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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed "blended format," a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The University aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking ed-
ucational journey. The MA programme in Public Administration provides 
an in-depth understanding of modern governance challenges and solu-
tions. It integrates cutting-edge theory with real-world applications, em-
phasizing innovative approaches to public service delivery. The curricu-
lum spans strategic planning, policy analysis, public sector economics, and 
governance-related spheres. Through these, learners cultivate advanced 
problem-solving and decision-making skills. This programme also equips 
future leaders to drive positive change in public institutions, NGOs, and 
international bodies. The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously 
crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facilitate better comprehen-
sion.

Rest assured, the university's student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr. Jagathy Raj V.P.						      01-08-2025
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2 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology2

Basics of Research

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

Upon completion of the unit, learners will be able to:

	f define key concepts related to research, including its meaning, importance and 

characteristics

	f differentiate between various types of research such as descriptive, analytical, 

quantitative and qualitative

	f distinguish between research methods and research methodology with suitable 

examples

	f assess the relevance of different research approaches in addressing public ad-

ministration problems

In our daily lives, we often engage in small acts of inquiry without even realizing 
it. Imagine a community health worker trying to understand why a rise in waterborne 
diseases has occurred in a particular ward. She might start by collecting information 
from households, examining local water sources and comparing illness reports across 
months. This is not just a routine check; it is the beginning of a research process. Such 
instances highlight the meaning and importance of research: a systematic effort to seek 
answers, solve problems and build knowledge. Research is not limited to laboratories 
or academic spaces; it thrives in administrative offices, policy forums and even in the 
way citizens respond to local issues.

Take another example: a local government official wants to improve waste 
management in an urban municipality. They might first conduct a descriptive study 
to map the volume and sources of waste, followed by an analytical study to find 
correlations between waste generation and residential zones. If they use numbers and 
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3SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology 3

Keywords
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Quantitative Research, Qualitative Research, Hypothesis, Systematic study, Objec-
tivity.

Discussion

1.1.1 Concept and Definition of Research
Research, in its simplest form, refers to a systematic quest 

for knowledge. It involves an organized and scientific approach 
to investigating specific subjects or problems. The essence of 
research lies in its structured methodology, aimed at uncovering 
new facts or verifying existing knowledge. The Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary of Current English defines research as 
a "careful investigation or inquiry, especially through search 
for new facts in any branch of knowledge." Similarly, Redman 
and Mory describe research as a "systematized effort to gain 
new knowledge." Research can also be perceived as a journey 
of exploration, a progression from the known to the unknown, 
driven by human curiosity and the urge to expand understanding. 
Clifford Woody elaborates that research encompasses defining 
and redefining problems, formulating hypotheses, collecting and 
analyzing data and testing conclusions to validate theoretical 

statistics, it is quantitative research; if they collect residents’ opinions and analyse 
patterns in narratives, it is qualitative research. Each type serves a specific purpose, 
illustrating how types of research are tailored to the nature of the problem and the kind 
of knowledge one hopes to generate.

However, to conduct meaningful inquiry, it is important to understand the difference 
between research methods and research methodology. For instance, choosing a survey, 
interview or case study is part of the method, much like selecting the right tool for a 
specific job. On the other hand, research methodology is the broader framework that 
guides how and why a particular method is chosen, ensuring the process is logical, 
ethical and credible. Just as a policy maker must justify not only what decision 
they take but how and why they arrive at it, a researcher must be conscious of their 
methodological choices. In public administration, where decisions impact the public 
at large, this foundational clarity is not just academic—it is essential to responsible 
governance.
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4 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

constructs. Essentially, research is an intellectual pursuit that 
enriches the existing knowledge base through rigorous study 
and experimentation.

1.1.1.1 Objectives and Scope of Research

The primary objective of research is to uncover hidden truths 
and generate new knowledge using systematic procedures. 
Research objectives can be categorized into several broad types:

1.	 Exploratory Research: Aimed at gaining familiarity with 
a phenomenon or generating new insights, this type of 
research helps in identifying key variables and potential 
directions for further study. For example, if a researcher 
wants to study the rising trend of digital nomadism in In-
dia. Since the topic is new and not extensively studied, the 
researcher conducts informal interviews with digital no-
mads and reviews blogs and social media discussions to 
understand their motivations, challenges and lifestyle pat-
terns.

2.	 Descriptive Research: Focused on accurately portraying 
characteristics of individuals, groups or situations, descrip-
tive studies help in understanding various social, economic 
and administrative issues. Example: a government agency 
wants to understand the employment pattern among rural 
youth. A survey is conducted across five states to collect 
data on their level of education, job types, salary range and 
employment status. The goal is to describe the socio-eco-
nomic conditions of rural youth in detail.

3.	 Diagnostic Research: This type of research determines 
the frequency or correlation of specific occurrences, help-
ing in identifying patterns and relationships among vari-
ables. Example: A public health researcher notices a spike 
in dengue cases in a particular city. The diagnostic research 
investigates possible factors like stagnant water, lack of 
public sanitation and rainfall patterns to determine what 
might be contributing to the outbreak.

4.	 Hypothesis-Testing Research: In this approach, research 
is conducted to examine causal relationships between vari-
ables and to test theoretical assumptions or models. Ex-
ample: an education researcher hypothesises that students 

	f Systematic quest for 
knowledge
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who receive weekly feedback perform better in examina-
tions than those who do not. An experimental study is con-
ducted in which one group receives weekly feedback and 
the control group does not. Statistical analysis is used to 
test if the observed differences are significant.

The scope of research is vast and extends across multiple 
disciplines, including social sciences, natural sciences and 
humanities. In Public Administration, research plays a crucial 
role in understanding governance mechanisms, evaluating 
policy impacts and improving administrative efficiency.

1.1.1.2 Importance of Research in Public Administration

Research holds significant importance in the field of Public 
Administration, as it aids in decision making, policy formulation 
and progress in governance. By employing systematic inquiry 
and empirical methods, research helps in:

•	 Identifying administrative challenges and devising 
appropriate solutions.

•	 Evaluating the effectiveness of public policies and 
programmes.

•	 Enhancing efficiency and transparency in government 
functions.

•	 Facilitating evidence-based decision making for public 
officials.

•	 Strengthening democratic governance through data-
driven insights.

Through research, policymakers and administrators can 
develop informed strategies that address social needs while 
ensuring optimal resource utilisation.

1.1.1.3 Essential Characteristics of Scientific Research

Scientific research is characterised by a structured and 
systematic approach. The key attributes of scientific research 
include:

•	 Objectivity: Research must be free from bias, ensuring 
that findings are based on empirical evidence rather 
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than personal opinions.

•	 Systematic Approach: A well defined methodology 
involving hypothesis formulation, data collection and 
analysis is crucial for credible results.

•	 Replicability: The research process should be designed 
in such a way that other researchers can reproduce the 
findings under similar conditions.

•	 Empirical Evidence: Research should rely on verifiable 
data obtained through observations, experiments or 
surveys.

•	 Logical Reasoning: Scientific research follows logical 
sequences to analyse data, interpret results and derive 
meaningful conclusions.

•	 Generalisability: The conclusions drawn from research 
should have broader applicability beyond the immediate 
study sample.

By adhering to these principles, scientific research ensures 
the generation of reliable and valid knowledge that can be 
applied effectively in Public Administration and other fields.

1.1.2 Types of Research
Research in public administration and social sciences can 

be classified into different types based on their approach, 
methodology and purpose. 

1.1.2.1 Descriptive Research vs. Analytical Research

Descriptive research focuses on providing an accurate 
account of a situation, event or phenomenon as it exists at 
present. It is primarily concerned with documenting facts and 
analysing patterns without manipulating variables. This type 
of research is widely used in public administration to study 
governance trends, effectiveness of policy implementation 
and demographic changes. For instance, surveys analysing 
citizen satisfaction with public services or studies measuring 
the frequency of policy adoption by different administrative 
units exemplify descriptive research. The methods employed 

	f Accurate account of 
a situation
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in descriptive research include surveys, case studies and 
observational studies that help in systematically collecting and 
interpreting data.

Analytical research goes beyond  mere description by critically 
examining existing information to understand underlying 
patterns, relationships and causes. It relies on analysing already 
available data to draw conclusions and generate insights. Unlike 
descriptive research, which only reports current conditions, 
analytical research aims to explain why and how certain 
phenomena occur. In public administration, this method is 
used to evaluate policy outcomes, assess governance efficiency 
or analyse the impact of administrative reforms. For example, 
studies examining the causes of bureaucratic inefficiency by 
analysing historical administrative data or evaluating policy 
shifts based on past implementations reflect analytical research.

1.1.2.2 Quantitative Research vs. Qualitative Research

Quantitative research is characterised by its reliance on 
numerical data and statistical analysis to explore patterns and 
relationships. It focuses on measuring quantities, frequencies 
and statistical correlations, making it highly structured and 
objective. The key methods used in quantitative research 
include surveys, experiments and statistical models, which 
enable researchers to assess administrative effectiveness and 
policy impacts with precision. For instance, an assessment 
of the correlation between public expenditure and economic 
growth or a survey based evaluation of efficiency of public 
service delivery falls under quantitative research. This approach 
is particularly valuable in decision making processes where 
empirical evidence is needed to justify administrative policies.

Qualitative research, in contrast to quantitative research, 
emphasizes understanding subjective experiences, perceptions 
and social phenomena that cannot be easily quantified. It is 
employed to explore motivations, attitudes and contextual 
factors influencing administrative processes. Common 
qualitative research methods include case studies, interviews 
and content analysis, which provide in-depth insights into  
challenges in governance and policymaking. For example, 
an in-depth study of citizen participation in local governance 
through interviews or content analysis of government 
reports to understand bureaucratic transparency represents 
qualitative research. This method is particularly important in 
understanding complex social and administrative issues that 

	fWhy and how certain 
phenomena occur

	f Reliance on 
numerical data

	f Understanding 
subjective 
experiences
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require interpretative and contextual analysis.

1.1.2.3 Applied Research vs. Fundamental Research

Research can also be categorized into two types: applied 
research and fundamental (or basic / pure) research. Applied 
research is oriented toward solving specific, immediate 
problems faced by society, government or industries. It is 
practical in nature and aims to generate actionable solutions 
to real-world issues. For instance, studies that identify social, 
economic or political trends impacting institutions or marketing 
and evaluation research aimed at improving organisational 
performance, fall under this category.

On the other hand, fundamental research focuses on 
expanding general knowledge and theoretical understanding 
without necessarily seeking immediate practical outcomes. This 
type of research is conducted to explore underlying principles 
or to build theories, such as studies in pure mathematics, natural 
sciences or generalisations about human behaviour.

While applied research addresses particular challenges and 
aims to provide direct solutions, fundamental research contrib-
utes to the broader academic and scientific knowledge base, 
laying the groundwork for future applied innovations.

1.1.2.4 Conceptual vs. Empirical Research

Research is also classified into conceptual or empirical. 
Conceptual research is grounded in abstract thinking and is 
often used to explore, develop or redefine theories and ideas. 
This type of research does not rely on direct observation or 
experimentation but instead engages with concepts through 
logical reasoning and critical analysis. It is typically pursued 
by scholars, philosophers or theorists who seek to build 
frameworks, propose models or offer new interpretations of 
existing phenomena.

In contrast, empirical research is rooted in observable and 
measurable evidence. It involves the systematic collection 
and analysis of data to test hypotheses or validate theoretical 
propositions. This type of research emphasizes direct engagement 
with reality, through observation, surveys, experiments or 
fieldwork and aims to derive conclusions that can be verified 
by replicable methods. Empirical research often begins with 
a working hypothesis, which guides the investigation. The 
researcher actively designs experiments or observational 

	f Generate actionable 
solutions

	f Expanding general 
knowledge

	f Abstract thinking
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studies to collect relevant data, often manipulating variables to 
determine cause-and-effect relationships. Such research allows 
greater control over the conditions of study and is especially 
useful when assessing the impact of one variable on another.

In the context of public administration, empirical studies 
provide strong evidentiary support for policy decisions, 
programme evaluations and institutional reforms. Due to its 
reliance on factual data and replicable procedures, empirical 
research is widely regarded as one of the most robust methods 
for validating hypotheses and informing practice.

1.1.2.5 Other Types of Research

In addition to the primary classifications of research, various 
other types exist, shaped by factors such as research purpose, 
duration, setting or methodological focus. These types often 
represent combinations or adaptations of the fundamental 
approaches.

1.	 Based on Time Frame: Research may be categorized by 
the duration involved. One time research refers to studies 
conducted at a single point in time, whereas longitudinal 
research spans across multiple time periods, allowing re-
searchers to observe changes or developments over time.

2.	 Based on Research Setting: Depending on where the re-
search is conducted, it may fall into different categories:

•	 Field research takes place in a natural setting.

•	 Laboratory research occurs in a controlled, experi-
mental environment.

•	 Simulation research involves creating an artificial en-
vironment to mimic real world processes or situations.

3.	 Clinical or Diagnostic Research: This type of research 
is typically case oriented and aims to explore the underly-
ing causes of specific issues. It often uses small, focused 
samples and in depth data collection methods such as in-
terviews or case studies to uncover causal relationships.

4.	 Exploratory vs. Formalised Research:

•	 Exploratory research is conducted primarily to devel-
op hypotheses or gain insights into a problem. It is often 
flexible and open ended.

	f Observable and 
measurable evidence

	f Longitudinal 
research

SG
O
U



10 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

•	 Formalised research, in contrast, is structured with 
clearly defined objectives and hypotheses that are tested 
through systematic procedures.

5.	 Historical Research: This approach involves the analy-
sis of past events, philosophies or practices by examining 
historical documents, artifacts or other records. It helps to 
understand the evolution of ideas, institutions or adminis-
trative systems over time.

6.	 Conclusion Oriented vs. Decision Oriented Research:

•	 Conclusion oriented research allows the researcher 
to independently choose the problem, adjust the design 
during the study and develop theoretical insights freely.

•	 Decision oriented research, on the other hand, is typi-
cally conducted to support a decision maker. In such cas-
es, the research is goal driven and often constrained by 
organisational needs. A common example is operations 
research, which uses quantitative methods to inform and 
optimize decision making in administrative or operation-
al contexts.

1.1.3 Research Methods vs. Research Methodology
Understanding the distinction between research methods and 

research methodology is fundamental to conducting systematic 
research. Research methods encompass the various techniques 
and procedures employed by researchers to investigate a 
problem. These methods are categorized into three main 
groups: methods for data collection, statistical techniques to 
establish relationships and methods for evaluating the accuracy 
of results. Data collection methods become essential when 
existing data are insufficient, while statistical tools help in 
interpreting relationships between variables. The last group of 
methods ensures that the obtained results are reliable and valid. 
Thus, research methods serve as the operational tools through 
which research is conducted.

On the other hand, research methodology is the comprehensive 
framework that guides the systematic execution of research. It 
is not limited to specific techniques but involves understanding 
the rationale behind the selection of methods and the overall 
research design. Research methodology requires a researcher 
to justify the use of particular techniques, ensuring their 
relevance to the research problem. It also involves analysing the 

	f Three main groups in 
research methodsSG
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underlying assumptions of various techniques and determining 
their applicability. For instance, just as an architect carefully 
evaluates the design choices for a building based on structural 
and functional needs, a researcher must critically assess 
the methods selected for a study. This systematic approach 
allows transparency, reproducibility and evaluation by others, 
reinforcing the credibility of the research.

Key Differences between research methods and research 
methodologies are specified in the following table.

	f Rationale behind the 
selection of methods

Table 1.1.1 Comparison of research methods and research methodology.

Aspect Research Methods Research Methodology

Definition Techniques and procedures used 
to conduct research

The theoretical framework guiding 
research processes

Scope
Narrower; focuses on data 
collection, analysis and 
evaluation

Broader; includes the logic behind 
research techniques and their justification

Purpose Provides tools for conducting 
research

Ensures the appropriate selection and 
application of research methods

Components
Data collection methods, 
statistical techniques, evaluation 
methods

Problem formulation, hypothesis 
development, selection of appropriate 
techniques

Application Used in practical execution of 
research

Guides the entire research process from 
problem definition to conclusion

Evaluation Focuses on obtaining accurate 
results

Assesses the relevance and validity of 
chosen research techniques

Example Surveys, experiments, case 
studies, statistical tests

Justification for choosing a survey method 
over an experiment based on research 
objectivesSG
O
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Summarized Overview

In our everyday life and administrative experiences, we often encounter problems that 
demand deeper understanding or evidence-based solutions. This is where research comes 
into play through a systematic and methodical process aimed at expanding knowledge. 
Whether it is a municipal officer investigating rising complaints in public transport or a 
policy analyst evaluating the success of welfare schemes, research helps define problems 
clearly, collect relevant data and arrive at logical conclusions. Research is more than data 
gathering; it is an intellectual journey involving observation, reasoning and interpretation, 
grounded in structured procedures.

Depending on the nature and purpose of the inquiry, research may be exploratory, 
descriptive, diagnostic or hypothesis-testing. In public administration, these types 
translate into real-world applications such as descriptive surveys on citizen satisfaction or 
diagnostic studies of corruption trends in service delivery. Based on the data used, research 
may follow either quantitative or qualitative approaches. For instance, budget analysis 
would require quantitative methods, while understanding public attitudes towards digital 
governance might demand qualitative insights. Both approaches have their strengths and 
are often combined in policy research to provide a holistic understanding.

