Chapter 11 Development of a Research Proposal

Key points

This chapter is designed to take you though the key elements of writing a proposal for a work based research project
, and it is structured in two parts. 
Section 1 looks in detail at some characteristics of work based research, and directly addresses the fundamental issues of knowledge, theory and power, exploring the basic principles and conventions of knowledge claims when designing a project proposal for a work based research and development project. It acknowledges that your project is for the purpose of developing practice and is likely to make a difference in a work situation. The difference may be structural change, creative enhancements, or change in you, the practitioner, that in turn influences others. Change of some kind is almost always a key component of a work based project and therefore has to be accounted for in the proposal. We look specifically at all stakeholders in the research and how they might be best involved in both developing the research and putting the research into practice.
Section 2 is a practical user’s guide to structuring your project, offering a well tried and tested framework that will meet the needs of most learners on undergraduate and postgraduate programmes requiring work based research. It explores the ways in which the notions of enquiry and research practice that have been previously developed can be presented as a coherent research project proposal. 
Section 1 – What is work based research? 

Work based projects aim to develop personal and professional practice by research and development and to discover and develop knowledge embedded in that practice. Students are worker researchers and are thus enabled to make a contribution within their communities of practice, that is, in employment, for the community, in a family or voluntary organization and are therefore context bound. The reality of the project and the particularities that contribute to it create a situation where the student as worker researcher is closely involved in the internal specifics of the work. A more traditional university project would involve a leap of the imagination, a more removed stance. 
(Armsby and Costley, 2000: 35)
Many commentators have pointed to an important characteristic of work based research; its capacity to make explicit knowledge that is often taken for granted or tacit (for example, Maclure and Norris, 1991; Eraut, 1992; Maclaren and Marshall, 1998). As a work based researcher you have at your disposal an immensely valuable resource – your own experience of the workplace. However, in order to turn this experience into knowledge that can be accredited, it will be necessary to create knowledge through the ‘transformation of experience’ (Kolb, 1984). The key participants in this process are the university (academy) and the organization (workplace). As a work based researcher you will span both as a participant in the work setting and as a learner carrying out a work based research project. Often, university learning is characterized as theory-based (theoretical) and workplace learning as practice-based (practical). Work based research actually helps to narrow the theory–practice gap, and many good work based studies generate useful theory derived from workplace practice. 
Much valuable practitioner research is generated by the process of the practitioner reflecting upon their practice, and the term ‘reflective practice’ is often used to describe this method of carrying out work based research (see Chapter 9). Similarly, a widely used approach for work based research is the case study method, relying on the study of a particular case to generate evidence to answer research questions. Another commonly used approach to work based research is action research, in which practitioners carry out applied research with the explicit aim of making positive change and improvement, adding to the body of knowledge of understanding processes of development and change in the workplace. For the moment though, we can simply note that work based research is generally characterized as active, personal, experience-based, linking theory and practice, illuminative, situated, and reflective. 
Language and power relations in the workplace
In work based research, language and power are key issues since:

· the workplace is a site of multiple interests and communities of practice, and 

· the interests of the key stakeholders – researcher, the workplace and the university – may well not coincide. 

Because of this, you should consider carefully what interests are operating in the workplace you are studying. As a workplace researcher, you will have a particular interest in setting up, carrying out and successfully completing a work based research project. However, an employer or manager may or may not support the project and, even if there is support, there may be assumptions about the research that you, the researcher, may not share. You will need to judge how feasible it will be to collaborate with others in the workplace, and you will need to balance any competing or contradictory influences on the aims, objectives, process and outputs of your study. There may be anticipated outcomes that are outside the scope of your project, and there may be unwelcome outcomes that challenge accepted values or assumptions. There are also sets of interests held by the accrediting body for your research, which will generally be a university. A university’s regulatory framework governs all its students’ work, no matter that the work will be primarily carried out beyond the university itself. The nature of the research report, its format, the timings associated with submission, and the assessment regulations will all exert their influence upon your project. 
Then, of course, there are your own preferences, values, and perspectives which will necessarily bear on your study and which should be frankly acknowledged in your work. 
Some commentators have highlighted the particular influence of a multiplicity of power relations and organizational internal hierarchies on work based researchers, and argued that these do not bear in the same way on the university-based researcher. So, as Siebert and Mills (2007: 313) suggest:

One of the most serious challenges the work based researcher faces is ensuring reliability of their research by minimizing those hierarchies and power relations. This may mean devising tactics and strategies, in other words, displaying resistance, which is precisely what Foucault suggests is necessary, in the process of knowledge creation. The dense defences of managerial practice often conveyed in managerial rhetoric such as ‘the right to manage’, ‘the bottom line’ and ‘getting the product out the door’ can mean that reliability and objectivity are more difficult to achieve.

