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The former is essential for concentrating and narrowing our line of
enquiry when analysing a particular topic. The latter is essential in val-
idating research. The centrality of methods in postgraduate research is
borne out by the frequency with which the question Why have you chosen
this method as opposed to another?' is posed in the viva (see chapter 5).

Methods can be used in either quantitative research, which is
concerned predominantly with quantity, or qualitative research, which is
concerned with interpreting the subjective experiences, i.e. the per-
spectives, of the individuals being studied. Although these research
approaches are different, the logic of inference underlying both types of
enquiry may be the same, rendering the sharp distinction between them
that is often made a false one (Landman, 2000, 19; Silverman, 2000, 11).
Equally, both qualitative and quantitative research must be understood as
umbrella terms, under which a wide and diverse range of 'paradigms,
approaches to data, and methods for the analysis of data' are categorised
(Punch, 2000a, 139).

Quantitative research
Broadly speaking, quantitative research is characterised by three basic
phases: finding variables for concepts, operationalising them in the
study, and measuring them. This type of research approach tends, in
general, to 'abstract from particular instances to seek general description
or to test causal hypotheses; it seeks measurements and analyses that are
easily replicable by other researchers' (King et al., 1994, 3). (Of course, not
all quantification satisfies King's statement, the use of quantitative
methods in discourse analysis being a case in point). The replication of
methods is seen by supporters of quantitative analyses as very important,
because the work is thus subject to verifiability, which provides an air of
legitimacy, reproducibility, reliability and objectivity. Statistical reliability is
sought by undertaking a random sample of cases (the more the better)
from which generalisable results can be gleaned. Therefore, studies
employing quantitative methods are more often than not carried out
involving a number of cases or subjects, which are independent of
context, or, to put it another way, they are studies in which the researcher
does not physically interact with the subject of analysis. A case in point
would be an analysis based on statistics of several countries' welfare states.
These statistics can be collated from various sources, without having to
visit the countries involved. In this type of research, the researcher is said
to be detached from the object of study (Neuman, 2000, 16). Of course,
no one can be fully detached from any type of research — or offer a value-
free analysis — precisely because researchers are the sum of their
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accumulated knowledge, which will be based on certain assumptions
about the world.

Quantitative research, pejoratively known as 'number-crunching', uses
techniques that apply more to numerical data. Researchers develop
variables or concepts which can be measured, and convert them into
specific data-collection techniques. These techniques produce precise
numerical information which can be understood as the empirical repre-
sentation of the (abstract) concepts (Neuman, 2000, 157-8). Quantitative
techniques include identifying general patterns and relationships among
variables, testing hypotheses and theories and making predictions based
on these results (Ragin 1994,132—6). Some statistical packages and models
require a fairly high level of mathematical knowledge, whilst other
packages, for example SPSS (Statistical Package in the Social Sciences), do
a lot of the calculations for you. The researcher must, however, be in a
position to interpret the statistics the program produces. When using sta-
tistics, they also need to be aware of sampling error and the potential
biases in any interpretation of findings. The most common types of
method associated with quantitative research are social surveys, analyses of
previously collected data or official statistics and 'structured' observation
(Silverman, 2000, 3; this method is discussed in chapter 4). Quantitative
researchers may seek correlations between variables, but they are often
'reluctant to move from statements of correlation to causal statements'
(ibid., 4), as the complexity of social life makes it difficult to be absolutely
certain that a particular variable is the sole cause of something. While a
firm understanding of the role statistics play in our lives and in much
scholarship is essential, whether you intend to employ them in your study
or not, you need to be aware that some facets of human action, especially
behavioural phenomena, are difficult to capture or 'measure' quanti-
tatively. Many critics of quantitative research are quick to pick up on this,
suggesting that 'there are areas of social reality which such statistics
cannot measure' (Silverman, 2000, 8); an example here would be the
concept of trust (see Grix, 2001, 200), for which a combination of both
quantitative and qualitative research would be more appropriate in order
to understand the contexts in which these attitudes and opinions are
formed.

In the UK, the broader research community appears to be lacking in
researchers who have a firm grasp of quantitative methods, a fact reflected
in the ESRC's - the largest funder of independent research in the UK -
emphasis on this type of training for postgraduates. A research methods
training course will have to show that it provides adequate training in
quantitative methods, in order to obtain the sought-after ESRC
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'Kitemark', whilst a budding social science postgraduate will have to show
an aptitude for quantitative research to obtain a coveted postgraduate
scholarship.

Qualitative research
Qualitative research is seen by many as almost the complete opposite of
quantitative research. It usually involves in-depth investigation of
knowledge through, for example, participant observation (as in anthropo-
logical fieldwork), employing the interviewing technique, archival or other
documentary analyses, or ethnographic study (Ragin, 1994, 91). These
methods do not rely on, but can involve some, numerical measurements.
Qualitative researchers generally seek to amass information from their
studies on, for example, a particular event, decision, institution, location,
and issue, or a piece of legislation (King et al.^ 1994, 4), with a view to dis-
cerning patterns, trends and relationships between key variables. This type
of research involves the interpretation of data, whereby the researcher
analyses cases, usually a few in number, in their social and cultural context
over a specific period of time, and may develop grounded theories that
emphasise tracing the process and sequence of events in specific settings
(see Holloway, 1997, 80—87). Hence, in contrast to quantitative research,
the researcher is not detached from, but positively interacts with, the
object of study. Critics of this type of research point out that studies are
usually small-scale and not generalisable beyond the case researched.

Qualitative research has enabled complementary research into such
topics as the nature of dictatorships, by interviewing people who lived
under such conditions and by uncovering the 'texture' of the relationship
between the state and its citizens. It is unlikely that such 'rich' findings
would be produced by statistical data alone. The aim for the new
researcher is to weigh up and choose the best combination of possible
methods to shed the maximum light on their chosen topic.

Ethnographic studies are generally qualitative in nature, for this type
of enquiry usually requires the researcher to submerge him- or herself in
the culture of a given society or group with the aim of finding patterns of
power between specific group members, studying symbols of identity
formation, and so on. Such a study usually entails a prolonged period of
actually living in and among the group under observation, often
befriending them and becoming part of their community. A full-blown
ethnographic study is not always practical, given the time constraints of a
modern PhD. Social science research is, however, full of in-depth case
studies, which draw on many ethnographic research methods, whereby
researchers spend up to one-third of their total research time undertaking
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work in the field. Another type of qualitative enquiry is sometimes called
thick description (Geertz, 1973). Here, social phenomena are traced
back to their origins in detail, by reconstructing specific events and using
a wide variety of sources — which in some cases may be cross-checked
with one another, or triangulated - to arrive at a plausible 'description' of
the chosen subject of study. (The notion of triangulation in research will
be revisited in chapter 4, when we will discuss the mixing of research
methods and data, both in qualitative and quantitative research.)

The quantitative—qualitative dichotomy: a false antithesis
There are a number of issues in social science research that revolve around
the quantitative-qualitative dichotomy. Figure 2 does not underline or
subscribe to this dichotomy but rather shows how both types of research
are often perceived among academics.

Quantitative Qualitative

usually tackles macro issues

employs a deductive research
strategy

is argued to be rooted in the
positivist tradition

is said to be theory-testing and
predictive

aims to identify general patterns
and relationships

tends to analyse micro issues

employs an inductive research
strategy

is said to be rooted in the
interpretative tradition

is said to be theory-generating

aims to interpret events of historical
and cultural significance

Figure 2: The quantitative—qualitative dichotomy

Figure 2 broadly sets out how both strands of research have come to be
associated with certain types of enquiry in academia. There is no reason
why one should not employ methods usually associated with quantitative
research in an in-depth case study of a particular town, for example,
undertaking a statistical analysis of variables pertaining to people who are
most likely to vote in an election, their socio-economic status and
newspaper-reading habits. Equally, methods usually associated with qual-
itative research are frequently employed in comparative analyses across
cases, for example, using the interview technique to speak to political elites
in a number of countries. As Blaxter et at., point out, interviews,
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commonly associated with qualitative research, can be 'structured and
analysed in a quantitative manner' and surveys, usually associated with
quantitative research, 'may allow for open-ended responses and lead to the
in-depth study of individual cases', or, in other words, a qualitative
approach (1997, 610). As we shall see in chapter 4, methods can be mixed
and indeed, in many cases, ought to be. The point of figure 2 is simply to
flag up some of the different terms associated with the broad division in
methods. In reality, this division is to some extent artificial, and the best
research usually employs both methods (King et al., 1994, 5). The key for
new researchers is not to become entrenched in one or other camp, a
sentiment I shall return to when discussing disciplinary boundaries.
Hammersley, with whom many academics may not fully agree, neatly sums
this up when he states 'the process of inquiry in sciences is the same
whatever method is used, and the retreat into paradigms effectively
stultifies debate and hampers progress' (1992, 182, cited in Silverman,
2000, 11). This is true to a certain extent. However, it must be said that
academics with competing ontological and epistemological views would
have problems with a universal 'process of inquiry' and may not believe
'progress' to be possible in social sciences in the first place.

You should choose your methods according to the questions you wish
to ask. Whatever method you employ in your studies, you need to bear in
mind that 'methods should follow from questions' (Punch, 2000a, 5), not
the other way around. A poor question-method fit can lead to serious
delays in research and, ultimately undermine your project. There are two
key reasons for spending some time considering the question-method fit
in your work. The first is that the questions you wish to ask should, to a
great extent, guide your choice of methods. This is a logical research step
that points you to a specific method of obtaining information. You will
need to decide, after an extensive literature review (see below), which is the
most appropriate method for your project and why the other methods
used by the scholars you have read are not more suitable. Second, as Punch
explains, by starting with the research question, you avoid what he terms
'methodolatry^ a combination of method and idolatry to describe a preoc-
cupation with selecting and defending methods to the exclusion of the
actual substance of the story being told' (ibid., 21). You need to bear in
mind that methods are only tools with which researchers obtain
information — unless, of course, your thesis is concerned with the nature
of methods themselves.

