Consideration and refinement of a Research Question

PMI 

Pluses – My topic allows me to make a business and learn about how businesses can make a profit.  My topic also allows me to talk to business owners and see a real life context in how to operate a business. This information will make my findings more useful.  I’ll be able to take the knowledge and skills I learn throughout the process to help my in actually running my business, and I also hope to start my own business when I have left school, so this information will also help me with that.
Because I live next door to a nursery, it should be easy for me to get in contact with a business owner.  I might also be able to interview another nursery owner as my dad knows someone through work.
Another positive of my topic is that I’m currently doing Business & Enterprise in Year 12 and can talk to my B&E teacher.  There should be lots of sources I can talk to.

Minuses – Getting the right kinds of sources that are relevant to my topic.  It’s a bit different to other topics that people are doing as it’s going to involve a lot of action research.  Most of my friends will be looking at academic articles, but my task isn’t really analyzing articles, it’s more putting things into practice based on things I’ve researched.  

Interesting – For me, this topic will be very interesting because I want to run my own business when I leave school and so I can actually apply the things that I’m learning as I go. 

Question Refinements (Extracts)

1-12-14 – How can I run my own business?
I want to start a business when I leave school so I thought that I could do this as my Research Project

21-12-14 – How does a business get enough capital to start?
This is the biggest problem I’m going to face as I don’t have a job, and don’t have ready access to money.  I’m not going to spend my Xmas money a school assignment so need to think of ways that businesses actually raise enough money to start

2-2-15 – Can I start an effective business?
In speaking to the teacher, the last question wasn’t that great.  I’ve decided to go back to my original idea of starting a business.  It turns out that the school can give me a loan

7-2-15 – What are the areas that I need to consider when starting a business?
I’m wondering whether I do actually need to run the business and maybe I can just look into how to do it rather than actually run one.  

12-2-15 – How does the planning of a business affect its performance?
I’m finding that the biggest issue in business success is the planning.

14-4-15 – Considering areas of Finance, Marketing, Management and the business environment, how can I develop a profitable business?
Breaking the question down this way is going to allow me a lot more structure and will give me a direction when doing my research.

16-2-15 – (FINAL QUESTION) Considering the areas of Finance, Marketing, Management and the business environment, how can I develop a profitable business using a micro-business as a test case?
In speaking with my teacher and a business owner, I’ve decided that it would be possible for me to actually run a business.  Yay!!  Based on the research I’ve done so far, I’m going to plan a micro business of selling succulents, but using all the research I’ve done so far (and more) to plan and implement the business.  The different areas in the question will give me direction and based on the research I’ve done so far, will give me a good basis to form and operate the business.

Planning of the processes appropriate to the question.

Ethical considerations 
There aren’t many ethical considerations to take into account in my topic as I can do most of my research unobtrusively through texts, video and speaking with my B&E teacher.  I will need to think about ethics however when speaking to business owners, ensuring that I’m not taking up their valuable time unnecessarily.  In doing that, I will need to make sure I come well prepared to interviews so I don’t waste their time.

Capabilities
I’m planning on developing both my numeracy and critical and creative thinking capabilities.  These are two areas that relate a lot to my topic.  I am OK at maths, but I want to see exactly how a business uses their figures to determine the direction they need to take a business.  I also will need to reflect a lot on what I am doing and think critically about all the processes I’m going through.  I will do this by: learning how to apply new knowledge and skills e.g. applying understanding of financial documents; explaining the reasons behind the responses I’ve made E.g. question refinement; developing a greater understanding of a range of processes e.g. surveys and analysis of results; learning how to find, organize, use and evaluate information e.g. arranging all my research, keeping accurate records of financial transactions.

Planning for individual processes (Example)

Interview with Business owner
Purpose – to gather key findings  about how businesses operate, with regards to their marketing methods.  The key findings will then be used/tested in my own business operations.

	Challenges
	Opportunities

	Finding more than one business owner to provide me with reliable information
	Gather highly relevant information from business owners in the industry I operate in

	Making sure I’ve got appropriate questions and have done enough research before the interview to get the most out of them
	Developing my critical and creative thinking capability of reflecting on what I’m doing and refining before I get to the interview



I have outlined the purpose of this specific research process in answering my question and a few challenges and opportunities.  I did this for each research process.
[image: ]
Partnership Agreement

I developed a partnership agreement with Angela and Mae who were my business partners.  Partnership agreement can be seen below.
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Action Research

Purpose – To put into practice those things that I’m discovering regarding business operations.  I can then evaluate the effectiveness of each decision that I make.