At the heart of any sound study lies a clear grasp of the difference between research 
methods and research methodology. Methods refer to the tools and techniques used to 
collect and analyse data such as surveys, interviews or statistical models. Methodology, 
however, is the guiding philosophy behind the selection and application of these 
methods. Just as a good building needs both the right tools and a thoughtful design plan, 
good research needs appropriate methods and a well founded methodology. In the realm 
of public administration, understanding both is vital to ensure that research efforts are 
objective, replicable and impactful for governance and policy development.

Self-Assessment

1.	 Define research in your own words. How is it different from casual information 
gathering?

2.	 List any two objectives of research in public administration.

3.	 Differentiate between descriptive and analytical research using a public policy 
example.

4.	 Give one example each of quantitative and qualitative research in the context of 
local governance.

5.	 What are the essential characteristics of scientific research? Name any three.
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6.	 Explain the difference between research methods and research methodology.

7.	 Why is objectivity important in scientific research? Illustrate with an example.

8.	 How does a well-structured research methodology improve the credibility of re-
search findings?

Assignments

1.	 Select a recent government policy or administrative initiative (e.g., Swachh 
Bharat Mission or e-Governance programme) and briefly outline how a scientific 
research study could be conducted to evaluate its effectiveness, applying these 
characteristics.

2.	 Identify a current public issue (e.g., urban unemployment, digital divide or 
access to welfare schemes) and propose which combination of research types 
would be most appropriate to study it. Justify your choice with reasons.

3.	 Suppose you are planning to study the performance of local self-government 
institutions in Kerala. List the specific methods you would use for data collection, 
analysis and validation and explain how they fit into the overall methodology.

4.	 Choose a topic related to public administration (e.g., effectiveness of grievance 
redressal mechanisms or participation in Gram Sabha meetings) and explain 
how you would design a study for one of these research objectives.

5.	 Imagine you have been asked to research the impact of administrative reforms 
introduced in the last decade. Which of these research types would be most 
suitable and how would you structure the study?

Reference

1.	 Kothari, C. R. (1985). Research Methodology: Methods and Techniques. New Age 
International.

2.	 Pradip Kumar Sahu. (2013). Research Methodology: A Guide for Researchers in 
Agricultural Science, Social Science and Other Related Fields. Springer. 

3.	 Acharyya, R., & Bhattacharya, N. (2019). Research Methodology for Social Sciences. 
Taylor & Francis.
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Suggested Reading
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Research Process 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Upon completion of this unit, learners will be able to:

	f understand the key steps involved in the research process

	f explain the significance of formulating a clear research problem in the research 

process

	f construct a basic research problem statement relevant to a public administration 

issue

	f differentiate between a hypothesis and a research question with appropriate 

examples

Background 

Let us imagine a city planner concerned about increased road congestion in a fast 
growing town. He /  she notices that adding more roads has not solved the issue. Instead 
of acting on assumptions, he / she decides to investigate: What are the actual commuting 
patterns? Who uses public transport and why? This marks the beginning of a structured 
research process. First, he / she formulates a clear research problem like this: “Assessing 
the causes of rising urban traffic congestion despite infrastructural growth.” From there, 
he / she outlines steps for systematic data collection, analysis and interpretation. Each 
step must be carefully planned, documented and justified.

The formulation of a research problem is perhaps the most critical step, just as 
diagnosing a disease correctly is vital before prescribing medicine. For example, a 
health officer in a tribal district notices increased dropout rates in government health 
programmes. Assuming it is due to illiteracy may mislead intervention strategies. 
Instead, the officer narrows down the issue, evaluates various dimensions such as 
cultural, geographical, linguistic etc. and formulates a precise problem statement that 
sets the tone for further research.
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Keywords

Sampling, Research Design, Research Problem, Null-Hypothesis.

Once the problem is clear, the researcher needs to develop hypotheses which are 
tentative explanations or assumptions that guide data collection and analysis. For 
instance, in studying why some panchayats outperform others in implementing welfare 
schemes, a researcher might propose: “Better-performing panchayats have more 
inclusive decision-making mechanisms.” Such a hypothesis, while not yet proven, gives 
direction and structure to the research. In this unit, learners will grasp how each stage of 
the research process, from identifying the problem to constructing working hypotheses, 
builds a reliable framework for producing knowledge that informs public administration 
and policy decisions.

Discussion

1.2.1 Introduction to the Research Process
Research is a systematic and methodical pursuit of 

knowledge that aims to discover new insights, validate 
existing theories or solve specific problems. The research 
process provides a structured framework that guides scholars 
from the initial identification of a research problem to the 
final reporting of findings. It ensures scientific rigour, logical 
consistency and clarity in the study. Each step in the process 
plays a critical role, beginning with formulating a clear research 
problem, reviewing existing literature and building hypotheses, 
to choosing the right research design, sampling strategy and 
data collection method. Following this, proper execution, data 
analysis, hypothesis testing, interpretation and reporting are 
essential for drawing meaningful conclusions. Understanding 
and adhering to this process not only enhances the quality of 
research but also contributes to the advancement of knowledge 
across disciplines.

	f Structured 
frameworkSG
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	f

	f

	f

	f

	f

	f

1.2.1.2 Steps in Research
1. Identifying a Research Problem

The first and foremost step in the research process is 
identifying a research problem. Research problems can 
generally be categorised into two types: those related to the 
state of nature and those concerning relationships between 
variables. A researcher begins by selecting a broad area of 
interest and subsequently refining it into a specific researchable 
problem. This involves resolving ambiguities and assessing 
the feasibility of possible solutions. A well defined research 
problem lays the foundation for an effective study, enabling 
the researcher to distinguish relevant data from irrelevant ones. 
Engaging in discussions with experts, colleagues or guides can 
significantly help in shaping the research problem. Reviewing 
past literature is also crucial as it provides insights into what has 
already been studied and helps refine the research question into 
operational terms.

    Fig: 1.1.1 Illustration of the steps in the research process                
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2. Reviewing Literature

Once the research problem is clearly defined, the next step 
involves conducting a thorough literature review. This process 
requires a systematic examination of existing conceptual and 
empirical studies related to the topic. Reviewing literature 
helps the researcher understand the theoretical foundations, 
methodologies and findings of previous research. This step is 
particularly significant as it aids in identifying gaps in knowledge, 
framing research questions and refining the problem statement. 
Accessing resources such as academic journals, books, 
conference proceedings and government reports is essential. 
Researchers should also explore bibliographic databases and 
indexing journals to track relevant studies. A comprehensive 
literature review ensures that the research is grounded in 
existing knowledge and provides a basis for formulating a 
strong hypothesis.

3. Formulating Hypothesis

Following the literature review, the researcher must develop a 
working hypothesis. A hypothesis is a tentative assumption that 
guides the study by specifying expected relationships between 
variables. It plays a critical role in directing the research by 
defining its scope, sharpening focus and determining the type 
of data to be collected. Hypotheses must be clear, specific 
and testable. They can be developed through various means, 
including discussions with experts, examining existing data for 
patterns and reviewing previous studies. In certain exploratory 
research, formulating a hypothesis may not be necessary. 
However, in most research studies, a well structured hypothesis 
serves as a guiding principle for data collection and analysis.

4. Choosing an Appropriate Research Design

A research design outlines the overall structure of the study, 
ensuring systematic data collection and analysis. The primary 
function of a research design is to facilitate the collection of 
relevant evidence while minimising time, effort and cost. 
Research designs can be broadly categorized based on purpose: 
exploratory, descriptive, diagnostic and experimental. For 
exploratory research, a flexible design is preferable, allowing 
multiple dimensions of the problem to be examined. In 
contrast, descriptive research requires a structured design to 
ensure reliability and minimise bias. There are various research 
design models, including experimental and non-experimental 
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approaches. Experimental designs can be informal (such as 
before-and-after studies) or formal (such as randomised block 
designs). Choosing an appropriate research design depends 
on factors such as the research objectives, data availability, 
researcher expertise and financial constraints.

5. Sample Design

Sampling is a crucial aspect of research, as studying an 
entire population is often impractical due to constraints of time 
and resources. A sample design determines how individuals 
or elements are selected from a larger population for study. 
Sampling methods are broadly classified into probability 
and non-probability sampling. Probability sampling ensures 
that each element has a known chance of selection. This 
sampling includes methods like simple random sampling, 
stratified sampling and cluster sampling. Non-probability 
sampling, on the other hand, does not allow the calculation of 
selection probabilities and includes methods like convenience 
sampling, judgement sampling and quota sampling. Selecting 
an appropriate sample design enhances the accuracy and 
generalisability of research findings, ensuring that the study is 
both efficient and representative of the broader population.

6. Data Collection Methods

Collecting data is a crucial step in the research process, 
as it ensures that the study is based on relevant and accurate 
information. Researchers often find that existing data is 
inadequate for addressing their specific research questions, 
necessitating the collection of fresh data. The choice of data 
collection method depends on factors such as cost, time and 
the scope of the research. There are two major types of data 
collection: primary and secondary. Primary data is gathered 
directly from original sources through experiments or surveys. 
In an experimental approach, researchers measure variables to 
validate hypotheses, whereas surveys collect information using 
various methods, including:

1.	 Observation: This method involves the researcher gath-
ering information by observing subjects without direct 
interaction. It provides real time data without the influ-
ence of past behaviours or future intentions, but it is cost-
ly and often limited in scope.

2.	 Personal Interviews: In this approach, structured inter-
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views with predetermined questions are conducted. The 
success of this method largely depends on the interview-
er’s skill in eliciting accurate responses.

3.	 Telephone Interviews: These involve contacting re-
spondents over the phone to collect data quickly, mak-
ing it a preferred method for industrial and commercial 
surveys.

4.	 Mailed Questionnaires: Researchers send question-
naires to respondents, who complete and return them. 
This cost-effective method is widely used in business and 
economic studies. To enhance reliability, a pilot study is 
often conducted before distributing the questionnaire to 
identify any potential weaknesses.

5.	 Schedules Method: Trained enumerators collect data 
using pre-prepared schedules, ensuring accurate and sys-
tematic data gathering. Field checks help maintain the 
quality of responses.

The selection of a suitable data collection method depends 
on research objectives, financial resources, time constraints and 
desired accuracy. As A.L. Bowley stated, commonsense and 
experience are invaluable in statistical data collection.

Execution of the Project

Executing a research project systematically is crucial for 
ensuring reliable results. If the research involves structured 
questionnaires, responses can be efficiently processed using 
data analysis software. Proper selection and training of 
interviewers play a critical role in ensuring the collection of 
high quality data. Instruction manuals and field checks help 
maintain consistency and accuracy. To address non-response 
issues, researchers may create a sub-sample of non-respondents 
and employ expert assistance to obtain missing data. Keeping 
the study under statistical control ensures the reliability of the 
collected information.

7. Data Analysis

Once data is collected, researchers proceed with analysis, 
which involves categorising, coding and tabulating raw data. 
Classification of data into meaningful groups simplifies 
interpretation. The coding process transforms raw data into 
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symbols that facilitate statistical processing.

Tabulation, often done using computers, allows researchers 
to examine large data sets and identify patterns efficiently. 
Statistical measures such as percentages, coefficients and 
significance tests are applied to determine relationships or 
differences between variables. For example, statistical tests 
such as Chi-square, t-test and F-test help researchers validate 
findings and establish conclusions with accuracy.

Hypothesis Testing

While analysing the data, researchers test hypotheses to 
determine whether the collected data supports or contradicts 
their initial assumptions. Statistical tests validate these findings, 
leading to either acceptance or rejection of hypotheses. If no 
hypothesis was formulated at the beginning, findings may serve 
as a basis for future hypotheses.

8.Generalisation and Interpretation

When a hypothesis is consistently upheld through repeated 
tests, it may lead to generalisations, contributing to the 
development of theories. Interpretation of findings is crucial 
for explaining observed trends and deriving meaningful 
conclusions. Additionally, interpretation often raises new 
questions, paving the way for further research.

9.Reporting and Findings

The final step in the research process is preparing a structured 
report, which should include:

1.	 Preliminary Pages: These consist of the title, date, 
acknowledgements, foreword, table of contents and lists 
of tables and graphs.

2.	 Main Text:

o	 Introduction: Clearly states the research objectives, 
methodology, scope and limitations.

o	 Summary of Findings: Presents key results in 
simple language, summarising extensive findings 
where necessary.

o	 Main Report: Organises content logically, breaking 

	f Primary and 
secondary types of 
data

SG
O
U



23SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

it into identifiable sections.

o	 Conclusion: Summarises key results and their 
implications.

3.	 End Matter: Includes appendices for technical data, a 
bibliography of consulted sources and an index for easy 
reference.

To ensure clarity and professionalism, the report should use 
simple, concise language and avoid vague expressions. Graphs, 
charts and illustrations should only be used when they enhance 
clarity. The limitations of the study should be acknowledged 
and challenges encountered during research should be stated.

1.2.2  Formulating a Research Problem
The first and most critical step in the research process is the 

identification and precise definition of a research problem. A 
research problem represents a challenge, either theoretical or 
practical, that a researcher seeks to resolve through systematic 
investigation. Just as a doctor must evaluate symptoms before 
diagnosing an illness, a researcher must thoroughly examine a 
situation to define it as a researchable problem.

A research problem typically arises when an individual, 
group or organisation faces uncertainty in choosing the best 
course of action among several alternatives, each varying in 
effectiveness. For a situation to qualify as a research problem, 
the following elements must be present:

•	 An individual or group experiencing difficulty.

•	 A specific objective that needs to be achieved.

•	 Multiple available alternatives to address the issue.

•	 Uncertainty about which alternative is most effective.

•	 A contextual environment influencing the outcome.

A clearly defined research problem helps in distinguishing 
relevant data, setting objectives and guiding the research 
design. However, complexities such as changing conditions, 
multiple alternatives or external influences can make problem 
formulation challenging and they require thoughtful analysis.

	f Preparation of a 
structured report

	f Precise statement of 
a research problem

SG
O
U



24 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

Selecting a Research Problem

Choosing an appropriate research problem is a vital yet 
complex task. Although guidance from mentors and subject 
experts can be valuable, the responsibility ultimately lies with 
the researcher. A good research problem should originate from 
the researcher's curiosity, experience and understanding of the 
field.

Key considerations when selecting a research problem include:

•	 Novelty: Avoid topics that have been extensively studied 
unless a new perspective is being offered.

•	 Feasibility: Ensure that the topic is within reach in 
terms of time, resources and data access.

•	 Clarity and Focus: Avoid problems that are either too 
vague or too narrowly defined.

•	 Relevance: The problem should align with the 
researcher's field and contribute meaningfully to the 
body of knowledge.

•	 Practical Constraints: Consider budget, time limitations 
and the willingness of participants to cooperate.

•	 Preliminary Study: Conducting a brief review or 
feasibility assessment can help refine the problem 
before committing to it.

Selecting a well scoped and meaningful problem ensures 
that the research remains engaging and manageable, increasing 
the likelihood of successful outcomes.

1.2.3 Techniques in Defining the Research Problem
A clearly defined research problem lays the groundwork for 

the entire study. It directs the researcher’s attention, facilitates 
the identification of variables and ensures that relevant data is 
collected.

Several systematic techniques assist in problem definition:

•	 Statement of the Problem: Begin with a broad general 
statement and gradually narrow it down to specific 
terms.
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•	 Understanding the Problem’s Context: Explore the 
problem’s origin and background through stakeholder 
discussions and environmental scans.

•	 Review of Literature: Investigate existing studies to 
understand gaps, contradictions and methodologies that 
inform the new research direction.

•	 Consultation and Brainstorming: Engaging with 
experts and peers can yield insights that clarify and 
reshape the problem.

•	 Rephrasing into a Working Proposition: Translate the 
problem into operational terms, suitable for hypothesis 
development and data collection.

Additional steps include defining technical terms, stating 
assumptions, justifying the study's relevance and outlining the 
scope and limitations. By following these methods, researchers 
can ensure that the problem is focused, researchable and aligned 
with both practical and theoretical frameworks.

1.2.4 Developing Working Hypotheses
Definition and Role of Hypotheses in Research

A hypothesis is a foundational element in the research 
process, acting as a guiding proposition that a researcher 
seeks to test and validate. While in general use, a hypothesis 
may be seen as a mere assumption, in research, it represents a 
formalised statement addressing a specific question. It serves 
as an explanatory framework for a set of phenomena and is 
formulated either as a tentative conjecture to be investigated or 
as a proposition supported by existing knowledge.

A well-structured hypothesis provides direction to the 
research, defining what the study aims to investigate and 
offering a basis for empirical testing. For instance, a hypothesis 
like, "students who receive counselling will show a greater 
increase in creativity than students not receiving counselling," 
establishes a clear relationship between variables, allowing for 
objective verification. In essence, hypotheses function as critical 
tools in research, enabling the evaluation of relationships and 
supporting the advancement of knowledge.

	f Tentative conjecture 
to be investigated

	f Qualities of a well-
structured hypothesisSG

O
U



26 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

Types of Hypotheses

Hypotheses in research can be classified into various types 
based on their nature and formulation:

1.	 Null Hypothesis (H₀): This hypothesis asserts that there 
is no significant difference or relationship between vari-
ables. For example, "there is no difference in academic 
performance between students who attend tutoring ses-
sions and those who do not."

