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Chapter 2

Many students think that choosing their research topic is the most exciting part of their course.
After all, this is something that they get to decide for themselves rather than having to com-
plete a task decided by their tutors. We will stress in this chapter that it is important to choose
something that will sustain your interest throughout the months that you will need to complete
it. You may even decide to do some research that is something that forms part of your leisure
activities!

Before you start your research you need to have at least some idea of what you want to do.
This is probably the most difficult, and yet the most important, part of your research project.
Up until now most of your studies have been concerned with answering questions that other
people have set. This chapter is concerned with how to formulate and clarify your research
topic and your research question. Without being clear about what you are going to research it
is difficult to plan how you are going to research it. This reminds us of a favourite quote in
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. This is part of Alice’s conversation with the Cheshire Cat. In
this Alice asks the Cat (Carroll 1989:63–4):

‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to walk from here?’

‘That depends a good deal on where you want to get to’, said the Cat.

‘I don’t much care where’, said Alice.

‘Then it doesn’t matter which way you walk’, said the Cat.

Formulating and clarifying the research topic is the starting point of your research project
(Ghauri and Grønhaug 2005; Smith and Dainty 1991). Once you are clear about this, you will

2.1 Introduction

Learning outcomes
By the end of this chapter you should be able to:

• generate ideas that will help in the choice of a suitable research topic;
• identify the attributes of a good research topic;
• turn research ideas into a research project that has clear research

question(s) and objectives;
• draft a research proposal.

Formulating and clarifying
the research topic
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Mobile phone operators have high hopes that, fol-
lowing the success of text messaging, ‘picture mes-
saging’, using camera phones will establish photos as
a new genre in mobile communication. Although
sales figures are good for camera phones, it’s not
clear to what extent people are using camera phones,
to send picture messages. Recent media reports have
described early results as disappointing. Possible
explanations include obstacles such as cost, reliability
and interface complexity. Alternatively, a camera
phone’s value might not lie in sending images but in
using the captured images for other activities.

A team of researchers (Kindberg et al. 2005)
decided to establish what users actually do with their
camera phones. The research had two main objec-
tives. The first was to explore the range and diversity
of use to help broaden the team’s outlook on current
and future camera phone use. The second was to elu-
cidate the characteristics and context of use for differ-
ent activities to learn how such activities may be
better supported.

The team recruited 34 subjects: 19 in the UK and
15 in the USA. The study consisted of two interviews
with each subject, conducted two to five weeks apart.
During each interview, researchers asked the subjects
to show five images (photos or videos) from their
camera phones. The images may have been either
taken or received by the research subject.

The data collected enabled the research team to
develop a six-part taxonomy that describes how peo-
ple use camera phone images for social and personal
purposes and affective and functional purposes.
Reviewing the taxonomy reveals implications for
future products and services.

be able to choose the most appropriate research strategy and data collection and analysis tech-
niques. The formulating and clarifying process is time consuming and will probably take you
up blind alleys (Saunders and Lewis 1997). However, without spending time on this stage you
are far less likely to achieve a successful project (Raimond 1993).

In the initial stages of the formulating and clarifying process you will be generating and
refining research ideas (Section 2.3). It may be that you have already been given a research
idea, perhaps by an organisation or tutor. Even if this has happened you will still need to refine
the idea into one that is feasible. Once you have done this you will need to turn the idea into
research questions and objectives (Section 2.4) and to write the research proposal for your
project (Section 2.5).

Source: Nicholas Linton/Alamy
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However, before you start the formulating and clarifying process we believe that
you need to understand what makes a good research topic. For this reason we begin this
chapter with a discussion of the attributes required for a good research topic.

The attributes of a business and management research topic do not vary a great deal
between universities (Raimond 1993), although there will be differences in the emphasis
placed on different attributes. If you are undertaking your research project as part of a
course of study the most important attribute will be that it meets the examining body’s
requirements and, in particular, that it is at the correct level. This means that you must
choose your topic with care. For example, some universities require students to collect
their own data as part of their research project whereas others allow them to base their
project on data that have already been collected. Alternatively, some ask you to undertake
an organisation-based piece of applied research, whilst others simply say that it must
be within the subject matter of your course or programme. You, therefore, need to check
the assessment criteria for your project and ensure that your choice of topic will enable
you to meet these criteria. If you are unsure, you should discuss any uncertainties with
your project tutor.

In addition, your research topic must be something you are capable of undertaking
and one that excites your imagination. Capability can be considered in a variety of ways.
At the personal level you need to feel comfortable that you have, or can develop, the skills
that will be required to research the topic. We hope that you will develop your research
skills as part of undertaking your project. However, some skills, for example foreign lan-
guages, may be impossible to acquire in the time you have available. As well as having
the necessary skills we believe that you also need to have a genuine interest in the topic.
Most research projects are undertaken over at least a six-month period. A topic in which
you are only vaguely interested at the start is likely to become a topic in which you have
no interest and with which you will fail to produce your best work.

Your ability to find the financial and time resources to undertake research on the topic
will also affect your capability. Some topics are unlikely to be possible to complete in the
time allowed by your course of study. This may be because they require you to measure
the impact of an intervention over a long time period (Box 2.1). Similarly, topics that
are likely to require you to travel widely or need expensive equipment should also be
disregarded unless financial resources permit.

Capability also means you must be reasonably certain of gaining access to any data
you might need to collect. Gill and Johnson (2002) argue that this is usually relatively
straightforward to assess. They point out that many people start with ideas where access
to data will prove difficult. Certain, more sensitive topics, such as financial performance
or decision making by senior managers, are potentially fascinating. However, they may
present considerable access problems. You, therefore, should discuss this with your proj-
ect tutor after reading Chapter 6.

For most topics it is important that the issues within the research are capable of being
linked to theory (Raimond 1993). Initially, theory may be based just on the reading you
have undertaken as part of your study to date. However, as part of your assessment crite-
ria you are almost certain to be asked to set your topic in context (Section 3.2). As a con-
sequence you will need to have a knowledge of the literature and to undertake further
reading as part of defining your research questions and objectives (Section 2.4).

Most project tutors will argue that one of the attributes of a good topic is clearly
defined research questions and objectives (Section 2.4). These will, along with a good

2.2 Attributes of a good research topic

2
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Attributes of a good research topic

Box 2.1
Focus on student
research

Turning ideas into a viable project

Zaynab was not short of ideas for her research. But
she was much less sure about how she would move
from a topic of interest for her research to a question
that could be answered for her research project. It
was emphasised to her by her tutors that ideas were
easy, turning them into viable research projects was
another matter altogether.

Having explored various websites and looked at
some publications in the library, she drew up a plan of
action which she was sure would give her the mate-
rial necessary to write her research proposal.

Charting the ideas
At the start her project, Zaynab got a huge sheet of
paper to make a map of all of her ideas, questions,
associations, sources and leads. She marked her most
compelling thoughts in a red. Then she marked the
main links to those ideas in that red too. She was
careful not to throw out the weaker or isolated
thoughts. She felt this map would help her know the
place of all her thoughts. She thought that she could
make another map later in the project if she felt there
was too much information.

Archive the questions
Next Zaynab recorded who originally asked the ques-
tion and left a space by each one to record answers
or places to look for answers. Then she highlighted
the questions that she found most challenging, the
ones that really grabbed her attention. She thought
that archiving questions would encourage her to
articulate them well. Forming thoughts as questions
helped her to be clear about what she needed to
research.

Blog it
Zaynab was a keen blogger so she posted summaries
of her ideas and questions on a weblog. She asked
for site visitors to suggest further reading, new
research methods or for answers to answer her
questions. She received a healthy amount of feedback
from which she made real progress in turning
favourite idea into question that could be answered
for her research project.

Thinking about the application
of the findings
Zaynab knew that she would be expected to com-
ment on the practical implications of her findings
when writing up her research. Therefore, an impor-
tant part of her plan of action at the outset was to ask
herself what would be the implications for practice
for the various outcomes that might be expected.

knowledge of the literature, enable you to assess the extent to which your research is
likely to provide fresh insights into the topic. Many students believe this is going to be dif-
ficult. Fortunately, as pointed out by Phillips and Pugh (2005), there are many ways in
which such insight can be defined as ‘fresh’ (Section 2.5).

If you have already been given a research idea (perhaps by an organisation) you will
need to ensure that your questions and objectives relate clearly to the idea (Kervin 1999).
It is also important that your topic will have a symmetry of potential outcomes: that is,
your results will be of similar value whatever you find out (Gill and Johnson 2002).
Without this symmetry you may spend a considerable amount of time researching your
topic only to find an answer of little importance. Whatever the outcome, you need to
ensure you have the scope to write an interesting project report.

Finally, it is important to consider your career goals (Creswell 2002). If you wish to
become an expert in a particular subject area or industry sector, it is sensible to use the
opportunity to develop this expertise.

It is almost inevitable that the extent to which these attributes apply to your research
topic will depend on your topic and the reasons for which you are undertaking the
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research. However, most of these attributes will apply. For this reason it is important that
you check and continue to check any potential research topic against the summary check-
list contained in Box 2.2.

Box 2.2
Checklist

Attributes of a good research topic

Capability: is it feasible?
✔ Is the topic something with which you are really

fascinated?
✔ Do you have, or can you develop within the

project time frame, the necessary research skills
to undertake the topic?

✔ Is the research topic achievable within the avail-
able time?

✔ Will the project still be current when you finish
your project?

✔ Is the research topic achievable within the finan-
cial resources that are likely to be available?

✔ Are you reasonably certain of being able to gain
access to data you are likely to require for this topic?

Appropriateness: is it worthwhile?
✔ Does the topic fit the specifications and meet the

standards set by the examining institution?
✔ Does your research topic contain issues that have

a clear link to theory?
✔ Are you able to state your research question(s)

and objectives clearly?
✔ Will your proposed research be able to provide

fresh insights into this topic?
✔ Does your research topic relate clearly to the

idea you have been given (perhaps by an
organisation)?

✔ Are the findings for this research topic likely to be
symmetrical: that is, of similar value whatever
the outcome?

✔ Does the research topic match your career goals?

Some business and management students are expected both to generate and to refine
their own research ideas. Others, particularly those on professional and post-experience
courses, are provided with a research idea by an organisation or their university. In
the initial stages of their research they are expected to refine this to a clear and feasible
idea that meets the requirements of the examining organisation. If you have already been
given a research idea we believe you will still find it useful to read the next subsection,
which deals with generating research ideas. Many of the techniques which can be used
for generating research ideas can also be used for the refining process.

