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Planning the research project 
 
Planning and time management 
It takes time to complete a good piece of research.  It is a common mistake to 
underestimate how long it will take to carry out both secondary and primary research.  It 
is unlikely that you will be able to keep rigidly to a timetable but some attempt should be 
made to devise a schedule or timeline for data collection, analysis and report writing. 
 
Developing the working title 
Begin by identifying an area of study which appeals to you.  It could be an area that 
interests you or one that you are considering for a career or a course you would like to 
study at university.  It can be a very broad topic or something more focused.  If you have 
several ideas, look at the secondary research available and talk to your teacher to help you 
decide.  
 
Check that the proposed area of study matches the course specification.  Read around 
the subject area.  This will give you an overview of what other research has been carried 
out in this area.  Also consider that time and resources are limited for a study of this size.  
Make the research more manageable by focusing on a particular locality or age group 
which is readily accessible to you, for example, a year group in your school or people you 
know at a local club.  Consider ethical issues using the checklist provided in Appendix 1. 
 
Avoid vague and wide titles such as ‘Food Labels’.  You need to have a more clearly 
defined focus, for example, you may choose to focus on front of pack labelling.  You 
may find it easier to formulate the title by writing it as a question.  This can help to 
ensure you adopt an investigative approach to your study.  For example: 
 

‘To what extent can food banks contribute to the choice of food for low income consumers?’ 
 

 is a more effective title than,  
 

‘Do food banks provide healthy food for low income consumers?’ 
 
Developing the aim and objective(s) 
Writing the aim and the objective(s) helps to focus the direction of your work.  An aim is 
a statement which identifies what the study hopes to find out.  This clarifies the title and 
outlines the angle the study will take.  For example, ‘To find out consumer attitudes to 
front of pack labelling on food.’ 
 
An aim generally begins with a verb, for example: 

• To explore… 
• To identify… 
• To establish… 
• To determine… 
• To investigate… 
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The objective(s) will identify exactly how you intend to achieve your aim and they will 
specify the primary research that you will undertake, for example: 
 

• research the range of fair trade products in a large supermarket; and 
• devise a questionnaire to establish consumer attitudes to fair trade products. 

Drafting the introduction 
The introduction is a brief explanation of the rationale for the chosen research area.  It 
should: 
 

• provide any background to the study, e.g. statistical evidence which is necessary 
to place the study in its context; and 

• explain the research problem and finish with a statement of the aim and 
objective(s). 

The introduction is often written as a rough draft at the start of the research process as it 
helps to give direction to the work.  It is then finalised at a later date to ensure it covers 
exactly what happened and to allow for changes which may have occurred as the research 
process progresses. 
 

At this stage draw attention to any limitations of the assignment focused on your study.  
Consider ethical issues. 
 
Literature Review 
Research involves reading what other people have written about your chosen research 
area.  You will need to provide evidence that you have read a certain amount of relevant 
literature and that you have some awareness of the current state of knowledge on the 
subject.  Produce a critical review.  You may collect many facts but then you must select, 
organise and arrange the findings into a succinct, relevant and coherent review.  Issues 
identified at this stage should help you to design the primary tool.  In a small scale study, 
and because of the short time scale, you will need to be realistic about what you can 
achieve.  When carrying out research it is important to keep your original aim and the 
target group in mind.  Remember to record all the reference details as you will need these 
later for the bibliography. 
 
Secondary source material you may wish to use at this stage includes: on-line resources, 
books, journal articles, and key documents, e.g. government reports and publicity 
materials from organisations. 
 
Some issues that you should bear in mind include: 
 

• the date of the material you are reading as sources of information should be 
current;  

• examine the sources critically before deciding to use them; be aware of any bias, 
or possible slant which affects the way material is presented and ask yourself are 
you able to trust the author’s judgements; 

• avoid becoming over dependent on one form of secondary source material; use a 
sufficiently wide range of secondary sources (minimum of four required) to 
demonstrate a good understanding of existing research in your chosen field of 
study; and 

• a reference is required in the text whenever you refer to the work of another 
author; further guidance on referencing can be found in Appendix 2. 
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Carrying out the investigation 
 
It is important to plan the primary activities and consider the research procedures.  You 
need to make a rough draft to aid the writing up of the method section of the report. 
 
Collecting data 
This stage begins with the selection of the most appropriate research method for 
collecting data.  This could include, e.g. an interview, questionnaire, case study. 
 
