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Preface

This book has grown out of my involvement in supervising BSc and MSc
dissertations as well as my accumulated experience of teaching research methods
to postgraduate students at London South Bank University. Over the years, I
became convinced that construction students needed something akin to research
methods lectures, in addition to tutoring, that could provide them with guidance
on basic research techniques and how to write a dissertation. There have been an
enormous number of textbooks which presented research design and methodolo-
gies but few, if any, are related to built environment studies.

This book approaches dissertation research and writing as a process, involv-
ing a sequence of learnable activities. Each activity prepares the student for the
next step and some steps are best taken before others. I have divided the process
of dissertation research into three parts, which are best carried out in the order
presented.

Part [ is ‘preparing the ground’. It involves:

1 identifying the problem (including narrowing and clarifying the problem);
writing a proposal (including the aim, objectives, hypothesis and/or key
research questions);

3 reviewing the literature (including critical appraisal of literature).

Part II is ‘research design’. It involves:

4 approaches to data collection (deciding whether to use a survey or a case
study);

5 techniques for data collection (deciding whether to use the post or go for
interviews);

6 constructing and sampling the questionnaire.

Part III is ‘analysis of the results’ and producing the dissertation. It involves:

measurement of data;

analysis of data (including interpretation and discussion of results);
structuring and writing the whole dissertation;

10 dissertation supervision and assessment.

\O 00 ~



xviii  Preface

This book is aimed specifically at BSc and MSc students who are embarking
on research as part of their degree. It will provide students with a clear explana-
tory text which is supported by numerous examples illustrating good practice.
Students of built environment subjects such as construction management, facility
management, building surveying, quantity surveying, town planning, estate man-
agement and civil engineering will find this book of use. It will also be of use to
anyone else involved in research work.



About the fourth edition
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comments from reviewers and users of the first and second editions. These com-
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formed the basis of, the fourth edition.

The fourth edition covers wider built environment disciplines but retains the
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Introduction

This book serves as a guide and learning support document in the preparation of
a dissertation for honours undergraduate students and for students undertaking
dissertations on taught master’s degrees. The book focuses specifically on built
environment subjects with a special emphasis on construction-related degree pro-
grammes. It covers issues such as the selection of a dissertation topic, writing a
proposal, conducting a literature review, selecting the research approach, devising
research instruments, collecting information, analysing and presenting informa-
tion and producing a well-researched and written dissertation.

The meaning of research

To set the scene for this book, [ begin by defining the meaning of ‘research’. The
Concise Oxford Dictionary defines research as ‘careful search or inquiry; endeav-
our to discover new or collate old facts etc. by scientific study of a subject; course
of critical investigation’ (Soanes and Stevenson, 2004). From this, we can con-
clude that the word ‘research’ may be used interchangeably with ‘inquiry’, ‘study’
or ‘investigation’. And yet something more is implied: the inquiry, study or inves-
tigation must be conducted in a careful, scientific and/or critical manner. Others
have added ‘methodical’ and ‘systematic’ to this list of adjectives. It does not really
matter which combination of words is chosen (systematic inquiry or critical inves-
tigation) so long as both words are kept clearly in mind.

In addition to a specific method of inquiry, a research project has to have an
aim or objective. In general terms, the aim of all research is to expand knowledge
and develop a product or a message. But we do not simply want a list of facts.
A good piece of research will focus on certain aspects of a topic. It will seek to
answer specific questions, solve a particular problem or test a hypothesis. The
issue(s) to be addressed must be clearly stated at the outset in the objective(s) of
the research proposal.

Rationale for conducting a dissertation

The rationale for including a dissertation as a major component of the BSc and
MSc courses is that it provides for the development of intellectual skills of a kind
that is not fully facilitated on the other components or modules of the teaching
course. The dissertation requirement accords with the educational philosophy
of the BSc and MSc courses in that it requires students to take responsibility for



4 Introduction

their own learning, specifying and defining the task and defining the learning
outcomes. Therefore, the dissertation provides the opportunity for you to under-
take an independent piece of research, investigating in depth a subject in which
you have a particular interest and which is of your own selection. Normally, you
will submit a dissertation of between 12,000 and 15,000 words and sometimes
20,000 depending on the requirement of your university.

There are two main phases. First, you propose a subject area and, during the
course of the lecture sessions, develop a dissertation proposal, which is submitted
for approval. Second, after approval, you are assigned to work under the supervi-
sion of a selected member of the academic staff and submit a dissertation accord-
ing to the submission dates specified by your university.

