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How to use this resource:

Read the advice and the E-book extracts.

Find and use the E-books mentioned.

Do the tasks in the red boxes.

1. PLAGIARISM AND HOW TO AVOID IT
• This section signposts you to LIBRARY CATALOGUE resources that
explain what plagiarism is and how to avoid it in your dissertation.
Kirton (2011, p.221) describes plagiarism as idea “theft”, even if it is done accidentally.

If you have used work of any sort by other people then to avoid plagiarism, “acknowledging
the source” is essential (Kirton, 2011, p.222).

You need to protect yourself against accidental plagiarism. When you find relevant and
useful information in books, journal articles, videos, etc, it is important to make notes as you
go along. If you want to quote directly from the publication, include the page numbers that
the quotes are taken from. Recording these details as you go along will save you a lot of
time because it means you won’t have to chase up your sources later. There is also another
vitally important reason. It is to avoid plagiarism, as Birley and Morland (1998, p.83) explain:

It is important to remember that ignorance or a poor understanding of plagiarism will not be
accepted as an excuse. For example, if a student accidentally uses an idea or a direct
quotation from a publication without acknowledging the source, it is still regarded as
plagiarism even if it was done unintentionally. It is much better for you to be safe than
sorry, particularly as plagiarism can be detected by Turnitin software. White and Rayner
(2014, pp.159-160) explain the risks and how to avoid them:

Always use your own words and never be tempted to copy out other people’s writing.
This is plagiarism. Plagiarism can be defined as taking and using someone else’s
writing, ideas or thoughts and passing them off as your own. When writing a
dissertation you may come up against a difficult concept which you need to include,
and at first glance it may seem a lot easier to copy out someone else’s writing, or
summarize, i.e. paraphrase their writing…if this is discovered when your dissertation
is marked, the chances are you will fail your dissertation. Plagiarism and paraphrase
are regarded as serious offences. Most universities now use an analytic software
programme, such as Turnitin to screen all submitted work to identify plagiarism and
will come down heavily on the guilty student. If you have some doubt about this
aspect of academic writing at any point check it out with your supervisor. More
generally, always ensure you acknowledge the source of ideas you pick up and use,
whether in the development of your argument or discussion, or with direct use of
citation. You should realize, nonetheless, that it is expected that you use people’s
ideas and quotations, provided that you acknowledge and/or cite them in your
writing. Academic writing always contains references to other published works. It
gives your work credibility, as it shows you are aware of the current literature in your
field of study. Published work can also be used as evidence to support your line of
argument. There are different conventions and ways of citing other people’s writing.

Bottomley and Cartney (2018, p.61) list the key reasons why you should reference. Although
they are referring to Social Work, these reasons also apply to any subject area.

Accurate referencing of academic work is essential for the following reasons.
• It is a form of academic ‘courtesy’, both to the writer (by acknowledging their work)
and to the reader (by helping them to find the source easily).
• It indicates that you have consulted authorities and checked your facts, allowing the
reader to have confidence in what you write.
• It signals that you have contextualised your ideas in a wider framework, linking your
work to work done previously by other scholars.
• It shows the reader that you have used the literature to build your own ideas.
• It signals that your ideas are founded upon scholarship, and thus have credibility.

• It signals you, as a writer, are situated within the social work knowledge community.
• It shows that you are not pretending to be the source of information or ideas found in
sources, i.e. that you are not attempting to plagiarise.

In summary, you are expected to both use and refer to the work and ideas of others.
Showing knowledge and understanding of the literature is a key part of your dissertation
and of your academic writing generally. However, you must always acknowledge the
sources that you have used. Doing this properly, using the Harvard system, will improve the
quality of your work and raise your coursework grades.

Task
For information on the Harvard referencing system, look at 'Quote, Unquote'. This
comprehensive guide tells you how to reference a variety of different formats and media.
The guide is available online from the library in two versions: Quote, Unquote Online and a
downloadable Quote, Unquote PDF:
https://libguides.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/subject_support/harvard_referencing/quote_unquote_online

Go to the Skills & Subject Support library web page:
https://libguides.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/subject_support
Under the Skills section, click on Referencing & Plagiarism. Use the resources there to find
out more.

For more detailed information on plagiarism and how to avoid it in your dissertation, use
the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned above.

2. ELEMENTS, STAGES, DESIGN
• This section introduces you to library resources that will help you learn
how to plan and conduct a dissertation successfully.
• Read the information below and do the tasks. Use the LIBRARY
CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned.
• Then use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find other resources relating to
your own particular research interests and subject area.

When designing a research project, Robson and McCartan (2016, p.28) list “various things
which should be thought about and kept in mind”. These are shown in the box below, and
include the purpose of the research, the conceptual framework, the research questions, the
methods and the sampling procedures.

Your dissertation should include all the elements listed in the box above. If someone asks
you, then you should be able to explain clearly the purpose of your research, your theory
and research questions, your methods for data collection and analysis, and so on. The

important “things” listed above appear again in the diagram below (Robson and McCartan
2016, p.72). Look carefully at the arrow heads and the direction of the lines in the diagram.
These suggest how the different elements in the framework, “need to be interrelated and
kept in balance” (Robson and McCartan, 2016, p.73).

So, the purpose of your research should influence the development of your research
questions, which in turn should influence the methods you use. In other words, the methods
you choose should be appropriate to answer your research questions, which in turn should
reflect the purpose of your study in the first place.

Task: Think about your dissertation ideas in relation to the important “things”
described by Robson and McCartan (2016). Which of these elements need
more attention from you? Use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find the Robson and
McCartan E-book, and read more about how to develop the elements of the
framework for your dissertation.

Your dissertation may be the biggest research project you have undertaken so far. There is a
lot to consider. Planning the stages in detail is vitally important to ensure good outcomes.
Carey (2013, p.20) describes eight key stages in a dissertation project. Carey emphasises
that in qualitative research the stages “typically overlap and are also likely to alter
throughout a project”. Likewise, “depending upon the topic there can also be differences in
the amounts of time and effort that go into each stage” (ibid., p.21).

Using the above eight-stage framework, Carey (2013, p.36) then provides the following
outline example of a social work dissertation and the outcomes from each stage.

Task: Think back to the Robson and McCartan (2016, p.28) book that we looked
at earlier; in relation to the social work dissertation shown above, are the
important “things” clear? Does the outline include the purpose of the research,
the conceptual framework, the research questions, the methods and the
sampling procedures? Use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find the E-book by
Carey (2013) and read more about what is involved in the different stages of a
dissertation.
Doing a dissertation requires careful planning of every stage. This planning will make your
task easier, so think of it as a good investment of your time. If you know what you are doing
and what is required for each step, then you will do better and hopefully feel less stressed.
Swetnam (2004, p.17) provides this diagram of a “task plan” for writing a dissertation.

Swetnam’s (2004) book is aimed at UK postgraduate students, but much of the advice given
is also relevant to undergraduates. For example, where are you now with regard to the
different steps in Swetnam’s dissertation task plan? Have you done preliminary reading to
help you identify an appropriate topic for investigation? Have you looked at the information
sheet in this series on “Dissertation Topics, Research Questions and Proposals”?

Task: Look at the frameworks suggested by the different authors mentioned
above (Carey, 2013; Robson and McCartan, 2016; Swetnam, 2004). Use their
framework elements and stages as headings for your own dissertation
planning. Start populating the different sections with draft ideas for your
research design. Build in a time frame with realistic target dates for starting
and completing each stage. Find and read other library E-books to find out
more about planning the different stages involved.

