Student as researcher: how to approach a research project

Step 2: Choose a Research Question
You probably have lots of questions about people and organizations. As you learn more about business, you may learn answers to your questions based on research that already has been conducted. And, you may begin to ask new questions. Researchers in business are no different-they have many questions. Often, the hardest step in the research process is choosing which question to answer!
The purpose of this section in Student as Researcher is to consider important resources available to us as we choose our research questions: personal experiences, business research literature, and online resources.
How can my personal experiences in business help me with 
research questions?
< Textbooks, participate in research projects, research teams

By now you've probably gained some exposure to the diverse topics covered by business scholars. A quick glance through one of your introductory textbooks will reveal that business researchers study topics in organizational behaviour, organizational structure, strategic management, entrepreneurship etc. To learn more about the different areas of business research, go to the websites of the Academy of Management (AoM) the European Academy of Management (EURAM) or European Group of Organizational Studies (EGOS),
AOM: http://www.aomonline.org/
EURAM: http://www.euram-online.org/r/default.asp?iId=GIFML
EGOS: http://www.egosnet.org/
Another way to learn about business research is to participate in research projects. You may be able to participate in projects through your Department. Another fun option is to participate in research online. There are a wide variety of opportunities; all you need to do is click on the projects that seem interesting to you. Try these websites for participating in research:

http://psych.hanover.edu/research/exponnet.html#Industrial
http://www.gametheory.net/eecon/
http://www.freepaidsurveys4u.com/surveys6.html (Do you think that surveys offered on this site differ from surveys conducted by an academic institution?)

Perhaps the best way to learn about research in business is to become involved in conducting research. Many professors conduct research and are eager to involve students on research teams. You may need only to ask. You may also learn more about how business scholars conduct research in research methods and statistic courses offered by your department.
How can past research help me to choose a research question?
< Academic literature: inconsistencies, suggestions
No matter how or where you begin to develop a research question, you will need to read about business research that has already been conducted. In fact, reading academic literature (e.g., books, research articles) can provide many ideas for research.

As you read reports of studies on a topic, you may note inconsistencies, contradictions, and limitations of the research. New questions arise from the findings of research studies. Often, researchers suggest ideas for future research at the conclusion of their research report. Thus, reading the research literature is a very important step of the research process.
How do I search the literature for information on my topic? 

< Ebsco, AbiInform, Econlit
Many resources are available to you to help you search the psychological literature. The first step is to learn what's available. Most universities offer short courses on how to use the data bases available there. Ebsco, Econlit and AbiInform are two widely known databases for articles in the field of business and economics. Given the topic of your research it is also useful to scan the databases of related fields, such as PsycInfo for psychology or Sociofile for sociology.
Electronic databases allow users to search for information using keywords and key phrases, subject words, authors' names, titles of articles or books, and year. The most effective approach is to have intersecting keywords; that is, both words must be present in the title or abstract before the computer will flag an article. This will allow you to find the research articles that are most relevant to your research topic.

An example might illustrate how to search for research articles. Suppose we are interested in the ethics of entrepreneurs and managers. If we use ethics in a keyword search, the computerized search will identify thousands of research articles that have examined some aspect of performance. However, if we use the terms ethics and entrepreneur a more reasonable number of articles will be located. By entering the key words, ethics and entrepreneur and manager, your search will be even more restricted, but probably already too restricted.
It's a good idea to search with several different keywords to make sure you catch all the articles that are related to your topic. Ebsco provides the abstract of the research article and all the information you need to locate the research article in your library and often links to the full text in pdf or html format. Finally, as you read each article, you will find the author refers to additional research. The References section at the end of the article will provide the information you need to locate the articles cited by the author.
The research project discussed here started with the rather general topic on the decision to start a new business. This topic is rather broad and it was obvious that we would not be able to thoroughly investigate all facets of such a decision. The researchers were in particular interested in the importance of personal social networks for this decision. They wondered how those personal networks would influence the chance that one starts a business and the chance that the business is successful.
One important reason for focusing on this research question is that it is ambiguous how networks affect this decision. From the theoretical literature one can derive two lines of reasoning. On the one hand, one could argue that people embedded in loose networks are more likely to start a business, as such loose networks, i.e. one has contacts to other unrelated persons, provide oneself with a wide array of information and offer the opportunity to serve as a broker between network contacts. On the other hand, one can argue that potential entrepreneurs will profit from dense networks, i.e. networks in which all members are directly related with each other. The advantage of such dense networks is that trust emerges much more easily in those networks. Moreover, one would expect that very valuable resources, such as private information will not be given to just anybody, but only to a selected set of trusting network contacts.
The considerations above led to the following research question: 

How do social networks affect the decision to start a business?
Searching the Literature
We can search the literature to learn more about social networks and the decision to start a business.
EBSCO is an online search tool for research in management and business. We used the following search terms in a keyword search and limited our research to sources that are peer-reviewed, i.e. the articles in such journals have been gone through a review process. The computer searched for these words in all fields (e.g., title, abstract).

1. network* and entrepreneur*: We used these terms to find articles that would be very close to our research question. This research resulted in almost 4000 sources, too much to scan even quickly. Therefore, we limited the search to social networks in the next step.

2. social network* and entrepreneur*: This research resulted in 492, too much to search for. Still we scanned the titles and saw that the studies were very diverse ranging from studies on networks in developing countries to historical studies on the entrepreneurial network of the Rothschild family. So, we tried again' but saved information for articles related to our topic.

3. network* and self-employ*: We used this search as self-employed and self-employment are alternative terms to entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship. These two search terms yielded 173 articles. We scanned the titles and marked those that seemed interesting. Scanning 665 titles (492 + 173) seems a lot of work, but we do this very quickly by only looking at the title and the name of the journal. In this stage of the search we disregard journals that are rather more professional journals than academic journals.

3. network* and business start*: We thought we might look more specifically at business starters and this research 63 articles. We scanned again through the titles and marked those that seemed interesting to us.
4. network* and new venture*: One of the problems we had is that there are so many terms for entrepreneurs and business starts. Therefore we tried a couple of further combinations, which, however, often yielded articles we already obtained before, but still we detected new ones.
The "output" of computer searches is a list of the titles and authors of research articles and books. If the title indicates the research might be related to your topic, you can click on the word "Abstract" to read the summary of the research. Sometimes you'll find the article isn't really about your topic. If the article is related to your topic, you'll find information about the year, journal, and pages of the article. Your library might have the journal available online. If so, you might be able to print a copy of the article. If not online, you'll need to check whether your library owns copies of the journal or request the article through an inter-library loan service.

It's important to remember that although computerized searches are helpful, you'll never find all the research articles related to your topic using computerized searches. When you photocopy articles to read (or print them from the online service), remember that the References section of articles is one of your most important resources. In each research article, authors cite additional research studies. This is a very important way for you to identify past research on your topic. So remember to keep the References section!

An important part of conducting research is searching the literature for more information about a topic. Ask yourself these questions as you evaluate research evidence presented in the literature (e.g., research articles).

• Does the researcher place his/her findings in the context of other research on the topic?
• Are the results of previous studies based on scientific research?