2.	 Alternative Hypothesis (H₁): This hypothesis contra-
dicts the null hypothesis, proposing a significant effect or 
relationship. For example, "students who attend tutoring 
sessions perform better academically than those who do 
not."

3.	 Relational Hypothesis: This type establishes a connec-
tion between variables, such as "higher employee moti-
vation leads to increased productivity."

4.	 Descriptive Hypothesis: It predicts the existence of a 
particular characteristic or phenomenon, such as "the 
majority of university students prefer online learning 
over traditional classroom settings."

5.	 Causal Hypothesis: It specifies a cause-and-effect re-
lationship, such as "egular exercise reduces the risk of 
cardiovascular diseases."

Characteristics of a Good Hypothesis

A well formulated hypothesis should possess the following 
essential attributes:

1.	 Clarity and Precision: A hypothesis must be explicitly 
defined and unambiguous to ensure reliable inferences.

2.	 Testability: It should be capable of empirical verifica-
tion, meaning it must allow observations that confirm or 
refute it.

3.	 Relationship Between Variables: If the hypothesis is 
relational, it must clearly state how the variables interact.

4.	 Specificity and Scope: Narrow and well defined hypoth-
eses are generally easier to test than broad or vague ones.
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5.	 Simplicity: The hypothesis should be straightforward 
and comprehensible without unnecessary complexity.

6.	 Consistency with Known Facts: It must align with es-
tablished knowledge and not contradict well supported 
theories.

7.	 Feasibility of Testing: The hypothesis should be test-
able within a reasonable time frame, ensuring practical 
execution.

8.	 Explanatory Power: It should effectively explain the 
phenomena under investigation and contribute to the res-
olution of the research problem.

Steps in Formulating a Hypothesis

Developing a hypothesis requires a systematic approach 
that enhances its effectiveness in research. The following steps 
outline this process:

1.	 Identifying the Research Problem: A hypothesis is for-
mulated based on a well defined research question.

2.	 Reviewing Existing Literature: Understanding prior 
research helps in refining the hypothesis and ensuring it 
is grounded in established theories.

3.	 Defining Variables: Clearly outline the dependent and 
independent variables involved in the study.

4.	 Establishing Relationships: Formulate a statement that 
defines the expected connection between the variables.

5.	 Ensuring Testability: The hypothesis should be framed 
in a way that allows empirical validation.

6.	 Refining and Simplifying: The final hypothesis should 
be clear, concise and logically structured.

Testing and Validating Hypotheses in Research

Once a hypothesis is developed, it must be tested through 
systematic procedures to determine whether it holds true 
in the context under investigation. The process begins with 
data collection, which involves gathering empirical evidence 
relevant to the research question. For instance, if a researcher 
hypothesises that participatory governance increases public 
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trust in local government, they may use structured surveys 
to gather citizens’ opinions across different panchayats. 
Experiments might be used in cases where new service delivery 
models are tested on pilot groups, while direct observations are 
useful when analysing administrative behaviour or decision 
making patterns in real world settings. The choice of data 
collection method should correspond to the type and nature 
of the hypothesis, quantitative hypotheses typically require 
structured instruments, while qualitative or exploratory ones 
may use interviews or focus group discussions.

After data is collected, statistical analysis is employed 
to interpret and evaluate the results. This stage is crucial for 
determining whether the observed data supports or contradicts 
the hypothesis. For example, a t-test may be applied to assess 
whether a training programme significantly improved the 
performance of public sector employees. Chi-square tests 
can examine whether categorical variables, such as gender 
and participation in self-help groups, are associated. In cases 
involving the prediction of one variable by another, such as 
whether literacy levels influence awareness of welfare schemes, 
regression analysis becomes appropriate. The type of statistical 
method used should be chosen based on the data type, research 
design and the hypothesis being tested.

The next step involves comparing the research findings with 
existing theories or knowledge. This comparison helps validate 
whether the new evidence supports established academic 
frameworks or contradicts them, prompting further inquiry. For 
example, if a study based on field data shows that hierarchical 
structures hinder efficient service delivery, it can be analysed 
in the light of Max Weber’s theory of bureaucracy. Such 
comparisons ensure that research does not exist in isolation 
but contributes meaningfully to ongoing scholarly and policy 
debates in public administration.

Finally, the hypothesis may need to be revisited and refined. 
If the findings do not fully support the original assumption 
or if unexpected results emerge, researchers may choose 
to reformulate the hypothesis to better reflect the observed 
realities. This is especially common in exploratory studies, pilot 
projects and evaluations of policy interventions. For instance, 
a hypothesis suggesting that digital grievance redressal 
mechanisms improve citizen satisfaction might be revised if 
field data reveals that digital literacy remains a barrier for many 
users. In such cases, the revised hypothesis might focus instead 
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on the role of digital inclusiveness in effective service delivery.

Hypothesis testing is a dynamic and iterative process that 
moves from data gathering to analysis, theory comparison and 
hypothesis revision. Each stage demands appropriate tools and 
methods suited to the specific context and research question. For 
public administration scholars, mastering this process ensures 
that their findings are both scientifically valid and practically 
relevant to governance and policy challenges.

Summarized Overview

The research process begins with the crucial step of identifying a research problem. 
This initial phase involves narrowing down a broad area of interest into a specific, well-
defined and researchable issue. A good research problem reflects a gap in knowledge or a 
practical challenge, includes clear objectives and involves uncertainty in decision-making. 
To refine the problem, researchers often engage in literature review, discussions with 
experts and feasibility assessments. Once the problem is set, a comprehensive literature 
review follows, providing the theoretical foundation, highlighting previous findings 
and helping identify research gaps. This review not only validates the relevance of the 
chosen topic but also informs the framing of research questions and the development of 
a hypothesis.

Formulating a hypothesis is the next logical step after reviewing literature. A 
hypothesis offers a tentative answer to the research question and serves as a guiding 
framework throughout the study. It must be clear, specific and testable. Hypotheses 
come in various forms, such as the null hypothesis (suggesting no relationship) and 
alternative hypothesis (suggesting a significant relationship or effect). With a hypothesis 
in place, researchers proceed to choose a suitable research design that matches the study's 
objectives. Depending on whether the study is exploratory, descriptive, diagnostic or 
experimental, the design will vary in structure and rigidity. Concurrently, an appropriate 
sample design is chosen, probability or non-probability-based, ensuring the selected 
participants represent the target population effectively and affordably.

The later stages of the research process involve data collection, analysis, hypothesis 
testing and reporting. Data can be primary (collected firsthand through observations, 
interviews, surveys) or secondary (gathered from existing sources). The method of 
collection is chosen based on the study’s objectives, budget and desired accuracy. After 
data collection, analysis begins with coding, tabulation and applying statistical tests such 
as t-tests, chi-square or regression analysis. These analyses help confirm or reject the 
hypothesis. Once validated, findings are interpreted and may lead to generalizations or the 
formulation of new theories. Finally, the research is compiled into a structured report—
complete with an introduction, methodology, results, discussion and conclusion—
ensuring the study contributes meaningfully to the academic or practical field.
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Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the key components that define a researchable problem?

2.	 Why is reviewing literature essential before formulating a hypothesis?

3.	 What is the difference between a null hypothesis and an alternative hypothesis?

4.	 How does a research design contribute to the validity of a study?

5.	 What are the main distinctions between probability and non-probability sampling 
methods?

6.	 Which factors should be considered when selecting a suitable data collection meth-
od?

7.	 What is the significance of hypothesis testing in the research process?

8.	 What are the essential elements of a well-structured research report?

Assignments

1.	 Using a practical example from the field of public administration (e.g., urban 
waste management, e-governance or social welfare delivery), describe how each 
step in the research process would be implemented from problem identification 
to reporting findings.

2.	 Discuss the essential characteristics of a well-defined research problem. 
Illustrate your answer with an example of a poorly defined problem and how it 
can be improved through systematic techniques.

3.	 Select one issue of administrative importance and show how it can be framed 
both as a research question and as a hypothesis. Explain in what contexts one is 
more appropriate than the other.

4.	 Discuss how reviewing existing literature contributes to refining the research 
problem, developing a hypothesis and choosing the right research design. 
Support your argument with references to any recent government policy 
evaluation study.

5.	 Compare exploratory and descriptive research designs. Then, select a sample 
design (probability or non-probability) and justify its use for studying citizen 
satisfaction with local governance in your state or region.
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Literature Review

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Upon completion of the unit, learners will be able to:

	f identify key sources of literature, including primary and secondary sources rele-

vant to a chosen research topic

	f explain the significance of conducting a literature review in the context of academ-

ic research

	f differentiate between various types of literature and evaluate their credibility and 

relevance to specific research objectives

	f construct a coherent and structured literature review that supports the formulation 

of a research problem or hypothesis

Background 

A literature review is a critical foundation of any research work, as it provides an 
overview of existing knowledge on a given topic. It helps the researcher to understand 
what has already been studied, what methodologies have been applied and where the 
gaps in the existing body of knowledge lie. For example, a scholar studying the impact 
of social media on youth mental health would begin by reviewing existing research 
articles, surveys and reports to identify patterns, contradictions and unanswered 
questions. This not only sharpens the research focus but also ensures that the study 
contributes something original and relevant.

Moreover, a well-structured literature review helps in avoiding duplication of past 
efforts and in building upon the strengths of prior studies. It allows researchers to 
critically analyse and synthesize findings from multiple sources, helping them to frame 
their research questions more effectively and select appropriate research designs. For 
instance, a public administration student working on the efficiency of e-governance 
services may find that earlier studies have used citizen satisfaction surveys, enabling 
them to refine their own methodological approach or identify a more specific variable to 
investigate, such as the role of digital literacy.
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Literature reviews provide a theoretical and conceptual framework that supports the 
research. By engaging with primary sources like research reports, as well as secondary 
sources like reviews and commentaries, the researcher gains depth and clarity in 
understanding the topic. For example, when exploring Gandhian perspectives on 
grass roots democracy, a researcher can draw upon both Gandhiji’s original writings 
(primary literature) and interpretative works by scholars like Jodh Singh or Dharam 
Singh (secondary literature) to frame the ideological basis of their study. Thus, the 
literature review not only sets the stage for inquiry but also anchors the research within 
an academic tradition, enhancing its credibility and scholarly value.

Discussion

1.3.1 Introduction to Literature Review
A literature review is a crucial element of any research 

process, whether it is for a research paper, dissertation or thesis. 
It is often misunderstood and sometimes reduced to merely 
gathering and presenting large amounts of available information 
and statistics on a subject. However, a well conducted literature 
review goes beyond simple collation; it systematically classifies, 
organises and synthesises existing scholarly work in a given 
research domain.

Definition and Purpose

The primary purpose of a literature review is to trace existing 
scholarship in a particular field, analysing its key themes, 
focal areas, methodologies and major findings. It serves as a 
bridge between past research and the present study, ensuring 
that new research builds upon and contributes meaningfully to 
the existing body of knowledge. By reviewing prior studies, 
researchers gain insights into prevailing debates, theoretical 
approaches and research gaps, allowing them to position their 
work effectively within the discipline.
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Role and Importance of Literature Review in Research

A literature review plays a foundational role in academic 
inquiry by synthesising past research and identifying trends, 
gaps and unresolved questions in the field. It relies primarily 
on secondary sources and engages with published studies to 
provide a broader intellectual context for the research problem. 
By drawing from established arguments and findings, the review 
enables researchers to refine their own research questions and 
methodologies. Additionally, it helps to contextualise the study 
within existing academic discussions, preventing unnecessary 
duplication and guiding researchers towards innovative 
contributions.

A well structured literature review not only summarises 
past research but also integrates different perspectives, debates 
and interpretations to provide a coherent narrative about the 
subject matter. It functions as a map of intellectual progression, 
highlighting how scholarly ideas have evolved over time and 
where the current study fits within this trajectory. By critically 
engaging with previous works, researchers can develop a clearer 
understanding of their own study’s significance, establish its 
originality and justify the need for further investigation. Thus, 
the literature review acts as a vital link between past research 
and new academic contributions, strengthening the overall 
credibility of the study.

1.3.2 Objectives of Literature Review
A well conducted literature review is essential for placing 

research within a broader scholarly context. The main objectives 
of the literature review are the following: 

Avoiding Duplication and Enhancing Originality

Scientific research is inherently cumulative and public 
in nature. It builds upon previous studies, incorporating 
findings from various scholars to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of a given subject. Over time, research in 
any field accumulates into a substantial body of knowledge, 
disseminated through journal articles, books, theses and 
conference presentations. This vast repository of scholarly work 
serves as a critical resource for new researchers. By conducting 
a thorough literature review, researchers can avoid redundant 
efforts by identifying studies that have already been conducted 
in their area of interest. Although existing literature may not 
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directly align with their specific research questions, it often 
shares conceptual linkages that provide valuable insights. The 
literature review process enables researchers to position their 
work within the broader academic discourse, ensuring that their 
contributions are unique and build upon existing knowledge. 
This practice enhances the originality of the research, allowing 
scholars to refine their focus, develop innovative perspectives 
and contribute meaningfully to the discipline.

Understanding Trends and Debates in the Discipline

A comprehensive literature review allows researchers to 
understand prevailing trends, ongoing debates and emerging 
themes within their field of study. Through systematic 
engagement with existing scholarship, researchers gain insights 
into the evolution of key concepts, theoretical frameworks and 
methodological approaches. This process involves collating, 
classifying and summarising major research findings in both 
specific and related areas, thus creating a broad analytical 
perspective. The literature review helps researchers recognise 
patterns across various studies, compare differing viewpoints 
and identify gaps that require further exploration. For instance, 
a study on health communication for polio may also incorporate 
literature on sanitation, hygiene, nutrition and reproductive 
health to provide a holistic understanding of public health 
interventions. By engaging critically with previous research, 
scholars can refine their research objectives, formulate relevant 
hypotheses and select appropriate theoretical frameworks 
and research methods. Ultimately, this process ensures that 
their work aligns with the broader academic discourse while 
addressing significant research gaps, thereby contributing to the 
advancement of knowledge in their discipline. 

Identifying the Research Gap 

A third and critical function of the literature review is 
identifying the research gap. This involves recognising areas 
within the existing body of knowledge that remain underexplored, 
contradictory, outdated or inconclusive. Pinpointing such gaps 
is essential for defining a clear research problem and justifying 
the need for new investigation. For example, while there may 
be extensive studies on e-governance in urban India, there could 
be limited literature on its application in tribal or remote rural 
areas, highlighting a gap that a researcher can address. Similarly, 
some studies might lack gender-disaggregated analysis or 
ignore local cultural contexts, indicating opportunities for more 

	f Avoiding redundant 
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nuanced inquiry. Identifying the research gap allows scholars to 
shape research objectives that are timely, focused and socially 
relevant. It also ensures that the research is purposeful and 
contributes to advancing the discipline by addressing questions 
that have not yet been sufficiently answered. This step not only 
enhances the academic value of the study but also reinforces 
its practical significance for policy making and public service 
improvement.

1.3.3 Types of Literature Review
In research methodology, literature reviews are not custom-

made. They vary in form, structure and purpose, depending on 
the nature of the study, the stage of the research process and 
the type of knowledge being sought. Understanding the various 
types of literature review helps researchers select the most 
appropriate approach for their specific objectives. Each type 
serves a distinct function, whether it is mapping out a research 
field, synthesising existing findings or evaluating theoretical 
developments. Below are the major types of literature reviews 
relevant to social science and public administration research:

1. Narrative or Traditional Literature Review

This is the most common and flexible form of literature review. 
It provides a broad overview of existing literature related to a 
particular topic, without following a strict systematic method. 
The focus is often on identifying key themes, theoretical 
perspectives and major debates. Narrative reviews are useful 
during the early stages of research when a scholar is exploring 
the field, framing research questions or building conceptual 
clarity. For instance, a student studying administrative reforms 
in India might use a narrative review to understand the evolution 
of bureaucratic models, from colonial legacies to present day 
innovations like Mission Karmayogi. However, narrative 
reviews may lack transparency and replicability, as they are 
shaped by the reviewer’s interpretation and selection of sources.

2. Systematic Literature Review

A systematic literature review (SLR) is a structured, 
transparent and reproducible method of identifying, evaluating 
and synthesising all relevant studies on a particular research 
question. It follows a defined protocol that includes search 
strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria and quality assessment 
of selected studies. This type of review is especially useful when 
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the goal is to provide an evidence based understanding of a policy 
issue or intervention. For example, a researcher analysing the 
impact of decentralisation on service delivery outcomes might 
conduct a systematic review of empirical studies conducted 
across Indian states. Though time consuming, SLRs are valued 
for their objectivity, clarity and comprehensiveness.

3. Scoping Review

Scoping reviews aim to map the existing literature on 
a broad topic to identify the nature, range and extent of 
research available. They do not usually assess the quality of 
studies but help in understanding how much has been studied, 
what methodologies have been used and where research 
gaps exist. This type is especially suitable when a topic is 
emerging, fragmented or multidisciplinary. A scholar in Public 
Administration, for example, may use a scoping review to 
explore the literature on digital inclusion in rural governance. 
It provides a starting point for more detailed research and helps 
refine future research questions.

4. Critical Review

A critical review goes beyond mere description to analyse, 
interpret and evaluate existing literature. It involves assessing 
the strengths, weaknesses, assumptions and limitations of 
previous research. This type of review is ideal when researchers 
aim to challenge established theories or propose new conceptual 
frameworks. For instance, a critical review of New Public 
Management (NPM) may examine how its principles have fared 
in developing countries and whether alternative governance 
models, like collaborative public management, offer better 
solutions. Critical reviews are intellectually demanding but are 
highly valuable in advancing theoretical understanding.

