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1.1 Research proposals: purpose and use
of this book

The research proposal is a central feature of the research world. Typically, the
presentation and approval of a formal proposal are required before a piece of
research can proceed. 

This applies to the graduate student in a university, for whom the research
dissertation (or thesis) lies ahead, and for whom the approval of a research
proposal is required in order to proceed with the dissertation. It applies also to
the application for funds to support research, where the proposal is the vehicle
by which the proposed research is assessed, and decisions are made about its
funding.

This book is mainly written for the graduate student in the university, but I
hope it will also be useful for other situations where proposals are required. Its
central purpose is to help students develop research proposals, assuming that the
research involved is empirical research in some area of social science. The idea of
empirical research is discussed in Section 1.2.1. The ideas of social science, and
of different social science areas which use empirical research, are discussed in
Section 1.2.4.

To achieve its purpose, the book is organized around three central themes:
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2 DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE RESEARCH PROPOSALS

• What is a research proposal, who reads proposals and why (Chapter 2)?
• How can we go about developing a proposal? What general guidelines and

strategies are there to help students, while recognizing, at the same time,
that the wide variety of social science research implies that we should not
try to be too prescriptive or restrictive about this? This theme is subdivided
into a general framework for developing proposals (Chapter 3), issues
(Chapter 4), methods (Chapter 5) and tactics (Chapter 7).

• What might a finished proposal look like (Chapter 6)?

By way of introduction, I suggest a ‘4 Ps’ view of the proposal: Phase, Process,
Product, Plan.1 Thus:

• The research proposal is a phase of the overall research process – the phase
which launches the project, and therefore a very important first phase.

• Developing a research proposal is a process of planning, designing and
setting up the research, including placing it in context and connecting it to
relevant literature.

• The finished proposal is a product, where the proposal is formally presented
as a document.

• That document contains the proposed plan for the execution of the research.

This description of the proposal suggests different ways you might read this
book, choosing the chapters according to your interests and needs. For exam-
ple, if your main interest is in the process of developing a proposal (How is it
done?), I suggest you concentrate first on Chapters 2 and 7, then on Chapter 3,
and then fit the other chapters in around these. If your main interest is in the
proposal as a finished product (What does it look like?), you might start with
Chapter 6, then read Chapter 2 and then the other chapters as required. If you
want to focus on the plan for the research (How will the research be done?), I
suggest starting with Chapter 3, then proceeding to Chapters 5 and 6. If
you want an overview of all of this, you might read the chapters in the order
presented.

Section 1.4 gives more detail about the chapter plan for the book. The
remainder of this chapter now gives some background to it.

1.2 Background to this book

1.2.1 Empirical research: data

Our subject is empirical social science research, and developing proposals
for doing such research. Empiricism is a philosophical term to describe the
epistemological theory that regards experience as the foundation or source of
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knowledge (Aspin, 1995: 21). Since experience refers here to what is received
through the senses, to sense-data or to what can be observed, I will use the gen-
eral term ‘observation’ alongside the term ‘experience’. Thus ‘empirical’ means
based on direct experience or observation of the world. To say that a question
is an empirical question is to say that we will answer it – or try to answer it –
by obtaining direct, observable information from the world, rather than, for
example, by theorizing, or by reasoning, or by arguing from first principles.
The key concept is ‘observable information about (some aspect of) the world’.
The term used in research for this ‘observable information about the world’, or
‘direct experience of the world’, is data. The essential idea in empirical research
is to use observable data as the way of answering questions, and of developing
and testing ideas.

Empirical research is the main type of research in present day social science,
but it is not the only type. Examples of other types of research are theoretical
research, analytical research, conceptual-philosophical research and historical
research. This book concentrates on empirical research. At the same time, I
believe many of the points it makes about proposal development have applic-
ability to other types of research.

1.2.2 Quantitative and qualitative data

‘Data’ is obviously a very broad term, so we subdivide data for empirical
research into two main types:

• quantitative data – which are data in the form of numbers (or measurements);
• qualitative data – which are data not in the form of numbers (most of the time,

but not always, this means they are in the form of words). 

This leads to two simplifying definitions: 

• Quantitative research is empirical research where the data are in the form of 
numbers.

• Qualitative research is empirical research where the data are not in the form of 
numbers.

These simplified definitions are useful for getting started in research, but they
do not give the full picture of the quantitative–qualitative distinction. The term
‘quantitative research’ means more than just research which uses quantitative
or numerical data. It refers to a whole way of thinking, or an approach, which
involves a collection or cluster of methods, as well as data in numerical form.
Similarly, qualitative research is much more than just research which uses non-
numerical data. It too is a way of thinking,2 or an approach, which similarly
involves a collection or cluster of methods, as well as data in non-numerical or
qualitative form. 