	Challenges
	Opportunities

	Setting enough time aside from my other subjects to spend time actually running the business. This will involve a lot of weekends at various markets as well as in school time
	Developing my business will be a high quality case study of how modern business techniques might work in a micro business

	
	Develop my numeracy skills in the keeping of accounting information and learning how to create accurate financial documents



Requests for Interviews

Email transcript sample – interview 1 – demonstrating that I’ve looked into what I want to speak to the owner about and how I’ve planned how the interview would go as well as giving prior warning to the owner.





BANK RECONCILLIATIONS

	NAME AND PUBLICATION DETAILS OF SOURCE
	RESEARCH PROCESS USED

	
[image: ]				             	Bragg, S. (2015).  Accounting CPE & 					Books – Accounting tools. (Online) 						Accounting Tools.  Available at 						http://www.accountigntools.com 
					Accessed 10 May 2015

					This was a great site for getting 						accounting information and how to 						conduct basic accounting operations.  	
 
					
	
· Reading and analyzing the website
· Questioning Accounting teacher 
· Talking to business owners


	
	TYPE OF SOURCE

	
	Website – Accounting processes
Interview with Accounting Teacher
Interview with Business owner

	KEY FINDINGS
What information have you gained? What new knowledge or ideas have you discovered?

	· How to conduct a bank reconciliation 
· You use your bank statement to conduct a bank reconciliation
· Any items that don’t appear on the statement need to be reconciled with businesses records
· If there is a difference between the bank statement and business records there is an error either by the business or the bank
· Errors can be easily overcome through checking records or contacting the bank
· Go through any extra random things on the banks statement and make sure you have them in your own records

	VALIDITY
How relevant? How useful? How is it ‘fit for purpose’?

	· The site is useful but I didn’t really understand a lot of the information initially as I haven’t done accounting.  I need to talk to the accounting teacher about how to actually do them, and any templates
· I was a bit worried about the site being American and whether processes might be different to Australia

	RELIABILITY
How accurate? How objective/biased? How trustworthy How credible? How current?

	· Reliable – validated through discussion with teacher and business owners and accountants
· Worried if it were American that they would have different requirements to Australia 

	SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE
Describe the type of research process undertaken and outline what skills and/or knowledge you developed.

	· Reading – understanding about bank reconciliations and what they are.  Developing skills and understanding in how to conduct one.  
· I spoke with the Accounting teacher about how to do one, and she showed me a template that I can use.  I tried doing one with her and was successful in doing it.  I can understand the process and can now apply it to my business.
· I spoke with LOCAL BUSINESS OWNER about whether they think a bank reconciliation is relevant and they said they use them every month

	EFFECTIVENESS
What feedback, opportunities, questions, challenges, problems did you encounter? How did you respond to, overcome, solve these?
How did you review and adjust the direction of your research in response?

	· I didn’t understand the information at first so spoke with the accounting teacher and Mr Smith from the LOCAL GARDEN BUSINESS about bank reconciliations
· I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to do a bank reconciliation just from the information on the website, so asked the LOCAL BUSINESS if they really need to be done in one of my interviews with them.

	CAPABILITY
How have you developed one or more of your Capabilities?

	· Numeracy - I did not know how to conduct a bank reconciliation before, now I do.   




ACTION RESEARCH – Conducting the business I came across the problem of low and falling sales.  I talked to the teacher and they suggested doing a survey of customers to find out why sales were falling

Research Process 


	Analysis of Customer Survey Responses
	Action from analysis

	Question 1 – How did they hear of the business.  16 said word of mouth, 5 said the flyer in the library, 2 said the poster in the canteen.


	I’m going to put less time into preparing paper and hardcopy advertising as it isn’t very profitable for the amount of time I put into it.  I’ll still do it, but just not as much.

	Question 2 – what type of advertising do people look at
  15 said facebook, 10 said word of mouth, 3 said flyer
	I started a facebook page and advertised Succulent Society to my network of friends.  Looking at the survey results, I need to spend more time talking to people about the business as well as this is where most of my sales come from.



