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• The problem of the problem: How to identify 
a good research problem?

• Where are you standing? The importance of 
literature review

• Do you have a theory? Theory and model 
building

• Methodology: Do it in a rigid scientific way
• Writing is a critical thinking: How to make 

your research papers published in top 
journals
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A research study must: 

• Ask a research question 

• Identify a research population or group 

• Describe a research method 

• Test or measure something 

• Summarize the results

Source: 
http://www.lib.ecu.edu/Reference/howdoi/
research.html
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• Describing some phenomena that we 
perceive in the world,

• Articulating a theory to account for the 
phenomena, and

• Testing how well the theory accounts 
for the phenomena.

Ref: Ron Weber, The Problem of the Problem, 
MIS Quarterly , Vol. 27, No. 1, 2003
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The problem of the problem: 
How to identify a good research 

problem?
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Curiosity, 
persistence and an 
open mind are 
some of the traits 
UBC researchers 
tell us make a good 
investigator.

References: 
http://www.cs.wpi.edu/~
chenst/gr.htm
http://www.publicaffairs.
ubc.ca/ubcreports/2002/
02oct10/goodresearch.ht
ml
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Why is problem articulation the 

most important activity?

• Albert Einstein: Great scholars do not 
solve problems. Instead, they create
them.

• Often we achieve high levels of rigor we 
now publish in the information systems 
discipline. The problems we address, 
however, are relatively uninteresting 
and unimportant.

Ref: Ron Weber, The Problem of the Problem, MIS 
Quarterly , Vol. 27, No. 1
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The problem of identifying a 

good research problem
• The objective of a research is to find out an 

answer to an interesting, valuable, but 
unanswered question

• To make people interested in your research, 
you must ask them a question that they have 
not thought of but anxious to know the 
answer

• In academic, too much emphasis is put on 
the rigorous of research methodology rather 
than the importance of the research question 
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How to select a good research 

problem?

• Be sensitive to the new trends: to be at the 
frontier 

• Do not limit yourself to traditional way of 
thinking: e.g. Simon’s bounded rationality

• Do not repeat what people have already done: 
the importance of literature review

• Do not provide a solution without identifying 
a problem: first is why then is how
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How to select a good research 

problem?
• To be original. Discover a research problem 

from the real world rather than mimic other 
people in an academic world 

• Work with people in different discipline. Do 
not limit your research in your discipline only

• Broaden your view (knowing the context) first, 
narrow down to be focused, then broaden 
again for future research

• “To wrestle with the unexpected and arrive at 
new understanding that challenges old ways 
of thinking is the crux of good research."
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The importance of literature 
review
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Learn what you want to pursue 

carefully 

"As a researcher, we’re seeking the truth about 
everything that’s around us,"
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The importance of literature 

review

• Do not reinvent the wheels

• To be knowledgeable in the research field

• To be accepted by the research community

• Reviewers want to know where the paper fits 
with others on the same topic as well as how 
it differs from them.
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Reference:

Jane Webster and Richard T. Watson, 
Analyzing the past to prepare for the 
future: writing a literature review, MIS 
Quarterly, Vol. 26, No. 2, 2002
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• An effective review creates a firm 
foundation for advanced knowledge

• A review should identify critical 
knowledge gaps and thus identify 
research directions

• Avoid grocery list of papers without 
comments

• Do not limit your thinking to existing 
literature
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• Search leading journals first
• Search based on topics or authors
• Go backward and forward through 

citation
• Take advantage of electronic resources 

and searching tools
o ProQuest ABI/Inform
o ISI Web of Science
o Scholar.google.com
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Theory and model building
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Good imagination distinguishes 

great researchers
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• What is theory?  An explanation of a class of 
phenomena
o theories are more general 
o theories explain why things are related, whereas 

hypotheses just say they are related 
o theories generate hypotheses; hypotheses are 

implicit in theories 

• The number 1 reason papers are rejected from 
journal is for lack of theory

• Use others’ work to support your theory, not 
as your theory
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Methodology matters: 
Conduct research in a rigid 

scientific way
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"Keep you mind open and keep yourself up with the 
new information and techniques,"



25

Sc
h

oo
l o

f 
B

u
si

n
es

s Methods

• Methods are the tools – the instruments, 
techniques and procedures- by which a 
science gathers and analyzes information

• All research methods should be regarded as 
bounded opportunities to gain knowledge 
and limitations to that knowledge

• Multiple methods may be used to reduce 
individual method’s weakness
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Desirable features for evidence 

gethering

A: Generalizability of the evidence over 
the population of actors

B: Precision of the measurement of 
behaviors that are being studied (and 
control those not being studied) 

C: Realism of the situation or context 
within which the evidence is gathered
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Experimental
simulations

Field
experiments

Field
studies

Computer
simulationsFormal

theory

Sample
Surveys

Judgment
tasks

Laboratory
experiments

UnobtrusiveObtrusive

Particular

Universal

McGrath’s circumplex

A

B

C

Theoretical

Experimental

FieldRespondent

Joseph E. McGrath, Methodology matters: doing research in 
the behavioral and social sciences, Human-computer 
interaction: toward the year 2000. 1995 
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• Select an appropriate method and do it 
well 

• Never try to prove your hypothesis, just 
try to test your hypothesis. Let your data 
show you the way

• Make good analysis and explanations

• Admit the limitation and weaknesses of 
your study
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How to make your research 
published in top journals
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• Study the profile of the target journal: Will my 
paper fit into the community of the journal 
readers?

• Cost/benefit analysis: the value of top 
journals is high but what is the chance of 
success and how long can I afford to wait?

• Aim high with high quality of work

Ref: John Mingers, The long and winding road: getting 
papers published in top journals, Communications of 
the AIS, Vol. 8, 2002, 330-339
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The quality of paper form  

editors’ view

• Source: 

Behind the Scenes:  Publishing Tips from 
the Eyes of an Editor, 

Dr. K. Michele (Micki) Kacmar

Editor of the Journal of Management and 

Charles A. Rovetta Professor of Management

Florida State University
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Selling your paper to the 

editors 
• Read the guidelines for the authors

• Make sure your paper follows the 
journal’s formatting guidelines.
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• Introduction: Why should I read your paper? 
Grab the reviewer’s attention from the very 
beginning.

• Literature review: Positioning your paper in 
the big picture

• Model: Originality - Do not replicate what 
others have done, extend it. Clarity - Define 
concepts clearly before using them. Use 
tables and figures to highlight key points

• Methodology: provide sufficient detail
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• Analysis: Offer theoretical explanations 
for expected and unexpected findings

• Conclusion: Emphasize your 
contributions but also admit your 
limitations

• Revision: Accepts that criticism 
improves quality. Acknowledges that 
reviewers have a point
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Finally, believe that possibility is 

always ready to come true.

"You need to 
persist when you 
believe in your 
ideas, and when 
others - such as 
funding agencies 
and journal 
editors - don’t.”

“Be positive and 
do not be afraid 
of failure."   
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Questions and Answers

Thanks

Yufei Yuan
yuanyuf@mcmaster.ca
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