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Chapter 1

This book is designed to help you to undertake your research project, whether you are an under-
graduate or postgraduate student of business and management or a manager. It provides a clear
guide on how to undertake research as well as highlighting the realities of undertaking research,
including the more common pitfalls. The book is written as an introductory text to provide you
with a guide to the research process and with the necessary knowledge and skills to undertake
a piece of research from thinking of a research topic to writing your project report. As such, you
will find it useful as a manual or handbook on how to tackle your research project.

After reading the book you will have been introduced to and explored a range of approaches,
strategies and methods with which you could tackle your research project. Of equal importance,
you will know that there is no one best way for undertaking all research. Rather you will be
aware of the choices you will have to make and how these choices will impact upon what you
can find out. This means you will be able to make an informed choice about the approaches,
strategies and methods that are most suitable to your own research project and be able to justify
this choice. In reading the book you will have been introduced to the more frequently used tech-
niques and procedures for collecting and analysing different types of data, have had a chance to
practise them, and be able to make a reasoned choice regarding which to use. When selecting
and using these techniques you will be aware of the contribution that the appropriate use of
information technology can make to your research.

1.1 Introduction

Learning outcomes
By the end of this chapter you should:

• be able to outline the purpose and distinct focus of management
research;

• be able to place your research project on a basic-applied research
continuum according to its purpose and context;

• understand the stages you will need to complete (and revisit) as part of
your research process;

• have an overview of this book’s purpose, structure and features;
• be aware of some of the ways you can use this book.

The nature of business and management
research and structure of this book
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The Post-it® note is one of the best known and most
widely used office products in the world. Yet, despite
the discovery of the repositionable adhesive that
made the Post-it® note possible in 1968, it was not
until 1980 that the product was introduced to the
market (Lemelson-MIT Program 2007). In the 1960s
3M research scientist, Spence Silver, was looking for
ways to improve the adhesive used in tapes. However,
he discovered something quite different from what he
was looking for, an adhesive that did not stick
strongly when coated onto the back of tapes! What
was unclear was how it might be used. Over the next
five years he demonstrated and talked about his new
adhesive to people working within the company.

Most people working for 3M know the story of what
happened next and how the Post-it® note concept
came about. A new product development researcher
working for 3M, Art Fry, was frustrated by how the
scraps of paper he used as bookmarks kept falling out
of his church choir hymn book. He realised that Silver’s
adhesive would mean his bookmarks would not fall
out. Soon afterwards the Post-it® note concept was
developed and market research undertaken. This was
extremely difficult as the product was revolutionary and
was, in effect, designed to replace pieces of torn scrap
paper! However, despite some initial scepticism within

the company,
Post-it® notes
were launched
in 1980. One
year after their
launch, they
were named
3M’s out-
standing new
product.

Whilst your
research proj-
ect will be
within the busi-
ness and management discipline rather than natural
science (such as developing a new adhesive), our
introductory example still offers a number of insights
into the nature of research and in particular the busi-
ness and management research you will be undertak-
ing. In particular, it highlights that when undertaking
research we should be open to finding the unex-
pected and how sometimes the applicability of our
research findings may not be immediately obvious. It
also emphasises the importance of discussing your
ideas with other people.

However, before you continue, a word of caution. In your study, you will inevitably
read a wide range of books and articles. In many of these the terms ‘research method’ and
‘research methodology’ will be used interchangeably, perhaps just using methodology as
a more verbose way of saying method. In this book we have been more precise in our use
of these terms. Throughout the book we use the term methods to refer to techniques and
procedures used to obtain and analyse data. This, therefore, includes questionnaires,
observation and interviews as well as both quantitative (statistical) and qualitative (non-
statistical) analysis techniques and, as you have probably gathered from the title, is the
main focus of this book. In contrast, the term methodology refers to the theory of how
research should be undertaken. We believe that it is important that you have some under-
standing of this so that you can make an informed choice about your research. For this
reason, we also discuss a range of philosophical assumptions upon which research can be
based and the implications of these for the method or methods adopted.

Post-it® notes in use
Source: © Mark Saunders 2006
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Chapter The nature of business and management research and structure of this book

Box 1.1
Focus on research 
in the news

Research that aids publicists
but not the public

This is the age of the bogus survey. I woke up recently
to the news that 95 per cent of children in Britain had
been victims of crime. Of course they had. From a
legal perspective, pushing a classmate or taking a
pencil without the intention of returning it is a crime.
School playgrounds are hotbeds of crime and always
have been.

The difference between the bogus survey and real
research is that real research has the objective of
yielding new information, while bogus surveys are
designed to generate publicity. The organisation that
had undertaken this bogus survey – I forbear from
mentioning its name – did not disguise that it had
done so in order to draw attention to the problem of
abuse of children.

Statistics about the incidence of real criminal activity
against and among children are hard to come by and
hard to interpret. We do not really know whether
things are getting better or worse, or by how much – at
least not without careful research and analysis, which
would be hard to explain on television. Programme
producers will not ask you to appear to spell out these
complexities, but will allow you to horrify viewers and
listeners with alarming news.

