Introduction

In postgraduate research, a rescarch design is a working document that may be the
sutcome of courses in research methodology and metheds, and the dialogue
ctween student and supervisor/adviser. Tt should be the constant point of refer-
ce and guide throughout the research. If it is necessary to make changes as the

Preparing Research Proposals escarch proceeds, or f it s necessary 10 allow some clemens of he recare

{esign to evolve in the course of the research, this will happen in the context of the

a n d R e S e a r. h D 0 ni iall set of research design decisionsl. Amendments will need to achieve the same
C eS I g n S consistency between the research design elements.

‘Before proceeding to outline the requirements for research proposals and
research designs, I must point out that [ am trying not to be prescriptive (although
J certainly am with my own students!). Rather, I offer two frameworks that will
1o doubt need to be adapted to local requirements and practices. In some situa-
ons, maybe only one document is required; in other situations, the distinctions
stween them may be drawn differently. My purpose is to identify the many
elements that should be considered, and about which decisions may need to be
made, in planning social research.

Depending on its purpose, the research proposal can be prepared in a number
of versions. It also differs from the research design in a number of respects:
some information may be in a different form, and it may need some additional
information. The research proposal may be less technical than the research design,
: it that it may not include all the details of the decisions and justifications refated
Introduction _ to each design element. When the research proposal is intended for public
presentation, it may include more details on the background to the research
The ultimate'purpose in exploring the issues and processes covered in the follow- problem, including how it arose and the current state of knowledge on it.
ing chapters is to facilitate the preparation of a detailed research design. In order Hence, it s likely to be a longer and a more discursive document than the research
to understand these processes, I shall begin by setting out some cuidelines for the ' design. On the other hand, an application to a committee for approval of the
structure and content of both a research proposal and a research de sign. ' project may be much briefer, and may emphasize the justification for the research

It. is first necessary to distinguish between research proposals and research v and the more technical aspects of data sources, collection and analysis. An
des’g”-“- While there is considerable overlap between their requirements, the application for research funds may be similar to an approval version, but will
are intended for different audiences. There s also likely to be a sequm;ce tg usnally require a detailed budget and justification for the various categories of
their development; the latter can provide a basis for the former expenditure.

The research proposal may be used for: ’ Two important points need to be made at this stage. The first concerns the
‘ . ‘common view that social research consists of a set of linear stages. These stages
‘e maki.n.g public presentations and receiving feedback; commonly include the formulation of the problem, the statement of hypotheses,
o obt.?urung official approval from the appropriate university authorities for the " the development of measuring instruments (e.g. an attitude scale or a guestion-
. projectto proceed, including the endorsement of a human ethics committee: and naire), the selection of a sample, the collection of the data, the analysis of the data,
- ® applying for research grants. ’ - and the preparation of the report (see e.g. Babbie 1992; Bailey 1994; Kumar
| The research design is a mo haical doc 1996?. I be!ieveT that such co.ncep.tions are not only much too simplistic, but are
' The decisions that seed 1o ’ re tzc mcaill ocument than the research Prfjposal' also inappropriate for certain kinds of research. In much the same way, the

S0 after S exploratore ma 16(: z;lt the beginning of the research project, or proces‘s‘of demgnlmg social resear.ch may also l?e represented as a hr?ear sequence

related and evaluatal, The ay work has been completed, are stated, justified, of'decwlons. While some of the.dlagrarr.ls used in this bo.ok could be mterpret.ed in

: lm is to: this way, I want to stress that, in practice, the preparation of a research design is
likely to involve many iterations, and is a cyclical rather than a linear process.
= ' . Because the elements of a design must be intimately related, the process of making
decisions about any of them will have an impact on other decisions. For example,
early decisions may need to be reviewed and changed in the light of problems
encountered in making later decisions, and decisions may need to be changed

A rese_czrclh' prf)posal is intended to convince the reader that the proposed
wark is significant, relevant, and interesting; that the design of the study is

' sound; and that the researcher is capable of suce I 7
study. (Marshall and Rossman l995)p / essuly conducting the

i
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make these decisions explicit;
spell out why they have been made;

ensure that they are consistent with each other; and

[
1
|
i
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‘i allow for critical evaluation,
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the design is reviewed for consistency. In short, a complex proces
ed to make the various decisions compatible. ’
e:secq_r_ld point is concerned with the view that all research design decision
ould: be made before the research begins in carnest. 1 will argue that o
ff]‘l) should be made to do this. The discipline of having to confror%t the decizr((:r

eeds to be tempered with somé practicalities. It is necessary to recogniz

~'projects, what is learnt in one stage of the research will help to determine wha

may have this character. In other research projects, some exploratory and develop

while it 1s important to striv i i

: ¢ for the ideal, the realities i j
be taken into consideration. ’ ot pasticular project must

It is i ) . .
- rllsg Igl ;vft:slflalc?ilﬂ];?IO]fac:sh that are concerned with theory generation rather than

ex1buity i the research design is certai
' ertainly necessary. In th
fostin g y y. In these cases
the bzs:gsré 511:15/ need to evolve as the research proceeds. Nevertheless, this shoulci
o e dseiiiiicus.e for sl?ppy designing at the beginning, or for not dealing
s rigorously, as they need to be made. T beli in thi
with A : made. I believe that in this
dev: glzl:()ir:;l;tg] tylze i?f ;esearch, no harm is done by trying to think through the
ns at the beginning, and then bein .

it e , g prepared to amend them at the

Lt is inevi . At e
reseai:}rlie(;:ngie that research }fr()]ects will differ in the time needed to prepare the

1g1; some research topics are just
be vonturine oo : e just more complex than others, or may
relatively uncharted terri i ,
_ ritory. Hence, the tim d eff
required to produce a research desien i , ‘4 reseascher
esign is usually much greater wh
required to ally en a researcher
a pm[}\égetct frgl_rnhscratch, rather than by joining a research team or by picking
o which someone else has alread ignifi '

y made a significant contribution. T
seems to be emocs that
seems [0 ar: ‘:;)gl:iog feature of postgraduate research in the social sciences that

cted to, or wish to, define and devel i of
prucents 1o, , nd develop their own project.
demancii inm;{;dtl;? design stage of postgraduate social science research is n]mre
demand IE and ime-consuming than it appears to be in the natural and physical
science . ¢ latter dlsczplmf:s, students usually become part of a research team
ake a contribution to their supervisor’s research programme. ,

