Student as researcher: how to approach a research project

Step 1: Think Like a Scientist
The first step of the research process is to begin to think like a scientist. Business is a scientific discipline. Because scholars in business and management use the scientific method, they are similar to scientists in disciplines such as sociology, psychology, economics, anthropology, biology and chemistry. What differs among these scientific disciplines is the content of researchers' investigations. Business scholars study organizations and how individuals think and behave in an organizational context, whereas anthropologists study evolution and culture, biologists study cells, chemists study molecules, and sociologists study societies.

What is the scientific method?
< A way to gain knowledge
The scientific method is a way of gaining knowledge. All people strive to gain knowledge, and there are many different ways to gain knowledge. These ways of gaining knowledge are seen in the different academic departments of universities, for example, philosophy, literature, arts, mathematics, and the sciences. As you continue your course work and complete your degree, you will see that each of these disciplines has a unique method for gaining knowledge about the world and the human condition.

What's so special about the scientific method?
< Empirical approach, control, attitude
When scientists talk about the scientific method, they don't refer to a particular technique or piece of equipment. Instead, the scientific method is a way of thinking and making decisions. Of course, we all think and make decisions every day. What makes the scientific method so special? To answer this question, we can compare the scientific method to our 'everyday' ways of thinking and making decisions.

Each day, you make judgments and decisions using your intuition what 'feels right' or what 'seems reasonable.' Usually, this works fine for us but not for scientists. The scientific method uses an empirical approach for making judgments and decisions. An empirical approach emphasizes interviews, surveys, direct observation and experimentation.

In order to think like a scientist, you have to have 'an attitude.' In our everyday life, we often accept explanations and claims uncritically. In fact, we may become excited to read about new strategies to earn more money on the stock market or on the ten golden rules to make a new venture a success or tape recordings that we play under our pillow at night to get better grades. The scientific attitude, however, is one of caution and scepticism.

Scientists recognize that there are no easy explanations or 'quick fixes.' Humans and organizations are complex — many factors interact to influence behaviour and structures. So, scientists are sceptical when they hear a claim. We should withhold judgment until we can evaluate the evidence for the claim. And importantly, we should know what kind of evidence is offered to support the claim. The best evidence comes from an empirical approach relying on a systematic inquiry into the phenomena through interviews, surveys, observations or experiments.
Several websites provide information about scientific scepticism. Try these:

http://www.ksu.edu/biology/pob/modern_attitudes.html
http://www.skepdic.com/
Why should I conduct business research?
< Four research goals
We use the scientific method to meet four research goals:
	Exploration
	Description
	Explanation
	Prediction


1. Exploration: In business sciences we are often faced with new phenomena that cannot be explained by existing knowledge and theories. Moreover researchers themselves may develop new ideas that could help people and organizations to do tasks more efficiently and / or to perform better. In explorative research, scholars try to identify the potential yet unknown causes for a phenomenon or they develop tools and instruments by thinking about solutions for a given problem.
Example: Explorative research might for example address the problem that inter-company co-operation is often not working well and introduce new concepts, tools and instruments facilitating co-operation. Likewise, researchers address the question of how an entrepreneur recognized the market opportunity for his new business.
2. Description: An important step of almost any scientific investigation is to describe fully the phenomenon we're interested in. Therefore, the goal of descriptive research is to define, classify, or categorize events and their relationships in order to describe phenomena in business.
Example: Business scholars who are interested in failure of inter-company co-operations describe symptoms such an early termination of a co-operation, opportunistic behaviour between the partners, inter-company co-operations that could fulfil the initial expectations.

3. Explanation: To understand an event or behaviour, we need to be able to explain it, i.e. we need to identify its cause(s). Understanding involves more than description. Just because we observe a relationship between two variables, we can't say one causes the other. More formally, this is stated as "correlation does not imply causation."  Identifying causes for a phenomenon beyond any doubt is really tricky, as social and business phenomena are usually caused by a series of factors. Experiments are the only approach that can identify causality for certain, however not all phenomena can be investigated in an experimental setting. Thus, in businesses sciences we often use alternatives to experiments, which will give us certainty about the causality, but give evidence and confidence whether a correlation is based on causality of chance. Evidence that a correlation is really there and not artificial requires (1) that there is a time lag between the cause and the effect and (2) that alternative explanations for the effect are either excluded or controlled for. The second issue also explains why multivariate statistical techniques are so popular in business science, because they allow controlling for various alternative explanations.

