
 
 
 
APPROACHES TO RESEARCH  
 
1. WHY DO RESEARCH? 
 
You cannot simply rely on your existing knowledge when approaching essays 
in Media or Film Studies. Although you will have some understanding of the 
area being explored, this is not enough to enable you to examine the area in 
depth. If you were asked to write about the people in your street in detail, you 
might have some existing information about names, faces, relationships, issues 
and activities but this knowledge would not offer you details such as every 
single one of their names, who knows who, who gets on with whom, how 
people earn a living, what has happened to them in the past and so on. This 
extra information could change your opinions quite dramatically. Without it, 
therefore, your written profile would end up being quite shallow and possibly 
incorrect. The same is true of your understanding of media texts, issues and 
institutions.  
 
Before researching any area, it is useful to be clear about what outcomes you 
are hoping to achieve. Research is never a waste of time, even when it doesn’t 
directly relate to the essay you are preparing. The information may be relevant 
to another area of the syllabus, be it practical work or simply a different essay. 
Also, the picture you are building up of how an area works will strengthen your 
understanding of the subject as a whole. So what outcomes are you hoping to 
achieve with your research? 
 
A broad overview of the area you are researching: This includes its history, 
institutions, conventions and relationship to the audience. Research into these 
aspects offers you an understanding of how your area has developed and the 
influences that have shaped it. 
 
An awareness of different debates which may exist around the area of study: 
There are a range of debates in many subject areas. For example, when 
researching audiences you will discover that there is some debate over how 
audiences watch television or film, ranging from the passive consumption of 
values and ideas to the use of media texts in a critical and independent way. 
Any discussion about censorship, for example, will be extremely shallow if you 
have no knowledge of these different perspectives. 
 
Some knowledge of the work of theorists in the area: You need to 
demonstrate that you have read different theorists, exploring the relevant 
issues and investigating the area thoroughly in order to develop your own 
opinion based on acquired knowledge and understanding. 
 
 



Information relevant to all key concept areas: You should, after research, be 
able to discuss all key concept areas as they relate to that specific subject area. 
These are the codes and conventions, representation, institutions and 
audience. 
 
 
2. TYPES OF RESEARCH 
 
Primary: This is first-hand research. In other words, it relies on you 
constructing and conducting surveys, setting up interviews with key people in 
the media industry or keeping a diary or log of data (known as quantitative 
information) on things such as, for example, what activities women are shown 
doing in advertisements over one week of television viewing. Unless you are 
equipped to conduct extensive research, have access to relevant people in the 
media industry or are thorough in the up-keep of your diary or log, this type of 
research can be demanding, complex and sometimes difficult to use. Having 
said that, if you are preparing for an extended essay, then it is exactly this type 
of research which, if well used, will make your work distinctive and impressive. 
 
Secondary - printed sources: This is where you will be investigating 
information gathered by other people in books, newspapers, magazines, on 
radio and television. All of these sources are excellent for finding background 
information, statistics, interviews, collected research details and so on. This 
will form the majority of your research.  Some of these will be generally 
available (in public libraries for example); others such as press releases and 
trade press may only be available through specialist libraries. 
 
Secondary - online sources: Online sources are also mainly secondary. You will 
need to be able to make comparisons between sources if you intend quoting 
online information, and to be wary of the differences between fact and 
opinions. Don’t necessarily assume something is a fact because someone on a 
website says it is. Some websites will be “official” but many will not be, so you 
need to think about the authority of a site when assessing the information 
found on it. The structure of a website address (URL) can indicate the site’s 
origin and status, for example, .ac or .edu indicate an academic or educational 
institution, .gov a government body, .org a non-profit organisation, .co or .com 
a commercial organisation. Websites sometimes disappear or shift location - 
make sure you can quote a URL reference for a site, and perhaps keep a note of 
the last date that you checked it. 
  
Other Media: When considering one area of the media or one particular 
product or type of product, it is very important that you compare it with others 
which are similar. You will need to be able to refer to these comparisons in 
some detail so it is not enough to simply watch a film. You will need to read a 
little about that film, make notes, concentrate on one or two scenes which 
seem particularly relevant and write all of this information up so that you can 
refer to it when you need to. 
 



History and development: Having an understanding of the history and 
development of the media text which you are researching will provide a firm 
foundation and context for contemporary analysis.  There is a difference 
between generally accepted facts and how theorists use these facts. 
 
Theory: This is the body of work of other critics of the media. Most of the books 
and periodical articles which you will read for research will be written by 
theorists who are arguing a particular viewpoint or position with regard to an 
issue within the media. It is this which forms the debates surrounding the 
study of the media, in which you, as a media student, are now becoming 
involved. 
 
 
3. USING RESEARCH 
 
Organising your research: Before rushing headlong to the local library or web 
search engines, the first stage of research is to plan two things. When are you 
able to do your research and how are you going to organise the information 
gathered? You may, for example, wish to make notes under the headings listed 
above. 
 
Applying your research: Always return to the specific questions being asked of 
the text. The most obvious pitfall is to gather up all of the collected information 
and throw it at the page, hoping to score points for quantity. The art of good 
research is how you use it as part of your evidence for an analysis of the text. 
The knowledge you have acquired should give you the confidence to explore 
the text, offer your own arguments and, where appropriate, to quote references 
to support this. 
 
Listing your research: It is good practice, and excellent evidence of your wider 
reading, to list all references to secondary research, whether mentioned within 
the essay or not, at the end of your work. References are usually written in this 
way: 
 
1. Len Masterman, Teaching About Television, London, Macmillan, 1980. 
2. Manuel Alvarado and Bob Ferguson, “The Curriculum, Media Studies and 
Discursivity”, Screen, vol.24, No.3, May-June 1983. 
 
Other media texts referred to in detail should be listed, with relevant 
information such as the director, date of release or transmission, production 
company and, where possible, scene or episode number. 
 
Where you have compiled primary research, it is useful to offer a brief 
summary of this also at the end of your work. 
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