Writing a research proposal in the social sciences

A research proposal is a very specific genre of writing. The stakes are often high: research funding or
a postgraduate study may rest on the success of our proposal. So, what are components of a well
written research proposal in the social sciences? Like any other genre of writing, a good research
proposal takes time, multiple drafts, and a clear understanding of the task at hand.
The purpose of a research proposal is a) to persuade your reader of the value of your research
question, b) to show you have a clear idea of where your research sits in existing knowledge, and c)
to demonstrate how you plan to answer your question. Therefore, your research proposal needs to
answer three basic questions: what is your research puzzle? Why is it important? And, how do you
propose to solve it?
What is your research puzzle?
The research puzzle is the heart of the research proposal and the most intellectually complex part of
the proposal. Therefore, it will require the most work. A helpful way to start is to separate out the
component parts of the research puzzle – what are your research objectives? What do you want to
learn by conducting this research project, and what questions will get you there?
What are your research objectives?
Often in the social sciences (whether we admit it or not) we are drawn to our research topic because
it resonates with a personal experience or professional expertise. And when we are asked why we
want to pursue a particular avenue in our research, we find ourselves saying something like ‘it’s just
very interesting’. It is vital that we find our own research interesting, because if we are not
interested in the answers to our own questions, others certainly won’t be. However, ‘interesting’ is
hard to translate into research objects. We have to be more specific and do some excavation work
into why we are interested in a particular topic by asking what we want to learn through our
research.
There are many different kinds of possible research outcomes in the social sciences – are you
proposing an empirical analysis? A conceptual analysis? A normative analysis? Do you wish to
generate new theory or test existing theoretical frameworks? Do you have a burning desire to turn
the theoretical assumptions of your field on its head? Your research objectives will determine your
research question, so take some time to figure out what you want to find out through your research.

Research questions
Our research objectives will determine our research questions, but we also have to be careful about
how we formulate our research questions. As we’re likely to be drawn to research topics about
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which we feel strongly, there is a risk that our research questions are not questions but rather
statements of what we currently believe to be right. To give an example, your research objective
may be to understand the relationship between political leadership and the preservation of
democratic norms. You might look around and think that the US is a good case study because you
feel Donald Trump is damaging the strength of longstanding democracy. So you might start out with
a research question like this?
•

What are the ways Donald Trump’s leadership style is damaging democratic norms in the
United States?

Here, there is an assumption in our question that Donald Trump’s leadership style is damaging
democratic norms in the US. We are assuming an answer in our question and therefore our answer
is at risk of becoming a diatribe against Donald Trump. In other words, it risks not being research. A
more intellectually open way to formulate the same question might be:
•

How has Donald Trump’s leadership style affected democratic norms in the United States?

Here we’re maintaining an openness to finding answers based on the evidence we find through our
research. We are allowing for the possibility that the relationship between political leadership and
the preservation of democratic norms in our case study might be either positive or negative, or a
mixture of both. Here, our research question reflects our research objective: we are using the case
study of Donald Trump’s presidency to understand more about the relationship between political
leadership and the preservation of democratic norms.
Research seeks to find something out through systematic inquiry, and to draw evidence based
conclusions. Therefore, we need to formulate our research questions in a way that helps us to
evaluate all the available evidence we have in relation to a question.
‘Why’ - The role of literature in your research proposal
The role of a literature review in a research project is often misunderstood. It is not where you
describe everything you have read in relation to your topic. The function of a literature review is to
demonstrate the value of your research project by analysing prior research and identifying an area in
which further research can be fruitfully conducted by you.
Research proposals are generally short: usually no longer than 2-5 pages. Therefore you need to
think about ways to demonstrate your knowledge and understanding of the field succinctly. A useful
way to do this is to view academic research as a conversation. What are the main questions or
debates within the field? What are the areas of agreement and disagreement among experts? Will
your research attempt to add clarity to an unresolved question in the literature? Or overturn an area
of agreement? How has the literature previously treated questions like yours? Does it tend to focus
on particular case studies? Will you also look at these cases or have you identified a new one that
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will shine new light on old questions? What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current state of
the field, and how will your research move the conversation forward?
Students are often told that research proposals have to fill a gap in the literature. However,
sometimes there are good reasons why no one has tackled a particular question or case. It may be
that the resources required are not available to address a question, or because of the essentially
contested nature of some social and political concepts, it is impossible to arrive at definite answers.
That is why a research proposal must also address the ‘how’ of research.
How will you conduct your research?
No matter how interesting or urgent your question puzzle, only viable research proposals will be
successful. Therefore, you must address how you propose to conduct your research project by
clearly demonstrating how your will progress from inception to completion. There are two things
you need to think about in your proposal – what is your methodology and what resources are
available to you?
Methodology
Once you have a research question clear, the next step is to outline your data and methods. What
data will you examine in order to answer your questions? If you are using case studies, why these
case studies? In the universe of cases you could select from, are these cases most similar or most
different? Are they contrasting case studies? What separates them and what unites them? Will you
be using pre-exiting data or generating new data? How will you go about collecting it? Have you
checked if it is possible to access the data you wish to use? Are there any ethical issues you need to
consider? Are you sure this data will actually be able to answer the research questions you have set
yourself? And if not, do you need to revise your research question or the data you are using?
The creation of a research proposal is not linear – you will inevitably go back and forth between the
research puzzle, the research literature, and your methodology. You can ensure the value and
coherency of your research proposal by being open to how your research puzzle and methodology
will shape and inform each other.
Resources
In writing your research proposal you need to make a realistic and pragmatic assessment of the
resources you have at your disposal to conduct a piece of original research and tailor your
objectives, questions, and methods accordingly. What you can achieve in a final year undergraduate
thesis is very different to what you can achieve in a doctoral degree. There is no point writing a
research proposal that requires you to interview individuals if you have no funds to travel to meet
them. Likewise, there is not point in proposing research that requires you to interview people that
you have no way contacting. Similarly, you will be creating a lot of difficulty for yourself if you need
to learn three new languages in order to conduct those interviews. Therefore, think about what you
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can reasonably achieve in light of the time, money and skills you already possess. That is not to say
you should not try to acquire new skills to conduct new research, but you should be able to point to
the time and money you have to enable you to acquire them. If space allows, it is a good idea to
include a research timeline in your proposal to demonstrate you have given thought to how you will
complete your project.
The ‘how’ of research can be particularly challenging , especially if you have never done one before.
You must have a plan to move from inception to completion, but take comfort in the knowledge that
your plan can and will change once you begin. In your proposal, it is sufficient to outline a plausible
way forward. That way will be revised as you move into the research itself.
Final thoughts
It should now be clear that writing a research proposal requires a lot of preparation. Once you have
done the hard work of figuring out the what, why and how of your proposal, the next task will be to
translate that into a well written proposal. Here you will face the challenge of limited space.
Therefore you should endeavour to be direct and succinct in your writing. Work with drafts and
discuss your ideas with others. This will help you figure out what you really want to say. The clearer
you are on the elements above, the easier writing will be .
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