Research Proposals

Given the tw i =
Given the tu 0t (;:ommon fupctlont? of a research propesal, obtaining approval for
proceed, including obtaining clearance from a human ethics

COlIlmit tee ai ld appl y 1" fOl‘ E i
! €sear [1 1
o . g arc f‘ul’ldS, 18 preparatl()l'l nee dS to be takell

_ ber_aiﬁaacl[ in ;chle long run. To avoid doing this could mean losing control of
esearch and, ultimately, failure to complete it satisfactorily. However, thi .'
3

:_-;hg‘t resjar‘ch desll)gns differ in Fhe extent to which it is possible to finalize all the
- design decisions before the major stages of a project commence. In some research

- will be done in a later stage. Some research projects that use qualitative methods

mer}tal WO{:lf may be required in order to be able to make important h
design decisions. In fact, to fail to do this may jeopardize tl[')le ro'ercise'?}f' .
exploratory worif will usually occur at the beginning, but may havepto ]be : d .
taken later, particularly if unanticipated problems :;re encountered Thelirioi: :-
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tion of a proposal is not some arbitrary task imposed by authority; it
“student’s interest to be as clear as possible about what he or she is going
5. A proposal should be the result of careful thought, and several drafts
{d be prepared and discussed before the final product is submitted. (Preece

srepara

he purpose of the proposal is to ensure that the research is well designed

cets the requirements of the discipline and/or the institution in which it

Le undertaken. Tt should communicate clearly and concisely what is to be

Jied, why it is being studied, and how the research will be conducted. The

ails of the design of the research are likely to receive close scrutiny. It is also an

Jortunity for students to receive some feedback and advice from a wider

ence than their supervisor(s)/adviser(s). While this feedback is not always

jpathetic, and may produce confusing and conflicting recommendations, it is

ertheless very useful for a project to be subjected to such an examination
efore it proceeds.

The research funding proposal has a different purpose. Tt is designed to per-
.de a funding body that the project is worthy of financial support. Committees
hat are set up for such purposes will look closely at the aims and justification of
¢ research, at whether the design is sensible and feasible, at the budget details
nd the justification for each item, and at whether the project can be completed
ith the available resources and in the time allocated. In short, this is a rather
ifferent audience to the one involved in obtaining academic approval, Hence two
ersions of the research proposal may be required. :

~As the requirements for these and other versions of a research proposal vary
onsiderably in terms of their purpose and local requirements, no attempt will be
‘made here to provide models of each type. Rather, I shall set out a range of
eadings, a selection of which will be relevant to most types of research proposals.
© I have chosen to discuss the requirements for the research proposal before those
‘for the research design, as the former tends to be more comprehensive while the
latter goes into greater detail on a more limited range of topics. Some sections are
common to both, some are the same but are given a different emphasis, while

others are specific to only one version.
All or most of the following sections are typical of research proposals.

o
Title .

The title of a research project needs to be both concise and informative. It should

capture the essence of what the project will be about and where and with whom it

: will be conducted. It is sometimes useful to divide the statement of the topic into

. two parts: the first part can refer to the issue under investigation; and the second
spart can locate the study. (See chapter 8 and the Appendix for examples of the

! wording of research topics.)

| What follows should not be read as advice on how to prepare applications for research grants.
Numerous books have been written on this. Rather, the purpose is to improve the quality of research by

improving the quality of design and planning.
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:Statement of the topiclproblem

s !The" topic or problem is the intellectual puzzle that the researcher wants to explore

%reference to some literature, such as reports of previous research in the field and
‘related areas, both academic and non-academic, theoretical discussions, official
. statistics, and, perhaps, newspaper articles. It might be informed by the findings of
“exploratory research that has already been undertaken.

A research design may set out with more than one problem or a related set
of puzzles. As the work on the design proceeds, the one to be investigated
should become clear. To recapitulate, a research proposal is the product of a
developmental process. It is likely to involve a number of iterations before all
the choices are made and it becomes coherent. In many research projects, the
Erobledrr; is likely to be refined in the course of the research (see chapter 2, ‘Getting

tarted’).

' Aims and significance |

! It is important to state what the research is designed to achieve; what it is intended
“to contribute to the state of knowledge in a discipline or disciplines, to some
* group, organization or community, or to the society as a whole. Most social
research projects will contribute to one or more of the following:

the development of a particular area of theory or methodology;

the collection or accumulation of a new body of information or data;
the development of research methods or techniques;

knowledge about or understanding of an issue or problem; and/or
policy and practice in a particular area.?

¢ & & @ 9

It is also useful to state such aims in a manner that will make it possible to
assess whether, or to what extent, they have been achieved at the end of the
research

/ The statement of aims is normally accompanied by some justification for pursu-

i ing them, i.e. why the topic is worth studying. All social research requires the use of

;_resources, even if it is just the researcher’s own time. In the context of postgraduate
research, students may need to pay fees, and the university will devote considerable
resources to supporting such students. As research resources are scarce, their
allocation needs to be husbanded. Funding bodies will certainly want to know
what contributions a study is likely to make. This is not to suggest that all research
must be able to make immediate contributions tO‘ as of priority established by
public and/or private interests. However, some good reasons for doing it should be
articulated, even if it is just to satisfy the researchet’ curiosity.-

2
This list comes from the British Economic and Sacial Research Council application form for research
funds. Similar Ests will be found in other such documents.

| The statement will normally consist of a few paragraphs that present a concise
: description of the nature of the problem to be investigated. This will usually require

Research Proposals

Some versions of the research proposal will normally require a discussion of how the
esearch problem has arisen, who views it as a problem, evidence for its existence,
¢ context in which it occurs and who are the stakeholders. In more theoretical
esearch, it may be necessary to specify where the gap in knowledge exists and why it
eeds to be bridged. In short, a concise review of some of the literature will connect
he proposed project with the existing state of knowledge.
" In my experience, there is a tendency among postgraduate students to devote
most of their proposal to a review of the literature. This may include erudite
iscussions of the ideas of a favourite or fashionable theorist. However, the con-
- siection between such discussions and the research project are often not very clear,
"herefore, this version of the literature review, unlike thatin the thesis itself, should
e very concise, although its length will no doubt depend on the type of research
being planned and local requirements.

|Research plan and methods .

