Lecture Notes
Communication Research
Week 1
Introduction to Communication Research
1.1 Topic Introduction
This lesson introduces the learner to introduction to Communication research and commonly used concepts in research. Many scholars have defined research in various ways, depending on the type and the area of study. The word research is made up of two parts, ‘Re’ and ‘Search’. The word search means trying to find something by looking for it in a careful and thorough way. Searching may not have a systematic way of looking for the solution. ‘Re’ implies to repeat an activity. Research means looking for a solution for a given problem, and this can done repeatedly. Research begins when we want to know something. It is concerned with increasing our understanding of our environment. Research provides us with information and knowledge needed for problem solving and decision making. It is done to uncover new information, update current knowledge and to determine facts from non-factual information or misleading ideas about a phenomenon.
Topic 1 Intended Learning Objectives
At the end of this lesson, the learner should be to:
1. Define various concepts that are commonly used in Communication research.
2. Discuss the purpose, characteristics and goals of Communication research.
3. Explain the scientific approach to research.
What is Research?
Research can be defined as the discovery of answers to questions through the application of scientific and systematic procedures. With this basic definition of research, you can see that we all probably come into contact with several forms of research in our daily activities. You probably also use research information or results in personal and professional decision making. The specific focus of this class is communication research—that is, research about communication phenomena conducted by communication scholars. The focus of this class is also on research conducted from a social science perspective, which is distinct from either critical research or rhetorical research.
Research follows a scientific way of doing things. It is best conceived as the process of arriving at dependable solutions to problems through the planned and systematic collection, analysis and interpretation of data. In other words, research is the process of addressing a problem or analyzing specific issues affecting a given situation. It is seen as a process of seeking answers to hypothetical questions using scientific methods of inquiry to produce valid information. It therefore means that one can use research methods to solve problems where a precise solution is obtained rather than the use of trial-and-error approaches. 
Social Science Research 
Social Science research is conducted through the use of scientific and systematic methods, and it is based on the assumption that research can uncover patterns in the lives of people. When patterns of communication behavior are confirmed or discovered, scholars develop useful theories of communication that speak to the regularity of communication. 
Qualitative and Quantitative Research are approaches or types of research that are empirical, meaning they are based on observations or experiences of communication. Both approaches are necessary because it is unlikely that quantitative or qualitative methods alone can provide complete answers to the many questions we have about communication behavior. 
Your relationship to the discussions in this class can be conceptualized in two ways—as that of a researcher or as that of a consumer of research. You may take on the researcher role as a student, as an employee, or as a consultant. It is likely that after this class, you will be required to develop and conduct a research project as part of a class assignment. 
For some of you, you may find the process of research to be interesting enough for you to plan to continue your education in graduate school, where you will delve deeper into research methodology. You might eventually decide to become a scholar or even a professor and to spend more of your professional time as a career researcher, finding answers to questions that interest you and matter to others. 
The process of doing research requires a scientific approach. In this way, there is a need for a plan, the way to actualize the plan and the actual activities within the plan aim at the intended results. These three steps form the methodology of a research process. A research methodology therefore is the construction plan of research. It is the framework of the process used to conduct research. It includes the specific procedures or techniques used to identify, select, process and analyze information about a particular topic. Research methodology provides the justification for using a particular approach and the rationale behind the choice of the research method applied or used.
Research methodology can be divided into three sections, the framework, the approaches and the methods. The framework, which is the whole process, takes care of research approaches and the methods. There are three approaches, quantitative, qualitative and the application of both qualitative and quantitative approaches, which is known as mixed methods approach (used to complement each other). Each approach has a way or procedure when conducting research. The procedures are commonly known as research methods. They include surveys, experiments, observations, hypotheses, analysis and conclusions. 
What is Scholarly Research?
