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ALE-br
GUIDELINES FOR FORMULATION OF A RESEARCH PROPOSAL

Researchers are requested to furnish a detailed research proposal covering the
statement of the problem; the hypotheses to be tested, the definition of key concepts; the
research design including the universe of the study, the sampling frame, type of sampling
procedure, tools to be used for data collection, time schedule, staffing pattern and estimate of
costs. A research proposal is a sort of a blueprint. A well-conceived research proposal helps
in its efficient implementation. Every effort made to formulate a proper research proposal
will, therefore, pay rich dividends.

Social Science Research is characterized by a diversity of theoretical perspective
orientation, methodological strategy, data collection practice, and data analysis technique. It
is therefore, not possible to indicate in a short space all the possible ways in which a research
proposal can be framed. However, there are certain characteristics that are common to all
research proposal. These characteristics are:

(a) Formulation of a problem for research;

(b) Delimiting the boundary of the proposed research and elaboration of its

substantive components;

(c) Sources and method of data collection and

(d) Data analysis.

Given, these similar characteristics, individual research proposals will vary greatly in
the selection of a problem and the delineation of subsequent steps necessary to complete the
research. The selection of a problem depends on the inclination, training and experience of
the research scholar. Whatever the problem one must take care to see that it is researchable.
The two primary concerns of a research study are to know and/or to explain particular aspects
of social reality. Whether one is motivated by the former or the latter will have an important
bearing on how the research proposal is developed and designed. The former objective
requires a kind of mapping out operation of, usually a segment of social reality in respect of
certain characteristics supposed to be important. On the other hand, the purpose is to explain
the occurrence of a particular social phenomenon, the emphasis is on why does that particular
phenomenon occur and what factors explain its occurrence either in casual or associational
terms. It is obvious then that these two types of researches require entirely different
strategies.

Whatever the purpose of research it is apparent that the selection of essential
characteristics for either mapping out a particular aspect of social reality or for explaining

its occurrence requires the placing of the problem and its dimensions in some context. This
context must be provided by the accumulated social science knowledge, on the one hand, and
the theoretical position one takes in regard to the problem and proceed on to locate it in some
theoretical perspective and link it up with whatever social science findings exist in the area of
enquiry. An overview of literature in the area of enquiry, therefore, becomes a crucial
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component of a research design. The purpose of this overview of literature is not to list the
number of published works, either all or a few known, but to call out important findings that
relate to the substantive concern of the proposed research. This calling out of important
findings is necessary for demonstrating the salience the problem itself, on the one hand, and
illuminating the theoretical perspective one brings to bear on the problem of research, on the
other, thereby helping in the cumulation of social science knowledge.

That there is an intimate relationship between the delineation of theoretical
perspective and the overview of literature needs no demonstration. Theoretical perspective
informs the overview of literature in terms of selection of scholarly works and of findings. In
order to illustrate their relevance or insufficiency, for the enquiry into the problem at and
whether the delineation of theoretical perspective precedes or follows the overview of
literature is a matter of individual preference. However, what must be emphasized here is the
necessity of linking up in some meaningful way of the overview of literature and the
delineation of theoretical perspective. This is most important since it provides the backdrop
for choosing the dimensions that must be explored for a particular enquiry.

Whether it is a descriptive or an explanatory research design, the problem taken up for
investigation is invariably rooted in a complex and multifaceted social reality. It is, therefore,
necessary to indicate aspects of social reality most relevant for that particular problem. The
determination of the appropriate aspects takes its character from the theoretical perspective
one adopts. This also describes the boundary of research and provides a basis for ascertaining
the nature of data required for the conduct of enquiry.

Usually, the determination of the dimensions of a research enterprise is expressed in
the language of concepts relating to particular domains of social reality. Since it is a concept
or a domain that conjoins theoretical knowledge with empirical reality it is very important to
clearly and precisely define the various concepts or domains proposed to be used in a
research project. Also, since a concept or a domain represents an abstract on the empirical
referents that constitutes the abstraction must be specified. In other words, the concepts and
domains have to be operationalised so that the passage between concepts and their empirical
referents is made easy and scientifically valid.

While a descriptive research design need not go beyond the delineation of dimension
and their operationalization, explanatory research design must provide additional information
on how the explanatory exercise is to be carried out. It should, first, indicate clearly the
factors with the help of which one proposes to explain a particular phenomenon and second,
enumerate hypothesized relationships among variables. In other words, the proposal must
furnish an explanatory model containing variables limited with one another by some kind of
interaction supposed to be taking place among them.

