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difficult. Choosing incorrectly will direct valuable resources (time, manpower, money, and equipment)
on a path that may not provide critical decision-making information (the purpose of good research). As a
manager, only practice makes you proficient. For new managers, or established managers facing new
responsibilities, developing several management-research question hierarchies, each starting with a
different dilemma, will assist in the choice process. In all figures related to the research process model,
in this and subsequent chapters, we use an inverted pyramid to represent the management-research
question hierarchy.
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>Exhibit 4-2 Formulating the Research Question for MindWriter
To move from the management dilemma to the management question and subsequent research questions takes exploratory

research. Such research may include examining previous studies, reviewing published studies and organizational records,
and interviewing experts or information gatekeepers.
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>snapshot

The Container Store teams with OpinionLab to gain feedback

The Container Store is a favorite among highly organized people and those wishing to be. In addition to its
stores, its website offers a wealth of ideas as well as access to manufacturer- and private-brand inventory. A
customer can enter data that permits The Container Store personnel to recommend an elfa® closet design or
watch videos to enable them to do storage projects themselves. Lucy Witte, the company’s vice president of
direct marketing & media, is charged with creating the best website experience for customers. When the
website is updated, she wants to identify potential technical problems that might not be caught during pre-
testing.

The Container Store partnered with OpinionLab to use its feedback platform to involve customers in
making the website as powerful as it needs to be. OpinionLab provides feedback from any PC or mobile
device so a research respondent can share direct input on a product or website feature. Each page on the
website features a [+] feedback link—a revolving +/— sign—in the lower right corner. When a customer clicks
on the link, a comment window appears. “OpinionLab allows us to identify and resolve issues as they emerge
and this is a tremendous tool for improving our customers’ experience across channels, which is increasingly
important as our customers turn to tablets, mobile, stores and desktops to shop,” shared Witte. Opinion- Lab’s
platform makes it much easier for customers to interact with the company in real time, the new standard for
21st century research.

The Container Store received more than it initially intended with its OpinionLab feedback process. Besides
learning, for example, that photos weren’t clear, customers also asked questions about which products would
best fit their needs and commented positively and negatively on their in-store experiences. “We share these
comments with our store managers and staff,” explained Witte, indicating that the feedback has influenced in-
store staff training.
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According to Jonathan Levitt, chief marketing officer of OpinionLab, “By understanding shoppers’
motivations and reasons for [online purchase] abandonment, The Container Store was able to quantify [and
understand] multichannel purchase behaviors and optimize the experience for their best sellers.”

www.containerstore.com; www.opinionlab.com

Subsequent stages of the hierarchy take the manager and his or her research collaborator through
various brainstorming and exploratory research exercises to define the following:

< Management question—a restatement of the manager’s dilemma(s) in question form.

< Research questions—the hypothesis that best states the objective of the research; the question(s)
that focuses the researcher’s attention.

« Investigative questions—questions the researcher must answer to satisfactorily answer the
research question; what the manager feels he or she needs to know to arrive at a conclusion about
the management dilemma.

= Measurement questions—what participants in research are asked or what specifically is
observed in a research study.

The definition of the management question sets the research task. A poorly defined management
question will misdirect research efforts. In Chapter 5 we explore this critical stage in more detail in our
search to clarify the research question.
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> Stage 2: Proposing Research

Resource Allocation and Budgets

General notions about research budgets have a tendency to single out data collection as the most costly
activity. Data collection requires substantial resources but perhaps less of the budget than clients expect.
Employees must be paid, training and travel must be provided, and other expenses incurred must be
paid; but this phase of the project often takes no more than one-third of the total research budget. The
geographic scope and the number of observations required do affect the cost, but much of the cost is
relatively independent of the size of the data-gathering effort. Thus, a guide might be that (1) project
planning; (2) data gathering; and (3) analysis, interpretation, and reporting each shares about equally in
the budget.

Without budgetary approval, many research efforts are terminated for lack of resources (see Exhibit
4-3). A budget may require significant development and documentation as in grant and contract
research, or it may require less attention as in some in-house projects or investigations funded out of the
researcher’s own resources. The researcher who seeks funding must be able not only to persuasively
justify the costs of the project but also to identify the sources and methods of funding. One author
identifies three types of budgets in organizations where research is purchased and cost containment is
crucial:

* Rule-of-thumb budgeting involves taking a fixed percentage of some criterion. For example, a
percentage of the prior year’s sales revenues may be the basis for determining the marketing
research budget for a manufacturer.

