Research Methods exercise on motivations

We often find that a large number of students taking Research Methods struggle to identify a research topic. The aim of this exercise is to help students identify such a topic.

You are invited to form groups of about 4 and to discuss the questions listed below. We advise you to spend 3 or 4 minutes on each approach. For each approach listed below, leave each person to consider the questions on his/her own for a while before debating the questions in your group. Feel free to come up with further questions and approaches. Elect a secretary who will note down your comments. The secretary should summarize the group’s comments and describe them briefly in front of the class.  He/she should then send about 1 page of comments to Dr. Gherardo Girardi at g.girardi@londonmet.ac.uk. Please let us know whether you thought the exercise helped you to identify a research topic.

1. Instrumental approach

What career aspirations do I have? 

How does the MA help to attain these aspirations?

E.g. I want to set up my own company and so I will research start-up companies in the sector that interests me.

2. Responsive/symbolic approach

Has anything struck you recently, e.g. something which you saw, or something which someone said? It could be a symbol, such as a logo. Exactly what was it that struck you - why did it grab your attention? Would anyone react to this particular situation, or are you particularly sensitive to it?

E.g. When I eat at the university’s canteen, I notice the ads on the table surface. I feel that they just won’t let me eat in peace! I am going to do research on the extent to which companies engage in intrusive advertising.

3. Justice approach

What are the most important problems of justice affecting the world? Your nation? Your community? What can you do to address them? Do you wish to do something to address them? Why or why not? Or have you personally faced a problem of justice and wish to study it in greater depth, perhaps to offer possible solutions? 

E.g. I am concerned with child labour and I am going to investigate what multinationals are doing to rely less on this practices/encourage employees to educate their children. 

4. Core beliefs/spiritual approach

What is the most important thing for you in your life? What do you live for? What do you think life is about? Do you believe in God? Are you of any religion?

E.g. I think the most important thing in life is how people relate to each other. I am going to do research on companies whose sense of mission and identity is characterized by the so-called stakeholder approach.

5. Emotional approach

What arises in you the strongest emotions? 

What leaves you emotionally unaffected?

E.g. The train that I take every morning to go to university is late half the time. As a consequence, I tend to be late for class. I can’t believe how bad the organization of the train service is. I am going to do research on corporate organizational structure, in particular of utility companies.  

6. Direct approach

Is there any business or economics issue that you want research? Why? If not, what might explain the fact that you are studying for a degree in business and that you cannot think of a business issue that you want to research?  

E.g. I’ve always wanted to work in the tourism industry, so that’s I am going to research. Or – I don’t know what I want to research because I don’t know what the lecturer expects of me and I want to make sure that I choose a topic that will enable me to pass; or because, come to think about it, I’m not really interested in business; or because…. 

7. Socio-psychological approach
How do you think the experience of growing in your particular family has determined what you regard as important? In your society?

E.g. I grew up in Singapore. The government there was always running campaigns on how important productivity at work is. Also, Singapore is a major harbour and a South-East Asian Tiger. So I grew up thinking that the economy and business was the most important thing; that’s why I’m interested in doing research on business and the economy. I am going to do research on those countries where governments take steps to influence the mentality of the working population. 

8. Altruistic approach

How can you help the people around you/society at large?    

E.g. Companies can help the local community by hiring people. I wonder how easily firms find workers with the skills they want in the local community, and what training they give to those people whose skills are not quite up to the level that firms require. I am going to do research on that.

9. Self-development approach

What events have caused you to grow (in character, outlook, attitude, skills) the most?

Has your recent experience of doing the MA/moving to London enabled you to grow?

What research could you do that would enable you to grow?

E.g. I gained a much better understanding of other cultures when I took a module on cross-cultural attitudes. I felt that I really benefited from that, and that it changed my attitude towards others for the better. I am going to do research on that. 

Having answered these questions, spend a few moments to bring you thoughts together - are you any clearer in identifying what topic to investigate? 
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