Generating research ideas
If you have not been given an initial research idea there is a range of techniques that can
be used to find and select a topic that you would like to research. They can be thought of
as those that are predominantly rational thinking and those that involve more creative
thinking (Table 2.1). The precise techniques that you choose to use and the order in
which you use them are entirely up to you. However, like Raimond (1993), we believe
you should use both rational and creative techniques, choosing those that you believe
are going to be of most use to you and which you will enjoy using. By using one or
more creative techniques you are more likely to ensure that your heart as well as your
head is in your research project. In our experience, it is usually better to use a variety
of techniques. In order to do this you will need to have some understanding of the

2.3 Generating and refining research ideas

2
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techniques and the ways in which they work. We therefore outline the techniques in
Table 2.1 and suggest possible ways they might be used to generate research ideas. These
techniques will generate one of two outcomes:

• one or more possible project ideas that you might undertake;
• absolute panic because nothing in which you are interested or which seems suitable

has come to mind (Jankowicz 2005).

In either instance, but especially the latter, we suggest that you talk to your project
tutor. Box 2.3 illustrates how ideas are at the heart of business and management life.

Examining own strengths and interests
It is important that you choose a topic in which you are likely to do well and, if possible,
already have some academic knowledge. Jankowicz (2005) suggests that one way of
doing this is to look at those assignments for which you have received good grades. For
most of these assignments they are also likely to be the topics in which you were inter-
ested (Box 2.1). They will provide you with an area in which to search and find a research
idea. In addition, you may, as part of your reading, be able to focus more precisely on the
sort of ideas about which you wish to conduct your research.

As noted in Section 2.2, there is the need to think about your future. If you plan to
work in financial management it would be sensible to choose a research project in the
financial management field. One part of your course that will inevitably be discussed at
any job interview is your research project. A project in the same field will provide you
with the opportunity to display clearly your depth of knowledge and your enthusiasm.

Looking at past project titles
Many of our students have found looking at past projects a useful way of generating
research ideas. For undergraduate and taught masters degrees these are often called
dissertations. For research degrees they are termed theses. A common way of doing this
is to scan your university’s list of past project titles for anything that captures your imag-
ination. Titles that look interesting or which grab your attention should be noted down,
as should any thoughts you have about the title in relation to your own research idea. In
this process the fact that the title is poorly worded or the project report received a low
mark is immaterial. What matters is the fact that you have found a topic that interests
you. Based on this you can think of new ideas in the same general area that will enable
you to provide fresh insights.

Scanning actual research projects may also produce research ideas. However, you need
to beware. The fact that a project is in your library is no guarantee of the quality of the
arguments and observations it contains. In many universities all projects are placed in the
library whether they are bare passes or distinctions.

• Keeping a notebook of ideas
• Exploring personal preferences using

past projects
• Relevance trees
• Brainstorming

Table 2.1 More frequently used techniques for generating and refining research ideas

Rational thinking Creative thinking

• Examining your own strengths
and interests

• Looking at past project titles
• Discussion
• Searching the literature
• Scanning the media
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Box 2.3
Focus on
management
research

What every leader needs to know
about followers

Management studies courses and books usually con-
tain plenty of material on leadership. Seemingly,
everyone wants to understand just what makes a
good leader. Followership, by contrast, is the stuff of
the rarely mentioned. Most of the limited research
and writing on subordinates has tended either to
explain their behaviour in the context of leaders’
development rather than followers’, or mistakenly
assume that followers are amorphous, all one and the
same. As a result, we hardly notice, for example, that
followers who follow mindlessly are altogether differ-
ent from those who are deeply committed.

In a Harvard Business Review article Kellerman
(2007) explores the behaviour of those in organisa-
tions whose role it is to follow. She argues that in an
era of flatter, networked organisations and cross-
cutting teams of knowledge workers, it’s not always
obvious who exactly is following (or, for that matter,
who exactly is leading) and how they are going
about it.

Kellerman develops a typology of followers using
one metric – level of engagement of the follower. She
categorises all followers according to where they fall
along a continuum that ranges from ‘feeling and
doing absolutely nothing’ to ‘being passionately com-
mitted and deeply involved’.

Kellerman’s typology specifies five types of follow-
ers: isolates, bystanders, participants, activist and
diehards.

Isolates are completely detached. These followers
are scarcely aware of what’s going on around them.
Moreover, they do not care about their leaders, know
anything about them, or respond to them in any obvi-
ous way. Their alienation is, nevertheless, of conse-
quence. By knowing and doing nothing, these types

of followers passively support the status quo and
further strengthen leaders who already have the
upper hand. As a result, isolates can drag down their
groups or organisations.

Bystanders observe but do not participate. These
free riders deliberately stand aside and disengage,
both from their leaders and from their groups or
organisations. They may go along passively when it is
in their self-interest to do so, but they are not inter-
nally motivated to engage in an active way. Their
withdrawal also amounts to tacit support for whoever
and whatever constitutes the status quo.

Participants are engaged in some way. Regardless
of whether these followers clearly support their
leaders and organisations or clearly oppose them,
they care enough to invest some of what they have
(time or money, for example) to try to make an
impact.

Activists feel strongly one way or another about
their leaders and organisations, and they act accord-
ingly. These followers are eager, energetic and en-
gaged. They invest heavily in people and processes, so
they work hard either on behalf of their leaders or to
undermine and even unseat them.

Diehards are prepared to go down for their 
cause – whether it’s an individual, an idea, or both.
These followers may be deeply devoted to their lead-
ers, or they may be strongly motivated to oust their
leaders by any means necessary. They exhibit an all-
consuming dedication to someone or something they
deem worthy.

Kellerman concludes by asserting that this typol-
ogy has critical implications for the way leaders should
lead and managers should manage.

It should be borne in mind that this article does not
report a piece of original research. Kellerman points
out in the piece that she has developed the typology
‘after years of study and observation’. You may argue
that this is worth little as it is based on impressions
which are not substantiated by careful and systematic
fieldwork. However, in our view this is just the sort of
article that may stimulate ideas for a research project
on, for example, differing patterns of ’followership’
within different occupational groups.
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Discussion
Colleagues, friends and university tutors are all good sources of possible project ideas.
Often project tutors will have ideas for possible student projects, which they will be
pleased to discuss with you. In addition, ideas can be obtained by talking to practitioners
and professional groups (Gill and Johnson 2002). It is important that as well as discussing
possible ideas you also make a note of them. What seemed like a good idea in the coffee
shop may not be remembered quite so clearly after the following lecture!

Searching the literature
As part of your discussions, relevant literature may also be suggested. Sharp et al. (2002)
discuss types of literature that are of particular use for generating research ideas. These
include:

• articles in academic and professional journals;
• reports;
• books.

Of particular use are academic review articles. These articles contain both a consid-
ered review of the state of knowledge in that topic area and pointers towards areas where
further research needs to be undertaken. In addition, you can browse recent publications,
in particular journals, for possible research ideas (Section 3.5). For many subject areas
your project tutor will be able to suggest possible recent review articles, or articles that
contain recommendations for further work. Reports may also be of use. The most recently
published are usually up to date and, again, often contain recommendations that may
form the basis of your research idea. Books by contrast are less up to date than other writ-
ten sources. They do, however, often contain a good overview of research that has been
undertaken, which may suggest ideas to you.

Searching for publications is only possible when you have at least some idea of the
area in which you wish to undertake your research. One way of obtaining this is to re-
examine your lecture notes and course textbooks and to note those subjects that appear
most interesting (discussed earlier in this section) and the names of relevant authors.
This will give you a basis on which to undertake a preliminary search (using techniques
outlined in Sections 3.4 and 3.5). When the articles, reports and other items have been
obtained it is often helpful to look for unfounded assertions and statements on the
absence of research (Raimond 1993), as these are likely to contain ideas that will enable
you to provide fresh insights.

Scanning the media
Keeping up to date with items in the news can be a very rich source of ideas. The stories
which occur everyday in the ‘broadsheet’ or ‘compact’ newspapers (e.g. The Times,
Financial Times, Guardian and the Daily Telegraph), in both traditional print and online
versions, may provide ideas which relate directly to the item (e.g. the extent to which
items sold by supermarkets contravene the principles of ‘green consumerism’ by involv-
ing excessive ‘food miles’ in order import them). The stories may also suggest other ideas
which flow from the central story (e.g. the degree to which a company uses its claimed
environmental credentials as part of its marketing campaign).

Keeping a notebook of ideas
One of the more creative techniques that we all use is to keep a notebook of ideas. All
this involves is simply noting down any interesting research ideas as you think of them
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and, of equal importance, what sparked off your thought. You can then pursue the idea
using more rational thinking techniques later. Mark keeps a notebook by his bed so he
can jot down any flashes of inspiration that occur to him in the middle of the night!

Exploring personal preferences using past projects
Another way of generating possible project ideas is to explore your personal preferences
using past project reports from your university. To do this Raimond (1993) suggests that
you:

1 Select six projects that you like.
2 For each of these six projects, note down your first thoughts in response to three ques-

tions (if responses for different projects are the same this does not matter):
a What appeals to you about the project?
b What is good about the project?
c Why is the project good?

3 Select three projects that you do not like.
4 For each of these three projects, note down your first thoughts in response to three

questions (if responses for different projects are the same, or cannot be clearly
expressed, this does not matter; note them down anyway):
a What do you dislike about the project?
b What is bad about the project?
c Why is the project bad?

You now have a list of what you consider to be excellent and what you consider to be
poor in projects. This will not be the same as a list generated by anyone else. It is also
very unlikely to match the attributes of a good research project (Box 2.2). However, by
examining this list you will begin to understand those project characteristics that are
important to you and with which you feel comfortable. Of equal importance is that you
will have identified those that you are uncomfortable with and should avoid. These can
be used as the parameters against which to evaluate possible research ideas.

Relevance trees
Relevance trees may also prove useful in generating research topics. In this instance, their
use is similar to that of mind mapping (Buzan 2006), in which you start with a broad con-
cept from which you generate further (usually more specific) topics. Each of these topics
forms a separate branch from which you can generate further, more detailed sub-
branches. As you proceed down the sub-branches more ideas are generated and recorded.
These can then be examined and a number selected and combined to provide a research
idea (Sharp et al. 2002). This technique is discussed in more detail in Section 3.4, which
also includes a worked example of a relevance tree.

Brainstorming
The technique of brainstorming (Box 2.4), taught as a problem-solving technique on
many business and management courses, can also be used to generate and refine
research ideas. It is best undertaken with a group of people, although you can brainstorm
on your own. To brainstorm, Moody (1988) suggests that you:

1 Define your problem – that is, the sorts of ideas you are interested in – as precisely as
possible. In the early stages of formulating a topic this may be as vague as ‘I am inter-
ested in marketing but don’t know what to do for my research topic’.

2 Ask for suggestions, relating to the problem.

2
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3 Record all suggestions, observing the following rules:
• No suggestion should be criticised or evaluated in any way before all ideas have

been considered.
• All suggestions, however wild, should be recorded and considered.
• As many suggestions as possible should be recorded.