« Departmental or functional area budgeting allocates a portion of total expenditures in the unit to
research activities. Government agencies, not-for-profits, and the private sector alike will
frequently manage research activities out of functional budgets. Units such as human resources,
marketing, or engineering then have the authority to approve their own projects.

< Task budgeting selects specific research projects to support on an ad hoc basis. This type is the
least proactive but does permit definitive cost-benefit analysis.?

>Exhibit 4-3 Proposing Research
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Valuing Research Information

There is a great deal of interplay between budgeting and value assessment in any management decision
to conduct research. An appropriate research study should help managers avoid losses and increase sales
or profits; otherwise, research can be wasteful. The decision maker wants a firm cost estimate for a
project and an equally precise assurance that useful information will result from the study. Even if the
researcher can give good cost and information estimates, the managers still must judge whether the
benefits outweigh the costs.

Conceptually, the value of applied research is not difficult to determine. In a business situation, the
research should produce added revenues or reduce expenses in much the same way as any other
investment of resources. One source suggests that the value of research information may be judged in
terms of “the difference between the result of decisions made with the information and the result that
would be made without it.”> While such a criterion is simple to state, its actual application presents
difficult measurement problems.
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Evaluation Methods

Ex Post Facto Evaluation If there is any measurement of the value of research, it is usually an
after-the-fact event. Twedt reports on one such effort, an evaluation of marketing research done at a
major corporation.” He secured “an objective estimate of the contribution of each project to corporate
profitability.” He reports that most studies were intended to help management determine which one of
two (or more) alternatives was preferable. He guesses that in 60 percent of the decision situations, the
correct decision would have been made without the benefit of the research information. In the remaining
40 percent of the cases, the research led to the correct decision. Using these data, he estimates that the
return on investment in marketing research in this company was 3.5 times for the year studied. However,
he acknowledges the return-on-investment figure was inflated because only the direct research costs
were included.

This effort at cost-benefit analysis is commendable even though the results come too late to guide a
current research decision. Such analysis may sharpen the manager’s ability to make judgments about
future research proposals. However, the critical problem remains, that of project evaluation before the
study is done.

Prior or Interim Evaluation A proposal to conduct a thorough management audit of operations in
a company may be a worthy one, but neither its costs nor its benefits are easily estimated in advance.
Such projects are sufficiently unique that managerial experience seldom provides much aid in evaluating
such a proposal. But even in these situations, managers can make some useful judgments. They may
determine that a management audit is needed because the company is in dire straits and management
does not understand the scope of its problems. The management information need may be so great as to
ensure that the research is approved. In such cases, managers may decide to control the research
expenditure risk by doing a study in stages. They can then review costs and benefits at the end of each
stage and give or withhold further authorization.

Option Analysis Some progress has been made in the development of methods for assessing the
value of research when management has a choice between well-defined options. Managers can conduct
a formal analysis with each alternative judged in terms of estimated costs and associated benefits and
with managerial judgment playing a major role.

If the research design can be stated clearly, one can estimate an approximate cost. The critical task is
to quantify the benefits from the research. At best, estimates of benefits are crude and largely reflect an
orderly way to estimate outcomes under uncertain conditions. To illustrate how the contribution of
research is evaluated in such a decision situation, we must digress briefly into the rudiments of decision
theory.

Decision Theory When there are alternatives from which to choose, a rational way to approach the
decision is to try to assess the outcomes of each action. The case of two choices will be discussed here,
although the same approach can be used with more than two choices.
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Two possible actions (A} and A) may represent two different ways to organize a company, provide
financing, produce a product, and so forth. The manager chooses the action that affords the best
outcome—the action choice that meets or exceeds whatever criteria are established for judging
alternatives. Each criterion is a combination of a decision rule and a decision variable. The decision
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variable might be “direct dollar savings,” “contribution to overhead and profits,” “time required for
completion of the project,” and so forth. For MindWriter, the decision variable might be number of
postservice complaints or the level of postservice satisfaction. Usually the decision variable is expressed
in dollars, representing sales, costs, some form of profits or contribution, or some other quantifiable
measure. The decision rule may be “choose the course of action with the lowest loss possibility” or
perhaps “choose the alternative that provides the greatest annual net profit.” For MindWriter, the
decision rule might be “choose the alternative that provides the highest level of postservice satisfaction.”

