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The Background Research section of your final report is designed to give your reader a concise overview of three things:  

(1) Methods:  Where you got key pieces of information that guided your thinking in developing the design

(2) Findings:  A concise account of that key information

(3) Implications for Alternatives:  How that information drove your thinking for the design.

This section of your report should be kept short (about two pages).  For this reason, it is vital that you organize your information so that it can be presented in as economical a fashion as possible.  The following tips will help you write a research section that is both brief and comprehensive:

Ensure that you have placed information in correct categories.  For example, you should NOT use the methods section to talk about detailed material you obtained from a client interview.  Rather, the fact of the interview should be recorded in “Methods,” while the information itself is reported in “Findings.”

Introduce each subsection of the Background Research with a brief paragraph that explains the kind of information that follows.  It is never acceptable to have a heading followed by a simple list of bullet points.

Keep paragraphs concise and begin them with topic sentences.  Do not over-report your research methodology, findings, or their implications for alternatives.  You may find that you spent twenty hours on background research that yielded only one relevant finding (it happens).  Only that one finding will be included in the Background Research section.  Instead, provide your readers with brief overviews that direct them to relevant appendices for more detailed information.

Break long paragraphs into brief paragraphs introduced by subheadings that clearly designate a single category of information.  Not every reader will read your report from cover to cover.  Short paragraphs and subheadings let your readers zero in on the information that they really need.  Use different sizes and styles of typeface to show differences between major and minor headings and categories of information.

Do not “tell the story” of your research.  How your team tracked down key information may be of great interest to you and your team, but is probably not important from the reader’s point of view.  Do include specific information regarding sources.

Methods 

Sources for the methods section may vary depending on the nature of your project.  At present your major sources of information may include the following:

· Clients

· Internet research

· Retailers and manufacturers 

· Competitive and model products

· User interviews, testing, and observations

· Expert interviews

Findings

This section tells your readers what information you derived from your research—answers to your research questions.  But remember—the findings section should be limited to only those findings relevant to the design problem.  

Your findings section should include several subcategories that will likely range from generic descriptions of the problem (e.g. typical therapies for stroke survivors), to the highly specific (notes on how current designs work, as documented in your User Observation appendix).

Common subcategories may include the following:

· Relevant medical information

· User capabilities

· Current / Competitive designs 

· Shortcomings of current designs

Implications for Alternatives  

For this section, you will break the design problem into several parts (see 178 for a specific example) and briefly discuss the potential feasibility of various approaches to solving each problem.  Sample subheadings include the following:

· Aesthetics

· Safety

· Cost

· Durability

· Portability

· Ease-of-use

· Materials

� This guide is intended as a supplement to (not a replacement for) information found in Engineering Design and Communication: Principles and Practice (2007).  Issues raised in this guide are discussed in greater depth in textbook pages 177-182.
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