Questionnaire 
Designing an effective questionnaire requires considerable skill.  Do not underestimate 
the time and effort required to design, pilot, distribute and collect questionnaires. 
 
Before designing your questionnaire, start by re-visiting the aim of your study.  This will 
ensure you ask questions that are relevant and assist with achieving the aim.   
Some issues to bear in mind include: 
 

• question type – consider the different types of questions to include, eg. open 
and closed.  Remember that a structured question with a range of possible 
responses provided will be easier to analyse than questions eliciting an open 
response; 

• question wording – consider the language used, you will need several attempts 
at wording in order to remove ambiguity.  The language used should be 
appropriate to the sample group, for example questions for school children will 
be different to questions designed for adults; 

• validity and reliability of the questionnaire – validity is the extent to which 
the research method, e.g. the questions, address the research aim, whereas 
reliability of the questionnaire refers to the consistency with which respondents 
understand and respond to questions; 

• ethical considerations – maintain strict ethical standards at all times; an ethics 
checklist is included in Appendix 1.  Questions should never make judgements or 
make the respondent feel uncomfortable; 

• appearance and layout – make the layout clear with plenty of space around 
each question; and 

• length – the number of questions should be sufficient to yield useful results and 
achieve the aim; a questionnaire that is too long or too brief may not provide data 
to meet the overall aim.  
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Sampling 
The next step is to decide on the sampling method that can be used.  The sample you 
choose will vary according to the aim of your questionnaire.  In a small-scale study it will 
not be possible to achieve a true random sample.  However, even in a small study efforts 
should be made to select as representative a sample as possible.  Opportunity samples are 
generally acceptable as long as the make-up of the sample is clearly stated and the 
limitations of the data are realised. 
 
Piloting the questionnaire 
It is important to give the questionnaire a trial run.  This will test the validity and 
reliability of the questionnaire.  Ideally, it should be tried out on a group similar to the 
population of your study and usually 10% of the final sample.  The final questionnaire 
should then be drafted taking into account any issues that arose from the pilot.  Your 
teacher can also take part in the pilot study and can provide you with valuable feedback.  
It is necessary to include a copy of the pilot questionnaire in the appendices, which 
should clearly indicate the revisions you have made in light of the responses you received. 
A copy of the final questionnaire should also be included. 
 
Distribution and return of final questionnaires 
You will need to make a decision about how to distribute the questionnaires and how 
they will be returned.  Some issues to bear in mind include: 
 

• obtain necessary approval before distributing the questionnaires, for example, 
from the head teacher or manager of a centre or supermarket; 

• consider the range of distribution methods available - the most effective method 
is to give questionnaires to respondents personally so they can be completed on 
the spot and returned immediately; 

• try to ensure anonymity; and 
• make specific arrangements for collection of questionnaires taking account of any 

previous assurances of anonymity. 

 
Recording of data 
All the raw data taken from questionnaires needs to be collated and recorded.  Start by 
tallying results on a summary sheet or blank copy of the questionnaire.  Collate the 
results and record in table form, in preparation for analysis.  Where appropriate express 
findings as a percentage.  Include all of the tabulated results in the appendices.  Raw data 
should not be included in the report or in the appendices.  
 
Interviews 
Collecting valid and reliable information through interviews is time consuming, but 
useful where the target group is small.  Interviewing involves: 
 

• identifying respondents and deciding who and how many you will interview; 
• planning where you will conduct the interviews and under what conditions; 
• drafting questions and piloting them to identify problems; 
• producing an interview script; 
• arranging and conducting the interviews; and 
• transcribing or recording responses in preparation for analysis. 
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An unstructured or open interview can be useful but requires a great deal of time.  
However, a structured interview may prevent important, unanticipated information being 
revealed.  All copies of letters and communication should be recorded in the appendices.  
Findings from any interviews should be summarised and included in the appendices.  
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Writing up the report 
 
Presenting the report 
 

• The word processed report should be written in the third person and passive 
voice.  For example, statements such as ‘In the opinion of the author ….’, ‘It 
cannot be assured that ….’, ‘Taking account of the findings from the survey….’ 
should be used rather than ‘I think I will….’ 

• The text should be on one side of A4 paper only. 
• The text should be font size 12 and the pages numbered. 
• The word count must be stated for each section. 
• The report should be submitted in a securely bound A4 folder. 
• Ring binders or poly-pockets, because of their bulk, are not an acceptable form 

of binding. 
• The word limit for the report is 4000 words, not including the appendices and 

referencing of secondary sources.  A tolerance of + or – 10% will be accepted. 
• 4 marks will be accredited for keeping within the report’s word limit and the 

inclusion of a Harvard style bibliography. 