The alternative selected (A; versus A») depends on the decision variable chosen and the decision rule
used. The evaluation of alternatives requires that (1) each alternative is explicitly stated, (2) a decision
variable is defined by an outcome that may be measured, and (3) a decision rule is determined by which
outcomes may be compared.

The Research Proposal

Exhibit 4-1 depicts the research proposal as an activity that incorporates decisions made during early
project planning phases of the study, including the management—research question hierarchy and
exploration. The proposal thus incorporates the choices the investigator makes in the preliminary steps,
as depicted in Exhibit 4-3.

A written proposal is often required when a study is being suggested. This is especially true if an
outside research supplier will be contracted to conduct the research. The written proposal ensures that
the parties concur on the project’s purpose, the proposed methods of investigation, the extent of analysis,
and the timing of each phase as well as of delivery of results. Budgets are spelled out, as are other
responsibilities and obligations. The proposal may serve the purpose of a legally binding contract.

A research proposal also may be oral, wherein all aspects of the research are discussed but not
codified in writing. This is more likely when a manager directs his or her own research or the research
activities of subordinates. We describe detailed research proposals in Appendix A, and you will find a
sample proposal on the text website.

> Stage 3: Designing the Research Project

Research Design

The research design is the blueprint for fulfilling objectives and answering questions. Selecting a
design may be complicated by the availability of a large variety of methods, techniques, procedures,
protocols, and sampling plans. For example, you may decide on a secondary data study, case study,
survey, experiment, or simulation. If a survey is selected, should it be administered by mail, computer,
telephone, the Internet, or personal interview? Should all relevant data be collected at one time or at
regular intervals? What kind of structure will the questionnaire or interview guide possess? What
question wording should be employed? Should the responses be scaled or open-ended? How will
reliability and validity be achieved? Will characteristics of the interviewer influence responses to the
measurement questions? What kind of training should the data collectors receive? Is a sample or a
census to be taken? What types of sampling should be considered? These questions represent only a few
of the decisions that have to be made when just one method is chosen.

Although selecting an appropriate design may be complicated by this range of options, the creative
researcher actually benefits from this confusing array of options. The numerous combinations spawned
by the abundance of tools may be used to construct alternative perspectives on the same problem. By
creating a design using diverse methodologies, researchers are able to achieve greater insight than if they
followed the most frequently used method or the method receiving the most media attention. Although
pursuing research on a single research problem from a multimethod, multistudy strategy is not currently
the norm, such designs are getting increasing attention from researchers and winning numerous industry
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awards for effectiveness. The advantages of several competing designs should be considered before

settling on a final one.

Page 83
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According to the 2012 Greenbook Research Industry Trends (GRIT) report, the top four emerging techniques,
among both research buyers and providers all involve Internet use. “A big climber, from actual 2011 to
expected 2012, is Mobile Surveys, with clients/buyers jumping from a current 17% to an expected 53% and
vendors expecting the increase to be from 24% to 64%.” Some speculate that the mobile survey may be
approaching its tipping point. Other methodologies, like Mobile Qualitative, Mobile Ethnography, and
Gamification, are getting a lot of buzz in the industry, but have yet to capture buyer/client support to the same
degree that they have earned researcher interest. As in previous studies, researcher interest tends to lead on
methodology. ktip://www.greenbook.org/PDFs/GRIT-S12-Full.pdf

Source: “Spring 2012 Greenbook Research Trends Report.” GreenBook® | New York AMA Communication Services Inc., February
2012, p. 22. Leonard Murphy. “GRIT Sneak Peck: What Emerging Research Techniques Will Be Used in 20122 Greenbook, posted
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February 20. 2012. Downloaded April 18. 2012, htip://www.greenbookblog.org/2012/02/20/grit-sneak-peek-what-emerging-
research-techniques-will-be-used-in-2012/.

Jason’s preference for MindWriter is to collect as much information as possible from an exploration
of company records, interviews with company managers of various departments, and multiple phone
surveys with CompleteCare service program users. Financial constraints, however, might force
MindWriter to substitute a less expensive methodology: a self-administered study in the form of an
email-recruited, online survey using a sample drawn from the CompleteCare program users followed by
phone contact with those who don’t participate.