4 Review all the suggestions and explore what is meant by each.
5 Analyse the list of suggestions and decide which appeal to you most as research ideas

and why.

Refining research ideas
The Delphi technique
An additional approach that our students have found particularly useful in refining their
research ideas is the Delphi technique (Box 2.5). This involves using a group of people
who are either involved or interested in the research idea to generate and choose a more
specific research idea (Robson 2002). To use this technique you need:

1 to brief the members of the group about the research idea (they can make notes if they
wish);

2 at the end of the briefing to encourage group members to seek clarification and more
information as appropriate;

3 to ask each member of the group, including the originator of the research idea, to
generate independently up to three specific research ideas based on the idea that has
been described (they can also be asked to provide a justification for their specific
ideas);

4 to collect the research ideas in an unedited and non-attributable form and to distribute
them to all members of the group;

5 a second cycle of the process (steps 2 to 4) in which individuals comment on the
research ideas and revise their own contributions in the light of what others have said;

Box 2.4
Focus on student
research

Brainstorming

George’s main interest was football. When he fin-
ished university he wanted to work in marketing,
preferably for a sports goods manufacturer. He had
examined his own strengths and discovered that his
best marks were in marketing. He wanted to do his
research project on some aspect of marketing, prefer-
ably linked to football, but had no real research idea.
He asked three friends, all taking business studies
degrees, to help him brainstorm the problem.

George began by explaining the problem in some
detail. At first the suggestions emerged slowly. He

noted them down on the whiteboard. Soon the board
was covered with suggestions. George counted these
and discovered there were over 100.

Reviewing individual suggestions produced noth-
ing that any of the group felt to be of sufficient merit
for a research project. However, one of George’s
friends pointed out that combining the suggestions
of Premier League football, television rights and spon-
sorship might provide an idea which satisfied the
assessment requirements of the project.

They discussed the suggestion further, and George
noted the research idea as ‘something about how
confining the rights to show live Premiership football
to paid-for satellite TV channels would impact upon
the sale of Premiership club-specific merchandise’.

George arranged to see his project tutor to discuss
how to refine the idea they had just generated.
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6 subsequent cycles of the process until a consensus is reached. These either follow a
similar pattern (steps 2 to 4) or use discussion, voting or some other method.

This process works well, not least because people enjoy trying to help one another. In
addition, it is very useful in moulding groups into a cohesive whole.

The preliminary study
Even if you have been given a research idea, it is still necessary to refine it in order to turn
it into a research project. Some authors, such as Bennett (1991), refer to this process as a
preliminary study. For some research ideas this will be no more than a review of some
of the literature, including news items (Box 2.6). This can be thought of as the first itera-
tion of your critical literature review (see Figure 3.1 later). For others it may include revis-
iting the techniques discussed earlier in this section as well as informal discussions with
people who have personal experience of and knowledge about your research ideas. In
some cases shadowing employees who are likely to be important in your research may
also provide insights. If you are planning on undertaking your research within an organi-
sation it is important to gain a good understanding of your host organisation (Kervin
1999). However, whatever techniques you choose, the underlying purpose is to gain a
greater understanding so that your research question can be refined.

At this stage you need to be testing your research ideas against the checklist in Box 2.2
and where necessary changing them. It may be that after a preliminary study, or dis-
cussing your ideas with colleagues, you decide that the research idea is no longer feasible
in the form in which you first envisaged it. If this is the case, do not be too downhearted.
It is far better to revise your research ideas at this stage than to have to do it later, when
you have undertaken far more work.

Box 2.5
Focus on student
research

Using a Delphi Group

Tim explained to the group that his research idea was
concerned with understanding the decision-making
processes associated with mortgage applications and
loan advances. His briefing to the three other group
members, and the questions that they asked him,
considered aspects such as:

• the influences on a potential first-time buyer to
approach a specific financial institution;

• the influence on decision making of face-to-face
contact between potential borrowers and
potential lenders.

The group then moved on to generate a
number of more specific research ideas, among

which were the following:

• the factors that influenced potential first-time
house purchasers to deal with particular financial
institutions;

• the effect of interpersonal contact on mortgage
decisions;

• the qualities that potential applicants look for in
mortgage advisers.

These were considered and commented on by all
the group members. At the end of the second cycle
Tim had, with the other students’ agreement, refined
his research idea to:

• the way in which a range of factors influenced
potential first-time buyers’ choice of lending
institution.

He now needed to pursue these ideas by under-
taking a preliminary search of the literature.

2
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Box 2.6
Focus on research
in the news

Many workers feel too qualified
for jobs

More than half the workers in a huge swath of occu-
pations think they are overqualified, research commis-
sioned by the Financial Times shows. The figures
reopen the debate about whether Britain is spending
too much taxpayer money on churning out gradu-
ates. They could also be used against employers,
accused by many economists of failing to adapt their
business models to reap full benefit from the gradu-
ates in their workforces.

Two-thirds of people in ‘customer service occupa-
tions’, which include call centre workers, think their
qualifications are more elevated than their job
requires. For example, university graduates would
count themselves overqualified if they were doing
work they believed called for nothing more than
A-levels.

Almost two-thirds of people in sales occupations
also think they are overqualified, and more than 60 per
cent in ‘elementary administration and service occupa-
tions’, which include junior clerical workers and
postmen, feel this way.

Francis Green, an economist at Kent University
who carried out the research, said the high figures
were not surprising, since graduates were ‘absolutely
pouring into the labour market’. Professor Green said
the proportion of workers who thought they were
overqualified had increased by about five percentage
points nationwide in five years.

Prime Minister Gordon Brown believes that Britain
needs still more graduates to turn the country into
a higher-skills economy, closing its productivity gap
with competitors such as the USA. More than 35 per
cent of young people already have graduate-level
qualifications in higher or further education, but the
government’s target is 50 per cent. However, critics
regard the growth in graduate places, under both
Labour and Conservative governments, as primarily
designed to woo middle-class voters.

John Philpott, economist at the Chartered Institute
of Personnel and Development, said that many peo-
ple with qualifications were not being used well by
employers ‘still operating in low-quality, low-value
markets that don’t require high-quality people’. But
Alex Bryson, research director at the Policy Studies
Institute, said the high overqualification figures might
partly reflect a ‘trade-off’ between convenience and
salary. He pointed out that the occupations at the
top of the list were ‘customer-facing’, with working
hours designed to accommodate customers. By the
same token, this wide variety of hours would also suit
employees with other commitments, such as
mothers.

Professor Green said the figures did not prove
Britain was producing too many graduates. ‘If some-
one goes to university and studies Picasso or
Shakespeare’, they make society better. ‘We econo-
mists can’t measure that, but it’s absolutely absurd to
discount it just because we can’t do so’.

Professor Green’s UK-wide figures are based on
interviews with thousands of workers as part of long-
term research into Britain’s skills, part-financed by the
former Department for Education and Skills.

Source: article by Turner, David (2007) Financial Times, 29 Oct.

Integrating ideas
The integration of ideas from these techniques is essential if your research is to have a
clear direction and not contain a mismatch between objectives and your final project
report. Jankowicz (2005:34–6) suggests an integrative process that our students have
found most useful. This he terms ‘working up and narrowing down’. It involves classify-
ing each research idea first into its area, then its field, and finally the precise aspect in
which you are interested. These represent an increasingly detailed description of the
research idea. Thus your initial area, based on examining your course work, might
be accountancy. After browsing some recent journals and discussion with colleagues
this becomes more focused on the field of financial accounting methods. With further

FT
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reading, the use of the Delphi technique and discussion with your project tutor you
decide to focus on the aspect of activity-based costing.

You will know when the process of generating and refining ideas is complete as you
will be able to say ‘I’d like to do some research on . . .’. Obviously there will still be a big
gap between this and the point when you are ready to start serious work on your
research. Sections 2.4 and 2.5 will ensure that you are ready to bridge that gap.

Refining topics given by your employing organisation
If, as a part-time student, your manager gives you a topic, this may present particular
problems. It may be something in which you are not particularly interested. In this case
you will have to weigh the advantage of doing something useful to the organisation
against the disadvantage of a potential lack of personal motivation. You, therefore, need
to achieve a balance. Often the research project your manager wishes you to undertake is
larger than that which is appropriate for your course. In such cases, it may be possible to
complete both by isolating an element of the larger organisational project that you find
interesting and treating this as the project for your course.

One of our students was asked to do a preliminary investigation of the strengths and
weaknesses of her organisation’s pay system and then to recommend consultants to
design and implement a new system. She was not particularly interested in this project.
However, she was considering becoming a freelance personnel consultant. Therefore, for
her course project she decided to study the decision-making process in relation to the
appointment of personnel consultants. Her organisation’s decision on which consultant
to appoint, and why this decision was taken, proved to be a useful case study against
which to compare management decision-making theory.

In this event you would write a larger report for your organisation and a part of it for
your project report. Section 14.4 offers some guidance on writing two separate reports for
different audiences.

Other problems may involve your political relationships in he organisation. For exam-
ple, there will be those keen to commission a project which justifies their particular pol-
icy position and see you as a useful pawn in advancing their political interests. It is
important to have a clear stance with regards to what you want to do, and your personal
objectives, and to stick to this.

Finally, perhaps the biggest potential problem may be one of your own making: to
promise to deliver research outcomes to your employer and not do so.

Writing research questions
Much is made in this book of the importance of defining clear research questions at the
beginning of the research process. The importance of this cannot be overemphasised. One
of the key criteria of your research success will be whether you have a set of clear conclu-
sions drawn from the data you have collected. The extent to which you can do that will
be determined largely by the clarity with which you have posed your initial research
questions (Box 2.7).

Defining research questions, rather like generating research ideas (Section 2.3), is not
a straightforward matter. It is important that the question is sufficiently involved to gen-
erate the sort of project that is consistent with the standards expected of you (Box 2.2). A
question that prompts a descriptive answer, for example ‘What is the proportion of grad-
uates entering the civil service who attended the old, established UK universities?’, is far

2.4 Turning research ideas into research projects

2
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Box 2.7
Focus on student
research

Defining the research question

Imran was studying for a BA in Business Studies and
doing his placement year in an advanced consumer
electronics company. When he first joined the com-
pany he was surprised to note that the company’s
business strategy, which was announced in the com-
pany newsletter, seemed to be inconsistent with what
Imran knew of the product market.

Imran had become particularly interested in corpo-
rate strategy in his degree. He was familiar with some
of the literature that suggested that corporate strategy
should be linked to the general external environment
in which the organisation operated. He wanted to do
some research on corporate strategy in his orga-
nisation for his degree dissertation.