I developed skills in survey writing through speaking to the RP teacher and also the B&E teacher so that I could survey the target market effectively.  I learned that survey writing should follow a format that gives you the information you need.

Skills
Developing the survey allowed me to address target market concerns and therefore increase my sales	.  I had to change to meet the needs of my target market
Effectiveness

	Capability
Capability
		Critical and creative – in reflecting on the market research I was able to change the tack of my product presentation and also the marketing to better access my target market.  I learned to develop market surveys and to ask questions of my target market that allowed me to change what I was doing.



ACTION RESEARCH – Social Media Analysis  



I developed new skills in social media advertising and understanding how to interpret the statistics they provide about the reach of my ads and consumers engagement with them.  I also learned how to develop a marketing campaign based on the 4 P’s of marketing.
Effectiveness
Skills

[image: ]Critical and Creative – This process allowed me to rethink the direction I was taking the business through my marketing.  In getting statistical feedback from customers I was able to scrap things marketing methods that were detracting from the business and enhance the things that were working – such as social media advertising.
Capability
Analysis of facebook advertising at regular intervals allowed me to monitor the reach of ads and their effectiveness in attracting sales.  It showed me how I can better target my target market and what methods of marketing were working.







	Type of source
	Research Processes

	Notes from B&E Text, Key chapters relevant to my business – colour coded for cross references and organising my information.

· Fusco A, Ratsch-Jenke J & Panayi-Motus A 2012, Business and Enterprise, SACE 2 Key Ideas, 1st edn, Essentials, Adelaide Tuition Centre, Australia
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	KEY FINDINGS
What information have you gained? What new knowledge or ideas have you discovered?

	
	· This book helped me develop many areas of my research from Marketing, to Human Resources, to the legalities of running a business as well as operational issues from day to day.  One area that it didn’t help a lot with was the Financial side however.  
· Key findings with regards to Marketing were
· To use the 4 P’s of marketing as a base theory – pricing of the product, promotion, placement (where it’s going to be sold) and product (kind of like the brand and what it is that I’m selling).  It also allowed me to think about how to promote my business online
· Key findings about human resources
· The human resource cycle, which also caused me to think about the way that I was looking for people to employ and how I can keep them happy while working for me.  
· Key findings about business operations
· For a micro business like mine, the most appropriate form of management structure was a flat structure, because it allows employees to feel partly responsible for the business as well as gives good avenues of communication between myself as the owner and the employees.


	VALIDITY
How relevant? How useful? How is it ‘fit for purpose’?
	RELIABILITY
How accurate? How objective/biased? How trustworthy How credible? How current?

	· This book was highly relevant to my entire business operations being conducted as it covers a wide range of business areas.

	· The Authors of this book have published a number of books on this topic over many years.  The School B&E teacher also said that they are all current teachers of B&E as well.  Therefore the things that they speak about in the book are reliable.  A limitation of this however is that they may have limited actual business experience as they are teachers and not business owners

	CAPABILITY
How have you developed one or more of your Capabilities?

	· Critical and creative – Conducting this type of research taught me a lot about the depth of what is needed in starting a business.  I learned to think more critically, and in particular clearly define what it was that I wanted to do in my business.  This process provided me with a lot of information about the many different areas of business that I needed to think about before I actually conducted the business.  





	Type of source
	Research Processes

	INTERVIEW 2 – GRAEME MCCULLOCH
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	KEY FINDINGS
What information have you gained? What new knowledge or ideas have you discovered?

	
	· Running an effective and profitable business takes a lot of planning and effort.  There is no ‘down time’ for business owners as they need to be working on their business full time to make it succeed.  This is going to be difficult for me as I am still at school.  It showed me that I’ll need to put a lot of effort into what little time I do have.
· Marketing is crucial to success and having a well planned marketing strategy 
· Allowing employees to have some ownership over their positions worked well.  Trying not to be too controlling as a manager/owner usually gets a better output from employees.  Employees can even give good ideas on how to improve.
· A decreasing $A is bad for importing products as it makes them cost more
· I need to keep very accurate financial records so that I can do a balance sheet, income statement and bank reconciliation.  They get a lot of their accounting outsourced to an accounting firm, but still do a lot of day to day accounting ‘in house’

	RATIONALE FOR INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
How relevant? How useful? How is it ‘fit for purpose’?
	VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY
How accurate? How objective/biased? How trustworthy How credible? How current?