Faecsd
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>snapshot

New Moms and Moms-to-Be Offer Video Insights

Doing research with mothers of infants and small children or expectant mothers can be problematic. These
women between 21-40 have lots of distractions and their time availability is often at odd hours. Marcus
Thomas, LLC (they describe themselves as an idea agency) and QualVu (a company that helps their clients
find truth) collaborated to help a durable baby goods producer better understand a mother’s choices.

Specifically, the study objectives were to “gain insight into the mother’s perceptions of specific products,
uncover their path to purchase, [understand] purchase motivations, and [share their] experiences at key
retailers (Target, Walmart, and Babies ‘R’ Us),” explained Jennifer Hir{-Marchand, associate partner, strategic
insights executive with Marcus Thomas. Qualitative research would allow Marcus Thomas a deeper
understanding of their subjects, so they opted for video diaries and QualVU offered the platform.

Recruited participants needed to have a baby or be pregnant, and have access to a computer and high-speed
Internet access. Those that didn’t already have a video camera were provided one (that they could keep at the
end of the study). “We knew from secondary research provided by Forrester Research that women in the age
group were active on social networks and accustomed to sharing their personal stories online, using both text
and video,” shared Edwige Winans, associate research director at Marcus Thomas. As moderator, Winans pre-
recorded “discussion points” (pictured) and posted them to the QualVu platform, where participants accessed
them. “What we tried to achieve was a semblance of a relationship with the participant, using the video.” The
participants answered various questions by uploading video diaries to the site over a four-day period. The
participants actually have “conversations with themselves,” explained Winans. “Their diaries provide really
candid responses.” Participants answer different discussion topics each day; the methodology allows
participants to answer the questions on their own schedule. Videos are monitored while the study is ongoing,
and the moderator uses follow-up emails to prompt or redirect participants for further clarification, if
necessary.

Over the course of the study 21 compensated participants responded to 8 topics with uploaded diaries on
each topic (a typical video diary study is 7 to 10 topics). QualVu researchers watched the videos, identifying
trends in comments and provided a video report. “The client was especially interested in comments on retailer
in-store merchandising elements,” shared Winans. “But our most important task was to keep an open mind.”
Some of the most valuable insights came from secondary cues, like the participant’s home environment, props
the participant used in her diaries, and the product demonstrations she did in stores or in her home.
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“A key consideration in recommending this methodology to our client was to ensure that technology was
intuitive and natural to the participant and allow them to comfortably and confidently share their thoughts and
perspectives,” stated Hirt-Marchand, The client got just what they needed.

www.marcusthomaslle.com; www.qualvu.com
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Sampling Design

Another step in planning the research project is to identify the target population (those people, events,
or records that contain the desired information and can answer the measurement questions) and then
determine whether a sample or a census is desired. Taking a census requires that the researcher examine
or count all elements in the target population. A sample examines a portion of the target population, and
the portion must be carefully selected to represent that population. If sampling is chosen, the researcher
must determine which and how many people to interview, which and how many events to observe, or
which and how many records to inspect. When researchers undertake sampling studies, they are
interested in estimating one or more population values (such as the percent of satisfied service customers
who will buy new MindWriter laptops when the need arises) and/or testing one or more statistical
hypotheses (e.g., that highly satisfied CompleteCare service customers will be far more likely to
repurchase the MindWriter brand of laptops).

“Page 85
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If a study’s objective is to examine the attitudes of U.S. automobile assemblers about quality
improvement, the population may be defined as the entire adult population of auto assemblers employed
by the auto industry in the United States. Definition of the terms adult and assembler and the relevant
job descriptions included under “assembly” and “auto industry” may further limit the population under
study. The investigator may also want to restrict the research to readily identifiable companies in the
market, vehicle types, or assembly processes.
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The sampling process must then give every person within the target population a known nonzero
chance of selection if probability sampling is used. If there is no feasible alternative, a nonprobability
approach may be used. Jason knows that his target population comprises MindWriter customers who
have firsthand experience with the CompleteCare program. Given that a list of CompleteCare program
users emails (a sample frame) is readily available each month, a probability sample is feasible.

Pilot Testing

The data-gathering phase of the research process typically begins with pilot testing. Pilot testing may be
skipped when the researcher tries to condense the project time frame.