Public relations professionals understand these
triggers, to such an extent that commissioning a
bogus survey is now a standard element in the pitch

they present to potential clients and conducting these
surveys is an increasingly large part of the activity of
market research organisations.

There is even a term for this kind of activity. It is
called ‘thought leadership’. That term illustrates the
problem. It probably does not matter much that
the bogus survey is used to generate spurious news.
The danger is that opinion polls designed to produce
eye-catching answers displace serious thought and
analysis. The organisation that announced that 95
cent of children had been victims of crime judged,
correctly, that its survey better served its needs than
serious research into the problems with which it was
concerned, that had not been done.

The study of business is afflicted by confusion
between the results of a survey of what people think
about the world and a survey of what the world is
really like. At another recent meeting I heard a plat-
form speaker announce that 40 per cent of books
would be electronically published by 2020. A pesky
academic asked exactly what this number meant and
what evidence it was based on. The speaker assured
the audience that the number had been obtained in a
survey by eminent consultants of the opinions of the
industry’s thought leaders.

Newspapers, broadcasters and consultants will
start to distinguish bogus surveys from substantive
knowledge only when their audience demonstrates
that it knows the difference. When you are asked for
your opinion in your role as thought leader, put the
phone down. You will be serving the public interest as
well as saving your time.

Source: article by John Kay, Financial Times, FT.Com site. 30 Oct. 2007.
Copyright © 2007 The Financial Times Ltd.

When listening to the radio, watching the television or reading a daily newspaper it is difficult
to avoid the term ‘research’. The results of ‘research’ are all around us. A debate about the find-
ings of a recent poll of people’s opinions inevitably includes a discussion of ‘research’, nor-
mally referring to the way in which the data were collected. Politicians often justify their policy
decisions on the basis of ‘research’. Newspapers report the findings of research companies’
surveys (Box 1.1). Documentary programmes tell us about ‘research findings’, and advertisers
may highlight the ‘results of research’ to encourage you to buy a particular product or brand.
However, we believe that what these examples really emphasise is the wide range of meanings
given to the term ‘research’ in everyday speech.

1.2 The nature of research

FT

1
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The nature of business and management research

Walliman (2005) argues that many of these everyday uses of the term ‘research’ are not
research in the true meaning of the word. As part of this, he highlights ways in which the
term is used wrongly:

• just collecting facts or information with no clear purpose;
• reassembling and reordering facts or information without interpretation;
• as a term to get your product or idea noticed and respected.

The first of these highlights the fact that, although research often involves the collec-
tion of information, it is more than just reading a few books or articles, talking to a few
people or asking people questions. While collecting data may be part of the research
process, if it is not undertaken in a systematic way, on its own and, in particular, with a
clear purpose, it will not be seen as research. The second of these is commonplace in
many reports. Data are collected, perhaps from a variety of different sources, and then
assembled in a single document with the sources of these data listed. However, there is
no interpretation of the data collected. Again, while the assembly of data from a variety
of sources may be part of the process of research, without interpretation it is not research.
Finally, the term ‘research’ can be used to get an idea or product noticed by people and to
suggest that people should have confidence in it. In such instances, when you ask for
details of the research process, these are either unclear or not forthcoming.

Based upon this brief discussion we can already see that research has a number of
characteristics:

• Data are collected systematically.
• Data are interpreted systematically.
• There is a clear purpose: to find things out.

We can therefore define research as something that people undertake in order to find
out things in a systematic way, thereby increasing their knowledge. Two phrases are impor-
tant in this definition: ‘systematic way’ and ‘to find out things’. ‘Systematic’ suggests that
research is based on logical relationships and not just beliefs (Ghauri and Grønhaug 2005).
As part of this, your research will involve an explanation of the methods used to collect the
data, will argue why the results obtained are meaningful, and will explain any limitations
that are associated with them. ‘To find out things’ suggests there are a multiplicity of pos-
sible purposes for your research. These may include describing, explaining, understand-
ing, criticising and analysing (Ghauri and Grønhaug 2005). However, it also suggests that
you have a clear purpose or set of ‘things’ that you want to find out, such as the answer to
a question or number of questions.

Using our earlier definition of research it would seem sensible to define business and
management research as undertaking systematic research to find out things about busi-
ness and management.

Easterby-Smith et al. (2008) argue that four things combine to make business and
management a distinctive focus for research:

• the way in which managers (and researchers) draw on knowledge developed by other
disciplines;

1.3 The nature of business and
management research
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• the fact that managers tend to be powerful and busy people. Therefore, they
are unlikely to allow research access unless they can see personal or commercial
advantages.

• The fact that managers are educated. Many now have undergraduate and postgraduate
degrees and, as such, tend often to be as well educated as those conducting research
about them.

• The requirement for the research to have some practical consequence. This means it
either needs to contain the potential for taking some form of action or needs to take
account of the practical consequences of the findings.

