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Carrying out a research project in the social sciences will almost invariably involve the researcher in a significant amount of reading, particularly if they are not already well read in their subject area. The work and skills associated with reading for research – how to read, what to read, how to make sense of your reading – can be a major worry and barrier for the relatively inexperienced researcher. The purpose of this chapter, therefore, is to support you in developing and using your research reading skills.(Mcleod & Schell, 2009)
The chapter is organized into the following sections:
· Why read? The importance of reading for research.
· Coping with the research literature: dealing with the volume and variety of reading available.
· Basic reading strategies: guidance on what and where to read.
· Using libraries: how to get the best out of them.
· Using the Internet: navigating the universe of information.
· Good enough reading: how to read.
· Reading about method as well as subject: the importance of understanding and exploring research approaches and techniques.
· Recording your reading: being meticulous.
· The literature review: how to put it together.
· Issues in reading: problems with too much or too little literature.
Why read?

It is possible to carry out research without engaging in much direct reading, though it would be unusual to do so without any new reading. This may happen, for example, where the constraints on the time available do not allow for much reading, or where the method and context are familiar, or where the researchers involved are being employed simply to administer questionnaires or carry out interviews for someone else.
We would argue strongly, however, especially where the research has an academic connection, that it is highly desirable, if not essential, to engage in related reading while carrying out a research project. Your research project needs to be informed and stimulated by your developing knowledge as you carry it out. Box 4.1 gives ten reasons for reading for research.
	Box 4.1 Ten reasons for reading for research

1. It will give you ideas.
1. You need to understand what other researchers have done in your area.
1. To broaden your perspectives and set your work in context.
1. Direct personal experience can never be enough.
1. To legitimate your arguments.
1. It may cause you to change your mind.
1. Writers (and you will be one) need readers.
1. So that you can effectively criticize what others have done.
1. To learn more about research methods and their application in practice.
1. In order to spot areas which have not been researched.


As you look through Box 4.1 you may recognize many of the reasons given. You may be able to add others as well. You should also see, however, that a mixture of positive and negative reasons is given. You may read both for the delight of discovery and to cover your back. You may read in order to contextualize what you are doing or to impress your own readers with your knowledge of the literature.
Box 4.1 also suggests two other important points about reading for research. Thus, it is not just essential to read, but to read at different stages of the research project and to read for a variety of purposes (see Box 4.2). For the committed researcher, reading becomes a continuing and wide-ranging activity.
COPING WITH THE RESEARCH LITERATURE
	Box 4.2 Reading at different stages and for different purposes

Stages:
· at the beginning of your research, in order to check what other research has been done, to focus your ideas, shape your hypotheses and explore the context for your project;
· during your research, to keep you interested and up to date with developments, to help you better understand the methods you are using and the field you are researching, and as a source of data;
· after your research, to see what impact your own work has had and to help you develop ideas for further research projects.
Purposes:
· accounts of research on similar topics to your own;
· accounts of research methods being applied in ways which are similar to your own plans;
· accounts of the context relating to your project;
· to protect against duplication and enrich your arguments.
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To the novice researcher, it can seem like there is so much that needs reading, and that it is so difficult to get on top of or make sense of it. More experienced researchers, you may or may not be relieved to know, can have much the same concerns. But the new researcher may feel overwhelmed by the magnitude of these demands for quite a long time. You may be concerned about:
· The volume of literature. The amount of material written on most subjects is already huge, and expanding at an ever increasing rate. How does the researcher get to grips with this?
· The variety of literature. There are so many kinds of literature (e.g. textbooks, journals, magazines, newspapers, policy documents, academic papers, conference papers, Internet materials, internal reports, novels, etc.) which may be relevant. How does the researcher use this range of sources?
· Lack of boundaries. Unless a project is very tightly defined, it may be impossible to judge which areas of the literature are relevant. How does the researcher avoid reading too widely or aimlessly?
· Conflicting arguments. As soon as you start reading, you are likely to be confronted by different opinions, arguments and interpretations. It may seem that no two writers agree about even the most basic issues. How does the researcher assess these arguments, and place themselves within them?
Hint: If you find very conflicting arguments in your reading around, you may well have identified an issue or debate which would be worth exploring in your research project.
If you recognize these problems, are not sure where to start in reading the research literature, or what to do with it when you have read it, try Exercise 4.1 at the end of this chapter.
If you found this exercise relatively easy to do, you may not need to read this chapter in detail. If you found it difficult, don’t despair, there are lots of helpful suggestions in the remainder of the chapter. Whatever you do, don’t worry too much now: you don’t have to do it all at once! If you can, allow yourself some time, especially at the beginning of your project, to be baffled and enthralled by the scope and variety of the literature available.
[bookmark: _Toc309099]Basic reading strategies