5. Integrative Review

An integrative review synthesises literature from diverse 
methodologies such as quantitative, qualitative and theoretical 
studies to generate new frameworks or perspectives. This type 
is particularly suitable when the research question spans across 
disciplinary boundaries or when a holistic understanding is 
needed. In the field of public administration, an integrative 
review on disaster management might draw from administrative 
reports, community case studies and statistical evaluations to 
provide a unified framework for local resilience planning. It 
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enables a richer analysis by combining evidence from multiple 
research traditions.

6. Meta analysis

Meta analysis is a statistical technique used to combine the 
results of multiple empirical studies that examine the same 
research question, usually involving quantitative data. It helps 
in deriving more generalisable conclusions by aggregating 
effect sizes across studies. Although commonly used in health 
and education research, it has growing relevance in public 
policy and administrative evaluations. For example, a meta 
analysis on the effectiveness of e-governance portals may pool 
data from various evaluations to assess their overall impact on 
transparency and citizen satisfaction.

7. Meta synthesis

In contrast to meta analysis, meta synthesis focuses on 
integrating findings from qualitative studies. It involves 
interpreting and reinterpreting themes and insights across 
different qualitative research works to develop new theoretical 
or conceptual insights. For instance, a meta synthesis of case 
studies on women's participation in Panchayati Raj Institutions 
might reveal deeper sociocultural patterns that influence their 
leadership experiences. This type of review is particularly 
valuable in policy areas that require contextual and experiential 
understanding.

In conclusion, choosing the right type of literature review 
is a critical decision in the research process. Each type offers 
unique strengths and is suited to different stages and purposes 
of research. Whether mapping the field, synthesising evidence 
or proposing new theories, literature reviews guide researchers 
in building strong, well informed foundations for their work. 

1.3.4 Techniques for Effective Literature Review
Conducting an effective literature review is a critical 

component of research in Public Administration. It involves 
systematically identifying, evaluating organising and 
synthesising scholarly works to establish a solid foundation 
for research. The following sections outline key techniques for 
performing a literature review effectively.

	f Statistical technique

	f Integration of 
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Identifying Relevant Literature

Identifying relevant literature begins with defining appropriate 
keywords and selecting databases that house scholarly articles, 
books and policy documents. Utilising academic databases 
such as JSTOR, Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar 
helps researchers locate pertinent studies. Keywords should be 
derived from research questions and theoretical frameworks to 
ensure comprehensive coverage. The selection process should 
prioritize peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports 
and reputable institutional publications.

Evaluating Sources

Assessing the relevance, credibility and reliability of sources 
is essential for a robust literature review. A critical evaluation 
involves examining the author's expertise, the publication's 
impact factor and the study’s methodology. Relevance is 
determined by how well a source aligns with the research 
topic, while credibility is assessed by checking the publisher’s 
reputation and peer review status. The reliability of sources 
depends on whether they provide consistent and verifiable data, 
free from biases or outdated perspectives.

Organising and Categorising Literature

The literature review can be structured using different 
approaches to provide a coherent synthesis of existing studies. 
These approaches include:

•	 Chronological Approach: Arranges studies in the 
order of their publication, illustrating the evolution of 
research over time.

•	 Thematic Approach: Groups literature based on 
recurring themes or issues, allowing an in depth analysis 
of various perspectives on a topic.

•	 Theoretical Approach: Categorizes studies based on 
different theoretical frameworks and models relevant to 
Public Administration.

Choosing an appropriate organisational method ensures 
that the literature review presents a structured argument and 
highlights trends, gaps and emerging debates within the field.

	f Defining appropriate 
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Synthesising and Writing the Literature Review

Writing a literature review involves summarising and 
synthesising information while maintaining a clear structure. A 
well crafted review consists of three key components:

•	 Introduction: Provides an overview of the topic, 
highlights the purpose of the review and explains the 
chosen organisational approach.

•	 Body: Discusses each category of literature in detail, 
summarising key studies, methodologies and findings. It 
critically compares different perspectives and identifies 
areas of agreement and contention.

•	 Conclusion: Summarises major insights, highlights 
research gaps and sets the stage for the researcher’s 
contribution to the field.

A coherent narrative should be maintained throughout, 
ensuring logical connections between different studies and 
perspectives.

Proper Citation Methods and Avoiding Plagiarism

Maintaining academic integrity is crucial in literature review 
writing. Proper citation methods such as APA, MLA and 
Chicago styles must be employed to give due credit to original 
authors. Plagiarism can be avoided by paraphrasing effectively, 
using quotation marks when necessary and utilising plagiarism 
detection tools for verification. Ethical citation practices 
enhance the credibility of the literature review and contribute to 
scholarly discourse in Public Administration.

By following these techniques, researchers can produce a 
well-structured and insightful literature review that lays a strong 
foundation for their study in Public Administration. The review 
should not only summarise existing research but also critically 
engage with it to identify opportunities for future inquiry.

1.3.5 Challenges and Best Practices in Conducting a 
Literature Review

Conducting a comprehensive literature review is a crucial 
step in the research process, as it offers a foundation for framing 
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the research problem and methodology. However, this process 
presents several challenges that researchers must navigate 
thoughtfully.  Therefore, to understand these challenges and 
adopt best practices enhances the quality, clarity and credibility 
of the literature review.

Managing large volumes of literature is one of the primary 
challenges in today’s academic environment, especially with 
the exponential growth of published research. Students and 
scholars often find themselves overwhelmed by the sheer 
volume of available materials across journals, books, databases 
and online repositories. The best practice here is to adopt a 
focused approach by clearly defining keywords, search strings, 
inclusion and exclusion criteria and using systematic search 
strategies. Developing an annotated bibliography and thematic 
categorisation can also help in organizing the literature 
efficiently.

Another common difficulty is to deal with conflicting 
theories and arguments. In many research areas, scholars 
present contrasting perspectives, methodologies or findings. 
This can lead to confusion and uncertainty, especially for 
early career researchers. The key to managing this lies in 
maintaining analytical clarity. Researchers should not avoid 
conflicting arguments; instead, they should critically analyse 
the assumptions, contexts and limitations of each perspective. 
Presenting these differences transparently and identifying 
possible reasons for divergence adds depth to the review.

Maintaining a balanced viewpoint is essential, especially in 
maintaining objectivity and critical thinking. Researchers may 
unconsciously gravitate towards literature that supports their 
hypotheses or personal viewpoints, leading to a biased review. 
A good practice is to engage with literature from diverse sources 
and perspectives. Using techniques like note taking in one's own 
words, comparing different interpretations and continuously 
asking critical questions such as “Who is the author?”, “What is 
the evidence?” and “What is missing?” can enhance objectivity 
and foster analytical rigour.

To streamline the literature review process, especially in 
managing references and citations, scholars can make use of 
Research Management Tools such as Zotero, Mendeley or 
EndNote. These tools help in saving, tagging and organising 
references systematically. They also simplify the process 
of citing sources and generating bibliographies in various 
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styles. Zotero is particularly user friendly and open source, 
while Mendeley offers collaborative features ideal for group 
research and EndNote provides robust features for advanced 
users. Familiarity with at least one of these tools is increasingly 
considered a good practice in academic research.

In conclusion, while literature review can be demanding, 
adopting organised strategies, critical thinking and technological 
tools can greatly enhance its quality. Addressing the challenges 
thoughtfully not only strengthens the review itself but also lays 
a robust foundation for the entire research project.

	f Streamlining the 
literature review 
process

Summarized Overview

A literature review is an essential part of any academic research process. It goes 
beyond simply gathering information; it critically organises, synthesises and analyses 
existing scholarship in a given field. The purpose of a literature review is to understand 
existing knowledge, identify research gaps and position the current study within a broader 
academic discourse. It plays a foundational role in research by helping scholars engage 
with key themes, theoretical debates and methodological trends. A well-crafted review 
avoids duplication, supports originality and enhances the credibility of the study. It also 
ensures researchers are aware of evolving debates and scholarly progress, allowing them 
to contribute meaningfully to their discipline.

The sources used in a literature review can be primary or secondary. Researchers must 
effectively identify relevant literature, evaluate the credibility of sources organise findings 
using suitable approaches (chronological, thematic or theoretical) and synthesise these 
into a coherent narrative. Techniques like critical comparison, paraphrasing, citation 
integrity and systematic writing are central to producing a meaningful literature review. 
Additionally, using digital tools such as Zotero, Mendeley and EndNote can greatly 
assist in managing references and streamlining the review process.

Despite its importance, conducting a literature review comes with challenges: dealing 
with large volumes of literature, handling conflicting viewpoints, maintaining objectivity 
and staying organised. These challenges can be addressed through structured strategies 
and the use of research management tools. Ultimately, a strong literature review lays a 
solid groundwork for original, well informed and credible academic research.SG
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Assignments

1.	 Explain the significance of a literature review in the research process. Discuss how 
it contributes to formulating a research problem or hypothesis in Public Adminis-
tration. Use examples to highlight its role in avoiding duplication and enhancing 
originality.

2.	 Differentiate between the various types of literature reviews discussed in the unit. 
Choose any three types (e.g., narrative review, systematic review, critical review) 
and compare their objectives, methods and appropriate use in public administra-
tion research.

3.	 What is a research gap and why is identifying it important in academic research? 
Illustrate with a public administration topic how a research gap can be identified 
through a review of existing literature. Suggest how addressing this gap adds value 
to the discipline.

4.	 Describe the techniques for conducting an effective literature review. Explain how 
to identify relevant literature, evaluate sources organise findings and synthesize 
information. Include examples of tools and citation methods to ensure academic 
integrity.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the core purposes of conducting a literature review in academic research?

2.	 How does a literature review help in enhancing the originality of a research proj-
ect?

3.	 Differentiate between primary and secondary sources in the context of a literature 
review. Provide examples.

4.	 Explain the thematic, chronological and theoretical approaches to organising liter-
ature. Which might be best for your topic and why?

5.	 Why is it important to evaluate the credibility and relevance of sources during a 
literature review?

6.	 What are some common challenges faced while conducting a literature review and 
how can they be managed effectively?

7.	 How do tools like Zotero, Mendeley or EndNote assist in managing the literature 
review process?

8.	 What techniques can be employed to maintain objectivity and critical thinking in 
a literature review?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Research Design

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 
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Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f define key terms related to research design such as variables, hypothesis, sam-

pling design and data collection methods

	f explain the purpose and significance of a research design in conducting a sys-

tematic inquiry within Public Administration

	f illustrate with examples how different types of research designs (exploratory, 

descriptive, experimental) are used in real world administrative settings

	f critically evaluate the features of a good research design and assess the suit-

ability of various designs for addressing specific research problems in Public 

Administration

Imagine you are organising a cross country trip. Before you begin, you decide the 
route, identify the places you want to visit, choose your mode of transport, estimate 
costs and check the weather. This thoughtful plan ensures your journey is smooth and 
meaningful. Similarly, in research, a research design acts as a travel plan; it outlines 
what is to be studied, how data will be collected and how the findings will be analysed. 
Without this blueprint, research risks becoming scattered, inefficient or even invalid. A 
research design brings coherence and direction to a research project, ensuring that each 
step, from identifying a problem to reporting results, is well aligned and purposeful.

Let us take a simple example: suppose a local government wants to understand 
why students are dropping out of public schools. An exploratory research design might 
involve interviews with students, parents and teachers to gather insights. A descriptive 
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Discussion

Keywords

Exploratory Research, Descriptive Research, Experimental Research, Data Collection, 
Variables, Hypothesis

research design might survey 1,000 students to identify common reasons for dropping 
out. If they want to test whether a new incentive programme reduces dropouts, an 
experimental design would be appropriate, introducing the programme in one group 
and comparing the results with a control group. These various designs each serve 
distinct purposes and choosing the right one depends on the nature of the research 
problem and the intended outcomes.

In Public Administration, the utility of a well-formulated research design goes beyond 
academic rigour; it directly influences the efficacy of policies and governance. Whether 
evaluating a welfare scheme, analysing bureaucratic efficiency or understanding 
citizen satisfaction, a good research design ensures that the conclusions drawn are 
valid, reliable and actionable. It also ensures ethical integrity, resource efficiency and 
methodological clarity, making it indispensable for administrators, policymakers and 
researchers alike.

2.1.1 Introduction to Research Design
A research design serves as the foundational framework or 

blueprint that guides a researcher through the systematic process 
of inquiry. Once the research problem is clearly identified, the 
next crucial step is to plan how the study will be conducted. 
This plan, known as the research design, involves making a 
series of thoughtful decisions about the entire research process, 
such as what is to be studied, where and when it will be studied, 
how much data will be collected and through what means it 
will be gathered and analysed.

At its core, a research design is the structured arrangement of 
conditions ensuring that data collection and analysis are aligned 
with the purpose of the research while remaining feasible and 
efficient. It provides a logical plan to translate the research 
questions and hypotheses into measurable observations. In 
other words, the research design acts as a roadmap, covering 

	f Blueprint of research

	f Logical plan
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every step from the formulation of research objectives to the 
interpretation of results.

A well-formulated research design typically addresses 
several key questions: What is the subject of the study? Why is 
the study necessary? Where and over what time frame will it be 
conducted? What type of data is required and where can it be 
sourced? What sampling method will be adopted? What tools 
and techniques will be used for collecting data? How will the 
data be processed and interpreted? Lastly, in what format will 
the final report be presented?

These components together form different aspects of research 
design, including:

•	 Sampling Design – how to select units or respondents 

for observation;

•	 Observational Design – under what conditions the 

data will be observed or recorded;

•	 Statistical Design – the number of observations and 

the methods for data analysis;

•	 Operational Design – the practical methods for exe-

cuting the study.
Thus, a research design is not just a methodological tool 

but a strategic plan. It determines the types of information 
required, the most suitable ways to collect and analyse that 
data and ensures that the study remains within time and budget 
constraints. A good research design, therefore, should include a 
clear problem statement, a defined population, appropriate data 
collection techniques and a plan for data analysis, all of which 
help ensure the reliability, validity and usefulness of the research 
outcomes, particularly in the context of Public Administration.

2.1.2 Need for Research Design
A well-conceived research design is fundamental to ensuring 

the validity and reliability of a research project. Much like an 
architect’s blueprint guides the systematic and cost-effective 
construction of a building, a research design serves as a 
strategic framework for conducting research, allowing optimal 
use of time, resources and effort. It lays out the plan for data 
collection and analysis in alignment with the objectives of the 
study, ensuring that the methodology is suitable and feasible 

	f Key questions in a 
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within the constraints of time, budget and available personnel. 
By facilitating logical and systematic inquiry, the research 
design helps avoid arbitrary or disorganised research efforts, 
promoting coherence and structure in the investigation.

Moreover, a carefully prepared design enhances the 
objectivity of the research by reducing bias and ensuring 
consistent application of methods. It allows the researcher to 
critically organise and examine their approach in advance, 
thereby identifying potential flaws or limitations before the 
actual execution of the study. This preparatory phase also opens 
opportunities for peer review, where the proposed design can 
be scrutinised and refined through external feedback. Without 
such a plan, research efforts may become directionless, leading 
to misleading results or, worse, rendering the entire study 
ineffective. Therefore, investing in a robust research design is 
not merely a procedural formality, but a foundational step that 
underpins the credibility and success of any research.

2.1.3 Concepts Related to Research Design
Understanding key concepts related to research design 

is crucial before delving into the various types of research 
designs. These concepts form the foundational vocabulary that 
helps us grasp how research is structured and interpreted.

Variables

In research, variables form the backbone of analysis. 
They are the elements that researchers observe, measure and 
manipulate to understand relationships and patterns. Simply 
put, a variable is any characteristic, trait or attribute that can 
change or vary across individuals, situations or time. Variables 
may be quantitative, such as income, age or weight, where 
measurements are numerical. These can be further divided 
into continuous variables, which can take on any value within 
a range (e.g., height measured in centimetres or age in years 
and months) and discrete variables, which are countable and 
take on whole values (e.g., number of children or number of 
cars owned). On the other hand, qualitative variables, such as 
gender, caste or marital status, refer to categories or labels and 
are often coded numerically (e.g., 0 = male, 1 = female) to 
facilitate statistical analysis.

Dependent and Independent Variables

In any research set up, when one variable is expected to 
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influence another, we distinguish them as independent and 
dependent variables. The independent variable is the presumed 
cause or factor that the researcher manipulates or observes 
for its effect, while the dependent variable is the outcome or 
result influenced by the independent variable. For instance, in 
a study examining whether age and gender impact a person’s 
height, height is the dependent variable and age and gender are 
independent variables. This relationship helps in establishing a 
directional link that can be tested statistically.

Extraneous Variables

Research does not occur in a vacuum. Often, extraneous 
variables, which are those not directly related to the research 
question, may still influence the dependent variable, leading to 
inaccurate results. Consider a study examining the impact of 
self-concept on students’ achievement in social studies. While 
self-concept is the independent variable and achievement 
the dependent one, an unaccounted factor like intelligence 
could also affect performance. This makes intelligence an 
extraneous variable. If such influences are not controlled, they 
create experimental error, reducing the internal validity of the 
research. Hence, researchers aim to control such variables by 
holding them constant, randomising samples or using statistical 
techniques, especially in experimental studies.

