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Conducting research can be difficult for anyone, but especially for the busy student affairs professional.  

We hardly have time to do our jobs, much less make time for research.  However, research is a vital part 

of keeping the student affairs field relevant to the higher education community.  One tool that we can 

employ while conducting research projects is the research journal.  While typically considered a tool for 

qualitative research, it can also be utilized with quantitative research projects. 

Merriam (1998) described the research journal as a researcher-generated document.  A researcher-

generated document is a document created by the researcher that is utilized to learn more about the 

phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 2009).  Much like a traditional journal, the research journal is a 

diary or log of activities and thoughts related to the research process.  There are both practical reasons 

and research-related reasons to keep a research journal.   

The research journal can be used to track ideas, thoughts, questions, etc., throughout the research 

process.  This may be especially important when you have to keep pushing the project aside for more 

pressing priorities.  The journal can re-acquaint you with the project and more quickly help you pick up 

where you left off.  This makes it a good tool for both qualitative and quantitative projects. 

Another practical reason to use a research journal is that it allows you to keep all of your ideas in one 

place.  Perhaps you have an idea while sitting in a meeting or think of a question you would like to 

explore.  The journal gives you a place to record thoughts and ideas so you don’t have to try to 

remember them.   

There are also research-related benefits to using a research journal.  The use of a research journal aids in 

researcher reflexivity, a procedure that is used to increase the validity of qualitative studies. “This is the 

process whereby researchers report on personal beliefs, values, and biases that may shape their inquiry” 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 127).  Merriam (1998) suggested techniques for researchers to use to 

increase the reliability of their qualitative studies. She stated that the researcher can improve reliability 

by discussing their “assumptions and theory behind the study” (p. 206), another use for the research 

journal. 

Lest you think I’m suggesting that you carry a diary around with you, think again.  You may want to go 

the more traditional route and carry a small notebook with you wherever you go, but today’s technology 

makes it very easy to keep a research journal.  Free services like Evernote (www.evernote.com) and 

Dropbox (www.dropbox.com) allow you to access documents from any computer with internet access.  

In addition, they have desktop applications that you can download for free to several different 

computers and some have mobile applications for your mobile device.   

The research journal is a tool that not only helps the busy researcher from a practical standpoint, but it 

also can improve the validity and reliability of a qualitative study.  Many technological tools are available 

to make keeping a research journal one of the easiest parts of a research project.  Whether at work, at 

http://www.evernote.com/
http://www.dropbox.com/


home, or on the go, you can record the great idea you had so it won’t get away.  It also may help 

conserve the use of scrap paper and sticky notes! 
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