This section offers some basic guidance on four related questions:
· where to read;
· what to read;
· whom to read;
· how to find what you need to read.
Where to read
The obvious place to read – at least, up until the last few years – may seem to be the library, particularly if you are doing a research project in an academic setting. Libraries come, of course, in different guises. They may be wideranging or specialized resources, general or academic in function, for reference only or available for borrowing. This last distinction highlights a critical point, that of access. While public libraries are available to everyone, and university libraries normally allow access to all bona fide researchers, some may impose restrictions on borrowing or charge fees, and others may prohibit access altogether.
Using libraries is the subject of the next section in this chapter.
BASIC READING STRATEGIES
The other obvious place to read, nowadays, is on your computer, making use of some of the vast range of materials available through the Internet. Compared to libraries, the material available on the Internet is much more variable in quality. You do, of course, need to have, or have access to, a computer and Internet connection. Given this, access is easy, though at times it may be frustrating and can be expensive.
Using the Internet is the subject of the next but one section in this chapter.
Beyond these sources, however, there are many other places in which you might read. Bookshops are an under-used resource from this point of view. They have the advantage of being up-to-date, but may be restricted to certain kinds of material (e.g. just books) and will usually have little that is out of print. You don’t have to buy the books on display, but will be restricted in what you can do if you don’t buy them.
Your employer, colleagues, supervisors, friends, fellow students and research subjects may have access to relevant materials which they may be willing to share with you. A key strategy here for the researcher, particularly those working in fields where written resources are restricted, is to exploit as many possible sources and venues for reading as are feasible. Books which are unavailable in your main library may turn up unexpectedly elsewhere, while your colleagues or the subjects of your research may have access to materials of which you are completely unaware. So, where possible, use a variety of sources for your reading.
What to read
The short answer to the question of what to read has to be to read as much, and as many different kinds or sources of texts, as possible. This will enable you to encounter a range of views and forms of presentation within the different kinds of writing appropriate to your topic.
The kinds of things you might read could include:
· books: of all kinds;
· journals: local, national and international, home and overseas, practitioneroriented or research-based, popular and academic, and abstracting journals;
· reports: produced by institutions or organizations of different kinds, including employers, representative associations, political parties, trades unions, voluntary bodies, community groups, central and local government, and international bodies;
· popular media: the daily and weekly press, magazines, radio and television broadcasts;
· computer-based materials: an increasingly important source, which may include both textbook and journal materials as well as discussion groups and websites.
· memos, minutes, internal reports: produced by organizations you are studying, or which are relevant to your research topic.
· letters, diaries: and other personal documents produced by individuals of interest.
In using these different kinds of written sources, it will be useful to bear in mind a number of other distinctions between types of material for reading:
· Published and unpublished literature. Much that is of relevance to your research, perhaps because it is a relatively new field, may not be published. Unpublished material (e.g. committee minutes), though more difficult to access as an outsider, may be of critical importance to your research.
· Contemporary and classic works. While it is important to be as up-to-date as possible, this does not mean that you should ignore older materials. There may be key classic texts in your discipline which you should refer to. Or you may find that much the same issues which you are addressing have been tackled by others quite some time ago.
· Introductory and overview texts. All disciplines have produced one or more basic texts which summarize the development and current state of thinking. Typically designed for sixth form or undergraduate audiences, these texts can be very useful means for reading quickly into a new or unfamiliar subject area, or for refreshing your understanding.
· Edited collections and literature reviews. These may also be of particular use to you when starting your research, particularly if they have been recently published. Edited collections, including those published by the Open University as course materials, can be an excellent introduction to a given topic. Literature reviews may be invaluable as well, but do not place too much reliance on their opinions or selection. Wherever possible, refer to the original materials as well so that you can form your own views.
· Methodological and confessional accounts. In addition to reading books and papers which relate directly to the issues you are researching, you should also consider reading material on the approaches, techniques and methods you are using in your research project. These may focus on the methods themselves or on other peoples’ experience of applying them. More guidance on this is given in the section on Reading about method as well as subject later in this chapter.
Finally, in your reading you should be aware of the extent to which texts present and make use of original data. A common distinction made is that between primary, secondary and tertiary sources. Primary sources mainly consist of original data, while secondary sources comment on and interpret data, and tertiary sources (e.g. textbooks) offer summaries of knowledge in a