Both the quantitative and qualitative paradigms, and the methods
associated with them, have as their goal the making of inferences, that is,
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'using facts we know to learn something about facts we do not know'
(King et al.y 1994, 119). Whatever the method, the researcher needs to
guard against misusing them. Ultimately, any method of enquiry in
research can be manipulated (which amounts to cheating) to produce
different results from those that the researcher would have had with the
data he or she really collected. It is not for nothing that Disraeli once
stated 'There are lies, damned lies and statistics'. Equally, imprecise details
of interview partners and interview techniques, and of their relevance to
the study, constitute bad scholarship. Manipulating information derived
from interviews, especially those that are not recorded, or from any form
of data collection, is dishonest and deceitful, but that will not prevent it
from taking place. No one method is better than any other, but some
methods are more relevant to your project than others. As I shall suggest
in the next chapter, one way of avoiding false conclusions drawn from
empirical data is to have more than one method of enquiry.

Methodology

The difficulty in understanding just what the term 'methodology' means
has not been helped by the fact that it is used interchangeably with
'research methods' and is often considered, mistakenly, to be close in
meaning to 'epistemology', 'approaches', and even 'paradigm'.
Epistemology should be looked upon as an overarching philosophical
term concerned with the origin, nature and limits of human knowledge,
and the knowledge-gathering process itself. A project's methodology, on
the other hand, is concerned with the discussion of how a particular piece
of research should be undertaken and can be understood as the critical
study of research methods and their use. This term refers to the choice of
research strategy taken by a particular scholar — as opposed to other,
alternative research strategies. The methodology section of a Master's or
doctoral thesis, which is, especially in political science, often replaced with
a section on 'ontology and epistemology', has come to mean 'the difficult
bit' among students, through which they have to wade before being
allowed to go off 'in the field' and enjoy themselves. A student's
methodology is driven by certain ontological and epistemological
assumptions and consists of research questions or hypotheses, a con-
ceptual approach to a topic, the methods to be used in the study - and
their justification - and, consequently, the data sources. All of these com-
ponents are inextricably linked to one another in a logical manner. This is
also the section that can take the most time, as students attempt to place
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their work among the canon of existing works on their topic, drawing on
insights from wide-ranging literature reviews, and developing an
'innovative' angle on events.

Theory

In the social sciences, there appears to be a bifurcation of those who
subscribe to the need for theory, conceptual devices or some form of
abstraction to undertake research, and those who do not. Of course, the
degree of complexity of any explanatory tool will depend on your dis-
cipline and your object of study. As always, there is a balance to be found
between telling a story of an isolated case with no deeper understanding of
the underlying processes of cause and effect, and overburdening the reader
by stifling the content with elaborate theoretical considerations. Academic
discourse, and the use of the term 'theory' in popular parlance, have added
to the confusion of just what theory is supposed to be, because:

Like so many words that are bandied about, the word theory
threatens to become meaningless. Because its referents are so diverse
- including everything from minor working hypotheses, through
comprehensive but vague and unordered speculations, to axiomatic
systems of thought — use of the word often obscures rather than
creates understanding. (Merton, 1967, 39)

The first thing to remember is that you should not use theory for the sake
of it. One common mistake in PhD theses is a lack of connection between
the theoretical section, the purpose of which is to shed light on the
empirical work, and the actual research undertaken, with the result that
both sections could, in fact, stand on their own. The purpose of the the-
oretical part of a doctorate or project is precisely to give a sense of order
to the empirical section, so that the two parts need to be inextricably
linked; otherwise, you defeat the object of abstraction, which is to simplify
and not complicate further the understanding of complex social
phenomena. This does not, of course, apply to purely theoretical theses,
which would have to be divided up somewhat differently. There is pressure
on students to use 'theory' because it looks good, sounds sophisticated
and indicates that you can get your head around the hard stuff. However,
a 'bolted-on' theoretical section, which is not integrated or interlinked with
the empirical section, is likely to end in a recommendation of a substantial
revision of the thesis at the viva stage or, worse still, complete failure!
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There is a certain hierarchy in explanatory devices on offer for use in
research, not all of which are terribly complicated. Imagine a scale, where
the starting point is the most abstract explanatory tool (theory) and the
end point is the most straightforward (concept). In the middle lie a variety
of incrementally more complex abstract devices to assist the research
process. The list below sets out some of the most important explanatory
tools available to researchers:

• theoretical or conceptual framework or scheme
• model/ideal type/typology/paradigm
• concept.

There is no general consensus on the role of theory in research. However,
most social scientists attempting to explain complex social phenomena — as
opposed to describing them in detail - agree that some form of framework
is necessary to assist in selecting and prioritising certain factors over others
and in showing relationships between certain concepts at an abstract level.
Thus, by abstract connection of theoretical concepts with observation^ the
concepts gain in empirical meaning. This is why empirical evidence ought
to be tangible, measurable or observable, as much theory in social science
attempts to link observables with other observables, except, that is, those
based on a 'realist' ontology, which seek to link unobservables with other
unobservables. This simplification of reality is necessary if we are to
achieve any kind of overview and weighting of certain variables and their
effect on others. Gerry Stoker neatly sums up this concept by suggesting
that theory:

helps us to see the wood for the trees. Good theories select out
certain factors as the most important or relevant if one is interested
in providing an explanation of an event. Without such a sifting
process no effective observation can take place. The observer would
be buried under a pile of detail and be unable to weigh the influence
of different factors in explaining an event. Theories are of value
precisely because they structure all observations. (Stoker, 1995,
16-17)

Structuring our observations is vital if we are under both time and
financial constraints. Postgraduates rarely have the luxury of simply
gathering information and data in the hope of discovering specific
patterns and relationships between phenomena. It is more likely that their
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ideas will already be informed by previous research and theories, dis-
cussions with peers and supervisors and 'gut' feelings which all help, at an
early stage, to identify general research questions. Put simply, 'Theories are
nets cast to catch what we call "the world": to rationalise, to explain and
to master it. We endeavour to make the mesh ever finer and finer' (Popper,
2000, 59). Without theory, or at least some form of classificatory system,
it would be extremely difficult to know which data and facts to collect in
the first place. Even researchers setting out to generate theory from
fieldwork have to start with some assumptions based on a certain level of
abstraction. In the strictest sense, a theory consists of a 'system of
statements that encompass a number of hypotheses or laws' (Schnell et al,
1999, 52). Laws in this case relate more to natural science subjects, where
tests are replicated again and again to produce the same results. There are
very few instances of such laws in the 'messy' social sciences and
humanities, as the study of people, their institutions, their environment
and their creative output is a very complex task, and one which is made
more difficult by the multitude of factors that go into making up social
phenomena.

Another thing to note about theory is that it comes in many diverse
forms, ranging from grand theory and middle-range theory to grounded
theory (see Blaikie, 2000, 144 for a thorough examination of types of
theory; and Marsh et <#/., 1995, 17). Moreover, theories can be either
deductive or inductive. Deductive theories 'arrive at their conclusions by
applying reason to a given set of premises... For example, the rational-
choice perspective in political science assumes that all political actors
maximize their own personal utility, or self-interest, when choosing
between alternatives' (Landman, 2000, 15). Inductive theories, on the
other hand, arrive at their conclusions the other way around, by observing
known facts 'on the ground' and then feeding them into a theory. In
reality, most research uses both induction and deduction, as there is a
necessary interplay between ideas and evidence in each research process
(Ragin, 1994,47).

The point here is not to give a survey of types of theory, but to highlight
their significance in giving order and structure to the complex process of
explanation, and ultimately, understanding. This is not to suggest that all
students need a theory. As we can see from the above, there are several less
complex devices with varying degrees of explanatory power that are
suitable for social science research. Your choice of any of the examples
given will depend on the nature of your topic and the focus of your study.
One thing to remember is that it does not follow that using theory is far
better than using a series of concepts specifically designed for your study.



 

40 The 'nuts and bolts' of research

Remember, too, that theories are, of course, bound up with certain ways
of seeing the world, so you need to remain vigilant and on the look-out
for interesting social phenomena which your theories may actually steer
you away from.

Model, ideal type and typology

Gerry Stoker usefully differentiates between a theory, a conceptual
framework and a model. All are explanatory devices, but at different
levels of abstraction. The conceptual framework, like a theory, provides
'interpretations of relationships between variables' (Stoker, 1995, 18), but
is less complex and has less explanatory power. It does, however, provide
explanations and predictions for empirical observations. At one step down
from a conceptual framework we have the model, ideal type and
typology, which are less complex tools for comparing and classifying
phenomena. A model is a representation of something, in the way that a
model aeroplane is a replica of a real aeroplane. In social science, on the
other hand, many academics attempt to represent reality by a series of
boxes and arrows which depict and make explicit significant relationships
between specific aspects of the model; thus a model 'enables the for-
mulation of empirically testable propositions regarding the nature of
these relationships' (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992, 44). (The
latter description of a model can be seen as a rather 'positivist' conception
of research. Whilst I do not wish to subscribe to any particular type of
research, I do find translating ideas into terms of boxes and arrows a very
useful way of thinking through ideas.) Furthermore, a model, like theory,
is an abstraction of reality, and a good way of visualising some of the rela-
tionships between concepts. In chapter 3 I will give some examples of
hypotheses using models (i.e. boxes and arrows). The boxes and arrows
themselves do not mean anything, except that they depict, in this case, the
effect of one variable (let us say a person's dietary intake) on another (let
us take level of fitness). If this relationship between two variables is
written in text, the reader has to imagine it in his or her mind. By using a
model, however, the reader receives an abstract picture of the relationship.
This becomes more important when you add a list of other factors that
may influence a person's level of fitness, for example, housing, upbringing,
weight, etc. All of these influences can be schematically laid down to assist
our thought processes. You are more likely to come up with other rela-
tionships, causal or otherwise, by using a model than if you attempt to
store this information in your head.
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The ideal type is, like theory, a construct that represents an intellectual
description of a phenomenon in its abstract form. It should not be
understood as an 'ideal' standard 'in the sense of being perfect, but
rather that it is "ideal" in the sense of being an intellectual construct that
may never exist in the real world' (Peters, 1998, 105). This confusion has
arisen to a great extent because of the translation from the German
(Blaikie, 2000, 165). Attributed to the founder of modern sociology,
Max Weber, who was greatly influenced by economic modelling in his
day (Weber, 1949, 89-90; Ringer, 1997, 110-21), an ideal type is a con-
ceptualisation, such as, for example, the 'working class', with which the
researcher can compare reality on the ground (empirical evidence). Ideal
types are thus hypothetical constructs formed by emphasising aspects of
behaviour and institutions which are empirically observable. These con-
structs isolate 'those variables central to the study of a problem, putting
aside those aspects of the reality which seem inessential to the analysis'
(Engerman, 2000, 258). An ideal type does not, however, posit rela-
tionships among variables. One could, for example, draw up an ideal
type of successful post-communist political parties. You would need to
ask the question 'why have some former communist parties been suc-
cessful in some countries and not in others?' This initial question would
guide the researcher's critical review of the literature (on selected
countries, to make it manageable). Instead of reading everything ever
written on post-communist parties, the researcher will be concerned
with analysing the factors that have led to the success and failure of
certain parties. In this way, an ideal type of a successful post-communist
party can be drawn up.

