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http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/alcts/confevents/upcoming/webinar/index.cfm

Research Project 



Overview

• Introductions 

• Why do research

• How to begin a research project

• Start with an important question• Start with an important question

• Make sure it is the question you really want to answer

• Ask a good research question

• Be ready to begin



Introductions

• MLS and PhD from UCLA, where I learned how to do research from a 
real expert, my advisor, Elaine Svenonius.

• Faculty positions at:

• Kent State University, School of Library and Information Science

• University of Washington, iSchool

• Editorial Boards:

• Library Resources & Technical Services

• Library Journal

• Journal of Library Metadata



Why This Presentation?

The most frequent problem with research 

papers? Research that began poorly 

I have been reviewing for journals and conferences for 

many years. 

papers? Research that began poorly 

constructed, and so had no hope of even a 

“revise and resubmit” review.

This presentation gives many suggestions 

for how to avoid a “do not publish” review 

– I’m doing this presentation to help you 

not do a lot of work for nothing.



Why Are You Doing This 

Research?
• Before you plunge into doing a research project, 

consider your motivations carefully.

• Understanding your motivations

• gives you insight into whether you should be doing • gives you insight into whether you should be doing 

research or not

• helps you make good decisions around doing and 

publishing the results of research.

• Two kinds of motivations: extrinsic and intrinsic; 

you may have both simultaneously.



Extrinsic Motivations

• A few extrinsic motivations:

• Your job requires you to publish to be promoted

• Your boss asks you to write an article on a project 

you have done

• Someone else asks you to be a part of a project

• You are invited by an editor to contribute a paper 

to a journal



Beware Extrinsic Motivations

• Motivations that are extrinsic may lead you to do 

unimportant, boring research that ultimately does not get 

published:

• You don’t like to write but have to do it so you make it as quick 

and painless as possible.

• You don’t have ideas, so you pick the easiest thing you can think • You don’t have ideas, so you pick the easiest thing you can think 

of to do.

• You aren’t invested personally in the research so you don’t give it 

an appropriate amount of time and attention.

• If you are not keen on writing and research, or are ambivalent, 

are there other ways to do achieve your goals? Or, can you 

work with others who really do like doing research and can 

help you to do good work?



Intrinsic Motivations

• A few intrinsic motivations:

• You want to see your name in print

• You want to make money or receive some other reward

• Most professional publications do not pay for publishing

• You have never done a research project or written one up 
and you want to see if you would like itand you want to see if you would like it

• You’ve done research before and liked it, so you want to do 
more

• You have a problem and want to solve it

• You see a common or important problem that research 
could help solve

• You want to understand something better and know that 
others would like to understand it, too.



Beware Intrinsic Motivations

• Glory? Think again. 

• Curiosity? It killed the cat.

• Problems? If you go into research with strongly 

held views, they can make it hard to be held views, they can make it hard to be 

objective.



Questions or Comments?

• Up next: How to begin a research project.• Up next: How to begin a research project.



How to Begin a Research 

Project

To be sure to avoid the research rubbish bin:

Begin with an important problem or issue. Begin with an important problem or issue. 

Be sure that what you are going to find out is 

something that matters to someone.



Does This Research Matter?

• How to tell whether a research project is important:

• Will doing the research save someone time, energy, or money?

• Will your colleagues and other librarians like you be excited to 
hear about this research because it will help them in a specific 
way (a way that you can state before you do the research)?

• Does the research result in benefit to multiple types of librarians • Does the research result in benefit to multiple types of librarians 
and libraries?

• Will your research help change something in a fundamental, 
significant way?

• Will discovering what your research is investigating result in 
understanding something that has not been well understood 
before?

• Will a new understanding help further other research or make 
other needed changes possible?



Should I Do This Research?

• Only do research if you can clearly state its importance

• Only do research if you can make your colleagues, your 

friends, and the checker at your grocery store excited 

about knowing the result

• Only do research if you are truly excited about knowing 

the result

• To repeat: begin with an important question



Characteristics of An Important 

Research Question
An important research question:

• Asks something that is important to answer. In a professional 
field like LIS, answering this question will provide useful 
guidance for action or will result in some other kind of 
significant impact.

• Asks something that has never been answered before or • Asks something that has never been answered before or 
something that needs to be asked again.

• Builds on previous knowledge.

• Contributes to a fuller picture of a phenomenon that we don’t 
know enough about. It provides results that contribute to an 
understanding of a big question or guiding question, like: 

• How can we serve users better? 

• What kind of cataloging data should we be creating?

• How can we maximize cataloger effectiveness?



Purpose of the Research

• Be able to clearly articulate the purposes of your research.

• Research often has multiple purposes.

• These purposes can be very general:

• The ultimate purpose of this research is to help libraries serve users 

better

• Or very specific:

• The purpose of this research is to increase the productivity of library 

catalogers who work for the University of Washington Libraries 

• Or inbetween:

• The purpose of this research is to increase the productivity of library 

catalogers

• Think about and articulate all of the relevant purposes of your 

research.