The topic of the study
How do I decide on a good research topic? This is a question posed by most learners when faced with the prospect of work based research. As a work based researcher you are likely to have insider knowledge and practical experience which combine to suggest a number of possible research topics. We need to recognize the essential complexity of work based research, drawing as it does upon multi-disciplinary approaches, inter-professional working, professional and regulatory bodies, trades unions, employer/employee perspectives and power relations and, of course, university regulatory and academic credit frameworks.
Our advice is to take a systematic approach, and to start by doing some creative, open-ended thinking about your research topic. If you are working collaboratively with one or two others, you can begin this phase by brainstorming possible work topics suitable for a research project. 
Remember, though, the limitations of time, money and access: don’t set yourself up to fail with a project that will be too expensive to carry out, that will take a year when you only have four months, or that will require access to an institution, cohort or data that may not be granted. Bearing in mind these practical limitations, though, be as imaginative as you can in thinking about what topic. Consider looking at work-related publications, internal documents and research journals to see what other practitioners and researchers have been doing. Newspapers, television and, of course, the Internet can be other useful sources of possible research topics. Remember, even if someone else has done a similar study, research can still have originality and therefore constitute a contribution to knowledge, for example if you base your study in a different setting, or in the same setting but engage with a different category of enquiry. 
It is essential to consider carefully the typology (or category) of knowledge that you expect your research to reveal. For the most part, researchers do not simply dream up a research topic, nor do they enter into research simply hoping to find out something important or in which others will be interested. More usually, as a work based researcher you will be attempting to uncover one of three broad categories of enquiry into work based policy and practice:

· Illuminative – to understand and interpret

· Developmental – to make improvements, and
· Critical – to uncover power relationships.

These categories are not mutually exclusive and, like all models, you should adapt and modify to suit your own needs. Mezirow (1991) has suggested a classification of work based learning that closely coincides with these categories:
· Dialogic – the organization and the individual’s place in it

· Instrumental – skill development and improving productivity, and
· Self-reflective – transformative, focusing on the individual’s identity, relationships and the need for self-change.
Often the best approach is to identify what might be done better in the workplace in which you find yourself. Many practitioners are attracted to work based research because of its capacity to develop and make a difference to practice in a work setting. The difference may be structural change, creative enhancements, or change in you, the practitioner, that in turn influences others. Change of some kind is almost always a key component of a work based project and therefore has to be accounted for in the proposal. This might be a process, such as induction for new employees, or a quality-checking procedure for final products off the production line, or it might be something to do with the organizational culture such as how a company motivates its sales force. Alternatively, it might be more to do with your own attitudes, behaviours and performance. 
Your choice of topic can be strongly influenced by your personality or by your personal experience of the workplace. For example, if you are working in a healthcare setting your interests may lie in the way patients interact with the health professionals treating them, or your focus may be on the roles expected of managers, the way employees interact with each other and how changes are implemented. If you are a relatively experienced professional then it is likely that your own practice will suggest a range of possible research topics. Discussions with work colleagues can often suggest suitable topics. In many cases a team project is possible where you agree with one or more colleagues to carry out a shared research study, dividing tasks between the group or covering different aspects of a work-related issue or topic. 
Alternatively, a supportive supervisor or manager may be an invaluable source of ideas for a project and easily become a co-researcher in the work. Many excellent work based research projects are developed in this way, with the expectation that the study meets the needs of the work based researcher and the employer, and that both benefit from it in different ways. However, always bear in mind that different stakeholders have different interests and, as stated above, you will have to balance and resolve these to achieve your desired outcome of a high quality project that meets all the higher level assessment criteria. 
The list of possible topics is almost endless, which of course is why many learners find this first part of the research process quite hard to pin down, but it is really important that you select an aspect of working life that interests you and preferably one you feel can be improved or enhanced. This should be related to your own interests and professional experience. It should also be an area/issue for which you have relevant research materials and references available to you in your university. As already noted, for most work based researchers the employer also has an interest.
We can see that, in choosing a research topic, you will have to balance a number of interests:

· Benefits to the organization (community of practice)