"The main aim of this section is to communicate, both to experts in the field and to
Tay audiences, from where and how the data will be collected, and how it will be
alysed. What is needed is an outline of the way in which the research will -
‘be conducted. The research design is invaluable for the preparation of this section
of the proposal. It will have dealt in detail with all the research design decisions
'about the sources, types and forms of data needed to answer the research ques-
ions, the method of selecting the data (including sampling design), and the
“methods of collecting, reducing and analysing the data. If these research design
“decisions have been made carefully, then summarizing them for the research
roposal should be straightforward. The components of this section of the
“research proposal will be dealt with in more detail in the discussion on the
“tequirements of a research design.

The research questions that are to be investigated should also appear in this
ection, If appropriate, any related hypotheses should be stated and their sources
Rndlcated In some types of research, it may be necessary to discuss how research
_instruments will be developed. For example if an attitude scale is required, and if
" no existing scale is suitable, an explanation should be given as to how existing
scales might be adapted and supplemented, or a new one constructed. In addition,
“there needs to be a discussion of how its relevance to this particular population or
“sample will be established, including pre-testing and/or post-testing for unidimen-
sionality or multidimensionality. Similarly, proposed pilot studies should be out-
& lined and their purposes clearly stated.

Budget

Regardless of whether the project is receiving support from a funding agency, 2
budget is normally required to indicate what funds are needed and how they will
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s are expected to be and how they will be covered. In the case
plication for a research grant is to be made, a detailed budget is
normally required. The following headings are standard:

el (e:goresearch-assistance, interviewers, coders, data analysts, inger:
transcribers);

squif ent {major items such as computing, audio recording and transcribing
pment);

smaintenance {day-to-day running expenses such as stationery, telephone,
_photocopying, computer disks, audio cassettes, interlibrary loans and purchase
-of reports);

- travel and subsistence {to research sites, for interviewing, ot to libraries); and

o publication and presentation expenses (preparation of the report, printing,
graphics, etc.).

Justification of the budget

Applications for research grants normally require a justification for the need and
the amount for each item in the budget. Some research funds require the budget
items to be prioritized, thus forcing the researcher to be very clear about their
relative importance for the successful completion of the project. Where equipment
(e.g. computers, software and cassette recorders) and other resources {e.g. per-
sonnel for data entry) are already available, and can be used on the project, these
should be noted. Bodies that fund academic research usually expect that some
costs {e.g. office space and furniture, and some basic equipment) will be covered
by the university or research centre in which the researcher is located.

Budget items need to match the details of the research design. For example, if
200 interviews are to be conducted in dispersed locations, then realistic costing
of these is necessary, in terms of equipment and consumables, interviewers’ time
for the interviews and travel to the sites, as well as the cost of travelling. It is here
that the flaws in the research design and planning can become evident.

Timetable

In order to ensure that a research project is manageable and doable, it is useful to
plan the duration of cach of the compaonents and stages within the time-frame
allocated to it. The major components commonly include the following: prepara-
tion of the research design; review of the Iiterature; selection of data sources
(including sampling); development of the research instruments; collection of the
data; analysis of the data; and writing the thesis/report; However, the components
will need to be modified, depending on the nature of the research. In the case of
research grants, the literature review and research design stages are assumed to
have been completed before the application is prepared” The same applies in those
universities that require a detailed research proposal to be prepared before a
candidate is accepted into the programme. Where the development of the research

postgraduate research costs money, it may be useful to anticip-

esign follows acceptance for candidature, it is desirable to include all stages, even
if retrospectively, as the clock will have been running since the time of acceptance,
_These components can overfap in time (e.g. the research design and literature
review, or data collection and analysis), and some may occur at more than one
me (e.g. the literature review) or extend over much of the life of the project (e.g.
writing drafts). While it is difficult to be precise about how long each component
will take, a realistic estimate should be made. This will help to reveal whether the
oject as planoed can be completed within the time limits, and whether the
orkload is manageable in each time period. It is useful to do this diagrammat-
ally in terms of a time line for each component.

One component that is usually underestimated is the writing. A good thesis
needs many drafts (at least three in my opinion)}. If insufficient time is allowed for
redrafting at the end, a poor product is likely to be the result. Writing can casily
take between a third and a half of the total time, and will certainly take at least a
quarter.

- Some research grant bodies require the specification of definite ‘milestones’
o that progress can be checked. In these cases, the anticipated completion date
for the major research stages (e.g. data collection) would need to be stated. If a
project runs over an extended period, for example, two or three years, progress
reports may be required at regular intervals. The work actually completed by a
particular date can then be compared with the anticipated date in the pro-
posal. Discrepancies may need to be satisfactorily accounted for if funding is to
continue. I believe the same practice is desirable in postgraduate research
programrmes,

Expected outcomes or benefits

It has become a common practice, particularly in publicly funded research, for the
anticipated benefits to be stated.? Traditionally, academic research has been about
the pursuit of knowledge, the real benefits of which are to be left to posterity to
~ determine. However, in this age of economic rationalism, even academic research
' may be expected to make some reasonably direct and useful contribution to some
-~ field of high priority in the public or private sectors. In the case of applied and
policy research, someone other than the researcher may determine the expected
outcome. If research grant bodies have their agenda and priorities, an application
would need to address these.

Ethical issues

Most social research involves intervention in some aspects of social life. There is
always a risk that even asking someone quite innocent questions could be dis-
turbing to that person. It has therefore become normal practice for the ethical
implications of a social research project to be made explicit, together with the

7 This may be included in the ‘Aims and significance” section as it follows logically from its specifica-
tions.




“will be assured, as well as assuring them that the information they provide will be

"any stage. Judgements have to be made about what is reasonable and appropriate;

does not mean that consideration of ethical issues can be avoided. Most textbooks
on social research methods now have chapters on research ethics (see e.g. de Vaus
1995 and Neuman 1997),

It is important to note that ethical issues are not the same as the practical
problems that the researcher expects to encounter.” The latter are dealt with in the
next section. However, finding appropriate ways of dealing with the ethical
aspects of a project can create practical problems. For example, the need to
inform potential interviewees about the nature of a project may increase the
refusal rate and, hence, threaten the researcher’ ability to produce useful results.