After talking this over with his project tutor Imran
decided on the following research question: ‘Why does
[organisation’s name] corporate strategy not seem
to reflect the major factors in the external operating
environment?’

easier to answer than: ‘Why are graduates from old, established UK universities more
likely to enter the civil service than graduates from other universities?’ More will be said
about the importance of theory in defining the research question later in this section.
However, beware of research questions that are too easy.

It is perhaps more likely that you fall into the trap of asking research questions that are
too difficult. The question cited above, ‘Why are graduates from old, established UK
universities more likely to enter the civil service than graduates from other universities?’
is a case in point. It would probably be very difficult to gain sufficient access to the inner
portals of the civil service to get a good grasp of the subtle ‘unofficial’ processes that go
on at staff selection which may favour one type of candidate over another. Over-reaching
yourself in the definition of research questions is a danger.

Clough and Nutbrown (2002) use what they call the ‘Goldilocks test’ to decide if
research questions are either ‘too big’, ‘too small’, ‘too hot’ or ‘just right’. Those that are
too big probably need significant research funding because they demand too many
resources. Questions that are too small are likely to be of insufficient substance, while
those that are too ‘hot’ may be so because of sensitivities that may be aroused as a result
of doing the research. This may be because of the timing of the research or the many
other reasons that may upset key people who have a role to play, either directly or indi-
rectly, in the research context. Research questions that are ‘just right’, note Clough and
Nutbrown (2002:34), are those that are ‘just right for investigation at this time, by this
researcher in this setting’.

The pitfall that you must avoid at all costs is asking research questions that will not
generate new insights (Box 2.2). This raises the question of the extent to which you have
consulted the relevant literature. It is perfectly legitimate to replicate research because
you have a genuine concern about its applicability to your research setting (for example,
your organisation). However, it certainly is not legitimate to display your ignorance of the
literature.

McNiff and Whitehead (2000) make the point that the research question may not
emerge until the research process has started and is therefore part of the process of ‘pro-
gressive illumination’. They note that this is particularly likely to be the case in practi-
tioner action research (Section 4.3).

It is often a useful starting point in the writing of research questions to begin with one
general focus research question that flows from your research idea. This may lead to
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several more detailed questions or the definition of research objectives. Table 2.2 has
some examples of general focus research questions.

In order to clarify the research question Clough and Nutbrown (2002) talk of the
Russian doll principle. This means taking the research idea and ‘breaking down the
research questions from the original statement to something which strips away the com-
plication of layers and obscurities until the very essence – the heart – of the question can
be expressed . . . just as the Russian doll is taken apart to reveal a tiny doll at the centre’
(Clough and Nutbrown 2002:34).

Writing your research questions will be, in most cases, your individual concern but it
is useful to get other people to help you. An obvious source of guidance is your project
tutor. Consulting your project tutor will avoid the pitfalls of the questions that are too
easy or too difficult or have been answered before. Discussing your area of interest with
your project tutor will lead to your research questions becoming much clearer.

Prior to discussion with your project tutor you may wish to conduct a brainstorming
session with your peers or use the Delphi technique (Section 2.3). Your research ques-
tions may flow from your initial examination of the relevant literature. As outlined in
Section 2.3, journal articles reporting primary research will often end with a conclusion
that includes the consideration by the author of the implications for future research of the
work in the article. This may be phrased in the form of research questions. However, even
if it is not, it may suggest pertinent research questions to you.

Writing research objectives
Your research may begin with a general focus research question that then generates more
detailed research questions, or you may use your general focus research question as a
base from which you write a set of research objectives. Objectives are more generally
acceptable to the research community as evidence of the researcher’s clear sense of pur-
pose and direction. It may be that either is satisfactory. Do check whether your examin-
ing body has a preference.

We contend that research objectives are likely to lead to greater specificity than
research or investigative questions. Table 2.3 illustrates this point. It summarises
the objectives of some research conducted by one of our students. Expression of the
first research question as an objective prompted a consideration of the objectives of the

Table 2.2 Examples of research ideas and their derived focus research questions

Research idea General focus research questions

Advertising and share prices How does the running of a TV advertising
campaign designed to boost the image of a
company affect its share price?

Job recruitment via the Internet How effective is recruiting for new staff via
the Internet in comparison with traditional
methods?

The use of aromas as a marketing device In what ways does the use of specific aromas
in supermarkets affect buyer behaviour?

The use of Internet banking What effect has the growth of Internet banking
had upon the uses customers make of branch
facilities?

2
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organisations. This was useful because it led to the finding that there often were no clear
objectives. This in itself was an interesting theoretical discovery.

The second and third objectives operationalise the matching research questions by
introducing the notion of explicit effectiveness criteria. In a similar way the fourth objec-
tive (parts a and b) and the fifth objective are specific about factors that lead to effective-
ness in question 4. The biggest difference between the questions and objectives is
illustrated by the way in which the fifth question becomes the fifth objective. They are
similar but differ in the way that the objective makes clear that a theory will be developed
that will make a causal link between two sets of variables: effectiveness factors and team
briefing success.

This is not to say that the research questions could not have been written with a similar
amount of specificity. They could. Indeed, you may find it easier to write specific research
questions than objectives. However, we doubt whether the same level of precision could
be achieved through the writing of research questions alone. Research objectives require
more rigorous thinking, which derives from the use of more formal language.

Maylor and Blackmon (2005) recommend that personal objectives may be added to the
list of research objectives. These may be concerned with your specific learning objectives
from completion of the research (e.g. to learn how to use a particular statistical software
package or improve your word processing ability) or more general personal objectives
such as enhancing your career prospects through learning about a new field of your
specialism.

Maylor and Blackmon suggest that such personal objectives would be better were they
to pass the well-known SMART test. That is that the objectives are:

• Specific. What precisely do you hope to achieve from undertaking the research?
• Measurable. What measures will you use to determine whether you have achieved

your objectives? (e.g. secured a career-level first job in software design).
• Achievable. Are the targets you have set for yourself achievable given all the possible

constraints?

Table 2.3 Phrasing research questions as research objectives

Research question Research objective

1 Why have organisations introduced
team briefing?

1 To identify organisations’ objectives for team
briefing schemes

2 How can the effectiveness of team
briefing schemes be measured?

5 Can the explanation be generalised?

2 To establish suitable effectiveness criteria for
team briefing schemes

3 Has team briefing been effective?

5 To develop an explanatory theory that
associates certain factors with the
effectiveness of team briefing schemes

3 To describe the extent to which the
effectiveness criteria for team briefing have
been met

4 How can the effectiveness of team
briefing be explained? 

4a To determine the factors associated with 
the effectiveness criteria for team briefing
being met

b To estimate whether some of those factors
are more influential than other factors
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• Realistic. Given all the other demands upon your time, will you have the time and
energy to complete the research on time?

• Timely. Will you have time to accomplish all your objectives in the time frame you
have set?

The importance of theory in writing research
questions and objectives
Section 4.1 outlines the role of theory in helping you to decide your approach to research
design. However, your consideration of theory should begin earlier than this. It should
inform your definition of research questions and objectives.

Theory (Box 2.8) is defined by Gill and Johnson (2002:229) as ‘a formulation regard-
ing the cause and effect relationships between two or more variables, which may or may
not have been tested’.

In a similar contribution to that of Sutton and Staw (1995), Whetten (1989) contends
that if the presence of theory is to be guaranteed, the researcher must ensure that what
is passing as good theory includes a plausible, coherent explanation for why certain
relationships should be expected in our data.

Box 2.8
Focus on
management
research

Clarifying what theory is not

Sutton and Staw (1995) make a useful contribution to
the clarification of what theory is by defining what it
is not. In their view theory is not:

1 References. Listing references to existing theories
and mentioning the names of such theories may
look impressive. But what is required if a piece of
writing is to ‘contain theory’ is that a logical
argument to explain the reasons for the described
phenomena must be included. The key word here
is ‘why’: why did the things you describe occur?
What is the logical explanation?

2 Data. In a similar point to the one above, Sutton
and Staw argue that data merely describe which
empirical patterns were observed: theory explains
why these patterns were observed or are expected
to be observed. ‘The data do not generate
theory – only researchers do that’ (Sutton and
Staw 1995:372).

3 Lists of variables. Sutton and Staw argue that a list
of variables which constitutes a logical attempt to

cover the determinants of a given process or
outcome do not comprise a theory. Simply listing
variables which may predict an outcome is insuffi-
cient: what is required for the presence of theory
is an explanation of why predictors are likely to be
strong predictors.

4 Diagrams. Boxes and arrows can add order to a
conception by illustrating patterns and causal
relationships but they rarely explain why the
relationships have occurred. Indeed, Sutton and
Staw (1995:374) note that ‘a clearly written
argument should preclude the inclusion of the
most complicated figures – those more closely
resembling a complex wiring diagram than a
comprehensible theory’.

5 Hypotheses or predictions. Hypotheses can be
part of a sound conceptual argument. But they do
not contain logical arguments about why empiri-
cal relationships are expected to occur.

Sutton and Staw (1995:375) sum up by stating
that ‘theory is about the connections between phe-
nomena, a story about why events, structure and
thoughts occur. Theory emphasises the nature of
causal relationships, identifying what comes first as
well as the timing of events. Strong theory, in our
view, delves into underlying processes so as to under-
stand the systematic reasons for a particular occur-
rence or non-occurrence’.

2
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There is probably no word that is more misused and misunderstood in education than
the word ‘theory’. It is thought that material included in textbooks is ‘theory’, whereas
what is happening in the ‘real world’ is practice. Students who saw earlier drafts of this
book remarked that they were pleased that the book was not too ‘theoretical’. What they
meant was that the book concentrated on giving lots of practical advice. Yet, the book is
full of theory. Advising you to carry out research in a particular way (variable A) is based
on the theory that this will yield effective results (variable B). This is the cause and effect
relationship referred to in the definition of theory cited above and is very much the view
of Kelly (1955). Kelly argues that the individual who attempts to solve the daily problems
which we all face goes about this activity in much the same way as the scientist. Both
continuously make and test hypotheses and revise their concepts accordingly. Both
organise their results into what are called schemata and then into a system of broader
schemata which are called theories. Kelly asserts that we need such schemata and theo-
ries in order to make sense of the complexity of the world in which we live. Without these
organising frameworks we would be overwhelmed by the unconnected detail we would
have to recall.

The definition demonstrates that ‘theory’ has a specific meaning. It refers to situations
where, if A is introduced, B will be the consequence. Therefore, the marketing manager
may theorise that the introduction of loyalty cards by a supermarket will lead to cus-
tomers being less likely to shop regularly at a competitor supermarket. That is a theory.
Yet, the marketing manager would probably not recognise it as such. He or she is still less
likely to refer to it as a theory, particularly in the company of fellow managers. Many
managers are very dismissive of any talk that smacks of ‘theory’. It is thought of as some-
thing that is all very well to learn about at business school but bears little relation to what
goes on in everyday organisational life. Yet, the loyalty card example shows that it has
everything to do with what goes on in everyday organisational life.

