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This session introduces students to the problem of choosing a suitable research strategy (i.e. to Stage 4 of our overall research design). There are several alternative approaches that are considered. This session concentrates on experimental design, case studies and longitudinal research.

The choice of research strategy will depend on a number of factors but the guiding principles are that must be adhered to:

(a) The research question being addressed.

(b) The complexity of the subject matter being researched.

(c) Whether the research is primarily exploratory, descriptive or explanatory.

(d) The requirement for statistical significance

(e) The budget and time available for research.

It should also be recognised that very often a combination of different approaches will be required with desk study, case study and survey research being used in a complementary way.

The Choice of Research Strategy

Experimental Design

The experimental approach is generally regarded as the most rigorous research strategy for exploring questions and issues that deal with casual processes. Thus if we are developing a casual model that hypothesises that X produces Y, we need to be as sure as possible that it is in fact X and not some other variable A that is producing Y. We also need to establish the direction of causation and take account of the possibility that more than one factor may be influencing the behaviour of Y.

The classic experimental design

The two group experimental design provides the most rigorous test that one variable causes another. The fundamental requirement of this experimental design is that the researcher has some control over the variation in the independent variable and is able to control; the influence of the other variables. The simplest form of the experimental design has two groups: an experimental group and a control group. It also extends over time so that data are collected at least twice; before and after the experimental group are exposed to changes in the independent variable.

The test of whether a difference D is attributable to the intervention is whether D is significantly larger than D`. It is of course essential that the two groups experience the same set of influences and that the two groups are comparable. Another key requirement is to ensure that the two groups are not interfered with in a way that will influence the subject’s behaviour.

Classic Experimental Design






Intervention




Before



After      after-before

Experimental







D=X2-X1



Control








D`=X2-X1`
Effect of intervention is D minus D`

Most of the time it will not be possible to carry out the kind of controlled experiment illustrated above. In the evaluation of marketing campaigns, the above approach is approximated and the control groups are often consumers in different towns or regions. Occasionally the government will experiment with a policy Freezones in Jamaica. However in both these cases it is impossible to control other influences on the dependent variable i.e. consumers of various indicators of economic and physical regeneration.

Retrospective versions of the classical experimental method are also used and the approach is indicated in the figure below. 

Retrospective Experimental Design
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Other approaches which derive from the classic experimental design are the factorial design experiments which involve testing for the effects of more than one variable. Independent variables A and B are set at different levels, 1 and 2 and influence on the randomly assigned experimental group is then assessed as D1, D2 etc.

Factorial Design Experiments
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The Case Study

The case study focuses on one member of a grouping, e.g. One person, one household, one firm, one city. A major purpose of the case study is to explore what is going on and it is very often carried out as part of an exploratory study in which no hypotheses are tested. The purpose of the case study may very well be to ascertain the variables for a particular area of study, whether they can be measured satisfactorily, whether they appear to be related, the nature of any such relationship and the potential difficulties of extending the scale of the study beyond a single case study. The case study is not entirely descriptive however and may often provide the initial test of an hypothesis even though it will not be possible to draw generic conclusions. Very often more than one case study is carried out as part of the first stage of more extensive sampling.

The Longitudinal Study

The longitudinal research design compares several measures of the same person, firm or group over a period of time. It asks, “have there been any changes in the variable measured over a period of time”. Sometimes the data are available from official statistics e.g. Census of Population but many longitudinal studies rely on Panel data. The panel begins as a randomly selected sample of the survey population, in which the aim is to collect data from the same sample on more than one occasion. 

One advantage of panels is that they always measure changes with greater precision than separately generated independent samples. A second advantage of panels is that they can be useful for exploring the effects of specifically introduced measures such as a new or changed policy initiative. For firms they are very useful for investigating corporate policy changes such as a new advertising campaign. The latter may be combined with a control group by targeting on one town but not another. Panels also have the advantage of being able to provide information on the changers e.g. are particular types of firms responding to policy? Finally panel studies often provide information on the temporal ordering of variables thereby facilitating causal analysis.

The main problem with the panel approach is to secure participation, sample mortality and conditioning. In one study of a town for example, some 40% of the original panel of firms are not participating because they have died, moved, merged or simply decided that for one reason or another they would rather not. The remaining sample may not end up being representative. Finally as respondents gain in experience, their answers may improve in quality or alternatively suffer from survey ‘fatigue’. To overcome some of these problems, researchers have sought to replace respondents or to rotate the panels within a master panel.

The Comparative Study

The main question addressed by the comparative study is ‘are A and B different?’, and involves comparing one group with another. A great deal of research is of the comparative type e.g. is the profitability of high technology firms greater than that of conventional firms? Are crime rates lower in rural areas than in urban areas? Do female employees earn less than male employees in similar occupations? To do a comparison study one needs to select variables related to the concepts being studied, devise a way of measuring them, collect the data for each of the two groups and finally compare the two groups using statistical techniques. One difficulty facing many cross section comparative studies is to control for variations in attributes of the two groups other than the variables relating to the hypothesis being examined. This may be partly overcome using matching pairs, alternatively multivariate analysis may be used.

The Longitudinal Comparison

This type of research design asks the question, - are A and B different over time? A good example of this type of research would be a study of the performance of two types of forms over time. This type of study is longitudinal in that it involves a series of measures of the same variables in the same groups over time. It is comparative in that it involves two groups that differ in a significant aspect, e.g., sector, size, age, location.
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