You can see that this is only a yardstick or heuristic tool for analysis,
for in such a simple model it is very difficult to factor in regionally-specific
conditions and culture, differing types and extents of democratic trans-
formation, and so on. Differences and similarities will allow the researcher
to gain a deeper understanding of the specific contextual backdrops to a
party's success or failure. If the researcher discovers certain patterns
pointing towards success and failure across several examples, the ideal type
could lead to further propositions in social science enquiry, for, although
it is not a hypothesis as such, it could lead to the suggestion of fruitful
hypotheses. Weber himself suggested that the 'ideal typical concept will
help develop our skill in imputation in research: it is no "hypothesis" but it
offers guidance to the construction of hypotheses' (Weber, 1949, 90). For
example, an ideal type could suggest that if conditions A, B and C exist,
we are likely to have or experience D. Thus, this type of construction is
usually more abstract than a typology (see below) and refers to specific
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characteristics in institutions or people, such as Weber's well-known
'bureaucracy' and 'charisma'.

Our annoying conference hack, mentioned earlier, is an ideal typical
construct. He or she exhibits certain characteristics - for example,
always asking questions on ontology and epistemology - and possesses
the ability to 'talk a good race', yet may well have produced few publi-
cations. Here, the analogy of a 'gym-fighter' springs to mind, that is, one
who pounds the living daylights out of the punchbag in the gym only to
crumble at the sound of the first-round bell in a real fight. In every
department or institute in the country, usually in the canteen or common
room, this ideal type is to be heard putting the world to rights. However,
we must be aware that when using ideal types like this, we have to
consider the possibility of a conference hack who exhibits all of the
above characteristics, but who has published widely in an area different
from that being presented at the conference. This type would differ from
the first, and we would have to adjust our ideal type in the light of this
empirical observation, or simply make a distinction between two ideal
types.

Typologies are similar systems of classification to ideal types. They
consist of 'a system of categories constructed to fit empirical obser-
vations so that relationships among categories can be described'
(Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992, 40). These devices can be seen
as loose frameworks with which to organise and systematise our obser-
vations. Like ideal types, typologies do not provide us with explanations,
rather they describe empirical phenomena by fitting them into a set of cat-
egories. What they do help researchers with is the organisation of a wide
range of diverse facts that can be structured into logical, but sometimes
arbitrary, categories, which facilitates understanding of complex matters.
Bailey sums it up thus:

One of the chief merits of a typology is parsimony. ... A well-con-
structed typology can work miracles in bringing order out of chaos.
It can transform the overwhelming complexity of an apparent
eclectic congeries of numerous apparently diverse cases into a well-
ordered set of a few rather homogenous types. (1992, 2193, cited in
Neuman, 2000, 44)

In comparative politics, the typology has a slightly different role. Built on
the earliest classification scheme proposed by Aristotle, it serves to 'reduce
the complexity of the world by seeking out those qualities that countries
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share and those that they do not share' (Landman, 2000, 5). In this case,
the analyses are usually statistical and a typology can be seen as an initial
stage on the way to theory-building (Peters, 1998, 95).

Paradigm

The common use in research of the term 'paradigm' draws directly on
Thomas Kuhn, who depicts a paradigm as an institutionalisation of intel-
lectual activity which, in effect, socialises students into their respective
scientific community. Kuhn explains:

By choosing [the term paradigm], I mean to suggest that some
accepted examples of actual scientific practice — examples which
include law, theory, application, and instrumentation together -
provide models from which spring particular coherent traditions of
scientific research The study of paradigms ... is what mainly
prepares the student for membership in the particular scientific
community with which he will later practice. Because he there joins
men who learned the bases of their field from the same concrete
models, his subsequent practice will seldom evoke overt dis-
agreement over fundamentals. (1996, 10-11).

This is not dissimilar to what is usually termed 'an established academic
approach' in which academics use a common terminology, common
theories based on agreed paradigmatic assumptions and agreed
methods and practices (see Rosamond, 2000, 192). Furthermore,
paradigms are often overtaken, replaced or placed alongside other
paradigms, leading to what is commonly called a 'paradigm shift'. In
academic disciplines, dominant paradigms exist and are often
challenged. In macroeconomics, for example, the neoclassical paradigm
(or 'school of thought') and its world-view has, since the late
1960s/early 1970s, taken over as the dominant approach from its pre-
decessor, Keynesianism. Both of these paradigms are based on specific
ontological and epistemological assumptions which are reflected in the
emphasis and priority they place on specific factors, although there is,
of course, limited variation on these matters within both paradigms
among protagonists. Whilst neoclassical economists advocate the
virtues of an unfettered market and a small role for the state, Keynesian
approaches usually call for a more active role of the state in stimulating
the economy.
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The use of paradigms in everyday research, however, should be limited
to crude and broad groupings of certain approaches to the study of a
specific topic - for example, on the collapse of communism, the academic
literature can be broken down into 'top-down' and 'bottom-up' research
paradigms. The former concerns itself with, inter alia, power-wielding
elites, the latter with the role of citizens in the regimes' maintenance and
collapse. The point is that you need some way of focusing and structuring
your observations, otherwise you will end up writing an interesting story
without being able to begin to differentiate, at least, between the way in
which people approach a specific topic.

Concepts

Concepts are the building blocks of theory, hypotheses, explanation and
prediction. A concept can be seen as an idea, or notion, expressed and
compressed into one or more words. Concepts represent the least
complex stage on our continuum of abstraction. That is not to say that
concepts cannot be extremely complex. A concept carries with it a certain
perspective and certain built-in assumptions, or ways of looking at
empirical phenomena (Neuman, 2000, 44), and can be seen as an agreed-
upon term among scholars. The agreement, however, is only on the term's
existence and not its meaning, as much scholarly debate revolves around
precisely this point. A concept is an abstraction of empirical phenomena
based on certain assumptions, and can be used as a type of shorthand in
explanation. For example, the concept 'book' 'assumes a system of
writing, people who can read, and the existence of paper. Without such
assumptions, the idea of book makes little sense' (Neuman, 2000, 44).

By way of demonstration, let us consider the concept cluster 'con-
ditional loyalty', which I used in my own research to capture the
relationship between the majority of citizens in the GDR (German
Democratic Republic) and the GDR regime. This simple concept was
used to suggest that the majority of citizens did not undertake any
regime-threatening actions as long as certain 'conditions' were met. My
aim was to trace the decline in this 'loyalty' over time and to give reasons
for this, all as a way of contributing to an explanation of the regime's
collapse (Grix, 2000). This short example reveals the work a single con-
ceptual phrase can be made to do, and how much information can be
packed into it. The key is to be as precise as possible - i.e. about what you
mean by 'conditional', what exactly the conditions are and, of course,
what the social, economic and political contexts are in which the action
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you describe is taking place. Operationalising concepts, that is, translating
them into measurable variables for data collection, is one of the hardest
jobs in research. This process is explained further in the next chapter,
with reference to research questions and hypotheses with which to guide
your research.

The abuse of concepts
Researchers must take care not to employ wrongly context-dependent
concepts that have been developed at a specific point in time to
describe specific phenomena. This can happen if an 'original' concept
is referred to by an author, but without him or her actually revisiting the
original texts to substantiate their claims and, importantly, without
taking into consideration the changes that may have taken place in the
world since the concept was introduced. Some further examples will
illustrate this.

In the vast literature on the concept of 'social capital', by far the most
dominant paradigm is the 'Putnam School' (referring to Robert Putnam,
whose path-breaking work in 1993 did much to popularise the term),
which unites a group of scholars who seek to employ Putnam's definition
of social capital and, more importantly, though to different degrees,
emulate the quantitative research methods used by Putnam to 'measure'
the concept in his study of democracy in Italy (see Grix, 2001). This
research paradigm has advanced our thinking on the concept of social
capital and the social phenomena described by it, but has done so in
keeping with the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of
Putnam's own work. This paradigm also includes a growing body of work
in which the term 'social capital', as used by Putnam, is frequently 'adopted
indiscriminately, adapted uncritically, and applied imprecisely' (Woolcock,
1998,196). The original definitions, indicators, methods and methodology
used and put forward by these authors are often taken on, regardless of
the changes in society and global governance that may have occurred since
Putnam's works were written, and regardless of the refinements he has
made in his subsequent research (Putnam, 1996; 2000). Examples abound
where concepts and terms have been rendered hollow or extremely hard
to define due to this overuse and abuse. Take, for example, the concepts
'stakeholder' and Albert O. Hirschman's schema 'Exit, Voice and Loyalty'
which have, to a certain extent, suffered this fate (for the original theory
see Hirschman, 1970; for a brief overview see Grix, 2000,18-22). The use
of 'stakeholder' in Britain, which was popularised by Will Hutton (1996;
1999) and the Labour Party, came to mean, among other things, giving a
person a stake in society. The term was used so frequently, and in so many
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different situations, that its original meaning is now somewhat obscured.
Albert Hirschman's 'Exit, Voice and Loyalty' scheme, which has been used
in as wide a range of settings as social capital, was reduced simply to 'exit'
and Voice' in numerous explanations of the collapse of the German
Democratic Republic. The original schema, presented by Hirschman in
1970, is rarely referred to, and the third pillar of the scheme, loyalty, is
hardly discussed at all (see Grix, 2000, 21-2).

