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GENERAL RESEARCH TERMINOLOGY 

 
 
ABSTRACT 
A summary of a paper usually 100 to 500 words which describes the most 
important aspects of the study including: problem investigated, subjects and 
instruments involved, design and methods, main results. 
 
APPLIED RESEARCH  
Research undertaken with the intention of applying the results to an identified 
problem; the term often implies a commercial/practice problem. 
 
BIAS  
Any influence that may distort the results of a research study and lead to error; 
the loss of balance and accuracy in the use of research methods.  
 
BIOGRAPHICAL RESEARCH  
A narrative approach to research which is primarily qualitative, and includes 
gathering and using data in the form of diaries, stories and life histories. 
 
CASE STUDY 
The presentation of data about selected settings, persons, groups or events. 
The data can have been gathered using a variety of different research 
methods ( e.g. questionnaire, observation, historical analysis). It is mainly 
descriptive and analytical, and is usually based on qualitative data, though 
statistics such as survey findings may be included. 
 
CAUSAL RELATIONSHIP 
A relationship between variables where movements in one or more variable(s) 
are held to cause changes in the other(s). 
 
CODED DATA 
The data are put into groups or categories, such as age groups, and each 
category is given a code number. Data are usually coded for convenience, 
speed, handling and to enable statistical analysis. 
 
CONSTANT 
A factor identified as relating to the research subject which has the same 
value and does not change over time or space. 
 
CONSTRUCT 
A concept developed (constructed) for describing relations among or between  
phenomena or for other research purposes.  
 
CONTROLS 
Processes used to make uniform or constant the conditions for carrying out an 
investigation. 
 
CONTROL GROUP 
In experimental research, the group or item which does not receive the 
treatment or intervention under investigation and is used to compare 
outcomes with the one which does. 
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CORRELATION 
The extent  to which two or more factors vary in relationship to one another; 
the extent of association between two or more variables. 
 
CORRELATION COEFFICIENT 
A measure of the degree of relationship between two variables. It usually lies 
between +1 (showing a perfect positive relationship), 0 (showing no 
relationship between two variables) to -1.0 (showing a perfect negative 
relationship). 
 
CRITIQUING  
Using the same method as a literature review, the analysis of the content and 
method of a paper or piece of research. 
 
CROSS-TABULATING 
The process of analysing data according to one or more key variables. It is 
also known as cross-referencing. 
 
DATA ANALYSIS 
A systematic analysis of data, manually or electronically, which can range 
from statistical to textual analysis. 
 
DATA SET 
A collection of related data items, such as the answers given by all 
respondents to all the questions in a survey. 
 
DEDUCTIVE RESEARCH 
Research that sets out with clear assumptions or previous knowledge to 
understand a particular problem or to find an answer to a problem (theory-
driven research). 
 
DEPENDENT VARIABLE 
In a research project, usually in an experimental or quasi-experimental 
project, it is the variable which is thought to be determined or influenced by 
the others.  
 
DETERMINISM 
The belief that everything is caused by specified factors in a predictable way 
rather than by chance. It is a key assumption in the positivist paradigm 
which assumes that ultimately you can explain everything logically. 
 
EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 
Research that is the collection and analysis of data which might include, for 
example, surveys and experiments. 
 
EPISTEMOLOGY 
Theories of knowledge which may underpin academic disciplines, particularly 
relating to their methods and validation.  
 
EXPERIMENTAL GROUP 
In experimental conditions it is common to test the validity of a cause/effect 
relationship by having two groups of research subjects, an experimental group 
and a control group. In the experimental group the causal (independent) 
variable is present: in the control group it is explicitly excluded. 
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FILTER 
When only a section of the total sample are required to answer the question. 
 
FREQUENCY TABLES  
A set of data which provides a count of the number of occasions on which a 
particular answer has been given across all those respondents who answered 
the question. 
 
GENERALISABILITY  
The extent to which results from a sample can be generalised according to 
the outcomes of statistical tests of significance. 
 
GROUNDED THEORY 
Mainly in qualitative research, an approach  in which evidence is gathered on 
a topic and then the researcher sees what theoretical propositions the 
evidence will support. This is described as an inductive process, one in 
which the theory that arises is 'grounded' in the evidence. 
 
HYPOTHESIS 
A proposition which research sets out to prove or disprove: ‘experimental’ 
where the hypothesis is a positive statement, or 'null' where the statement 
contains a negative. 
 
HYPOTHESIS TEST 
A formal test, using probability and sampling distributions to decide which of 
two or more conflicting hypotheses should be accepted. Also referred to as a 
significance test. 
 
INDEPENDENT VARIABLE 
A variable that the researcher believes precedes, influences or predicts the 
dependent variable. 
 
INDUCTIVE REASONING 
A logical process of reasoning used to develop more general rules from 
specific observations; it moves from the specific to the more generalised. 
 
INFERENTIAL STATISTICS 
They allow a researcher to make inferences about the probability that 
relationships observed in a sample are likely to occur in the wider population 
from which the sample was drawn. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Often one of the first steps in the research process, it is a review of the 
literature on and around the subject of enquiry. Its main purposes are to avoid 
duplication, to identify gaps in research and to place the researcher’s 
approach within the work and approaches of others. 
 