	· Q1 – business structure – I’ll operate as a sole trader, but for the possibility of future expansion I asked about the structures they considered and why
· Q2 – management – I will be having employees, I wanted to know how they managed their employees and to what extent did they give them autonomy in their positions.  
· Q3 – external influences on business – Some of my stock will be bought from overseas online, I wanted to know if they knew of any good suppliers and the impact that a falling $A was having on their business
· Q4 – How does their business deal with competition.?  Expansion of Bunnings and Masters has caused a lot of competition (See News Article)
· Q4 – Business objectives – how do they maintain focus on their business goals
· Q5 – Marketing – to what extent do they use marketing strategies spoken of in the textbook E.g. 4P’s.  How effective do they think their marketing is?  How do they monitor it – particularly interested because I was having trouble with my sales
· Q6 – Technology – what kind of technology do they use, particularly social media in their marketing.  I want to know how to use this for myself and how effective it is
· Q7 – Finance – I will need to keep good financial records.  How do they keep their own records and assess their progress based on them
	· Graeme McCulloch is the owner of McCulloch’s Nursery 
· They have owned and operated this small gardening store for 23 years.  They therefore have good experience in running a business on a practical level
· Graeme has no formal business qualifications, but does have a lot of experience in running a business, which does provide some very valid information.
· They were obviously biased in their interview about Bunnings and Masters and the negative impact they were having on smaller businesses like themselves.  They can offer the same products a lot cheaper than their business.
· The interview questions were chosen to provide information relevant to my question.  The information that I gathered from them was focused on the different areas I had research already about what is needed to run a business


	· 
	LEADS
Did the interview lead to any new avenues to pursue?

	· 
	As can be seen from the annotations in the margin, I had quite a few comments and questions.  I followed up my questions with LOCAL BUSINESS OWNER.  They provided me with lots of new information which helped redirect and further my research.  This included:
· That management of employees can be authoritative or more relaxed.  He mentioned McGregor’s Theory X/Y that I can refer to
· Marketing – They also mentioned that they have the 4P’s but marketing is greater than just this.  They mentioned that the layout of their store is also important
· Competition – they said I should talk to other small business owners in the industry.  They gave me the name and number of another business owner they knew would be willing to talk to me about it.



	CAPABILITY
How have you developed one or more of your Capabilities?
	

	· Critical and creative – Conducting this type of research taught me a lot about the depth of what is needed in starting a business.  I learned to think more critically, and in particular clearly define what it was that I wanted to do in my business.  This process provided me with a lot of information about the many different areas of business that I needed to think about before I actually conducted the business.  
	



[image: ][image: ]Capability:  Numeracy
Prior to this I had no experience or knowledge about accounting as I didn’t take it as a subject.  I needed to become familiar with excel formulas in order to make sure my results were accurate

How my learning developed:
I learned many things from doing the financial documents for the business, but the most important thing was the importance of keeping good accurate records.  

For my business, these documents revealed to me that although I put a lot of time and effort in, the reward that I was getting out, while OK, was not that great.  E.g. I could work in my job at Coles for 1 week and earn as much money as I made from this business, yet I put in months of work for the same amount of money.  It taught me that I need to find smarter ways of doing business, not just waiting for people to come to me.

Where to from here?
In future, I would approach other businesses (probably retail and gardening stores) if they would sell my products, rather than me selling them myself.  This way, I can sell lots of plants in bulk, at a cheaper price per plant, but selling more, therefore making more money.

I need to show more initiative in finding business.  I would also look at online possibilities of selling my products through a website.
Capability:
Critical and creative thinking – In reflecting on my accounts receivable I realized that I needed to change some of the things that I was doing to make sure that I was recovering the money that was yet to come into the business.  I was at first fearful of approaching people, but the more I did it, the more confident I became.

