Student as researcher: how to approach a research project

Step 9: Report Research Results

In order to make a convincing argument or claim about behaviour, we need to do more than simply analyze the data. A good argument requires a good story. A trial attorney, in order to win a case, not only points out the facts of the case to the jury, but also weaves those facts into a coherent and logical story. If the evidence points to the butler, then we want to know "why" the butler (and not the cook) might have done it. Thus, after the data is analyzed, the next step is to construct a coherent story that explains the research findings and justifies the conclusions. This research story is then reported at conferences and in journals.
What are academic conferences? 

Many researchers and students belong to professional organizations such as the Academy of Management (AOM), Strategic Management Society (SMS), European Group of Organization Studies (EGOS), European Academy of Management (EURAM) and many more specialized associations covering just one field in management research. These organizations sponsor annual conferences for their members and students. These meetings typically last a few days and provide an opportunity for researchers to present their latest findings and to talk to others about research ideas. 
Conferences are one of the best ways to learn what's "hot" in the field, and they offer a great opportunity for networking. Attending conferences is an important way for students to become familiar with the researchers and topics at the forefront of business research. Across the country there are many research conferences designed specifically for undergraduates, sponsored by various colleges and universities.

How do research reports get published?
In addition to conference presentations, researchers communicate their research findings by publishing reports of their studies in scientific periodicals (journals). Publishing the results of a scientific investigation can be very challenging, especially if a researcher wishes to publish in one of the more prestigious scientific journals. However, you should be aware that journals are very critical on which research papers they accept. Top-Journals have rejection rates as high as 80 %, although all who have submitted a paper believed that they had a really good paper. Students are well advised to seek the collaboration of a more experienced person, e.g. the supervisor, if they intend to publish in an academic journal.
In order to submit their research for publication, researchers must prepare written reports that follow specific guidelines, and their research must be free of methodological problems and appropriate for the particular journal to which the manuscript is submitted. Journal editors decide whether the research study makes a significant contribution to its field. They usually make their decision based on comments from experts in the field who evaluate the manuscript. This process is called peer review.

Although the process of manuscript submission, review, manuscript revision, and eventual publication of a research report usually takes many months (often years), the rewards are great. The most satisfying conclusion of a research project is to communicate the findings in a peer-reviewed journal. In this way, researchers make a contribution to the ongoing science.

How do I write about my research project?
A common structure for reporting research results is the so called APA format (or APA style). The guidelines for APA format are found in the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association. The fifth edition of the APA Publication Manual was published in 2001. Other formats do exist but they are usually very similar to the APA style.
Research reports consist of the following sections:

	Title page
	Results
	Author Note

	Abstract
	Discussion
	Footnotes

	Introduction
	References
	Tables

	Method
	Appendixes
	Figures


Title page. The first page, the title page, identifies the title of the research study, the names of the authors of the research manuscript, and the authors' affiliations (e.g., a university). A good title identifies the primary variables and summarizes the main idea of the research.

Abstract. The Abstract is a one-paragraph summary (150 words) of the content and purpose of the research report. The abstract identifies the research question or problem, the method, the findings, and the conclusions and implications of the findings.

Introduction. The three objectives of the Introduction section are to describe the research question, to summarize the relevant background literature, and to state the purpose and rationale of the research study with a logical development of the hypotheses that were tested. All three of these objectives share a common purpose: to give the reader a firm sense of what was studied in the research project and why.

Method. The Method section provides the details of the research project. The three most common subsections of the Method section are "Sample", "Measurements" and "Analysis Techniques" In the Sample section, the authors describe the sample of people who participated in the research (e.g., demographic statistics). In the Measurements section, the authors describe any questionnaires, instruments, or measures that played a central role in the research. Moreover, it is explained how different questions were combined to construct variables. Finally, the Analysis Techniques section describes which techniques were used to analyze the data.

Results. The Results section is used to answer the questions raised in the Introduction. The guiding principle in the Results section is to "stick to the facts." In this section, researchers report the results of their statistical analyses (descriptive statistics and inferential statistics).

Discussion. In the Discussion section, researchers report their conclusions about the statistical analyses. They state whether the research hypotheses were supported or not supported and connect their findings to the goals and objectives they stated in the Introduction. Authors often describe limitations to their research study (all research studies have limitations) and provide ideas for future research on the topic. 

References. The References section identifies all the sources that were cited in the text. Thus, when describing previous research in the Introduction, authors must identify the source of these ideas. In the References section, the complete citation information is provided so that readers may locate particular articles or books of interest.

"End matter." In an Appendix (optional), authors may include copies of verbatim instructions if doing so would help the reader understand the study. The Author Note provides the address of the authors and a place for them to acknowledge people who helped with the research. Any Footnotes used in the text are included on a separate page after the Author Note (i.e., footnotes are not printed at the bottom of the page in which they are cited). Finally, any Tables and/or Figures are attached at the end of the manuscript. Tables and figures (graphs) are an effective and efficient way to present data from statistical analyses. 

Blumberg and Letterie (2008) described their experiment in a psychological journal called Small Business Economics. You can learn more about this journal by going to the publisher's website at:

http://www.psypress.co.uk/journals.html
The full reference for the article is:

     Blumberg, B. F. and W. A. Letterie (2008) “Business starters and credit rationing” Small Business Economics 30, S. 187-200. 

The authors' names are listed first (last names and initials only). The year in which the article was published is next (in parentheses). The title of the article is next-note that only the first letter of the first word is capitalized. Next is the name of the journal and the volume number (underlined and separated by commas). The first letters of the major words in the journal title are capitalized. The pages numbers are last, followed by a full-stop. 

As you may see, APA format is quite specific. It would be impossible to go over all the guidelines in this section. However, there's help available online, e.g. APA's own website:

http://www.apastyle.org/
Which exact style you should use depends on the specific requirements of the outlet. If you write a master thesis, the department often offers guidelines on what a master thesis should look like. Moreover, you can ask your advisor on what exactly is expected. If you prepare a paper to be submitted to a journal, check the guidelines of the journal and have a good look at articles in this journal.
Consider these questions as you read a research report:

• Who is the intended audience (e.g., other scientists, general public)?
• Is the report clearly written? Does the researcher present a logical story about the importance of his/her research findings?
• Has the research undergone peer review? (Sometimes this may be hard to know; generally, research findings are more acceptable if presented in a reputable, scientific journal rather than at a conference or simply in the media.)