Problems and limitations

An important step in the preparation of a research proposal is to stand back and
evaluate it. First, it is useful to state what problems are likely to be encountered
and how they will be dealt with. These will include both practical and theo-
retical problems, such as getting the co-operation of respondents, or knowing
what further case studies will be required after the first one. The problems listed
here should only be those that cannot be resolved at the design stage. For example,
getting permission to use a list of names and addresses, or getting access to
the research site, are matters that cannot be left to chance after the research
commences.

Secondly, itis a good idea for the researcher to make an explicit assessment of the
particular strengths and weaknesses of the research design. All projects have their
secure and predictable aspects as well as their less secure and uncertain parts. In
addition, those parts of the design that require further development as the research
proceeds can be identified. If this assessment is dong:conscientiously, the researcher
should be in a position to anticipate possible probleins before they arise, rather than
inadvertently ending up down a blind alley or failmg in a great hole,

4 . L . . L. . . .
I mention this point out of exasperation at the number of occasions, in spite of clear instructions, in
which this confasion occurs,

d independent research organizations, it may be mandatory for every
socia research project to be cons1dered and approved by a human ethics comrmt-ﬁ

"he major ethical issue in most social research is related to the treatment of:
- respondents or participants. Procedures need to be in place to provide:
them with adequate information about the nature of the project, what is expected
“of them, how the research procedures might affect them and how their anonymity.

treated in confidence, and that they have the right to withdraw from the process at

and informed consent should be obtained, preferably in writing if possible. For a-
great deal of social research, there are few, if any, ethical problems. However, this

F.
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ve noticed that some students are reluctant to expose the weakness of their
e ch design for fear that their work will be judged as being inadequate. The

s is in fact the case. Lack of awareness of both the strengths and weaknesses
esearch design can be interpreted as indicating a shallow understanding of

munication of findings

been argued that one criterion that scientific research should satisfy is that it
ild be made public. It can be argued that researchers have a responsibility to
ninitnicate their findings 1o people who can benefit from them. How this is to be
one should be considered as part of the research proposal. Research grant admin-
trators may be keen to know how the researcher plans to do this, and they may be
‘to cover or contribute to the costs. However, the onus is also on thesis
ers to consider ways of making the results of their research known to a wider
ence than just those who read theses in university libraries. Following the
mpletion of a thesis, some universities have a requirement that students make a
blic presentation to the university community and, perhaps, selected outside
;. Of course, traditional methods include conference presentations, journal
rticles and books. Some research lends itself to reporting in the media, such as
wspapers and magazines. There are now other possibilities in this electronic age.
e kinds of research, such as applied, commissioned or sponsored research,
have more limited, in some cases even restricted, audiences. However,
plied researchers might want to insist on retaining the right to publish at least
orie of the findings themselves before accepting such commissions.

Research Designs

Inlike a research proposal, a research design is usually not a public document and
y be seen by only a few people close to the researcher. It is an integrated
tement of and justification for the more technical decisions involved in plan-
ing a research project. Ideally, designing social research is the process of making
Il decisions related to the research project before they are carried out. This
volves anticipating all aspects of the research, then planning for them to occur
n an integrated manner. Designing a research project is the way in which control
- achieved.

" To design is to plan; that is, design is the process of making decisions before the
situation arises in which the decision has to be carried out. [t is a process of deliberate
anticipation directed toward bringing an expected situation under control....Tf,
before we conduct an inquiry, we anticipate each research problem and decide
what to do before-hand, then we increase our chances for controlling the research
procedure. (Ackoff 1953: 5)

This process is analogous to the activities of an architect in designing a building:
it involves recording, relating and then evaluating the decisions that need to be



lesign, i requlred Des;gnmg social research involves the same processes.
I warticular it is necessary to make sure that individual design decisions are
consistent and fit together. These decisions then need to be evaluated critically,
and. to do this, the design decisions need to be made explicit. This book is about

- following framework is presented as an example of what the structure of a

“how to achieve this.
““The components of a research design can be organized in many ways. The

" research design might look like. (Examples of four different research designs are
presented in chapter 8.)

“:_:Titfe

The requirements are the same as for the research proposal.

While it is useful to have a clear statement of the topic at the beginning of the
research design process, this is not always possible. Not only is the nature of
the research likely to be clarified during the course of preparing the research
design, but also the best title may not emerge until after the research is completed.
Therefore, it is unwise to waste time at the beginning trying to get the wording of
the topic perfect. As we shall see, it is better to concentrate on preparing the
research questions and other elements of the design, and then come back to
the wording of the title later.

Statement of the topic/proble:.n'

The requirements here are also the same as for the research proposal.

While it is important to try to get the ideas on the topic clear as soon as possible,
as with the title, it is unlikely that a precise statement can be formulated at the
beginning of the design process. It is more likely to evolve as the design develops
and may only become clear towards the end of the process. In addition, it is often
necessary to make changes to the topic as the research proceeds (see chapter 2,
‘Getting Started’).

Motives and goals -
The research design is the place where a researcher’s personal motives and
goals for undertaking the research can be statcd Academic researchers, incliding
postgraduate students, will have personal reasons. both for doing research at
all, and for choosing a particular topic. Making these motives and goals explicit
is a useful exercise and is often quite revealing. Personal reasons might
include satisfying curiosity, solving a personal problem, achieving a credential
or pursuing career goals. In addition, a researcher ifay have other more public or
altruistic reasons, such as making a contribution to knowledge in a discipline,

solving some soc:al problem, or contributing to some organization or sector of
society.

Research Designs

Research questions and objectives .

Research questions constitute the most important element of any research design.

is to the answering of them that the research activities are directed. Decisions
ut all other aspects of the research design are contingent on their contribution
to- answering the research questions. In many ways, the formulation of research
questions is the real starting-point in the preparation of a research design.

. Research questions are essential and need to be stated clearly and concisely.”
They can be reduced to three main types: ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. It is
important to distinguish between these types of questions as they are related to
different research objectives. In general, ‘what’ questions seek descriptions, ‘why’

~ questions seek explanations or understanding and ‘how’ questions are concerned

with interventions to bring about change

It may be useful to separate major research questions from secondary or
ubsidiary questions. The latter are either related to the background and context
of the research, or help to elaborate the major questions. Major research questions
presuppose other questions; they can sometimes also be broken down into a series

‘of questions.