INTRODUCTION 3
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Thus full definitions of the terms ‘quantitative research’ and ‘qualitative
research’ would include:

• the way of thinking about the social reality being studied, the way of
approaching it and conceptualizing it;3

• the designs and methods used to represent that way of thinking, and to
collect data; 

• the data themselves – numbers for quantitative research, not-numbers
(mostly words) for qualitative research.

In teaching about research, I find it useful initially to approach the quantitative–
qualitative distinction primarily through the third of these points, the nature of
the data. Later, the distinction can be broadened to include the first two points –
the ways of conceptualizing the reality being studied, and the methods. Also,
I find that in the practical business of planning and doing research, dissertation
students very often focus on such questions as: will the data be numerical or
not? Am I going to measure variables in this research, or not? Or, in other
words, will my research be quantitative or qualitative?

For these reasons, I think that the nature of the data is at the heart of the
distinction between quantitative and qualitative research, and that is why I
start with the simplified definitions shown above. But we need also to remem-
ber that there is more to the distinction than this, as shown in the other two
points above, and that qualitative research is much more diverse than quanti-
tative research, in its ways of thinking, in its methods and in its data.

1.2.3 Relaxing the quantitative–qualitative distinction

The quantitative–qualitative distinction has been of major significance in social
science research, and a basic organizing principle for the research methods
literature, up until now. Despite that, we should note that the value of this sharp
distinction has been questioned in the literature (see, for example, Hammersley,
1992: 41–3), and that there are important similarities between the approaches. 

Therefore, once understood, this distinction can be relaxed. This book deals
with research proposals for both quantitative and qualitative studies, and is
based on the view that neither approach is better than the other, that both are
needed, that both have their strengths and weaknesses, and that they can and
should be combined as appropriate.

Rather than either–or thinking about this distinction, or tired arguments
about the superiority of one approach over the other, the viewpoint here is that
the methods and data used (quantitative, qualitative or both) should follow
from, and fit in with, the question(s) being asked. In particular, quantitative
questions require quantitative methods and data to answer them, and qualita-
tive questions require qualitative methods and data to answer them.

4 DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE RESEARCH PROPOSALS
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These statements are examples of the principle that questions and methods
need to be matched with each other in a piece of research. In general, I believe
that the best way to do that is to focus first on what we are trying to find out
(the questions) before we focus on how we will do the research (the methods).
This matter of question–method connections is discussed in Section 3.7.2.

1.2.4 Social science and social science areas

To call our research ‘scientific’, as in ‘empirical social science research’, requires
that we have a conception of science as a method of inquiry and of building
knowledge. There are different conceptions of science, but the one I suggest
here is very general and widely applicable, has been prominent in the social
sciences, and has great value in teaching research students.4

In this conception, the essence of science as a method is in two parts. One
part concerns the central role of data. Science accepts the authority of empirical
data; its questions are answered and its ideas are tested using data. The other
part is the role of theory, particularly theory which explains (or explanatory
theory). The aim is to explain the data, not just to collect the data and not just
to use the data to describe things. The two essential parts to science are there-
fore data and theory. Put simply, it is scientific to collect data about the world
guided by research questions, to build theories to explain the data, and then to
test those theories against further data. Whether data come before theory, or
theory comes before data, is irrelevant. It only matters that both are present.
There is nothing in this view of science about the nature of the empirical data,
and certainly nothing about whether the data are quantitative or qualitative. In
other words, it is not a requirement of science that it involve numerical data, or
measurements. It may well do so, but it is not necessary that it does so. 

The general term ‘social science’ refers to the scientific study of human
behaviour. ‘Social’ refers to people and their behaviour, and to the fact that so
much of that behaviour occurs in a social context. ‘Science’ refers to the way
that people and their behaviour are studied. If the aim of (all) science is to build
explanatory theory about its data, the aim of social science is to build explana-
tory theory about people and their behaviour. This theory about human behav-
iour is to be based on, and tested against, real world data.

Together the social sciences cover a very wide domain, and we can distin-
guish between them in several ways. One distinction is between the basic social
sciences (for example, sociology, psychology, anthropology) and the applied
social sciences (for example, education, management, nursing). Behind this
distinction is the idea that there are different perspectives (for example, indi-
vidual or group) applied to different areas or settings. Despite the differences,
however, one thing that unifies the social sciences is their focus on human behav-
iour, and the important role of empirical research in the way they are studied.
Because of this central role of empirical research, a premise of this book is that
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there is a great deal of similarity in research methods across the various social
science areas. 

