – A detailed, alphabetical (numerical, if appropriate) list of all the sources 
cited in the text

Appendices (if required)
	 – Detailed data referred to in the text, but not shown elsewhere
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1.6  �Supervision
Supervision plays a vital role in undergraduate, Master’s and doctoral studies, and it is a formal 
requirement. A supervisor is the person responsible for overseeing and guiding a student’s research. 
In the UK, undergraduates and students on taught Master’s programmes typically have one 
supervisor, whereas MPhil and doctoral students usually have two. In the latter cases, the supervi-
sors will have specialist knowledge of the topic and at least one of them will have experience of 
successful supervision at that level. In some countries, there may be a supervision committee.

1.6.1  �Choosing a supervisor
If you are an undergraduate or Master’s student, you may find that you have no choice but 
are allocated a supervisor. You will find it useful to discuss with your supervisor how he or she 
wishes to supervise you. It is important that you understand what is expected of you and 
when. It is to your advantage to find out as much as you can about your supervisor to help 
you develop a good relationship, such as:

•	 what their teaching and research interests are

•	 what they have published (for example, books or articles in academic journals, magazines 
or newspapers)

•	 whether they favour a particular paradigm and/or methodology.

Some Master’s students and most doctoral students are likely to have some influence over 
the appointment of their supervisor. We suggest that you obtain as much information as pos-
sible before choosing a supervisor by looking at the online profiles and publications of poten-
tial supervisors and visiting prospective universities or colleges. This will allow you to meet 
potential supervisors, assess the quality of facilities and resources, and evaluate the relative 
importance of research in that institution. When talking to potential supervisors, you need to 
bear in mind that most academic staff are involved in the following activities:

•	 teaching, designing and marking assessments, developing teaching materials

•	 leading subject fields, programmes

•	 managing departments and/or research centres

•	 writing academic books

•	 conducting research and writing conference papers, articles, research reports.

If possible, talk to current research students or those who have been supervised in the past 
by the academic you have in mind. Box 1.1 provides a checklist for choosing a supervisor.

Box 1.1  Checklist for choosing a supervisor

•	 Does the supervisor have knowledge and interest in your research topic?
•	 Is the supervisor sympathetic to your proposed methodology?
•	 Does the supervisor have a good publication record?
•	 Does the supervisor have a record of successful supervisions?
•	 Does the supervisor have enough time to take on your supervision as well as 

managing their other work?

A supervisor is the 
person responsible 
for overseeing and 
guiding a student’s 
research.

Vox pop  What has been the biggest challenge in your research so far?

Pippa, final year PhD 
student investigating how 

a small town is affected by 
increased tourism

That initial transition to self-guided learning and the 
lack of direction provided in studying for a PhD, and then 
sustaining motivation and focus. A bit later my main 
concern was choosing a methodological approach that 
would best answer my research question.
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You need to bear in mind that selection is a two-way process in which the potential super-
visor will also be assessing you and your research proposal. A supervisor might decline to take 
you on if your research topic holds no interest for him or her; if your research proposal is 
considered to have serious flaws or you do not appear to have a number of other characteris-
tics that are likely to contribute to the successful completion of your research. Box 1.2 shows 
the typical non-paper qualifications that supervisors look for in potential research students.

Box 1.2  Attributes supervisors look for in research students

•	 Confidence, enthusiasm and a positive attitude
•	 Ability to communicate clearly in verbal and written communications
•	 Capacity for independent learning and developing new skills
•	 Ability to think independently and reason analytically
•	 Motivation and perseverance in achieving objectives
•	 Ability to manage and sustain progress
•	 Punctuality and good organisational skills
•	 Probability of establishing good working relationship

If English is not your first language, you may want to take advantage of any academic English 
classes organised by your university or college. Typically, these will cover academic reading 
and writing; academic vocabulary and grammar. They might also include advice on writing 
conference papers and making research presentations as well as writing journal articles.

Vox pop  What has been the high point of your research so far?

Henvisha, first 
year PhD student 

investigating female-led 
SMEs and access to 

finance

I was very happy when I 
got accepted for a PhD, 
but I was even happier 
when I was told that 
my previous Master's 
dissertation supervisor 
had agreed to be my 
principal supervisor for 
my PhD thesis.

Refika, first year PhD 
student investigating 
pupils’ perceptions of 
their cultural, national 
and global identities

For me, the crucial thing 
is having a good guidance. 
It is like stepping into a 
huge natural park three 
hours before it closes. It 
will be easy to explore the 
park in such a short time 
if you have the guidance of 
someone who knows it well.

Refika, first year 
PhD student 

investigating pupils’ 
perceptions of their 

cultural, national 
and global identities

Doing research in a new language rather than your 
own language is very challenging. You want to express 
yourself in the best way, but you might lack words and 
expressions as well as their cultural context and you 
can feel lost.

Vox pop  What has been the biggest challenge of your research so far?

It is usually the responsibility of the programme director or other senior person in the 
department to exercise as much care as possible in matching students to supervisors. He or 
she will take into account such factors as the research topic, the number of students already 
being supervised by that member of staff, and the student’s academic ability and personality. 
Although your supervisor will play a very important role in guiding your research, ‘it is the 
responsibility of the researcher to identify a [research] question’ (Creedy, 2001, p.  116). 