When writing up the different sections of your dissertation, make sure you explain what
resources you used and what advice you took from different authors, e.g. about deciding
your choice of topic, your conceptual framework, the research questions, how you
conducted your literature review, why you chose the methods you did, your data analysis,
etc. This will show the person marking your dissertation that you used good quality
literature on research methods to inform your research design.
There are many general books in the library to help you write dissertations. For example,
Kirton (2011), below, is generic and quite reader friendly. The contents include deciding a
topic, setting a research question and clear objectives, the stages to follow, how to
undertake a literature review, data analysis and writing up, and ethical issues.

Some of the library resources are more specific – for example relating specifically to the
social sciences:

Other books focus on particular subject areas. Many are available as E-books, so you can
read them online or download sections anywhere you have an internet connection.

Some books may be useful to you even if you are not studying the particular subject that
they focus on. For example, the book by Carey (2013) that we looked at earlier was written
for students of Social Work, but the topics covered are also relevant to other subject areas.
Here are a few more subject specific resources you can find in the library:

What subject are you studying? What topic are you researching? Which resources will be
most useful to you in your dissertation? Try dipping into a range of resources to get the
information you need. Finding a resource that speaks to you, in a style you like, will make
your dissertation planning that much easier. Read around to find what you need
Task: Go to the LIBRARY CATALOGUE webpage and put in search terms such as
“dissertation” and “research methods” and use search terms that describe your
research topic ideas. Look at the search results. Click on the E-books to see what
the contents are like. Find the resources most relevant to you, your subject area
and your research interests. Use the resources you find to develop your research
design and quote them in your dissertation write-up to show that you have used
them. Always collect quotes and page numbers as you go along and record the
bibliographic details; then you can cite and reference the sources easily without
having to go back to look for them later (which can be very time consuming).

•

Go to the Skills & Subject Support library web page:
https://libguides.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/subject_support

•

Under the Skills section, click on Dissertations & Literature Reviews. Use
the links to the resources there (videos, etc) to find out more.

3. TOPICS, RESEARCH QUESTIONS,
PROPOSALS
• This section introduces you to library resources that will help you
understand how to choose a topic, design research questions and
develop a proposal for your dissertation.
• Read the information below and do the tasks. Use the LIBRARY
CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned. Look
for other E-books relating to your own particular research interests.

A dissertation is an independent learning project. It is different from most of the other work
you will have done at university. You decide the topic and you work on your dissertation
individually, with some support from a supervisor. You have to plan and carry out the
research over a significant period of time. In their book about social science dissertations,
Smith, Todd and Waldman (2009, p.2) describe the responsibility this involves.

Deciding on a topic is the first step in your dissertation journey. Inspiration for a topic choice
can come from a number of places. Neuman (2014, p.173) describes different possible

sources including personal experience, the media, gaps in our knowledge, problem-solving,
job opportunities, personal values, and daily life:

When choosing a topic, Neuman (2014, p.172) recommends that you pick something that
interests you. You might have only a vague idea at first, but this will become clearer as you
explore the options. Kawamura (2020) emphasises the importance of planning all aspects of
your research project. You need to be absolutely clear about your topic and your research
questions before you begin collecting any data. Kawamura’s (2020, p.34) advice is aimed at
fashion students but is equally important for students in other subject areas:

When choosing a topic, it also helps to think about yourself as the person who will be doing
the research. Robson and McCartan (2016, p.49) talk about the importance of the
researcher starting from where they are. They cite Kirby and McKenna (1989, p.46), who
consider what the researcher as a person brings to their research:

The significance of the researcher as a person is also discussed by Neuman (2014, pp.20-21)
who explains how the researcher’s personal beliefs and social self can play an important
role in the topic selection process. In a similar way, Kawamura (2020, p.37) recommends
recognising and making connections between your own “individual, private experience and
the wider society”.

Task: Think about what you as a person can bring to your research. Think about your
personal experiences and your values. Take a look at the Neuman E-book and the real
life examples provided there of how a researcher’s social self can influence their
research design. One example is “Gang Leader for a Day” (Neuman 2014, p.20).

Whatever topic you choose, you will need to start reading around it, to understand it better
and to decide on which aspect you want to focus. Kawamura (2020, p.36) describes this
process and how it can lead to the development of a dissertation research question.

Formulating a research question can really sharpen the focus of your whole dissertation. It
can make life easier for you in many ways. In a book chapter on Research Questions and
Research Design, Gleeson (in Hartas, 2010, p.143) lists the following advantages:

Neuman (2014, p.174) suggests techniques for narrowing your topic into a research
question. These include examining the literature, talking over ideas with others, applying
the topic to a specific context, and defining the aim or desired outcome of the study.
Whatever process you use, the research questions you develop should be of good quality
and carefully thought out. Robson and McCartan (2016, p.62) recommend these criteria:

Importantly, your research questions will also help you to make decisions about your
research methods. Robson and McCartan (2016, p.47) recommend that the approach or
methodology you choose should be driven by your research question as, “different types of
research question…call for different methodologies”. You will need to think in detail about
your research approach and the most appropriate techniques to use. Mason (2014, p.73)
emphasises that, “what is very important is that you select your approach carefully and are
able to give the rationale for your choice”. Using justifiable research methods will improve
the design, process and final quality of your dissertation.

Eventually you should move from selecting a topic and developing a research question (or
questions) to the writing of your dissertation proposal. This narrowing process is depicted
in the following diagram by Naoum (2013, p.11).

Naoum (2013, p.11) provides this outline structure for a dissertation proposal.

Below is an example of a very short dissertation proposal provided by Swetnam (2004,
p.20). It is a proposal for a research study to investigate possible discrimination at a
community leisure centre.

How would you rate the quality of the above proposal to investigate possible discrimination
at a community leisure centre? How good are the different elements? Burnett (2009, p.80)
provides the following checklist for evaluating dissertation proposals.

Task: Use Burnett’s checklist above to evaluate the dissertation proposal on
investigating discrimination at the leisure centre. Go through each of Burnett’s bullet
points, one by one, and decide how well the proposal meets these quality criteria.
Find the other E-books mentioned in this information sheet and use them to
advance your dissertation planning. Do a search to find other dissertation E-books
relating to your particular subject area and research interests.

4. LITERATURE REVIEW
• This section signposts you to library resources that will help you
understand what a literature review is, why it is needed, and how to
conduct one yourself.
• Read the information below and do the tasks. Use the LIBRARY
CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned.
• Then use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find other resources relating to
your own particular research interests and subject area.

The literature review is an essential part of your dissertation. Doing it properly will have a
big influence on the quality of your whole research project. Kawamura (2020, p.36) explains
why the literature review “cannot be avoided”; her advice is aimed at fashion students but
is equally relevant for students in other subject areas:

Carey (2013, pp.83-84) distinguishes between an initial review and a longer ongoing review,
emphasising the importance of critically analysing the findings of your literature review. The
initial literature review should also help you to decide on a methodology for your research
project. Seeing what methods others have used will give you ideas for your own approach.

Whatever the topic and research question(s) you have chosen, your dissertation should be
worth doing. Your literature review should persuade your reader, and of course you, that
this is the case. Brinkmann (2013, p.88) explains how the reader uses a literature review to
judge the worthiness of the research project itself. In your case, it is your tutor who will
read, examine and mark your dissertation. The literature review is therefore a key element
in determining the quality of the dissertation and the ultimate grade they will give you.

The literature review should give the reader a clear idea of why the research was
worth doing in light of what has already been done in the field. So, in order to be
able to assess the worthiness of the research project, (and to be able to decide
whether to spend time reading the rest of the text), the reader should be informed
about research that has already been done on the theme of interest.