Aim of conducting a dissertation

To undertake an independent piece of research of a demanding nature on a sub-
ject related to a particular discipline and then write an academic report. It has a
beginning (proposal and literature), a middle (research design and methodology)
and an end (analysis of findings and conclusions). The purpose is to deliver a
‘product’ or a ‘message’ that has an impact on other researchers and the industry
as a whole, such as devising a new methodology, reaching a solution to a par-
ticular problem, developing a theoretical model, designing a particular system,
delivering a guideline and the like.

Objectives of the dissertation

1 To enable students to investigate, in depth, a subject in which they have a
particular interest and is, usually, of their own selection.

2 To provide students with an opportunity to stretch their intellectual and
technical skills.

3 To encourage students to develop new forms of analysis, conclusions and
policies which may make an original contribution to the knowledge in the
field of study concerned.

4 To encourage both clarity and depth of thought in that the project involves
analysis of a problem and the development of a logical sequence of ideas.

5 To provide students with an opportunity to learn how to acquire detailed
information on a particular issue. It will involve students in the use of bibli-
ographies, libraries and library reference systems. It will involve their using
primary sources of data such as a census and the collection of new data
through interviews, surveys and archival research.

6 To identify and critically analyse issues with reference to relevant arguments
and evidence.

7 To identify and critically analyse issues with reference to pertinent argu-
ments and evidence and formulate ‘contextual’ and ‘theoretical’ frameworks.

8 To assemble information and data from a variety of sources and discern and
establish connections.
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9 To evaluate current procedures and approaches, investigate routine and
unfamiliar problems and apply professional judgment in order to devise solu-
tions and/or recommend appropriate actions.

Transferable skills of conducting a dissertation

On completion of your dissertation, you should be able to:

1 Effectively communicate complex ideas, information and data by written
and sometimes oral and visual means in a form appropriate to the intended
reader and/or audience, with appropriate acknowledgement and referencing
of sources.

2 Apply statistical and numerical skills at an advanced level.

3 Use information and communications technology (ICT) to locate and access
opinions, information and data from a wide range of sources and communi-
cate information to others.

4  Exercise initiative and personal responsibility in employment and pos-
sess the independent learning ability required for continuing professional
development.

Purpose of the book

This book fulfils a need within the construction industry by providing students
with a useful guide to undertake a piece of research. The construction indus-
try is now developing a community with a new attitude to research. Although a
number of texts are available on research design and methodology, there is little
applied in construction. This book is specifically designed to assist:

1 Honours undergraduate students and MSc (taught Masters) students in built
environment conducting a dissertation or final year research in construc-
tion such as construction management, construction project management,
quantity surveying, building surveying, architecture and facility manage-
ment. However, as the book follows the interrelated process of conducting
research, it can also be useful to undergraduate and postgraduate students
of related construction disciplines such as civil engineering, town planning
and estate management. It covers issues such as the selection of a disserta-
tion topic, writing a proposal, conducting a literature review, selecting the
research approach, devising research instruments, collecting information,
analysing and presenting information and producing a well-researched and
written dissertation.

2 Students in the social sciences and people concerned with social surveys.

3 This book also provides a useful ‘foundation’ guide to students who are about
to start an MPhil/PhD programme. However, it is not designed to provide
a manual for PhD students, nor does it provide the type of analysis that a
doctorate deserves.
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Plan of the book

As mentioned earlier, this book will follow the interrelated stages of conducting a
piece of dissertation research. Figure 1.1 illustrates the research process stages with
their corresponding chapters. This book is therefore composed of ten chapters.

Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter provides a general introduction to dissertation research and outlines
the main aims and objectives of the book.

Chapter 2: Selecting a topic and writing the dissertation proposal

The choice of a dissertation topic usually comes from your interest in and value
of a particular subject, which are usually interrelated. The interest and value will
eventually be developed into a series of questions, which you will be keen to find
answers to. Selecting a topic is discussed in the first part of the chapter. After
selecting the subject of your dissertation, you need to formulate a proposal that
should contain a rationale, research goals (aim, objectives, hypothesis or key ques-
tions), outline methodology and a programme of work. The extent and degree of
details for the dissertation proposal are given in the second part of this chapter.

Chapter 3: Reviewing the literature

This activity will most likely be carried out throughout the whole research pro-
cess but more extensively at the earlier stages of the research. It basically involves
reading and critically appraising what other people have written about your sub-
ject area. The chapter also gives details on how to conduct a systematic literature
search and design a ‘contextual’ framework for the literature.

