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This is the core primary research element of your project not the literature review - that is how you get your primary data and process it to answer your research question. This means: specifying what data you need, where or who you will get the data from (your sample), practical details on how you will collect the data, deciding what statistical or other processes you can use on the data, deciding how to present the raw and processed data and finally checking that the collected data makes sense with what you intend to do. In summary think of your research design as a kind of function or transformation that takes your primary data and turns it into your desired project outcome

The following steps are intended to help you perform the transformation. They are iterative and you must go backwards and forwards many times before you get a set of answers that you are happy with. 

1. TARGET – What is the end point of this Design? Copy your Research Question, Aim and Objectives here so that you keep a sharp focus on your data needs and if necessary include some further descriptive statements.

2. SPECIFY – What are your primary data needs? Students have a tendency to be vague here and just say things like ‘training data’ but that is not good enough, you must clearly articulate what data you need. The other aspect is that the data must be focused on your research question. So make a list of what primary data you would need to help answer your research question. You might find it useful to revisit your objectives, ask your self what data is needed to achieve these objectives. Bottom line is that whatever primary data you specify; it must be appropriate and suitable for answering your research question. 

3. LOCATE - Where or from whom will the primary data actually come? You need to think about your sample and source of data– be practical! Three things need to be done in most cases: estimate the population size, set a confidence interval, margin of error and calculate the required sample size and state the sampling method. So it might be a good idea to map out, for each piece of primary data where it would be collected from e.g. managers, employees, public/citizens, directors and customers.

4. OBTAIN – How will the primary data be collected? Here we need the practical collection details which amount to choosing and justifying a basic method. It is important that you attain consistency in your choices.
4. a Research Paradigm- What am I? Here you would need to decide what is the basic underlying assumption of your research. You need to consider the view of ‘reality’ which best suits your research topic, i.e. decide on whether you are taking a ‘objective’ or ‘subjective’ ontological assumption. From there you can determine whether you would be following either a Positivistic or Phenomenological approach.

4. b Research Methodology- What is the overriding strategy for collecting the primary data? Students tend to skip this decision and jump straight into the technique or method of collecting the data. Before you can specify the method or collection protocol, you need to select a suitable and appropriate methodology. Your choice will be largely determined by the research situation/context, area of investigation and the research paradigm chosen earlier. You have an extensive list to choose from: experiment, case study, action research, survey, grounded theory, ethnography etc.

4. c Data Collection Methods- What practical means will you deploy to gather the primary data? You need to give details of the techniques that will be used for actually collecting the data. Choices include: questionnaire, observation, interview, focus group etc. What is important is that for the methods chosen, you must specify exactly how it will be applied. 

5. DATA ANALYSIS – What methods will be used to process your raw primary data? It will not be sufficient just to say use SPSS or Excel - you must say what you will do. For example, if you are using questionnaires then what will you do with the data. If your raw data is a set of interview transcripts – how will you deal with them to get useful information? In this section you must think of your data as input and the form of the answer to your Research question as output and your task is to say what the transformation is that gets you from input to output.

Consider discussing how you will analyse the data collected under two basic ideals: Quantitative and Qualitative Data analysis. Of course, if you only collect quantitative data then you can only do quantitative data analysis! 

6. ETHICS – What are the ethical implications of what you are proposing to do? Ethics is about actions that are valid in all circumstances and concerned with how you treat participants in your research, how you collect data from participants and maintain confidentiality and lastly how you analyse and report your findings. You must outline how or by what mechanisms you are going to be ethical.
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Key questions

1. What is my overarching research design and why is this appropriate for my study? (E.g. is it qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods? Causal, exploratory, case study etc?)





2. What methods will I be using to generate data, and why have I chosen these? (E.g. surveys, interviews, observation, document analysis, etc). What are the strengths/weaknesses of the data collection method(s) selected?







3. What data will I need, how much will I need, and where will I go to find or obtain it? (e.g. identify the independent and dependent variable(s) and the scale of measurement (nominal; ordinal; interval; ratio) for each of the variables in your study.







4. How will I analyse this data? (quantitative methods: descriptive and inferential statistical analyses, t-test, ANOVA, correlation, regression and factor analysis; qualitative methods: constant comparative analysis, phenomenological approaches, ethnographic methods, narrative analysis and discourse analysis) Which software will you use? (quantitative: SPSS, LISREL, AMOS, Mplus; qualitative: NVivo, ATLASti, MAXQDA, NUDist)



