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An Introduction to Business
Research Projects

Xiao Lin’s anxiety grows as the sizzling summer cools down. Next Monday she will be
a senior. As a senior she will have to write a graduation thesis, but she has little idea how
to do it. All she knows is that it is time-consuming, tiring and challenging. As an English
major, she has a concentration in Business English, a new but increasingly popular choice
among her classmates.

The Business English curriculum incorporates both English language modules and
business subjects. Students are thus required to write a graduation thesis on a business
issue in English. The thought of writing a 4,000-word research paper on an unfamiliar
topic terrifies Xiao Lin and her friends. None of them have ever written anything more
than 2,000 words in English on anything. What will the research topic be? What does
RESEARCH involve? Is it just “Googling” or “Baiduing” information? Delivering
questionnaires and reporting the results? Xiao Lin has learnt from previous senior
students that she will be assigned a thesis adviser to help her with her project. This seems
a'source of comfort, but who will be her adviser? What kind of support can she expect
from him or her? Perplexed by so much uncertainty, she cannot wait for the school year
to begin because she has signed up for a Thesis Writing Course. She can only keep her
fingers crossed that all her problems will be solved during that course.

Introduction

Perhaps many of you are like Xiao Lin. Your anxiety is natural.

According to the curriculum, thesis writing is an indispensable part of higher
education. It provides you an opportunity to integrate your knowledge and skills to
make an in-depth inquiry into a topic of both practical and academic significance. At
the same time, it is also an important learning process. The skills developed in writing a
graduation thesis will also be of great importance for your future career and education.

A graduation thesis should be based on “research,” perhaps still a mysterious-
sounding term for you now. To ease your natural fear, this unit introduces the basic
concepts and procedures of a thesis research project. It covers the following topics:

» Elements of graduation thesis research

» Purposes of business research

» Types of research students usually choose

» The process of thesis research

» Schedule for the Thesis Research and Writing Project

» Roles of thesis advisers



aments of Graduation Thesis Research

The word “research” can sound mysterious, even scary, to many of us.
Our image of research is scientists in white lab coats doing experiments
with sophisticated instruments in sterile labs. This image, to say the least, is
incomplete.

In its simplest sense, research is actually part of our everyday life. The
word “research” literally means “re-search,” “to search again.” We usually
search for information before making a decision. For instance, before you
decided which university you wanted to apply for, you and your parents
searched again and again by visiting university websites, consulting your
teachers, talking to your friends, and, most of all, comparing advantages and
disadvantages of different choices. You searched and re-searched until you
reached a final decision.

In your university years, you must have been given many tasks
and projects requiring that you “re-search” in order to achieve a better
understanding of a text, a phenomenon or a theory. You have researched — we
no longer need the hyphen — for background information of an author, social
context of an event, historical development of a company, real-life case of a
theory, and many others. Not only have you done research, but you have also
made an oral or written report after such activities. “Research” is actually not
foreign to us, nor should it be frightening to us.

Having said that, when it comes to research for a graduation thesis, we
should note that it is a process that is more systematic and methodological and
lasts for a longer period of time than the kind of research we have done in the past.
To put it simply, the thesis research needs to have the following four elements:

* aclearly stated research question

® asystematic review of relevant literature

* asystematic method of data collection

* new contributions to knowledge and/or practices

Now we will briefly delve into each element.

1. A clearly stated research question

A research study is aimed at answering a particular question (or
set of questions). This question specifies the objectives of the study
and therefore sits at the center of the research; all other procedures and
activities revolve around it. That is to say, the nature of your research
question determines the subsequent steps of your research, including
what literature you read, what data you collect, what methods you adopt
to collect data, and what tools you use to analyze the data. Research
questions need to be specific, clear and researchable. Here are some
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examples of quality research questions Business English majors have
chosen for their graduation theses:

* What business opportunities exist for wearable digital devices
like a smartwatch?

* How do college students respond to taobao.com’s “Double 11
promotion and does the “Single Festival Gala” event increase
their purchasing desire?

* Why are/aren’t electronic stores a good way to sell books to
university students?

¢ How does the hunger marketing strategy contribute to Xiaomi’s
(7K 7)) brand awareness?

¢ Is the large turnover of employees in company X a result of its
merger with company Y?

¢ How successful are the measures KFC has taken to localize their
business to suit China’s market?

It is worth noting that although a research question is at the center
of a research, it is not the starting point. Research often starts from a general
topic and you have to go through some preliminary research before you can
refine a general topic into a clearly defined research question.