Big, Guiding Questions

• You can frame the purposes of your research as big, guiding 
questions.

• There are several ways to use these questions – which are not, 
themselves, research questions – including:

• Beginning with the big question (e.g., How can we serve our 
faculty/fifth grader/government employee users better?) and faculty/fifth grader/government employee users better?) and 
asking one or more questions based on that question that are 
answerable using research (How many city government 
employees are using the library/catalog/etc.? Of those using the 
library, what do they use it for? Of those not using the library, 
why are they not using it? …)

• Starting with a research question (Of city government employees 
not using library catalogs, why do they not use them?) and 
contextualizing it using a broad, guiding question (How can we 
serve our users better?) or stating explicitly the ultimate purpose 
of the research: to serve users better.



Testing For Importance

• If you can’t state any ultimate purpose or generate a big,  

guiding question that your research is serving, then you might 

want to consider another question or project.

• Don’t sell yourself short. Sometimes research that is done 

with a narrow, highly defined user group (e.g., dentistry 

students) or purpose has the potential to apply to many students) or purpose has the potential to apply to many 

special user groups or libraries.

• If you are doing research in a narrow context (small user 

group, particular type of collection, etc.) think of other 

potential contexts in which the research would also apply.

• Consult with other librarians in those contexts

• Be sure to identify those in your paper’s discussion/conclusion 

section.



Questions or Comments?

• Up next: Ask a good research question.• Up next: Ask a good research question.



Characteristics of a Good 

Research Question

A good research question:

• Is answerable:

• it is possible to find a method that will provide a means of 

answering the question answering the question 

• it can be answered fully within a reasonable amount of time and 

with a reasonable amount of energy or

• the information needed to answer the question is possible to 

obtain.

• If a big question, it can be broken down into a series of 

narrower or smaller answerable questions.



More Characteristics of a 

Good Research Question

A good research question:

• Is clear: even before it is answered, the type of answer that 

will be solicited from the question is easy to determine; 

• Is not biased:• Is not biased:

• “Why is OCLC (or LC or PCC  or library administrators, etc.) not doing 

more to help catalogers save time in the cataloging process?” 

assumes that OCLC, etc., is either not doing anything or not doing 

enough.

• This question should be reformulated – two possibilities: 

• “What is OCLC doing to help catalogers save time in the cataloging 

process?” or 

• “What do catalogers believe OCLC can/should do to help save time in 

the cataloging process?”



Watch For Assumptions

• Most people do research to prove something, especially in practice-
related research. This is ok, but –

• Beware your own prejudices and assumptions.

• Watch for bias – do you get angry when you talk about the research 
problem? If yes, check in with a colleague who does not share your 
bias to make sure you are not sabotaging your own research.

• Watch for underlying assumptions – catalogers are like this; • Watch for underlying assumptions – catalogers are like this; 
collections are like this; administrators are like this; users are like this. 

• To check for underlying assumptions, make sure that all of your 
factual statements are supported by evidence:

• Find research that supports the fact with actual research findings

• Do not use opinion pieces for supporting factual statements

• If you do not find research findings that support your “fact” then 
preface the sentence in which you present the supposition with “it is 
probable that ” or “it is likely that” etc.



Understand Your Question

• Envision and draft a conclusion

• Ask yourself: What do I want to be able to say if the research 

turns out the way I think it will?

• Draft a conclusion based on this assumption. 

• Take time to do this because it can make or break your project.• Take time to do this because it can make or break your project.

• When finished, go back to your original research question. 

• Ask yourself: Based on the draft of my conclusion, does the 

research question I have asked lead to the result I wrote up?

• If it doesn’t and you want to find out what you wrote about in 

your conclusion, then revise your research question.



Starting Over

• What you might find is that your true question is very difficult, if not 
impossible, to answer given your skills or resources. 

• If that is the case, try to break down the question into a series of 
smaller ones that will be easier to answer.

• The advantage of this is that you will potentially derive a research 
agenda with multiple projects from a single research idea.

• Get help with revising the question.• Get help with revising the question.

• Ask for help from colleagues, friends, or acquaintances who have 
done research 

• Ask for advice on a listserv or from a research-oriented ALA 
Committee, or the Library Research Round Table.

• Contact the editor of the journal you think you may want to publish 
in for suggestions.

• Steve Knowlton will talk more about moving from research 
questions to research plan in his talk on “From Curiosity to Concept: 
Developing a Research Plan from Everyday Library Issues”



Understand the Research 

Context
• Once you have a good understanding of your research 

question, think about the research context (again).

• Who can use this research and how can it be used?

• Who will it help?

• What research is related to it?• What research is related to it?

• What will the research not be able to do? What are its 

limitations?

• Think about and get input on, if you can, how to ameliorate 

the limitations of your research as much as possible.



Summary: Beginning Steps

Ask a clear, unbiased question

Ask an important question

State the research purposes

Ask a clear, unbiased question

Imagine the answer; write it out

Understand your question

Rephrase question if needed

Understand context: what will this 

research be able to do?