Another danger is for concepts to be diluted into a catch-all term like
'civil society', which is impossible to pin down, but regarded as somehow
signalling something desirable. The concept of civil society is an
interesting one, as it experienced something of a renaissance during the
peaceful revolutions of 1989 that marked the beginning of the end of
communism. However, the concept has been associated mainly with
western capitalist societies, and simply extending the term to countries
transforming from years of dictatorship to some form of democracy is
not without its problems. Moreover, it can come across as prescriptive if
western countries state that they will not assist these fledgling democracies
until they have a functioning civil society, presumably based on the
western model. This becomes particularly problematic when one
considers the differences between countries and citizens who have had to
live under dictatorial conditions. How can concepts developed in one
cultural, political, economic, social and psychological context capture the
complexities of, and be transferred to, another?

The point here is not to suggest that all concepts are context-specific
and therefore of not much use outside the region or country for which
they were developed. Far from it - the fact that it can transcend
boundaries is the mark of a good concept and theory. The point is,
however, to make you aware of the danger of not considering the origins
of a concept (i.e. the context in which it has evolved) and the changes in
society since the original concept was introduced.

Disciplines) discourses and mterdisciplinarity

Academic disciplines are based on certain sets of ontological and episte-
mological assumptions, although within disciplines there is a wide variety
of differing views among academics on which methods, theories, practices
and concepts are the most suitable. Students need to be aware that each
discipline, for example, sociology, economics, political science, has specific
methodologies in which competing paradigms, consisting of common ter-
minology and theories, coexist. At times it would seem that different
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disciplines speak a different language or discourse when describing the
same event. It is important to know the constraints of particular dis-
ciplines, so as to understand that other types of explanation, whether
they are theoretical or ontological in form, exist outside one's own field.
Disciplines differ in the emphasis they place on the role and position of
theory in research, with political science, especially American political
science, stressing the need for theory and hypotheses in the pre-
empirical stage, that is, before research begins. This is standard practice in
American graduate schools and is seen as good, solid 'science'. An
overemphasis on theory-building can, however, lead the researcher to
lose sight of what it is they are meant to be studying. As with all stages
of the research process, you must remain reflexive and willing to amend
your pre-existing assumptions in the light of the previous or next stage
of research.

Moving beyond one's own discipline, and its discourse, is to transcend
the familiar: You can liken it to crossing national borders. For example,
take a person who is happy to stay in Britain where he or she is familiar
with the frames of reference, terms, terminology, signs, culture, social
habits, language, tradition and his or her socio-economic place in that
society. It is much easier for this person to remain in his or her familiar
environment than to have to move to somewhere unfamiliar and learn all
of the above from scratch. This may be transferred to the academic world
by considering someone who remains strictly within disciplinary
boundaries, a person who is not receptive to input from other disciplines.
In this case, this person will deny themselves the chance of exposure to
different frames of reference, terms and terminology, and different tra-
ditions and Weltanschauungen (world-views). They would be at a loss, for it
is these experiences that we take back to, and which enrich, our own dis-
ciplinary training. (Incidentally, this unwillingness to 'travel' can also be the
case within a discipline, for example, political science, where competing
approaches to the study of politics coexist.) This is not to suggest that
students ought to be proactively 'interdisciplinary', but rather that, by
looking over and beyond disciplinary boundaries, researchers are often
forced to reassess their 'taken-for-granted' assumptions - good practice in
scholarship and a guard against disciplinary entrenchment.

'Interdisciplinarity' or 'post-disciplinarity'

The debate on interdisciplinarity is often very confusing, especially as the
term itself is misused and lumped together with trans-disciplinarity, cross-
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disciplinarity and multi-disciplinarity. One way of thinking of the debate
is to imagine a continuum which runs from multi-disciplinarity, where
different scholars focus on the same area of study but remain strictly
within their various disciplinary boundaries, to the Utopian ideal of post-
disciplinarity, in which no disciplinary boundaries are recognised, via
transdisciplinarity, in which we all learn each others' trade. To paraphrase
one well-known thinker: the last is a scenario where in the morning we do
complex regression analysis, in the afternoon undertake some discourse
analysis of literary texts and finish off the day assessing the use of the
term 'totalitarianism' for capturing the key features of the Nazi dicta-
torship! The ideal of transdisciplinarity, and the loose manner in which the
concept of interdisciplinarity is employed, are to be avoided, given the fact
that it is hard enough for students to master the tools of one discipline fully
in the short space of time afforded to studying at tertiary level (see Dogan,
2000, 98). It is better to speak of 'cross-fertilisation' between disciplines,
whereby scholars learn from one another, share methods of research, and
are willing to accept different interpretations of events. Equally, as Dogan
rightly points out, using the example of his discipline:

The relations between political science and the other social sciences
are in reality relations between sectors of different disciplines, not
between whole disciplines. It is not an 'interdisciplinary'
endeavour The current advancement of the social sciences can be
explained in large part by the hybridization of segments of sciences.
(Ibid, 97)

The point of this section is to suggest that a willingness to look across
disciplinary boundaries, and to learn and readjust our own points of view,
is beneficial to scholarship as a whole. For it is at these junctures, that is,
at the areas of overlap between the disciplines, that inter-disciplinary
exchange, or a dialectic between disciplines, takes place. The aim is not the
knitting together of disciplines in a seamless mass of interpretation and
explanation, but rather the sharing of insights, best practice and methods
with other disciplines. There is less a need for specific training in a range
of different disciplines, than an open state of mind when approaching
research.
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Summary

This chapter has been concerned with the prc-rescarch stage,
outlining some of the most important things you should know before
you begin your research. The major point 1 have attempted to get
across is that familiarity with the tools and terminology of research
is essential If you are to complete successfully a high-quality, precise,
piece of work. Of equal importance is the ability of the researcher
to pick and choose which methods, theories or conceptual tools to use
for their particular project, if you do not know or understand what
is on offer, you are unlikely to make the best choice. To sum up the
advice of this chapter:

* Reflect on, and be aware of, the nature of academic disciplines
and the range of ontological and epistemological assumptions
guiding approaches within them

• Take time to learn the 'tools of the trade' (use the glossary at the
end of this book)

* Familiarise yourself with the central concepts you are likely to
come across in research, in particular, methods, methodology and
theory (and other conceptual abstractions)

• Reflect on the concepts you arc using in your research, Consider
their origins and whether they are suitable for the context in which
you wish to employ and defend their use. Avoid at all costs the
'abuse of concepts' outlined above

Further reading:

Blaikie, N. (2000) Designing Social Research) Cambridge, Polity Press.
Bryman, A. (2001) Social Research Methods, Oxford, Oxford University

Press, chapter 1.
Engerman, S. L. (2000) 'Max Weber as Economist and Economic

Historian7, in: Turner, S. (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Weber,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press.

Honderich, T. (ed.) (2001) The Philosophers. Introducing Great Western Thinkers,
Oxford, Oxford University Press. An excellent brief introduction to
philosophers and their thinking.

King, G., Keohane, O. and Verba, S. (1994) Designing Social Inquiry. Scientific
Inference in Qualitative Research, Princeton, Princeton University Press.
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3 Getting started

Introduction

Having been introduced to factors that will enable you to prepare the
ground to begin research and after a whistle-stop tour of some basic tools
and terms of the trade, you are now ready to make a start. There are
various ways of deciding on a topic of study and this chapter will offer
examples to help you focus your initial thoughts. The most common of
these, the literature review^ is given special attention, as everyone has heard
of it but not everyone knows exactly what it is for, and all theses or dis-
sertations will have to engage with a body of existing scholarly work. By
dissecting the literature review and looking closely at its constituent parts,
the aim is to make clear its central purpose in research.

Closely interwoven with the literature review is the process of devising
research questions and hypotheses. Although these terms are more
common in social science, the underlying principle is the same for many
subjects in the humanities. As we have already seen, the purpose of
arriving at a more precise research question is to give your study some kind
of order and to assist you in narrowing down your topic to something that
is manageable within three years. This time restriction is tough, but it can
be very good for disciplining our thoughts. This chapter deliberately goes
over in detail the terms and terminology associated with hypothesis
building. Again, this is not to advocate a specific type of research or epis-
temology, but rather to help you understand what is meant by terms such
as 'independent variable'.

The final section of this chapter introduces the units and levels of
analysis used in research and the various types of research you can adopt
(e.g. case studies; comparative studies, etc.). Once again, these are specific
terms given to activities that go on every day without being thus labelled.
If, for example, a student undertakes a thesis on a specific writer, this
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would constitute an in-depth case study, providing that more general con-
clusions are drawn. Units and levels of research are simply technical terms
for the 'who' or the 'what' — and at which level (broadly, individual, group
or institutional) — we are studying. This distinction is important when the
researcher starts mixing analyses of individuals and institutions, for, as I
will discuss below, findings from one unit or level of analysis cannot
straightforwardly be extrapolated to a different unit or level of analysis.
Whatever choice you make, it will have a profound effect on the methods
you will use to get at your data. After you have undertaken a literature
review, defined your research questions and decided on the unit, level and
type of analysis, you will be in a position to think about fieldwork, a
subject dealt with in chapter 4.

All in all, this chapter should go some way in revealing the inherent logic
of the research process, indicating how the various stages of research are
connected and how researchers need to reflect on this interconnectedness
throughout their studies.

Getting started

The selection of a topic for study will be governed by certain criteria,
including the expertise at your host ms\itat\.on.,y our personal interest, and the
project's feasibility, that is, the need for the project to be realistic and man-
ageable in the time available. The emphasis here is on jour interest in a
topic, because you will be the one dealing with it on a daily basis for three
years. However, the first experience of actually having to narrow your
focus will probably come with the writing of a thesis proposal, when you
apply to an institution or a funding body. This is a very handy exercise in
the art of refining and defining exactly what it is you intend to do. It also
gives you a rough 'map' to follow in your studies (for an in-depth look at
how to construct research proposals, see Punch, 2000b). Do remember,
however, that original proposals rarely closely resemble the end-product,
as research is a to-and-fro of ideas, concepts and data. Here are ten points
that should be included in a good, clear research proposal:

1. The context of, and rationale behind, the project (i.e. set the scene
and tell the reader what it is about by presenting them with a brief
background to the topic and setting out your aims).

2. A brief literature review (indicate how the work you propose fits in
with current scholarly debates).

3. The methodological approach you will adopt (here you need to give
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some idea of the theoretical approach you are using) and how your
angle on events fits in with the scholars discussed in (2).