The literature that you review may include different or conflicting findings, theories, and
arguments. Controversies and limitations should be recognised by you and discussed, not
ignored. Robson and McCartan (2016, p.52) explain how it is important to look for areas of
contrast between different publications, to try to understand why these differences exist,
and to explain your critical thinking on the issues to your reader.

Clearly, an important purpose of your literature review is to place your research in the
context of previous research, making connections between your study and what has gone
before. Neuman (2014, p.126) explains how doing this will make you more knowledgeable
about the field, help you with your own research design, and make your dissertation more
credible to your reader / examiner.

Task: Think about your literature review in relation to the comments made by the authors
above. Which aspects of your literature review may need more attention from you? Have
you identified any areas of controversy or disagreement between authors? Have you
considered the methods used in the literature in relation to choosing your own research
methods? Use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find the E-books mentioned above, and read
more about how to develop your literature review.

A literature review is usually written in the style of an essay and should include a significant
element of analysis, critical discussion and synthesis. This is different from an annotated
bibliography, which instead deals with a list of individual publications and comments on
them one by one. Oliver (2012, p.9) contrasts the two forms.

Although it is similar to an essay, it is important to remember that your literature review is
not like a freestanding essay. As Oliver (2012, p.94) points out, “it is very important that a
literature review has a coherent structure which links with the other elements of the
dissertation.” In other words, your reader should be able to see clearly how your literature
review relates to your research aims and objectives, to your research questions, to your
methodology and to your findings and discussion sections (Oliver 2012, p.134):

The literature review section of your dissertation is obviously the main place where you
review the literature relating to your research question. But you will also need to review
some literature for your methodology section, where you draw on published studies to
explain and justify your approach and the methods you have chosen. Later in your findings
and discussion sections, you will again need to compare your research project findings with
the findings of the studies you looked at in your main literature review. Birley and Morland
(1998, p.83) give advice on this:

When you begin searching for relevant literature, you need to do this in a logical, systematic
way. You need to have a clear idea of what you are looking for and how to look. A clear
search strategy will save you time and effort and deliver good results. Oliver (2012, p.41)
recommends drawing up a list of key words related to your topic and research questions:

A clear search strategy will help you. Brainstorming and concept mapping can help you
develop one. Using anti-social behaviour as an example research topic, Smith and Todd
(2009, p.37) give an example of the process of moving from brainstorming to concept
mapping. The resulting concept map is shown in the figure below, with the concepts shown
in bold type. A concept map like this can then be used as a tool to focus your search.

Smith and Todd (2009, p.38) recommend using a thesaurus or encyclopaedia to come up
with synonyms (other words similar in meaning) for each of your main concepts. This will
make your search more powerful and help you to avoid missing any important publications
relevant to your topic. They explain how all these components can then be used in
combination as “search statements” using the Boolean operators AND, NOT and OR; “as
soon as you realize their power, you will be using them all the time” (2009, p.38).

Task: Go to the LIBRARY CATALOGUE and find the E-book by Smith and Todd (2009). Read
their examples and try brainstorming and concept mapping to develop your own search
strategy. Read their tips on how to use Boolean operators. Try using them yourself,
incorporating the main concepts and synonyms for your research topic.

When you find relevant and useful sources (books, journal articles, etc), it is important to
make notes of what you are reading as you go along. You should put notes into a Word
document including, for example, the aims of the research study you have read, the
methods they used and the findings. You might also want to quote directly from the
publication, including the number of the pages which the quotes are taken from. Doing this
as you go along will save you a lot of time because it means you won’t have to chase up the
information later. But there is also another vitally important reason, which is to avoid
plagiarism. Birley and Morland (1998, p.83) explain:

It is also important that you don’t use literature just for ‘padding’, to increase the word
count to get your review over and done with. This will lower the quality of the review and
your whole research project. Birley and Morland (1998, p.96) emphasise that the literature
you choose to review must be relevant to the focus of your own research project:

A literature review normally uses what are known as ‘secondary’ sources of information.
Carey (2013, p44) describes these as “where primary data has been processed or analysed,
typically by other researchers”. In the box below, Carey (2013, p.90) gives examples of
primary and secondary sources. Journal articles are often a major component of a literature
review as they tend to be more reliable. This is because they go through a ‘peer review’
process where the quality is checked by academics in the field before they are accepted for
publication. Carey (2013, p.91) suggests that “for an initial literature review and proposal
you should be able to rely upon a handful of journal articles, key textbooks and chapters in
books that closely relate to your topic”.

However, your literature review is not simply about referring to and quoting from the
primary and secondary sources that you have read. It must include your own thinking and
your critique of what you have read. It needs to be organised in a way that reflects the focus
of your dissertation proposal and the focus of your research questions. Kornuta and
Germaine (2019, p.35) give the following advice.

The structure of your literature review should reflect your research aims and the research
questions that you develop for your research proposal. The headings and sub-headings
should relate clearly to the aspects of the topic which form the focus of your research. Put
simply, Oliver (2012, p.9) suggests:

Task:
Think about your literature review in relation to the information provided above and the
various comments made by the book authors. Which areas of your own literature review
do you need to work on and improve?
Use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find the E-books mentioned above and read more about
how to develop different aspects of your literature review.
You can quote from the books mentioned above (and any others you find) to explain to
your reader how you approached your literature review. Demonstrating a clear and
methodical approach, supported by the literature on how to actually do a literature
review, will improve the quality of your dissertation and this will be reflected in the grade
you are awarded.

This section has introduced you to some of the key aspects of conducting a literature
review. You will need to learn more if you want to plan and carry out a successful research
project for your dissertation. You can find more information and resources to help you on
The Library web pages. A good place to look is on the Skills & Subject Support page. In the
subject guides section you can find useful information provided by the Academic Librarians:

Task:
•

Go to the Skills & Subject Support web page:
https://libguides.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/subject_support

•

Under the Skills section, click on Dissertations & Literature Reviews. Use
the resources there (videos etc) to find out more.

•

Under the Subject Guides section, click on your subject area and then look
for information on Research Skills.

5a. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
• This section signposts you to library resources that will help you to
understand research methodologies and methods - what they are, why
they are needed, and how to use them in your research design.
• Read the information provided below and do the tasks. Use the LIBRARY
CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned.
• Then use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find other resources relating to
your own particular research interests and subject area.
To begin with, here are some philosophical questions for you relating to research:
What is the nature of reality? What is the nature of knowledge?
How can we find truth? What methods should we use?
As a researcher, your answers to these questions are significant because, as Neuman (2014,
p.93) points out, all research rests on assumptions about reality and knowledge. We use the
terms ontology and epistemology to refer to the nature of reality and of knowledge.

Ontology: An area of philosophy that
deals with the nature of being, or
what exists; the area of philosophy
that asks what really is and what the
fundamental categories of reality are.

Epistemology: An area of philosophy
concerned with the creation of
knowledge; focuses on how we know
what we know or what are the most
valid ways to reach truth.

(Neuman 2014, p.94)

(Neuman 2014, p.95)

For your research project, you will be investigating a topic that is real and one which you
want to know more about, in order to produce knowledge on the topic. You will need to
describe its nature, and decide what methods are best to investigate it. For example, you
may want to conduct research on some aspect of racism in a particular context. This would
require a consideration of definitions and theories, such as Critical Race Theory, relating to

the nature of racism. In what ways does racism exist and in what ways can it be known?
These are questions of ontology and epistemology; you don’t have to use these actual terms
in your dissertation, but if you do use them it will show your examiner that you are aware of
them and that you know how to use them in an academic research context. Reading about
and understanding what is meant by ontology and epistemology will also help you to choose
a philosophical approach and appropriate methods to use in your research project,
whatever your topic may be.
Your methodology (i.e. your approach) is defined by White and Rayner (2014, p.30) as “the
research rationale and conceptual framework for your research design”, while your research
methods are “the range of techniques, tools and / or procedures that are used to generate
and collect data”. Therefore the methodology section of your dissertation should “focus
upon the logic behind using these methods in the context of your research”; the explanation
of your methodology “is widely regarded by examiners as a strong indicator of the scholarly
value and quality” of your dissertation (ibid., p.30).