It is not necessary to state aims in a research design. They were included in the
guidelines for a research proposal as it is intended for public consumption; stating

“aims is a useful way of communicating what the research is about. Instead, in a
“research design, consideration might be given to listing research objectives. These
.are defined in a more technical way than research aims and specify what the

research is intended to achieve: it may be to ‘explore’, ‘describe’, ‘explain’,
‘understand’, ‘predict’, ‘change’, ‘evaluate’ or ‘assess the social impact of’ some

' aspect(s) of the phenomenon under investigation. Such objectives help to define

the scope of the study, and, together with the research questions, provide a clear
direction.

I consider it to be acceptable to simply present the research questions and not to
state research objectives. However, the reverse is not. In many ways, research
questions state the ideas contained in the research objectives in a different way.
While it is possible that research questions will emerge before the objectives, in my
experience working with them together has many benefits. The interplay between
the requirements of each helps to sharpen and clarify both.

Tt is important not to confuse research objectives with the activities that are
required to undertake the research. I have frequently encountered statements .
which say that the research will: ‘review the literature’, ‘obtain documents related |
to...%, ‘design a questionnaire’, ‘select a sample’, or ‘collect data related to.
Such a list is unnecessary, as these details will be covered in other sections of the -
research design (see chapter 3). )

- Review the literature

A research design should include a brief literature review. Its major function is to
link the proposed research with the current state of relevant knowledge. Many

23



24 Preparing Research Proposals and Designs

areas of literature may need to be examined, for example, to provide the back-
ground and justification for the research; and to select theory, research strategies

and methods.- However, this section of the research design will normally be

confined to indicating clearly what is known with regard to each of the research
questions, on the basis of previous research, or what could be anticipated in the
Tight of existing ‘social theory. In the case of research for a thesis, a longer version

will néed to be produced and will probably become a chapter. Work on this will :

usually continue throughout the duration of the research. However, only a sum-
mary is normally included here.

The research questions can provide the framework for both this brief review -

and the chapter in the thesis; they determine the boundaries of what is relevant.
Literature that is unrelated to a research question need not be included. Using this
device can save endless hours of directionless activity in libraries.
i Of course, consulting previous research and relevant theory may have inspired
. the project in the first place, or it may need to be consulted to define the topic and
- develop the research questions. In addition, the language used to define and
- discuss the research problem, and the key concepts that are used, are likely to
- be drawn from some theoretical perspective, the work of a particular theorist or a
. research programme.
" Another purpose of the literature review is to find possible answers to research
questions, particularly “why’ questions. In other words, we may need to. Search for
possible hypotheses. If hypotheses are considered to be necessary, ideally they
should be derived from a theory, either an existing one that will be included in the
literature review {and mighe later form the basis of a separate theory chapter}, or
one that the researcher has constructed for the research in hand. The latter will
normally modify an existing theory, or integrate ideas from a number of them.
There is always the remote possibility that the review of the literature will reveal
that answers to all or some of the research questions are already available and that
the research project is, therefore, unnecessary, Another topic will then have to be
selected, For practical guides see Hart (1998) and Fink (1998), as well as books on
writing theses/dissertations (see chapter 3, ‘Research Questions and the Literature
Review’).

Research strategies'

Research strategies provide a logic, or a set of procedures, for answering research
questions, particularly ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions. However, there is not just one
way to do this. As the social sciences have developed, a number of views have
emerged on how this can be done. :

In my view, the choice of research strategy, or a combination of them, consti-
tutes the second most important research design decision. The reason for this is
that I believe knowledge can only be advanced in the social sciences by using one
or more of these research strategies (see Blaikie 1993a).

In brief, the four research strategies, the inductive, deductive, retroductive and
- abductive, provide distinctly different ways of answering research questions. They
present alternative starting- and concluding-points, and different sets of steps

between these points. The inductive research strategy starts with the collection of
data and then proceeds to derive generalizations using so- ~called inductive logic.
& aim is to determine the nature of the regularities, or networks of regularities,
in social life. Once these are established, they can be used to explain the occur-
rence of specific events by locating them within the pattern of established regu-
rities, This strategy is useful for answering ‘what’ questions but rather limited
ts capacity to answer ‘why’ questions.

The deductive research strategy adopts a very different starting-point. It is
parﬁcularly appropriate for the answering of ‘why’ questions. The strategy begins
l'some regularity that has been discoveréd and which begs an explanation. The
researcher has to find or formulate a possible explanation, a theoretical argument
for the existence of the behaviour or the social phenomenon under consideration.
The task is then to test that theory by deducing one or more hypotheses from it, and
then to collect appropriate data. Should the data match the theory, some support
will be provided for its continuing use, particularly if further tests produce similar
results. However, if the data do not match the theory, the theory must be either
nodified or rejected. Further testing of other candidate theories can then be under-
taken. Therefore, according to this research strategy, knowledge of the social world
is advanced by means of a trial and errorprocess. o
he retroductive research. strategy also starts with an observed regularicy but
"seeks a different type of explanatlon I this strategy, expla!natzon is achieved by

cing the observed regularity, To discover a structure or mechanism that has been
previously unknown, the researcher has to first construct a hypothetical model of
it; and then proceed to establish its existence. This may need to be done by
indirect methods, as the structure or mechanism may not be directly observable.
The search is for evidence of the consequences of its existence; should it exist,
certain events can be expected to occur. Retroduction uses creative imagination
and analogy to work back from data to an explanation.

The abductive research strategy has a very different logic to the other three. It is
sometimes described as involving induction, but this grossly underestimates the
- complexity of the task involved. The starting-point is the social world of the social
“actors being investigated: their construction of reality, their way of conceptual-
“izing and giving meaning to their social world, their tacit knowledge. This can
“ only be discovered from the accounts which social actors provide. Their reality,
- the way they have constructed and interpreted their activities together, is
embedded in their language. Hence, the researcher has to enter their world in
order to discover the motives and reasons that accompany social activities. The
task is then ro redescribe these motives and actions, and the situations in which
they occur, in the technical language of social scientific discourse. Individual
motives and actions have to be abstracted into typical motives for typical actions
in typical sitnations. These social scientific typifications provide an understanding

natoi’y accounts.