4. Research questions and hypotheses (what exactly do you wish to find
out, or what question do you hope your work will provide an answer
to? Research questions should also point to the level and units of
analysis you will use, and the generalisability of the conclusions
sought — see the section on case studies below for more information
on this).

5. Your methods of enquiry (in other words, how, or by which means,
are you going to gather and analyse data? Make sure you indicate how
this method sheds light on the questions you have posed).

6. The sources to be employed (what kind of sources are you drawing
on?).

7. The significance and utility of the research (i.e. why is your research
such a wonderful idea?).

8. Any logistical and other difficulties you envisage, and the means of
overcoming them.

9. The specific research training required to undertake the project.
10. The timetable of the research.

By setting out the above in great detail, you are well on the way to starting
a doctorate. Rarely, however, are the topic or questions contained in an
initial research proposal 'sharp' enough for actual research. It is a good
idea at this point to be as precise as possible, as questions which are too
vague will not help you navigate the mass of possible information awaiting
you. Although there are no hard and fast rules on how to arrive at a
precise, narrowly defined and focused statement or research question,
there are four very general techniques for helping to refine and focus your
initial idea into an achievable and manageable project. I reiterate at this
point that the advice of choosing a topic as soon as possible is driven by
a sense of pragmatism, and not by any ideological or epistemological pref-
erences.

1. The most common way to begin a large piece of research is by
undertaking a literature review (sometimes called a literature search),
which enables you to 'get a feel for the state of the art' on and around
your general topic. It also allows you to assess the feasibility of your
project and narrow your likely focus (see the literature review section
below for typical sources to draw on).

2. Another way to start is by setting out research questions or hypotheses
(for manageability, restrict yourself to three or four), a process which in
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itself will lead you to the field of study and the correct methods for
carrying out the research, including the type and level of analysis
necessary, for example: systemic, institutional or actor-centred. Bear in
mind that research questions should 'contain within themselves the
means for assessing their achievement' (Blaxter et #/., 1997, 35). If your
questions do not do this, then they are more than likely too general, and
need to be sharpened.

3. By refining the key concepts you are employing in your project, you are
forced to compare and contextualise. You will thus need to consult the
relevant literature to 'place' and compare your concepts with those used
in wider academic debates.

4. Another way to get started is to try to sketch out a research proposal or
outline on the lines of that proposed above, and ask yourself such
questions as 'What might the whole project look like?' and 'How will
the thesis eventually be organised?'

You could, of course, mix and match each of the techniques listed above.
This is probably what happens in the majority of cases.

The literature review, research questions and hypotheses

Let us consider further the role of a literature review, the best-known, yet
least-understood method of starting a project. Reviewing the secondary
literature on a given topic area is common to all theses, whether in the
social sciences or humanities. The first thing to note is that reviewing the
literature is not a compartmentalised stage of research. Instead, you
should constantly review the literature until the day your thesis is submitted,
by which time the last thing you want to hear about is a newly published
study on a relevant topic. The review serves many purposes and is done in
many stages. I suggest that there is a continuum which begins at one end
with the initial 'dip' into the academic literature and ends, in the period
shortly prior to submitting your work, with a 'checking' or 'skimming' of
the literature. These two extremes represent two different reasons for
reviewing the literature. As you move along the continuum from the initial
literature review to the 'skimming' stage, the purpose of the ongoing
review changes. These broad stages are discussed further below. Apart
from getting you started on your research project, other reasons for
reviewing the literature include helping to:
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• focus and clarify your research problem (Kumar, 1999, 26)
• expose you to, and enable you to demonstrate a familiarity with, the

approaches, theories, methods and sources used in your topic area (this
is usually a prerequisite of a thesis and a key theme of the viva to which
examiners will turn)

• highlight the key debates, terms and concepts employed in your topic
area

• acquaint you with the sum of the accumulated knowledge and under-
standing in a given field and around a particular question or topic,
otherwise known as the 'cutting edge' of research

• assist you in identifying a 'gap' in this literature, thereby justifying your
particular study's contribution to research, and assisting in your choice
of approach and methods

• contextualise your project within a wide-ranging existing knowledge
base

• make you an expert in the field of your choice as part of your academic
development.

In a literature review you must, above all, make reference to, and engage
with, the key texts in your chosen field or on and around your topic.
Before you can do this, however, you need to know where to look for the
literature to review. There is a vast number of places to find literature,
including the standard academic sources such as library catalogues and
abstracts, CD-ROMs, dissertations and theses, back issues of relevant
scholarly journals (both 'hard copies' and Web-based) and specific docu-
mentation centres. So much is now available in this area, and so rapidly are
things changing, that it is advisable to get advice from specialist librarians
whose job it is to guide users through the maze of complex biblio-
graphical sources. Remember, with Web-based sources you need to note
the Web address and the date you downloaded the information. Much of
the material on the Web can not be used for academic purposes, unless it
is linked to a recognised journal, dictionary, encyclopaedia (e.g. the
Britannicd) or institution. In addition, there is the relevant secondary lit-
erature in scholarly monographs (that is, a detailed study of a single
subject) or multi-authored books.

Once you know why you are undertaking a review and where you can
locate it, it is time to turn to the 'how'. Three crude stages of the ongoing
literature review can be summed up thus: the initial 'dip', the 'hypothesis
or research question' stage, and 'the critical review' stage. In between all of
these stages, you must find time actually to read whole articles or books,
as students under any type of pressure (be it temporal or financial)
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naturally try to cut corners. An additional type of literature review is the
so-called 'skimming' technique, which you can only really undertake once
you are already very familiar with a topic and have grasped the core
assumptions, arguments and debates contained therein.

The initial 'dip' (stage 1)

At the very start of a project, the best thing to do is undertake an initial review
of the academic literature, guided by the 'hunches' you have already or by
sheer interest in a topic. During this stage, your 'gut' feelings will be quite
quickly confirmed or corrected, which will assist you in gradually acquiring
knowledge of your subject, and, more importantly, if it is done correctly, it will
give you a broad overview of what has been written already. There is no point
in setting a specific time limit for this stage of the review, because everyone
works at different speeds and has differential access to material. Suffice it to
say, you ought to agree with your supervisor on a set period of time to
undertake this stage. Ideally, six to eight weeks of uninterrupted searching and
reading should be sufficient for you to obtain an overview of the relevant lit-
erature in your field. A good idea is to ask an experienced academic who works
in your field for some tips regarding literature. After consulting your
supervisor, you could even seek advice by e-mail from someone you do not
know personally, as some are happy to help research students, especially those
who are copiously citing their work. Academics' addresses, e-mails, and so on
can usually to be found in your relevant association's directory — for example,
the Political Science Association/British International Studies Association Directory has
contact details of people in politics and international relations in the UK (the
same principle applies to most disciplines: simply locate your key association,
consider joining it — it usually brings benefits — or visit the association's
Website). Or, if you know someone's academic affiliation, it is usually easy to
find their e-mail address from their university's Website. Try to get them to
guide you to the key texts or articles, including their own work, that you should
read. What are, generally speaking, the key debates and approaches to the
subject in your field?

Once you have located, photocopied or obtained the key literature
around your topic, you can set about reading it. You should, even at this
early stage, attempt roughly to organise the literature according to
different approaches, methods employed and overall conclusions. Once
you have consumed the literature you have collected, you are ready to
move on to the next stage in the review and in the research process:
hypothesis building, or generating research questions.
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'Second' literature review, research questions and hypotheses (stage 2)

Before embarking on a full-scale search of everything that has ever been
written on your topic, you need to find a way of narrowing your focus.
The best way to do this is to go through a process of developing 'hunches'
or ideas into research questions and/or hypotheses to guide your work.

There is no agreed way of arriving at a research question or hypothesis,
but most researchers are convinced you do need one to begin the research
process (Pennings et al., 1999, 6). Your own interest, ideas, previous
research and personal experience will have led you to the academic field on
which you wish to concentrate. The initial literature review would have
assisted you in selecting a broad topic for study within that field. Now you
are ready to set out a proposition about your chosen area of study. Although
this, again, may seem to fall in with the 'positivist' research design I
discussed earlier, the intention is to assist you in narrowing your focus at
an early stage. Do be aware that proceeding this way does not imply that
you must r^/nV/your overall research focus, for you can adapt and firm up
your questions and propositions later in the research process.

In the social sciences in particular, it is considered increasingly
necessary for a research question or hypothesis to relate to, and be
important for, 'real-world' phenomena (King et #/., 1994, 15). In both the
humanities and social sciences, the research question should show how it
makes a contribution to an existing scholarly literature. Therefore, if we
take German foreign policy as our example of an area of interest, we
could pose the question within this huge subject: 'Will German-Polish
relations be important for the further integration of the European Union
(EU)?' You need to decide whether you wish to use a research question to
guide your work or a more abstract tool, a hypothesis. Do not insist on
using hypotheses when a specific research question would do. Both of
these tools will assist the research process by guiding your reading in a full-
scale literature review, and by helping you select methods and particular
sources. It is very important at this stage to decide how you will formulate
your research problem, as the latter is 'like the foundation of a building.
The type and design of the building is dependent upon the foundation'
(Kumar, 1999, 35).

A hypothesis is different from a research question in as much as it is
usually more closely linked to a theory, and will posit the answer to a
research question within itself, which will subsequently be 'tested' in
fieldwork. The choice of which to use in a study will be governed by the
type of study you wish to undertake; for example, a simple research
question will suffice for a descriptive study. The research question above
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could be formulated in a hypothesis, if this were appropriate and if you
wished to explain rather than describe. From the literature on European
integration, you would have repeatedly read about the 'Franco-German
motor' as a central force in bringing Europe closer together, i.e. the close
and fruitful bilateral relationship between two former enemies, Germany
and France. Thus, at this early stage, you could posit the tentative
proposition — or hypothesis — that good German—Polish cross-border
relations will have a positive impact on future European integration (just
as Franco-German friendship did). A hypothesis states a relationship
between two, or more, concepts and suggests that one has an impact on
the other. Verma and Beard sum up a hypothesis and its role in research
as:

A tentative proposition which is subject to verification through sub-
sequent investigation. It may also be seen as the guide to the
researcher in that it depicts and describes the method to be followed
in studying the problem. In many cases hypotheses are hunches that
the researcher has about the existence of relationship between
variables. (1981, 184, cited in Bell, 1993, 18).