To develop as a researcher, White and Rayner (2014, p.31) recommend that you “explore
the meaning and implications of three key philosophical terms for your research”:
•

Ontology. This is concerned with the nature of existence. It is bound up with a
particular belief in what exists, or theory about the nature of being, or the kinds of
things that have existence. The implications for research are bound up with
decisions about the place or relevance of ideas associated with validity, reliability,
subjectivity, objectivity and truth.

•

Epistemology. This is the study of knowledge and justified belief. It serves as the
basis for knowledge, and types of evidence, information and the way we interpret
and construct our findings for a piece of research. Ideas about methodology and
method are, for example, shaped by epistemic principles adopted by the researcher.
Similarly, epistemic issues arise when working on the creation and different forms of
dissemination of knowledge in particular areas of inquiry.

•

Axiology. This is the study of value, or goodness, in its widest sense. It plays a
constant part in decisions and conduct in research design. A simple example of this
role is in the adoption of ethical principles. It also reflects much more wide-ranging
issues to do with the on-going relationships between the researcher, research
participants, and the research itself.

How we see the world, how we feel about seeking truth and our methods of producing
knowledge are all important aspects of our research. For example, Letherby (2003, pp.1920) writes that “feminist epistemology means feminist ways of knowing.” In the chapter
extract below, she talks about the status of knowledge claims, and how power and privilege
can influence the way in which issues in the social world are defined.

Different epistemologies have characterized different historical times and places.
Examples of different epistemological approaches include Greek rationalism,
seventeenth and eighteenth-century empiricisms, eighteenth-century Enlightenment
and twentieth-century postmodernism (see McCarl Nielsen 1990 for a further
discussion). Stanley and Wise (1993: 188) suggest that:
An ‘epistemology’ is a framework or theory for specifying the constitution and
generation of knowledge about the social world; that is, it concerns how to
understand the nature of ‘reality’. A given epistemological framework specifies not
only what ‘knowledge’ is and how to recognize it, but who are the ‘knowers’ and by
what means someone becomes one, and also the means by which competing
knowledge-claims are adjudicated and some rejected in favour of another/others.

It follows therefore that feminist epistemology means feminist ways of knowing and
in Chapter 2 I consider this further. Here I am concerned with the status and privilege
accorded to different knowledge claims. Many feminist writers have argued that
knowledge, reason and science have been ‘manmade’. The general idea here is that
western societies have been dominated by patriarchy and men have used their
positions of power to define issues, structure language and develop theory. Thus,
men have been able to promote their own interests and, as a result, all the dominant
forms of discourse in western culture – art, media, literature, science, social science
and so on – exhibit predominantly male characteristics. This general argument is a
central claim of feminist theory but within this it is possible to distinguish a number of
different and incompatible positions.

When it comes to deciding which methodology and methods to use, power and privilege
can be important considerations. For example, a researcher may decide to involve their
participants as co-researchers. This method, known as participatory research, is sometimes
used in feminist studies, and other areas where the participants are acknowledged as
experts, rather than seeing the researcher as “the authority figure” (Given, 2008, p.599). A

participatory approach shares the power between the researcher and the participants; the
latter are not ‘subjects’ of an investigation but co-researchers. An example is provided
below by Given (2008, p.600), which describes a research project conducted by a student in
the USA for her dissertation.

Black Southern Women: Their Lived Realities
In the author’s dissertation work, tentatively titled Black Southern Women:
Their Lived Realities, the participants were invited to share the stories and
experiences of their lives growing up and raising families in the rural
South. As a former member of the community, the author collaborated with
approximately 10 participants, allowing them to be equally invested and
equally involved in the process of collecting, writing, interpreting, and
editing the stories they wrote. Their involvement began during the early
stages of recommending other participants and retelling stories in
individual and group settings to ensure adequate information was
available. As co-investigators their stories were instrumental in
establishing and representing a corporate set of themes and experiences.
The author shared her experiences with the participants, and together,
they were able to compare and contrast their ideas about the topics of
research. Though the co-researchers in this project were not involved in
the writing stages, they did have the opportunity to respond to the stories
the author wrote, offering their unique perspectives and feedback as
participants in the research and characters in the stories. The resulting
research project is a collaboration between the researcher and the
researched, including participants as co-researchers.

The title of the dissertation above refers to the experiences of the participants as “their
lived realities”. This choice of words, and particularly the use of ‘realities’ (plural) rather
than ‘reality’ (singular), is significant as it suggests that the author has a particular stance or
philosophical position on researching the social world. The idea of there being not one but
multiple alternative realities is discussed by Denscombe (2017, p.140) who contrasts
positivistic approaches with phenomenological approaches.

As they themselves are social beings, individuals conducting social research may have views
on reality that influence their research decisions at many levels. Neuman (2014, p.95) writes
about this, describing two contrasting approaches: realists believe that “there is an
empirical world ‘out there’ that exists apart from our inner thoughts and perceptions of it”;
nominalists, however, believe that “interpretations and subjective views greatly influence all
observations” that we make. As a researcher, it is important to acknowledge that your
personal views may influence your research. If you are not aware of this, then the approach
you adopt and the methods you choose may be unconsciously influenced by your beliefs
and your research findings may be unwittingly influenced or biased by your views.

The world of published research is itself influenced by different philosophical movements,
and the strength of these may increase or decrease at certain time periods as other
influences take effect. When you read a publication, it is possible that it is coming from a
particular philosophical position in terms of how the author sees the world. For example,
Robson and McCartan (2016, p.17) discuss the rise of Modernism with its belief in
“rationality, and progress through science”, and how its “claims to truth” became
challenged by Postmodernism.

Task:
Go to the LIBRARY CATALOGUE, find the E-book by Neuman (2014, p.94) and read more
about realist and nominalist positions. Think about where you stand in relation to these
perspectives. How aware are you of your own views on reality and how they might
influence your research?
How complex or straightforward is reality? How many realities are there? Have a look at
the E-books by Denscombe (2017) and Robson and McCartan (2016) and consider your
philosophical position on this issue. What are the implications for your research?
Find the E-book by Given (2008, pp.599-600) and read more about the benefits and the
challenges of involving your participants as co-researchers. Is participatory research a
possibility for your research project? Which method(s) do you think would be most
appropriate for your research topic and questions, taking into account your position with
regard to ontology, epistemology and axiology?

Your methodology and methods are very important elements of the research process.
Kawamura (2020, p.34) suggests that “a researcher cannot suddenly jump into the datacollection process. There is a planning stage; the whole process of research needs to be
considered and reconsidered before you begin your research”.

Research design is described by White and Rayner (2014, p.29) as “the blueprint or detailed
outline for the whole of your research and dissertation. It relies on careful planning”. There
is a lot to think about in research design. Taking a ‘big picture’ perspective can help you with
the overall process. In the diagram below, White and Rayner (2014, p.29) summarise the
various features of research design that you need to consider.

As you can see in the diagram above, ‘validity’ and ‘repeatability’ are two important
features to consider in your overall methodological approach. Repeatability is also referred
to as ‘reliability’. Payne and Payne (2004, p.196) explain the meaning of reliability and
validity in terms of “the credibility of research”.