When carrying out research, researchers formalize their questions into research questions or hypotheses, which provide the scope and direction of the research project. These questions also guide the researcher in selecting the methods to answer the questions, that is either quantitative or qualitative. The questions or hypotheses point to the kind of data the researcher collects. After the data is collected, the researcher or research team analyzes the data to draw conclusions about the hypotheses or answer the research questions. Some scholars have said that conducting research is a matter of making claims based upon data. Different types of claims require different types of evidence, or data, which may be quantitative data, qualitative data, or both. 
However, the process is not complete at this point. Scholarly or academic research should also be made public and available to consumers. However, the process of ensuring that it is made public is certainly different from when the research is conducted by a polling organization, for example. Scholarly research is described by what has been done in a paper that is submitted to a conference for presentation or to a journal or book for publication. This paper is subjected to a review by other experts in the area of study. This review serves as a test and seeks to find out:  Have the authors used the best methodology to answer their questions or hypotheses? Have the authors explained the results thoroughly and logically? Are there critical flaws in the research process that jeopardize the results? The research papers that are found suitable and make it through the review process are then presented at a conference or published in an academic book or journal. This is how the results are made available to consumers.
What are the Goals of Research?
If approached systematically, the research process, can have one of four results: It allows the researcher to describe behavior, determine causes of behavior, predict behavior, or explain behavior.
Describing Behavior
Describing behavior entails describing outcomes, processes, or ways in which variables (another name for the concepts we study) are related to one another. An example that illustrates how a research project enabled a researcher to describe behavior is presented here:
Pudlinski (2003) was able to develop three categories to describe the ways in which social support is constructed, using conversations from a peer-to-peer telephone counseling service. Across a dataset of 366 responses from 44 calls, he discovered three common patterns in the ways support providers displayed social support: summarizing or minimizing the caller’s problem (e.g. “I see what you’re saying”), providing or seeking solutions (e.g. “What kind of a job do you think you’ll apply for?”), and supporting a caller’s report (e.g. “That’s good”). Pudlinski’s detailed descriptions of social support suggest that these messages comprise a larger variety and complexity than is generally thought. 
Determining the cause or causes of behavior 
Determining the cause or causes of behavior is of interest to communication scholars because knowing the cause of something allows scholars to plan interventions or provide training to increase the effectiveness of communication. For example, Keyton, Ferguson, and Rhodes (2001) wanted to determine which variables in their organization had greater effect on employees’ perceptions to its stated zero tolerance sexual harassment policy. The research team tested the influence of the interaction environment factors against the set of organizational remedy factors using responses from 252 employees. Contrary to the presumption of the organization’s executives, organizational remedies were not related to employees’ perceptions about the organization’s zero tolerance sexual harassment policy. The study’s findings however supported that factors in the interaction environment caused two different employee reactions. First, that male employees who had been victims of sexual harassment perceived the organization’s environment as sexualized and that the organization did not live up to its stated policy. Secondly, that employees who believed they were being fairly treated by their supervisors perceived that the organization’s policy was being upheld. 
Predicting behavior 
If behaviors are predictable, then we can anticipate what will happen in the future. If researchers can describe communication events and identify their causes, then they can turn to predicting behavior. In turn, this knowledge can help us make better decisions. For example, Schneider, Lang, Shin, and Bradley (2004) conducted a study to determine whether adding a story or narrative to justify game players’ actions in violent video games would influence their game-playing experiences. Based on the available literature, the research team hypothesised that video game players would identify with characters and their goals to a greater extent when a story is present than when a story is not present. The research results showed that video game players more strongly identified with characters and their goals when a story was present. Thus, the research team’s prediction was supported, suggesting that violent video games with stories justifying violent acts may desensitize game players to violent behavior. 
