Student as researcher: how to approach a research project

Step 10: Take the Next Step
Researchers are seldom "done" when they finish a research project. Recall that the first step in the research process involved selecting a research question. This, by itself, is difficult because often we have so many questions about the phenomena we investigate In addition, a finished research study may answer a research question, but more often than not, new questions arise. Thus, the next step in the research process is to conduct another study. 
Are the findings specific to my study? 
< External validity, replication
An important question that arises at the conclusion of any research project is whether the findings apply only to the specific people and conditions in the study. This question refers to external validity. Validity refers to "truthfulness," and questions of external validity ask whether the findings for a particular study can be generalized (or applied) to different settings, conditions, and people.

Researchers often use replication to establish the external validity of their findings. Replication involves repeating the procedures used in a particular research study to determine whether the same results are obtained a second time with different participants (and often, different settings and conditions). When research findings are "replicated," we gain confidence in our ability to describe, predict, and understand behaviour and mental processes. Thus, one "next step" to take after completing a research project is to try to replicate, or repeat, the findings.
Are there new questions? 
While successful research projects provide answers to the questions initially asked, they often also raise new questions. In business research, we often find that hypotheses that were derived are not supported by the empirical analysis. Such non-supporting evidence immediately raises the question of why. Is there something wrong with our theory? But why did it work well in other studies? How does our study differ from previous studies and can these differences explain the difference in results? It is also possible that our research itself is the problem. Are our results biased by an inappropriate research design? Do we have a good sample? Do we have large response, respondent or interviewer errors? Are our measurements sound? Did we apply the appropriate statistical methods to analyze the data?

Do our findings apply only to entrepreneurs in Southern Limburg?
This is a question of external validity. Researchers seldom do studies just to describe a single sample. Instead, they want their findings to generalize, or apply to, a larger population.

By itself, our survey has little external validity. It was conducted in just one province at one point of time. Based on this one study, it's hard to generalize the findings beyond this one sample and setting. Still, we can attempt to assess whether these results are still valid today or whether in the meanwhile changes have taken place which will influence the nature of our results. Moreover, we could ask whether the results found hold for another region. The answer to this question depends largely on how different another region would be from South Limburg in the Netherlands. Probably these findings would be pretty much the same for North Brabant, another Dutch region neighbouring South Limburg, but will they hold for Jiangsu, a province in Eastern China? 

What's the next step in research on networks and entrepreneurship?
Up to now, research on networks in business research has mainly focused on topics related to access to information, emergence of trust and emergence of brokerage opportunities. However, network research in other disciplines has investigated networks from other perspectives. One issue inherent to network research is at which level we should investigate? In the current study, the level was individual entrepreneurs and their network contacts. What about looking at the network of all entrepreneurs in a given community and investigating how their relationships at large affect the success of individual businesses or the development of the community at large?

No single study will provide a definitive answer about networks and entrepreneurship. Research studies always have limitations and present possibilities for future research. These questions will help you to evaluate the next step for a research project:

• Does the researcher discuss the external validity of the findings-that is, the extent to which the findings may apply only to particular people, settings, or conditions?
• Has the researcher replicated the findings or report that others have replicated the findings?
• Does the researcher describe the limitations of the research?
• Does the researcher suggest possibilities for future research?