Ongoing debate within the British Academy of Management has explored the status of
management research. One feature, which has gained considerable support, is the trans-
disciplinary nature of such research. While this has similarities to Easterby-Smith et al.’s
(2008) point regarding the use of knowledge from other disciplines, it also emphasises
that the research ‘cannot be reduced to any sum of parts framed in terms of contributions
to associated disciplines’ (Tranfield and Starkey 1998:352). In other words, using knowl-
edge from a range of disciplines enables management research to gain new insights that
cannot be obtained through all of these disciplines separately. Another feature of manage-
ment research highlighted in the debate is a belief that it should be able to develop ideas
and to relate them to practice. In particular, that research should complete a virtuous
circle of theory and practice (Tranfield and Starkey 1998) through which research on man-
agerial practice informs practically derived theory. This in turn becomes a blueprint for
managerial practice, thereby increasing the stock of relevant and practical management
knowledge. Thus, business and management research needs to engage with both the
world of theory and the world of practice. Consequently, the problems addressed should
grow out of interaction between these two worlds rather than either on their own.

In the past decade debate about the nature of management research has focused on
how it can meet the double hurdle of being both theoretically and methodologically rigor-
ous, while at the same time embracing the world of practice and being of practical rele-
vance (Hodgkinson et al. 2001). Much of this debate has centred around the work by
Gibbons et al. (1994) on the production of knowledge and, in particular, the concepts
of Mode 1 and Mode 2 knowledge creation. Mode 1 knowledge creation emphasises
research in which the questions are set and solved by academic interests, emphasising a
fundamental rather than applied nature, where there is little if any focus on utilisation of
the research by practitioners. In contrast, Mode 2 emphasises a context for research gov-
erned by the world of practice, highlighting the importance of collaboration both with
and between practitioners (Starkey and Madan 2001) and the need for the production of
practical relevant knowledge. Based upon this, Starkey and Madan (2001) observe that
research within the Mode 2 approach offers a way of bringing the supply side of knowl-
edge represented by universities together with the demand side represented by businesses
and overcoming the double hurdle.

Drawing from these debates, it could be argued that business and management
research not only needs to provide findings that advance knowledge and understanding,
it also needs to address business issues and practical managerial problems. However, this
would negate the observation that Mode 2 practices develop from Mode 1. It might also
result in business and management research that did not have obvious commercial bene-
fit not being pursued. This, Huff and Huff (2001) argue, could jeopardise future knowl-
edge creation as research that is currently not valued commercially might have value in
the future. Building upon these ideas Huff and Huff, rather like Fukami (2007) who found
a third road in addition to the two academic career roads of research and teaching, high-
light a further form of knowledge production: Mode 3. Mode 3 knowledge production
focuses on an appreciation of the human condition as it is and as it might become, its

1

M01_SAUN6860_05_SE_C01.QXD  2/12/09  11:15 AM  Page 6



 

7

purpose being to ‘assure survival and promote the common good at various levels of
social aggregation’ (Huff and Huff 2001:53). This emphasises the importance of broader
issues of human relevance of research. Consequently, in addition to research that satisfies
your intellectual curiosity for its own sake, the findings of business and management
research might also contain practical implications, and these findings may have societal
consequences far broader and complex than perhaps envisaged by Mode 2.

Tranfield and Denyer (2004) draw attention to concerns resulting from the separation of
knowledge producers from knowledge users. This had the effect of introducing a schism,
or what (Starkey and Madan 2001) call the ‘relevance gap’ which, they argue, has become
more marked over recent years. More encouragingly, academic management research can
be seen as a design science (Huff et al. 2006), its mission being to develop valid knowledge
to support thoughtful, designing practitioners. From the design science perspective, the
main purpose of academic management research is to develop valid knowledge to support
organisational problem solving in the field. That support can be direct, instrumental or
more indirect – giving general enlightenment on the type of problem at hand.

Rousseau (2006) has drawn attention to ways of closing what she terms the prevailing
‘research-practice gap’ – the failure of organisations and managers to base practices on
best available evidence. She extols the virtues of ‘evidence-based management’, which
derives principles from research evidence and translates them into practices that solve
organisational problems. Rousseau’s argument is that research findings do not appear to
have transferred well to the workplace. Instead of a scientific understanding of human
behaviour and organisations, managers, including those with MBAs, continue to rely
largely on personal experience, to the exclusion of more systematic knowledge.

However, perhaps the most telling comment on the so-called ‘relevance gap’ is from
Tranfield and Denyer (2004:13) who assert that ignoring such a gap would be ‘unthink-
able in other professional fields, such as medicine or engineering, where a national scan-
dal would ensue if science base and practice were not inextricably and necessarily
interlinked’. The article by Hodgkinson et al. (2001) offers a useful four-fold taxonomy for
considering this in relation to managerial knowledge. Using the dimensions of theoretical
and methodological rigour and of practical relevance they identify four quadrants (see
Table 1.1).