Thus, the determination of independent and dependent variables and formulation of
appropriate hypotheses are the essential characteristics of an explanatory research design. The
next step in a research design consists of the specification of the type of data to be collected,
the manner in which they are to be collected and the unit to which they pertain. The data to be
collected may, depending upon the nature of the problem under investigation be found almost
"readymade” in various types of secondary sources or it my have to be generated. In the
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former case the sources of required data must be indicated. In the case of the latter,
construction of some kind of instruments such as questionnaire, schedule, etc. for data
gathering becomes necessary. In certain cases data have to be collected through interview,
observation or the use of informants. In any case, the manner in which data are to be
collected must be specified. Also, the unit-individual, aggregate of some other identity about
which data are to be collected-should also be indicated. In many cases it may not be possible
to cover all the cases of a particular phenomenon even though it may seem desirable. The
constraints of time and resources impose the necessity of selecting a few cases that may be
deemed to be representing the entire class. Sampling then becomes an essential part of certain
kinds of research designs. When sampling is an integral part of a research design, the
sampling frame, sampling procedure and size must be clearly elaborated and an adequate
justification should be provided for the choice. In certain other cases, especially in respect of
case studies or exploratory studies, when the focus of study is just one unit, detailed
justification for a particular unit must find a place in the proposal.

When requisite data have finally been gathered, the data must be recorded in such a
fashion that data processing according to some analysis plan becomes easy. It should be
pointed out that data collected for a particular purpose do not exhaust their possibilities when
that purpose is served. The data can fruitfully be used by other scholars for secondary
analysis. As such the recording of data must provide for the possibility of reuse by others.
This is especially true of quantifiable or quantified data which when recorded in a machine-
readable form can be easily used for re-analysis. It is therefore, necessary to put these data in
machine-readable form. Especially in the case of an explanatory research design, the analysis
plan indicating coding design, the procedure of construction of indices and scales, the use of
various statistical techniques for testing the direction and strength of hypothesized
relationships, etc. must be included in the research design.

The above discussion suggests that a proper research design should be formed on the
basis of the following guidelines, which are only illustrative:

1. The Title of the Project

2. Statement of the Problem

In the opening paragraphs of the research proposal, the problem to be investigated
should be stated clearly and briefly. The key questions and the location of the problem in the
theoretical context of the concerned discipline should be specified. The significance of the
problem, the contribution which the proposed study is expected to make to theory and
methodology as well as its practical importance and national relevance should be specifically
indicated.

3. Overview of Literature

Summarizing the current status of research in the area including major findings, the
project proposal should clearly demonstrate the relevance or insufficiency of the findings or
approach for the investigation of the problem at hand.
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4, The Conceptual Framework

Given the problem and the theoretical perspective for investigation of the problem,
the proposal should clearly indicate the concepts to be used and demonstrate their relevance
for the study. It should further specify the dimensions of empirical reality that need to be
explored for investigating the problem.

5. Research Questions or Hypotheses

Given the conceptual framework and the specification of dimensions, the specific
questions to be answered through the proposed research should be sharply formulated. In the
case of an explanatory research design, specification of variables and posting of relationships
among them through specific hypotheses must form a part of the research proposal.

6. Coverage
If in the light of the questions raised or the hypotheses proposed to be tested, sampling

becomes necessary, full information on the following points should be given.

i. Universe of study

ii. Sampling frame

iii. Sampling procedure

iv. Units of observation and sampling size

If the study requires any control groups, these should be specifically mentioned. An
explanation of the determination of size and type of sample will also be necessary. Proposals
not requiring a sample selection should specify their strategy appropriately and describe its
rationale.
7. Data Collection

The different types of data at are proposed to be gathered should be specifically
mentioned. The sources for such type of data and the tools and techniques that will be used
for collecting different types of data should be specified.

For questionnaire or schedule to be used, the following should be indicated:

i Distribution of questionnaires or schedule in different sections e.g.,
identification data, socio-economic data, and questions on various sub-themes.

ii. Approximate number of questions to be asked from each respondent

iii. Any scaling techniques to be included in the instrument

iv. Any projective tests incorporated in the questionnaire/schedule

V. Approximate time needed for interview
vi. Any plans for index-construction
vii.  Coding plan (whether the questions and responses will be pre-coded or not:

whether the coding is done for computer or for hand tabulation)
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For interviews, the following details should be given:

I How are they to be conducted? (free association non-directive,
focussed, direct or on telephone)

ii. Particular characteristics that interviews must have

For the use of observation techniques, describe:

i The type of observation: participant, quasi-participant, non-
participant

I. Units of observation

iii. Whether this will be the only technique or whether other techniques
will also be attempted.

8. Data Processing

The manner in which the different types of data will be processed, the tabulation plan
and the types of data that will be processed through the computer, should be explained in
detail.

9. Time Budgeting
The project should be broken up in suitable stages and the time required for the
completion of each stage of work should be specified.

10. Organizational Framework

An organizational chart indicating the position, tasks, and number of persons, their
level of qualifications to fill the different positions should be given.

11. Cost Estimation

The cost of the project is to be estimated in terms of total man-months and the facilities
needed.
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