The concepts in the hypothesis need to be measured'in some way 'in order
for the hypothesis to be systematically tested' (Bryman, 1995, 6). To
convert concepts into measures, often called the 'operational ation' of
concepts in research, the researcher develops variables, which can be
understood, simply, as concepts that vary in amount or kind. There are no
set ways of finding suitable variables for hypotheses (Bouma and
Atkinson, 1995, 53), as there is no set way of arriving at a research
question or hypothesis in the first place. You need to be aware that such a
measure 'is likely to be a relatively imperfect representation of the concept
with which it is purportedly associated, since any concept may be
measured in a number of different ways, each of which will have its own
limitations' (Bryman, 1995, 7). There is a danger, that by constructing
hypotheses, you gain direction, specificity and focus on the one hand
(Kumar, 1999, 64), but on the other, they may divert your attention awa
from other, potentially interesting, 'facets of the data' that you have
collected (Bryman and Cramer, 1994, 4).

Returning to the example of a hypothesis above, we can now set it out
as follows (although, in general, researchers would not use a diagram for a
simple two-variable relationship; (Neuman, 2000, 56)):
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German - Polish
cross-border

relations
(X)

European integration
(Y)

This simplified hypothesis states that there is a positive relationship,
indicated by the plus sign, between the concepts 'German-Polish cross-
border relations' and 'European Integration'. In this uncomplicated
example, the box labelled 'German-Polish cross-border relations' is
sometimes referred to as the independent variable (shown as 'X' in
formal models). It is also known as 'a causal variable, an explanatory
variable, an exogenous variable, or the explicandum' (Landman, 2000,17),
or the thing that 'causes' something else - in this example, European inte-
gration. The latter, sometimes depicted as 'Y' in formal models, is termed
the dependent variable. Other terms for this include 'outcome variables,
endogenous variables, or the explanandum' (ibid., 16), or simply the thing
which is 'caused' by the independent variable. It is important to be aware
that every dependent variable can be an independent variable, or vice
versa: it is the researcher who decides where to place the emphasis. Your
proposition does not need to be set out as above, but, as I have suggested,
schemes and diagrams using boxes and arrows help us visualise the rela-
tionships we seek to explore. As a research guide, the above hypothesis is
too broad, but what it does do is narrow your reading further and pose a
number of important questions which will impact on how you proceed
with your work: for example, which type of German—Polish cross-border
relations? Over what period? What do you mean by integration? and so on.
This helps you find answers to these questions by returning to the relevant
literature you used for your initial 'dip'.

A further exploratory literature review could result in unpacking the
following debates or strands of research:

• works covering formal German-Polish relations at inter-governmental
level (bilateral)

• works discussing relations between border regions (e.g. in one of the
so-called Euroregions along the German-Polish border)

• informal relations (e.g. cross-border flows of people, goods and ideas)
• the variety of disciplinary approaches to this topic, ranging from inter-

national relations and political science to area studies and geography.
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From this breakdown of literature on and around our example, three
broad areas of research can be distinguished, under the first three points
of the list above. The next task is to focus further still on the area you wish
to study by sharpening the hypothesis in the light of your literature search.
The period of study has to be manageable, so for this example, you could
select one specific type of relations and a five-year period, leading to the
following hypothesis:

Increasing
German-Polish

informal cross-border
relations

(X)

The period of study is now 1996-2001 and the working hypothesis —
that is, a provisional conjecture to guide the investigation which will be
refined in the light of further reading and research - is that increasing
informal cross-border co-operation contributes to European integration.

Full-scale critical literature review (stage 3)

After the revision of your hypothesis, you are ready to undertake a
thorough review of the literature, which will enable you to:

• become further acquainted with the literature on your chosen topic
• gain insight into the key debates and major questions on informal cross-

border German-Polish relations
• confirm your initial hypothesis or hunch that 'X' has a positive impact

on'Y'
• learn how other, more experienced researchers analyse the subject and

which theories, methods and sources they employ
• sharpen and narrow your focus of enquiry further to particular types of

informal relations and
• reassure yourselves that there is not already a wealth of literature

positing exactly the same hypothesis.

As I have mentioned before, you need to see the literature review as an
ongoing, reflexive process, just like the whole research process itself. By
this I mean that the constituent parts which make up the literature review
and the whole doctorate are constantly revisited throughout the period of
study. You need to consider each and every stage of the research process

European integration
(Y)
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in the light of the preceding and subsequent stage and the way one
impacts on, or connects with, the other. The critical literature review
outlined above, is, however, crucial to the beginning of research, as it sets
the parameters for your project.

Doctoral students have to locate their approach vis-a-vis other scholars
in the field, and they have to justify why their chosen approach is better
suited to the task than any other. A good way of achieving this, and
structuring your first chapter, is to set out the review according to
'different approaches, interpretations, schools of thought or subject areas'
(Blaxter et al., 1997,112). There are many benefits of such an approach. It
not only sets up the argument in the light of other researchers' work, but
also shows the reader that you are very well aware of the range of lit-
erature in your field. The critical reading of works dealing with your
chosen topic also has the benefit of drawing attention to their strengths
and weaknesses, allowing you to 'position' yourself against the rest, to
offer some further justification for the approach chosen, and to indicate
to the reader your take on events.

You should avoid developing a 'thinly disguised annotated bibliography'
(Hart, 2000, 1) in the place of a proper, and critical, review of the lit-
erature. The purpose is to engage with the current literature, and to use it
to develop your own approach and argument by critically analysing and
flagging up the ideas you find fruitful or not. You should be looking to
'note any controversies in this literature, explain their origins and
evolution, detail the arguments made by both sides, and summarize their
current status' (Van Evera, 1997, 101). You should not be presenting the
reader with a giant book review, simply regurgitating in the form of a
synopsis the contents of each book you have laid your hands on. A
structured approach as outlined above can give order to the array of
diverse literature available on your topic (see Hart, 2000, 10), which can
range over a wide variety of disciplines and discourses and include
different types of text, from serious academic monographs or journalistic
accounts to 'officially' produced material of firms, associations, political
parties, and print media.

After undertaking a literature review with the revised hypothesis in
mind to discipline your reading further, you can now return to the drawing
board and redefine your proposition. By now, you will be aware of the key
approaches in your respective fields or areas of study. At this point, you
should reflect on the appropriateness of the mainstream approaches for
your questions and projects, and you should not shy away^/n?^ developing
different approaches or a mix of different approaches, drawing on different
variables to test your hypotheses. Here, the importance of having a
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hypothesis will become apparent, for in order to choose the most
appropriate approach or theoretical framework to organise the data, you
need to be clear about the 'what' and 'why' questions. In the example, I
have chosen German-Polish relations and European integration (the
'what'), and narrowed this down to informal cross-border flows as my
independent variable, or the thing which causes or contributes to
European integration in the hypothesis. Thus, I need to decide on the
exact types of informal cross-border relations to study and find a way of
measuring their impact on the integration of the region. I also need to
explain what I mean by integration, which might in this case be the 'sense
of community' (Deutsch, 1957) in and around the border region which
leads to further economic, political and social co-operation between two
societies. Basically, I need to establish whether an increase in informal
cross-border relations has been accompanied by a cognitive shift in co-
operation and understanding between the population of the two states.
Put another way, I wish to analyse whether increasing cross-border co-
operation impacts on people's perception of the 'other' and assists in
overcoming historical legacies that stand in the way of co-operation. If
this can be established, then I could suggest there is a correlation between
'increasing German-Polish informal relations' and European integration
(i.e. X impacts on Y). As you can see, once you start to unpick the question
or hypothesis, it has a whole number of implications for how you are
going to attempt to answer, validate or refute it (for a thorough discussion
on refuting or 'falsifying' hypotheses see Popper, 2000, 27-48 and Bell,
1993, 70). The next stage of research is inherent in the question or
hypothesis you are posing: what level and unit of analysis are you going to
use? And what type of approach and method of empirical research will you
choose?

Levels and units of analysis in research

How do you set about answering a research question or hypothesis?
You need a research strategy, an umbrella term which covers the following:

• the manner in which you approach your research topic, for example,
inductively or deductively

• the research questions or hypotheses
• the level and units of analysis
• the type of study
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• as a consequence of the preceding factors, the sources of data to be
collected with which to answer, validate or refute your hunches.

The research strategy is often referred to as a framework for analysis,
something that will give structure to the enquiry and make you think of
methods of data collection and sources. Closely linked to methods and
sources are the indicators - or variables - that you need to select in order
to get at your questions. 'Hard-nosed' social scientists — that is, those
rooted in positivist philosophy of social science positions — would insist
that such variables are measurable, tangible or at least observable, so that
the researcher can record them properly. However, it is important to
remain aware of the potential role of those factors that are not so easily
measured: for example, the effect of tradition, the concept of trust, and
the influence of social context on actors' behaviour, etc. At this point, you
need to consider carefully how other researchers have operationaled
concepts and 'measured' things in your field. As I suggest below, it is
preferable to have a variety of 'hard' (quantifiable) and 'soft' (less easily
quantifiable) indicators to:

• allow yourself the best chance of actually getting at the information
you want

• prevent an all-out attack on your methodology by the examiners in the
viva (unless, that is, you want to mount a clear defence of your
methodology and how it leads to a choice of specific variables to oper-
ationalise.)

The level of analysis on which you focus will be linked to the units of
analysis you choose. Units can include individuals, groups, organisations,
and social categories and institutions (Neuman, 2000, 134), the exact
choice of which will impact on the methods and sources used in your
study. The thing to remember with units of analysis is that each has
'unique attributes; thus it is often misleading to shift from one unit to
another. 'Generalizations based on individuals as units of analysis and
generalizations based on groups can be quite different' (Frankfort-
Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992, 53).