Hodgkinson et al. argue that pedantic science is characterised by a focus on increasing
methodological rigour at the expense of results that are relevant and can sometimes be
found in refereed academic journals. In contrast, popularist science is characterised by a
focus on relevance and usefulness whilst neglecting theoretical and methodological
rigour, examples being found in some books targeted at practising managers.
Consequently, whilst findings might be useful to managers, the research upon which they
are based is unlikely to be valid or reliable. Puerile science both lacks methodological
rigour and is of limited practical relevance and, although unlikely to be found in refereed

Table 1.1 A taxonomy for considering the ‘relevance gap’ in relation
to managerial knowledge

Theoretical and methodological rigour Practical relevance Quadrant

Higher Lower Pedantic science

Lower Higher Popularist science

Lower Lower Puerile science

Higher Higher Pragmatic science

Source: developed from Hodgkinson et al. (2001).

The nature of business and management research
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academic journals, can be found in other media. Finally, pragmatic science is both theo-
retically and methodologically rigorous and relevant.

Within these boundaries of advancing knowledge, addressing business issues, solving
managerial problems and promoting the common good, the purpose and the context of
your research project can differ considerably. For some research projects your purpose
may be to understand and explain the impact of something, such as a particular policy.
You may undertake this research within an individual organisation and suggest appropri-
ate action on the basis of your findings. For other research projects you may wish to
explore the ways in which various organisations do things differently. In such projects
your purpose may be to discover and understand better the underlying processes in a
wider context, thereby providing greater understanding for practitioners. For yet other
research projects you may wish to place an in-depth investigation of an organisation
within the context of a wider understanding of the processes that are operating.

Despite this variety, we believe that all business and management research projects
can be placed on a continuum (Figure 1.1) according to their purpose and context. At one
extreme of the continuum is research that is undertaken purely to understand the
processes of business and management and their outcomes. Such research is undertaken
largely in universities and largely as the result of an academic agenda. Its key consumer
is the academic community, with relatively little attention being given to its practical
applications. This is often termed basic, fundamental or pure research. Given our earlier
discussion it is unlikely that Mode 2 and Mode 3 business and management research
would fulfil these criteria due to at least some consideration being made of the practical
consequences. Through doing this, the research would start to move towards the other
end of the continuum (Figure 1.1). At this end is research that is of direct and immediate
relevance to managers, addresses issues that they see as important, and is presented in
ways that they understand and can act on. This is termed applied research. In our view
applied research is very similar to consultancy in many cases, particularly when the latter
is conducted in a thorough manner.

Box 1.2
Focus on
management
research

In an Academy of Management Review article Van De
Ven and Johnson (2006) examine three related ways in
which the gap between theory and practice has been
framed. One approach views it as a knowledge trans-
fer problem. Practitioners fail to adopt the findings of
research in fields, such as management because
the knowledge is produced in a form that cannot be
readily applied in practical contexts.

A second approach views knowledge of theory and
practice as distinct kinds of knowledge. Each reflects
a different fundamental approach for addressing

different questions. To say that the knowledge of
theory and practice are different is not to say that they
are in conflict, or that they substitute for each other;
rather, they complement one another.

This leads to a third view – namely, that the gap
between theory and practice is a knowledge-
production problem which questions the traditional
mode of research practised in business and profes-
sional schools and has led to the proposal that a key
defining characteristic of management research is its
applied nature.

Having reviewed the problems and assumptions of
the first two approaches, Van De Ven and Johnson
propose a method of engaged scholarship in which
researchers and practitioners coproduce knowledge
that can advance theory and practice in a given
domain.

1
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Purpose:
• Expand knowledge of processes of business  
 and management

• Results in universal principles relating to the  
 process and its relationship to outcomes
   
• Findings of significance and value to society in  
 general

Context:
• Undertaken by people based in universities

• Choice of topic and objectives determined by 
 the researcher

• Flexible time scales

Purpose:
• Improve understanding of particular business  
 or management problem

• Results in solution to problem

• New knowledge limited to problem
   
• Findings of practical relevance and value to  
 manager(s) in organisation(s)

Context:
• Undertaken by people based in a variety of  
 settings including organisations and universities

• Objectives negotiated with originator

• Tight time scales

  

         

Basic research Applied research

Figure 1.1
Basic and applied research
Sources: authors’ experience; Easterby-Smith et al. 2008; Hedrick et al. 1993.

Research by Shapiro et al. (2007) indicates that many managers and academics do per-
ceive a problem with a gap between basic, fundamental or pure research and applied
research. Clearly this has implications for the take up of research findings. Echoing the
work of Van De Ven and Johnson (2006) (see Box 1.1 above), Shapiro et al. (2007:250)
argue that if managers and academics believe that there is problem in which management
research is ‘lost in translation’, then proposed solutions might focus on changes in the
way research findings are disseminated. Alternatively, if the belief is that there is a knowl-
edge production problem, so that any chance for impact on practice is ‘lost before trans-
lation’ (Shapiro et al. 2007:250), then proposed solutions might focus on ways to foster
more researcher practitioner collaboration as research programs are developed and car-
ried out.

Wherever your research project lies on this basic–applied continuum, we believe that
you should undertake your research with rigour. To do this you will need to pay careful
attention to the entire research process.