A pilot test is conducted to detect weaknesses in design and instrumentation and to provide proxy
data for selection of a probability sample. It should, therefore, draw subjects from the target population
and simulate the procedures and protocols that have been designated for data collection. If the study is a
survey to be executed by mail, the pilot questionnaire should be mailed. If the design calls for
observation by an unobtrusive researcher, this behavior should be practiced. The size of the pilot group
may range from 25 to 100 subjects, depending on the method to be tested, but the respondents do not
have to be statistically selected. In very small populations or special applications, pilot testing runs the
risk of exhausting the supply of respondents and sensitizing them to the purpose of the study. This risk is
generally overshadowed by the improvements made to the design by a trial run.

There are a number of variations on pilot testing. Some of them are intentionally restricted to data
collection activities. One form, prefesting, may rely on colleagues, respondent surrogates, or actual
respondents to refine a measuring instrument. This important activity has saved countless survey studies
from disaster by using the suggestions of the respondents to identify and change confusing, awkward, or
offensive questions and techniques. One interview study was designed by a group of college professors
for EducTV, an educational television consortium. In the pilot test, they discovered that the wording of
nearly two-thirds of the questions was unintelligible to the target group, later found to have a median
eighth-grade education. The revised instrument used the respondents’ language and was successful.
Pretesting may be repeated several times to refine questions, instruments, or procedures.

>Stage 4: Data Collection and Preparation

The gathering of data may range from a simple observation at one location to a grandiose survey of
multinational corporations at sites in different parts of the world. The method selected will largely
determine how the data are collected. Questionnaires, standardized tests, observational forms, laboratory
notes, and instrument calibration logs are among the devices used to record raw data.

But what are data? One writer defines data as the facts presented to the researcher from the study’s
environment. First, data may be further characterized by their abstractness, verifiability, elusiveness, and
closeness to the phenomenon.® As abstractions, data are more metaphorical than real. For example, the
growth in GDP cannot be observed directly; only the effects of it may be recorded. Second, data are
processed by our senses—often limited in comparison to the senses of other living organisms. When
sensory experiences consistently produce the same result, our data are said to be trustworthy because
they may be verified. Third, capturing data is elusive, complicated by the speed at which events occur
and the time-bound nature of observation. Opinions, preferences, and attitudes vary from one milieu to
another and with the passage of time. For example, attitudes about spending during the late 1980s
differed dramatically one decade later within the same population, due to the sustained prosperity within
the final four years of the millennium. Those same attitudes today differ vastly from just a few years
earlier due to our sustained recession. Finally, data reflect their truthfulness by closeness to the
phenomena. Secondary data have had at least one level of interpretation inserted between the event and
its recording. Primary data are sought for their proximity to the truth and control over error. These
cautions remind us to use care in designing data collection procedures and generalizing from results.
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Data are edited to ensure consistency across respondents and to locate omissions. In the case of
survey methods, editing reduces errors in the recording, improves legibility, and clarifies unclear and
inappropriate responses. Edited data are then put into a form that makes analysis possible. Because it is
impractical to place raw data into a report, alphanumeric codes are used to reduce the responses to a
more manageable system for storage and future processing. The codes follow various decision rules that
the researcher has devised to assist with sorting, tabulating, and analyzing. Personal computers have
made it possible to merge editing, coding, and data entry into fewer steps even when the final analysis
may be run on a larger system.

> Stage 5: Data Analysis and Interpretation

Managers need information, not raw data. Researchers generate information by analyzing data after its
collection. Data analysis usually involves reducing accumulated data to a manageable size, developing
summaries, looking for patterns, and applying statistical techniques. Scaled responses on questionnaires
and experimental instruments often require the analyst to derive various functions, as well as to explore
relationships among variables. Further, researchers must interpret these findings in light of the client’s
research question or determine if the results are consistent with their hypotheses and theories.
Increasingly, managers are asking research specialists to make recommendations based on their
interpretation of the data.

A modest example involves a market research firm that polls 2,000 people from its target population
for a new generation of mobile phones. Each respondent will be asked four questions:

1. “Do you prefer the convenience of Pocket-Phone over existing mobile phones?”

2. “Are there transmission problems with Pocket-Phone?”

3. “Is Pocket-Phone better suited to worldwide transmission than your existing mobile phone?”’
4. “Would cost alone persuade you to purchase Pocket-Phone?”

The answers will produce 8,000 pieces of raw data. Reducing the data to a workable size will yield eight
statistics: the percentage of yes and no answers to each question. When a half-dozen demographic
questions about the respondents are added, the total amount of data easily triples. If the researcher scaled
the four key questions rather than eliciting yes-no responses, the analysis would likely require more
powerful statistical analysis than summarization.