The following guidance is provided to help structure the report and achieve the 4000 
word limit. 
 
The headings to be used for structuring the report are: 
 

• title; 
• abstract (approx. 150 words); 
• introduction (approx. 350 words); 
• literature review (approx. 1000 words); 
• methodology (approx. 700 words); 
• results and discussion (approx. 1500 words); 
• conclusions (approx. 150 words); 
• recommendations (approx. 150 words); 
• bibliography; and 
• appendices. 

Title 
The title should be focused and clearly identify the precise nature of the research 
undertaken.  It should be similar to the overall aim.  
 
Abstract 
This is a summary of what the research set out to do, the methods employed and what 
conclusions were reached.  An abstract is very brief, usually no longer than a paragraph 
and is generally written when the research has been completed.  It is similar to the brief 
overview you find on the back of a novel.  Get into the habit of looking at abstracts 
which are usually placed at the beginning of journal articles.  Ask yourself whether they 
give a good idea of what the article is about, how data was collected and what 
conclusions were reached.  This is a difficult task; you should refer to Appendix 5 for an 
example of one way to approach this task.  This will be the final task in writing up the 
report.  
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Introduction 
This is where you provide a rationale for the chosen topic or research problem, and 
recognise any possible limitations.  The aim and objective(s) should be clearly stated at 
the end and the introduction should clearly show how they have been arrived at.  
 
Literature Review 
This should be a clearly referenced critical review of the information gained from 
secondary sources. 
 
Methodology 
This is a clear, succinct explanation of the research procedure.  It should be written in the 
past tense and the third person.  You should justify your choice of research method and 
discuss any factors which may affect the reliability and validity of the data collected.  
Highlight any particular issues that were relevant and explain how you attempted to work 
as ethically as possible. 
 
Outline precisely how the research was conducted.  Discuss how you carried out a pilot 
study, describe how this was done and highlight any changes you made to your 
questionnaire as a result.  Indicate how you distributed and collected the questionnaires 
and discuss any issues you considered such as, approval for distribution, and anonymity. 
 
Results and Discussion 
This section is the heart of the report and should consist of text interspersed with a few 
tables or figures, which should illustrate and illuminate the text.  If they don’t then there 
is no point in including them.  Only the most significant results should be included in 
this section of the report.  The text should not duplicate information in the tables and 
figures, but rather it should highlight the most significant aspects of the findings so that 
all relevant facts are presented in a way that draws the reader’s attention to what is most 
important.  It is not enough to just describe your findings; you must interpret, analyse 
and evaluate them.  Ask yourself what the results tell you and discuss how or why you 
think they occurred.  
 
You should also aim to reflect on how the results affect existing knowledge.  Do your 
findings support or conflict with other research in this field?  Comparisons should be 
drawn with relevant secondary research highlighted in the literature review section.  It is 
quite difficult to achieve this balance and you may find it takes several drafts before you 
are satisfied with the results. 
All figures and tables within the text should be numbered in sequence and given a title to 
reflect what is being presented.  They should be clearly separated from the text by 
horizontal top and bottom lines.  Details of presenting tables and figures are provided in 
Appendix 3. 
 
Conclusions 
This section should summarise the main conclusions of the research and they should 
refer back to the original aim.  These should be clearly expressed.  Only conclusions that 
can be justifiably drawn from the findings should be made, in other words, the 
conclusions must be drawn from the evidence gathered in your study, not from the 
secondary research.  
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Recommendations 
You may make suggestions about different approaches which might have been more 
appropriate for your study.  You may want to recommend how you might progress the 
study if you were to continue with it from the point at which you stopped.  Any 
suggestions you make for further research should be relevant to the work carried out so 
far and be realistic. 
 
Bibliography 
This is a list of all the sources used for information.  This should include any text which 
you have looked at – the extent to which they have been used is not important.  Even if 
you have only looked at a text for ideas it should be listed.  The bibliography should be 
written using the Harvard style which is explained in Appendix 4.  Alternatively, a 
bibliography can be automatically generated by using the Microsoft ‘References’ tab. 
 