Inevitably, your own beliefs and feelings will impact upon your research. Although
you might feel that your research will be value neutral (we will discuss this in greater
detail later, particularly in Chapter 4), it is unlikely that you will stop your own beliefs
and feelings influencing your research. Your choice of what to research is also likely to be
influenced by topics that excite you, and the way you collect and analyse your data by the
skills you have or are able to develop. Similarly, as we discuss in Chapter 2, practical con-
siderations such as access to data and the time and resources you have available will also
impact upon your research process.

The nature of business and management research
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Most research textbooks represent research as a multi-stage process that you must follow in
order to undertake and complete your research project. The precise number of stages
varies, but they usually include formulating and clarifying a topic, reviewing the literature,
designing the research, collecting data, analysing data and writing up. In the majority of
these the research process, although presented with rationalised examples, is described as
a series of stages through which you must pass. Articles you have read may also suggest
that the research process is rational and straightforward. Unfortunately, this is very rarely
true, and the reality is considerably messier, with what initially appear as great ideas some-
times having little or no relevance (Saunders and Lewis 1997). While research is often
depicted as moving through each of the stages outlined above, one after the other, this is
unlikely to be the case. In reality you will probably revisit each stage more than once. Each
time you revisit a stage you will need to reflect on the associated issues and refine your
ideas. In addition, as highlighted by some textbooks, you will need to consider ethical and
access issues during the process.

This textbook also presents the research process as a series of linked stages and gives
the appearance of being organised in a linear manner. However, as you use the book you
will see from the text, extensive use of cross-referencing, examples of research by well-
known researchers and how research is reported in the news, examples of student research
and case studies that we have recognised the iterative nature of the process you will
follow. As part of this process, we believe that it is vital that you spend time formulating
and clarifying your research topic. This we believe should be expressed as one or more
research questions that your research must answer, accompanied by a set of objectives
that your research must address. However, we would also stress the need to reflect on your
ideas continually and revise both these and the way in which you intend to progress your
research. Often this will involve revisiting stages (including your research question(s) and
objectives) and working through them again. There is also a need to plan ahead, thereby
ensuring that the necessary preliminary work for later stages has been undertaken. This is
emphasised by Figure 1.2, which also provides a schematic index to the remaining chap-
ters of the book. Within this flow chart (Figure 1.2) the stages you will need to complete
as part of your research project are emphasised in the centre of the chart. However, be
warned: the process is far messier than a brief glance at Figure 1.2 suggests!

1.4 The research process

The purpose
As we stated earlier (Section 1.1), the overriding purpose of this book is to help you to
undertake research. This means that early on in your research project you will need to be
clear about what you are doing, why you are doing it, and the associated implications of
what you are seeking to do. You will also need to ensure that you can show how your ideas
relate to research that has already been undertaken in your topic area and that you have a
clear research design and have thought about how you will collect and analyse your data.
As part of this you will need to consider the validity and reliability of the data you intend
to use, along with associated ethical and access issues. The appropriateness and suitabil-
ity of the analytical techniques you choose to use will be of equal importance. Finally,
you will need to write and present your research project report as clearly and precisely as
possible.

1.5 The purpose and structure of this book

1
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The purpose and structure of this book

Formulate and clarify your
research topic (Chapter 2)

Critically review the literature
(Chapter 3)

Understand your philosophy
and approach (Chapter 4)

Wish to do
research

Forward
planning

Reflection
and revision

Formulate your research
design (Chapter 5)

Analyse your data using one or both of:

Quantitative methods
(Chapter 12)

Negotiate access and address
ethical issues (Chapter 6)

Plan your data collection and collect data using one or more of:

Sampling
(Chapter 7)

Secondary
data

(Chapter 8)

Observation
(Chapter 9)

Semi-
structured,

in-depth and
group interviews

(Chapter 10)

Questionnaires
(Chapter 11)

Qualitative methods
(Chapter 13)

Write your project report
and prepare your presentation

(Chapter 14)

Submit your project
report and give

your presentation

Figure 1.2
The research process
Source: © Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis and Adrian Thornhill 2009.
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The structure of each chapter
Each of the subsequent chapters deals with part of the research process outlined in
Figure 1.2. The ideas, techniques and methods are discussed using as little jargon as is
possible. Where appropriate you will find summaries of these, using tables, checklists or
diagrams. When new terms are introduced for the first time they are shown in bold, and
a definition or explanation follows shortly afterwards. They are also listed with a brief
definition in the glossary. The application of appropriate information technology is
considered in most instances as an integral part of the text. Discussion of information
technology is not software specific but is concerned with general principles. However,
we recognise that you may wish to find out more about how to use data analysis software
packages and so have included tutorials for the quantitative data analysis software
SPSS™, the spread sheet Excel™ and the qualitative data analysis software NVivo™ (with
practice data sets) on this book’s Companion Website. These will enable you to utilise
whatever software you have available most effectively. We have also included the Smarter
Online Searching Guide to help you with your Internet searches. Chapters have been
cross-referenced as appropriate, and an index is provided to help you to find your way
around the book.