Explaining behavior 
Explaining behavior means understanding why a behavior occurs. This goes beyond describing, determining causes, and predicting behavior. For example, if researchers were able to determine how and why health campaigns work, more effective campaigns would ultimately result in a healthier society that spends less money on health care. But finding such an explanation is difficult and often requires a series of sophisticated research projects. For instance, Roberto, Meyer, Boster, and Roberto (2003) surveyed 488 junior high students about four aggressive behaviors: watching a fight, telling friends about a fight that is going to happen, insulting others, and fighting. For each of the aggressive behaviors except fighting, the explanatory model provided by the theory of reasoned action explained students’ participation in aggressive behaviors. 
These four outcomes—description, determination of causes, prediction, and explanation—are closely related. In research, we note that new knowledge in one area will affect how questions are asked and answered in another. 
The Scientific Approach
How do communication researchers incorporate scientific characteristics into the process of conducting research? Generally, research follows procedural traditions that have been tested, validated, confirmed, and accepted by social scientists of many disciplines over time. According to Kerlinger (1986), the research process has five general steps:
First, researchers start with a question that interests them. A question may arise from their personal experiences or from experiences that have been reported to them by others. Or a question may arise from reading the scholarly or consumer literature. In order for the researcher to continue with the research process, he/she must first. 
Second, the researcher uses the question or problem to formulate a hypothesis, or a tentative, educated guess or proposition about the relationship between two or more variables. Hypotheses usually take the form of statements such as, “If x occurs, then y will follow” or “As x increases, so will y.” If the researcher cannot formulate a tentative proposition after reviewing the existing literature, then a research question is developed. A research question asks what the tentative relationship among variables might be or asks about the state or nature of some communication phenomenon. For example, Keyton and Rhodes (1997) used the research question “Will there be a relationship between ethical ideology and the ability to accurately distinguish between verbal and nonverbal behaviors that have been shown to be associated with flirting and sexual harassment?” 
In the third step, which is often underemphasized, the researcher uses reason and experience to think through the hypotheses or research questions that are developed. A researcher might ask, “Do the research questions and hypotheses generated capture the essence of the problem?” or “Are there other variables that affect the relationship between the two variables I have identified?” This step may change the research agenda or broaden the nature and scope of research, or it may more narrowly focus the researcher’s inquiry. By taking this step in refining and for- mulating the research question or hypothesis, researchers discover the most significant issue that can be addressed given their initial questions or problems. 
Fourth, researchers must establish a research design which guides in conducting the observation, measurement, or experiment. Although each variable or element identified in the research question or hypothesis must be observed or measured, it is actually the relationship between them that is assessed. 
Fifth, the data are analyzed and interpreted in reference to the question or hypothesis posed in step 2 and refined in step 3.
Thus, the social scientific approach to communication research starts with a problem, a question or an idea as the researcher identifies a barrier or gap in knowledge. Then, the research question or hypothesis is formulated. Once developed, the research question or hypothesis is revisited and refined. Only then can the methodology be designed and carried out. The results are interpreted and eventually feed back into our knowledge of the original problem. As a result, the problem may be resolved, completely or partially, or new questions may arise. Recognize that the five steps described are not necessarily discrete. One step blends into another. Work in one step may require the researcher to go back and revise what was previously completed. 
Characteristics of Research
Scholars have identified various characteristics of research, are not necessarily unique to the study of communication. Rather, scientists of all disciplines have accepted them. 
1. Scientific research must be based on evidence. Even experts can disagree. That is why evidence, or data, is paramount to the research process. Further, scientific research is based on the principle of empiricism. This means that careful and systematic observation must occur. What is observed and measured, that is the data, serves as the evidence researchers use in making their claims. 
2. Scientific research is testable. This means that the proposition, research question, or hypothesis must be able to be probed or investigated with some quantitative or qualitative methodology. If the proposition cannot be tested or challenged in a research study, only speculations about the validity of the claim can be made. 
3. Researchers must explore all possible explanations in an effort to demonstrate that their proposition cannot be disproved. If a proposition can be shown to be false, then, logically, it cannot be true, or valid. If the proposition and its explanation hold up over time, scientists come to accept the finding as true or real, until shown otherwise. 