“While the advocates of each strategy claim superiority for their own, each also
has its critics, No strategy is without its faults or limitations. Because of their
deficiencies, researchers need to adopt a pragmatic attitude towards them.

Research Designs

of the activities, and may then become the ingredients in more systematic expla-
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A research design should include a brief description of the research strategy or can then be stated, its origins and relevance explained and, if appropriate, hypo-
strategies that have been selected, and justification for the selection in terms of its/ theses can be derived from it.
their appropriateness for the task, It is desirable to make explicit the ontological Hypotheses are tentative answers to research questions. They are frequently
and epistemological assumptions entailed in the choice of research strategy or stated in the form of a partlcular kind of relationship between two concepts.
strategies, as these have a bearing on how the use of the methods of data collection... sting them involves secing if the associated variables have the same relationship
and analysis will be interpreted {see chapters 4 and 7). hat predicted in the hypothesis. However, not all research questions, or all
arch projects, require hypotheses. They are particularly relevant to ‘why’
N . ; questlons and perhaps to some ‘how’ guestions, but they are pot relevant to
Concepts, theories, hypotheses and models ‘what’ questions. In addition, hypotheses are only relevant when research is about

theory testing, and they are not relevant when the concern is with theory devel-
Somewhere in a research design a discussion of concepts and theory is likely to be opment. The latter may use many tentative hypotheses in the trial and error
required. This may occur in a separate section (e.g. ‘Conceptual Framework’ or process of developing theoretical ideas to account for the data at hand, but

“Theoretical Model’}, or may be integrated in another section (e.g. ‘Literature these cannot be formulated at the research design stage.
Review’). Just what will be required, and how it will be handled, will depend on a Unless a researcher is testing an existing hypothesis, the formulation of good
number of things, including, particularly, the research strategy or strategies that __ypotheses requires a great deal of theoretical work. The testing of personal
are to be used. nches as hypotheses constitutes a much lower level of research activity and
All social research uses technical concepts; they form the special language of ShOUld therefore he avoided in good-quality research. Such hypotheses usually
every discipline. Technical concepts are required at the outset of the research make VCI.‘Y little contribution to the advancement of knowledge because they are
design process to state the topic and research questions. However, after this, the not well connected to the current state of knowledge. But let me repeat, hypo-
way they enter into the research process differs, depending on the research theses are more appropriate to some research strategies than others.
strategy that is adopted. Some research will set out with some key concepts, .- As with theory, the role of models in social research is a complex issue on which
perhaps even with a conceptual framework, and these concepts will become ere is a diversity of ideas and practices. ‘Model’ can refer to a conceptual
variables through the specification of procedures for measuring them. In other ramework, a hypothesized set of relationships between concepts, a hypothetical
research, only sensitizing concepts will be used at the outset. Technical concepts explanatory mechanism, or a method of organizing research results. It is not
will either emerge ont of an intense examination of lay concepts, or will be created ~uncommon to use ‘theory’ and ‘model’ interchangeably, or even in combination,
or borrowed to organize qualitative data. : for example in the phrase ‘theoretical model’. Add the notion of ‘modelling’, and
The manner in which theory enters into research is a matter of great contro- we have another range of activities and products to confuse the new researcher.
versy and confusion, particularly for novice researchers. A common criticism of . Some research strategies, particularly the deductive and retroductive, may
some research is that it is atheoretical, that it neither uses nor contributes to the ' require models to be developed at the outset. These may be conceptual models,
development of social theory. On the other hand, some researchers may wish to ' “theoretical models, or hypothetical models of causal mechanisms. Other research
argue that descriptive research does not need theory, that measuring variables and : _strategies, particularly the inductive, can introduce models at the data analysis
correlating them is a purely technical matter. However, I believe that it is impos- - - stage where they represent the patterns in the data in a simplified form. Famil-
sible to avoid using theory in research. Even descriptive studies that may be ~iarity with the research strategies will be required before this part of the research

concerned with just a few concepts cannot escape, as all concepts carry theoretical - design can be dealt with.
baggage with them. This section of the research design is likely to be the most difficult to complete.

Theory enters into social research in many ways. A social theory may be a - A broad understanding of the role of concepts, theories, hypotheses and models
source of a theoretical language or specific concepts, and of general theoretical : 1s required, and, possibly, a detailed knowledge of a range of theories (see
ideas or specific hypotheses. The four research strategies entail different views of chapter ).
what constitutes theory and how it enters into the research process. Focusing on '
these four views will help to reduce some of the complexity. The four research ' T
strategies also differ in terms of whether they set out with a theory to be tested, or ‘Data sources, types and forms
whether their aim is to produce a new theory, i.e. Wh her they are concerned with ) '
theory testing or theory generation. Rescarch that-is concerned with theory It is necessary to give consideration to the context or setting from which data
generation may require sensitizing concepts but néthypotheses. On the other will be collected, and to recognize the differences between them in terms of the
hand, research that is concerned with theory testing will require the researcher _ nature of the data that they can produce. Data can be collected from four main
to borrow or construct a theory before the research begins. In this case, it is types of sources, as well as from or about individuals, small groups and larger
desirable to at least do some worlk on this theory at the research design stage; it groups of many kinds. First, people can be studied in the context in which the
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activities of interest to the researcher occur, where people are going about their
everyday lives, in their natural social environment. For example, farmly interac-
tion may be studied in a home, or religious rituals in a temple. The size of the
social unit studied in this way can range from individuals and small groups,
through organizations and communities, to multinational bodies. These are
referred to as natural social settings.

Second a great deal of research studies people in semi-natural settings, when
they are not actually engaged in the activities of interest. For example, people may
be interviewed individually, or participate in discussions in focus groups, abous
the activities in which they engage in their natural settings. Sometimes data are
not particularly about a social setting at all, but may deal with the attitudes and
values of individuals. The third context is artificial settings. The classical form is
the experiment; focus groups, games and simulation research are similar.

Fourth, the wide range of data that do not come from people directly_are
usually referred to as social artefacts. "They are the traces or products_that
individuals and groups leave behind them, _d:rectly or indirectly, as a result of
activities in their natural settings. People in groups produce statistics and docu-
ments and keep records for a variety of purposes, and these may be of use to the
researcher. They may come out of natural settings, or be about activities in these
settings.