LONGDITUDINAL RESEARCH 
Research which is repeated on several occasions over a period of time, as far 
as possible replicating the chosen methodology and sample each time. The 
key aim of such research is to monitor changes over time. 
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MACRO 
A level of analysis focussing on countries, systems, institutions, structures 
and organisations as opposed to micro. 
 
MEAN 
The arithmetic average of a set of data in which the values of all observations 
are added together and divided by the number of observations. 
 
MEDIAN 
The middle value of a rank-ordered data set; a measure of the central 
tendency. 
 
META-ANALYSIS 
A statistical technique for combining and integrating the data drawn from a 
number of experimental studies undertaken on a specific topic; an analysis of 
a range of papers for a new or different attribute. 
 
MICRO 
A level of analysis which includes the study of individuals as opposed to 
macro. 
 
NONSIGNIFICANT RESULT 
The result of a statistical test which indicates a high probability that the 
outcome of an experimental research study could have happened through 
chance, rather than as a result of the outcome of a specified process. 
 
OPERATIONAL DEFINITION 
The procedures used to observe or measure a specific concept. 
 
OPERATIONALISE 
To turn a concept into a variable which can be measured in fieldwork or in the 
gathering of information.  
 
PARADIGM 
A worldview based on a set of values and assumptions that are shared by a 
particular academic community which guides their approach to research. 
 
PEER REVIEW 
A process in which research studies are examined by an independent panel 
of researchers to open the study to examination, criticism, review and 
replication by peer investigators. 
 
POPULATION 
A well-defined group or set that has particular specified properties. 
 
POSITIVE CORRELATION 
A relationship between two variables where higher values on one or more 
variables tend to be associated with higher values on the other variable(s). 
 
POSITIVISM/POSITIVIST APPROACH 
A principle in the philosophy of science that mainly says that science can only 
deal with observable things. The positivist aims to build general laws or 
theories which express relationships between phenomena. Observation and 
experiment will then show whether the phenomena fit the theory. 



 5

p VALUE 
p is the symbol for the probability associated with the result of a test of the 
null hypothesis. If the p value is less than or equal to the stated 
significance level (often set at 5% (p < 0.05) or 1% (p < 0.01) the conclusion 
is that the results are unlikely to have occurred by chance. The results are  
said to be statistically significant. If the p value is greater than the 
significance level, the conclusion is that the results are likely to have occurred 
by chance. The results are said to be nonsignificant. 
 
PRIMARY/SECONDARY SOURCES 
Primary sources are original firsthand records or materials relating to an event 
or happening. They may include, for example, official minutes of meetings, 
diaries, verbatim transcripts of interviews, completed questionnaires or 
records of the results of experiments. Secondary sources are accounts based 
upon these, which usually offer an interpretation, commentary, analysis, or re-
statement of the primary sources. They can include, for example, books, 
journal articles, and conference papers. 
 
PURE 
Can be used in the same way as 'basic research'; sometimes it implies an 
emphasis on what is methodologically correct with minimal compromise with 
practical issues. 
 
QUALITATIVE DATA 
Information gathered in narrative, non-numerical form e.g. transcript of an 
interview. 
 
QUANTITATIVE DATA 
Information gathered in numerical form.  
 
QUASI-EXPERIMENTAL 
A type of experimental design where random assignment to groups is not 
used, but where there are certain methods of control and the independent 
variable(s) is/are manipulated.  
 
RELIABILITY 
The extent to which the same result will be repeated/achieved by using the 
same measure. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Approaches to systematic inquiry developed within a particular paradigm with 
related epistemological assumptions. 
 
RESEARCH METHODS 
Specific procedures used to gather and analyse research data. 
 
‘SOFT’ DATA 
Data such as people's ideas and opinions. A characteristic of qualitative 
research. 
 
STANDARD DEVIATION 
A descriptive statistic used to measure the average degree of variability 
within a set of scores. 
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STATISTICAL PROBABILITY 
How far it is possible to draw an inference from a sample and generalise it to 
a wider population. 
 
 
STATISTICAL SIGNIFICANCE 
Tests used to estimate the likelihood that the finding in a sample is true of the 
population from which the sample is derived and not due to chance.   
 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEW  
A summary of relevant literature that uses clear methods and criteria to do a 
thorough literature search and critical appraisal of individual studies; it uses 
appropriate statistical techniques to combine these studies (studies validated 
by meeting the specified criteria).  
 
TABULATIONS  
See frequency tables for definition 
 
TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 
It involves working on a text in depth, looking for keywords and concepts and 
making links between them. The term also extends to literature reviewing. 
Increasingly much textual analysis is done using computer programmes. 
 
TRIANGULATION 
A multi-method or pluralistic approach, using different methods in order to 
focus on the research topic from different viewpoints and to produce a multi-
faceted set of data. It is also used to check the validity of findings from any 
one method. 
 
TYPOLOGY 
A classificatory system with which the researcher categorises data; 
frameworks with which to organise observations.  
 
VALIDITY 
The extent to which research findings can be said to be accurate and reliable; 
the degree to which the conclusions are justified. Internal validity is the extent 
to which researchers can show that they have evidence for the statements 
they make; external validity refers to a study’s generalisability. 
 
VARIABLE  
A factor identified as relating to the research topic which changes over space 
and time.   
 
VARIANCE 
A measure of variability/spread, calculated by squaring the value of the 
standard deviation. 
 
VIVA 
An oral examination for PhD and some MPhil students with internal and 
external examiners to decide whether the thesis has reached the required 
standard. 
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