RESEARCH

Research is a term that covers a multitude of activities. 

Planning your investigation

Having defined your objectives and looked at the background, you will be developing some ideas about what you need to find out and about possible ways of conducting your investigation.  You may find it useful to work through the following questions to help get your ideas into order and plan the investigation effectively.

What do you need to find out?

Make a list of all the information you need for your dissertation.  At this stage be as creative as possible, perhaps by brainstorming ideas with fellow students, colleagues or your supervisor.

When you have listed your ideas, you need to sort through them to decide which ones are important, which may be useful and which can be discarded as impractical or not truly relevant.

Reviewing the literature

You will have conducted some preliminary research before selecting your topic to ensure that it is a valid choice for research. Following this, you will need to carry out an in-depth review of subject areas for your dissertation, though many of the references will be in the modules, or if you are basing your dissertation on an issue that has arisen in your work, the references will already be familiar to you.

The main purpose of this stage is to develop your research skills and your analytical skills.  The review will underpin the dissertation.

Plan of attack

You need to conduct a broad sweep of the sources at your disposal to determine the significant recent developments that have taken place within your area of study. This study should achieve depth so be wary not to select a topic that is too wide as this will lead to a surface approach to the sources. If you wish to conduct international comparative research, ensure that you discuss this with your supervisor at the earliest opportunity.

To carry out the review, you need to be aware of what sources of information can be accessed; you need to define the range of your investigation; you need to consider what sort of record needs to be kept of your investigation; and you need to know how to present this information for assessment.

Sources of information

The sources of information that can be accessed fall basically into two categories:  Primary sources which are original sources of information – primary information and data are essentially what you have gathered.  

Secondary sources are those sources which provide an analysis or summary of the information prepared by someone else.  For instance, a decision of the Court of Appeal contained in a law report would rank as a primary source, whereas a summary of that case in an article in a journal would rank as a secondary source.  A statistical survey carried out by the Law Society in relation to solicitors’ firms would rank as a primary source, whereas a comment on that survey in the Law Society’s Gazette would be a secondary source.

The reason why we have these two divisions of source material is to identify which is the more reliable source of information.  When using a secondary source in the context of subsequently writing your own article, you must be alive to the risk that the secondary source could be unreliable if the author of that document incorrectly summarised the case report (or the survey) or if his/her conclusions or analysis are not really supported by the primary source material.  Secondary source material can provide us with a useful insight into primary sources, but as researchers you should be capable of double checking the accuracy of the secondary source by going back to the primary source information.

Primary source material:
Draft Bills (e.g. check HMSO Daily Lists)
Statutes (e.g. check Westlaw, Lexis Plus UK, Current Law, NLJ “In Parliament” section)
Statutory instruments (e.g. check all the above)
Case reports (e.g. WLR index, All ER index, The Times, Current Law, NLJ)
Consultation papers (e.g. those setting out proposals by HM Government)
Data generated by businesses (e.g. annual reports, in-house literature)
Data generated by organisations (e.g. Law Society, research bodies)

European Law can be found on the following sites –

http://europa.eu/index_en.htm (General EU website)
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/en/index.htm (Source of EU Legislation)
http://curia.europa.eu/jcms/jcms/j_6/home (Judgments of the ECJ & CFI)
http://ec.europa.eu/prelex/apcnet.cfm?CL=en (Use to track legislative proposals)


Secondary source material:

Articles in the general practitioner journals (e.g. Law Society Gazette, NLJ etc)
Articles in specialist journals (e.g. European Intellectual Property Review)
Textbooks (e.g. Bainbridge Intellectual Property)
Information given at seminars (e.g. check whether your supervisor will allow this and if so, how they would like it referenced).

It should be noted that the status of an article may differ depending on the nature of the information contained in it.  If the article is setting out empirical research carried out by that author (e.g. business surveys), the article would be regarded as a primary source.  If the article is a synopsis of work carried out by other people, it would rank as a secondary source.

Develop a watching brief system:

To undertake the dissertation, you need to create a system for tracking developments within your area of study.  Not only does the system need to be able to assist you in ascertaining what developments have occurred.  In essence a regular routine is needed.  Although the nature of the source material may differ from one programme to another, the following is an example of a basic review system: 

Daily watching brief:  Scanning the Times law reports.

Weekly watching brief:  Scanning weekly journals (NLJ/Solicitors’ Journal/ Specialist journals), All England Reports/WLR., relevant web sites, Westlaw and Lexis Plus UK.  

Online alerts that will email you according to set research terms can be set up within most databases e.g. Lexis Plus UKand Westlaw. Ask the librarians for help. 

Collecting information

The information collected through the scanning process needs to be stored in a readily accessible format.  You will develop your own system for this.  The techniques described here are also relevant to amassing literature and other sources throughout the writing period.  Examples are given below:

(1)	purchase a lever arch file, cardboard dividers and plastic A4 individual wallet sheets that can be inserted into the file.  Whenever a relevant source of information has been located, it could be photocopied (or a manuscript summary prepared) and then inserted into one of the individual wallet sheets.  The archive thus collected can be divided into major themes depending on the nature of the programme.

(2)	Of course online storage is common.  Do not forget to keep back-up copies in case the original becomes corrupted or damaged or lost.

It is advisable to maintain a fully referenced resource list as you proceed to save time later and to prevent losing the source of some data. 

Now look separately at each piece of information that you find and ask the questions that follow.

· Why do you need this information?

By identifying precisely the purpose of the information you can:  
•	ensure that it will contribute towards the dissertation objectives – your terms of reference;
•	specify suitable data from which you can extract the required information.

· How can you add to the information?
After identifying data that will give you the information you need, you should consider:

•	possible existing sources for other views on this data;

•	appropriate research methods to use if you need to generate new data.

‘Data’ in this context means the raw material of information: it does not become information until you have processed and understood it yourself.

The methods you use to raise the required information will depend on the data you need to obtain and on what is feasible with the time and resources available.  But it is always worth using several methods if possible since relying on one can lead to unsafe conclusions.

Remember that, whilst the Internet can provide a range of official and unofficial sources, it can lead you astray. The unofficial sources may merely reflect the prejudices or point of view of the person who posted it. This also applies to Wikipedia.


