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INTRODUCTION

This fifth edition of Doing Your Research Project follows the same
tried and tested format as in all the previous four editions, but
with updated and new material. As always, it is intended for those
of you who are about to undertake research for what I refer to as
a 100-hour project, an undergraduate dissertation, or a postgraduate thesis.
Regardless of the topic or your discipline, the problems facing
you will be much the same. You will need to select a topic, identify
the objectives of your study, plan and design a suitable methodology, devise research instruments, negotiate access to institutions,
materials and people, collect, analyse and present information,
and, finally, produce a well-written report. Whatever the size of
the undertaking, techniques have to be mastered and a plan of
action devised which does not attempt more than the limitations
of expertise, time and access permit.
Large-scale research projects will require sophisticated techniques and, often, statistical and computation expertise, but it is
quite possible to produce a worthwhile study with a minimum of
statistical knowledge. We all learn how to do research by actually
doing it, but a great deal of time can be wasted and goodwill
dissipated by inadequate preparation.
This book aims to provide you with the tools to do the job, to
help you to avoid some of the pitfalls and time-consuming false
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trails that can eat into your time allowance, to establish good
research habits and to take you from the stage of selecting a topic
through to the production of a well-planned, methodologically
sound and well-written final report or thesis – on time. There is,
after all, little point in doing all the work if you never manage to
submit it.
No book can take the place of a good supervisor, but good
supervisors are in great demand, and if you can familiarize yourself with basic approaches and techniques, you will be able to
make full use of your tutorial time for priority issues.

Part I
PREPARING THE GROUND

1
APPROACHES TO RESEARCH

It is perfectly possible to carry out a worthwhile investigation
without having detailed knowledge of the various approaches to
or styles of research, but a study of different approaches will give
insight into different ways of planning an investigation, and,
incidentally, will also enhance your understanding of the literature. One of the problems of reading about research reports and
reading research reports is the terminology. Researchers use terms
and occasionally jargon that may be incomprehensible to other
people. It is the same in any field, where a specialized language
develops to ease communication among professionals. So, before
considering the various stages of planning and conducting
investigations, it may be helpful to consider the main features
of certain well-established and well-reported styles of research.
Different styles, traditions or approaches use different methods
of collecting data, but no approach prescribes nor automatically
rejects any particular method. Quantitative researchers collect
facts and study the relationship of one set of facts to another. They
use ‘numerical data and, typically . . . structured and predetermined research questions, conceptual frameworks and designs’
(Punch 2005: 28). They therefore use techniques that are likely to
produce quantified and, if possible, generalizable conclusions.
Researchers adopting a qualitative perspective are more concerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world. They

6

Doing your research project

doubt whether social ‘facts’ exist and question whether a ‘scientific’ approach can be used when dealing with human beings.
Importantly, Punch draws our attention to one important distinction which is that ‘qualitative research not only uses nonnumerical and unstructured data but also, typically, has research
questions and methods which are more general at the start, and
become more focused as the study progresses’ (2005: 28). Yet there
are occasions when qualitative researchers draw on quantitative
techniques, and vice versa. It will all depend on what data the
researcher requires.
Classifying an approach as quantitative or qualitative, ethnographic, survey, action research or whatever, does not mean that
once an approach has been selected, the researcher may not move
from the methods normally associated with that style. Each
approach has its strengths and weaknesses, and each is particularly suitable for a particular context. The approach adopted and
the methods of data collection selected will depend on the nature
of the inquiry and the type of information required.
It is impossible in the space of a few pages to do justice to any
of the well-established styles of research, but the following will
at least provide a basis for further reading and may give you
ideas about approaches you may wish to adopt in your own
investigation.

Action research and the role of practitioner researchers
Action research is an approach which is appropriate in any
context when ‘specific knowledge is required for a specific problem in a specific situation, or when a new approach is to be grafted
on to an existing system’ (Cohen and Manion 1994a: 194). It
is not a method or a technique. As in all research, the methods
selected for gathering information depend on the nature of
the information required. It is applied research, carried out by
practitioners who have themselves identified a need for change
or improvement, sometimes with support from outside the
institution; other times not. The aim is ‘to arrive at recommendations for good practice that will tackle a problem or enhance
the performance of the organization and individuals through