4. The results of a research study are replicable, or repeatable. Ideally, different researchers in different settings and with different participants can conduct replication studies—studies that repeat the same procedures. The results of any one study could be wrong for many reasons. Repeating the same or a very similar study many times and obtaining the same or very similar results ensures that the finding is real and can be counted on. 
5. For replication to occur, research must be part of the public record. This is why communication scholars publish their work in academic journals and scholarly books. As part of the public record, university libraries provide access to these journals and books. All published research includes a section describing the methods by which the data was collected and interpreted. This allows others to evaluate the methods used for potential weaknesses and to replicate the study for further validation. 
6. Because scientific research is part of the public record, it is also self-correcting. This characteristic means that the scholars who conducted the original study as well as the scholars who replicate or challenge studies are continually improving the methods by which they observe or measure the phenomenon of interest.
7. Scientific research relies on measurement and observation. Researchers can measure your communication apprehension, for example, by asking you to fill out a questionnaire. Or they can observe your apprehension by counting the number of times you lose your place when you are speaking and have to refer to your notes. When something is not directly observable, researchers develop and rely upon other methods such as questionnaires and interviews to capture participants’ attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs. 
8. Scientific research recognizes the possibility of error and attempts to control it. When things are measured or observed, we expect that some error will occur. Errors can occur in many places in the research process. Despite control mechanisms to eliminate error, it is impossible to eliminate all bias and error when conducting research. 
9. Scientific objectivity requires the researcher to minimize personal bias and distortion. Despite the passion for their topic and the time devoted to the project, researchers must appreciate other researcher’s explanations of a phenomenon rather than focusing only on their own opinions. Essentially, the objectivity of science distinguishes it from conclusions based solely on one’s opinion. 
10. By its nature, Science rests on an attitude of skepticism. Researchers are generally suspicious and they do not rely on what appears to be obvious or common sense. Within the social sciences, researchers rely on already compiled data from quantitative and qualitative methodologies to answer their questions and support their claims. It is the element of skepticism that allows researchers to put their assumptions through a process of verification. 
11. Scientific research has an interest in the generalizability of findings, or the extension of the findings to similar situations or to similar people. In quantitative research, findings are more externally valid if they apply to a range of cases, people, places, or times. In other words, are the results of studies that use traditional university-age students as research participants applicable to non- traditional university-age students? What about teenagers? Or retired adults? All studies have limitations, but by using discipline-accepted procedures, researchers can help strengthen the generalizability of their results. In qualitative research, findings are typically less generalizable because they are more case-specific. However, the generalizability of qualitative results can also be strengthened as a researcher spends greater lengths of time observing research participants. 
12. The final characteristic of science is its heuristic nature. This means that research findings lead to more questions. At the conclusion of most journal articles, scholars identify new questions that surface from their findings. The ability of research findings to suggest additional questions or new methods of conducting the research is its heuristic ability. The ultimate objective of science should be to lead scientists to future discoveries and investigations. 
Summary
· Research is about asking questions and finding answers. 
· Scholarly research is thediscovery of answers to questions through the application of scientific and systematic procedures. 
· Academic research follows accepted norms and procedures that have been adopted by scholars from many disciplines. 
· In the process of scientific discovery and explanation, four outcomes are sought: describing behavior, determining causes of behavior, predicting behavior, and explain- ing behavior. 
· Communication scholars start with an interesting question and then formulate a formal research question or hypothesis. 
· Research is judged to be scientific by 12 characteristics: its empirical nature, its ability to be tested, the extent to which it can be falsified or disproved, the ability to replicate or repeat findings, the public nature of findings, its self-correcting nature, the ability to measure or observe the phenomenon of interest, the ability to minimize error through the control of procedures, its level of objectivity, the skepticism it raises, the generalizability of findings, and its heuristic nature. 
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