There are two main questions about credibility of research. The first addresses
whether we would get similar results if the study were repeated. The second question
is more challenging: even if the same results were obtained, would they be right, i.e.
have we actually measured what we needed to look at, in a way that accurately
captures its characteristics? The first question is about reliability, the second about
validity (dealt with in a closely linked section, Validity). The two are often confused
(for people who like mnemonics, REliabity is about REpeatability)…Reliability is about
being confident that the way data were gathered could be repeated without the
methods themselves producing different results.

Whatever the methodology and methods you choose, you will need to consider the validity
and the reliability of your research as they relate to the credibility of your research findings.
However, the terms validity and reliability can have somewhat different meanings in
different research contexts and for different researchers, depending on the type of research
you are undertaking. Sometimes researchers can have very different views about what is
valid, about the importance of reliability, and about what is the most appropriate method to
use in a particular research context. When deciding which approach to use, Robson and
McCartan (2016, p.47) take the view that “the research question is the key. Different types
of research question…call for different methodologies”. They suggest the following “simple
rules of thumb” when deciding on which research methods to use (2016, p.242).

Going back to the diagram on the features of research design, White and Rayner (2014,
p.29) give two options for an overall methodological approach – quantitative or qualitative.
Summarising the features of the two approaches, Robson and McCartan (2016, p.19)
describe how “to a considerable extent they present mirror images of each other: numerical
vs. non-numerical; decontextualized vs. context important; objectivity vs. subjectivity, etc.
What is put forward as a positive feature for one side of the divide would represent a
criticism from the other”. There has been much debate about the nature and relative
dis/advantages of the two approaches. In the box below, Robson and McCartan (2016, p.18)
explain the two traditions of quantitative and qualitative social research; they describe
“warring tribes” of researchers with very different ideas about how to understand “people
and their problems”. The highlighting has been added here to the original text:

The two traditions: quantitative and qualitative social research
For many years there was a basic choice to be made when carrying out a piece of social
research. The two alternatives were known as quantitative and qualitative social research.
The quantitative route tried to follow essentially the same research path as researchers in
the so‐called ‘natural’ sciences such as physics, chemistry and biology. Advocates of
qualitative approaches considered that, because the focus of social research is on human
beings in social situations, you need a very different approach to the research task. Human
consciousness and language, the interactions between people in social situations, the fact
that both researcher and researched are human – and a host of other aspects – all were
considered to require, and make possible, a radically different approach to research. Their
criticisms of quantitative approaches as a basis for social research were influential, but
many social researchers either chose to ignore these criticisms or attempted to come to
terms with them rather than abandon quantitative research.
Warring tribes of quantitative and qualitative social researchers fought a good fight. The
quantitative camp claimed that their scientific approach was the only way to conduct
serious research and cast doubts on the value of qualitative research. Qualitative advocates
countered that the dead hand of numbers and statistics was no way to understand anything
worthwhile about people and their problems. Thankfully the new millennium appears to
have brought a détente, though sniping across the trenches continues (Holosko, 2012 and
Shaw, 2012 provide an example of a reasonably civilized interchange). There are still zealots
proclaiming their version of the true faith, but several commentators (e.g. Bryman, 2006b;
Walsh, 2012) now see this as a worn‐out debate. This is in part because many researchers
appear content to continue with their own prescriptions following well‐worn paths, letting
others follow their own, different, paths. This situation has been described as the ‘two
solitudes’ (Stoppard, 2002). There remain problems, particularly when a researcher wishes
to use qualitative methods in a field where quantitative methods are the norm (e.g. Yang,
2013). Encouragingly, however, there is a growing recognition of the value of combining
elements of both quantitative and qualitative research styles…

The features typically associated with quantitative social research are summarised below by
Robson and McCartan (2016, p.19). Again, the highlighting is not in the original text; it has
been added here to bring out some of the key aspects.

Quantitative social research: typical features
Measurement and quantification (i.e. turning the information or data obtained into
numbers) is central. Accuracy and precision of measurement is sought.
A focus on behaviour (i.e. on what people do or say).
The scientific approach is adhered to, with the same general principles as natural
science.
A deductive logic is adopted where pre‐existing theoretical ideas or concepts are tested.
Design of the research is pre‐specified in detail at an early stage of the research process.
Reliability (consistency over time and with different observers) and validity (showing
they measure what is intended) of measurements is important.
Detailed specification of procedures is provided so that replication of the study is
possible (i.e. it can be repeated so that the findings can be checked).
Statistical analysis of the data is expected.
Generalization of the findings is sought (usually in the form of statistical generalizability
which requires the sample of participants studied to be representative of some wider
population).
Objectivity is sought and distance maintained between the researcher and participants.
Standardization is sought in the interests of control and accuracy. This often involves
decontextualization (i.e. stripping the situation researched from its context, or ignoring the
possible effects of the context). Some artificiality may be needed to achieve the desired
standardization.
A neutral, value‐free position is sought.

Task: In their E-book, Robson and McCartan (2016, pp.21-22) describe the philosophical
belief system underlying the quantitative approach as being “closely linked to positivism”,
which was itself for a long time “the standard philosophical view of natural science”. Look
at their E-book and read their short summary of positivistic science, how it came under
attack, and how an alternative approach called post-positivism emerged. To what extent do
you dis/agree with post-positivistic ideas about the nature of reality and how to find truth?

In contrast with quantitative social research, Robson and McCartan (2016, p.20) list the
following features typically associated with qualtitative social research.

Qualitative social research: typical features
Accounts and findings are presented verbally or in other non‐numerical form. There is
little or no use of numerical data or statistical analysis.
An inductive logic is used starting with data collection from which theoretical ideas and
concepts emerge.
A focus on meanings.
Contexts are seen as important. There is a need to understand phenomena in their
setting.
Situations are described from the perspective of those involved.
The design of the research emerges as the research is carried out and is flexible
throughout the whole process.
The existence and importance of the values of researchers and others involved is
accepted.
Objectivity is not valued. It is seen as distancing the researcher from participants.
Openness and receptivity of the researcher is valued.
The generalizability of findings is not a major concern
It takes place in natural settings. Artificial laboratory settings are rarely used.
Both the personal commitment and reflexivity (self‐awareness) of the researcher are
valued.
It is usually small scale in terms of numbers of persons or situations researched.
The social world is viewed as a creation of the people involved.

Critical reasoning is an important part of your dissertation research process. In the two
boxes above, Robson and McCartan (2016) mention the use of theory and different kinds of
logic in social research. They mention that inductive reasoning is commonly associated with
qualitative research, while deductive reasoning is associated with quantitative research.
Carey (2013, pp.51-52) explains these two different approaches or types of reasoning
(inductive and deductive). Inductive reasoning sets out to discover theories. Carey (2013,
p.50) describes a theory as “a set of statements or proposals that helps us explain and
understand what it is we have discovered”. Inductive reasoning is very common in

qualitative research. It involves moving from analysis of your data and your findings to a
hypothesis and a theory that may explain what you have found. The process of inductive
reasoning is depicted by Carey (2013, p.51) in Figure 3.1 below. While inductive reasoning
involves theory construction, in contrast, deductive reasoning involves starting out with a
theory and testing it. The deductive reasoning process is depicted in Figure 3.2 below.
However, as explained by Carey (2013, pp.51-52), these two forms of reasoning can also be
combined in a process known as ‘retroduction’, where ideas and evidence interact with
each other.

Similar to Carey’s (2013) explanation, Neuman (2014, pp.69-70) talks about the “direction of
theorizing”. Firstly, a deductive approach involves starting with abstract or theoretical
thinking and moving to concrete situations and evidence to evaluate the theory. In contrast,
an inductive approach begins by “observing the empirical world”, reflecting on what is
happening and moving toward a theoretical understanding of what has been observed.
Again, like Carey (2013), Neuman (2014) also explains how it is possible to use both of these
approaches in a research study.