Section 4.1 notes that every purposive decision we take is based on theory: that certain
consequences will flow from the decision. It follows from this that every managers’ meet-
ing that features a number of decisions will be a meeting that is highly theory dependent
(Gill and Johnson 2002). All that will be missing is a realisation of this fact. So, if theory
is something that is so rooted in our everyday lives it certainly is something that we need
not be apprehensive about. If it is implicit in all our decisions and actions, then recognis-
ing its importance means making it explicit. In research the importance of theory must be
recognised: therefore it must be made explicit.

Kerlinger and Lee (2000) reinforce Gill and Johnson’s definition by noting that the pur-
pose of examining relationships between two or more variables is to explain and predict
these relationships. Gill and Johnson (2002:33) neatly tie these purposes of theory to their
definition:

. . . it is also evident that if we have the expectation that by doing A, B will hap-

pen, then by manipulating the occurrence of A we can begin to predict and influ-

ence the occurrence of B. In other words, theory is clearly enmeshed in practice

since explanation enables prediction which in turn enables control.

In our example, the marketing manager theorised that the introduction of loyalty cards
by a supermarket would lead to customers being less likely to shop regularly at a competi-
tor supermarket. Following Gill and Johnson’s (2002:33) point that ‘explanation enables
prediction which in turn enables control’, the supermarket would be well advised to con-
duct research that yielded an explanation of why loyalty cards encourage loyalty. Is it a
purely economic rationale? Does it foster the ‘collector’ instinct in all of us? Does it appeal
to a sense of thrift in us that helps us cope with an ever more wasteful world? These expla-
nations are probably complex and interrelated. Reaching a better understanding of them
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would help the marketing manager to predict the outcome of any changes to the scheme.
Increasing the amount of points per item would be effective if the economic explanation
was valid. Increasing the range of products on which extra points were offered might
appeal to the ‘collector’ instinct. More accurate prediction would offer the marketing man-
ager increased opportunities for control.

The explanations for particular outcomes are a concern for Mackenzie (2000a, 2000b).
His argument is that much research (he used the example of employee opinion surveys)
yield ambiguous conclusions because they only ask questions which reveal the state of
affairs as they exist (in his example, the thinking of employees in regard to, say, their pay).
What they do not ask is questions which help those using the research results to draw
meaningful conclusions as to why the state of affairs is as it is. If meaningful conclusions
cannot be drawn, then appropriate actions cannot be taken to remedy such deficiencies (or
improve upon the efficiencies) that the research reveals. Usually such additional questions
would involve discovering the key implementation processes (in the case of pay these may
be the way in which managers make and communicate pay distribution decisions) which
may shed light on the reasons why such deficiencies (or efficiencies) exist.

Mackenzie used the metaphor of the knobs on an old-fashioned radio to illustrate his
argument. If the radio is playing a station and you are unhappy with what is being
received, you will turn the volume knob to alter the volume or the tuning knob to change
the station. He argues that the typical questionnaire survey is like the radio without
knobs. You cannot make the results more useful, by knowing more about their causes,
because you have no means to do so. All you have for your results is a series of what
Mackenzie (2000a:136) terms ‘knobless items’, in which you are asking for respondents’
opinions without asking for the reasons why they hold these opinions. What Mackenzie
advocates is including ‘knobs’ in the data collection process so that the causal relation-
ship between a process and an outcome can be established.

Phillips and Pugh (2005) distinguish between research and what they call intelligence
gathering, using what Mackenzie (2000a, 2000b) calls ‘knobless items’. The latter is the
gathering of facts (Box 2.9). For example, what is the relative proportion of undergraduates
to postgraduates reading this book? What is the current spend per employee on training in
the UK? What provision do small businesses make for bad debts? This is often called
descriptive research (Section 4.2) and may form part of your research project. Descriptive
research would be the first step in our example of supermarket loyalty card marketing.
Establishing that there had been a change in customer behaviour following the introduction
of supermarket loyalty cards would be the first step prior to any attempt at explanation.

Phillips and Pugh contrast such ‘what’ questions with ‘why’ questions. Examples of
these ‘why’ questions are as follows: Why do British organisations spend less per head on
training than German organisations? Why are new car purchasers reluctant to take out
extended warranties on their vehicles? Why do some travellers still prefer to use cross-
channel ferries as opposed to the Channel Tunnel? Such questions go ‘beyond description
and require analysis’. They look for ‘explanations, relationships, comparisons, predic-
tions, generalisations and theories’ (Phillips and Pugh 2005:48).

It is a short step from the ‘why’ research question to the testing of an existing theory
in a new situation or the development of your own theory. This may be expressed as a
hypothesis that is to be tested (Section 4.1), or the eventual answer to your research ques-
tion may be the development or amendment of a theory (Box 2.10).

Although intelligence gathering will play a part in your research, it is unlikely to be
enough. You should be seeking to explain phenomena, to analyse relationships, to com-
pare what is going on in different research settings, to predict outcomes and to generalise;
then you will be working at the theoretical level. This is a necessary requirement for most
research projects.

2
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Box 2.9
Focus on research
in the news

The e-sport revolution Korean-style

As Lee Yun-yeol limbered up in his tracksuit for the
match of the year, hundreds of screaming girls in the
Seoul stadium went wild. Against deafening heavy
metal music, the fans screeched his name in high-
pitched unison and waved signs proclaiming ‘I want
to cook you rice’ – the Korean equivalent of ‘Will you
marry me?!’ The commentators ran through the play-
ers’ game histories and TV cameras panned across the
audience. At home, some 10 million people were
watching one of the eight cable channels ready to
broadcast the match live. In this high-octane atmos-
phere – somewhere between a rock concert and an
soccer cup final – Mr Lee took his place. But he did
not step into a boxing ring or on to a tennis court. He
sat down before a computer screen, donned head-
phones, and prepared to bomb his opponent into
oblivion in a computer game called Starcraft.

South Korea is the world’s most wired country.
Computer gaming has become mainstream and ‘pro-
gamers’ are treated like pop stars and come armed with
ultra-trendy hairstyles, lucrative sponsorship deals, burly
bodyguards, and groupies. E-sports are not a niche pur-
suit in Korea. Being a pro-gamer was named the most
desired occupation in one survey of 1150 teenagers,
and some private institutes even offer courses in on-
line game strategies. Business also wants part of the
action. Top companies such as Samsung Electronics, SK
Telecom and Shinhan Bank all sponsor e-sports.

‘Korea’s great internet infrastructure has played
a really big role in making e-sports so huge here’, Je
Hunho, general manager of the Korean E-sports
Association, says. But he sees global potential: ‘E-sports
have started to spread across the world and we hope
that one day it will be an Olympic sport.’

But the e-sports revolution has its darker side. In
2005 a South Korean man died after reportedly play-
ing an online computer game for 50 hours with few
breaks (BBC News Online 2005). The 28-year-old man
collapsed after playing the game at an Internet café.
The man had not slept properly, and had eaten very lit-
tle during his marathon session, said police. The man

only paused playing to go to the toilet and for short
periods of sleep, said the police. ‘We presume the
cause of death was heart failure stemming from
exhaustion’, a provincial police official told the Reuters
news agency. He was taken to hospital following his
collapse, but died shortly after, according to the police.
It is not known whether he suffered from any previous
health conditions. They added that he had recently
been dismissed from his job because he kept missing
work to play computer games.

Players can easily get immersed in computer games
and feel compelled to play for hours at a stretch, par-
ticularly in massively multiplayer online role playing
games (MMORPGs) in which thousands of gamers play
and interact in shared fantasy or science fiction worlds.
Reports of gamers spending 10 to 15 hours a day in
front of video games are becoming more frequent.
Experts say gamers should take regular screen breaks.

According to the research of psychologist Professor
Mark Griffiths, playing excessively is not problematic
in any shape or form for the majority of gamers.
However, his view is that online gaming addiction for
a small minority is a real phenomenon and people suf-
fer the same symptoms as traditional addictions. But
this only applies to a small minority of gamers.

In one detailed survey of 540 gamers, Professor
Griffiths and his team found that there were four
playing more than 80 hours a week, which is consid-
ered ‘excessive’. He explained many people liked to
play MMORPGs for long periods of time because of
the social aspect of the games. He explained that
these are the types of games that completely engross
the player. They are not games that you can play for
20 minutes and stop. ‘If you are going to take it seri-
ously, you have to spend time doing it’, he said.

But he warned there was a difference between
‘healthy enthusiasm’ and ‘unhealthy addiction’. People
who sacrificed jobs, partners and loved ones were con-
sidered ‘extreme players’. Unlike help for traditional
addictions, such as gambling, there is very little help for
computer game addiction, he said. ‘It is not taken seri-
ously yet – it is the same for internet addiction’, he said.
More than 15 million people, or 30% of the popula-
tion, are registered for online gaming in South Korea.
The country also host the annual World Cyber Games.

Sources: article by Fifield, Anna (2007) Financial Times, 15 Sept.; BBC
News Online (2005).

FT
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You may still be concerned that the necessity to be theory dependent in your research
project means that you will have to develop a ground-breaking theory that will lead to a
whole new way of thinking about management. If this is the case you should take heart
from the threefold typology of theories summarised by Creswell (2002) (see Figure 2.1).
He talks of ‘grand theories’, usually thought to be the province of the natural scientists
(e.g. Darwin and Newton). He contrasts these with ‘middle-range theories’, which lack
the capacity to change the way in which we think about the world but are nonetheless of
significance. Some of the theories of human motivation well known to managers would
be in this category. However, most of us are concerned with ‘substantive theories’ that are
restricted to a particular time, research setting, group or population or problem (Creswell
2002). For example, studying the reasons why a total quality initiative in a particular
organisation failed would be an example of a substantive theory. Restricted they may

Box 2.10
Focus on student
research

Writing a research question based
on theory

Justine was a final-year marketing undergraduate who
was interested in the theory of cognitive dissonance
(Festinger 1957). She wanted to apply this to the con-
sumer purchasing decision in the snack foods industry
(e.g. potato crisps) in the light of the adverse publicity
that the consumption of such foods was having as a
result of the ‘healthy eating’ campaign.

