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Research Proposal | SP220 Methods for Social Science 

This document and suggested template will act as a guide for students in completing their individual research 

proposal as part fulfilment of the module SP220 Research Methods for Social & Political Science in semester 

two. The word length for the proposal should be no more than 1500 words, justified, 11pt Arial font, with a 

spacing of 1.5. Some of the key areas to focus on in the research proposal include: 

Introduction: 

Treat your introduction as the initial pitch of your idea or a thorough investigation of the importance and 

significance of a particular research problem. Upon reading the introduction, your readers should not only 

have an understanding of what you want to do, but they should also be able to gain a sense of your passion 

for the topic and be excited about the study's possible results and outcomes. Most proposals do not include 

an abstract before the introduction. Think about your introduction as a narrative written in one to three 

paragraphs that succinctly answers the following four questions: 

1. What is the central research problem? 

2. What is the topic of study related to that problem? 

3. What methods should be used to analyse the research problem? 

4. Why is this research important, what is its significance, and why should someone reading the proposal 

care about the outcomes of the proposed study? 

Background and Significance: 

This section should not be merged with your introduction, you must create a separate section to help with the 

organisation and narrative flow of your research proposal. This is where you explain the context of your 

proposal and describe in detail why it's important. Approach writing this section with the thought that you can’t 

assume your readers will know as much about the research problem as you do. Note that this section is not 

an essay going over everything you have learned about the topic; instead, you must choose what is relevant 

to help explain the goals for your study. To that end, while there are no hard and fast rules, you should attempt 

to address some or all of the following key points: 

 State the research problem and give a more detailed explanation about the purpose of the study than 

what you stated in the introduction. This is particularly important if the problem is complex or 

multifaceted 

 Present the rationale of your proposed study and state clearly why it is worth doing. Answer the "So 

What?” question (i.e., why should anyone care) 

 Describe the major issues or problems to be addressed by your research. Be sure to explain how 

your proposed study builds on previous assumptions about the research problem 

 Explain how you plan to go about conducting your research. Clearly identify the key sources you 

intend to use and explain how they will contribute to your analysis of the topic 

 Set the boundaries of your proposed research in order to provide a clear focus. Where appropriate, 

state not only what you will study, but what is excluded from the study 

 If necessary, provide definitions of key concepts or terms. 

Literature Review: 

Connected to the background and significance of your study is this section of your proposal devoted to a 

more deliberate review and synthesis of prior studies related to the research problem under investigation. 

The purpose here is to place your project within the larger context of what is currently being explored, while 

demonstrating to your readers that your work is original and innovative. Think about what questions other 

researchers have asked, what methods they have used, and what is your understanding of their findings and, 

where stated, their recommendations. Do not be afraid to challenge the conclusions of prior research. Assess 

what you believe is missing and state how previous research has failed to adequately examine the issue that 

your study addresses. 

Since a literature review is information dense, it is crucial that this section is intelligently structured to enable 

a reader to grasp the key arguments underpinning your study in relation to that of other researchers. A good 
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strategy is to break the literature into "conceptual categories" [themes] rather than systematically describing 

groups of materials one at a time. Note that conceptual categories generally reveal themselves after you 

have read most of the pertinent literature on your topic so adding new categories is an on-going process of 

discovery as you read more studies. How do you know you've covered the key conceptual categories 

underlying the research literature? Generally, you can have confidence that all of the significant conceptual 

categories have been identified if you start to see repetition in the conclusions or recommendations that are 

being made. 

To help frame your proposal's literature review, here are the "five C’s" of writing a literature review: 

1. Cite, so as to keep the primary focus on the literature pertinent to your research problem 

2. Compare the various arguments, theories, methodologies, and findings expressed in the literature: 

what do the authors agree on? Who applies similar approaches to analysing the research problem? 

3. Contrast the various arguments, themes, methodologies, approaches, and controversies expressed 

in the literature: what are the major areas of disagreement, controversy, or debate? 

4. Critique the literature: Which arguments are more persuasive, and why? Which approaches, findings, 

methodologies seem most reliable, valid, or appropriate, and why? Pay attention to the verbs you use 

to describe what an author says/does [e.g., asserts, demonstrates, argues, etc.] 

5. Connect the literature to your own area of research and investigation: how does your own work draw 

upon, depart from, synthesise, or add a new perspective to what has been said in the literature? 

Research Design and Methods: 

This section must be well-written and logically organised because you are not actually doing the research, 

yet, your reader must have confidence that it is worth pursuing. The reader will never have a study outcome 

from which to evaluate whether your methodological choices were the correct ones. Thus, the objective here 

is to convince the reader that your overall research design and methods of analysis will correctly address the 

problem and that the methods will provide the means to effectively interpret the potential results. Your design 

and methods should be unmistakably tied to the specific aims of your study. 