> Stage 6: Reporting the Results

Finally, it is necessary to prepare a report and transmit the findings and recommendations to the
manager for the intended purpose of decision making. The researcher adjusts the style and organization
of the report according to the target audience, the occasion, and the purpose of the research. The results
of applied research may be communicated via conference call, letter, written report, oral presentation, or
some combination of any or all of these methods. Reports should be developed from the manager’s or
information user’s perspective. The sophistication of the design and sampling plan or the software used
to analyze the data may help to establish the researcher’s credibility, but in the end, the manager’s
foremost concern is solving the management dilemma. Thus, the researcher must accurately assess the
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manager’s needs throughout the research process and incorporate this understanding into the final
product, the research report.

PRINTED BY: sbatteas@email.phoenix.edu. Printing is for personal, private use only. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted without publisher's prior permission. Violators will be prosecuted.

The management decision maker occasionally shelves the research report without taking action.
Inferior communication of results is a primary reason for this outcome. With this possibility in mind, a
research specialist should strive for:

¢ Insightful adaptation of the information to the client’s needs.

« Careful choice of words in crafting interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations.
Occasionally, organizational and environmental forces beyond the researcher’s control argue against the
implementation of results. Such was the case in a study conducted for the Association of American
Publishers, which needed an ad campaign to encourage people to read more books. The project, costing

$125,000, found that only 13 percent of Americans buy general-interest books in stores. When the time
came to commit §14 million to the campaign to raise book sales, the membership’s interest had faded

and the project died.®
At a minimum, a research report should contain the following:
* An executive summary consisting of a synopsis of the problem, findings, and recommendations.
« An overview of the research: the problem’s background, literature summary, methods and
procedures, and conclusions.
= A section on implementation strategies for the recommendations.
A technical appendix with all the materials necessary to replicate the project.

> Research Process Issues

Although it is desirable for research to be thoroughly grounded in management decision priorities,
studies can wander off target or be less effective than they should be.
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The Faveored-Technique Syndrome

Some researchers are method-bound. They recast the management question so that it is amenable to their
favorite methodology—a survey, for example. Others might prefer to emphasize the case study, while
still others wouldn’t consider either approach. Not all researchers are comfortable with experimental
designs. The past reluctance of most social scientists to use experimental designs is believed to have
retarded the development of scientific research in that arena.

The availability of technique is an important factor in determining how research will be done or
whether a given study can be done. Persons knowledgeable about and skilled in some techniques but not
in others are too often blinded by their special competencies. Their concern for technique dominates the
decisions concerning what will be studied (both investigative and measurement questions) and how
(research design).

Since the advent of total quality management (TQM), numerous, standardized customer satisfaction
questionnaires have been developed. Jason may have done studies using these instruments for any
number of his clients. Myra should be cautious. She must not let Jason steamroll her into the use of an
instrument he has developed for another client, even though he might be very persuasive about its
success in the past. Such a technique might not be appropriate for MindWriter’s search to resolve
postpurchase service dissatisfaction.
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Company Database Strip-Mining

The existence of a pool of information or a database can distract a manager, seemingly reducing the
need for other research. As evidence of the research-as-expense-not-investment mentality mentioned in
Chapter 1, managers frequently hear from superiors, “We should use the information we already have
before collecting more.” Modern management information systems are capable of providing massive
volumes of data. This is not the same as saying modern management information systems provide
substantial knowledge.

Each field in a database was originally created for a specific reason, a reason that may or may not be
compatible with the management question facing the organization. The MindWriter service
department’s database, for example, probably contains several fields about the type of problem, the
location of the problem, the remedy used to correct the problem, and so forth. Jason and Sara can
accumulate facts concerning the service, and they can match each service problem with a particular
MindWriter model and production sequence (from a production database), and, using yet another
database (generated from warranty registration), they can match each problem to a name and address of
an owner. But, having done all that, they still aren’t likely to know how a particular owner uses his or
her laptop or how satisfied an owner was with MindWriter’s postpurchase service policies and practices.

Mining management information databases is fashionable, and all types of organizations
increasingly value the ability to extract meaningful information. While such data mining is often a
starting point in decision-based research, rarely will such activity answer all management questions
related to a particular management dilemma.

Unresearchable Questions

Not all management questions are researchable, and not all research questions are answerable. To be
researchable, a question must be one for which observation or other data collection can provide the
answer. Many questions cannot be answered on the basis of information alone.