Of course, the use of theory is not limited to any one particular stage of the research
process. It can and should be considered in relation to all stages of your research project. As
a researcher, you can use theory to describe how you see the world, how you feel about
seeking truth and your methods of producing knowledge. These issues relate to questions of
ontology, epistemology and axiology, which were considered at the beginning of this
information sheet. Neuman (2014, p.21) provides the following diagram that suggests how
theory can be incorporated into every step in the qualitative research process.

Hammersley (2013, p.15) also contrasts quantitative and qualitative research approaches
and mentions flexible design, verbal analysis and “the essential role of subjectivity” as key
elements within qualitative research.

In light of this contrast with quantitative social science, we can define ‘qualitative research’
along the following lines: a form of social inquiry that tends to adopt a flexible and
data-driven research design, to use relatively unstructured data, to emphasize the
essential role of subjectivity in the research process, to study a small number of
naturally occurring cases in detail, and to use verbal rather than statistical forms of
analysis .

In the box above, Hammersley (2013, p.15) mentions the importance of your research
design being driven by data. But what are data? In the SAGE Encyclopaedia of Qualitative
Research Methods (Given, 2008) data are referred to as “a collection of information”
(p.185); quantitative research collects “data that are in numerical form” while qualitative
data is a collection of information that is not numerical in form; these can be verbal or nonverbal (p.186):

Data are verbal if the majority of what is being analyzed is words. Verbal data sources
include items such as personal diaries, letters, media reports, surveys/ interviews,
and fieldnotes. Within the group of interviews the data can come from indepth/unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews, structured interviews,
questionnaires containing substantial open-ended comments, focus groups, and so
on.
Nonverbal data sources include items such as student concept maps, kinship
diagrams, pictures, video, film, art, and print advertisements. Each type of data and
how it was collected has different strengths and weaknesses in relation to the
research questions and analysis techniques. For example, nonparticipant
observations from video collected through surveillance cameras potentially allow the
researcher to collect data without influence in the field, but there are issues with the
ethics of these observations.

Task:
What type of research method(s) would be most appropriate to help you meet your
study aims and objectives, and to help you answer your research questions?
What kind of theory might you bring into your research design? What sort of
reasoning could you use?
What kind of data would be most appropriate for your research project?
Go to the LIBRARY CATALOGUE and find the E-books mentioned above. Read more
about the methodological choices available to you. Also find information about the
possible theories that you could use in relation to your subject area, your research
topic and your research questions.

Another important research term that you need to consider is sampling. For example, you
may decide to recruit some participants for your research project and interview them to get
their views on a particular topic or controversial issue. You will need to think about where
these participants are going to come from. How exactly are you going to select your
participants and how many will you need? Carey (2013, p.46) gives this explanation of
sampling in a social work research context; it is also relevant to other subject areas:

A sample is a small group of research participants or subset drawn from a wider
population and from which a degree of generalization can be made. Sampling is the
process by which a sample is gathered. The population is represented by the total
number of people who are members of your area of research interest (e.g. female
carers, newly qualified male social workers working within mental health care). A
distinction is also drawn between probability samples and non- probability
samples. Probability samples allow each member an equal chance of being selected
by the researcher, and they therefore enjoy a high degree of representativeness and
remain the most common samples used in quantitative research. Qualitative
researchers, however, rely more upon non- probability samples in which each
member of a population does not have an equal chance of selection. This sampling
approach is unlikely to be representative and allow generalization yet it has the
advantage of providing a rich source of data for analysis.

The above concepts are also explained by Teeroovengadum and Nunkoo (in Nunkoo, 2018,
p.478). Again, although their book is about research on tourism and hospitality
management, the points the authors make are also relevant to other subject areas.

The probability sampling approach, which is mostly associated with quantitative
research, focuses on the randomness and the objectivity of the sample selection
process. The findings drawn from a sample that has been selected using a
probability sampling method can be generalised to the study population with a
determined degree of accuracy and confidence level. On the other hand, the nonprobability sampling approach is usually associated with qualitative research, where
the main objective is usually to gain an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon,
rather than making generalisations.

The sampling approach that you choose will depend on many factors, including your
particular research aims and objectives, your underlying philosophical approach, the time
available to you, other resources you have at your disposal, and the research questions that
you hope your research will answer.
If you decide to use a non-probability sample, Davies & Hughes (2014, p.152) explain
different ways of approaching this; for example, they describe convenience sampling where
participants are selected in terms of their “ease of availability”.

Another approach to consider is purposive sampling. The same authors (ibid., p.157) explain
how this refers to selecting “typical” individuals who you think will be representative of the
population you want to research.

There are different approaches to purposive sampling. Robson and McCartan (2016, p.281)
describe one particular type known as “snowball sampling”.

An example of a snowball sampling design in tourism and hospitality research is provided by
Teeroovengadum and Nunkoo (in Nunkoo, 2018, p.483). They describe a research study
which investigated people’s experiences of food tourism. The summary provided in the box
below describes how the authors went about recruiting appropriate participants.

In the food tourism study described above, 16 participants were recruited and interviewed
to collect the study data. The summary provided above does not give details of what type of
interviewing method was used. It may have been a semi-structured format, which is a very
popular type of interview as described below by Elliot (2016).

For your research project you will need to make a decision about your sample size. This
refers to the number of participants that you aim to recruit. For example, in the food
tourism study mentioned above, the researchers recruited 16 participants to interview.
Teeroovengadum and Nunkoo (in Nunkoo, 2018, p.486) give the following advice:

For a university student doing their first major independent research project, qualitative
data analysis may be something completely new, strange, and challenging. However, as
Given (2008, p.186) explains, there are “common features” that you should be aware of
which will help you to find your way through the process:

Regardless of the perspective or paradigm one uses, the analysis of qualitative data
involves a number of common features. These include simultaneous data collection
and analysis, the practice of writing memos during and after data collection, the use
of some sort of coding, the use of writing as a tool for analysis, and the development
of concepts and connection of one’s analysis to the literature in one’s field.

For example, when analysing interview data, researchers may use an approach called
thematic analysis. This is a way of processing and reducing your data so that you can
identify or interpret themes. The extract below from Given (2008, p.867) suggests how
thematic analysis can be used in “the search for patterns of experience within a qualitative
data set”. Your data set may be a collection of interviews. In which case, you could use
thematic analysis to search for patterns and interpret themes in the data that will help you
to answer your research questions.

Thematic analysis is a data reduction and analysis strategy by which qualitative data
are segmented, categorized, summarized, and reconstructed in a way that captures
the important concepts within the data set. Thematic analysis is primarily a
descriptive strategy that facilitates the search for patterns of experience within a
qualitative data set; the product of a thematic analysis is a description of those
patterns and the overarching design that unites them. Thematic coding is the strategy
by which data are segmented and categorized for thematic analysis…In thematic
coding, the analyst frequently begins with a list of themes known (or at least
anticipated) to be found in the data. When data for thematic analysis are collected
through semi-structured interviews, some themes will be anticipated in the data set
because those concepts were explicitly included in data collection. Codes may also
come from a beginning conceptual model, the review of the literature, or professional
experience…coding categories serve as a receptacle for promising ideas. Promising
ideas become coding categories through a rigorous process of analytic induction that
includes both within and across-case comparisons…Coding facilitates the
development of themes, and the development of themes facilitates coding. In coding,
portions of data are separated from their original context and labeled in some way so
that all data bearing the same label can be retrieved and inspected together.