BASIC READING STRATEGIES
particular area. You would be unwise to restrict your reading mainly to tertiary sources, though these can be valuable as an initial guide.
Whom to read
Faced with a bookshelf containing 20 or 30 books on the same topic, or decades of dozens of journals, it can be very difficult to decide where to start. You might choose one volume at random, or take a more considered view, perhaps selecting the most recent book written and published in your country.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In doing so, it is important to be aware of whom you are reading, where they are coming from, how authoritative a voice they have, and what their motivations in writing might be. In part, your aim should be to read a range of views, exploring both the founding thinkers or the great names of your field and the diversity of current opinions. Remember, however, that everybody is capable of being mistaken in their opinions or interpretations. That is, after all, the purpose of research writing: to stimulate further thinking.
You should be able to get plenty of guidance on whom to read, at least to start with, from your supervisor, manager, colleagues or fellow researchers. Some of the kinds of sources mentioned above, particularly literature reviews, are also excellent places to go for suggestions on who to read. As you read more and more literature, you will begin to build up a view of the most quoted or cited authors, and the classic texts; but you should also follow your own hunches and seek out less read materials.
Hint: Take some time to just browse – serendipity can be a wonderful thing.
How to find what you need to read
If you are a researcher tackling an unfamiliar field of study for the first time, you need to be able to get to grips with the relevant literature as quickly as possible. Your aim should be to become familiar with the key texts on your subject area, and to supplement this understanding with a broader and more selective reading around the topic.
You might find it useful at this point to look at the section on Focusing in Chapter 2.
Box 4.3 presents an eight-stage approach to finding what you need to read. For advice on how to read it, see the later section on Good enough reading.
	Box 4.3 Eight stages for finding what you need to read

1. Take advice from available sources: your supervisor, manager, fellow researchers or students.
1. Locate books, journals or other materials that appear relevant by asking advice, browsing around, or using a library catalogue or Internet search engine (see the following two sections on Using libraries and Using the Internet for further advice). You will find that keyword searches can be particularly useful.
1. Once you have identified relevant shelf or Internet locations, look at other materials there which are relevant to your topic.
1. Once you have identified relevant journals – in print or online – look through recent issues to find the most up-to-date writing on your topic.
1. Read outwards from your original sources by following up interesting looking references.
1. Identify key texts by noting those that are referred to again and again. Make sure that you read the most popular or relevant of these. Seek out the latest editions.
1. As you develop a feeling for the literature relevant to your field, try and ensure that you have some understanding, and have done some reading within, its different areas.
1. Use the time and resources you have available to do as much pertinent reading as possible.


Because of concerns about quality and the sheer amount of information, attempts have been made to classify material on the web into useful categories. This is done through what are called Internet gateways. These are sites that edit sources of information, so they can direct you more immediately to what is relevant and appropriate. A key gateway for social scientists is the Social Science Information Gateway (SOSIG), based at Bristol University. This accepts only worthwhile databases and sources and classifies them into subject areas. SOSIG is compiled voluntarily by a number of institutions and libraries: for example, the staff of the Fawcett Library edited the Women’s Studies page. You can search the whole system by keyword, or just browse to see what is there. SOSIG also offers free online training to students, researchers and lecturers through the RDN Virtual Training Suite. These training sessions are designed to help you learn what the Internet can offer in your subject area.
Hint: The web tends to run more slowly from about midday onwards (in the UK), which is when the USA begins to wake up. The evening is also a peak time for home users, benefiting from cheaper call rates. Early morning is, therefore, a good time to go online!
The adequacy of an Internet search – as when you are searching a library catalogue online – relates to the key words that you have entered. You need to take care that you refine your search appropriately. Most search engines use
	Box 4.6 Too much or too little information?

Finding too many records?
Try narrowing your search by:
· Using AND to combine terms, e.g. social AND exclusion.
· Use phrase searching, connect terms using underscore, e.g. social_exclusion.
· Use the advanced search option and restrict your search to a section of the record, e.g. title.
· Exclude words or phrases by using NOT.(Hair et al., 2021)
NB: AND will automatically be used to connect terms unless you type in a connector: e.g., if you type social exclusion the search will be social AND exclusion, but if you type social NOT exclusion, then AND will be overridden by NOT.
Not finding enough records?
Try broadening your search by:
· Using OR to combine terms, e.g. forest or woodland.
· Using truncation – type the stem of a word followed by an asterisk to find any other endings: e.g. econ* will retrieve economy, economics, economist, etc. Be careful, however, as truncation can retrieve unwanted results: e.g. car* will find cars but will also retrieve carnation and carnage.
NB: If you switch on truncation by adding an asterisk in the search all the terms in that search will also be truncated. For example, econ* AND forest will retrieve economics, economist etc., but will also retrieve forestry, forester and so forth.



Boolean operators and syntax. This means that you can group words together, or exclude words, to ensure that your search is as precise as possible. For example, a search using the single word ‘Education’ or ‘Business’ will produce thousands of items of information. By refining the search to a specific area of education or business, using additional key words and one or more Boolean operators (e.g. AND, OR, AND NOT), you are more likely to find the sites that you are particularly interested in.
If, for example, you key in ‘Adult AND Education’, this should list all those items or titles that contain both words. Or, if you key in ‘Business AND NOT Small’, the search should exclude all items referring to small business. Box 4.6 (previous page) reproduces the Economic and Social Research Council’s advice on how to restrict and extend your search on their database. This uses Boolean operators, but it also illustrates the usefulness of checking the ‘help’ tips on any system you are using to facilitate your search.
Hair, J. F., Hult, G. T. M., Ringle, C. M., Sarstedt, M., Danks, N. P., & Ray, S. (2021). An Introduction to Structural Equation Modeling (pp. 1–29). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-80519-7_1
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