Chapter 4: Approaches to data collection

After deciding on the topic that you wish to study and having conducted an
extensive literature search, you will be in a position to design your research.
Designing the research involves the following activities:

1 Deciding on the type of data that has to be collected (quantitative or quali-
tative data). This chapter provides further description of these terms.

2 Confirm the method of data collection (i.e. should you conduct a survey or a
case study?). The chapter describes each of these methods in great detail.

W

Designing the ‘theoretical’ framework for your research (if applicable).

4 Deciding on the techniques for data collection (i.e. should you gather the
data by interviews, by telephone or by postal questionnaire?).

5 Designing your sample. The research design should tell you how your sample

needs to be drawn, to whom you should target your questionnaire and how

many to issue.



Selecting a topic and writing the dissertation proposal Chapter 2
PART |
Reviewing the literature Chapter 3
Deciding on the research approach Chapter 4
Deciding on the research technique Chapter 5
PART I Constructing the questionnaire
or Chapter 6
Designing format for secondary data collection
Data measurement and coding Chapter 7
Analysis of the results Chapter 8
PART IlI
Structuring and writing the dissertation Chapter 9
Dissertation supervision and assessment Chapter 10

Figure 1.1  Research process diagram.
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Chapter 5: Techniques for data collection

After deciding on your research approach, you will be involved in collecting the
data for your research study. If you are collecting ‘primary’ data (data collected at
first hand), you need to undertake certain activities such as inviting your sample
to complete the questionnaire, preparing the data summary sheet or taking what-
ever action is required for your fieldwork. If you are collecting ‘secondary’ data
(data gathered from some other sources), you need to contact those organisations
that store the data (if not stored in the library), such as the state and its agencies,
statistical offices such as Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (HMSO) and the Health
and Safety Executive (HSE). Chapter 5 explains the main features of the postal
survey and the interview technique, together with showing the advantages and
limitations of both techniques.

Chapter 6: Questionnaire construction

This chapter describes and illustrates methods of questionnaire construction: the
content of questions, types of questions, question format and the sequence of
questions.

Note to students

After constructing your questionnaire, it is strongly recommended to conduct a
trial run on the questionnaire before circulating it to the whole sample. This trial
is called a ‘pilot study’. The pilot study involves testing the wording of the ques-
tions, establishing the length of the questionnaire, avoiding ambiguous questions
and suggestions for analysing the data, as well as testing the technique selected
for collecting the data. In large research projects such as an MPhil or PhD, the
researcher should even try to analyse the results of the pilot study to ensure the
reliability of data collected. Chapter 6 gives further details on the pilot study.

Chapter 7: Measurements and probability

This chapter prepares the ground for analysis of your results. It is concerned with
the nature of measurement in research. It includes the explanation of the four
levels of measurement: nominal, ordinal, interval and ratio. The main point to
recognise about measurement is that each level of measurement requires a cer-
tain type of analysis that is more appropriate than others. This chapter will also
explain the meaning of the term ‘probability’ and its relevance to the analysis of
your results.

Chapter 8: Analysis of the results

Once you have collected all the completed questionnaires and/or gathered
the archival data, you will be ready for the next stage: the analysis of the data
and determining the direction of the study. This stage involves processing the
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data, putting answers to categories and generally finding out the pattern of the
responses. Some results require statistical analysis, as in the case of a large sample
survey, and some results involve finding out the trend of the responses, as in the
case of in-depth interviews. Chapter 8 gives details on how to analyse the results
both manually and with the use of the SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences) software.

Chapter 9: Structuring and writing the dissertation

After you have completed the literature review and analysed the data, you will
be ready to write up the whole dissertation. Writing your dissertation involves
reporting and critically appraising the literature review, the analysis of the data
and the discussion and interpretation of your findings. Bear in mind that the
writing-up stage can overlap with any of the above activities and may start as
early as the literature review stage. Chapter 9 provides details on structuring and
writing a typical dissertation project.

Chapter 10: Dissertation supervision and assessment

Once you have decided on the topic of your study and your proposal gets approved,
your department should then appoint a personal supervisor for you. It is therefore
important to know the role of your supervisor and what can be expected from
him/her.

This chapter will discuss the basics of what you should expect from your super-
visor. It first explains what the role of the supervisor is and what it is not. Second,
it illustrates how you may plan your dissertation and finally how you would expect
to be assessed in the end.
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