Control Variable 

In some cases, variables serve a specific function within the 
research design. A control variable is one that the researcher 
identifies and intentionally holds constant to isolate the 
relationship between the independent and dependent variables. 
For instance, if a study on job satisfaction includes both gender 
and age as independent variables and income level is kept 
constant throughout, then income is a control variable. 

Moderator Variable 

Another important type is the moderator variable, which 
affects the strength or direction of the relationship between an 
independent and a dependent variable. For example, in a study 
examining the effect of work stress (independent variable) on 
job performance (dependent variable) organisational support 
might act as a moderator,  as it can lessen or intensify the effect 
of stress on performance.
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Confounded Relationship

When the influence of extraneous variables overlaps with 
the independent variable in such a way that it becomes unclear 
which is causing the observed changes, the relationship 
becomes confounded. A confounding variable is one that is 
related to both the independent and dependent variables and 
can distort the actual relationship between them. For instance, 
suppose a study finds that students who read more books 
score higher in exams. However, if parental education level 
(a confounding variable) influences both reading habits and 
performance in examinations, we cannot confidently say that 
reading alone caused better scores. Identifying and controlling 
for confounders is critical to drawing valid conclusions.

Research Construct

Research also involves working with constructs, which are 
abstract concepts that cannot be directly observed or measured 
but are inferred from related behaviours or indicators. For 
example, concepts like leadership, motivation, job satisfaction 
or self-esteem. Since constructs are theoretical, researchers use 
operational definitions to turn them into measurable variables. 
For example, motivation might be measured using a self-
reported questionnaire or performance metrics. Constructs are 
essential in social science research, where many key ideas are 
intangible but crucial for understanding human behaviour and 
administrative systems.

Research Hypothesis 

The research hypothesis is a statement that predicts a 
relationship between two or more variables and is tested using 
scientific methods. A research hypothesis typically includes 
at least one independent and one dependent variable. Unlike 
assumptions or beliefs, research hypotheses are empirically 
testable.

Experimental and Non-Experimental Hypotheses Testing

There are two broad categories of hypothesis testing 
research: experimental and non-experimental. In experimental 
hypothesis testing research, the researcher manipulates the 
independent variable to observe its effect, as in the case where 
students are divided into two groups to assess the effectiveness 
of different teaching methods. In non-experimental hypothesis 
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testing research, there is no such manipulation; rather, the 
researcher observes and analyses existing conditions; for 
example, correlating intelligence scores with reading ability 
without altering the conditions under which these traits are 
measured.

Within experimental research, we also distinguish between 
experimental and control groups. A control group experiences 
regular or standard conditions, while an experimental group is 
exposed to new or altered conditions. These groups are often 
subjected to different treatments, which refer to the specific 
interventions or conditions being tested. For instance, when 
comparing different training programs, each programme 
represents a distinct treatment.

The entire process of validating a hypothesis through 
empirical testing is referred to as an experiment. Experiments 
can be absolute, where the intervention of single effect is 
observed (e.g., testing a new fertilizer's effect on crop yield) 
or comparative, where the effects of multiple interventions are 
compared.

The specific locations or contexts where treatments are 
applied in an experiment are called experimental units. These 
must be carefully selected to ensure that the findings are valid 
and that treatments are applied consistently across units.

2.1.4 Features of a Good Research Design
A good research design aligns closely with the objectives of 

the study, ensuring accuracy, efficiency and practical feasibility. 
It is expected to minimise bias and enhance the reliability of 
data, allowing the researcher to draw meaningful conclusions. 
While there is no custom design, an effective design carefully 
considers the nature and purpose of the study, the resources 
available and the skills of the research team. The following 
features illustrate what constitutes a sound research design:

1.	 Clarity of Objectives

A robust research design begins with well-defined objectives. 
Clear objectives help in structuring the inquiry in a focused and 
purposeful manner. They guide the selection of tools, techniques 
and processes, ensuring that the research stays aligned with its 
goals. When objectives are ambiguous or poorly defined, the 
entire design risks becoming directionless.

	f Experimental and 
control groups

	f Absolute and 
comparative 
experiments

	f Experimental units
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2.	 Appropriate Methodology

The design must adopt a methodology that suits the nature of 
the research problem. For instance, exploratory studies require 
flexibility to explore new insights, while descriptive studies 
demand precision and objectivity. Experimental studies, on the 
other hand, need designs that can establish causal relationships 
through control and manipulation of variables. A good design 
accommodates these methodological differences while 
maintaining coherence with the research aims.

3.	 Unbiased Selection of Data

One of the core features of a good research design is its 
capacity to reduce or eliminate bias in data collection. Whether 
it is sampling design, tools for data collection or the way data is 
interpreted, the process must ensure neutrality. Minimizing bias 
enhances the credibility and generalisability of the findings, 
making them more reliable for public policy and administrative 
decision-making.

4.	 Ethical Considerations

Ethical integrity is fundamental to any research. A good 
design incorporates ethical principles such as informed consent, 
confidentiality and respect for participants. Especially in Public 
Administration research involving human subjects or public 
institutions, the design must protect stakeholders’ interests and 
adhere to ethical guidelines.

5.	 Flexibility and Rigour

While rigour ensures the logical and systematic conduct of 
the research, a good design also maintains a degree of flexibility. 
Flexibility is particularly important in exploratory research 
where the direction may evolve as new insights emerge. 
However, this flexibility must not compromise the consistency 
and discipline required to achieve dependable outcomes.

6.	 Cost and Time Effectiveness

A research design is also judged by its economical use of 
time and resources. It should enable the researcher to achieve 
the research objectives within the constraints of available time 
and funding. Efficient designs make intelligent choices about 
data sources, sample sizes and methodological tools to strike 
a balance between depth of inquiry and resource management.
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In essence, the effectiveness of a research design depends not 
only on theoretical soundness but also on its adaptability to real-
world limitations and research contexts. A well-crafted design 
serves as a blueprint for executing the study systematically, 
yielding valid, ethical and actionable results.

2.1.5 Types of Research Designs
2.1.5.1 Exploratory Research Design

Exploratory research design, also referred to as formulative 
research, is used when the research problem is not clearly 
defined or when the subject is relatively new or unfamiliar. 
Rather than aiming to test hypotheses or produce conclusive 
results, this design seeks to explore the landscape of a topic to 
identify possible causes, variables, relationships or even the right 
research questions to ask. It is particularly suitable in the early 
stages of research when little is known about the phenomenon, 
as it encourages open-ended inquiry. For instance, if a public 
administration scholar wants to study the impact of artificial 
intelligence on public service delivery and little prior research 
exists, an exploratory study would help formulate relevant 
hypotheses for more structured research later.

One of the key strengths of exploratory research is its 
flexibility. The researcher is not confined to rigid procedures or 
predefined variables, allowing methods and focus to evolve as 
new information emerges. This adaptability makes it ideal for 
research in dynamic policy environments, where administrative 
problems and public service challenges continuously shift.

Techniques Used in Exploratory Research

Several qualitative and semi-structured techniques are 
employed in exploratory research, each offering unique insights:

1.	 Literature Review

This foundational method, reviewing existing literature, 
enables the researcher to survey what has already been studied, 
identify knowledge gaps and critically examine existing 
theories. For example, a researcher exploring gender inclusion 
in local governance might start by reviewing policy papers, 
academic articles and field reports to understand the current 
discourse and where it falls short.

	f  Formulative 
research
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2.	 Experience or Expert Surveys

These involve in-depth interviews with professionals, 
administrators or subject  experts who offer practical insights 
from the field. For instance, interviewing senior bureaucrats 
about their experiences with administrative decentralisation 
can reveal informal practices, barriers and innovations that 
formal documents might overlook.

3. Case Studies

Exploratory case studies are especially effective in providing 
rich, contextual understanding of a situation. A researcher 
might study how a single municipality implemented a unique 
citizen participation model, offering a basis to identify patterns 
or variables that deserve further examination across other 
contexts.

4. Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)

Although not always emphasised, FGDs are also valuable 
in exploratory research. They gather collective views from 
diverse participants, helping the researcher detect emerging 
trends, concerns or common experiences.

Merits of Exploratory Research Design

Exploratory research brings several advantages to the 
research process:

•	 Hypothesis Generation: 

One of its biggest strengths is that it lays the ground-

work for future studies by generating new hypotheses 

or refining existing ones.

•	 Flexibility: 

Researchers can change direction based on what they 

learn mid-way, making the design adaptive and respon-

sive to new insights.

•	 Relevance to Practice: 

Especially in public administration, exploratory re-

search helps identify real-world issues that may not 

be apparent in formal reports, such as implementation 

gaps or citizen grievances.
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•	 Discovery Oriented: 

This approach is useful when entering under researched 

or emerging areas, enabling discovery without the pres-

sure of drawing conclusions too early.
Limitations

Despite its value, exploratory research has some inherent 
constraints:

•	 Lack of Conclusive Evidence: 

Since it does not aim to test hypotheses statistically, find-

ings are not generalisable or final.

•	 Potential for Subjectivity: 

Much of the data comes from personal interpretations or 

experiences, which can introduce bias.

•	 Ambiguity: 

The flexible nature of the design can sometimes result in 

unstructured or unfocused data, making analysis difficult.
Nevertheless, these limitations are generally acceptable at 

the preliminary stages of research, especially when the goal is 
understanding rather than measurement.

2.1.5.2 Descriptive Research Design

Descriptive research design is employed when the 
researcher’s goal is to systematically document and present 
a factual picture of a phenomenon, population or condition. 
Unlike exploratory designs that probe into unknown areas, 
descriptive designs focus on "what exists" rather than "why" 
it exists. In public administration and policy research, this 
design is widely used to analyse administrative behaviour, 
citizen satisfaction, demographic patterns or the functioning of 
institutions. It often overlaps with diagnostic research, which 
seeks to determine how often a condition occurs and whether 
it varies across different groups or settings. For instance, a 
descriptive study might examine how many urban households 
have access to piped water and how access varies by income or 
ward.

This type of research provides the necessary groundwork 
for understanding real-world administrative challenges, 
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making it highly valuable for policy formulation, planning and 
performance evaluation. By offering a clear, structured snapshot 
of a given issue, descriptive research enables policymakers and 
public administrators to make evidence-based decisions and 
identify priority areas for intervention.

Techniques Used in Descriptive Research

Descriptive research relies on systematic data collection 
methods designed to ensure objectivity and accuracy. Common 
techniques include:

•	 Surveys: Surveys are very important in descriptive re-
search and are typically conducted using questionnaires 
or structured interviews. These tools help gather infor-
mation on a wide range of variables from a large num-
ber of respondents. For example, a government agency 
might use a household survey to collect data on employ-
ment status, education levels and access to government 
schemes.

•	 Observation: In observational studies, researchers di-
rectly record events or behaviours as they occur in re-
al-life settings. This is especially useful in administrative 
environments, such as observing how frontline workers 
interact with citizens in a public service office. Obser-
vation can be structured (with predefined categories) or 
unstructured, depending on the objectives.

•	 Secondary Data Analysis:  Another effective approach 
involves analysing existing administrative records, cen-
sus data or policy reports to identify patterns and trends. 
This method is both cost-effective and time efficient, es-
pecially when large datasets are already available.

An essential feature of descriptive research is the use of 
structured instruments to ensure consistency and minimize 
bias. Sampling also plays a critical role. Researchers often 
use probability sampling techniques, such as simple random 
sampling or stratified sampling, to ensure that the findings are 
representative and generalisable to the broader population.
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Merits of Descriptive Research Design

Descriptive research offers several advantages that make 
it particularly valuable in administrative and social science 
research:

•	 Comprehensive Data Collection: The design facilitates 

the collection of detailed, quantifiable and comparable data 

across various segments of the population or administrative 

units.

•	 Policy Utility: It is highly useful in policy monitoring and 

evaluation, where governments need up-to-date, factual in-

formation to make informed decisions or assess the effec-

tiveness of existing programmes.

•	 Scalability: Descriptive studies can be conducted on a large 

scale, often covering entire states, sectors or populations, 

making the findings applicable to wide ranging policy con-

texts.

•	 Reliability and Replicability: Due to the structured tools 

and standardised procedures used, the results are typically 

reliable and replicable, which is crucial for institutional as-

sessments.
Limitations of Descriptive Research Design

Despite its strengths, descriptive research has some 
limitations:

•	 No Causal Explanation: Perhaps the most significant lim-

itation is that while it can show what is happening, it does 

not explain why it is happening. There is no testing of hy-

potheses or manipulation of variables.

•	 Response Bias: The design heavily relies on the honesty, 

understanding and accuracy of respondents or observers. 

Inaccurate responses can distort findings.

•	 Limited Flexibility: Compared to exploratory designs, de-

scriptive research is rigid, leaving little room to explore un-
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expected variables or phenomena during the study.
Descriptive research design, though not suited for 

uncovering causes, plays a critical role in painting a clear and 
accurate picture of current realities. In public administration, 
where understanding the needs and conditions of populations 
is key to effective governance, this design is indispensable for 
evidence-based planning, monitoring and accountability.

2.1.5.3 Experimental Research Design

Experimental research design is a systematic and scientific 
approach primarily used to test hypotheses and establish causal 
relationships between variables. Rooted in the logic of the 
scientific method, this design allows researchers to determine 
whether changes in one variable (independent variable) directly 
cause changes in another (dependent variable). The hallmark 
of experimental design is its structured and controlled setup, 
often involving the division of participants into experimental 
and control groups, where only the experimental group 
receives the intervention or treatment. This arrangement helps 
isolate the effect of the intervention by eliminating alternative 
explanations, such as confounding variables.

In public administration, where real-world decisions affect 
large populations, the use of experimental designs is gaining 
momentum. For example, a local government might implement 
a new grievance redressal system in one district and compare 
the outcomes with a similar district where no change was 
made. Such controlled interventions allow researchers and 
administrators to evaluate the effectiveness, efficiency and 
responsiveness of policy initiatives and reforms.

Techniques Used in Experimental Research

Experimental design employs several specialised techniques 
to ensure the credibility of causal inference:

•	 Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs): RCTs are consid-
ered the gold standard in experimental research. In an RCT, 
participants are randomly assigned to either the experimen-
tal group (which receives the intervention) or the control 
group (which does not). This method helps eliminate se-
lection bias and ensures that differences in outcomes can 
be attributed to the intervention itself. For instance, a state 
government could use RCTs to assess whether offering fi-

	f Experimental and 
control groups
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nancial incentives increases voter turnout in local elections.
•	 Pre-Test / Post-Test Design: In this method, researchers 

measure the dependent variable both before and after the in-
tervention. Comparing the pre-results and post results helps 
determine if any observed change is due to the treatment.

•	 Field Experiments: Unlike laboratory experiments, field 
experiments are conducted in real-world settings. These are 
especially useful in public administration, where the goal 
is to test how policies work on the ground, among actual 
citizens, bureaucrats or institutions.

•	 Quasi-Experimental Designs: When randomisation is not 
possible due to ethical or practical reasons, researchers may 
use quasi-experimental methods, such as matched groups or 
statistical controls, to approximate the conditions of a true 
experiment.

Merits of Experimental Research Design

Experimental research provides several compelling 
advantages, particularly for policy evaluation and innovation 
in governance:

•	 Establishing Causality: Its most significant strength is the 
ability to establish cause-effect relationships with a high de-
gree of certainty. This helps policy-makers make informed 
decisions based on rigorous evidence.

•	 Objectivity and Control: Through control groups and ran-
domisation, experimental research ensures that findings are 
objective, reproducible and less susceptible to bias or error.

•	 Innovative Testing: It offers an effective way to pilot new 
programmes or interventions, helping decision-makers 
evaluate policies before scaling them up.

•	 Real-World Application: Field experiments bridge the gap 
between theory and practice by demonstrating how policy 
tools function in actual administrative environments.

Limitations of Experimental Research Design

Despite its strength in establishing causality, experimental 
research comes with important challenges and ethical concerns:
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•	 Ethical Issues: Randomly withholding beneficial interven-
tions from a control group (e.g., social assistance or health 
services) can raise moral questions about fairness and con-
sent.

•	 Cost and Complexity: Designing and executing a full 
-scale experimental study, especially in public settings, is 
often resource-intensive, requiring trained personnel, time 
and administrative cooperation.

•	 Limited Generalisability: The findings from an experi-
ment may be highly context -specific, making it difficult to 
apply the results to broader populations or settings.

•	 Implementation Barriers: Gaining the support of stake-
holders, maintaining consistency across sites and avoiding 
interference during the experiment are logistical hurdles 
often encountered in public sector research.

Experimental research design, while complex and sometimes 
constrained by ethics and logistics, plays an increasingly 
crucial role in transforming public administration into an 
empirically driven discipline. When carefully implemented, 
it enables researchers and policymakers to move beyond 
assumptions and design interventions based on tested evidence, 
thereby enhancing the efficiency, equity and accountability of 
governance.

                                  Table 2.1.1 Types of Research design

Type Description Suitable For Example

Exploratory Seeks to explore 
a problem

Initial 
investigations

Focus group on rural 
governance

Descriptive Describes 
characteristics

Survey-based 
research Census of Gram Panchayats

Experimental Manipulates 
variables Causal studies

Randomized Controlled 
Trials (RCTs) in policy 

implementation
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2.1.6 Steps in Research Design
A coherent research design unfolds through five key steps 

that guide the researcher from planning to execution.