It is possible to mix units of analysis, but you need to distinguish
between them in the study and remain aware of their relationship with the
level at which you are operating. In this way, you will avoid a mismatc
between units, that is, attempting to explain something on an individual
level by drawing conclusions from findings relating to aggregate data, in
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other words, a different level of analysis. In research methods textbooks
this is referred to as the 'ecological fallacy', but has little to do with tree-
hugging and environmental preservation (Neuman, 2000, 136). Adopting
different levels of analysis in the same case study can, however, offer a
richer account of a specific event by employing different 'lenses through
which to view phenomena' (Robins, 1995, 69), which are based on
different assumptions. As a consequence, 'the level of analysis determines
what evidence is considered permissible and hence guides the fieldwork
process and underscores the way in which the data are ultimately
interpreted' (ibid., 69). Two common levels of analysis in social science are
the:

• micro-level, individual or actor-centred
• macro-level, system or structure-centred.

A straightforward study of why individuals vote for a particular political
party could focus on the individuals themselves, asking them, by way of a
questionnaire or interview, why they voted for party X, Y or Z. If,
however, you wished to include an analysis of how particular parties
attract voters, your analysis would have to shift to an organisational level.
There is no problem with including all sorts of levels of analysis in your
study, sometimes called a 'multi-level analysis' (Pennings et <#/., 1999, 9), as
long as you distinguish clearly throughout your work the level at which you
are operating.

In much social science, there appears to be a divide between those
scholars who 'believe all of politics can be explained by focusing on
micro-level processes' and those who 'believe that all of politics can be
explained by a focus on macro-level processes' (Landman, 2000, 17). The
debate about whether to focus on structure or agency in research touches
on a much wider, and unsolvable, ontological puzzle in social science
which has become known, simply, as the structure and agency problem
(see Hay, 1995). For example, if you are looking to explain the behaviour
of a relatively small number of individuals, you will no doubt be better off
actually speaking to them or sending them a detailed questionnaire. If, on
the other hand, you are looking to explain the role of a certain institution
in governing or influencing the behaviour of individuals, you will be
presented with a more difficult task. Not only will research on the
evolution of the institution itself be necessary, but you will have to delve
into the structure-agency debate. Briefly, and simplistically, this dilemma
revolves around the puzzle of whether it is the social context in which
individuals act that guides and determines their actions, or whether it is the
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individuals (or actors) themselves who form and shape the social context
and institutions around them. As always, it is probably a bit of both.
However, it has become customary in political science to establish a
position on this, especially as up and down the country in various
academic forums the question 'Where do you stand on the
structure—agency debate?' is frequently asked. This makes the task of, for
example, assessing an institution's impact on actors' behaviour, or actors'
input into the development and evolution of institutions, extremely
difficult. If you are trying to explain social phenomena, however, you
should at least attempt, to some degree, to ascertain the direction of
causality in your study.

Deciding on levels and units of analysis

Returning to our hypothesis on Polish-German informal cross-border
relations and their impact on European integration, the next thing to do is
to decide on the level and unit of analysis. You could, on a simple level,
take the amount of certain transactions between the two states as an
indicator of interaction and see if, over the five-year period, this has led to
deeper institutionalisation of informal relations. Here, you could go a step
further and propose that the institutionalisation of relations would assist
Poland's pre-integration into the EU by bringing it into line with existing
EU member structures. For such a study, you would need to understand
both the volume of flows between the countries and their impact on
people's opinions and attitudes to each other. Therefore, one unit of analysis
could be economic transactions and the other could be the opinions and
attitudes of the population. The former is operating at the macro level, the
latter at the micro. In this case, the units of analysis have pointed us to the
types of methods and sources needed to go some way to validating or
refuting the hypothesis.

It is clear that cross-border flows as an indicator lend themselves to
quantitative research and opinions or attitudes to a more qualitative
approach (the latter is only true if you were researching a specific target
group and not a large-scale survey of the population, however). Thus, the
example given would need a mixture of both quantitative and qualitative
methods.

Statistics alone are unlikely to tell us everything about the attitudes of
the residents of two opposing sides of any border region towards their
neighbours, and interviews alone are not reliable enough for tracing the
levels of cross-border flows over the five-year period. Thus a mixture of
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methods and sources (such as questionnaires, documentary analysis,
newspaper articles, statistical documentation from economic institutes,
elite-level interviews and their transcripts) are needed to get at the
complex issues set out above. With this in mind, you are in a position to
return to the working hypothesis, to refine it and to make it more sophis-
ticated before beginning further reading and fieldwork, that is, the
collection of empirical data (or 'reality') against which you will check your
hypothesis. The central hypothesis now proposes that transnational
exchange in the form of cultural networks, social transactions,
information flows, people, ideas, and so on, generates a healthy stock of
mutual trust, which in turn has a positive effect on the integration of
Poland into the EU.

All of these terms and concepts will need to be fleshed out in a proper
PhD, but the intention of this example is to illustrate that this refined
hypothesis is your 'map' to your fieldwork. In a real research situation, you
would need to be aware of the wider questions and forces of causation,
for example: What is the relationship between formal and informal modes
of cross-border relations? Is the former a prerequisite of the latter? By
pointing to relationships between other variables, this example would gain
in explanatory power and generalisability, i.e. it could be used in other
settings. Before you can embark on your fieldwork, or the collection of
empirical data, however, you need to consider the following: the type of
study and the units and levels of analysis on which you are going to focus.

Types of study

There is a variety of types of study available to the researcher and the
choice will, once again, relate directly back to what it is you want to know,
what you think it is possible to know and what there is to know about (i.e.
your ontological position). Long before you embark on fieldwork, you will
have to decide on the type of study you wish to undertake. The most
common types are the case-study approach and the comparative approach.
Case studies are by far the most popular form of study at doctoral level
and are necessarily included in analyses that compare cases, usually across
countries. Broadly speaking, there are three types of case study (Yin, 1994,

descriptive
exploratory
explanatory.

1):
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The first generally applies to a thesis with a more historical subject. Its aim
is not to explain the influence or impact of certain factors in the event on
which it is focusing, but to give a detailed account of a particular issue,
person or process. An exploratory case study, on the other hand, is usually
carried out with the intention of either testing initial working hypotheses,
checking for availability of, and access to, relevant data, ascertaining the
relevant variables for a study and assessing the suitability of the case for
further, more extensive, research. A mini-exploratory case study is usually
a good idea for doctoral students, because you need to be sure you are
asking the right questions, have chosen the correct case to study, and are
likely to have some data with which to answer your questions, before you
commit yourself to a long period of fieldwork. The explanatory case study
is perhaps the most common in the social sciences, in which researchers
seek to make generalisations by extrapolating the single case study's
findings to other cases (see below).

Yin, the most cited writer on the topic, defines a case study as an
'empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon
and context are not clearly evident' (ibid., 13). The emphasis on context is
crucial, as the rationale for honing in on a specific case is to be able to
identify, uncover and unpick specific contextual factors in which the event,
person or policy you are analysing is embedded. Once you have decided
that the case-study approach is the best way forward, you need to ask
yourself whether a single (in-depth) case study is suitable or maybe a series
of case studies, referred to, simply, as a 'multiple-case' study. Single, in-
depth case studies are increasingly the format many PhDs theses are
taking, which is fine providing students display an awareness of wider the-
oretical and methodological issues. A single case study is a very specific
approach to phenomena 'through thorough analysis of an individual case'
(Kumar, 1999, 99). The subject of such a case could be anything from an
individual, a town, a group or political party, a region or community, a
specific process, decision or policy, and so on. Case studies are not tied to
any particular research method and they are not 'methods' themselves, but
instead should be seen as simply an organisational strategy, within which
social data are organised 'so as to preserve the unitary character of the
social object being studied' (Goode and Hatt, 1952, cited in Punch, 2000a,
150).

To assist in deciding whether a case-study approach is best for you, look
carefully at the manner in which experienced researchers in your field have set
about their analyses, whilst bearing in mind that the aim is to produce
something original and distinctive. It is very common for students to begin
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selecting the material you wish to order. The guides, catalogues, ref-
erencing systems and rules on photocopying vary tremendously from
archive to archive (see Vickers, 1997, 174).

Archival sources should be, by definition, secondary, as they are usually
dated and have been recorded by someone else. However, unearthing such
sources and employing them for the first time in a research project renders
the primary/secondary distinction difficult to uphold. The chief aim of
using this type of method is to bring 'dead' documents alive to shed light
on specific events, personalities or policies by introducing them to a wider
readership. You must take care, as with all data gathered, not to simply
select the documents or files that support your hypotheses, for the latter
may be refuted and not just verified.

Finally, a word or two on the archivist who is assigned to you. The role
of the archivist is not to be underestimated, and it can be a matter of luck
whether or not you end up with one who is sufficiently interested in your
project. But luck can be given a helping hand by courteous and pro-
fessional treatment of archivists — at a minimum, punctuality and
acknowledgement of assistance is essential. There seems to be a rela-
tionship between the interest an archivist shows for your project and the
type, amount and quality of data you will receive. Under normal circum-
stances you should obtain most of the standard documents listed in a
catalogue. If, however, you chance upon or can cultivate a keen archivist,
you may be lucky to find that there are many relevant files that are not
listed in the sections that you have been wading through.

Documents
All documents have been written with a purpose in mind, are based on
particular assumptions and are presented in a certain way or style. A
political party's manifesto or regular documents for dissemination are a
case in point. A trade union will also have a particular angle on events, as
will a think-tank or an association linked to a political ideology. The
researcher must be fully aware of the origins,purpose and original audience of
any document before researching it. In this way you can analyse the
documents in the context in which they were written. This method of data
analysis is often linked to hermeneutics, an approach which seeks to
analyse a text from the perspective of the person who penned it, whilst
emphasising the social and historical context within which it was produced
(Bryman, 2001, 382-3). For example, an internal memo from one level of
government to another in a dictatorship may shed light on how the centre
maintains power and the way in which information feeds back into the
system of control. This document may, on the other hand, say more about
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the individual sending it than the system as a whole. Other documents may
have been phrased in a certain way to appease superiors, when in fact what
they were reporting was a distortion of the truth, as was the case with the
official 'feedback' mechanisms (i.e. the secret police) in many former
communist countries. The best guard against biased findings is to use
other methods or sources to complement the documents you have
collected.