Included within the text of each chapter is a series of boxes which are called Focus on stu-
dent research. These are based on actual research projects, undertaken by students, in
which points made in the text are illustrated. In many instances these examples illustrate
possible pitfalls you may come across while undertaking your research. Further illustrations
are provided by Focus on management research and Focus on research in the news boxes.
Focus on management research boxes discuss recent research in business and management.
These are normally derived from refereed academic journal articles and you are likely to be
able to download the actual articles from online databases at your university. Focus on
research in the news boxes provide topical newspaper articles that illustrate pertinent
research-related issues. All these will help you to understand the technique or idea and to
assess its suitability or appropriateness to your research. Where a pitfall has been illus-
trated, it will, it is hoped, help you to avoid making the same mistake. There is also a series
of boxed Checklists to provide you with further focused guidance for your own research. At
the end of each chapter there is a Summary of key points, which you may look at before and
after reading the chapter to ensure that you have digested the main points.

To enable you to check that you have understood the chapter a series of Self-check
questions is included at the end. These can be answered without recourse to other
(external) resources. Answers are provided to all these self-check questions at the end
of each chapter. Self-check questions are followed by Review and discussion questions.
These suggest a variety of activities you can undertake to help you further develop your
knowledge and understanding of the material in the chapter, often involving discussion
with a friend. Self-test multiple choice questions are available on this book’s
Companion Website. Each chapter also includes a section towards the end headed
Progressing your research project. This contains a series of questions that will help you
to consider the implications of the material covered by the chapter for your research
project. Answering the questions in the section Progressing your research project for
each chapter will enable you to generate all the material that you will need to include
in your project report. Each chapter’s questions involve you in undertaking activities
that are more complex than self-check questions, such as a library-based literature
search or designing and piloting a questionnaire. They are designed to help you to focus
on the techniques that are most appropriate to your research. However, as emphasised
by Figure 1.2, you will almost certainly need to revisit and revise your answers as your
research progresses.
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Each chapter is also accompanied by References, Further reading and a Case study.
Further reading is included for two distinct reasons:

• to direct you to other work on the ideas contained within the chapter;
• to direct you to further examples of research where the ideas contained in the chapter

have been used.

The main reasons for our choice of further reading are therefore indicated.
The new case studies at the end of each chapter are drawn from a variety of business

and management research scenarios and have been based on the case study’s authors’
and students’ experiences when undertaking a research project. They have been written
to highlight real issues that occur when undertaking business and management research.
To help to focus your thoughts or discussion on some of the pertinent issues, each case is
followed by evaluative questions. Additional case studies relating to each chapter are
available from the book’s companion website. A case study follows every chapter.

An outline of the chapters
The book is organised in the following way.

Chapter 2 is written to assist you in the generation of ideas, which will help you to choose
a suitable research topic, and offers advice on what makes a good research topic. If you have
already been given a research topic, perhaps by an organisation or tutor, you will need to
refine it into one that is feasible, and should still therefore read this chapter. After your idea
has been generated and refined, the chapter discusses how to turn this idea into clear research
question(s) and objectives. (Research questions and objectives are referred to throughout the
book.) Finally, the chapter provides advice on how to write your research proposal.

The importance of the critical literature review to your research is discussed in
Chapter 3. This chapter outlines what a critical review needs to include and the range of
primary, secondary and tertiary literature sources available. The chapter explains the
purpose of reviewing the literature, discusses a range of search strategies, and contains
advice on how to plan and undertake your search and to write your review. The processes
of identifying key words and searching using online databases and the Internet are
outlined. It also offers advice on how to record items and to evaluate their relevance.

Chapter 4 addresses the issue of understanding different research philosophies, includ-
ing positivism, realism, interpretivism, objectivism, subjectivism and pragmatism. Within
this the functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist and radical structuralist paradigms
are discussed. Deductive and inductive approaches to research are also considered. In
this chapter we challenge you to think about your own values and how you view the
world and the impact this will have on the way you undertake your research.

These ideas are developed further in Chapter 5 which explores formulating your
research design. As part of this, a range of research strategies are discussed and the differ-
ence between quantitative and qualitative methods explained. The use of multiple meth-
ods is explored and consideration given to the implications of design choices for the
credibility of your research findings and conclusions.

Chapter 6 explores issues related to gaining access and to research ethics. It offers
advice on how to gain access both to organisations and to individuals. Potential ethical
issues are discussed in relation to each stage of the research process and different data
collection methods. Issues of data protection are also introduced.

A range of the probability and non-probability sampling techniques available for use in
your research is explained in Chapter 7. The chapter considers why sampling is neces-
sary, and looks at issues of sample size and response rates. Advice on how to relate your
choice of sampling techniques to your research topic is given, and techniques for assess-
ing the representativeness of those who respond are discussed.

