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a prototypical outline of a research proposal

+and the fears of the person doing the research

1.
project summary/abstract  

How can I boil all this down to a single abstract of 150 words?  My ideas are so holistic and embedded in my rich text (i.e., they are muddled and not yet analytical).  

They will see right away on page one that I don't have an argument (theory, good evidence)!

2.
Research Topic:


a.
Research question:  defining the gap

I can't narrow my interests down to one question.  

I have six questions;  they are all  good and interconnected.  

I have no question:  I just have a big curiosity about the subject.

I fear that if I narrow my work down to one question, it will constrain me.  It will commit me too early to one train of thought.  It will prevent me from entering this research with an open mind ("inductive, ignorance-is-bliss empiricism") 

The gap is too big.    or     The gap is too small.

I have been scooped by other researchers.


b.
context of research (literature review) including theoretical and policy 
importance  [i.e., what previous work has been done, and how your work fills a 
theoretical and/or empirical gap.]

There is not enough literature.    or      There is too much literature

There are too many different branches of the literature, from too many different fields.

The topic is too recent;  most of what has been written is in magazines, newspapers.

The literature is in another language.

The literature is not academic, it is journalistic or from trade literature, or is boosteristic.

"Do I really have to read all this stuff, or can I just put it all in my bibliography?   Is it o.k. if I read  just the table of contents and the introductions of all these books."  


c.
research hypotheses

My hypotheses sound dumb;  they sound so obvious.
My hypotheses are untestable.        My hypotheses contradict each other.

I can't really find hypotheses to match my research interest;   my conclusions won't be in true/false form, as hypothesis testing suggests.

3.
Research Methodology  [be specific and clear]


a.
model  [you could include a causal diagram]

I can't figure out what variables are dependent vs. independent.   Everything seems interactive.  I have too many variables and the resulting causal diagram looks like a plate of spaghetti.  

I thought drawing a causal diagram would help me clarify my theoretical assumptions & model.  But now I am more confused than ever!

I'm not sure how my causal diagram matches my research question.


b.
variables, unit of analysis

I can't find variables to measure my concept.

My concept is too complicated, and needs a multiple measure.

I can't decide what my unit of analysis is;  my ideal unit of analysis (based on my theory) doesn't match the unit of analysis of the data available, and I don't want to make an ecological fallacy.


c.
data and sources (if primary data, describe how it will be collected);  plus 
population and sample, time period of data, etc.

The data is too old;   There is not enough data;   The data is too aggregated;   I can't trust the data

The data is incompatible (especially across time, or across countries);  definitions changed (e.g., with SIC codes)

There is too much data ("I am swimming in data!");    The data is not available (confidentiality, too expensive, etc.)

I don't have enough cases for statistical significance.      The data is really messy, with outliers, etc.

My data doesn't seem to match my research questions and model.

My data doesn't tell the story that I want it to tell;  it is misbehaving!


d.
type of data analysis to be used

I don't know the right methods;  all I know is regression, and that  won't work here. (or:  why didn't I take that advanced multivariate course?)

I want to do a regression analysis for my dissertation;   but I can't find the data or the model to do this.

The data set is too big for my PC, and I don't want to have to use the mainframe computer.

The logic of the analysis doesn't seem to match the logic of my theory.   


e.
the aim of each data analysis step

4.
Expected Results and Final Product  [e.g., an article, a dissertation, a report, a book]

There is not enough/too much information here to fit into an article.

I fear that the work isn't appropriate for an academic journal.

5.
Work Plan  [this could be integrated into the methodology section]

It will take too long, involve too many people (e.g., a survey).  

I don't know what to start first:   the data, the theory, or the writing.   

6.
Bibliography

How do I organize the bibliography?   alphabetized?   by subject matter?   by source (e.g., newspapers vs. books vs. journals)?

Remember the functions of the research plan:

1.
to serve as a personal guide to your research

My proposal is so vague/complicated I can't follow my own guidelines!

I have changed my whole research plan, my model, my variables, even my paradigm!   Do I need to throw out my proposal?  write a new one?  tell my committee?  

I was much too optimistic about what I could do.   I can't do half of what I pretended I could.

2.
to justify the worthiness of your research (conceptual innovation, methodological rigor, and rich, substantive content) to your thesis committee or funding agency.

This research is so synthetic;  where's the originality?         or            This work is not rigorous enough.

This topic or methodology is too far out there (too political, too radical, too strange) to be accepted by my stodgy committee/journal/publisher

3.
to be a clear guide that others could easily follow were they to undertake your research.

No one else could do this kind of research.  It so much reflects my personality, my knowledge, my worldview.  

...as well as the three questions the proposal reader will ask:

1.
What are we going to learn from the research that we don't already know?

They won't learn anything new.....it's just a rearrange of existing knowledge.....

2.
Why is it worth knowing?

It's not;  no-one cares........

3.
How will we know that the conclusions are valid?

They won't trust my data;  they won't see my methods are legitimate;  they won't accept the validity of my conclusions, they won't accept the generalizability of my conclusions for other cases/places........


