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RESEARCH DESIGN

This lecture will aim to:

· Provide an overview of the traditional research problem showing each stage and the different activities involved;

· Provide guidelines on how to turn an identified problem or area of interest into a researchable problem or question.

· To address the issue of the role of theory in research.

1. The Research Problem

The first stage of many research programmes is the identification of the problem (or question) and the general research area of interest. This is followed by the process of transforming or refining the problem, to ensure that it is researchable. The problem selected may be prompted or may emanate from many potential sources and may start from a statement of the broad area of interest or a specific question:

· Academic reading which identifies a gap in our knowledge in a particular area

· A policy issue which may be of interest such as the persistence of a high interest rate policy and its effect of mortgage rates, inner city decline, the provision of housing for the homeless etc.

· A news report; “…there are now some 600,000 squatters in Jamaica”, seven out of ten families are headed by a single parent ‘consequences for the average household size’”;

· Problems in the development of public and private sector organisations; strategy formiulation e.g. The UDC or the NHT.

Once the problem or general research area has been identified, the task of shaping a researchable question begins. This requires:

· Clarifying the issues surrounding the problem;

· Deciding what one wishes to know about the problem or the question, i.e. description, explanation, implications or some combination. This will require a preliminary literature review to establish what is already known about the area of interest and what the research gaps are;

· Focusing the research to determine its scope; time frame, geographical boundaries, unit of analysis;

· For explanatory research it is necessary to specify what one is trying to explain, the possible causal factors and how they might work to provide an explanation i.e. an explanatory model must be developed.

Addressing the above points will help the researcher to clarify the problem and isolate the issues or problems of particular interest. Critically it is important to ask the question, ‘what are we trying to find out?’

2. Establishing a Researchable Problem

In setting down and clarifying the problem to be researched , it is usually helpful to state it in a complete grammatical sentence that can be understood by others interested or researching in the same area. Examples of statements of research issues that are poorly specified and unclear are:

· Planning regulations and company location.

· The benefits of government factory building

· Unemployment and children’s attitudes.

To turn the above areas of interest into a researchable problem, it is necessary to develop each into a complete statement expressing clearly and with more precision, the problem or issue to be addressed.

· What effects have Town Planning regulations had on the location of commercial properties in Eastwood Park during 1990-99?

· The purpose of this study is to examine the effect of Advance Government Factory building on the number of new Garment factories in the Kingston freezone during the period 1985-95.

· What effect does parental unemployment have on the vocational aspirations of secondary school children?

Note that in the statements of the research problem, the 

· Time frame is defined

· The groups or units of analysis are specified

· The geographical boundaries are specified

· Cause and effect is specified.

· The problem to be researched is stated in a grammatical sentence

· It is apparent from the wording that data is to be analysed and interpreted

One further point in setting out your research question is the usefulness of articulating the purpose of the research to be carried out. It is the purpose statement that gives direction to the research. E.g. The purpose of the research is to explore the relationship between Tourism in Negril and its impact on the physical environment.

3. The Literature Review

A preliminary literature review will be necessary to find what others know about the research topic and to establish priorities for the research. Cresswell (1994) suggests that a useful way of delimiting the review is to focus on the main dependent and independent variables in the issue or question. Bear in mind that the primary purpose of the literature review is to assist one in tackling the research problem. When you know what others have done, you are in a better place to attack with deeper insight and more complete knowledge, the problem that is to be investigated. A good review can

· Reveal investigations similar to your own and show how the collateral researcher handled them;

· It can suggest a method or technique of dealing with a problem;

· It can reveal new sources of data;

· It can introduce one to new research personalities;

· It can help put the study in perspective;

· It can provide you with new ideas and approaches 

· It can assist in evaluating one’s own research efforts.

Note that it is important to review the literature, not reproduce it.

Three types of review can be distinguished

i
The integration research review which summarises past research by deriving overall conclusions from many separate studies that are believed to address related or identical hypotheses;

ii
The theoretical review which presents and assesses alternative theories to explain a particular phenomenon and compares them with respect to their breadth, internal consistency and nature of their predictions. Theoretical reviews typically contain evidence on the outcome of empirical tests of different theories.

iii
The methodological review examines alternative research methods and operational definitions that have been applied to a problem area.

How does one begin a review?

The starting point is to locate the studies relevant to the research problem.

· Informal Channels

Firstly, there are informal exchanges through what has been called the “invisible college” These colleges are formed because researchers working on similar problems are usually aware of each other and often regularly exchange working papers. Most members are not directly linked to one another, but rather they are linked to a small number of highly influential members. Invisible colleges are structured like wheels with influential researchers at the hub and less established researchers at the rim. Lines of communication run generally to the hub. Information from the invisible colleges is probably biased towards findings supportive of the central or hub researchers. A fledgeling research producing a result in conflict with the hub may not always find widespread dissemination through the network.

· Primary Channels

A major source of information on a problem will be from books and scholarly journals. A report in the U.S.A., of the National Enquiry in Scientific Communication found that the average scholar in the humanities and social sciences scanned approximately 7 journals and follow 4 to 5 on a regular basis. Unfortunately, this is unlikely to enable students to keep abreast of their subjects in all its ramifications. Moreover researchers tend to operate within a network of journals. Such journal network cite other work in the journal and those in the network to a disproportionate extent. Research shows that in some journals 30% of citations were to other work in the same journal.

Another review procedure is the so called ancestry approach. Using this procedure, the reviewer retrieves information by tracking the research cited in already obtained relevant research.

Unfortunately, pursuing published studies does involve a bias:

First, published research is biased towards statistically significant findings. It has been shown that if a research project included a rejection of the null hypothesis
, the researcher tended to submit the publication about 60% of the time. On the other hand if the study failed to reject the null hypothesis, the researcher tended to submit the publication only 6% of the time. Yet non significant findings are as interesting as significant findings.

Also it has been shown that researchers whose findings conflict with prevailing beliefs of the day are less likely to submit their results for publication than researchers whose results confirm the prevailing wisdom.

· Secondary Channels

The channels of information called secondary sources should form the backbone of any systematic comprehensive literature review.

i
Bibliographies are non-evaluate listings of books and articles that relevant to a particular topic area. It is also possible to find bibliographies of bibliographies. Thus in physcology, a bibliography of bibliographies listed 2000 bibliographies.

The use of bibliographies is very time saving, but the problem is that they are normally much wider in their coverate than is required and often out of date.

Government departments often publish bibliographies as do the UN:






HMSO

� 	The null hypothesis basically is the hypothesis that maintains that the problem cannot be explained by any of the supposed causal factors. 
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