Documents made public which clearly state a party's, association's or
organisation's aims and objectives can be used as a very good benchmark
against which you can measure on-the-ground reality. A housing asso-
ciation, for example, may state that their central concern is investment in
social housing to empower local residents to engage in local activities
directly related to where and how people live. You might analyse these
documents and perhaps speak to a few key individuals in the association
and build up a succinct list of their intended aims. Now you have a
resource from which you can construct a questionnaire or interview
questions to 'check' against reality in fieldwork. If the association's aims
and objectives can be measured statistically — for example, crime rates,
attacks, and so on - this could be used to complement the above
techniques of data collection.

Discourse analysis
A more sophisticated form of document analysis is discourse analysis.
This technique, increasingly borrowed by the social sciences from lin-
guistics, studies the shifts and turns in the use of language over time or in
particular usage, often in the form of a micro-analysis, for example, where
the researcher identifies active and passive verbs, and so on. Social sci-
entists have discovered this technique and are employing it to get at such
tricky or 'slippery' concepts as identity. For example, social constructivists
in the field of international relations, leaning on work undertaken in
sociology, draw on discourse analysis to understand the way in which
identities, ideas and institutions interact and impact on each other. At its
most complex, this type of analysis uses special software packages to
deduce patterns and changes in language use by examining, electronically,
a database or corpus capable of storing millions of words. The latter can
be described as 'The collection of computer-readable language that you
assemble for your project [and] selected on the basis of your research
criteria' (Barnbrook, cited in Hoffman and Knowles, 1999, 28).

Print media
Print media, especially newspaper articles and reports, are a popular
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Fieldwork needs to be planned well in advance, especially if you are
meeting high-profile people who have very busy schedules. At this stage
it is useful to produce a chapter outline for the thesis as a whole: this
will be provisional, of course. However, you do need to think through
which direction your studies may take, and the outline provides you
with a 'map' while you are doing your fieldwork to remind yourself
exactly why you are there. This mental process helps you to imagine,
and thus be in a position to respond to, what might happen, as more
often than not something will crop up in the field which will affect your
original plan of action. This technique is often used in sport, for
example, competitive running, in which success requires a psychological
focus as well as a particular level of fitness. What sorts the wheat from
the chaff among equally well-trained athletes on race day is the ability
to think they can win, or improve. They envisage in the mind's eye a
number of scenarios of what might happen during the race, and
prepare for them.

The relevance to fieldwork is obvious: if you go to archive X and the
source you are relying on turns out to be very thin on the ground, you
need a contingency plan. For this reason the collection of data (if you
are not undertaking an ethnographic study, where the emphasis is on a
long stay in the field) is best done in several stages. This allows an initial
feasibility study to see if access to material is possible or, indeed, if the
material you need actually exists. A second, fuller, field trip would ideally
break the back of data-gathering, with a subsequent trip to mop up loose
ends or conduct some final interviews. One of the most important
points here is that students often get too involved in their immediate sur-
roundings on long field trips, forgetting their original purpose in the
excitement and losing a sense of distance from their object of study,
with a consequent failure to reflect. The result of long stints of
fieldwork can be an overdose of data, a loss of direction and subsequent
delays in submitting your thesis. The advantages of staggering research
trips are many. From initial visits to archives, initial interviews or par-
ticipant observation, you can reassess and readjust your approach quite
quickly to prepare for a second or even third trip. This is obviously
linked to the availability of money, and it may not be feasible for you to
carry out fieldwork, especially abroad, more than once. In this case your
preparation must be even more thorough to reduce the chances of poor
access to material or the discovery that there is inadequate material to
collect.
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Categorising data

Once you have collected your data, the process of analysis begins. This
process is, of course, very much dependent on the type of data you have.
However, no matter what the data, you do need some kind of system to
categorise, compartmentalise and store it ready for easy access. An outline
of your research project, broken down into provisional chapters, will be
enormously useful when you are sifting through and analysing stacks of
documents, interview transcripts and other sources collected from
fieldwork. Simply place all relevant information for, say, chapter 1, in a box
or pile. By marking all the piles or boxes with the relevant chapter
numbers, you can begin to work on a chapter at a time without having to
wade through all the documents, transcripts, etc. Unfortunately, this neat
division of sources is not possible with such things as interview transcripts
or notes in which you have asked several different questions pertaining to
various parts of the thesis. The trick here is to read through the notes or
transcripts with an array of different coloured pens. Mark specific
passages, quotes or sections with a colour that represent a particular
chapter. Another method of organising is to use themed index cards, on
the same principle as the coloured pen example. Other, more up-to-date
methods of sorting and categorising your data include the use of specially
designed software packages which aid the process of organising and
coding your data.

A crucial part of the secret of success in completing such a large piece
of work is structure and order. And, although you should bear in mind
your research questions and hypotheses whilst analysing data, you must
remain adaptable, otherwise you may miss an opportunity to discover new
or different patterns of information not accounted for in your desk-
bound calculations. You need to revisit your research questions in the light
of the analysis of the material gathered.

Stages of the research process

The final section of this chapter has two important aims: first, to recap on
the different steps of research that we have discussed thus far by visu-
alising them in a boxes-and-arrows flow chart. The purpose here is to
understand how the various research steps that have been introduced
relate to one another and to give an overview of the process by which the
end destination of data-collection is reached. The second aim is to discuss
how the research process can be cut up into stages. Although it may be
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argued that this is an artificial approach, given the reflexive nature of
research, you will find that it is essential to have signposts to assist you
during the three years of study. Signposts and stages are all intended to
give order to a process that would be otherwise difficult to see as a whole.
The model of the research process offered here is only one way (of many)
of doing things: the important point is that everyone needs a model or
plan of the research process, however artificial this may seem.

The story so far

Figure 3 aims to give an overview of all the areas of research that have
been discussed in this and previous chapters. It also shows the intercon-
nectedness of the various steps. The arrows indicate the direction of
progression from box 1 to box 12.

1 Prepare the groundwork
for research

2 The tools and terminology
of research

3 Literature review I; 'gut'
feelings and previous

4 Research questions and/or
hypotheses

5 Literature review II

6 Refine and re-define
research questions

7 Critical literature review 8 Fieldwork preparation;
choice of methods

12 Fieldwork II:
final empirical data 9 Fieldwork I

11 Revisit conceptual
framework/

1 0 Data analysis and cate-
gorising

Figure 3: Steps of the research process
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Spending time considering and planning out the first two steps of the
doctoral process, represented by boxes 1 and 2, is essential in order to
carry out the subsequent stages to maximum effect. Boxes 1 and 2
represent what I described in chapters 1 and 2, that is, familiarising
yourself with the nature of doctoral research, the mechanics of the
process and the tools needed to undertake it. Once you know what you are
talking about, and no longer need to stop every five minutes to look up the
meaning of 'ontologicaP, you can get started on the various steps of the
literature review on and around your topic (box 3).

As we have seen, this first encounter with the literature should confirm
existing hunches or inform you (broadly) of the specific area and
questions you wish to explore. By returning to the literature once the
research questions or hypotheses have been refined and defined more
sharply (box 6), you can begin to structure and focus your further reading
more clearly. This is essential, because the number and length of books,
articles, texts and texts on texts can be simply overwhelming. You are now
ready for the critical literature review (box 7), after which your topic area,
question(s) and methodological approach should be quite clear. You
should be also now in a position to think about how you are going to
answer the questions you have developed. This means deciding on the type,
unit and level of analysis. The next step is to choose which method(s) to
employ and which data to collect for your study. Thus, very thorough
preparations are needed for fieldwork (box 8), in which the necessary data
to answer your research questions or validate and refute your hypotheses
will be collected (box 9). Boxes 10 to 12 represent work that will be
undertaken in the final stage of research, sometimes called the post-
empirical stage. It is clear that original hypotheses and theoretical
approaches need to be revisited whilst analysing and categorising the data,
as these will, to a certain extent, have been guiding the choice of data in
the first place. Box 12 represents the final possibility of adding or filling
any gaps in the project's empirical research. This is not as dramatic as it
sounds, because at this point it may only mean getting your hands on a
specific document, speech or last-minute interview.

The purpose of figure 3 is to visualise the steps that the previous
chapters have discussed in more detail. By doing this, you can begin to see
how they are all interwoven and bound by a certain logic. It is important to
grasp 'the essentials and logic' of research (Punch, 2000a, 7) before
starting a large project: the diagram emphasises how the literature
review(s), research questions, hypotheses, and choice of methods used in
a piece of research are inextricably linked. All of these components make
up the research 'process', which should be seen as a 'series of linked
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activities moving from a beginning to an end' (Bouma and Atkinson, 1995,
9). However, as we have seen, this does not mean, for example, that the lit-
erature review is completed early on and never returned to at subsequent
stages of the process.

The stages of doctoral research

Although the idea of stages of research may be somewhat artificial, in that
they may not always follow the same sequence in every instance, there are
certain elements of the research process that are common to all projects.
Stages impose a kind of discipline on a complex business and many books
on research offer models of various kinds. Figure 4, however, is
specifically designed to give an overview of the doctoral process.
Reflecting this process, the table is divided into three broad stages, repre-
senting the three years of a doctoral degree, and subdivided into several
smaller stages. The balance of work within the three broader stages will
very much depend on your discipline and topic, but also your strengths
and weaknesses as an individual and your financial position. The model is
for a full-time student wishing to finish a doctorate in three years. A part-
time student could simply label the three stages years 1-2, 3-4 and 5-6
respectively. The point of this figure is not to repeat the information given
above, but rather to add a temporal dimension to the idea of research
stages and to add an 'action' column, in which extra information on other
activities that doctoral students could - and should - be doing is included.

The first and most important thing to note is that this model of the
doctoral research process is an oversimplification of a complex
undertaking. (It is, after all, an abstraction based on my research,
observation and personal experience). As I have pointed out, this book
does not discuss the important theme of - and the table does not take into
account - the psychological aspects of doing research, which can
undoubtedly impinge on your ability to organise, structure and prioritise
your work. Second, the stages of research are not divided and separate as
in this artificial example, instead a continuous process of reflexivity takes
place throughout the whole period of study. You need to constantly refer
back to your research questions or hypotheses, whilst analysing data or
reviewing literature, to help you sort the wood from the trees — otherwise
you could end up reading everything on a given topic — and so that you do
not lose sight of what it is you are trying to research.

The 'action' column suggests activities that could, as far as possible,
accompany and facilitate the logic of the research project. For example,