While a research project may draw on data from only one of these sources, the
use of a combination of them is common. The choice of data source will normally
be incidental to other research design decisions. It is included here to highlight the
need to be aware of the consequences of this decision in terms of the number of
steps that the researcher can be removed from where the relevant social activity
occurs.

At a more concrete level, decisions about data sources are contingent on the
rescarcher’s ability to access them. It is vital at the design stage to obtain the
approvals that are necessary from the relevant gatekeepers. This may involve
getting written permission from some authority to enter a natural setting (e.g.
school classrooms), to conduct interviews in a semi-natural setting {e.g. with
members of a work organization) or to get access to some records (e.g. case files
on welfare recipients). Of course, some forms of permission have to wait until the
time of data collection {e.g. individual interviews with householders).

Before the decision is made about what methods to use to collect and analyse
the data to be used to answer the research questions, it is useful to give considera-
tion to the type of data needed and the form in which the data are required. This
involves a number of related decisions, although these will not necessarily be
made in the order in which they are discussed here.

Three main types of data can be used in social research: primary, secondary
and tertiary. Primary data are ‘collected by the archer, secondary da
been collected by some other researcher and aféiused i their raw forrn, and
tertiary data are secondary data that have also been. analysed by someone else.
Hence, researchers may generate their own data directly from the people bemg
studied. Alternatively, it may be possible to use data produced by someone else,
either in the form of official government statistics, privately compiled statistics, or
data from a previous research project. Sometimes these data may be available
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“raw form, for example as a data matrix or as interview transcripts, or they
y have already been analysed and only be available in tabular or summary

epending on the natare of the research topic and the research questions, a
searcher may have little or no choice about the type of data that can be used.
owever, the critical issue is the distance of the researcher from the source of
data. Each type of data implies a different degree of control that a researcher has
sver the data to be used. The further the researcher is removed from the collection
process, the more difficult it is to judge the quality of the data and to ensure that
they are appropriate for the project. These matters need to be made explicit in the
search design, and the problems associated with the particular decisions, and
ethods for dealing with them, discussed.
‘Consideration should also be given to the form or forms in which the data will
be collected and analysed. The common distinction used for this is between
quantitative and qualitative data, between data in numbers or in words. However,
iis 1s not a simple distinction. Data may remain in one of these forms throughout
the research process, or they may be transformed from one to the other at later
ages. Data may start out as words, be manipulated soon after into numbers, may
analysed numerically, be reported in numbers, but then be interpreted in
ords. Alternatively, data may start out as words, and then be recorded, analysed
and reported as text. Research projects can use data in both forms and they can be
mbined in a variety of ways. In the case of quantitative data, the levels of
measurement, nominal, ordinal, interval or ratio, should be specified for each of
the variables to be used.
The reason why it is desirable to give consideration to this issue at the research
design stage is to ensure that the methods for collecting and analysing data are
lected appropriately, and that the technology, mainly computer hardware and

software, is available (see chapter &, “Types of Data’, ‘Forms of Data’ and ‘Sources
of Data’).

Selection of data sources l

A critical stage in any research is the process of sclecting the people, events or
1tems from Wthh or about which the data will be collected This involves the

projects will collect data from the whole population; others will’ select only certain
members or items for study.

- Textbooks on social research methods usually discuss data selection in the form
.- of a review of methods of sampling, While data selection is a much broader topic
- than sampling, one or more sampling methods are frequently used in social
- research. This is true whether the study uses quantitative or qualitative methods
~ of data collection.

A series of research design decisions is involved in the selection of the data, The
first is whether'a whole population, however that is defined, will be studied or
whether only a segment will be used. If a segment is to be used, the second
decision is whethér the selection process should allow results to be used fo
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popul a_t_lo_ﬁ-_'”' om _“}hich it was drawn, i.e. will the selection process
7} or non-random (non-probability) methods? Probability

m and non-zero chance of being selected. In other words, every unit has
nce of being selected, and, if all units do not have the same chance of being
ted,’ the differences in these chances are known. Non-probability sampling
oes not satisfy this criterion. A number of selection methods are available within
cach category, and these methods can also be used singly or in combination {see
“chapter 6, ‘Populations and Samples’).

Whether samples are intended to represent the population, and how this can be
achieved, is a central design issue. However, a collection of people can be studied
as the result of a selection process that is not concerned with representativeness. In
other words, while random selection may be necessary for sample data to be used
to generalize to a population, other criteria of selection can be used, particularly
when the concern of the research is with theory generation.

Regardless of whether probability or non-probability sampling methods are to
be used, the method should be elaborated in detail and the choice of method(s)
justified. In addition, the source and size of the population or sample needs to be
determined and justified. If some other method of selection is to be used, such as

case studies, the procedures should be stated and also justified (see chapter 6,
‘Selection of Data’).

"Data coffection and timing |

Collecting and analysing data are frequently regarded as the core activities in
social research. Novice researchers have a tendency to want to launch into data
co_ilection as soon as a research topic has been selected, for example, to get on
with constructing a questionnaire or start interviewing. If this book does nothing
else, I hope it will temper this practice and show that decisions about data
collect.ion and analysis must await many other considerations.

A wide array of quantitative and qualitative methods is available in the social
sciences, and there are countless books available on how to develop and use them.
They discuss a variety of types of observational methods, ranging from highly
stru'c'.cured to unstructured, and from a very detached position to a very involved
position. Similarly, many types of interviewing are reviewed, ranging from highly
structured to unstructured or in-depth methods, and including both individual
and group interviews. A range of methods for the content analysis of secondary

_data is also likely to be included.

