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Defining a Research Question
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Step 1: Defining a Research Question

‘It is hard to formulate a good answer to a bad question.’

‘A question well-asked is a question well-answered’ 
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Importance of the Research Questions

• Early On
– valuable defence against confusion
– valuable defence against overload

• During the Research
– progress towards identifying specific research questions

•Relevance
– What is it about
– Why is it worthwhile

•Precision
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Value the Relevance

Try to convince readers that: 

-> First, the research question has not yet been answered 
satisfactorily (literature study !!) - wondering

-> Second, the answer would contribute to science and/or 
society
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Value Contributions to Theory

– Internal Inconsistencies
– Phenomena which act differently from what the theory 

would predict
– Incorrect assumptions/premises
– Challenges in the empirical on which the theory is based
– Possibility to integrate different theories
– Possibility to make generalisations based on existing 

theory
– Possibility to create new fields of knowledge
– Possibility for more extensiveand/or firmer empirical 

evidence
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Top-Down Process

• Area

• Topic

• Research Question

• Proposition

• Hypothesis

General

Specific
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My name 
is Area

My name 
is Topic

I’m 
Research 
Question

My name is 
Proposition

I’m Hypothesis
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The Discipline 

• Area
– Field of Inquiry

• Topic
– Theme within the Field
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Your Dissertation

• Research Question(s)
– General Questions
– Specific Questions

• Propositions

• Hypotheses
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• Not a Problem

• Sentence with a “?”

• Connectible to a Body of Literature (Theory)

Research Question: What
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Research Question: Types

• General Research Questions
– Help Organize the Research Project
– Not Answerable

• Specific Research Questions
– Are Answered in Your Research
– Guide Empirical Part

• Descriptive Question
• Normative Question
• Correlational Question
• Impact Question
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• Types of Variables
– Dependent Variable (Y)
– Independent Variable (X)

• Causality
– X and Y are correlated
– X precedes Y
– Plausible theory on causal connection specified
– Plausible rival theory must be eliminated



Seminaire Polibius, Granada, Janvier 
2007

Good Research Questions

• Grounded in Theory
– Translatable into Propositions

• Amenable to Operationalization
– Translatable into Hypotheses
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Research Questions: Checklist

� Motivating (for you)
� Sparks your own thoughts
� Theoretical Foundation
� Researchable
� Not too broad or too narrow
� Information available/accessible/collectable
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Propositions: What

• Process of Translating the Research 
Question(s) into Constructs 

• Explain at an Abstract Level what the 
Relation is between Constructs
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Hypotheses: What

• Operationalization of the Proposition in 
Terms of Measurable Phenomena

• Statement that Predicts the Relationship 
Between Variables
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Overview

Variable Variable

Research Question

Constructs Constructs

Hypothesis

Proposition
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An Example

• Research Area
– Education

• Topic
– Drug Use at High schools
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• Research Question

• General Question

• How to prevent drug use at High Schools?

Example (Cont’d)
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• Specific Question
– Descriptive: How has drug use at high schools 

increased/decreased over the last 10 years?
– Normative: Is drug use higher at urban high  

schools compared to rural high schools?
– Correlational: What is the relationship between drug 

use and school performance?
– Impact: Does a drug awareness and resistance 

(dare) programme have an effect on the drug use 
among high school students?
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Literature Review

• Theoretical Basis: Psychosocial Approach
– Psychological Inoculation Theory

• Info about drugs
• Decision making skills
• Building Self-esteem
• Learn alternative behavior

• If weak � more likely to use drugs
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Research Question

IncreasedHour
s of Training

Higher Probability 
of no drug use

Does a Drug Awareness and Resistance work to prevent drug use 
at High Schools?

Increased 
Inoculation

Higher 
Resistance

Hypothesis

Proposition
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Assignment

• Define the following for your own 
dissertation
– Research question
– Proposition
– Hypothesis