Appendices 
These include the collated raw data as percentages, a copy of the pilot questionnaire and 
a copy of the final questionnaire with amendments following piloting highlighted, or an 
interview schedule and an example of letters written and received. 
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Appendix 1  Ethics Checklist 
 
Before gathering any data, you should consider the following set of questions.  If any of 
your answers raise ethical issues, you should consult your teacher and decide what actions 
to take. 
 

1 Are the participants likely to suffer any threats to their well-being, health, values 
or dignity? 
 

2 Are any of the participants unable to give informed consent for themselves?  For 
example, they may be very young, unable to understand, elderly people or 
mentally ill. 
 

3 Has the approval of appropriate authorities been sought? 
 

4 Have anonymity arrangements been made? 
 

5 Have participants been asked about medical conditions or any other features that 
might create a risk for them when they participating in the investigation? 
 

6 Does the study involve any invasion of privacy? 
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Appendix 2  The use of references in written work 
 
A reference is required in the text whenever you refer to the work of another author.  
There are three major reasons for using references. 
 

1 It is a mark of intellectual honesty.  You must not claim other research as your 
own. 

2 It is a means of defence; any errors in what is being said revert to the original 
author and not to yourself. 

3 It provides the reader with the means of consulting the original work from which 
the thoughts or findings emanate. 

 
There are a variety of methods of referencing literature for assignments.  You should use 
the Harvard referencing system for all coursework.  This is also known as the ‘Author 
Date’ system and is used in many journals.  The one big advantage of this system is 
convenience for the author because as references are unnumbered they can easily be 
deleted or added. 
 
The details of all references used in your report should appear in the bibliography.  
Examples of how to use the Harvard referencing system can be found in many 
textbooks.  You will save yourself much time and effort if you keep a record of the 
details of all the references you have used at the time when you read and make notes etc. 
 
Writing references in the body of your text 
In the body of the text, at the point where you wish to make the reference, put the 
author name(s) and the date of publication in brackets, e.g. (Duffy, 2006).  If there are 
two authors, give the surnames of each, e.g. (Hetherington and Maguire, 2008).  If there 
are three or more authors, give the first author’s surname and use the “et al” for the 
others, e.g. (Henderson et al, 2009).  Where the name of the author appears as part of the 
sentence, give only the date of the publication in brackets, e.g. Berry (2014) reports  
that ….  
 

If there is more than one reference by the same author in a particular year then use a 
letter, e.g. Kelly (2012b).  Where a number of authors are referred to in relation to one 
point, list them chronologically, e.g. Elliot (2008), Wilson (2013), Middleton (2013) 
agreed that the mental health of adolescents in Northern Ireland has been influenced by 
exposure to violence. 
 
When referring to an online source use the following format: 

- identify the author of the website (person, organisation or company) 
- include the date of publication 

 
Never insert the URL (web address) in the body of the text. 
e.g. Tesco reported that they were continuing to focus their efforts on serving their 
customers a little better every day (Tesco, 2015).  

 
Quotations  
If you present a direct quote, that is, the use of exactly the same words as the author in 
your text then you must: 

• use double quotation marks; and 
• give the author, year and page number(s) in brackets at the end of the quote,  

e.g. “consumption of breakfast cereal has been positively related to calcium 
intakes in girls” (Crawley, 2013 p.205). 
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Appendix 3  Presenting tables and figures 
 
Presenting Tables and Figures 
 
1. Tables 
 
Table 1 Results of (second) validation survey 
 

 
Nutrient 

 
Daily mean 

 

 
EARa 

 

 
Calcium 

 
692.9mg 

 
625mg 

 
 

Energy 
 

1719.5 kcals 
 

1845 kcals 
 

 
Vitamin D 

 
2.16 µg 

 

 
0 

Note:  aEAR = estimated average required – for a population of 11-14 year 
old females. 

 
2. Figures 
 
Figure 3  Calcium intakes calculated from third survey food and drink diaries 
 
Percentage 
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Appendix 4  Presenting a bibliography 
 
The bibliography must be at the end of your work, but before any appendices.  Always give it a 
clear heading and make sure you present a list of all the references which have appeared in your 
text.  The publications should be listed in alphabetical order according to the authors’ surnames. 
Books and reference journals should not be subdivided in your list. 
 