First Step: Establish Priorities and a Comprehensive 
Approach

The first step in crafting a research design is to clearly 
establish priorities and a comprehensive approach. You must 
decide early whether your study will follow a qualitative, 
quantitative, explanatory, descriptive, experimental or mixed 
methods framework. This involves balancing scientific rigour 
with practical realities, such as time availability, sample 
accessibility and your comfort with analytical techniques. For 
instance, an experimental design may deliver controlled results 
with high internal validity, but could be impractical due to 
limited access to participants or resources.

Second Step: Determine the Type of Data Required

Once you have settled the overall approach, the next step is 
to determine the type of data required. Your research questions 
or hypotheses will guide whether you need primary data, such 
as interviews, surveys or experiments, or secondary data from 
existing literature and databases. Additionally, you need to 
distinguish between qualitative data (descriptive, narrative, 
thematic) and quantitative data (numerical, statistical), 
depending on your research objectives.

Third Step: Choose the Specific Data Collection Method

After identifying your data type, it is time to choose the 
specific data collection methods. This involves selecting 
appropriate tools, surveys, interviews, observations, focus 
groups, experiments or archival research, based on your study 
design and available resources. You will also determine your 
sampling strategy and participant recruitment process to ensure 
validity and representativeness in your data collection plan.

Fourth Step: Outline Data Analysis Procedures

With the data collection methods defined, the fourth step 
involves outlining your data analysis procedures. Qualitative 
data might be coded thematically or categorically, whereas 
quantitative data may require statistical tests, correlation 
analysis or inferential modelling. It is essential to select methods 
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aligned with your research questions and consistent with your 
chosen data type, ensuring reliability and scientific credibility.

Fifth Step: Draft the Research Design

Once the methodological foundations are set, you must draft 
the research proposal or design section itself. This requires 
presenting your decisions, including your research approach, 
data type, method and analysis plan, in a structured and justified 
format. You must explain why each choice was made and 
demonstrate that your design is feasible within the constraints 
of time, budget and resources. At this stage, the proposal is 
written in future tense, as the study has not yet commenced.

Finally, a robust research design is cohesive yet flexible. 
While it serves as a blueprint, it should allow refinement as the 
research progresses, especially if new insights from literature 
review or pilot data warrant adjustments. This cyclic process 
of planning, piloting and refining strengthens the internal 
consistency and ethical integrity of your study. Your final 
proposal should reflect not just a plan, but a resilient structure 
capable of adaptation while maintaining alignment with your 
central research objectives

Summarized Overview

Research design acts as the strategic blueprint for conducting research. It provides 
a coherent plan that connects the research problem with the methodology and tools 
needed to collect and analyse data. Once a research problem is identified, the design 
helps answer key logistical and methodological questions such as what to study, whom 
to study and how to collect and interpret the data. This framework encompasses several 
dimensions; sampling design, observational design, statistical design and operational 
design, which together ensure that the research proceeds in a valid, reliable and efficient 
manner. For researchers in Public Administration, understanding research design is 
essential, as it translates complex administrative issues into measurable and analysable 
forms.

The utility of a robust research design lies in its capacity to structure inquiry, reduce 
bias and ensure the reliability and ethical soundness of the results. Much like a blueprint 
guides the construction of a building, a well -thought-out design guides research through 
feasible, time-bound and resource -sensitive steps. Key features of a sound research 
design include clarity of objectives, appropriate methodology, unbiased data collection, 
ethical integrity and a balance between flexibility and rigor. Such a design not only saves 
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time and resources but also lends credibility to findings, making them more actionable 
for administrative decision-making and policy formulation.

Research designs are broadly categorized into exploratory, descriptive and 
experimental. The exploratory design aids in developing insights and hypotheses, 
often using literature reviews and expert interviews. The descriptive design focuses on 
detailing phenomena or trends through structured surveys or observations, providing a 
reliable snapshot of current conditions. The experimental design goes a step further to 
establish causality by manipulating variables and measuring outcomes, especially useful 
for evaluating the impact of public policies or programs. These designs serve different 
research needs but are united by the goal of generating credible, useful and context-
sensitive knowledge in the field of Public Administration.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is meant by a research design and why is it considered the blueprint of a 
research study?

2.	 Identify and explain the key components that constitute a complete research de-
sign.

3.	 How does a well -structured research design ensure reliability and validity in pub-
lic administration research?

4.	 Discuss the main features of a good research design with suitable examples.

5.	 Differentiate between exploratory, descriptive and experimental research designs 
in terms of their objectives and methodologies.

6.	 Explain how the selection of sampling design and observational methods influenc-
es research outcomes.

7.	 Why is ethical consideration important in designing a research study, particularly 
in public administration?

8.	 How do independent and dependent variables function within the framework of a 
research design? Provide examples.SG
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Assignments

1.	 Explain the purpose and importance of a research design in conducting systematic 
inquiry. Why is it considered the blueprint of research? Illustrate your answer by 
referring to administrative research scenarios.

2.	 Compare and contrast the three major types of research design: exploratory, de-
scriptive and experimental. Provide real-life examples from public policy, service 
delivery or governance reforms where each type of design would be appropriately 
applied.

3.	 Critically evaluate the characteristics of a good research design. Discuss elements 
such as objectivity, reliability, flexibility and ethical considerations with reference 
to administrative field studies.

4.	 Choose a public administration issue (e.g., implementation of e-governance, deliv-
ery of welfare schemes or decentralization).

a) Formulate a research problem	  

b) Select an appropriate research design (exploratory, descriptive or experimental) 

                    c)   Justify your choice by identifying variables, suggesting a hypothesis and outlining   
        your sampling and data collection strategy.

Reference
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Sampling Methods 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f define key terms such as sampling, population, sampling frame and sampling error

	f explain the differences between probability and non-probability sampling methods 

using examples

	f identify appropriate sampling techniques for different types of research studies in 

public administration

	f compare and contrast the strengths and limitations of stratified, cluster and conve-

nience sampling techniques

	f assess the suitability of using sampling versus census methods in various public 

research contexts, such as election surveys or pilot programs

Background 

Imagine you are a school principal trying to find out if students are satisfied with the 
new lunch menu. Instead of asking all 1,000 students, which would take too much time, 
you randomly select 100 students from different grades to answer a few questions. This 
act of choosing a small group to understand the whole is called sampling. Sampling 
helps researchers save time and resources while still gathering reliable information. In 
contrast, if the principal tried to ask every single student, that would be called a census, 
which, although accurate, would be very demanding in terms of time and effort.

There are two main types of sampling techniques: probability sampling and non-
probability sampling. In probability sampling, every student has a known and equal 
chance of being selected, like picking names from a hat. For example, using simple 
random sampling, the principal can randomly select students from a complete class 
list. In stratified sampling, students are grouped by grade and then a few are selected 
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Discussion

Keywords

Census, Sampling, Population, Sampling Frame, Sampling Error

from each grade. In cluster sampling, entire classes might be selected randomly and 
all students in those classes are surveyed. These methods are especially useful when 
fairness and accuracy are important, as in public opinion polls or policy evaluations.

On the other hand, non-probability sampling is like choosing students who happen to 
be nearby or who seem most informative. In convenience sampling, the principal might 
just ask students in the hallway. In quota sampling, they might ensure an equal number 
of boys and girls are chosen, but still pick them based on convenience. In judgement 
sampling, they may choose students who are class representatives because they are 
believed to give thoughtful answers. These methods are easier and quicker but may not 
represent all students fairly. Nevertheless, they are often used when quick insights or 
specific viewpoints are needed, especially in exploratory or small-scale studies.

2.2.1 Introduction to Sampling
Sampling is the process of selecting a subset of individuals, 

items or observations from a larger group (population) to study 
and draw conclusions about the whole. In both quantitative 
and qualitative research, sampling is crucial because studying 
an entire population is often impractical due to time, cost and 
logistical constraints. For instance, researching every citizen’s 
opinion on a public policy would be nearly impossible; instead, 
researchers select a representative group (sample) to analyse 
and generalise findings. In quantitative research, sampling 
typically involves collecting data from a carefully chosen 
group and using statistical methods to infer patterns applicable 
to the broader population. The key is ensuring that the sample 
accurately reflects the population to maintain validity.  

Population, Sample, Sampling Frame and Sampling Error

Population: The complete set of individuals, objects or 
events that a study aims to investigate (e.g. all public sector 
employees in a country).  

	f Definition and 
Importance 
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Sample: A smaller, manageable group selected from 
the population for actual data collection (e.g. 1,000 public 
employees surveyed).  

Sampling Frame: The actual list or source from which the 
sample is drawn (e.g. a government employee database).  

Sampling Error: The natural discrepancy between sample 
results and the true population values, arising because the 
sample is not a perfect mirror of the population.  

2.2.2 Sampling Vs Census
Sampling offers several advantages that make it a preferred 

option in many cases. It is notably cost-effective and time-
efficient, requiring fewer resources than conducting a full census. 
This efficiency makes it especially practical for studying large 
or difficult-to-reach populations, such as homeless individuals 
or transient workers. Additionally, sampling enables more 
manageable data collection and analysis, which is advantageous 
when dealing with complex or large datasets.

However, sampling also comes with certain limitations. One 
major drawback is the risk of bias, particularly if the sample 
selected is not truly representative of the population. This can 
lead to misleading findings. There is also the issue of sampling 
error, where results may deviate from the actual characteristics 
of the population, potentially affecting the reliability of 
conclusions.

In contrast, a census involves collecting data from every 
member of the population, offering comprehensive and highly 
accurate insights. It is most appropriate when the population 
is small and resources are sufficient, such as surveying all 
employees within a single municipal office. Governments 
typically use censuses for nationwide population counts, but 
these are infrequent due to their high cost and extensive time 
demands.

The choice between these two methods depends on the 
research context. Sampling is often the preferred method for 
large-scale studies, limited budgets or when timely data is 
essential, such as during pre-election opinion polling. A well-
designed sample can still provide results that are accurate 
enough to inform policy or programme decisions. On the other 
hand, a census may be more suitable for small-scale studies, 

	f Sampling suitable 
for complex or large 
datasets

	f Limitations of 
Sampling

	f Highly accurate data 
in census

	f Research context
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such as evaluating the impact of a local pilot initiative, where 
every case can feasibly be examined.

                       Table 2.2.1 Comparison Between Census and Sampling

Aspect Census Sampling

Definition
 Collection of data from 

every unit in the entire 
population

 Collection of data from a 
representative subset of the 
population

Use Case
 Suitable when the 

population is small and 
resources are sufficient

 Suitable for large 
populations, especially 
when time or budget is 
limited

Examples
 Surveying all employees 

in a municipal office; 
National population census

 Public opinion polls before 
elections; Surveys for 
programme feedback

Cost
 High, due to the need to 

cover every unit

 Comparatively low, as 
fewer units are studied

Time Requirement  Time-consuming  Quicker to conduct

Manageability
 Requires extensive 

planning, manpower and 
logistical coordination

 Easier to organize, conduct 
and analyze

Accuracy
 Very accurate, as all units 

are studied
Can be sufficiently 

accurate if the sample is 
well-designed

Frequency
 Rarely conducted due 

to cost and logistical 
challenges

 Conducted frequently in 
research, administration 
and policy planning

 2.2.3 Probability Sampling
Probability sampling is a widely used approach in research 

that ensures every member of a population has a known and equal 
chance of being selected. This method enhances accuracy and 
efficiency, making it particularly valuable in large-scale studies 
where surveying an entire population would be impractical. 
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Researchers in public administration and other fields rely on 
probability sampling to draw meaningful conclusions from 
manageable sample sizes while maintaining representativeness.  

1. Simple Random Sampling

Simple random sampling is the most straightforward 
probability sampling method. Researchers begin by creating a 
sampling frame, a complete list of all individuals or elements 
in the target population. Using a random selection method 
(such as random number tables or digital randomisation tools), 
they choose participants so that every member has an equal 
probability of being included. This approach minimises bias 
and ensures fairness in selection.  

Advantages

•	 Easy to implement with a clearly defined population.  

•	 Reduces selection bias since every unit has an equal 

chance of selection.  
Limitations

•	 Requires a complete and accurate sampling frame, 

which may not always be available.  

•	 May not capture subgroups effectively if the popula-

tion is highly diverse.  
In Public Administration, this type is applicable when 

conducting citizen satisfaction surveys where every household 
has an equal chance of participation.  It is also applicable in 
evaluating the effectiveness of a public policy by randomly 
selecting beneficiaries for feedback.  

2. Systematic Sampling

Systematic sampling provides a more structured alternative 
to simple random sampling by selecting individuals at regular 
intervals from an ordered list, following a randomly determined 
starting point. For instance, if a city has a population of 10,000 
and a researcher requires a sample of 500, then every 20th 
individual (10,000 ÷ 500) would be chosen, starting from a 
randomly selected number between 1 and 20. This method 
is especially efficient for large populations, as it simplifies 
the sampling process and ensures an even spread across the 

	f Random selection 
method

	f Structured nature
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list. However, a potential limitation arises if the ordered list 
contains hidden patterns, such as demographic similarities 
occurring at fixed intervals, which could lead to periodic bias. 
In the context of public administration, systematic sampling is 
particularly useful; for example, auditors might review every 
50th government service file to assess procedural compliance.

3. Stratified Sampling

Stratified sampling enhances the representativeness of a 
sample by dividing the population into distinct subgroups or 
strata based on key characteristics such as income, geographical 
region or administrative role. Researchers then randomly select 
participants from each stratum, either proportionally, mirroring 
the actual distribution or disproportionately, to ensure sufficient 
representation of smaller yet significant groups. This approach 
is especially valuable when different subgroups are expected 
to exhibit different responses. For instance, in studying public 
healthcare access, researchers might stratify the sample based 
on urban and rural populations to ensure that both contexts are 
adequately reflected. Similarly, when comparing perceptions 
across various levels of governance, stratified sampling allows 
for meaningful analysis of responses from local, state and 
central government employees.

4. Cluster Sampling

Cluster sampling is a practical method when dealing with 
geographically dispersed populations or when listing individual 
members is impractical. Instead of sampling individuals 
directly, researchers select entire naturally occurring groups, 
such as villages, schools or administrative wards known as 
clusters. In single-stage cluster sampling, all members of 
the selected clusters are included in the study. In multi-stage 
sampling, further random sampling takes place within these 
clusters. This method is especially suited for large-scale public 
policy evaluations. For example, to assess the effectiveness of 
a national education scheme, evaluators may randomly select 
schools across various regions and analyse the performance 
of all or selected students within those schools. While cluster 
sampling is cost-effective and logistically feasible, it may 
introduce higher sampling error if the clusters themselves lack 
internal diversity.

Probability sampling methods, including systematic, stratified 
and cluster sampling offer distinct advantages for researchers 
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aiming to balance accuracy, efficiency and representativeness. 
Each method serves specific research contexts and constraints, 
making them indispensable tools in public administration 
research. Whether it is auditing government records, evaluating 
policy impacts across administrative levels or ensuring 
equitable representation of different population segments, 
the appropriate application of these techniques leads to more 
reliable, actionable and inclusive insights for governance and 
public service improvement.

                      Fig. 2.2.1 Illustration of four types of Probability Sampling

2.2.4 Non-Probability Sampling 
In research methodology, particularly in public administration 

and social sciences, non-probability sampling techniques 
are widely used when random selection of participants is not 
feasible. Unlike probability sampling, where every member of 
the population has an equal and known chance of being chosen, 
non-probability sampling involves selection based on subjective 
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factors such as accessibility, judgment or specific research needs. 
These methods are typically quicker, more convenient and cost-
effective, but they may introduce bias and limit the ability to 
generalise findings to the broader population. Nonetheless, they 
serve essential roles in exploratory and qualitative research, 
where depth and context often take precedence over statistical 
representativeness.

1.Convenience sampling

One of the most commonly used methods is convenience 
sampling, where participants are selected simply because they 
are easy to access. For example, researchers studying local 
government functioning might survey employees available in 
a particular municipal office at a specific time. This method is 
particularly attractive for pilot studies or preliminary research 
due to its simplicity and low cost. However, it carries a high risk 
of selection bias, as the sample may not adequately represent 
the diversity of the population being studied.

2. Quota Sampling 

Quota sampling is another widely used technique, where 
the researcher first identifies specific subgroups within the 
population, such as age, gender or income categories and then 
selects a certain number of participants from each group to fulfil 
pre-set quotas. While this approach enhances representation 
compared to pure convenience sampling, it still lacks 
randomness. The selection of individuals within each subgroup 
is based on the researcher's discretion, which can introduce 
bias, especially in studies aiming to capture public opinion or 
demographic trends.

3. Judgement or Purposive Sampling 

Judgement or purposive sampling involves the deliberate 
selection of individuals who possess particular knowledge or 
expertise relevant to the research question. For instance, a study 
on policy implementation may focus on interviewing senior 
bureaucrats, administrators or NGO leaders. This method is 
especially valuable in qualitative research, where rich, in-depth 
insights are sought from key informants. However, it heavily 
depends on the researcher’s subjective judgement, which can 
affect the objectivity and inclusiveness of the findings.
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4. Snowball Sampling 

When dealing with populations that are difficult to access 
or identify, researchers may turn to snowball sampling. This 
technique begins with a small number of initial participants who 
then refer others from their networks, creating a "chain-referral" 
system. It is particularly effective in studying marginalised 
or hidden populations, such as informal sector workers or 
undocumented migrants. While useful in reaching under-
represented groups, snowball sampling can over-represent 
certain social networks and under-represent others, potentially 
skewing the data.