This information sheet has introduced you to just some of the many aspects of research
methodology and methods. You will need to learn more about them if you want to plan and
carry out a successful research project for your dissertation. You can find more information
and resources to help you on The Library web pages. A good place to look is on the Skills &
Subject Support page. In the subject guides section you can find useful information
provided by the Academic Librarians:

Task:
•

Go to the Skills & Subject Support web page:
https://libguides.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/subject_support

•

Under the Skills section, click on Dissertations & Literature Reviews. Use
the resources there (videos etc) to find out more.

•

Under the Subject Guides section, click on your subject area and then look
for information on Research Skills.

•

For more information on interviewing, see section 5b below.

5b. INTERVIEWING
• This section introduces you to library resources that will help you learn
how to plan and conduct interviews successfully.
• Read the information below and do the tasks. Use the LIBRARY
CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned.
• Then use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find other resources relating to
your own particular research topic and subject area.

In this book on qualitative interviewing, Brinkmann (2013, p.21) describes “producing
knowledge” as being the central goal of qualitative interviews. Brinkmann also mentions the
value of “a reflexive account” of the interview, including a reflection on issues relating to
“power and control”:

Task: Think about your research topic and your interview plans. What kind of
knowledge production are you interested in? What is it that you want to know,
exactly? Are there any ethical or other issues relating to power and control that
you need to consider? Is it possible that any power issues might influence the
knowledge production process in your research project? Look at Brinkmann’s
(2013) E-book to find out more about how this might happen.

The semi-structured interview is a popular research method. Elliot (2016) explains how it
typically involves an open and flexible approach where the interviewer follows a prepared
schedule that covers the various aspects of the topic.

It is essential to develop your interview questions carefully. Gillham (2000, p.21) warns that
if you simply “knock out” your questions then the interview that you conduct may be
“disastrous” because the data will be poor and perhaps even “impossible to analyse”.

The emergent character of ‘interview’ questions cannot be emphasized too
strongly. The way to construct a disastrous interview or questionnaire is just to
sit down and knock out a set of questions off the top of your head. As anyone
with experience in higher education will testify, this is all too often how it is
done by students at many levels. The resulting data are not only poor but often
virtually impossible to analyse.

If you don’t plan your interview questions carefully, then the data you get from the
interview will be of poor quality. Planning good interviews can be a slow and difficult
process. However, the data you get from a good interview will help you to answer your
research questions. It is a good idea to think of the interview planning process as an
investment that will more than pay back the effort you put in. This will be reflected in the
overall quality of the dissertation and the grade you are awarded by your tutor.

Task: Think about your interview questions. Do you need to give more
attention to their design and development? Look at Gillham’s (2000) E-book
and find out how to develop good quality questions for your interviews.

It will help your planning and preparation if you think about the interview in stages. Robson
and McCartan (2016, p.290) suggest a sequence of five different sections:

There are many things that can go wrong in an interview. You need to be prepared so that
everything goes as well as possible. Carey (2013, pp.131-132) describes some of the “key
skills” that you will need as a researcher if your interview process is to go successfully.

When you plan your interviews, be sure to describe how you did this in the Methodology
section of your dissertation and refer to the sources you used. For example, you can use and
refer to the E-books mentioned in this information sheet. This will show the person marking
your dissertation that you used good quality research methods literature to develop your
questions for the interviews and to sharpen your interviewing technique.

Taking part in an interview can be hard work, both for you and for your interviewee. You
should do everything you can to make it go well, and to wind it down successfully at the
end. Wengraf (2001, p.205) gives some advice on how to do this, and how to keep in contact
with your interviewee afterwards if necessary.

Task:
Think about the questions you want to ask your interviewees. Which ones are
relatively easy, or relatively risky? Have you prepared any cool-down questions to
help manage any possible tension in your interview? Look at the Robson and
McCartan (2016) E-book to find out more about how to manage the stages of your
interview and how to keep on good terms with your interviewee.
Have you got any tactics planned for how to “remain in the background” and get
the most out of your interviewee? How will you use silence effectively? Look at
Carey’s (2013) E-book to find out more about how to plan and conduct your
interviews successfully. Have you planned the closing stage of your interview?
What options do you want to keep open after the interview? Look at Wengraf’s
(2001) E-book to find out more about how to manage this stage successfully.
You can see that Carey (2013, pp.131) cites a useful book by Denscombe (2007).
Find the details of this book yourself in the Bibliography section of Carey’s book
and look up the latest edition of Denscombe using the university’s LIBRARY
CATALOGUE. See what advice Denscombe gives on interviewing and on other
aspects of research.

6. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
• This section signposts you to library resources that will help you to
present and discuss your research findings.
• Read the information below and do the tasks. Use the LIBRARY
CATALOGUE to find and read more from the E-books mentioned.
• Then use the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to find other resources relating to
your own particular research interests and subject area.

The findings section of your dissertation is where you present to your reader your analysis
of your data. Some dissertations combine the presentation of the findings with the
discussion of the findings. For example, Burnett (2009, p.205) suggests grouping ‘data /
findings / discussion’ in the same chapter and points to some of the challenges involved.

This chapter often causes some of the greatest problems, due to the exciting but
daunting issue of being faced with a desk or PC full of data. Work through your data
systematically, and be both reasoned and creative with the categories of meanings
that you produce in the results…You need to bring forward issues arising from the
methodology, for example, your place in the research process and how this might
have shaped interaction or the interpretations which you make…

However, some people prefer using two different dissertation chapters, one for presenting
their findings and a separate chapter for their discussion of those findings. You might want
to talk to your supervisor about these options before making a decision on which format
you should choose. Whichever format you decide on, you need to be very clear about the
difference between what exactly is meant by ‘findings’ and what is meant by ‘discussion’.
Smith, Todd and Waldman (2009, p.135) explain the difference between the two as follows:

Many students confuse findings with discussion, and it is important to keep them
separate, at least in your mind. In the findings section, you are presenting what you
have found in your research and what you interpret those findings to mean. The
discussion section is where you link your data analysis back to literature you
introduced in your literature review. Some dissertation guidance will put the two
together in one chapter, others will ask for separate chapters. Check what is required
at your university.

Whichever format you choose, one chapter or two, the presentation of your findings is very
important. You need to present clearly the outcome of your data analysis and explain to
your reader what you have discovered. You will need to make decisions about what exactly
are your key findings and how much detail to provide. You will need to be selective and
think carefully about keeping to an appropriate word limit for this section. Carey (2013,
p.198) gives the following advice:

It is important to be detailed but succinct and also selective about what it is that will
be admitted and omitted in the findings chapter. Only material that connects directly
with either the research aims or objectives should be included. Some findings can be
condensed or discussed less explicitly to make more space for supplementary findings
if they have a function regarding the overall study. Despite these intentions, you will
still need to be careful not to cram too much information into this chapter as an
avalanche of findings may confuse or even confound the reader. Try to decide what
takes priority and always think carefully about what will be included and how this
links to your principal research ambitions.

The findings that result from your data analysis should be presented clearly, in a way that
your reader will see as credible and trustworthy. Smith, Todd and Waldman (2009, p.135)
emphasise the importance of using logic and evidence to support your argument:
In your findings section, it is important that you present your results in a logical and
convincing manner. If your results are presented in a confusing way, the reader will
not follow your argument and may not trust your conclusions. …When it comes to
qualitative data, there are no fixed rules about the best way to present qualitative
data…you need to choose extracts from your data that evidence the arguments you
are making in your data analysis. These can be, for example, quotes from your
interviews or focus groups or notes or photographs from your observations. Quotes
and other raw data will bring your analysis to life and will make your findings more
credible…you should clearly label your data extracts. For interview data, you may
choose to give your interviewees pseudonyms (made-up names) or you might decide
to number the interviews. You should set your quotes apart from the rest of the text
by indenting them.

