The Research Question
The first step of performing research is to think of a question.  Your question should meet the following criteria:
a) The question must be unique- you cannot do something that has been done before, by replicating it exactly or even by making minor changes.
b) Although the question must be unique, you have to have support.  So, for example, let’s say you think it would be good to study if smoking affects job satisfaction.  Unless there is some reason for you to think this might be the case, you shouldn’t attempt to test this.  There are two reasons for this

a. Why waste your time with a study that might not work?

b. It would contribute to Type I error.  

c) The test should be feasible- you only have access to a certain amount of resources so you should try to think of questions that can be empirically tested (for example, its almost impossible to study sex, minors, or illegal drug use due to ethical reasons.  It’s almost impossible to study brain physiology because the technology is expensive.  It is difficult to study abusive husbands because it is hard to find a large enough sample.  It is impossible to study id, ego, and superego because we can’t measure a person’s subconscious)

b) It should be interesting to you.  Don’t just do it because you think it’s a good idea, someone told you it is interesting, etc.  You may spend upwards of three semesters on this project, so you had better enjoy it!

So with this in mind, how do you devise a question?

1) Read about psychology.  This can be done through classes and textbooks, or else by journal articles, newspapers, etc.  You may notice holes in the literature, or find anecdotal evidence (first-hand experience) for a hypothesis.

a. For example, let’s say you see a news program that says students in one school had less sexual harassment because they had a “gender bender” day during spirit week, whereas the other school did not.  You might want to test if spending a day in another person’s shoes affects discrimination.

b. Perhaps you’ve read through the literature and you think romantic violence is very important, because it is very widespread.  You’ve read the literature and discover that no one has tested if parental marital status makes a difference, and you think this would be important to determine.

c. You read one study that says that people with large shoes are more intelligent.  Then you read a study that adults are more intelligent than children.  You may choose to put the two together and say the reason that people with larger shoes are more intelligent is that older people tend to wear larger shoes, and also tend to be more intelligent.

d. Similarly, you might read that “a” causes “b,” and that “b” causes “c.”  You might want to show that “a” causes “c.”  This is important if “c” is an important variable (e.g. death) and “b” is difficult to change (e.g. diabetes).  However, if “a” is easy to change (e.g. type of diet), then you might be able to affect “b” and therefore “c.”

Now that you have your question, read the literature on this. 

a. Do a literature search in psycinfo. 
i. Go to the USF library website, then “databases” then type in “psycinfo.”  Use EBSCOhost to access the database

ii. Go to “Advanced search” and uncheck “suggest subject terms”

iii. Try many different keywords.  If you get too many hits, try narrowing the search criteria, if you don’t get enough, try more.  It takes a while to become familiar with the literature and to get good at identifying articles that would be good

iv. Read the abstracts to determine if any articles are worth reading.

1. You want articles that are related to what you’re doing, that are well done, that are recent.  
2. A good index of quality is the journal the article is printed in- familiarize yourself with good journals in your area by asking a peer or faculty member.
3. Reviews and meta-analyses are usually very useful because they summarize good articles for you.  Make sure they are recent, because otherwise you’ll be missing out on new and potentially relevant information.
v. Sometimes “web of science” is a good resource.  You can use it to see anything that has been cited another piece.  
b. Get the articles from the library.  You can use the catalog to determine where to find the article.  Then go and make copies so that you can have them around and make notes on them.  There are some tips for doing this.
i. When possible, try to fit two pages of article onto one page of paper.  This is good when the journal pages are 8.5” by 6” or so.  You can even shrink by 5% or 10% to have it fit.  Not only is this economical, but it is difficult to read and take notes when there are huge black margins.

ii. Make sure the copier is on “text” and not “picture” or “text and picture.”  Doing this eliminates weird shading that may occur around the binding. 
iii. ALWAYS copy the reference section.  If you don’t, you’ll regret it later.

c. Read, summarize, and critique each article. (see next section on the website).

Exercises (about 3 hours): 
1. What four criteria should your research question meet?  Which do you think is the most important?  Which do you think is the most difficult?
2. What are some ways to go about finding research questions?  Which do you think sounds the most fruitful?

3. Use psycinfo to identify 6 good articles that would help me determine if this is a good research question:  “What effect does organizational justice have on job satisfaction?”

4. James LeBreton and Jeff (I forget his last name) wrote an article in a special issue of Organizational Research methods about dominance analysis.  They cite David Bedescue (sp?) in it.  Tell me where in the library to find the ORM piece, the Bedescue piece, and anything else that might be useful. 
5. Find a scale to measure hostility.  Remember, scales should be WELL VALIDATED (i.e. popular).