5. Deviant Case Sampling and Sequential Sampling 

Other notable variations within non-probability sampling 
include deviant case sampling and sequential sampling. In 
deviant case sampling, researchers intentionally select atypical 
or extreme examples, such as unusually successful or failed 
public programmes, to uncover unique insights that may not 
emerge in typical cases. Sequential sampling, on the other hand, 
is a dynamic approach in which data collection continues until 
additional cases no longer yield new information, making it 
especially appropriate for flexible, evolving exploratory studies.

In conclusion, non-probability sampling techniques provide 
practical advantages in terms of time, cost and logistical ease, 
making them suitable for various forms of applied research in 
public administration. However, their reliance on non-random 
selection necessitates careful consideration, particularly when 
interpreting findings or making policy recommendations. 
Researchers must therefore strike a balance between 
methodological rigour and practical feasibility, ensuring that 
the chosen sampling method aligns with the research objectives 
and ethical standards.

2.2.5 Selecting the Appropriate Sampling Method
Choosing the right sampling method is a critical decision in 

research design, particularly in public administration, where 
studies often inform policy decisions and governance strategies. 
The selection depends on several key factors, including the 
research objectives, available resources and desired level of 
precision. For instance, if the goal is to generalise findings 
to a broader population, such as assessing citizen satisfaction 
with a new municipal service, probability sampling methods 
(e.g., stratified or cluster sampling) may be preferred to ensure 

	f "chain-referral" 
system
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representativeness. Conversely, if the study is exploratory, 
aiming to gather in -depth insights from a specific group (e.g., 
interviews with senior bureaucrats on administrative reforms), 
non-probability techniques like purposive or snowball sampling 
may be more practical.  

Resource constraints such as time, budget and access to 
participant also play a significant role. Probability sampling, 
while statistically robust, often requires extensive planning, 
a complete sampling frame and higher costs, making it 
challenging for small -scale or rapid assessments. In contrast, 
non-probability methods (e.g., convenience or quota sampling) 
are quicker and cheaper but may sacrifice generalisability. 
For example, a local government evaluating a pilot welfare 
programme under tight deadlines might opt for quota sampling 
to approximate demographic diversity without the logistical 
burden of random selection.  

	f Resource constraints

           Table 2.2.2 Types of Non-Probability Sampling and its Pros and Cons

Method Basis of Selection Application Pros Cons

Convenience Accessibility Pilot studies Fast, cheap High bias

Quota  Pre-set categories Polls Demographic 
control Non-random

Judgment Expert choice  Policy interviews Relevance Subjective

Snowball Referral-based
 Hidden 

populations
Reaches difficult 

groups Network bias

Deviant Case Outliers Case studies Unique insights  Not generalizable

Another crucial consideration is the trade-off between 
precision and practicality. Probability methods minimise 
bias and leave margin for measurable sampling error, which 
is essential for quantitative studies seeking to validate 
hypotheses. However, non-probability approaches offer 
flexibility in qualitative or mixed-methods research, where 
depth of understanding may outweigh the need for statistical 
representability. Ethical implications must also be weighed; 
researchers must ensure that sampling does not systematically 
exclude marginalised groups (e.g., rural populations in a 
national policy survey) or introduce bias that could skew policy 

	f The trade-off 
between precision 
and practicality
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recommendations. By aligning the sampling strategy with 
the study’s purpose, constraints and ethical standards, public 
administration researchers can balance rigour with feasibility 
to produce actionable insights.

2.2.6 Determining an Appropriate Sample Size
Determining the appropriate sample size is a fundamental step 

in the research process, as it directly influences the reliability, 
validity and generalisability of the findings. A sample that is too 
small may fail to capture the variability within the population, 
leading to biased or inconclusive results. Conversely, a sample 
that is unnecessarily large can lead to wastage of time and 
resources without proportionate benefits. The ideal sample size 
balances statistical accuracy with practical feasibility, ensuring 
that the study’s objectives can be achieved within the available 
constraints.

One of the primary considerations when determining sample 
size is the nature and purpose of the study. In descriptive 
studies aiming to estimate population characteristics (e.g., 
the average satisfaction level of citizens with a municipal 
service), larger samples are generally preferred to reduce 
sampling error. However, for exploratory or qualitative studies, 
such as interviews with policy-makers about administrative 
bottlenecks, a smaller, focused sample may suffice. The type 
of sampling method also plays a role; for example, stratified 
sampling often requires adequate representation from each 
subgroup, potentially increasing the overall sample size.

Statistical parameters such as confidence level, margin of 
error and population variability are crucial in quantitative 
research. A typical public opinion survey might aim for a 95% 
confidence level with a 5% margin of error, which, for a large 
population, translates to a sample size of approximately 385 
respondents. If greater precision is desired (e.g., a 3% margin 
of error), the required sample size increases accordingly. Tools 
such as online sample size calculators or statistical software 
can aid researchers in estimating these values based on the 
population size and desired confidence level.

Example 1: Suppose a municipal corporation wants to 
assess public satisfaction with its waste management services. 
The total population of the city is 1,00,000. If the goal is to 
obtain results with a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin 
of error, the recommended sample size would be around 384 
respondents. By surveying this number of individuals using 
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random sampling, researchers can reasonably infer the opinions 
of the broader population.

Example 2: In a smaller context, such as evaluating the 
impact of a skill training programme in a panchayat consisting 
of 1,200 beneficiaries, a sample size of approximately 290 
(using the same statistical criteria) may be sufficient. However, 
if stratified sampling is used to ensure representation across 
gender and age groups, the researcher may need to adjust the 
sample size to ensure each stratum is adequately covered.

For qualitative research, the approach to sample size is often 
more flexible and guided by the principle of data saturation, 
the point at which no new insights emerge from additional 
data collection. For example, in-depth interviews with 15–20 
experienced administrators might be adequate if the research 
seeks to understand underlying challenges in decentralisation 
reforms. In snowball sampling involving marginalised groups, 
researchers may initially engage with 10–12 participants and 
expand gradually based on referrals, stopping once repetitive 
patterns and themes begin to emerge.

Finally, practical constraints such as budget, time, 
accessibility to participants and institutional capacity should be 
taken into account. In public administration studies conducted 
under tight schedules or with limited personnel, researchers may 
opt for slightly smaller but well-structured samples, ensuring 
quality over quantity. In such cases, it is critical to transparently 
report the rationale for the chosen sample size and acknowledge 
the potential limitations in generalizability.

	f Principle of data 
saturation

	f Budget, time, 
accessibility

Summarized Overview

Sampling refers to selecting a portion of a larger population to make inferences about 
the whole, a practical necessity in large-scale research due to constraints of time, cost and 
resources. Compared to a census, which gathers data from every unit of the population, 
sampling is faster, more cost-efficient and more manageable. While a census provides 
highly accurate and comprehensive data, it is rarely feasible except in small or well-
resourced contexts. In contrast, a well-designed sample can yield sufficiently accurate 
insights for decision-making, making it the method of choice in public administration, 
especially when quick feedback is needed, such as in public opinion polling or evaluating 
government programs.
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Probability sampling methods such as simple random, systematic, stratified and cluster 
sampling rely on principles of randomness to ensure that every unit in the population has 
a known and equal chance of selection. Simple random sampling is ideal when a full 
sampling frame is available, while systematic sampling provides efficiency with evenly 
spaced selection. Stratified sampling improves representation by dividing the population 
into meaningful subgroups and cluster sampling is cost-effective for geographically 
dispersed populations. These techniques reduce selection bias and allow generalisation 
of findings, crucial for policy evaluations and administrative audits.

Non-probability sampling methods, including convenience, quota, judgement and 
snowball sampling, are often employed when probability sampling is not feasible 
due to access limitations or exploratory research goals. Convenience sampling offers 
quick insights but risks significant bias. Quota sampling introduces structure by filling 
subgroup targets, though without true randomness. Judgement sampling taps into expert 
knowledge and is especially useful in qualitative studies, while snowball sampling helps 
reach hidden or marginalised populations.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the main differences between sampling and a census in terms of cost, 
time and applicability?

2.	 Define the terms 'population', 'sample', 'sampling frame' and 'sampling error' with 
examples relevant to public administration.

3.	 Explain the process and advantages of simple random sampling. When might it 
not be suitable?

4.	 How does stratified sampling improve the accuracy of research findings in di-
verse populations?

5.	 Describe a scenario in public administration where cluster sampling would be 
more practical than other sampling techniques.

6.	 What are the limitations of convenience sampling and how can researchers ad-
dress these challenges?

7.	 Compare and contrast quota sampling and judgement sampling in terms of meth-
od and use cases.

8.	 How can snowball sampling be useful in studying difficult-to-reach populations 
and what are its potential biases?
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Assignments

1.	 Discuss the differences between probability and non-probability sampling methods. 
Illustrate your answer with suitable examples from public administration research 
contexts.

2.	 Compare and contrast stratified sampling and cluster sampling techniques. In what 
types of research scenarios in public administration would each method be most 
appropriately used?

3.	 Explain how sample size affects the reliability and generalisability of research 
findings. Provide examples to illustrate how researchers determine an appropriate 
sample size for different types of studies.

4.	 Critically evaluate the role of resource constraints (time, budget and access) in se-
lecting a sampling technique. How can these factors influence the balance between 
methodological rigour and practical feasibility?

5.	 Design a basic sampling plan for a study aiming to assess the effectiveness of a 
rural employment scheme in a large Indian state. Your plan should specify the 
population, sampling frame, sampling method and how the sample size will be 
determined.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Data Collection Methods 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Upon completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	f define key concepts related to data collection such as observation, interview, ques-

tionnaire and secondary data

	f differentiate between primary and secondary data and explain their relevance in 

research

	f demonstrate the use of appropriate data collection tools (e.g., design a sample 

questionnaire or conduct a mock interview) for specific research problems

	f compare the strengths and limitations of various data collection methods and as-

sess their suitability for different research scenarios

	f critically evaluate the ethical and practical challenges in collecting and interpreting 

data in the context of public service delivery and governance

Background 

In public administration research, data collection is much like the groundwork for 
constructing a building; without a strong foundation, the entire structure may collapse. 
Suppose a municipal government wants to understand why citizens are dissatisfied with 
local services. Without first gathering data through observation, interviews or surveys, 
any solution proposed would be speculative at best. Hence, data collection is not merely 
a technical step but the cornerstone of informed analysis and effective policymaking. 
It transforms abstract hypotheses into tangible evidence, making research not only 
credible but actionable.

Imagine two researchers studying road safety. One counts the number of traffic 
violations using CCTV footage (quantitative data), while the other interviews local 

SG
O
U



86 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

Discussion

Keywords

Primary Data, Secondary Data, Interview, Questionnaire, Observation

residents to understand why people break rules (qualitative data). Together, their 
findings offer a more comprehensive picture. In this way, understanding the types of data 
(qualitative vs. quantitative) and data sources (primary vs. secondary) helps scholars 
choose methods aligned with their objectives. Selecting the right data collection method 
is like choosing the correct tool for a specific repair as it affects both the efficiency and 
accuracy of the outcome.

For example, if a district officer wants to assess how well a new welfare scheme 
is working, they might observe interactions at service centres (observation), interview 
beneficiaries for feedback (interview) or circulate a questionnaire to a larger group 
(questionnaire). On the other hand, they could refer to government reports or audit data 
(secondary data) for baseline insights. Each method has its strengths and limitations and 
a skilled researcher often combines them for reliability. In this unit, learners will explore 
how to plan and apply various data collection techniques responsibly and effectively in 
the context of public administration.

2.3.1 Introduction to Data Collection
In any research process, the collection of data is a crucial 

stage that follows the identification of a research problem and 
the formulation of an appropriate research design or plan. 
For researchers on Public Administration, understanding 
data collection is particularly vital as it forms the empirical 
foundation for analysing public policies, administrative 
practices and governance mechanisms. The significance of 
data in research lies in its ability to support informed decision 
-making, generate insights and validate theoretical assumptions.

Data plays an indispensable role in evidence-based 
policymaking, where policies are not framed on intuition or 
assumptions, but on carefully collected and analysed information. 
Reliable data enables administrators and policymakers to 
measure outcomes, identify gaps, allocate resources effectively 
and ensure transparency and accountability in governance. In 

SG
O
U



87SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

a field like Public Administration, where public interest and 
welfare are paramount, the use of credible data ensures that 
decisions are both democratic and development oriented.

Broadly, data can be categorised into two major types: 
qualitative and quantitative. Quantitative data refers to 
numerical information that can be measured and statistically 
analysed, such as budget allocations, census figures or survey 
results. It is particularly useful for identifying patterns, making 
comparisons and generalising findings. Qualitative data, on the 
other hand, is non-numerical and includes information gathered 
through interviews, case studies or observation. It helps explore 
deeper meanings, motivations and contextual understanding of 
administrative phenomena.

When selecting methods for data collection, researchers 
must first decide whether to use primary or secondary data. 
Primary data is original data collected directly by the researcher 
for the specific purpose of the study. It is firsthand information 
gathered through tools such as observation, interviews and 
questionnaires. In contrast, secondary data refers to information 
already collected by others, such as government reports, official 
records or previous research studies. The distinction between 
the two is crucial, as the methods of collection, effort involved 
and level of reliability can differ significantly. While collecting 
primary data involves original and often resource -intensive 
processes, gathering secondary data is more about compilation 
and interpretation of existing sources.

2.3.2 Primary Data Collection Techniques
2.3.2.1 Observation

Observation is a widely used method of primary data 
collection, especially in behavioural and administrative 
research. In everyday life, we observe numerous things 
informally, but scientific observation in research goes far 
beyond casual watching. It involves a deliberate, systematic 
and planned approach to recording behaviours or phenomena, 
usually without directly asking the respondent. The researcher 
watches events, actions or patterns in real time to gather first 
-hand, unbiased information. For instance, in a study examining 
the punctuality of government employees, the researcher might 
record arrival times without questioning them, thereby avoiding 
any response bias.

There are two key types of observation: participant and non-
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participant. In participant observation, the researcher becomes 
a part of the group being studied, sharing their environment 
and experiences. This allows deeper understanding and insight 
into their natural behaviour, although it may compromise 
the observer's objectivity due to emotional involvement. 
Conversely, non-participant observation requires the researcher 
to maintain a distance, observing the subjects without engaging 
with them directly. This method preserves objectivity but may 
miss the nuances of internal experiences. Sometimes, when the 
observer’s presence is hidden from the participants, it is referred 
to as disguised observation.

Observation can also be structured or unstructured. A 
structured observation follows a clearly defined plan with 
predetermined categories and conditions, making it suitable for 
descriptive research. For example, if a public service department 
wants to assess staff citizen interaction, it may create a checklist 
to record interactions systematically. On the other hand, 
unstructured observation is more flexible and exploratory, often 
used when the research problem is not yet clearly defined.

Another distinction exists between controlled and 
uncontrolled observation. Controlled observation is conducted 
in an artificial or laboratory setting with specific instruments 
and predefined variables. It ensures accuracy and repeatability. 
In contrast, uncontrolled observation takes place in natural 
settings where behaviour unfolds spontaneously, allowing the 
researcher to capture more realistic and holistic data which is 
common in field -based administrative research.

Despite its strengths, such as real -time data collection, 
reduced respondent bias and independence from participant 
cooperation, observation has limitations. It can be time 
-consuming and expensive and the scope of data is often limited 
to visible actions. Some behaviours or settings may not be 
easily accessible and external factors can sometimes interfere 
with accurate observation.

In public administration research, observation is especially 
useful in evaluating service delivery, citizen behaviour in 
public spaces or staff responsiveness in institutions. However, 
its effectiveness relies heavily on the researcher’s clarity 
of purpose, methodical recording and ethical consideration 
throughout the process.

2.3.2.2 Interview

	f Participant and 
non-participant 
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The interview method of data collection is a widely used 
primary technique that involves direct verbal communication 
between the interviewer and the respondent. This method relies 
on oral stimuli and responses, typically conducted face-to-face 
but also adaptable through telephonic conversations. Interviews 
can broadly be categorised into structured, semi-structured 
and unstructured interviews, each suited to different research 
objectives.

In structured interviews, the interviewer follows a rigid, 
pre-determined set of questions and standardised recording 
techniques. These interviews are systematic, economical 
and well-suited for descriptive studies. The uniformity in 
questioning enhances comparability across different interviews, 
but limits the interviewer’s flexibility. In contrast, unstructured 
interviews are marked by flexibility in questioning style, 
sequence and recording, making them ideal for exploratory 
or formative research. The interviewer can probe deeper, omit 
or rearrange questions based on context and adapt to the flow 
of conversation. However, this very flexibility introduces 
challenges in standardisation and data analysis and demands 
a high level of expertise and sensitivity from the interviewer. 
Semi-structured interviews, often a blend of both, allow the 
interviewer to follow a general framework while retaining the 
ability to explore new insights as they emerge.

Several specialised interview formats also exist. The focussed 
interview concentrates on a specific experience and its effects, 
granting the interviewer discretion in probing for underlying 
causes and motives. Similarly, the clinical interview seeks to 
understand deeper psychological or motivational dimensions, 
relying heavily on the interviewer’s interpretive skill. A non-
directive interview, on the other hand, encourages respondents 
to speak freely about a topic with minimal guidance, allowing 
their views and values to emerge naturally.