You must be careful that you do not stray into discussion when you are presenting the
results of your data analysis. For example, in Hartas (2010), Pritchard warns against
considering the implications of your findings at this stage or bringing in research done by
others; using relevant subheadings is recommended to maintain focus (pp.614-615):

Results
It is important that in this section you do nothing more than present your results. It is
not the place for any consideration of the implications of your work or for
consideration of the work of others. The results section is not the place for comment
or discussion either…What you present must be clear and unambiguous and this will
not be possible unless you clearly describe and explain the presentation of your
results…When setting out your results section the use of subheadings which relate to
specific research objectives or to specific items from the methods section may well be
useful. This technique for breaking up text with useful and meaningful subheadings is
a good way of allowing easy access to your work for the reader and you should
consider its use throughout.

The warning provided above by Pritchard (2010) is similar to that given by White and Rayner
(2014, pp.163-164). They also stress the importance of explaining to your reader how you
interpreted the data to arrive at your results. This process needs to be explained in a way
that is transparent and credible, so that your findings are as trustworthy as possible:

Results
Results can range from transcriptions of interviews to tables of raw data. This section
only describes the results obtained. Refrain from explaining what they mean. This
comes in the next section. It is very easy to comment on the results when describing
them, but this can be confusing for the reader. In this section you would include a full
analysis of how you interpreted the data and give details of any calculations. If you
have collected data in a number of different ways, keep each one separate. In this
section you can include tables and figures to summarize your quantitative results, and
describe the trends and concepts identified from qualitative analysis. With certain
quantitative investigations you may have collected vast amounts of data. In these
situations summarize the data with the use of tables and only include the summaries
in the main dissertation. The original data can either be included in an appendix or
can be submitted as a separate file. It might be a good idea to discuss this with your
dissertation supervisor.

Your decisions about how exactly to display the results of your data analysis will depend a
lot on the nature of the data itself. In the excerpt below, Mason (2014, pp.208-209) outlines
some of the issues to consider and the challenges that may be involved:

If you have used a qualitative approach, the way in which you display your results will
depend very much on the data you have collected. Display of data may require little
more than a summary of the key points made by respondents and the use of some
‘verbatims’ to illustrate this. However, some results in qualitative research, such as
demographic data, can be displayed in tables, charts or graphs. Depending on the
nature of your qualitative research, even more so than in the case of quantitative
research, it may not be that easy to separate the results from the discussion of the
results. This will be particularly the case if you used, for example, emergent research
(see Cresswell, 2009). This form of qualitative research is where you modify your
techniques and/or questions on the basis of results and findings from an earlier stage
of research. If this is the case then it is very likely that you will need to discuss why
you made the changes – this will inevitably involve discussion, and not just
presentation of the results from the earlier stage. However, as with the statement
above concerning quantitative research, if you do combine the results with discussion
of results in one chapter, you should explain carefully why you are doing this.

Once you have finished presenting your data analysis and results, Pritchard (in Hartas, 2010)
explains how moving from your findings to your discussion section will involve engaging
critically with those findings (p.615). There is much to consider and include in this process:
The discussion section of a dissertation is the crucially important step that must be
taken from the presentation of results to a critical engagement with them. There has
been a good deal written about all aspects of the process of research, but as far as
the final written product is concerned, more has been written about the discussion of
results than about any other part of the process. The discussion section can be one of
the most difficult to write. It involves more than reporting; it involves a high level of
critical thinking, and this needs to be translated into text in a way that meets the
requirements of the project as a whole. The research question must be to the fore,
and all of the results reported earlier must be considered. Probably the most
important pitfall to avoid in a discussion section is simply restating the results.
Discussion implies a good deal more than any sort of restating what has gone before.
The results should be referred to, but it is your job to add a good deal more to them
in terms of analysis and development of ideas and argument. Boote and Beile (2005)
tell us that we have to synthesize results in a way that permits a new perspective to
be developed and this requires us to be involved in making links, comparisons and
contrasts, and to juxtapose the results with the findings of others. Hart (1999)
encourages us to provide a new perspective of the situation under investigation by
considering the results in the context of the literature, by referring back to both the
literature review and the detailed results. It is also possible that you may need to
consider methodological matters as well, and discuss the suitability of what you have
done in relation to what you have discovered.

As explained by White and Rayner (2014, p.164), your discussion section involves an
interpretation of your results in relation to the aims and objectives of your research. This
must include consideration of the literature previously reviewed, the theory you have used,
your methodology and data collection techniques.
Discussion (interpretation of the results)
In this section you answer a number of questions. You interpret what your research
findings mean and whether they agree with the aims and objectives set out in your
proposal. You relate your work back to the literature review and see how it fits in
with all the published work. How does it compare with established theories and
ideas? Are there similarities and differences and why? If you have taken a grounded
theory approach, how has the theory developed? Are there any generalizations you
can make? You also need to include in the discussion an account of the
appropriateness of your methodology and data collection techniques, and whether in
hindsight they were the most suitable. The discussion is a very important section of
the dissertation, and should also demonstrate how your research relates to the wider
context of the subject…It is very easy when writing the discussion to include general
points that, although important, do not arise from your work. You must base your
writing in this section on the work you have done.

In their advice above, White and Rayner (2014) warn against your discussion including
points that do not strictly relate to the research that you have done. This is important to
remember. You need to check your writing to make sure that you are not drifting into
speculation that does not relate to your research findings. It can be easy to drift in this way
and it is a common feature of student dissertations. Such drifting will lower the quality of
your discussion, as described by Pritchard (in Hartas, 2010, pp.615-616):
One further possible pitfall is including speculation, which goes beyond the evidence
which arises from the research undertaken. The discussion must be based fully on the
results, their significance and their relationship to previous work. A survey reported
by Onwuegbuzie and Daniel (2005) on the most commonly criticized aspects of
discussion in research writing submitted for publication found that:
• the discussion was too brief
• there was repetition of material from the results section
• there were too many cases of over-generalization (going beyond the data)
With these three points in mind and with a focus on a thorough critical treatment of
the results, the likelihood is that you will write a good discussion section.

Look at published research articles to get ideas about how to write-up your own discussion
section, as recommended by Smith, Todd and Waldman (2009, pp.136-137):
Traditionally, the discussion links findings to the literature presented in the literature
review. The discussion section is the place where you show the significance of your
findings and highlight what has been achieved when compared to the original aims.
There are arguments for extending the coverage of literature in this section but only
in exceptional circumstances, such as when you have obtained completely different
results to what you expected. The discussion should be an opportunity to raise the
different voices of interest in the research question and to explore the findings in the
light of the literature and different perspectives within it.
In a piece of small-scale research, Swales and Feak (2004: 270–272) identified the
following different ways to open the discussion section:
• citing the main results;
• discussing the literature;
• offering general conclusions;
• reminding the reader about the original purpose;
• highlighting the special importance of the research site;
• focusing on the methodology;
• discussing the limitations of the research.
Look at some discussion section openings in articles that relate to your topic area.
Doing this will give you a sense of what happens in your field. When you write your
own discussion section, you can use the same opening strategy.

Task: Go to the LIBRARY CATALOGUE, find some of the E-books mentioned above and
read more about how to plan your Findings and Discussion sections. You can also cite
these E-books in your dissertation write-up, to show that you have used the literature
on ‘doing research’ to inform the design and reporting of your own research project.
There are many other useful E-books that will help you with your dissertation. Use
the LIBRARY CATALOGUE to search for E-books that relate to your subject area and to
your specific research topic.
Look at previous student dissertations to see how they have presented their findings
and structured their discussion. Ask your supervisor for advice.
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