Listing a reference to a book 
Use the following format:  
 
Author(s) Surname(s), INITIALS. (year of publication) Title of book. Edition.  Place of 
publication:  Publisher. 
 
e.g.  Garthwaite, K (2016) Hunger Pains. Life inside fordbank Britain 
 
 
Academic and Professional Reference  
When listing an article from a journal use the following format:  
 
Author(s) Surname(s), Initials. (year) Title of article. Title of Journal, volume number, page 
number(s). 
 
e.g. Calder, P.C. (2017) Omega-3; The good oil Nutrition Bulletin, 42, 132-140 
 
Web Links 
When referencing a web page with an author use the following format: 
 
Author’s Surname, INITIALS, Year. Title. Edition (if not the first) Place of publication: 
Publisher. Available from: URL [Accessed Date]. 
 
e.g. Black, S. (2012) Book title. London: Pan.  Available from: 
www.websiteaddresshere.org.uk/information [Accessed 2 February 2016] 
 
When referencing a web page with an organisation as author use the following format: 
 
Name of organisation (Year of publication) Title of web page.  Place of publication:  Publisher. 
Available from:URL [Accessed Date]. 
 
e.g. British Nutrition Foundation (2014) 8 Healthy eating tips. London:  British Nutrition 
Foundation. Available from:  www.nutrition.org.uk/healthyliving/healthyeating/8tips.html 
[Accessed 2 February 2016]. 
 
Listing articles from newspapers and magazines 
These articles can be referenced using the following format: 
 
Author’s Surname, INITIALS. (or Newspaper Title) (Year of publication) Title of article. Title of 
Newspaper, day and month, page number(s). 
e.g.  Highfield, R. (2012) Great brains fight for your mind. Daily Telegraph, 16 June, 3. 

http://www.websiteaddresshere.org.uk/information
http://www.nutrition.org.uk/healthyliving/healthyeating/8tips.html


CCEA GCE Nutrition and Food Science from September 2017 – A2 2:  Research Project 

17 
 

Appendix 5  Writing an abstract 
 
An abstract is a very brief summary of what the research set out to do, the methods employed 
and what conclusions were reached.  It is generally written when the research has been 
completed.  Below is an example of one way to approach the task: 
 
Abstract (160 words) 
This report illustrates the background to and main findings of research into the influence 
television advertising has on food choices for primary school children, and provides an 
assessment of the awareness of long term health effects associated with unhealthy food 
consumption.  The assignment examined television’s advertising of food and investigated the 
viewing habits of primary school children, the influence children had on their parents to buy 
certain foods and the awareness of long term health effects associated with eating unhealthy 
food.  A questionnaire was used to gain information.  Findings indicated that children do watch a 
considerable amount of television.  There was evidence that children do have some influence 
over what foods their parents buy for them and worryingly these foods tended to be in the 
unhealthy bracket.  Whilst there was no firm evidence to suggest that television advertising was a 
direct result of children eating unhealthy food it was categorically evident that parents would like 
to see these advertisements banned. 
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STUDENT SUMMARY CHECKLIST  
 

Section Summary points Approx. 
word 
count 

Maximum 
Marks available 

Title This should clearly identify the precise nature of the research 
undertaken 

  

Abstract This should be a concise summary of the entire report and 
the research undertaken. 

150 8 

Introduction This should identify the problem area, reason for study, and 
show an argued rationale, evidence of your own thinking and 
analysis.  It should finish with a succinct aim and objectives 
clearly stated.   

350 12 

Literature Review This should be a critical, clearly referenced review to show 
what others have written.  The focus should be consistent on 
the target group and sources should be up to date and 
relevant. 

1000 24 

Methodology This should be a description of all research procedures 
undertaken and a justification of the method used.  It should 
refer to an appropriate data collection, the sampling used, 
pilot, ethics, layout and target group.  The validity, reliability 
and response rate should be discussed.  

700 12 

Research tool  The pilot and final research tools should be clearly presented 
in the appendices.  

 12 

Presentation of 
Results  

All results should be presented in percentages in the 
appendices.  Results included within the text should be clear, 
appropriate and labelled as per appendix.  

 8 

Discussion of Results This should include a discussion of the findings from the 
primary research and highlight the similarities and differences 
with the secondary research where possible.  

1500 24 

Conclusions This should be based on the original aim of the research and 
draw together the key findings.  

150 8 

Recommendations  This should include a brief suggestion for any further 
research or a recommendation for future study around the 
topic.  

150 8 

Presentation  Credit of a maximum of four marks for adhering to word 
limits, referencing and accurate bibliography.  

 4 

Total Report  The word processed report, including bibliography, pilot 
questionnaire, final questionnaire and appendices should be 
securely bound.  

4000 120 
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