1.2.5 Relationship of this book to Introduction
to Social Research

Developments in the last 35 years or so have greatly broadened the field of
research methods in the social sciences. The main development has been the
growth of interest in, and the rapid development of, qualitative research methods,
in virtually all basic and applied social science areas. As a result, qualitative
methods have moved much more into the mainstream of social science research,
compared with their marginalized position of 35 years ago. They now sit along-
side quantitative methods on a much more equal basis.

In my opinion, therefore, researchers today need to understand the basic
logic, characteristics and applicability of both quantitative and qualitative
methods. For beginning researchers, I believe a firm foundation of under-
standing in both approaches is desirable, before any subsequent methodologi-
cal specialization. It is also desirable that we reinforce the recent trends to move
past the either–or thinking which characterized the quantitative–qualitative
debate, and towards making full use of the two approaches. 

Introduction to Social Research (Punch, 2005) aims to provide that foundation
of understanding in both approaches. Its goal is to provide an overview of the
essentials of both quantitative and qualitative methods, set within a view of
research which stresses the central role of research questions, and the logical
priority of questions over methods. In this view, questions come before methods.
We concentrate first on what we are trying to find out, and second on how we will
do it. I see this view of research as pragmatic and robust. By ‘pragmatic’ I mean
that it works, both in getting research started and in getting it finished. By ‘robust’,
I mean it works in a wide variety of situations and across many different areas.

Because Introduction to Social Research aims to be comprehensive, covering the
essentials of both approaches for many social science areas, it does not go into
details on some topics. The present book deals with the proposal development
stage of research in much greater detail and in a much more hands-on way than
was possible in Introduction to Social Research. It operates with the same model of
research, and with the same view of quantitative and qualitative methods as is
described in Introduction to Social Research, but it elaborates and develops issues and
points about proposal development much further than was possible in that book. 

1.3 A view of research

Faced with the many definitions, descriptions and conceptions of research in
the methodological literature, I think it is sufficient for our present purposes to
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see research as an organized, systematic and logical process of inquiry, using
empirical information to answer questions (or test hypotheses). Seen this way,
it has much in common with how we find things out in everyday life; thus,
the description of scientific research as ‘organized common sense’ is useful.
Perhaps the main difference is the emphasis in research on being organized,
systematic and logical.

This view of research, which I use as a teaching device, is shown in diagram form
as Figure 2.1. It stresses the central role of research questions, and of systematically
using empirical data to answer those questions. It has four main features:

• framing the research in terms of research questions;
• determining what data are necessary to answer those questions;
• designing research to collect and analyse those data;
• using the data to answer the questions.

A modification of this model, to include hypothesis-testing research, is shown
as Figure 3.1.

As well as capturing essential elements of the research process, I think this
view also takes much of the mystery out of research, and enables students
immediately to get started in planning research. It focuses on research ques-
tions, whereas some other writers focus on research problems. Whether to
define the research in terms of questions or problems is a matter of choice for
the researcher. The question–problem distinction in approaching research is
discussed in Section 2.6.

1.4 Chapter outline

After this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 describes the proposal and its func-
tions, and discusses who reads proposals and with what expectations. It then
takes up the question–problem distinction, and presents the model of research
referred to above. Chapter 3 provides a general framework for developing
proposals, using this model of research and focusing on the central role of
research questions. Chapter 4 discusses four issues the researcher may need to
consider, which arise because of the complexity of contemporary social science
research methodology. Chapter 5 then moves on to consider the methods for
the research, and Chapter 6 deals with the proposal as a finished product.
Chapter 7 is concerned with the process of developing a research proposal and
describes some tactics I have found useful when working with students in pro-
posal development. Chapter 8 includes five full proposals and points to other
examples of proposals in the literature.

At the end of Chapters 1 to 5 the main concepts discussed, and the questions
which can help in proposal development, are brought together for review.
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Two appendices and a glossary complete the book. The first appendix
suggests a way of disentangling the overlapping terms ‘perspective’, ‘strategy’
and ‘design’ in research, and gives some examples of quantitative and qualita-
tive strategies. The second brings together in consolidated form the various
questions guiding proposal development which are discussed in different
chapters. In this way they constitute a checklist of questions to help in devel-
oping a proposal. The glossary focuses on terms which are prominent in this
book, and which often have specialized meanings.

1.5 Review concepts

concepts

empiricism – empirical research
quantitative data
qualitative data
quantitative research
qualitative research
science – scientific research – social science
research questions
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