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What is Research?
A quick and (hopefully) painless guide 

to starting research
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Before We Begin
Have you noticed (e.g. seen / heard of / 
read about) anything new or out of the 
ordinary around you / in your field of 
research recently?
Why did this happen? 
Were your reasons based on “common 
sense”?
Did these things happen out of random 
chance?



How might I find out?



Definition of Research

1. Basic Research
– To acquire new knowledge on underlying foundation of 

phenomena and observable facts

2. Applied Research
– To acquire new knowledge but directed with specific 

objectives

3. Experimental Development
– Draws on knowledge from research / experience to produce 

additional knowledge to produce / improve products (or 
services) and/or processes

OECD (2015), Frascati Manual 2015: Guidelines for Collecting and Reporting Data on Research 
and Experimental Development, The Measurement of Scientific, Technological and Innovation 
Activities, OECD Publishing, Paris, 29



Approaches to knowledge
What is a Paradigm?

The set of theories, assumptions, and ideas 
that contribute to your worldview and create 
the framework from which you operate
Four paradigms are usually identified:
– Positivism
– Interpretivism
– Critical Theory and Postmodernism
– Poststructuralism



Approaches to knowledge

Which paradigm should you adopt?
– What are your research questions and objectives?

• Describing and explaining what is – positivist
• Understanding why – interpretivist
• Questioning existing ‘truths’ – critical theory / post-

modernist
• Understanding phenomenon beyond its current state –

post-structuralist

– Check with the literature in the area of research



Approaches to knowledge

Well, Then What’s a “Theory”?
A theory is a suggested explanation of why 
something occurs as it does. It suggests 
causes and effects. Our overall view on 
the world–our paradigm–greatly 
influences what theories we choose to 
learn and use. Our theories, in turn, 
influence our paradigms.



Can I use multiple paradigms in a single 
research  project?



Epistemology and Methodology

Epistemology
– the “theory of knowledge” i.e. how do we 

acquire knowledge?
– the theoretical side of research topic (i.e. the 

logic, reason, ‘truths’, beliefs)
Methodology
– the reasoning behind our ‘how-to’
– informs our methods





Understanding issues of 
methodology

Methodology influences, and is also driven 
by:
– The research questions you ask
– The type of research you do
– The method of analysis you use
– What you extrapolate from your data
– Your claims of ‘contribution’



The importance of methodology

Enables you to question the validity and 
‘logic’ of prior works
Helps you assess the suitability of 
methods to your own topic
Helps you evolve beyond a ‘common 
sense’ approach to your research



Common Problems in Finding the 
Right Method(ology)
#1: Putting method over theory
#2: Constantly comparing with other studies
#3: Paralysis by analysis
#4: Poor (understanding of) framework / variable 
definitions / model construction

Like finding a life partner, the right one helps you 
grow (your analysis!) from simple to insightful
The wrong one will make you go round in circles 
and drive you up the wall



The problem with this

Sometimes having a predetermined idea of a 
method or technique stops students from 
looking carefully at the problem. 

The research question should 
dictate the method of enquiry.



Methodology, method, technique
What’s the difference between them?
– Methodology-Method, Method-Technique

Methodology – Method - Technique
– Methodology = the reasoning behind how research should be 

done
– Method = the way of proceeding with the research
– Technique = specific steps / instruments to gather evidence

Many papers use them interchangeably. Don’t let this 
bother you. Rather, develop your own understanding 
appropriate to your research, and stay consistent



Data collection 
• Data collection is the process of gathering and 

collating information in a systematic fashion. 
• This enables you to answer relevant questions and 

evaluate outcomes. 
• The data collection component of research is 

common to all fields of study. While methods vary by 
discipline, the emphasis on ensuring accurate and 
honest collection remains the same. 

• The goal for all data collection is to capture quality 
evidence that then translates to rich data analysis and 
allows the building of a convincing and credible 
answer to questions that have been posed.



Information

A mish-mash of facts, figures, 
statements, observations etc derived 
from data collected
This is NOT knowledge
– Without relevance, information can 

simply be just NOISE
For information to be useful and 
meaningful, it has to be filtered through 
theory and prior knowledge





Primary
– Survey
– Interview
– Focus Group
– Observation
– Experiment / live 

testing
– Ethnography

Secondary
– Quantitative 

methods
– Content / Textual 

Analysis

Some Common Methods



What is Research?

• outcome• Information

• Significance• Gap

Literature 
review

Does it add 
to stock of 
knowledge

Analysis 
and 

scrutiny

Data 
collection



What is Research?
It is not simply reading everything that everybody else has 
written on the subject and reproducing it. 
It is examining what everybody else has written on the 
subject and showing how what you have found contributes 
to what other people have already done. 
This requires original research on your part, investigating 
aspects of a subject that are still to be engaged in your 
field. 
What results will be your reinterpretation of existing 
knowledge, and contributing new knowledge of your own 
in the process of your research!.



A Quick-Start Guide to Research & 
Writing
My standard template to starting new papers:
1. Research Problem / Background
2. Research Questions
3. Significance & Contribution
4. Literature Review

a) Key Concepts
b) Key Arguments
c) Bridge aka the Gap

5. Methodology / Method / Technique
6. Results
7. Discussion & Implications
8. Conclusion





Step 1: Problem, Questions, 
Contribution

Research Problem
– What is happening what should be happening 

Research Questions
– What are you studying? What are you trying to 

achieve?
– Be precise, specific, focused

Significance / Contribution
– What happens from this study?
– What happens if this study is not done?



Step 2: Literature Review
What to read and include?
– Follow your research questions
– E.g.: “What are the drivers of house price growth? 

Does market optimism drive house prices in 
Malaysia?”

Narrate key concepts and arguments in a 
concise manner
Explain how these concepts / arguments 
apply to your research
If at a lost, just follow prior studies! 



Step 3: Methodology
Before all else, go back to your research 
questions
– Is your intended methodology / method / 

technique able to answer your question(s)?
– Read the literature; ask for opinions

Also, check your understanding of your 
choices (i.e. how, why, when)
– This is of GREAT help later when discussing 

your results



Step 4: Results
Can appear in many forms
– Tables, charts, diagrams, illustrations, photos / 

imagery, quotations etc.
Often times the most mind-numbing section 
to complete
– Writing may appear repetitive esp. for 

quantitative studies
– May be filled with technical jargon

How technical and in-depth should you go?
– Refer to the literature



Step 5: Discussion & Implications

Time for creative story-telling
Discussion: 
– What do your results mean in layman’s terms?
– Relate it to your research questions

Implications:
– How does your findings affect us?
– Quite common to see “theoretical” and 

“practical” implications
• Typically, 2 or 3 of each will suffice



Step 6: Conclusion

Recap key findings of the study and relate 
them to the context of the research problem
– E.g. How has this changed things? Where do we 

go from here?

Some journals require you to discuss your 
study’s limitations and provide future 
directions for research
– Think of the things that you wanted to do but 

couldn’t 



Key Takeaways
Read deeply and widely in your area of 
interest
Research isn’t just ‘common sense’. Know the 
logic and reasoning behind everything
Knowing the reasons helps with building the 
framework for your projects
The hardest part of research is starting. Let 
outlines / templates guide you step-by-step
If at a lost, look at what others have done, 
then build from there.