Justine applied Festinger’s theory by arguing in her
research project proposal that a consumer who learns
that snack over-eating is bad for her health will expe-
rience dissonance, because the knowledge that snack
over-eating is bad for her health is dissonant with the

cognition that she continues to over-eat snacks. She
can reduce the dissonance by changing her behav-
iour, i.e., she could stop over-eating. (This would be
consonant with the cognition that snack over-eating
is bad for her health.) Alternatively, she could reduce
dissonance by changing her cognition about the
effect of snack over-eating on health and persuade
herself that snack over-eating does not have a harm-
ful effect on health. She would look for positive
effects of snack over-eating, for example by believing
that snack over-eating is an important source of
enjoyment which outweighs any harmful effects.
Alternatively, she might persuade herself that the risk
to health from snack over-eating is negligible com-
pared with the danger of car accidents (reducing the
importance of the dissonant cognition).

Justine’s research question was ‘How does the
adverse “healthy eating” campaign publicity
affect the consumer’s decision to purchase snack
foods?’

Grand
theories

Middle-range theories

Substantive theories

Increasing restrictions
in terms of general

applicability

Increasing capacity
to change the way
we think about
the world

Figure 2.1 Grand, middle-range and substantive theories
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be, but a host of ‘substantive theories’ that present similar propositions may lead to
‘middle-range theories’. By developing ‘substantive theories’, however modest, we are
doing our bit as researchers to enhance our understanding of the world about us. A grand
claim, but a valid one!

This discussion of theory does assume that a clear theoretical position is developed
prior to the collection of data (the deductive approach). This will not always be the case.
It may be that your study is based on the principle of developing theory after the data
have been collected (the inductive approach). This is a fundamental difference in
research approach, and will be discussed in detail in Section 4.3.

At the start of all courses or modules we give our students a plan of the work they will be
doing. It includes the learning objectives, the content, the assessment strategy and the
recommended reading. This is our statement of our side of the learning contract. Our stu-
dents have a right to expect this.

However, when we insist on a proposal for a research project that is often the equiva-
lent of at least two other modules, there is often a marked reluctance to produce anything
other than what is strictly necessary. This is unsatisfactory. It is unfair to your project
tutor because you are not making entirely clear what it is you intend to do in your
research. You are also being unfair to yourself because you are not giving yourself the
maximum opportunity to have your ideas and plans scrutinised and subjected to rigorous
questioning.

Writing a research proposal is a crucial part of the research process. If you are apply-
ing for research funding, or if your proposal is going before an academic research com-
mittee, then you will know that you will need to put a great deal of time into the
preparation of your proposal. However, even if the official need for a proposal is not so
vital it is still a process that will repay very careful attention.

The purposes of the research proposal
Organising your ideas
Section 14.1 notes that writing can be the best way of clarifying our thoughts. This is a
valuable purpose of the proposal. Not only will it clarify your thoughts but it will help
you to organise your ideas into a coherent statement of your research intent. Your reader
will be looking for this.

Convincing your audience
However coherent your ideas and exciting your research plan, it counts for little if the pro-
posal reveals that what you are planning to do is simply not possible. As part of research
methods courses many tutors ask students to draft a research proposal. This is then dis-
cussed with a tutor. What usually happens is that this discussion is about how the pro-
posed research can be amended so that something more modest in scope is attempted.
Initially work that is not achievable in the given timescale is proposed. The student’s task
is to amend initial ideas and convince the module tutor that the proposed research is
achievable within the time and other resources available.

2.5 Writing your research proposal
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Contracting with your ‘client’
If you were asked to carry out a research project for a commercial client or your own
organisation it is unthinkable that you would go ahead without a clear proposal that you
would submit for approval. Acceptance of your proposal by the client would be part of
the contract that existed between you.

So it is with your proposal to your project tutor or academic committee. It may be nec-
essary to obtain clearance from the relevant research ethics committee. For example, in
one university the university’s code of practice states that ethics committee perusal in nec-
essary for all research involving human participants. It is important for all work that will
be made public – for example, undergraduate dissertations, theses for higher degrees,
externally funded research and ‘unfunded’ research (including undergraduate and post-
graduate research) which produces reports or other publications. In another UK university,
researchers have an obligation to spell out exactly what they mean by anonymity and con-
fidentiality to research participants in advance of the research taking place. In this context
anonymity refers to concealing the identity of the participants in all documents resulting
from the research; and confidentiality is concerned with to the right of access to the data
provided by individual participants and, in particular, the need to keep these data secret or
private. In addition, researchers should clarify the steps they will take to ensure protection
of respondents’ identities and ensure that the information collected is stored securely.

Acceptance implies that your proposal is satisfactory. While this is obviously no guar-
antee of subsequent success, it is something of comfort to you to know that at least you
started your research journey with an appropriate destination and journey plan. It is for
you to ensure that you do not get lost!

The content of the research proposal
Title
This may be your first attempt at the title. It may change as your work progresses. At this
stage it should closely mirror the content of your proposal.

Background
This is an important part of the proposal. It should tell the reader why you feel the
research that you are planning is worth the effort. This may be expressed in the form of a
problem that needs solving or something that you find exciting and has aroused your
curiosity. The reader will be looking for evidence here that there is sufficient interest from
you to sustain you over the long months (or years) ahead.

This is also the section where you will demonstrate your knowledge of the relevant lit-
erature. Moreover, it will clarify where your proposal fits into the debate in the literature.
You will be expected to show a clear link between the previous work that has been done
in your field of research interest and the content of your proposal. In short, the literature
should be your point of departure. This is not the same as the critical literature review
(Section 3.2) you will present in your final project report. It will just provide an overview
of the key literature sources from which you intend to draw.

Research questions and objectives
The background section should lead smoothly into a statement of your research ques-
tion(s) and objectives. These should leave the reader in no doubt as to precisely what it
is that your research seeks to achieve. Be careful here to ensure that your objectives are
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precisely written and will lead to observable outcomes (look again at Table 2.3, e.g., ‘to
describe the extent to which the effectiveness criteria specified for the team briefing
scheme have been met’). Do not fall into the trap of stating general research aims that are
little more than statements of intent (e.g. ‘to discover the level of effectiveness of the
team briefing scheme’).

Method
This and the background sections will be the longest sections of the proposal. It will
detail precisely how you intend to go about achieving your research objectives. It will also
justify your choice of method in the light of those objectives. These two aims may be met
by dividing your method section into two parts: research design and data collection.

In the part on research design you will explain where you intend to carry out the
research. If your earlier coverage has pointed out that your research is a single-organisation
issue, perhaps a part of a piece of organisational consultancy, then this will be self-evident.
However, if your research topic is more generic you will wish to explain, for example,
which sector(s) of the economy you have chosen to research and why you chose these sec-
tors. You will also need to explain the identity of your research population (e.g. managers
or trade union officials) and why you chose this population.

This section should also include an explanation of the general way in which you
intend to carry out the research. Will it be based, for example, on a questionnaire, inter-
views, examination of secondary data or use a combination of data collection
techniques? Here again it is essential to explain why you have chosen your approach.
Your explanation should be based on the most effective way of meeting your research
objectives.

The research design section gives an overall view of the method chosen and the reason
for that choice. The data collection section goes into much more detail about how specif-
ically the data are to be collected. For example, if you are using a survey strategy you
should specify your population and sample size. You should also clarify how the survey
instrument such as a questionnaire will be distributed and how the data will be analysed.
If you are using interviews, you should explain how many interviews will be conducted,
their intended duration, whether they will be audio-recorded, and how they will be
analysed. In short, you should demonstrate to your reader that you have thought care-
fully about all the issues regarding your method and their relationship to your research
objectives. However, it is normally not necessary in the proposal to include precise detail
of the method you will employ, for example the content of an observation schedule or
questionnaire questions.

You will also need to include a statement about how you are going to adhere to any
ethical guidelines. This is particularly important in some research settings, such as those
involving medical patients or children (Sections 6.4 and 6.5).

Timescale
This will help you and your reader to decide on the viability of your research proposal. It
will be helpful if you divide your research plan into stages. This will give you a clear idea
as to what is possible in the given timescale. Experience has shown that however well the
researcher’s time is organised the whole process seems to take longer than anticipated
(Box 2.11).

As part of this section of their proposal, many researchers find it useful to produce a
schedule for their research using a Gantt chart. Developed by Henry Gantt in 1917, this
provides a simple visual representation of the tasks or activities that make up your research
project, each being plotted against a time line. The time we estimate each task will take is

Writing your research proposal
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represented by the length of an associated horizontal bar, whilst the task’s start and 
finish times are represented by its position on the time line. Figure 2.2 (opposite) shows a
Gantt chart for a student’s research project. As we can see from the first bar on this chart,
the student has decided to schedule in two weeks of holiday. The first of these occurs
over the Christmas and New Year period, and the second occurs while her tutor is read-
ing a draft copy of the completed project in April. We can also see from the second and
fourth bar that, like many of our students, she intends to begin to draft her literature
review while she is still reading new articles and books. However, she has also recognised
that some activities must be undertaken sequentially. For example, bars 9 and 10 high-
light that before she can administer her questionnaire (bar 10) she must complete all the
revisions highlighted as necessary by the pilot testing (bar 9).

Resources
This is another facet of viability (Box 2.2). It will allow you and the reader to assess
whether what you are proposing can be resourced. Resource considerations may be
categorised as finance, data access and equipment.

Conducting research costs money. This may be for travel, subsistence, help with data
analysis, or postage for questionnaires. Think through the expenses involved and ensure
that you can meet these expenses.

Assessors of your proposal will need to be convinced that you have access to the data
you need to conduct your research (Sections 6.2 and 6.3). This may be unproblematic if
you are carrying out research in your own organisation. Many academic committees

Box 2.11
Worked example

Louisa’s research timescale

As part of the final year of her undergraduate business
studies degree, Louisa had to undertake an 8000–
10 000-word research project. In order to assist her
with her time management, she discussed the follow-
ing outline timescale, developed using Microsoft
Outlook’s project planning tools ‘Tasks’, with her tutor.

(3x5) =
>

2
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wish to see written approval from host organisations in which researchers are planning to
conduct research. You will also need to convince your reader of the likely response rate to
any questionnaire that you send.

It is surprising how many research proposals have ambitious plans for large-scale data
collection with no thought given to how the data will be analysed. It is important that you
convince the reader of your proposal that you have access to the necessary computer
hardware and software to analyse your data. Moreover, it is necessary for you to demon-
strate that you have either the necessary skills to perform the analysis or can learn the
skills in an appropriate time, or you have access to help.

References
It is not necessary to try to impress your proposal reader with an enormous list of refer-
ences (Robson 2002). A few key literature sources to which you have referred in the back-
ground section and which relate to the previous work that is directly informing your own
proposal should be all that is necessary.

