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Are you about to embark on a research project for the first time? Unsure
which data collection methods are right for your study? Don’t know
where to start?

By presenting the reader with a series of key research management
questions, this book introduces the novice researcher to a range of
_ research designs and data collection methods. Building an understanding
of these choices and how they can impact on the dissertation itself will
lead to a more robust and rigorous dissertation study.

This book is designed to direct your research choices with informative text
.and key questions, advice from ‘virtual supervisors’ and reflections from
students. Lists of suggested further reading also help to support you on your
journey to developing an organised and successful dissertation project.

Researchers seeking support on their journey to a successful dissertation
will find this book a valuable resource.
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The Journey to Dissertation Success

Are you about to embark on a research project for the first time? Unsure which
data collection methods are right for your study? Don't know where to start?

By presenting the reader with a series of key research management questions,
this book introduces the novice researcher to a range of research designs and
data collection methods. Building an understanding of these choices and how
they can impact on the dissertation itself will lead to a more robust and rigorous
dissertation study.

This book is designed to direct your research choices with informative text and
key questions, advice from ‘virtual supervisors’ and reflections from students. Lists
of suggested further reading also help to support you on your journey to develop-
ing an organised and successful dissertation project.

Researchers seeking support on their journey to a successful dissertation will
find this book a valuable resource.
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1  Preparing for your research journey

Introduction

This chapter presents an introduction to the book, including:

e an outline of the purpose of this book — to assist students in successfully
journeying through the dissertation research process by enhancing understand-
ing of both the dissertation process and approaches to undertaking research;

e an outline of the format of this book — one that requires students to inter-
actively navigate the text whilst considering key theory and practice, the
guidance of three supervisors and the reflections of other students upon their
dissertation experience;

® an overview of the dissertation process, including a flow chart and indicative
timetable;

® student reflections on the dissertation.

The purpose of this book

Researching and presenting a dissertation is a requirement of many university
degree courses. It can be both very challenging and very rewarding; and for
many students, it is by far the largest piece of independent research that they
have encountered. The dissertation is an undertaking that demands significant
commitment from the student researcher. This book has been written to support
students of the built environment disciplines through their dissertation journey
and to assist them in making research decisions along the way. The book outlines
dissertation research processes and supports students in thinking about their
approach to designing, managing and delivering their research dissertation.

A broad range of professional disciplines contribute to designing, developing,
delivering and managing the built environment. These professions include: archi-
tecture, architectural technology, building surveying, civil engineering, construc-
tion management, estate management, quantity surveying and town planning.
A good number of dissertation research opportunities are presented by the built
environment, its history, its evolution and its many professions, practices and
activities. The array of potential topics for investigation is vast and includes, but is
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not limited to: master planning; conceptual design; detailed design; comparative
studies; materials and product innovation; legal and contractual management;
planning; surveying; valuation; and the management of people, resources, costs,
sustainability, design, quality, building information, environmental impact, and
health and safety.

As well as a broad array of built environment research topics, there is also
a variety of possible approaches to carrying out dissertation research. These
include, among others: laboratory-based experiments; practice-based reviews;
comparative studies; case study investigations; attitudinal and behavioural inves-
tigations; and desktop-based literature reviews, which are conducted without
new primary data being collected by the researcher.

Being given the opportunity to investigate a topic that you have selected can
be exciting and maybe a little daunting, with many challenges presented along
the way. Without a doubt, though, doing a built environment dissertation can
be a satisfying and enjoyable experience. Having the opportunity to set the
focus of your research, investigate what research already exists related to your
topic, determine the appropriate methods, collect and analyse data, and present
it in a dissertation format can be very enriching and even the start of your own
specialism within a professional field.

The format of this book

This book has been written for novice researchers, and the authors have assumed
that the reader does not have extensive research experience. It considers
approaches to undertaking research and outlines key concepts, definitions and
requirements thereof. Furthermore, it offers an interactive means to engage with
developing an understanding of some potentially daunting aspects of the disserta-
tion challenge. Whilst the dissertation process is outlined and important aspects
of research theory and practice are addressed, the book also delivers:

a succinct introductory overview for each section;

information in the form of text, diagrams and tables to support study of the

dissertation project;

reflections by real students upon aspects of the dissertation process;

supervisor guidance and opinion to help the reader critically reflect upon

their own dissertation;

a series of key questions for the student researcher to consider and address;
®  suggestions for further reading.

The book is structured so as to encourage the reader to move between sections
and browse rather than demanding strict linear reading from front cover to back
cover. It incorporates a number of features to enhance and deepen understanding
of the dissertation process and the challenges associated with conducting disser-
tation research. The key features are designed to support you in your dissertation
journey.
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It is intended that this book complement the advice and guidance of a dis-
sertation supervisor, and wider reading should always be undertaken to stimu-
late critical thought about performing and managing research as well as critical
understanding of the dissertation process itself.

Overview of the dissertation process

Developing and delivering a built environment dissertation can be viewed as
a ‘project’ — a project with clearly defined goals and outcomes to be delivered
with only limited resources and set within a specified time frame. Recognition
of previous relevant research is required, and the collecting and analysing of
data needs to be carried out in valid and meaningful ways. Not only must
the researcher understand the dissertation research process, they also need to
be able to identify and manage research issues that arise at each stage of the
process. Indeed, like any project, all aspects of the process require a great deal
of thought, planning and management. Thankfully, a supervisor is allocated to
help and support you through the development, planning and management of
your dissertation.

Figure 1.1 outlines the main stages in the dissertation research process. Thinking
about and determining a suitable topic is the very first stage in the journey; proof-
reading and refining the quality of the presented thesis is the final stage before
submission and, hopefully, celebration.

Figure 1.2 provides an outline overview of the main considerations in man-
aging the dissertation research process. This diagram concisely maps the key
components and considerations of the dissertation journey. Importantly, it also
emphasises interaction with an allocated supervisor as a valuable constituent
part of the process. It should be remembered that whilst you are responsible for
managing and delivering your dissertation research, your supervisor can be very
helpful in guiding you and questioning your approach as you go along.

You should plan to have meetings with your supervisor throughout your disser-
tation research journey. Such meetings will vary in frequency and duration, but
you should always try to attend with a clear purpose in mind. It is recommended
that at such meetings, you be prepared to update your supervisor with regard to
your progress. It can be useful to draft in advance a list of questions or issues for
discussion.

In the early stages of formulating and developing a dissertation research
project, you will need to meet with your supervisor on a number of occasions.
It is good practice to develop a research plan and consult with your supervisor
for thoughts, views and feedback regarding this proposed plan. Some universi-
ties formalise the requirement for a research plan by requiring that disserta-
tion students be assessed on the basis of what is commonly termed a ‘research
proposal’ or ‘interim report’. Figure 1.3 provides a concise map of the process of
developing a research plan and serves to emphasise that supervisor feedback is
an essential and integral part of planning and developing a dissertation research
proposal.
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degree and of some personal interest

~ Research aims/objectives/hypothesis
~ These serve to set the focus of the study

Literature review

i Methodology ;
Design of research — focus on aim&ubhmfveslhwomesm\twhilst dstamﬁnlng valid and

- appropriate methods for collemon and analysis of data

Pilot stﬁdy/test
Preliminary trials and refinement of data collection methods or instrumentation

Data collection
"~ Gather data using planned methods

: Data analysis
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Write up
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Proofread, bind and submit
- Ensure you have sufficient time to proofread thoroughly

Figure 1.1 Key stages in the dissertation research process