Example: We might want to investigate the relationship between R&D budget and company performance. Assume that both are correlated, but which one causes the other. One could have two opposing reasoning. One reasoning would be, that companies with higher R&D budgets will innovate more, which enables them to further develop new products or differentiate them according to customer wishes. Customers honour these further developments by paying a price premium or buying more which increases performance. The alternative explanation is that well performing companies have more resources to invest heavily in R&D. A first step in finding out which of the two explanations is more likely would be to introduce a time lag between the R&D budget information and the performance information. The first explanation would be supported if the R&D budget of the previous year is correlated with this year’s performance, but last year’s performance is not correlated with this years R&D budget. In a second step, we would need to check whether the R&D budget is still correlated with performance if we control for alternative explanations, i.e. other factors influencing the performance, such as marketing budget, competition within the industry, the general economic conditions etc.

Prediction: Once outcomes, events and behaviours have been described, we may seek to predict when these events occur. Researchers base predictions upon correlations (relationships) and explanations providing the theoretical background for the prediction. Prediction without theory is close to wild guessing.
Example: Financial markets are a field where many analysts and researchers predict. For many, their main job is to give predictions regarding how the stock of certain company will develop or whether the price for crude oil goes up or down. Similarly, insurance companies try to predict the chance that a thunderstorm occurs and the damage it will inflict.
Does my research have to meet all four goals?
< No; research is cumulative.
It's very difficult for a single research project to meet all four goals of business research. Instead, researchers may focus on a single goal, or one or two goals. For example, when researchers investigate the causes of behaviour, they may also be able to describe a particular aspect of behaviour. Business research is cumulative. Our ability to explore, describe, explain and predict depends on the many research projects conducted by scholars all over the world.

What factors distinguish people who start a new business from those who stay in paid labour? 
What factors predict whether business starters will do well? 
Why do some business starters do better than others?
These are important questions. Our "everyday" thinking relies on intuition to answer them. Note down a few factors you think may influence individuals' decision to enter self-employment.


You may have thought of factors such as 
• Having the financial means to start a business. 
• Having friends and family that support you.
• Favourable environmental conditions, such as the general economic situation.

• Having certain values such as “openness to change” etc. 
• National regulations and programs constraining or fostering the starting of businesses
• Many other factors
Our intuition tells us that these factors influence the decision to start a business, but to be scientific, we need to do more.
When we think like a scientist, we set aside our more everyday approach to decision making and gaining knowledge. A scientific approach to these questions involves isolating important factors, such as support from friends and observing the effects of this factor by itself. 
Scientists are sceptical. They look at lists of factors that intuition suggests may be important, but they adopt a wait-and-see attitude. What does the research evidence say about these factors? Is the evidence good? Is it based on well-controlled observation and experimentation? As you begin to think like a scientist, you won't be satisfied with people's opinions about the topics. You'll want to know what the research evidence says.
Why should we do research on why people start a business?
More knowledge on the underlying factors influencing the decision to start a business is beneficial for many people. First of all, potential business starters themselves are certainly interested in the factors that facilitate starting a business. Second, (economic) policy makers are interested in this question, as new businesses are important for economic dynamics and growth. Many governments are designing programs aiming at increasing the number of starting businesses. This research will show them the factors which are obstructing people in starting a business. 
Exploration: What factors determine the decision to start a business? Some of these factors might be within the potential entrepreneur. Other factors might come from the social environment of the potential entrepreneur. Or it depends how well a potential entrepreneur prepares to start a business. Or it has to do with rules and legislation. Or it depends on characteristics of the business. Or the general conditions in the sector or the whole economy.
 Description: A first goal in conducting research in this area is to describe the characteristics of people who started a business and compare those with characteristics of people who did not start a business.
Explanation: An important research goal concerns why some people start a business and others not. We can try to identify what causes a person to become an entrepreneur. In such a research, we would depart from explorative studies and check which of the ideas provided in the explorative study are viable and which are nonsense.
Prediction: We can also conduct research to predict how many businesses will be started next year.
Here are 10 questions that will help you to be sceptical about research findings. Ask yourself these questions when you hear or read about psychological research:

• What is the source? For example, are the findings in a scientific publication, in the popular media (e.g., television, magazines, Internet), or presented as part of a cultural tradition or stereotype? (Scientific publications are the best source for research findings)
• Is the evidence based on testimonials (personal accounts) or research involving a systematic inquiry? (Testimonials are not scientific.)
• Are the results coincidental-could they be due to unusual, chance events?
• Do the researchers encourage more controlled investigations? (Beware of those who dismiss the need for more research.)
• Are the findings based on more than one study? Is the research evidence accumulating for the phenomenon?
• Are there conflicting findings, or are conflicting findings ignored?
• Is the research controlled or scientific? (Beware of those who say that the findings disappear when controlled studies are conducted.)
• Have the findings been verified with independent observers?
• Do explanations for findings appeal to forces outside the realm of science?
• Are causal explanations for a phenomenon offered, even when controlled research hasn't been conducted?