Questions of value and policy often must be weighed in management decisions. In the MetalWorks
study, management may be asking, “Should we hold out for a liberalization of the seniority rules in our
new labor negotiations?” While information can be brought to bear on this question, such additional
considerations as “fairness to the workers” or “management’s right to manage” may be important to the
decision. It may be possible for many of these questions of value to be transformed into questions of
fact. Concerning “fairness to the workers,” one might first gather information from which to estimate the
extent and degree to which workers will be affected by a rule change; then one could gather opinion
statements by the workers about the fairness of seniority rules. Even so, substantial value elements
remain. Questions left unanswered include “Should we argue for a policy that will adversely affect the
security and well-being of older workers who are least equipped to cope with this adversity?” Even if a
question can be answered by facts alone, it might not be researchable because currently accepted and
tested procedures or techniques are inadequate.
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[ll-Defined Management Problems

Some categories of problems are so complex, value-laden, and bound by constraints that they prove to
be intractable to traditional forms of analysis. These questions have characteristics that are virtually the
opposite of those of well-defined problems. One author describes the differences like this:

To the extent that a problem situation evokes a high level of agreement over a specified community of problem
solvers regarding the referents of the attributes in which it is given, the operations that are permitted, and the
consequences of those operations, it may be termed unambiguous or well defined with respect to that community.
On the other hand, to the extent that a problem evokes a highly variable set of responses concerning referents of
attributes, permissible operations, and their consequences, it may be considered ill-defined or ambiguous with

respect to that community.”
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>chapter 4

The Research Process: An Overview

>learningobjectives

After reading this chapter, you should understand. ..

I Research is decision- and dilemma-centered.

[

The clarified research question is the result of careful exploration and analysis and sets the direction
for the research project.

3 How value assessments and budgeting influence the process for proposing research and, ultimately,
research design.

4 What is included in research design, data collection, data analysis, and reporting.

1243

Research process problems to avoid.

AListening is the front end of decision making. It's the surest,

most efficient route to informing the judgments we need to

Bernard Ferrart, consuitant, Ferrari Consult
and former director at McKinsey & Company
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>bringingresearchtolife ...

We rejoin Henry and Associates” Jason Henry as he works on the MindWriter CompleteCare
customer satisfaction project. At this stage in the MindWriter rescarch process. Jason Henry's
task is to help MindWriter's project director. Myra Wines, define the correct information to
collect. Jason Henry's partner Sara Arens. Henry, and Wines have just spent the day at the
CompleteCare facility in Austin and with other MindWriter managers who are influential to
CompleteCare’s success. Thev spent part of their time with Gracie Uhura, MindWriter's
marketing manager.

On the return flight from Austin, Jason Henry and MindWriter’s Myra Wines are discussing
their trip. “That went really well,” she says.

“There are going to be a few problems,” disagrees Jason.

“Gracie wants the sun, the sky, and the moon. She, like most managers, wants to know the
demographic characteristics of her users . . . their job descriptions . . . their salaries . . . their
ethnicities . . . their education. Wants to know the perception of MindWriter; wants to know
their satisfaction with the purchase channel and with CompleteCare service, t00.”

“And your point is?” asks Myra.

“You and Gracie need to keep your eye on the bottom line. You can bet someone will want
to know how you and Gracie can justify asking all these questions. They will ask, ‘What is
going to be the payoff in knowing the ethnicity of customers?” And if you or Gracie can’t
explain the justification for needing the information, if one of you can’t establish that the
dollar benefit of knowing is at least as great as the dollar cost of finding out, the question will
get struck from the developing research.”

“Is there no way we can justify knowing everything Gracie wants to know?” inquires
Myra.

“We can do a pilot study by survey of a few hundred customers and see if the ethnic
background, or the salary level, or any other item that Gracie cares about is a good indicator of
satisfaction, willingness to make a repeat purchase, postpurchase service satisfaction, and so
forth. If it is, maybe more extensive measurement can be justified.”

“So you feel we need to propose an exploratory study to whittle down the information to
critical items, followed by a larger study.”

“A pilot study could help in other ways, too. Gracie wants to know the customers’
perceptions of MindWriter’s overall quality. But we have to ask ourselves, ‘Are these
customers really qualified to form independent opinions, or will they simply be parroting what

https://jigsaw.vitalsource.com/api/v0/books/1259731774/print?from=74&to=88 3/30/2017




image3.jpg
Page 3 of 22

they have read in the computer magazines or what a dealer told them?’ A pilot study of a few
hundred users can help determine if it is really useful to ask them their overall impression of
the product.