Describe the overall research design by building upon and drawing examples from your review of the 

literature. Consider not only methods that other researchers have used but methods of data gathering that 

have not been used but perhaps could be. Be specific about the methodological approaches you plan to 

undertake to obtain information, the techniques you would use to analyse the data, and the tests of external 

validity to which you commit yourself [i.e., the trustworthiness by which you can generalise from your study 

to other people, places, events, and/or periods of time]. When describing the methods you will use, be sure 

to cover the following: 

 Specify the research operations you will undertake and the way you will interpret the results of these 

operations in relation to the research problem. Don't just describe what you intend to achieve from 

applying the methods you choose, but state how you will spend your time while applying these 

methods (e.g., coding text from interviews to find statements about the need to change school 

curriculum; running a regression to determine if there is a relationship between campaign advertising 

on social media sites and election outcomes in Europe) 

 Keep in mind that a methodology is not just a list of tasks; it is an argument as to why these tasks add 

up to the best way to investigate the research problem. This is an important point because the mere 

listing of tasks to be performed does not demonstrate that, collectively, they effectively address the 

research problem. Be sure you explain this 

 Anticipate and acknowledge any potential barriers and pitfalls in carrying out your research design 

and explain how you plan to address them. No method is perfect so you need to describe where you 

believe challenges may exist in obtaining data or accessing information. It's always better to 

acknowledge this than to have it brought up by your reader. 

 

IMPORTANT: As with any scholarly or academic research paper, you must cite the sources you used in 

composing your proposal. 
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Golden rules for developing a good research 

proposals… 

A good place to begin is to ask yourself a series of questions: 

 What do I want to study? 

 Why is the topic important? 

 How is it significant within the subject areas covered in my class? 

 What problems will it help solve? 

 How does it build upon [and hopefully go beyond] research already conducted on the topic? 

 What exactly should I plan to do, and can I get it done in the time available? 

Contents: 

 Be clear, objective, succinct and realistic in your objectives 

 Ask yourself why this research should be funded and/or why you are the best person to undertake 

this work 

 Ask yourself why this research is important and/or timely 

 State and justify your objectives clearly [“because it is interesting” is not enough!] 

 Make sure you answer the questions: how will the research benefit the wider society or contribute to 

the research community? 

Style: 

 Provide a clear project title that reflects the subject under research 

 Structure your text – if allowed use section headings 

 Present the information in short paragraphs rather than a solid block of text 

 Write short sentences 

 If allowed, provide images/charts/diagrams to help break up the text 

The process: 

 Allow plenty of time - a rushed proposal will show 

 Get feedback from fellow students and be prepared to take their comments on board 

 Stick to the guidelines and remember the submission deadline 

Common Mistakes to Avoid: 

 Failure to be concise; being "all over the place" without a clear sense of purpose 

 Failure to cite key text and works in your literature review 

 Failure to delimit the contextual boundaries of your research [e.g., time, place, people, etc.] 

 Failure to develop a coherent and persuasive argument for the proposed research 

 Failure to stay focused on the research problem; going off on unrelated issue or problem 

 Sloppy or imprecise writing, or poor grammar and spelling 

 Too much detail on minor issues, but not enough detail on major issues. 

 

Some Recommended Readings: 

 Abdulai, R.T. and Owusu-Ansah, A. (2014). Essential Ingredients of a Good Research Proposal for 

Undergraduate and Postgraduate Students in the Social Sciences. SAGE Open, 4(3); 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244014548178 

 Bryman, A. (2016). Social Research Methods. 5th Edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press 

 Eve, J. (2008). Writing a research proposal: planning and communicating your research ideas 

effectively. Library and Information Research, 32(102): pp. 18-28. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244014548178
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Research Proposal Recommended Template 
 

Project Title & Researcher 
 

o Project title 
o Student name, affiliation and contact details 

 
Maximum word count 25 

 

Preliminary Section 
 

o Introduction 
o Table of Content (optional) 
o A glossary of acronym or other preparatory information (optional) 

 
Maximum word count 300 (minimum word count 250) 

 

Research Background and Significance 
 

o Conceptual background 
o Research problem and rationale for the study 
o Discussion/literature review (to provide context and theory relevant to the study and a justification 

for your research questions) 
o Objective(s) or research question(s) or hypothesis(es) 
o Significance or expected contribution to knowledge of the study 
o Scope or limitation of the research area 

 
Maximum word count 500 (minimum word count 450) 

 

Methodology/Approach 
 

o Methodology (description of, and rationale for, the methodology, design and methods) 
o Study population and sampling 
o Data analysis (description of, and rationale for, the proposed method of data analysis) 

 
Maximum word count 250 (minimum word count 200) 

 

Programme Management 
 

o Ethical consideration (if any) 
o Data storage consideration 
o Potential risks or problems (and how these might be addressed) 
o Research programme (to include the time frame, milestones, budget, resources needed, health & 

safety considerations, etc.) 
 
Maximum word count 250 (minimum word count 200) 

 

Supplementary Information 
 

o References 
o Appendix 
o Training needed to complete the research (SPSS, NVivo, etc.) 

 
Maximum word count 175 

 

 