The research design needs to specify clearly the method or methods to be used
to collect the data, It is extremely important in quantitative research to decide
before the research begins, how the data are to becollected and to do all that i;

. necessary to prepare for this. This may seem obviois, but it is not always taken
seriously. Just muddling through will not do. The sdine is true for many gualitat-
ive studies, aithough there will be exceptions where some of these decisions may
have to be made as the research proceeds. However, as 1 have argued earlier, this
should not be used as an excuse for avoiding careful planning, J

elects units or elements from a defined population such that each unit
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Tf gquantitative data are to be collected using an existing measuring instrument,
s'source should be stated and a copy should be attached. If a measuring instru-
ent needs to be developed, such as an attitude scale or a questionnaire, the
process by which this will occur, including any pre-testing and piloting of the
strument, needs to be outlined and justified. In the case of qualitative data, it is
inportant to indicate what method or methods will be used to generate and
record them and to state why these are considered to be the most appropriate.
The time{s} at which data are collected is a critical element in a research design.
ata can be collected at one point in time or at a series of points over time. One of
these points can be the present time, while others may have occurred in the past or
be planned for some time in the future. Decisions about timing will determine
hether the study is cross-sectional or longitudinal, retrospective or prospective
historical. Experimental research also involves the collection of data at differ-
&nt times. Hence, the role that the timing of data collection will play in the project
needs to be stated.

Data reduction and analysis :

he final core element of a research design is the specification and justification of
the methods to be used to reduce and analyse the data. Methods of data reduction
transform the raw data into a form in which they can be analysed. This may
ifvolve transforming qualitative data into quantitative data by some from of
numerical coding, or re-coding existing numerical data into different categories.
An example of the latter would be reducing the number of categories to be
used, and/or reordering the categories. Coding may also be used to organize
nd simplify data that have been collected in the guantitative form, for example
by the creation of indexes, scales, factors or clusters. Alternatively, when quali-
tative data are collected, the processes of reduction and analysis may be integrated
with data collection into a continuous and evolving process of theory con-
“struction. This will involve establishing categories and doing various kinds of
coding,

There is another important stage between data reduction and analysis. The data
- have to be organized in such a way that they can be transferred into an appro-
priate database for manipulation by computer. The relevant design decisions here
are who will do this and how the cost will be covered. Significant time and
expense can be involved in this process. With quantitative data, it is usually a
case of keying in responses to a questionnaire or structured interview. With some
kinds of qualitative data, it may be necessary to transcribe cassette recordings of
in-depth interviews and then format these for entry into a database. It has been
estimated that an experienced transcriber, with clear recordings, will take at least
three hours to do one hour of recorded interview.

Finally, we come to the choice of methods for analysing the data. If all the other
design decisions have been made carefully and consistently, the decisions about
the method of analysis should be straightforward. A variety of methods may need
to be used, depending on the type of research questions, objectives or hypotheses
being explored.




itative/qualitative distinction is most evident when techniques of daty
scussed. Quantitative methods can be used for producing descrip

stablishing associations, and, possibly, causal relationships between
‘hey can also be used for making inferences from the resuits produced

" meﬁt‘:th‘at has been used to collect the data, and perhaps the size of the sample.

~of abstraction {in words rather than numbers), and, more particularly, for theory
“generation. A number of techniques are now available for the latter analysis,
although they are still evolving. When data are in the form of text, the methods

data to locate patterns, describing the patterns, generating theories from the data,
and validating these theories. For both qualitative and guantitative analysis,

and their availability confirmed.

a computer program might be mentioned, but just how the data are to be prepared

data to the research questions, are often not mentioned.

Each method of data reduction and analysis selected should be identified,
briefly described and its use justified. The important point is that the decision
on methods of analysis needs to be made in conjunction with many other research
design decisions, and before the research commences. It can be fatal to wait until
after the data have been collected. Not only do the methods of analysis need to be
appropriate for the research questions, and also hypotheses if they are being used,
but they also need to match the methods of data collection. Hence, a critical issue
in research design is to achieve consistency between the type and form of the data,
the source of the data, its selection, and the methods of collection, reduction and
analysis. The possible combination of choices here can be overwhelming and
should be given very careful attention. Finally, the choice of all these methods
must make it possible to answer the research questions (see chapter 7)

Problems and limitations

As for the research proposal.

Conclusion

Having proposed possible structures and content f6¢.both research proposals and
research designs, the next task is to find out how to prepare them. For the
remainder of the book, I shall concentrate exclusively on the preparation of a
research design. This will be done by discussing the three main components: the

Qualitative methods of analysis can also be used for description at various levels’

generally deal with creating categories, indexing or coding documents, sorting -

appropriate software packages, as well as suitable hardware, need to be identified -

I hax{e observed a tendency in many research designs to discuss methods of data’
collection but to ignore both data reduction and data analysis techniques. At best,

for entry into a database, and what manipulations will be undertaken to relate the -
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Figure 1.1 Elements of a social research design

cove elements, which follow closely the headings just used to structure the
research design; for each element, the range of alternatives from which choices
are made; and the context in which these choices are made, i.e. the factors that can
influence the choices.

To set the scene, figure 1.1 is presented as a representation of these three
components. While many features of the core elements and the choices have

Conclusion




s_.lmportaﬁf to note that the connections between the core components of a
: arch-design (the centre column in figure 1.1) are shown with double-headed
arrows to indicate that the design process is not finear and is bound to involye
“movement in both directions. In fact, the figure could have included many more
“such arrows linking all the core components with each other. While this would
have more faithfully represented the iterative nature of the processes of research

desllgn, it would have turned the figure into an unintelligible spaghetti of connect-
ng 1E1C8.

esigning Social Research

A research design is an action plan for getting from here io there.
{Yin 1989)

Introduction

ocial research is the use of controlled enguiry to find, describe, understand,

xplain, evaluate and change patterns or regularities in social life. This control is
achieved through a series of decisions that are made before the research commences
and other decisions that may need to be made in the course of the research. This is
not to suggest that complete control of all aspects of the research process is always
possible. All eventualities cannot be anticipated, and in some areas of research
control may be very difficult to achieve. For example, some methods of data
collection, such as participant observation, are very unpredictable in terms of
how they will develop and where they will take the researcher. However, there
are many aspects of research that can and should be planned in advance. The aim
should be to achieve maximum control in all aspects, where possible.

The main purpose in designing research before it commences is to:

e make the research design decisions explicit;

. ® ensure that the decisions are consistent with each other and with the ontolo-
. gical assumptions adopted; and

' @ allow for critical evaluation of the individual design elements, and the overall
research design, before significant research work commences.

Without such an overall plan, social enquiry cannot be controlled and the possi-
bility of a successful outcome is severely jeopardized.
This chapter:

e sets the scene for what will follow in the later chapters;
e critically evaluates the common views and classifications of research design in
the social sciences;