· Obligations to the participants (care)
· Your own career interests (personal benefit), and
· Academic requirements of the university (accreditation).
Remember when thinking about your work based research project that every work setting is different. Organizations are infinitely variable. Large companies do things differently from small ones and no two large businesses operate identically. SMEs (small and medium size enterprises) are characterized by their diversity. The public and private sectors have quite different ways of operating and are highly variable, especially when it comes to accountability. 
You will especially need to consider the socio-cultural context in which your research is situated. Interpretivist researchers in the social sciences have rightly alerted us to the importance of situatedness in research. There are two aspects to this. As a work based researcher studying an organization, you must be aware of, and describe fully, whatever typology of knowledge that you expect your research to reveal of the social and cultural environment in which the organization operates. This is important in order that the reader can understand and appropriately locate your work in the research literature. Not only this, but you must not assume that your findings can be applied to other organizations in different social and cultural settings. To their cost, many researchers have attempted to over-generalize their findings in an uncritical way to different countries and contexts which are dissimilar to those of their own study (see Elliott, Fourali and Issler, forthcoming). 

The rationale for the study
If your project is part of a taught course, one rationale for choosing a topic might be that it relates closely to one or more of the taught modules you have taken. If so, it is worth explaining carefully what aspects of your chosen topic particularly interest you, which elements of the taught module(s) relate and how the particular literature, approach or perspective that you have been introduced to in the taught part of your course will help to illuminate your chosen research topic. All this will help to convince the assessors that you have chosen your topic carefully and persuade them of the relevance of your project. 
There may be some sound academic reason for selecting a particular topic. As new knowledge, theories or approaches are developed they create new opportunities for work based research. For example, you might apply an approach to organizational analysis developed in one sector to a different sector or, if there are divergent views on a particular issue, you might explore whether these can be reconciled, using your organization as a case study. On the other hand, if some new policy or procedure is in place or being developed, this creates plenty of opportunities to test its impact on those who it will or does affect. 

A good rationale for a work based research project is to test the findings of another work based study in a different setting. This is one way in which knowledge can be advanced through research, and brings in the idea of replicating research in specific contexts. Alternatively, especially if you are an experienced professional or practitioner in a particular field, your experience itself may provide a strong rationale for a potentially interesting and important topic. Take care, though, to move from experience to critical analysis; simple recounting of experience based on anecdote or reminiscence is certainly not research, though it may lead to it! 

You should write down all the reasons why you have chosen your topic. Refer to the guidelines for choosing a topic in the previous section, and note down each element that is relevant to your particular choice. Don’t forget to include the personal rationale as well as reasons to do with skills, experience and future career. Don’t be shy in making claims for your study; even at advanced undergraduate level, work based research projects have influenced practice both of work based researchers and more widely across the organization. 
Understanding methodology and methods
Remember that research methodology is not the same as research methods and techniques. Methodology is about how you, the researcher, see the world. How you see the world is another way of saying that you have one particular theoretical orientation rather than another. From this theoretical orientation, or position, are derived the research methods and techniques best suited to illuminate your enquiry, or to provide you with the answers you need to your research problem. Your work based research may well draw upon more than one theoretical position and this is quite acceptable – as long as you make clear that this is what you’re doing. See for example Gerrish (2003), who reflects on her own decision making in creating her ethnographic approach.
The two dominant research traditions (or paradigms) in social science are the positivist and the interpretivist. Positivist researchers maintain that to have knowledge about the social world it is necessary to gather observable and measurable facts using methods drawn from the natural sciences. People are regarded as the objects of research, the researcher is independent of the research subjects, and values should remain external to the research. Research of this kind is typically characterized by quantitative numerical data that is subjected to statistical analysis to make predictions about future events. 
By contrast, interpretative researchers maintain that to have knowledge about the social world it is necessary to gather data about language, ideas, feelings and meanings which are frequently subjected to qualitative analysis to generate understandings about human behaviour and interaction. People are regarded as participants in the research, the researcher adopts a reflexive stance to acknowledge involvement in and impact upon the research process itself, and values are integral to research. Many interpretivist researchers, unsurprisingly, maintain that human behaviour and interaction can only be properly studied from an interpretivist perspective, since humans impose meanings, interpretations and values upon their own and others’ behaviours and actions, and that we must understand these in order to make sense of the social world. Many positivists maintain that the work of interpretivist researchers is partial, biased, unreliable and cannot be generalized. 
Although positivist and interpretivist research traditions are often presented as competing and distinct, nonetheless it is not unusual for work based researchers to draw upon both traditions. The general advice on this is to avoid painting your research into a single box, wherever possible. The fact is that insights have been, and will continue to be, generated from studies based in both traditions, and that many mixed methods studies do draw on both positivist and interpretivist approaches. 