Questions or Comments?

• Up next: Be ready to begin.• Up next: Be ready to begin.



Know When You Are Ready To Do 

Research

A good researcher:

• Has time to do the research

• Has the knowledge to do it or the willingness to acquire that 

knowledge

• Has the skills to do it or the willingness to acquire those skills• Has the skills to do it or the willingness to acquire those skills

• Has the tools to do it or the ability to acquire those tools

• Has access to experts, if needed

• Knows when to consult an expert

• Has the resources to do the research, if resources are needed

• Has the support to do it.



Take Time and Effort to Prepare 

for Research and Publication
• Consider where to publish; read widely in journals that publish 

the kind of project you want to work on

• Attend workshops, programs, other webinars that provide 

useful information on doing research

• Take classes in research methods at community colleges, • Take classes in research methods at community colleges, 

online, at your institution.

• Take more classes in the particular method you want to use.

• Read books and articles about doing research. 

• Read more books and articles about the particular method 

you want to use.



Consider Where to Publish

• If you do not have regular subscriptions to journals such as 

Library Resources & Technical Services, Cataloging and 

Classification Quarterly, etc., start reading journals in your 

research area.

• Read beyond the journals your normally read to see if there 

are other journals you may want to consider. are other journals you may want to consider. 

• Read as many articles as you can that use the types of 

research methods you are thinking of using.

• Sandy Roe will talk more about this in her talk, “Bringing Your 

Work To Press.”



Research At ALA Conferences

• Look for programs with the word “research” in them. 

• Many ALA committees and round tables present research 

regularly.

• They also present programs like this webinar on how to do 

research.research.

• At ALA Annual this year in Anaheim, my research team will be 

presenting preliminary results on our project “Everyday 

Cataloger Concerns” for:

ALCTS CaMMS Cataloging & Classification Research Interest Group

Topic: Traditions and Transitions in Library Catalogs

Date: Sunday, June 24, 2012

Time: 10:30 am – Noon

Location: HYATT – Grand Ballroom E 



Specific Readings

• There are many, many (many, many) texts on how to do 
research.

• Research books I use:
• Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, by Michael Patton. (3rd

ed.)

• Foundations of Behavioral Research, by Fred Kerlinger (4th ed.)

• Colleagues of mine use:• Colleagues of mine use:
• Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches, 

by W. Lawrence Neuman (5th ed.)

• Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 
quantitative and qualitative research, by J.W. Creswell (2008).

• Research Methods in Information, by A. Pickard (2007).

• One of our doctoral students recommends:
• Demystifying Dissertation Writing, by Peggy Boyle (2009)

• Destination Dissertation: A Travelers Guide to a Done Dissertation, by 
Sonja Foss and William Waters (2007)



Consult With Experts

• If you take a class, use your project as the assignment, if you 

can. Get help from the teacher.

• Email the author(s) of an article you admired that uses the 

same method or is in the same area as your project. 

• Contact someone you know with a strong publication record. • Contact someone you know with a strong publication record. 

• Contact chairs and committee members from ALA committees 

on research. They may be able to recommend someone who 

has the expertise you need.

• Contact a journal editor. They may be able to recommend 

someone.



Consult With More Experts

• If you work at a college or university:

• Is there a research assistance unit on campus? At UW, we 

have the Center for Studies in Demography and Ecology. If 

they have time, they will consult with anyone on campus 

who needs research help.

• Will a professor on campus be able to help with your 

methodology?

• Is there a professor who would use the draft of your 

methodology as a critique project for a class?



Conclusion: Planning Is Important

• There are 2 types of research that ends up in the rubbish bin:

• Research that gets rejected because of unfixable problems (poor 

methodology, research did not answer the research question, 

etc.)

• Research that gets published but is never read because it is 

essentially uninteresting and unimportant – it helps no one.essentially uninteresting and unimportant – it helps no one.

• If you want to keep your research from ending up in the 

rubbish bin, spend a lot of time planning.



Planning Time: the 70/30 Rule

• When I was working on my dissertation, I learned the 

70/30 rule:

• A good dissertation proposal (introduction, literature 

review, and methodology chapters of the final dissertation) 

should be 70 percent of the effort you put into the should be 70 percent of the effort you put into the 

research.

• The remaining 30 percent go into: data collection, data 

analysis, discussion of results, conclusion/future research.



Thank you and good luck with your research!

Questions?

• Acknowledgement and thanks to: Peggy Johnson, Mary Aycock, Lynda 

Wright, Alyssa Novak, Julie Reese, Susan Wynne, Eva Sorrell, Felicity 

Dykas, Amy Lana, and my co-presenters Steven Knowlton and Sandy Roe. 

Also to the sponsor & co-sponsor groups:  ALCTS CaMMS Research and 

Publications Committee, Library Research Round Table, CaMMS

Cataloging & Classification Research Interest Group