A systematic review of relevant literature

In most cases, other researchers have already “researched” the topic
or topics closely related to yours. You should familiarize yourself with
this body of literature, the set of published materials related to your topic
(e.g., books, journal articles and online materials). This review of the
current literature will help you see where you might make a contribution
with your study, help you better design your study, and help you avoid
“reinventing the wheel.”

A systematic method of data collection

To find answers to your research question, you need to collect
evidence, that is, data. Data can be obtained through field work, such
as surveys or interviews, or through secondary sources such as official
statistics or other published resources like newspapers, webpages or
journal articles. No matter what methods you adopt, the collection should

“Double 11,” also known as “Singles’ Day,” is a large-scale promotional campaign created by China’s
largest online retailer Alibaba. On this shopping festival, most of the e-shops on taobao.com and tmall.
com, both owned by Alibaba, sell goods at heavy discounts.

hunger marketing strategy ( /L% 4% ): a promotional strategy which -attracts consumers’ attention and
arouses their purchasing desire by deliberately limiting the supply and creating a sense of shortage so
that the producer can charge higher prices than originally advertised



be systematic. This means that you need to consider not only where, when,
how and from whom to collect the data, but you also need to consider
whether the data obtained this way is representative of the situation

you are studying, and to what degree conclusions derived from this data
applies to the larger situation. For instance, if you find 43 percent of

the students in your class are regularly doing weight-loss exercises, this
finding not necessarily applies to all students in your college or in your
city because maybe most of the students in your class are women while
the student population is gender-balanced. In other words, this finding
is not generalizable. At most, as you may argue, the finding suggests that
many female English majors in China want to lose weight, and even this
claim has to be confirmed by further research.

4. New contributions to knowledge and/or practices

The goal of research is to “find things out,” that is, to increase
people’s knowledge and understanding of a particular topic so as to
improve and direct their practice. Contributions of a study may take
different forms. They can be the application of a business theory to a
new situation, the discovery of causes and solutions for a managerial
problem, the insights obtained from a successful business practice, or
the prediction of a market trend. These contributions justify all the time,
energy, and resources you devote to the research.

Purposes of Business Research

Research has been widely carried out in the world of business to help
business organizations better understand their situations and make better
decisions. For business practitioners, research on business-related issues
generally serves one of the three purposes: exploratory, descriptive, and causal.

1. Exploratory research

The purpose of exploratory research is to investigate an issue of which
little is known. In modern times, new ideas and technology continue to
emerge. Business people are eager to explore the potential opportunities
or threats these new ideas and technologies may impose on their business
so as to take measures to grasp the opportunities or counter the threats.
Exploratory research is carried out to help illuminate the situation.

For example, at an IT fair, a CEO of an IT company took an interest
in a new technology that can turn blurry pictures into very clear ones,
revealing details originally unseen due to the bad condition (e.g., smog,
low-light level, etc.) when the pictures were taken. This technology



seemed promising for security surveillance, but before rushing to buy the
technology, the CEO has to address many issues. How can the technology
be made into salable products? Who will be target customers? Is the
demand large enough to make a profit? Are there better or cheaper
alternatives that provide the same function? The research undertaken to
reveal the potentials of this technology is exploratory.

In business practice, exploratory research is often used to investigate
market opportunities, develop new products or identify potential
problems of existing markets.

Descriptive research

As the name suggests, descriptive research aims at providing a more
detailed description of the situation being studied so that decision makers
can have a thorough understanding. There are many things business
managers want to know in detail, such as the common characteristics
of target customers, the consumers’ awareness of their brand name as
compared with those of their main competitors, or the sales associates’
attitudes toward a new incentive policy, and its impact on volume of sales.
Precise information on these issues can greatly inform decision-making
and help improve business practices.

For example, an online store for women’s apparel sent questionnaires
to their regular customers to collect demographic data (e.g., gender, age,
job, education level), purchasing behavior (e.g., frequency, occasion,
average amount of each purchase, types of goods they often buy),
preferences (e.g., style, color, promotional methods) and so forth. The
results showed that the customers fell into three age groups and those
in the same age group had similar purchasing patterns. Based on the
findings, the store could design series of products and promotional events
catering to each group’s preferences. As a result, sales and customer
satisfaction improved.

This example shows that for descriptive research to be effective, the
researchers must be fully aware of exactly what information they need to
gather. This body of knowledge can be obtained by referring to published
research results or through exploratory research.

Causal research

Causal research tries to find out the cause-and-effect relationship
between two factors. It tells whether (and how likely) the occurrence of
A can cause B to happen. Causal research is valuable because it enables
people to take a good control of the future. For example, if a manager is
certain that the implementation of a new incentive policy has caused the
sharp decline in sales, he or she can revise the policy or-abandon it in