The purpose and structure of this book

WE
B

M01_SAUN6860_05_SE_C01.QXD  2/12/09  11:15 AM  Page 13



 

14

Chapter The nature of business and management research and structure of this book

Chapters 8, 9, 10 and 11 are concerned with different methods of obtaining data. The
use of secondary data is discussed in Chapter 8, which introduces the variety of data that
are likely to be available and suggests ways in which they can be used. Advantages and
disadvantages of secondary data are discussed, and a range of techniques for locating
these data, including using the Internet, is suggested. Chapter 8 also offers advice on how
to evaluate the suitability of secondary data for your research.

In contrast, Chapter 9 is concerned with collecting primary data through observation.
The chapter examines two types of observation: participant observation and structured
observation. Practical advice on using each is offered, and particular attention is given to
ensuring that the data you obtain are both valid and reliable.

Chapter 10 is also concerned with collecting primary data, this time using semi-
structured, in-depth and group interviews. The appropriateness of using these interviews
in relation to your research strategy is discussed. Advice on how to undertake such inter-
views is offered, including the conduct of focus groups, Internet-mediated (including
online) and telephone interviews. Particular attention is given to ensuring that the data
collected are both reliable and valid.

Chapter 11 is the final chapter concerned with collecting data. It introduces you to the
use of both self-administered and interviewer-administered questionnaires, and explores
their advantages and disadvantages. Practical advice is offered on the process of design-
ing, piloting and administering Internet-mediated, postal, delivery and collection, and
telephone questionnaires to enhance their response rates. Particular attention is again
given to ensuring that the data collected are both reliable and valid.

Analysis of data is covered in Chapters 12 and 13. Chapter 12 outlines and illustrates the
main issues that you need to consider when preparing data for quantitative analysis and
when analysing these data by computer. Different types of data are defined, and advice is
given on how to create a data matrix and to code data. Practical advice is also offered on the
analysis of these data using computer based analysis software. The most appropriate dia-
grams to explore and illustrate data are discussed, and suggestions are made about the most
appropriate statistics to use to describe data, to explore relationships and to examine trends.

Chapter 13 outlines and discusses the main approaches available to you to analyse
data qualitatively both manually and using computer aided qualitative data analysis soft-
ware (CAQDAS). The nature of qualitative data and issues associated with transcription
are discussed. Following an overview of the analysis process, the use of deductively
based and inductively based analytical procedures is discussed. These include pattern
matching, explanation building, data display and analysis, template analysis, analytic
induction, grounded theory, discourse analysis and narrative analysis.

Chapter 14 helps you with the structure, content and style of your final project report and
any associated oral presentations. Above all, it encourages you to see writing as an intrinsic
part of the research process that should not be left until everything else is completed.

Appendices and glossary
This book contains four appendices designed to support you at different stages of your
research project. In the early stages, as you begin to read, you will need to keep a refer-
ence of what you have read using a recognised system, the most frequently used of which
are detailed in Appendix 1. When selecting your sample you may need to calculate the
minimum sample size required and use random sampling numbers (Appendices 2 and 3).
Finally, when designing your data collection tools and writing your project report you will
need to ensure that the language you use is non-discriminatory. Guidelines for these are
given in Appendix 4. A separate glossary of over 400 research-methods-related terms is
also included for quick reference.

1
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Review and discussion questions

• This book is designed to help you to undertake a research project whether you are an under-
graduate or postgraduate student of business and management or a manager. It is designed
as an introductory text and will guide you through the entire research process.

• Business and management research involves undertaking systematic research to find out
things. It is transdisciplinary, and engages with both theory and practice.

• All business and management research projects can be placed on a basic–applied continuum
according to their purpose and context.

• Wherever your research project lies on this continuum, you should undertake your research
with rigour. To do this you will need to pay careful attention to the entire research process.

• In this book, research is represented as a multi-stage process; however, this process is rarely
straightforward and will involve both reflecting on and revising stages already undertaken and
forward planning.

• The text of each chapter is supported through a series of boxed examples. These include,
focus on student research and focus on research in the news. In addition, there are checklists,
self-check questions and review and discussion questions, an assignment and a case study
with questions. Answers to all self-check questions are at the end of the appropriate chapter.

• Answering the questions in the section ‘Progressing your research project’ for Chapters 2–13
will enable you to generate all the material that you will need to include in your project report.
When you have also answered the questions in this section for Chapter 14, you will have writ-
ten your research report.

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

1.1 Outline the features that can make business and management research distinctive from
research in other disciplines.

1.2 What are the key differences between basic and applied research (and consultancy)?
1.3 Examine Figure 1.2. What does this suggest about the need to plan and to reflect on and

revise your ideas?

Review and discussion questions
1.4 Agree with a friend to each read a different quality newspaper. Make a note of at least

10 articles in your newspaper that mention the word ‘research’. Now examine the articles
one at a time. As you examine each article, does the reference to research . . .

• . . . refer to the collection of facts or information with no clear purpose?

• . . . refer to the reassembling and reordering of facts or information without
interpretation?

• . . . provide a means of getting the reader to respect what is being written?

• . . . refer to the systematic collection and interpretation of data with a clear purpose?
Discuss your answers with your friend.