“However, with the repair problem, we can be reasonably sure that CompleteCare
customers know their own minds when it comes to evaluating their firsthand experience with
MindWriter’s service department.”

“Today’s tour of the CompleteCare facility really helped me understand the context of
management’s concern,” comments Myra. “Did you or Sara have a chance to look over any of
the customer letters from the service department?”

Jason digs into his briefcase and extracts a small sheaf of photocopies. “Yes, and Sara had
reviewed transcriptions, too, on service center phone conversations. She pulled a few for us.
One person writes, ‘My MindWriter was badly damaged on arrival. I could not believe its
condition when I unpacked it.” And here, ‘The service technicians seemed to be unable to
understand my complaint, but once they understood it, they performed immediate repairs.’
You and I will collaborate to boil down these, and possibly dozens more like them, to a couple
of representative questions that can be pilot-tested for clarity, consistency, and
representativeness. You don’t want MindWriter to pay for everything Gracie says she wants,
just what she wants that has a payoff and is researchable.”

PageT6
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> The Research Process

Writers usually treat the research task as a sequential process involving several clearly defined steps. No
one claims that research requires completion of each step before going to the next. Recycling,
circumventing, and skipping occur. Some steps are begun out of sequence, some are carried out
simultaneously, and some may be omitted. Despite these variations, the idea of a sequence is useful for
developing a project and for keeping the project orderly as it unfolds.

>Exhibit 4-1 The Research Process
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Exhibit 4-1 models the sequence of the research process. We refer to it often as we discuss each
step in subsequent chapters. Our discussion of the questions that guide project planning and data

https://jigsaw.vitalsource.com/api/v0/books/1259731774/print?from=74&t0=88 3/30/2017




image5.jpg
Page 5 of 22

gathering is incorporated into the model (see the elements within the pyramid in Exhibit 4-1). Exhibi
4-1 also organizes this chapter and introduces the remainder of the book.
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The research process begins much as the vignette suggests. A management dilemma triggers the
need for a decision. For MindWriter, a growing number of complaints about postpurchase service started
the process. In other situations, a controversy arises, a major commitment of resources is called for, or
conditions in the environment signal the need for a decision. For MindWriter, the critical event could
have been the introduction by a competitor of new technology that would revolutionize the processing
speed of laptops. Such events cause managers to reconsider their purposes or objectives, define a
problem for solution, or develop strategies for solutions they have identified.

In our view of the research process, the management question—its origin, selection, statement,
exploration, and refinement—is the critical activity in the sequence. Throughout the chapter we
emphasize problem-related steps. A familiar quotation from Albert Einstein, no less apt today than when
it was written, supports this view:

The formulation of a problem is far more often essential than its solution, which may be merely a matter of

mathematical or experimental skill. To raise new questions, new possibilities, to regard old problems from a new
angle requires creative imagination and marks real advance in science.’

Whether the researcher is involved in basic or applied research, a thorough understanding of the
management question is fundamental to success in the research enterprise.

> Stage 1: Clarifying the Research Question

A useful way to approach the research process is to state the basic dilemma that prompts the research
and then try to develop other questions by progressively breaking down the original question into more
specific ones. You can think of the outcome of this process as the management-research question
hierarchy. Exhibit 4-2 follows the MindWriter example through the process.

The process begins at the most general level with the management dilemma. This is usually a
symptom of an actual problem, such as:

+ Rising costs.

« The discovery of an expensive chemical compound that would increase the efficacy of a drug.

« Increasing tenant move-outs from an apartment complex.

« Declining sales.

« Increasing employee turnover in a restaurant.

¢« A larger number of product defects during the manufacture of an automobile.

 An increasing number of letters and phone complaints about postpurchase service (as in
MindWriter; see Exhibit 4-2).

The management dilemma can also be triggered by an early signal of an opportunity or growing
evidence that a fad may be gaining staying power—Ilike the growing interest in hybrid cars—indicated
by the number of broadcast news segments and print stories over an extended period of time.

Identifying management dilemmas is rarely difficult (unless the organization fails to track its
performance factors—Iike sales, profits, employee turnover, manufacturing output and defects, on-time
deliveries, customer satisfaction, etc.). However, choosing one dilemma on which to focus may be
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