There is a strong relationship between the research traditions described above and research methods. However, it is very important to make a distinction between paradigm and method. Essentially, it is the paradigm that provides the rationale for one particular method over another. Take the example of a study of six women managers in a government office with the objective of understanding their experience of the glass ceiling and career advancement. This study draws principally upon the interpretative paradigm and utilizes qualitative methods, primarily the in-depth interview and the focus group. The rationale for the choice of qualitative methods is that the research aims to give an account of the women’s own work experiences and to relate this to their career development and aspirations, and it is principally through the rich description provided by the in-depth interview that their perspectives can be accessed. The focus group adds a further dimension because it is held to be likely that the women responding as a group will generate elements of consensus, divergence and priority in relation to the issues at hand. 
Many commentators, for example Nikolou-Walker and Garnett (2004), and Armsby and Costley (2000), have concluded that work based research will generally be better aligned within an interpretative paradigm. For example:

Work-based learning is by design and necessity concerned with knowledge which is often unsystematic, socially constructed and action-focused by the worker researcher, in order to achieve specific outcomes of significance to others. These characteristics appear to fit more comfortably within an interpretative paradigm in which the researcher is an actor involved in the partial creation (through assigning meaning and significance) of what is studied. The nature of work-based knowledge and the potential role of the university as co-creator and validator of such knowledge is at the heart of university work-based learning. 

(Nikolou-Walker and Garnett, 2004: 300)
Your work based research project will be transformed from good to excellent if you take care to spell out your theoretical position – the approach to knowledge that you will take. The above section should help you to frame a discussion about knowledge and methodology in your project that will in turn provide you with an appropriate rationale for the research methods that you select and employ. 

Section 2 – Planning and writing your work based research project
According to Laurence Stenhouse, research is ‘systematic and sustained enquiry made public’ (Stenhouse, 1983: 185). It follows from this that, to carry out any piece of research, a well-planned and coherent research proposal is essential. 

An influential art and culture critic reminds us that ‘a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing’ (Berger, 1967). What we like about this statement is that it reminds us that research is selective. As a work based researcher you have the responsibility of selecting or scoping your research project. If you are an undergraduate, your research project will probably count for 30 CATS credits, or a quarter of your final year marks or, to look at it another way, about 120 learning hours. As a Masters student, your research project will of course be more analytical, and might make up a slightly larger proportion of the course learning hours, but not greatly more. Either way, you won’t want, or be able, to research everything. One of the hardest lessons to learn as a researcher is how to scope your study. Another hard lesson is when to stop, which is another aspect of the same problem. 

The following guidelines
 provide a simple framework to guide student/advisor discussions and act as a checklist of the steps to take when planning your project – it complements the other guidelines available (for example Bell, 2005; Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 2006; Denscombe, 2003; Nikolou-Walker, 2008). Consultation with your advisor will be much improved if you systematically apply to the following tasks this tried and proved method of planning and structuring a good work based research project. 
Project proposal

1
Selecting the topic of study
· Firstly, identify the broad topic or area of study – refer carefully to the guidelines in Section 1 of this chapter 
· Next, describe the nature of the more specific research issue or problem that you intend to address, and
· Thirdly, develop a working title for the project for use at the head of your research proposal, in the first instance.

2 
The rationale
A good research proposal makes clear why the topic is important. Specifically, you should carefully explain:

· why the topic is of general importance

· why it is of current importance in the context/country that you intend to study, and
· why it is important for you (for example personal interest, skills, professional experience, future career, and so on). 

A carefully presented rationale will make it easier for you to explain the significance of your study, most important if you want to make claims about the originality of your research and its contribution to the field of knowledge in which you are working. 
3
Research aims and objectives

In this section you should identify the broad aim or aims of your research. These will be initial working aims; they may change as your work progresses. Keep this concise and tightly focussed because your project must be realistic in scope – and you may have little time and resources at your disposal.

Next, list five or six research objectives. These are more specific in nature. Remember, a objective common to many projects may be the critical review of the relevant literature. A second is often an overview of the context of your study. The third objective could then be to carry out a detailed case study. Other objectives could relate to implications for policy and practice, what outcomes or knowledge contribution might arise from the work, and implications to challenge or support existing theoretical literature, and for future research.

In the light of the above, it may be appropriate to formulate a number of key research questions. Again, keep these concise, tightly focussed and realistic.

