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ABSTRACT:  
THIS ARTICLE CONTAINS A SERIES OF RECOMMENDATIONS ON HOW TO CARRY OUT SCIENTIFIC 

DOCUMENTATION AS PART OF SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH. 

MANY STUDENTS WHO WRITE A DISSERTATION OR A THESIS ARE INTERESTED IN 

DOCUMENTARY RESEARCH TO PREPARE THEIR EMPIRICAL STUDY. 

TO ANSWER RESEARCH QUESTIONS, IT IS NOT ALWAYS NECESSARY TO COLLECT DATA 

YOURSELF THROUGH QUALITATIVE OR QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH. YOU CAN STUDY CERTAIN 

PROBLEMS USING EXISTING INFORMATION AND DATA ALREADY COLLECTED BY OTHERS (SO-CALLED 

"SECONDARY" DATA). 

DOCUMENTARY RESEARCH IS A WORK STEP THAT MUST BE DONE BEFORE STARTING AN 

EMPIRICAL STUDY. IT MAKES IT POSSIBLE TO COLLECT INFORMATIVE DATA BY STUDYING OFFICIAL 

OR UNIVERSITY DOCUMENTS. 

KEYWORDS: DOCUMENTATION, SCIENCE, RESEARCH, METHODOLOGY, INFORMATION. 

 

Introduction 

Starting from a known subject of investigation, documentary research is equivalent to 

searching and identifying documents from reliable sources. The information collected will be 

useful for the development of knowledge on the subject studied. 

Documentary research differs from literary research in the type of documents it studies: 

- Theses or dissertations of other students. 

- Specialty magazines. 

- Statistical, graphic documents. 

- Official documents. 

Documentary research aims to identify and locate information resources already processed, 

either by individuals or by machines. Documentary research is accompanied by the term 

"computerized" when this activity involves the interaction between two systems, one human (ie, 

the user, the user) and the other computer (ie, a database) through software and an interface. 

For the student, documentary research is useful because documentary research helps to 

strengthen knowledge about his subject. This knowledge will allow him to conduct an interview, 

a focus group or to build a more effective questionnaire. 

This stage of work, which studies the research work already carried out, can give rise to 

new working hypotheses for the researcher. 

Documentary research makes it possible to find answers to certain initial questions. The 

student can thus adjust his hypotheses to propose a more relevant research paper. 

Types of documents and resources for documentary research 
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To conduct a documentary research, the student can rely on several types of documents. 

These documents can be accessed through several resources. 

Documentary research 

In a documentary research, the student consults several types of documents. Must be based 

on official documents, such as: 

- a periodical of a specialist magazine, 

- a doctoral thesis or dissertation, 

- a patent, 

- statistical data, 

- a picture, 

- an infographic, 

- an official document (law, decree, regulation, public contract). 

Search resources 

To collect information through the study of documents, the student can rely on several 

types of resources: from libraries, bibliographic and the Internet. 

Any successful research begins with a good definition of its subject. A well-defined subject 

will save time and effort, while ensuring the best possible search results. 

A topic is defined taking into account first the extent of the work to be done. 

If time and space are available to delve deeper into the paper, it will be expected to show 

more precise research on a more defined and complex topic. However, no matter how broad the 

subject of the research, the way it is defined remains the same; you just have to take into account 

the sense of proportion. 

The place of documentary research 

The data you collect through office research usually serves as the basis for the chapter of 

your dissertation entitled "Research Results". In this chapter, describe how you conducted the 

research and analyzed the results in order to be able to answer your research questions in 

conclusion. 

Documentary research can also be done in addition to field research. 

Identification of the research topic2 

While in many cases the subject of the paper is set by the teacher, it happens that this task 

falls to the students. Based on the knowledge already acquired, they must then choose the subject 

according to their interests and the aspects of the course that attracted their attention or sensitivity. 