1.5 Obtain a copy of one or two of the articles referred to in Section 1.3. Read the article
carefully. To what extent do you believe that business and management research should
always meet the twin requirements of rigour and relevance? Give reasons for your
answer.

1.6 Summary
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Case 1
Isabelle’s research dilemma

Isabelle was very thoughtful. She had a puzzled look on her face. The
dilemma she had was one experienced by many students in conducting
research for a dissertation. Her research was concerned with managers
and how they coped with pressure in the workplace. She particularly
wanted to find out the coping strategies they used. This required
consideration of theory and method and whether the research would
have practical relevance. After her preliminary reading around the topic
she decided that it was necessary to engage in both the world of theory
and the world of practice and that the problems addressed would
develop out of the interaction between these two worlds.

Theory in management could be seen as problematic, because for
some researchers management is not a discipline. It is perceived as multi-
disciplinary with many of its early practitioners receiving their training in
the social sciences (Pettigrew 2001). Isabelle thought this could be
advantageous in that it enables management research to gain new
insights that may not be obtained through a number of disciplines sepa-
rately. She also considered that a topic on pressure and coping could be
understood at a number of levels of analysis from an individual to a
structural level. In doing this she would be considering theoretical ideas
and attempting to perceive them in a pragmatic way. It also meant
looking at them anew which would provide some imaginative and
original insights for her dissertation.

Isabelle found that more traditional research on managing pressure focused on positivistic
approaches with an emphasis on being scientific and rigorous. This approach often uses
quantitative methods with an emphasis on measuring and the use of factor analysis.
Researchers hope this allows them to find statistical correlations between two variables and
demonstrate some relationship between sources of pressure and possible physical, psychological
or even physiological outcomes, if coping strategies were not successful. Research of this kind
can be found in the work of Sadri and Marcoulides (1997) and Wheatley (2000).

Isabelle decided she would not use this approach. She felt that a number of students’ disser-
tations had already used this approach and she wanted to get away from statistical analysis and
examining pressure on managers using a positivistic approach. She also thought that this
traditional research ignored the managers’ biography which could prove to be important in
understanding how the manager coped with pressure. The more traditional approach seems to
perceive the individual as passive and playing little part in making and constructing his/her
reality. It was as if the researcher with questions asked in the questionnaire had already
structured the reality. However, people working in organisations do have histories, futures and
expectations and pursue their individual goals. For example, long-term sources of a person’s
distress may be traced back to experiences at work many years before. To study this would
require Isabelle to use a different method. She decided to adopt in-depth interviews as primary
sources so that she could study the turning-points in the lives of her participants over a period
of time. This may indicate why they took particular decisions and the consequences of making
those decisions.

In terms of method Isabelle decided that the approach she would adopt would be qualita-
tive rather than quantitative. This would involve using in-depth interviews. She would also use
life stories and family histories because this kind of biographical approach was more holistic
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(Miller 2007). This holistic viewpoint manifested itself in two ways. Firstly, biographical data
range across time. Hence, ‘a biographical approach is indicated where the area of interest is
either the effect of change across time, historical events as these events have impinged upon
the individual, or his or her movement along their life course’ (Miller 2007:74). Secondly, the
biographical approach is a bridge between social structure and the individual. Social structure is
a complex concept in which there was some disagreement among social scientists. But it can be
understood to mean a relative enduring pattern of social arrangements within a particular soci-
ety, group or social organisation. Thus, social structures may constrain the individual’s behaviour
and expectations. Discussing your biography means telling about the constraints and opportuni-
ties, and turning-points that were available in the past and how one dealt with them. The biog-
raphical approach is about the intersection between the individual and social structure.

In conducting such research Isabelle knew she had to deal with complex issues with the
subject-matter and the method she wanted to adopt. The relationship between the interviewee
and interviewer is central to this type of research. She felt she had the emotional maturity to
manage the process. Most importantly she felt that the research was rigorous, systematic and
relevant to managers in the workplace.
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Questions

1 How do you think Isabelle’s understanding of theory and method changed in adopting the
approach she chose?

2 What particular knowledge and skills did she develop in preparing this research?
3 What problems do you think she would have anticipated in conducting research into

pressure and coping among managers that her literature review may not have identified?

Self-check answers
1.1 The features you outline are likely to include the:

• transdisciplinary nature of business and management research;
• development of ideas that are related to practice and in particular the requirement for

the research to have some practical consequence;
• need for research to complete the virtuous circle of theory and practice;
• addressing of problems that grow out of the interaction between the worlds of theory

and practice.
1.2 The key differences between basic and applied research relate to both the purpose and

the context in which it is undertaken. They are summarised in Figure 1.1.

1
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Self-check answers

1.3 Figure 1.2 emphasises the importance of planning during your research project. Forward
planning needs to occur at all stages up to submission. In addition, you will need to
reflect on and to revise your work throughout the life of the research project. This reflec-
tion needs to have a wide focus. You should both consider the stage you have reached
and revisit earlier stages and work through them again. Reflection may also lead you to
amend your research plan. This should be expected, although large amendments in the
later stages of your research project are unlikely.
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