The general aims, research objectives and specific research questions that you formulate will help you to narrow the broad field into a realistic project. This will also help you to demarcate exactly what literature is appropriate for you to review and use to shape your own critique/analysis.
4
Theoretical framework

In this section briefly outline what theoretical literature you will use to guide the research and act as starting point and conceptual framework. A full review of the literature often follows in chapter/section two.

Your aims, objectives and research questions will have arisen in the light of your reading of the relevant literature, in combination with your own ideas and professional experience. State what this literature is and identify and define the main points of view, concepts and terminology you will use. While the perspective you adopt for your study and the concepts you apply may be derived from the work of other writers, it will become the basis of your own theoretical framework. 
Remember, in concluding your study your findings should be related back to the literature to support or to challenge existing knowledge.
5
Research methodology and methods used

Decide what research methodology you will use in your research. Work based research projects may be located in one or many disciplines or be trans-disciplinary. In order to meet the examiners’ expectations it is advisable at the outset to clarify whether the project is based in an academic discipline and, if so, upon which academic discipline or disciplines your study is drawing. 
You must first decide what theoretical approach you will adopt, then move onto what methods or techniques for data collection and analysis you will use. You should describe these fully, along with a reasoned justification for your choice. Sometimes a separate chapter/section is used to describe and justify the methodology and methods.

6
Research ethics

Discuss how you will deal with ethical issues related to your study. In particular, consider your own position in the research study, and your relationships with (duty of care towards) participants. Will you have access to confidential or sensitive data and, if so, how will this be authorized and handled? If your work setting includes children or vulnerable adults, what procedures will need to be followed, not only to protect subjects’ privacy but to respect their feelings, emotions and their wider personal situation?
NB You can turn the above sections into a first draft of chapter/section one if you add an extra section here entitled ‘Overview of the study’.
7
Sources of data

In this section you should identify your main sources of data, materials and references.

At an early stage in planning your project, you must know at least from whence will come the information you need. It is a good idea to list main sources. You may also be reminded by this to write to various official bodies/people for important material. This must be done at the outset if replies are to arrive in time to influence the shape and nature of the study.

8
Production schedule

Prepare a project work schedule. In this you should map out a timetable for your work. Include all the months you will have available, then for each month write in the project tasks that you plan to do in that time. Remember, writing up needs more than one draft and also that you need to allow time for the production.

9
Logistics, costs and so on
Logistics, anticipated costs and potential problems are a final set of issues to think about in planning your project.

10
Draft table of contents

On a separate page, try to indicate how you expect the written project to progress, the chapter/section titles, possible main sub-headings and so on. This will change throughout the study, but it can be helpful to have a working draft early on.

11
Working list of references

This should be begun early. From the start, learn the exact style and format for citing references at your university and use this style for your working bibliography. 
Collaboration with your advisor

It is the responsibility of each learner to take the initiative in planning and producing a work based research project. Nevertheless, collaboration with your advisor is very important. The advisor will advise, guide and support, but the best quality of supervision is possible only if your advisor is kept well informed of your ideas. Remember also that staff research commitments, consultancy work and holidays mean that, by the summer vacation period, you should be able to work relatively independently. 

Submitting your project proposal

In view of the above guidelines, it is very sensible to initiate early collaboration with your advisor by first writing up a project proposal. For this task, the section headings used above should be followed. The proposal need not be too long, but it should incorporate the details noted for each section plus any other relevant information necessary to brief the advisor fully.

The document should be titled ‘Work based project proposal’. This should be followed by the working title and your full name. Add the date of the draft for future reference and the level of the programme that you are enrolled in.

Good news

This proposal will then be the basis of further planning and discussion. It is an important document and one that will be useful draft material when you come to write up your project. Many of the sections of the proposal can be later expanded to form separate chapters/sections. The proposed structure is also close to the basic framework expected for any work based research project. You can, of course, modify the structure if you believe that this is appropriate for your study.

Discussion questions

1. How important is personal experience in choosing a work based research project?

2. Identify some examples of tacit knowledge that might lend themselves to work based research.
3. What limitations might constrain your choice of project?

4. What sources of data can be drawn upon for work based research? How easy or difficult will each be to obtain?

5. Give examples of projects that are illuminative, developmental and critical. 
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� In this chapter, the term ‘project’ is normally used to describe an extended work based research study produced to fulfil university assessment requirements at undergraduate or postgraduate level. A work based learning project may, in other contexts, be described as a ‘study’, ‘thesis’ or ‘dissertation’.
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