Holiday

Read literature

Finalise objectives

Draft literature review

Read methodology literature

Devise research approach

Draft research strategy and method

Develop questionnaire

Pilot test and revise questionnaire

Administer questionnaire

Enter data into computer

Analyse data

Draft findings chapter

Update literature read

Complete remaining chapters

Submit to tutor and await feedback

Revise draft, format for submission

Print, bind

KEY DATES

Week number:

Activity

1

1

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
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KEY DATES: 
1. Nov 1st: Submit proposal to tutor.
2. Jan 20th: Begin fieldwork.
3. March 1st: Complete fieldwork.
4. April 20th: Complete draft and hand in.
5. May 20th: Final submission.

Figure 2.2 Gantt chart for a research project
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The viability of the proposal
This is the answer to the question: ‘Can this research be carried out satisfactorily within
the timescale and with available resources?’

Box 2.12
Focus on student
research

Fitting together the various
components of the research
proposal

Jenny was a middle manager in a large insurance
company. She was very interested in the fact that
electronic forms of communication meant that organ-
isations could move information-based administrative
work round different locations. Her company was
scanning paper applications for insurance policies
onto its computer system and delivering these into a
central electronic bank of work. The company had
employees in three different locations in the UK, and
work was drawn from the bank on the basis of work-
load existing in each particular location. Recently, sen-
ior management had been considering developing
work locations in South Asian cities, where it felt the
standard of English meant that such functions could
be fulfilled effectively. Jenny anticipated that this
would pose certain logistical problems, for example,
staff training and communications. Knowledge of
these problems would give her a clear picture of the
limit of complexity of the work that could be done.
This was particularly important since the complexity

range went from the simple to the technically com-
plex. Research into the literature on cross-cultural
training justified Jenny’s concern. As a consequence
of her thought and reading, she developed her
research question as: ‘What cross-cultural problems
may be posed by international electronic work trans-
fer in the insurance industry, and how may these
problems limit the complexity of the work that may
be transferred?’

Through her reading of the practitioner journals,
Jenny was aware that some other financial-services
organisations had been sending their work to Asia for
some time. She decided that approaching these com-
panies and interviewing their key personnel would be
a fruitful approach. The main problem that Jenny
would have with this research would be the time that
the interview work would take, given that such
companies were located all over the UK and North
America. She was unsure how many interviews would
be necessary. This would become clearer as she
progressed in the research. However, it was unlikely
that fewer than 10 companies would yield sufficient
valuable data. She thought that she could collect the
necessary data in a four-month period, which fitted in
with her university deadline. There were no specific
resources that Jenny needed other than finance and
time. Since her research would be of immediate ben-
efit to her employer she thought that neither would
pose a problem.

2

Criteria for evaluating research proposals
The extent to which the components of the proposal fit together
Your rationale for conducting the research should include a study of the previous pub-
lished research, including relevant theories in the topic area. This study should inform
your research question(s) and objectives. Your proposed method should flow directly
from these research question(s) and objectives (Box 2.12). The time that you have allo-
cated should be a direct reflection of the methods you employ, as should the resources
that you need.
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Box 2.13
Focus on student
research

A written research proposal

Puvadol was a student from Thailand who returned
home from the UK to complete his MA dissertation.
His proposed dissertation concerned the applica-
bility of Western methods of involving employees in
decision-making in Thai organisations.

An abbreviated version of Puvadol’s proposal
follows:

Title
The influences of Thai culture on employee
involvement.

Background
Involving employees in the decision making of their
employing organisations has been increasingly popu-
lar in Europe and North America in recent years. The
influx of American organisations into Thailand has
meant that similar approaches are being adopted.
However, this assumes that Thai employees will
respond to these techniques as readily as their
European and American counterparts.

Doubts about the validity of these assumptions
derive from studies of Thai national culture (Komin
1990). Using Rokeach’s (1979) conceptual frame-
work, Komin characterised Thai culture in a number
of ways. I have isolated those that relate to employee
involvement. These are that Thais wish to:
a save face, avoid criticism and show consideration

to others;
b exhibit gratitude to those who have shown

kindness and consideration;
c promote smooth, conflict-free interpersonal

relations;
d interpret ‘rules’ in a flexible way with little concern

for principles;
e promote interdependent social relations;
f be seen to be achieving success through

good social relations rather than individual
success.

I intend to demonstrate in this section that these
six cultural values contradict the values of employee
involvement (e.g. employee involvement may involve
employees in openly criticising managers, which
directly contradicts a above).

Research objectives
1 To examine the assumptions behind the manage-

ment technique of employee involvement.
2 To establish the characteristics of the Thai national

culture.
3 To identify the opinions of Thai employees and

their managers, working in American-owned
organisations in Thailand, towards values under-
pinning employee involvement.

4 To draw conclusions about the applicability of
employee involvement to Thai employees.

Method
1 Conduct a review of the literatures on employee

involvement and Thai national culture in order to
develop research hypotheses.

2 Carry out primary research in three American-
owned petrochemical and manufacturing organi-
sations in Thailand to assess the opinions of Thai
employees and their managers towards values
underpinning employee involvement. Informal
approval has been gained from three organisa-
tions. American-owned organisations are relevant
because it is in these that employee involvement
is most likely to be found and values under-
pinning employee involvement exhibited.
Petrochemical and manufacturing organisations
are chosen because the occupations carried out in
these organisations are likely to be similar, thus
ensuring that any differences are a function of
Thai national culture rather than of occupational
culture.

A questionnaire will be developed with questions
based on the Thai values a–f in the Background sec-
tion above. Each value will lead to a hypothesis (e.g.
employee involvement may not be appropriate to
Thai culture because it may mean that employees 

▲
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Box 2.13
Focus on student
research (continued)

openly criticise their managers). The questions in the
questionnaire will seek to test these hypotheses. The
questionnaire will be distributed to a sample (size to
be agreed) of employees and of managers across all
three organisations.

Data analysis will use the SPSS software. Statistical
tests will be run to ensure that results are a function
of Thai cultural values rather than of values that relate
to the individual organisations.

Timescale
January–March 2008: review of literature
April 2008: draft literature review
May 2008: review research methods literature and

agree research strategy
June 2008: agree formal access to three organisa-

tions for collection of primary data

July–August 2008: compile, pilot and revise
questionnaire

September 2008: administer questionnaire
October–November 2008: final collection of ques-

tionnaires and analysis of data
November 2008–February 2009: completion of

first draft of project report
March–May 2009: final writing of project report

Resources
I have access to computer hardware and software.
Access to three organisations has been negotiated,
subject to confirmation. My employer has agreed to
pay all incidental costs as part of my course expenses.

References
Komin, S. (1990) Psychology of the Thai People: Values

and Behavioral Patterns. Bangkok, Thailand: National
Institute of Development Administration (in Thai).

Rokeach, M. (1979) Understanding Human Values:
Individual and Society. New York: The Free Press.

▲

The absence of preconceived ideas
Your research should be an exciting journey into the unknown. Do not be like the student
who came to Phil to talk over a research proposal and said, ‘Of course, I know what the
answer will be’. When asked to explain the purpose of doing the research if he already
knew the answer, he became rather defensive and eventually looked for another supervi-
sor and, probably, another topic.

If it is absolutely crucial that your proposal is of the highest quality then you may wish
to use an expert system such as Peer Review Emulator™. This software is available either
on its own or as part of the Methodologist’s Toolchest™ suite of programs. It asks you a
series of questions about your proposed research. The program then critiques these
answers to ensure that common research standards are achieved (Idea Works 2008).

• The process of formulating and clarifying your research topic is the most important part of
your research topic.

• Attributes of a research topic do not vary a great deal between universities. The most impor-
tant of these is that your research topic will meet the requirements of the examining body.

• Generating and refining research ideas makes use of a variety of techniques. It is important
that you use a variety of techniques, including those that involve rational thinking and those
that involve creative thinking.

• The ideas generated can be integrated subsequently using a technique such as working up
and narrowing down.

2.6 Summary
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• Clear research questions, based on the relevant literature, will act as a focus for the research
that follows.

• Research can be distinguished from intelligence gathering. Research is theory dependent.

• Writing a research proposal helps you to organise your ideas, and can be thought of as a con-
tract between you and the reader.

• The content of the research proposal should tell the reader what you want to do, why you
want to do it, what you are trying to achieve, and how you to plan to achieve it.

Self-check questions
Help with these questions is available at the end of the chapter.

2.1 For the workplace project for her professional course, Karen had decided to undertake a
study of the effectiveness of the joint consultative committee in her NHS Trust. Her title
was ‘An evaluation of the effectiveness of the Joint Consultative Committee in Anyshire’s
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust’. Draft some objectives which Karen may adopt to
complement her title.

2.2 You have decided to search the literature to ‘try to come up with some research ideas in
the area of Operations Management’. How will you go about this?

2.3 A colleague of yours wishes to generate a research idea in the area of accounting. He has
examined his own strengths and interests on the basis of his assignments and has read
some review articles, but has failed to find an idea about which he is excited. He comes
and asks you for advice. Suggest two techniques that your colleague could use, and
justify your choice.

2.4 You are interested in doing some research on the interface between business organisa-
tions and schools. Write three research questions that may be appropriate.

2.5 How may the formulation of an initial substantive theory help in the development of a
research proposal?

2.6 How would you demonstrate the influence of relevant theory in your research
proposal?

Review and discussion questions
2.7 Together with your colleagues, decide on the extent to which a set of research topics

constitute a ‘good research topic’ according to the checklist in Box 2.2. The set of topics
you choose may be past topics obtained from your tutor which relate to your course.
Alternatively, they may be those which have been written by you and your colleagues as
preparation for your project(s).

2.8 Look through several of the academic journals which relate to your subject area. Choose
an article which is based upon primary research. Assuming that the research question and
objectives are not made explicit, infer from the content of the article what the research
question and objectives may have been.

2.9 Watch the news on television. Most bulletins will contain stories on research which has
been carried out to report the current state of affairs in a particular field. Spend some
time investigating news sites on the Internet (e.g. http://www.news.google.com) in order
to learn more about the research which relates to the news story. Study the story carefully
and decide what further questions the report raises. Use this as the basis to draft an
outline proposal to seek answers to one (or more) of these questions.