The subject of a paper must cover a certain angle of a general problem; the best way to find 

this angle is to start from a broad idea and identify an aspect whose study and analysis match the 

requirements of the work to be submitted (time, space and content). In other words, the transition 

from general to specific (and knowing when to stop). 

Developing a topic requires flexibility. If, after identifying it, the first searches are not 

successful, then the topic may need to be adjusted. Too many documents suggest that the research 

 
2Bernard  Pochet et al.,  Documentary methodology: research, consult, write in the Internet age, Brussels, Belgium, 

De Boeck, 2005 
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has been too extensive: adding a concept helps to narrow it down. On the other hand, a search 

dictated by a topic that is too specific can give few results: in this case, it is advisable to choose a 

less specific concept to get more results, then reorient the search. A broad search should not be 

seen as an obstacle, as from a more or less extensive set of documents it is possible to identify the 

relevant ones and at the same time specify the subject. 

Documentary research requires patience. When the first attempts do not give the desired 

results, it is best to analyze the strategy, understand why these are the results that have been 

obtained and see if they can not lead to those that are sought. By going through some of these 

results and observing the “topics” that describe them, we can understand how they correspond to 

the research topic and whether there is one or more that could help us. By approaching research 

from different angles, we have the chance to get the best results. 

Translating concepts into keywords 

Doing a search in a library catalog or in a database is equivalent to asking these tools to 

find the records of the documents (or their references) that correspond to the submitted terms (then 

we are talking about a query). Each document listed in these search tools is described, and its 

content is summarized using several terms that list the topics covered. To standardize the set of 

terms used to describe documents and thus avoid a multiplication of terms to designate the same 

subject, information specialists have designed controlled vocabularies that ensure that a concept is 

designated by a single term in all records in the catalog, or Database. 

To conduct research, it is important to translate the concepts of the research topic into 

relevant keywords. It is very likely that a concept corresponds to several keywords. It is smart to 

note the synonyms of concepts, because it is a safe bet that if a word does not refer to a valid 

descriptor, one of its synonyms will be appropriate. Therefore, it is recommended at this stage (and 

at any time) to have a dictionary of synonyms at hand. Controlled vocabularies are also designed 

so that, in indexes, unchecked synonyms are accompanied by a reference to the standardized term. 

In order to obtain the most relevant and complete documentation, it is necessary to orient 

the research from different angles. The identified concepts may have different relationships with 

each other, which is reflected in the documentation. Depending on the special angle to be given to 

the work, documents will be required that will deepen in particular one or more links. This is why 

your search strategy will need to consider these different links. 

To search using multiple keywords, they must be related. 

Defining documentary needs3 

Once the topic has been formulated, its concepts have been identified, translated into 

keywords, before starting the actual research, the types of documents that are most likely to be 

useful and provide the best results will be determined. It is not enough, in fact, to know what to 

look for and how, it is necessary to know in what form what is being sought. 

If the subject of the research is related to current events, periodicals, especially dailies and 

magazines, will provide recent and abundant information, but of a journalistic rather than a 

 
3 Catherine, Duffau, François-Xavier, André I enter college: methods of university work in letters, languages, arts and 

human sciences, Paris, France, Presses Sorbonne Nouvelle, DL 2013 
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scientific nature. They should not be neglected when the subject is too recent for scientific articles 

or monographs (ie books) to have been dedicated to it, but scientific information should 

complement it. 

Monographs, which take longer to write and edit, generally provide less recent, but more 

scientifically reliable and complete information. They are most often the result of long-term 

reflection and aim to make a significant contribution in a given area. They are the tools of choice 

to reflect on substantive issues or to benefit from an in-depth view on a given topic. They often 

provide bibliographies that can be useful for research. 

Scientific articles generally report small-scale research or the intermediate results of more 

ambitious research. Although it is likely that this information will evolve for publication in the 

form of a monograph, it still has the advantage of being recent and validated by colleagues, ie 

specialists in the field studied. 

