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C arrying out research is now  an expected function in 
many organisations. Such studies are based on questions 
arising from professional practice, rather than theoreti

cal concerns. The experience of practitioner-researchers sug
gests that there are three sets of questions to be answered be
fore a research study can be proposed. The first set tests whether 
there is a sound basis for the research question; the second set 
explores how  the research relates to other studies; and the third 
set determines whether it is feasible to conduct the study.

Basis for research
W h a t  do I really want to know? And w hy do I want to know  it? 
Does someone else already know this? And if so, can I use what 
they have found out? W h a t is the significance of this research? 
W h a t difference w ill it make? And w h y am I doing it? If the an
swers to these questions lead to the conclusion that a project is 
w orthw hile, the next set of questions w ill set the parameters for 
the study and show how  it relates to other studies.

Relationship to other research
Has someone already developed a data-collection instrument that I 
can use? Replication studies are very useful, as they allow for com
parisons to be made and for differences and similarities to emerge.

H o w  w ill I m ake m y findings pub lic  and w h o  needs to 
know  about the outcom es of the study? W r it in g  up the find 
ings of a study is often not done effective ly, and som etim es 
not done at all. It is im portant to plan a range of w ays of dis
sem inating the findings even  before the study has begun.

W h a t level of detail is needed to tell me w hat I need to 
know? Can this be a 'quick and dirty' (although still rigorous) 
study or does it need to be an elaborate and painstaking one?

Feasibility of the project
Can I gather the necessary resources? The resources include: 
kn ow led g e , skills, personnel, tim e and m oney, as w e ll 
asaccess to com puter softw are and processing tim e. It is of
ten possib le to scale-back a study before it begins, if suffi
c ient resources are not ava ilab le , but especia lly  difficult once 
data co llection  is underw ay.

W h o  else w ou ld  be interested in the pro ject and/or ben 
efit from it? O ften  peop le in the organisation, com m un ity  or 
profession are w ill in g  to be partners in research  projects. 
Their invo lvem ent strengthens the project by broaden ing the 
resources ava ilab le  and creating a possible reference group, 
to offer ad v ice  and support. In larger-scale projects, this can 
be cruc ia l in m ainta in ing  the m om entum  of the research.

Is it realistic to think that I can carry out this project a long
side my other responsibilities? Research in professional practice 
is essentially a co llaborative activity. There are a variety of po
tential roles and relationships. It may be more appropriate to act 
as project manager than as principal researcher. Som e larger 
libraries have successfully set up study circles, w here staff take 
part in a research project, sharing the roles and responsibilities, 
and at the same time using the process as a staff developm ent 
exercise. It may even be necessary to contract out the research 
to com panies that specialise in the field.

O n ce  there are satisfactory answers to these questions, 
the exciting part of exp loring the m echan ics of inform ation 
provision can begin and the intellectual and techn ica l ch a l
lenges of carrying out research in professional p ractice seem 
som ehow  less daunting. ■

W h e n  y o u  a r e

L O O K I N G  F O R  

O P T I M U M  W A Y S  

T O  B U I L D  

A N D  M A N A G E  

A L L  O F  Y O U R  

C O L L E C T I O N S ,  

F R O M  O U T - O F -  

P R I N T  V O L U M E S  

T O  T H E  N E W E S T

e - B o o k  r e l e a s e s , 

B l a c k w e l l ’ s  

c o n t i n u e s

T O  B E  Y O U R  

M O S T  T R U S T E D  

S O U R C E .

Academic libraries and 
librarians are our priority. 

That was true more 
than 100 years ago 
and it's true now.

Let's keep talking ...
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