49

Review and discussion questions
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Progressing your
research project

From research ideas to a
research proposal

If you have not been given a research idea, con-
sider the techniques available for generating and
refining research ideas. Choose a selection of
those with which you feel most comfortable,
making sure to include both rational and creative
thinking techniques. Use these to try to generate
a research idea or ideas. Once you have got some
research ideas, or if you have been unable to find
an idea, talk to your project tutor.
Evaluate your research ideas against the checklist
of attributes of a good research project (Box 2.2).
Refine your research ideas using a selection of the
techniques available for generating and refining
research ideas. Re-evaluate your research ideas

against the checklist of attributes of a good
research project (Box 2.2). Remember that it is
better to revise (and in some situations to discard)
ideas that do not appear to be feasible at this
stage. Integrate your ideas using the process of
working up and narrowing down to form one
research idea.
Use your research idea to write a general focus
research question. Where possible this should be a
‘why?’ or a ‘how?’ rather than a ‘what?’ question.
Use the general focus research question to write
more detailed research questions and your
research objectives.
Write your research proposal making sure it
includes a clear title and sections on:

the background to your research;
your research questions and objectives;
the method you intend to use;
the timescale for your research;
the resources you require;
references to any literature to which you have
referred.
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Case 2
Media climate change reporting
and environmental disclosure patterns
in the low-cost airline industry
in the twenty-first century

Emma was now at the start of her final year
of her business and accounting degree. This
was a four-year degree, with a placement
year in the third year. Emma had been on
placement in the finance and administration
function of a budget airline company. Now,
back at university, she was concerned that
the project proposal form was due for
submission in three weeks’ time. The
project proposal comprised a draft title,
outline of the research topic including
research question, aims and objectives,
introduction to academic literature including
the proposed theoretical base, research
method and consideration of ethical issues,
likely timescale and an assessment of the
resources that would be needed. The pro-

posal was the first formally assessed part of the research project and was the key document
that would be used to allocate an appropriate project supervisor.

Emma reflected on her second year and final year modules and also what she had been
involved with on her placement. During her placement Emma had mainly been helping in the
production of the monthly management accounts and was responsible for checking the landing
charges levied by airports against each inbound flight. The placement year had been very busy
as the airline had enjoyed rapid growth and now flew to 24 destinations compared to 14 just
two years ago. Emma thought about all of these but could only feel that this was a job and
how could she turn any aspect of that into a research project. Emma now wished that she had
done something different during that year that would give her a topic area. Although she knew
people at the airline that she could interview or who would fill in questionnaires for her, the
problem remained about what? Again, when she thought about her course and the modules
she had studied, Emma could not really think of an area to turn into a suitable project and
panic began to set in. Three weeks to think about and write a proposal now seemed impossi-
ble. She had performed very well in her second year modules, but all of the accounting modules
focused on technical aspects of accounting and financial reporting. Whilst Emma knew she
was good at these aspects of accounting she wanted to try and identify a topic that was more
in the news, and one that would link to both her placement experience and her course. She
wanted to use the project in presentations for a job and was hoping to work in the airline or
travel industry as a trainee accountant.

One of the final year modules that Emma was studying, ‘Contemporary Issues in
Accounting’ covered aspects of corporate governance, social responsibility, whistle-blowing
and ethics. There was a guest lecture that week given by a professor of ethics examining the
issue of environmental accounting. The lecture highlighted the increased environmental

Source: Anthony Kay/Alamy

M02_SAUN6860_05_SE_C02.QXD  17/2/09  9:56 am  Page 52



 

53

disclosure that had taken place over the last decade as public companies sought to reassure
stakeholders who were concerned about the adverse environmental impact caused by busi-
ness. The lecture went into specific details, citing Deegan et al. (2000 and 2002), who had
examined the oil and mining industries. This research showed how environmental disclosures
had increased following adverse events such as oil spillages or pollution that had been widely
reported in the media. The professor ended the lecture raising the issue of global warming and
business responsibility, with the news that Prince Charles had not attended the World Future
Energy Summit in Abu Dhabi due to the level of carbon waste from the associated flights for
him and his entourage.1

Emma was pleased that she had attended the lecture, an obvious research topic was
right in front of her! She thought of the airline industry and the problem of global warming
and carbon omissions and wondered what companies in that industry were saying about
those issues in their annual reports. She immediately looked up the annual reports for her
placement company for the last five years which were all available as pdf documents on their
corporate website. Quickly looking at the environmental section it was clear that there had
been a significant increase in its content over that period. Emma was not surprised there
had been an increase in disclosure as this was a common and already well observed trend.
However it was a good starting point. She read the articles that the professor had referred
to in his lecture, Deegan et al. (2000) and Deegan et al. (2002). From these articles she also
referred to Patten (1992) and Gray et al. (1995). Looking on the electronic journal search she
also found more recent articles on environmental disclosure such as Campbell et al. (2006)
and Murray et al. (2006). They was certainly plenty of literature in the area. Emma focused
on the earlier articles by Deegan et al. and Patten and arranged an appointment with one of
the accounting tutors to discuss these and her ideas for the research proposal. The meeting
was scheduled for the week before the proposal was due to be submitted, so Emma
prepared some outline notes to take to the meeting from which she hoped to finalise her
own proposal.

Emma had the following main points listed for the meeting:

• Increase in her placement company’s environmental disclosure over the past five years.
• Look for same trends in all airline companies.
• Quantify levels of environmental disclosure.
• Relate to increase in disclosure trends from literature.
• Get news stories about omissions and carbon foot-printing.
• Interview placement company employees about their views.

The meeting with the tutor went well and the tutor was supportive of the general topic area,
but Emma was surprised by how much further work she had still to do to formulate the pro-
posal. Emma had told her tutor about the guest lecture, the annual report disclosures she
already had identified, the articles and the link between the increased disclosure and global
warming issues. The tutor asked Emma how she would be able to link the disclosure with the
press stories and show that it was not just a coincidence. The only news stories Emma had so
far collected all related to the past 12 months. Emma needed to think about this aspect in
more depth. The tutor also asked Emma if she had any ideas about a possible theoretical base
that could be relevant for the research. From the articles, Emma said that legitimacy theory
would be used as this had been the theoretical framework within the articles. Again, the tutor
raised concerns for Emma to think about to clearly establish that a legitimacy problem existed
that could then be used to explain the increase in associated disclosure. Towards the end of
the meeting the tutor also questioned Emma as to why she wanted to carry out interviews.

Case 2: Media climate change 

1Borland, S. (2008) ‘Prince Charles beamed all the way to Dubai’, 23 Jan., www.telegraph.co.uk/news
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Emma felt that having worked in the industry, she could get access to some of the manage-
ment and that it would be useful for her research. The tutor acknowledged the possible access
but questioned whether the interviews were really needed for the research and what value
they were adding.

Over the next week, Emma tried to address the issues raised by the tutor. To show the
increase in news stories associated with airlines and global warming, Emma had found out how
to use one of the online media databases that would allow her to search for news stories by
year by key words and groups of key words. Emma had already read one month’s coverage
and had coded the content into good, bad or neutral news. She had also started to collate the
increased number of flights and destinations covered by the low-cost airlines over the years of
her study. Emma had decided to narrow her focus onto this part of the industry rather than the
whole airline industry. The biggest issue related to the need for interviews. It surprised her that
she did not need to carry them out as she had always thought that doing this would be better
for her research. She decided not to do them and to rely on desk-based research using the
media coverage and annual report disclosures.

The topic area was now clear in her mind to investigate the change in environmental
disclosure over time by low cost airlines. She was pleased to narrow the focus rather than have
to research the whole industry, and due to the growth of such airlines this seemed a sensible
approach. The most pleasing part of the process was that Emma also knew why she was look-
ing at the disclosure and how she would try and explain its change over time. Having some idea
of the theory base also filled Emma with confidence to proceed and she was now really looking
forward to getting started for real.

The research topic and the proposal were handed in. The proposal was titled: Media Climate
Change Reporting and Environmental Disclosure Patterns in the Low-Cost Airline Industry in the
Twenty-First Century.

Questions

1 Why is it important that your research can be related to a relevant theory base, and when
during the project does the theoretical framework need to be identified?

2 Do you think that Emma is right to restrict her project to only low-cost airlines, rather than
the whole industry or a comparison with another sector? Give reasons for your answer.

3 Do you think Emma was correct in her decision not to carry out interviews? Give reasons for
your answer.

If she were to change her mind, are there any ethical issues that would need to be addressed?
(Hint: you may find Section 6.4 helpful in thinking about this question.)
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Self-check answers

Additional case studies relating to material covered in this chapter are available 
via the book’s Companion Website, www.pearsoned.co.uk/saunders. 
They are:

• The use of internal and word of mouth recruitment methods
• Strategic issues in the brewing industry
• Catherine Chang and women in management.

Self-check answers
2.1 These may include:

a Identify the management and trade union objectives for the Joint Consultative
Committee and use this to establish suitable effectiveness criteria.

b Review key literature on the use of joint consultative committees.
c Carry out primary research in the organisation to measure the effectiveness of the

Joint Consultative Committee.
d Identify the strengths and weaknesses of the Joint Consultative Committee.
e Where necessary, make recommendations for action to ensure the effective function

of the Joint Consultative Committee.
2.2 One starting point would be to ask your project tutor for suggestions of possible recent

review articles or articles containing recommendations for further work that he or she has
read. Another would be to browse recent editions of operations management journals
such as the International Journal of Operations & Production Management for possible
research ideas. These would include both statements of the absence of research and
unfounded assertions. Recent reports held in your library or on the Internet may also be
of use here. You could also scan one or two recently published operations management
textbooks for overviews of research that has been undertaken.

2.3 From the description given, it would appear that your colleague has considered only
rational thinking techniques. It would therefore seem sensible to suggest two creative
thinking techniques, as these would hopefully generate an idea that would appeal to him.
One technique that you could suggest is brainstorming, perhaps emphasising the need
to do it with other colleagues. Exploring past projects in the accountancy area would be
another possibility. You might also suggest that he keeps a notebook of ideas.

2.4 Your answer will probably differ from that below. However, the sorts of things you could
be considering include:
a How do business organisations benefit from their liaison with schools?
b Why do business organisations undertake school liaison activities?
c To what degree do business organisations receive value for money in their school

liaison activities?

WE
B
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2.5 Let us go back to the example used in the chapter of the supermarket marketing manager
who theorises that the introduction of a loyalty card will mean that regular customers are
less likely to shop at competitor supermarkets. This could be the research proposal’s
starting point, i.e. a hypothesis that the introduction of a loyalty card will mean that regular
customers are less likely to shop at competitor supermarkets. This prompts thoughts about
the possible use of literature in the proposal and the research project itself. This literature
could have at least two strands. First, a practical strand which looks at the research evi-
dence which lends credence to the hypothesis. Second, a more abstract strand that studies
human consumer behaviour and looks at the cognitive processes which affect consumer
purchasing decisions.

This ensures that the proposal and resultant research project are both theory driven
and also ensures that relevant theory is covered in the literature.

2.6 Try including a subsection in the background section that is headed ‘How the previous
published research has informed my research questions and objectives’. Then show how,
say, a gap in the previous research that is there because nobody has pursued a particular
approach before has led to you filling that gap.

WE
B

Get ahead using resources on the Companion Website at:
www.pearsoned.co.uk/saunders

• Improve your SPSS and NVivo research analysis with practice tutorials.
• Save time researching on the Internet with the Smarter Online Searching Guide.
• Test your progress using self-assessment questions.
• Follow live links to useful websites.
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