These types of documents are complementary: they are very likely to be used in turn during 

a paper. You just have to keep in mind that each of them responds to different needs and plays a 

different role depending on the research strategy developed. 

By knowing the nature of the documents most likely to provide the desired information, 

the chances of conducting a sterile search decrease considerably in favor of the relevance of the 

documents found. 

Documentary research methodology4 

Documentary research methodology is the set of steps that make it possible to search, 

identify and find documents related to a topic by developing a search strategy. 

In a context of information overabundance and diversity of its supports, the processes of 

documentary research and information validation require the application of an efficient 

methodology. 

There are different methods of defining a good documentary research strategy that are 

always based on a few key principles, which we will present in turn5. 

1) Prepare your research 

2) Select the sources of information 

3) Search and locate documents 

4) Evaluate the quality and relevance of the sources 

5) Set up a documentary clock 

The objectives of the methodology 

The aim of a good research methodology is to facilitate the production of academic papers 

that combine documentary richness with scientific rigor. 

Research purposes 

Preliminary questions: 

1. What is the nature of the work to be done? 

● presentation, dissertation, article, study report, etc. 

 
4 Bernard  Pochet et al.,  Op. cit. p 45. 
5 http://www.bibliotheques.uqam.ca/infosphere/fichiers_communs/feuilles_travail/feuille2.pdf 
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2. What is the expected level of information? 

● basic information: one or two books and an encyclopedia will suffice 

● more in-depth or more developed information: access articles from periodicals, 

conferences, reports, theses, standards, etc. 

3. What is the nature of the information sought? 

● evolutions on a subject, statistical data, technical diagrams, etc. 

4. How current is the information sought? 

● from archive documents to the latest known research results. 

Principle: The transition from general to private 

It is about questioning the subject in all its dimensions, formulating it in a short sentence, 

to select important concepts and search for synonyms. 

This step should make it possible to discuss the issue, identify documentation needs and 

select the concepts / keywords needed to query the documentary sources. 

1. Preparation for the actual research 

To clarify the subject and understand it globally, you can consult documents that provide 

an overview of the problem. 

1.1 Defining the subject 

Prior knowledge and personal interests in the subject, as well as relevance, are key elements 

that should guide the choice. 

Choice of subject 

The first documentary approach 

At this stage, the documentation used will mainly target dictionaries and encyclopedias 

(paper or online), textbooks or review articles. 

It may be helpful to write a list of the various aspects of the problem that arise during this 

initial research, as well as a list of points that are already ideas. 

1.1 Defining the subject6 

What types of documents? 

Recommendations for defining the topic by answering questions; 

1.2 Defining the subject 

WHO? = Who are the actors, the people involved? 

What the ? = What are the issues of interest? 

When? = What is the period in question? 

Where? = Is the subject limited to a specific geographical area? 

How? = What approaches or views should be considered? (historical, sociological, 

economic, political, etc.) 

Why ? = How important is the topic in the current context? 

1.2 Framing the subject 

The topic should be expressed in a short sentence, if possible in the form of a question and 

using meaningful terms. This statement should be as specific as possible. 

 
6 http://www.bibliotheques.uqam.ca/InfoSphere/sciences_humanes/index.html 
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Each term of the statement is important and will correspond to concepts / keywords that 

will be used to develop the research equations. 

Key concepts7 

It is recommended that each concept look for one or more synonyms or associated terms, 

as well as their translation into English. 

At the end of this stage, two types of difficulties can arise: 

Narrowing or expanding the subject 

Difficulty no. 1: the subject is too general, too broad. 

Major risks: 

- overabundance of documentation 

- Treat the subject in a superficial way, wanting to be exhaustive 

Difficulty no. 2: the subject is too precise, too narrow. 

Narrow or expand the subject 

Placing the topic in a broader context will allow you to address aspects of the problem that 

you would not have thought of at first and thus broaden its scope. 

Major risks: 

- Very difficult to process 

- Difficulty in locating the documentation 

- Several sources should be consulted. 
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