Key Findings:
I was getting a little nervous with some of the accounts receivable because at one point (August) they were getting quite large.  To overcome this, I made sure I was sending regular reminders to people with overdue accounts.  I learned that keeping good records of accounts was very important.  While I had this money/value on paper, it was worthless until I actually had the money myself.  
I initially spent a lot of my own money (capital) which I needed to get paid back to me from the business.  I realized that I was not actually the business, but that I was a separate entity to the business for accounting purposes.  This, I discovered, is known as the accounting entity concept.
Reliability and validity
I checked the way I was doing the P&L statements with the accounting teacher and they confirmed with me that I had done it correctly.  Therefore, my results from this were reliable as well as valid.
Key Findings:  
I found that I made a good profit from the 4 months of operation, but not enough to live on.  It made me question whether all the effort that I put in was worth it for this much money.  To be more successful I need to look at more efficient ways of operating as well as finding new ways to generate profit.  I learned that running the business isn’t just a case of sitting back and waiting for people to come to you.  You need to go out and find the business
Financial Documents Analysis
Skill Development:
I developed skills in accounting that I did not have before.  I learned to use formulas in excel as well as apply accounting formulas and principles to my business
Effectiveness:
Conducting this action research proved to me that business is a lot more difficult than I had originally thought.  
FINANCIAL DOCUMENTS



[image: ]
 
Capability 
Critical and creative thinking – on reflection, I did meet my goals/targets, however the targets were set towards the start of the Research Project.  The more I learned about operating a business as I went, the more naive I found my initial targets.  Only with practical understanding of running a business was I able to see that these targets, although good, really lacked a lot of depth.  For example:
· Financial – maintain a steady income of 5% - this was not enough for me to live on, and certainly not enough to compensate me for the time I spent on the business.
· Sales – sell 20 units per fortnight – this was initially a made up figure as I thought it would be a good profit.  The more I looked at operating the business, the more I realized that I not only needed to cover my costs, but I also had to provide myself a decent income from all the work I was doing.  20 sales therefore was nowhere near enough to compensate for the time I spent running the business.  The target should have been a lot more.
· Human Resources – Open communication – While we met this goal, there were also a lot of shortfalls in it.  We did communicate a lot, but towards the end of the business, I found myself asking ‘so what’.  What is the point of continuing to communicate if we’re not really increasing our sales.  I thought that when we talk in future, we need to have some more focus on how we can improve the business and sales.
· Customer satisfaction – The more I think about this one, the more simplistic I feel it is.  I need to match my performance against competitors.


What I learned
I learned that business is a lot more than just doing the day to day ‘busy’ work.  It’s also about creating new business and finding new sales/customers.  I did a lot of work in this business, time wise, but the reward for my effort wasn’t that much money.  In fact, I could do a weeks work in a shop and receive a lot more money.
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	Product
	Price
	Promotion
	Place

	Succulents
  Pots
  Jars
  Terrarium
	
$8-20
$10-15
$50
	
Facebook, Instagram, flyers in the library,  signs at the markets
	
Mainly at school
Gillies St Markets

	Effectiveness – in evaluating the initial marketing plan there were some obvious problems that I came up against.  I think that next time I do this, that I’ll ask a lot more questions of business owners for what they think works for this industry rather than just go from text books.

One thing that I did learn is that the text books are written with much larger businesses in mind, and while the general principles may still apply to a micro business like mine, there are a lot of areas that don’t.  One of these was the budgets that they had for advertising.  Many textbooks talked about paying for advertising in different places, such as online, tv, radio etc… but I just couldn’t do that because I never would have made my money back because it was such a small business and I didn’t have the ability to generate that many succulents.

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Capability – critical & creative thinking:  In reflecting on this plan, there are a lot of things that I would do differently next time.  I was relying mainly on people seeing my ads and responding to them.  One thing that I’ve learned is that you can’t rely on that alone because it just won’t bring in the money.  You need to get out and talk to people about your business.  Most of my sales came from friends and family, so the more I talk to people I know or interact with, the more likely I am to sell my products.
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businesses operation, allowing for the business to operate smoothly and successfully.

w -l R BETIO 2

Target

Was it achieved?

How/Why?

Financial | Sustain a steady income
with a 5% increase on
net profit over the next
15 weeks.

Yes|

Each product was priced with a mark-up
greater than 5%, ensuring that a considerable
profit would be made on each product.

Sell 20 units per
fortnight for the
businesses duration.

On average, approximately 16 units were sold
per fortnight for the duration of the business.
‘This, however, does not account for the units
sold while attending markets, where a further
25 products were sold. Therefore, the
businesses sales targets can therefore be
considered met,

Human Maintain

Resources | communication
between bus ness
partners, whilst
ensuring individual
responsibilities are met
and achieved.

Constant communication through Facebook,
text messages and use of class time was
maintained between business partners
throughout the business operation.® This
ensured all business partners were aware of
responsibilities and could act vigilantly
towards the business.

Customer | Provide an _enjoyable
Satisfaction | and rewarding customer
experience.

Consumer feedback suggests that the
customer experience provided was enjoyable.
Onall accounts, customers appeared satisfied
with both the service and product provided.

Figure 6 - Business Targets

[3 Export POF ~

‘Adobe Export PDF @

Convert PDF Files to Word
or Excel Oniine.

Select PDF File

ER_641832E_ A+-2.pdf X

Convertto

Microsoft Word ("doc) v

'Document Language:
English (US) Change

N CreatePDF v

52 EditPDF v

() Comment

. Fil&sign

Store and share flles in the
Document Cloud

Learn More




image11.png
Succulent Society

succulentsociety.wix.com/succulent -society





image12.png




image1.png
5:52pm Evan Franco  Q

eoe Untitled ™

H&sx D bhoe o

|~ Searon in Dooument )

Y @ @

owUp  Fiters  Finda Contact  Sen/Receive

From: Amber got the job!
To: i) Jen Dodson
o TN Y et
mn: 5] HiEveryone

Just wanted to let you all know the good
news... Amber got a job! She had 5
interviews over the last 2 weeks and

\ received 3 job offers late last week - one
016  from Kildare College 25 2 Front Desk

, one from DECD International
Education Services as an Admin trainee,
and one from Hampstead Dental as a
Dental Assistant trainee. It was a dificult
" choice for her but she has chosen to take
the Kildare College job as she really wants
' toworkina school and build on her Cert
1l Education Support that she completed
© lastyear.

From: Jen Donaldson <jend7@gmail.com>

Date: Monday, 15 February 2015 9:50 am
To: Eric Richardson <erichardson@nurseryguys.com.au
Subject: Year 12 Research Project

Dear Eric,

‘Thank you for agreeing to speak with me regarding business owner

as part of my Research Project.

As per our telephone discussion, in this interview, | am wanting to ask you specifically about the marketing processes
that you undertake as a business. The areas that | am particularly interested in are as follows:

How you price your products
How you distribute your products
How you promote

How you brand your business

50 HUGE thankyou to you allfor your

ook forward to seeing you on Monday 25th February at 4:30pm. Should you have any questions, please contact me on
0466 758 874

Thank you

Jen
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Partnership Agreement

LET IT BE WITNESSED THAT, IT IS HEREBY MUTUALLY AGREED THAT THE SAID PARTIES SHALL BECOME PARTNERS
UPON THE TERMS HEREIN CONTAINED, NAMELY

The partnership business is between

The business will operate at market stalls across the Adelaide Hills.

The business will also use order forms to sell the products.

The business name is Succulent Society.

A loan will be taken and will cover costs for products and materials.

The finance team will consist of

The net profit will be shared equally among business partners for personal profit.

Loss will be shared between the partners.

No partners shall, without consent of the other partners, engage in any financial transactions of any
description in the name of, or the endorsement, of the business.

The book of account shall be kept properly, and account will be taken of all the assets and liabilities and
a statement of income and expenditure shall be prepared. This will then be submitted to authorities.
All disputes that arise between partners or any other matters whatsoever shall be referred to arbitration

and any arbitrator shall have full power to dissolve the partnership if he/she shall think it is the most
appropriate course of action.

Each partner will:

Diligently attend to the business

Be faithful to other partnership members and at all times gives full information and truthful
explanations to all matters relating to the affairs of the partnership. Each partner must give all assistance
in his/her power in carrying on the business for their full mutual advantages.

Contribute as much time and effort as possible to the business to ensure success. All work load will be
shared by business partners to ensure equal input.

Respect individuality and reach compromise on all disputes.

PARTNER SIGNITURES

Signed

Partner 1, Partner 2, Partner 3
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