When conducting interviews, certain techniques and ethical 
considerations are critical. Interviewers must build rapport, 
maintain neutrality, ask questions clearly and record responses 
accurately. The tone should be courteous and conversational, 
avoiding judgement or bias. Ethical interviewing also demands 
informed consent, confidentiality and sensitivity to the 
respondent’s comfort and privacy. Effective interviewers are 
not only well -trained and sincere but also possess the discretion 
to handle difficult or uncooperative respondents professionally.
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The interview method offers several advantages. It allows in-
depth data collection, adaptability in questioning, clarification 
of doubts and the opportunity to observe non-verbal cues. The 
presence of the interviewer often ensures high response rates 
and accurate sampling. Furthermore, interviews can yield 
supplementary information about the respondent’s environment 
and personal traits, enriching data interpretation.

However, this method is not without its limitations. It can 
be time-consuming and expensive, especially over large or 
dispersed populations. There is always the risk of interviewer and 
respondent bias and certain categories of individuals (e.g., high-
ranking officials) may be inaccessible. Also, over-involvement 
or poor training of interviewers can lead to systematic errors 
and unreliable data. Telephone interviews, while cost -effective 
and quicker, are limited in depth, often exclude non-telephone 
users and may restrict detailed probing due to time constraints.

In conclusion, interviews remain a vital tool in research 
methodology, especially when nuanced, context-rich 
information is required. Their success depends on careful 
design, skilled execution and strict adherence to ethical and 
scientific standards.

2.3.2.3 Questionnaire

Questionnaires are one of the most commonly used tools 
in primary data collection, especially when conducting 
large-scale investigations. This method is widely adopted by 
individual researchers, public and private organisations and 
even governments for collecting reliable information in a cost-
effective and standardised manner. A questionnaire typically 
comprises a set of structured or unstructured questions, carefully 
arranged in a specific order and designed to elicit precise 
responses from selected respondents. It can be administered 
through various modes such as postal mail, online surveys or 
face -to-face interactions.

Designing Effective Questionnaires

A well-designed questionnaire is central to the success of any 
survey. It must be clear, logical and tailored to the objectives of 
the study. The structure of a questionnaire should begin with 
general, easy -to-answer questions to engage the respondent and 
gradually progress towards more specific and sensitive ones. 
The question sequence should maintain a natural flow, ensuring 

	f Advantages of the 
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that each question logically follows the previous one. Effective 
questionnaires consider three key design elements: general 
form (structured or unstructured), question sequence and 
wording. A structured questionnaire includes pre-formulated, 
fixed questions often with multiple-choice or yes / no answers. 
Unstructured questionnaires, on the other hand, offer more 
flexibility, allowing open-ended responses that are better suited 
for exploratory or qualitative research.

Open-ended vs Closed ended Questions

Both open and closed -ended questions serve distinct 
purposes in a questionnaire. Closed-ended questions, such as 
multiple-choice or yes / no types, are easier to analyse, quicker 
to answer and suitable for statistical comparisons. However, 
they may restrict responses and potentially "put words in the 
respondent's mouth." Open -ended questions allow respondents 
to express their views in their own words, making them 
suitable for exploring complex opinions and behaviours. These 
responses offer depth but are often harder to code and interpret 
consistently. In practice, a combination of both types is usually 
employed to balance clarity, depth and analytical ease.

Formats of Questions 

Based on the nature of the variable and the level of 
measurement, researchers use different question formats to 
ensure reliability and clarity. The most commonly used formats 
include nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio and Likert scale 
questions.

1. Nominal Scale Questions

These are categorical questions used to label or classify 
responses without any sense of order or ranking. The categories 
are mutually exclusive and exhaustive, meaning each respondent 
must fall into one and only one category.

Example:

1.	 What is your employment sector?
a) Government 

     b) Private 
     c) NGO 
     d) Unemployed

Nominal questions are useful for capturing demographic 

	f Three key 
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or classification information such as gender, religion, caste or 
language.

2. Ordinal Scale Questions

These questions allow respondents to rank or order items, 
but the intervals between the ranks are not necessarily equal. 
This format is useful for understanding preferences or attitudes 
in a hierarchical manner.

Example:

How would you rate the efficiency of your local government 
office?

a)Very inefficient 
    b) Inefficient 
    c) Neutral 
    d) Efficient 
    e) Very efficient

While we know that "Very efficient" is better than "Efficient," 
we cannot be sure how much better. In other words, it is ordered 
but not measured.

3. Interval Scale Questions

Interval questions measure variables where the distance 
between values is meaningful, but there is no true zero point. 
These are common in measuring attitudes and perceptions using 
scale points.

Example:

On a scale of 1 to 10, how satisfied are you with the quality 
of public education in your area?

(1 = Not satisfied at all; 10 = Extremely satisfied)

Although the difference between 6 and 7 is equal to that 
between 8 and 9, we cannot say that a score of 8 is “twice as 
satisfied” as a score of 4, since there is no absolute zero.

4. Ratio Scale Questions

These are similar to interval scales but with a true zero 
point, allowing a full range of statistical operations, including 
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multiplication and division. These are mostly used in quantitative 
questions where absolute values matter.

Example:

Q: How many years of experience do you have in public service? 
     A    ___ years

Or:

Q:What is your monthly household income? 
     A  ₹  ___

Ratio data allows meaningful calculations like averages, 
ratios and percentages.

5. Likert Scale Questions

Likert scales are a specific type of ordinal scale used 
to measure levels of agreement, frequency, importance or 
satisfaction. Typically, respondents are asked to indicate their 
degree of agreement with a statement.

Example:

The services provided by the municipality are satisfactory.

☐ Strongly disagree 
     ☐ Disagree 
     ☐ Neutral 
     ☐ Agree 
     ☐ Strongly agree

Likert items can be single statements or grouped into a scale 
to measure a construct (like “attitude towards public policy”) 
across multiple statements.

Administration Methods: Online, Face-to-Face, Postal 

Questionnaires can be administered through several 
methods, each with its own set of advantages and limitations. 
Postal surveys are cost-effective and useful for geographically 
dispersed populations, but they often suffer from low response 
rates and lack of control over who completes the questionnaire. 
Online surveys are convenient and economical, especially with 
large samples that allow quick data collection, though they 
require respondents to have internet access and digital literacy. 
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Face-to-face interviews facilitate clarity and higher response 
quality through direct interaction, but they can be resource-
intensive and potentially influenced by interviewer bias.

Advantages and Challenges 

The questionnaire method has multiple advantages. It is 
economical, especially when targeting a large and widely 
spread population. It also eliminates interviewer bias, allows 
respondents ample time to reflect on their answers and 
makes it possible to reach respondents who are otherwise 
inaccessible. Moreover, large samples enhance the reliability 
and generalizability of the results. However, there are notable 
challenges too. These include low response rates, especially 
in self-administered modes, potential ambiguity in responses, 
inflexibility once dispatched and the risk of non-representative 
samples. In addition, if questions are not carefully worded, 
they may lead to misinterpretation or biased results. Therefore, 
conducting a pilot study or pre-test is often recommended to 
refine the questionnaire and identify any limitations before 
launching the main survey.

2.3.2.4 Other Relevant Techniques Using New 
Technologies

In the evolving landscape of research, especially within 
the realm of data collection, several innovative techniques 
powered by new technologies are gaining traction. These 
methods originally developed and widely employed in 
marketing, consumer behaviour studies and business analytics, 
have significant potential for application in administrative, 
developmental and policy-oriented research.

Warranty Cards 

Warranty Cards are an early example of technology-enabled 
feedback mechanisms. These cards, often inserted within 
consumer product packaging, contain structured questions that 
help collect demographic and attitudinal information directly 
from users. In Public Administration, a parallel can be drawn 
to the use of citizen feedback forms in public service delivery, 
offering insights into service quality, accessibility and user 
satisfaction.

Distributor or Store Audits 

	f Importance of pilot 
study
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Distributor or Store Audits, though commercial in origin, 
provide a methodological foundation for field-level observational 
studies in public systems. Much like sales representatives 
tracking inventory trends in retail environments, researchers 
in public administration can utilise similar observational audits 
(supported by digital dashboards or apps) to assess resource 
availability and utilisation patterns in public health centres, 
ration shops or educational institutions. The strength of this 
method lies in its non-intrusive nature and the objectivity gained 
through systematic observation.

Pantry Audits 

Pantry Audits, designed to examine the contents of consumer 
households to infer preferences and consumption habits, can 
be contextualised in Public Administration for studying living 
standards and poverty indices. When linked with digital data 
collection platforms, this method becomes a valuable tool in 
social welfare assessments, such as measuring the nutritional 
adequacy of households receiving public distribution benefits.

Consumer Panels 

Consumer Panels, particularly those employing digital 
platforms, have immense relevance for longitudinal public 
opinion and behaviour studies. These panels involve repeated 
interactions with selected citizens to track changes in perception, 
satisfaction or behaviour over time. For instance, panels could 
be created to evaluate the impact of new e-governance services, 
health awareness campaigns or urban planning initiatives. With 
technological tools like online surveys, mobile data apps and 
cloud databases, such panels are now more feasible and cost-
effective.

Mechanical Devices and Sensor-Based Techniques 

Mechanical Devices and Sensor-Based Techniques are 
increasingly being integrated into public systems. Devices 
like eye-trackers and motion sensors, while primarily used in 
advertising research, can support usability studies of public 
information portals or signage systems in transportation 
hubs. Tools such as audiometers originally designed to 
capture TV viewing habits, can be adapted for understanding 
public engagement with government broadcasting or digital 
information campaigns.
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Projective Techniques 

Projective Techniques, though traditionally psychological in 
nature, also offer utility in administrative research, especially 
in understanding citizen attitudes that are subconscious or 
sensitive. Tests like word association and sentence completion 
can be adapted into anonymous digital platforms to study 
perceptions about governance, corruption or civic duty. 
Similarly, pictorial techniques such as Thematic Apperception 
Tests (TAT) or cartoon-based surveys can be creatively employed 
in participatory governance studies, particularly involving 
children, marginalised groups or non-literate populations.

In conclusion, the use of new technologies in primary 
data collection is not limited to digitising traditional surveys. 
Rather, it opens new avenues for collecting nuanced, real -time 
and behaviourally rich data. These methods, when ethically 
applied and contextually adapted, can substantially enrich 
research in Public Administration by providing deeper insights 
into the dynamics of governance, service delivery and citizen 
engagement.

2.3.3 Secondary Data Collection Sources
Secondary data refers to information that has already been 

collected, processed and possibly analysed by someone else 
for purposes other than the current research. In the context 
of Public Administration, such data often proves valuable in 
analysing trends, evaluating policies and supporting decision-
making without having to initiate fresh data collection 

Government publications and reports are one of the most 
widely used and reliable sources of secondary data. These 
include census data, economic surveys, budget documents, 
annual reports of ministries and policy documents published by 
the central, state or local governments. Since these are usually 
produced through standardised methods and extensive coverage, 
they provide valuable insights for administrative research.

Academic journals and books form another critical source. 
Research findings published in peer -reviewed journals or 
scholarly books by universities, research institutions and 
individual scholars often offer theoretical perspectives, 
empirical data and methodological frameworks relevant to 
public policy and governance studies.

Reports from NGOs, think tanks and international 
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organisations such as the World Bank, UNDP, NITI Aayog or 
PRS Legislative Research contribute significantly to  resources 
for secondary data. These organisations publish thematic 
studies, country assessments, development indicators and 
policy briefs which are particularly useful for applied research 
in governance, welfare schemes and international cooperation.

Archival records and administrative documents, including 
meeting minutes, government correspondence, historical files 
and statistical abstracts, serve as main secondary sources. 
These are often housed in public libraries, state archives and 
institutional repositories and provide context-rich data for 
historical or institutional analysis.

However, while secondary data can be resource-saving and 
time-efficient, researchers must exercise caution. It is essential 
to ensure reliability, suitability, and adequacy before using such 
data. For example, a Public Administration scholar must assess 
who collected the data, what methods were used, and whether 
there was any inherent bias. Equally important is understanding 
whether the data fits the purpose of the current study, as data 
suitable for one administrative inquiry may be irrelevant to 
another. Inadequate data, either geographically limited or 
lacking desired precision, can mislead the analysis.

As Dr. A.L. Bowley rightly cautioned, it is unwise to accept 
published statistics at face value without critical scrutiny. 
Therefore, although secondary data can offer a wealth of 
usable information, it must be examined rigorously. A prudent 
researcher balances between convenience and credibility, using 
secondary data when it is authentic, relevant, and sufficient, but 
not hesitating to reject it when it fails to meet research standards. 

Tertiary Data and Its Importance

Tertiary data refers to information that is derived from 
secondary sources and presented in a highly processed, 
summarized, or compiled form. Unlike primary data, which 
is collected directly by the researcher, and secondary data, 
which is obtained from existing studies or reports, tertiary data 
typically appears in formats such as encyclopaedias, handbooks, 
directories, databases, indexes, and review articles. These 
sources do not present original findings but provide overviews 
or syntheses of information from various secondary documents. 
The importance of tertiary data lies in its ability to offer 
quick access to condensed and curated knowledge, making it 
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particularly useful in the initial stages of research when scholars 
need to gain a broad understanding of a subject or identify 
relevant sources for deeper study. In public administration and 
social sciences, tertiary data supports the efficient identification 
of key literature, helps in framing research questions, and aids 
in understanding the context of policy issues. While it cannot 
replace the depth of primary or secondary data, tertiary data 
plays a crucial supporting role in research planning, review, and 
knowledge dissemination.

2.3.4 Selection of Appropriate Method for Data 
Collection

In Public Administration research, selecting the most 
suitable method of data collection is a critical step that 
significantly influences the quality and relevance of findings. 
Since administrative issues are often complex, context-bound 
and policy-sensitive, the researcher must carefully evaluate 
multiple factors before finalizing the method(s) for collecting 
data.

First and foremost, the nature, scope, and objective of the 
enquiry play a central role in determining the appropriate 
method. For instance, if the study involves understanding 
citizen satisfaction with municipal services, a structured 
questionnaire or an interview may be ideal. However, if the 
research focuses on internal administrative behaviour or office 
dynamics, participant observation might be more insightful. 
Also, this factor helps decide whether the study should rely on 
primary data (data freshly collected) or if secondary sources 
(like government reports or policy documents) would suffice.

Secondly, the availability of financial resources is an 
important consideration. Individual scholars may often face 
budget constraints. Expensive methods like large -scale surveys 
or detailed interviews may not always be feasible. In such 
cases, low-cost methods such as email questionnaires or using 
already published data can be adopted. Thus, financial planning 
is integral to methodological decision-making.

Third, the time available to complete the research also 
influences the choice. If the study must be completed within a 
short time frame, as is often the case with consultancy or policy 
evaluation projects, methods that allow faster data collection 
(like structured interviews or online forms) are preferable. 
Conversely, if time is ample, in-depth methods like case studies 
or longitudinal observations become more viable.
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Fourth, the level of precision required must also be 
considered. If the research aims to influence policy decisions 
or administrative reforms, higher accuracy is essential. In such 
cases, the researcher may need to use personal interviews or 
triangulate multiple methods for reliable data. On the other 
hand, if the purpose is exploratory or preliminary, simpler tools 
like questionnaires or secondary data may be adequate.

There is no universally superior method; each technique 
has its strengths and limitations depending on the context. For 
example, in situations where time and funds are limited and 
the data required is minimal, telephone interviews may be 
effective. If a broader range of data is needed and resources 
permit, personal interviews are preferable. When the goal is to 
cover a large geographic area efficiently, a combination of mail 
questionnaires and selective personal interviews could provide 
better cost-effectiveness and coverage.

In administrative research, secondary data, such as census 
reports, audit records, and departmental data, can be immensely 
useful, provided it is reliable, recent and relevant. In studies 
involving public opinion, attitude or behavioural motivations, 
projective techniques (e.g., sentence completion, role -playing) 
may be used when direct questioning fails to reveal true 
sentiments. However, such techniques are still evolving and 
are often used only as supplementary tools alongside structured 
statistical methods.

Ultimately, the experience and judgment of the researcher are 
vital. As Dr. A.L. Bowley stated, “In the collection of statistical 
data, common sense is the chief requisite and experience the 
chief teacher.” This wisdom holds especially true in Public 
Administration, where practical constraints and real-world 
complexities demand not just technical skill but also intuition, 
adaptability and field sensitivity.

2.3.5 Case Study Method and Its Applications
The case study method is a widely utilised qualitative 

research technique in Public Administration, offering a focused 
lens to analyse a specific administrative unit, event, institution 
or policy initiative. At its core, it involves a careful and in-depth 
investigation of a single social unit or situation to understand 
the underlying patterns, processes and causal factors that shape 
behaviour within administrative contexts. Rather than relying 
on breadth or large samples, the case study method prioritises 
depth, enabling a comprehensive exploration of administrative 
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phenomena.

Case studies are distinguished by certain defining 
characteristics. They centre around intensive observation 
over time, allowing researchers to capture both the historical 
evolution and current dynamics of the unit under scrutiny. The 
method is qualitative in nature, integrating rich, descriptive 
data from interviews, documents, observations and personal 
narratives. This depth facilitates insights into the motivations, 
interrelationships and lived experiences of actors within 
administrative settings, be it a bureaucrat, a department or a 
governance initiative. Moreover, the case study method is often 
used to identify and analyse causal factors, with the ultimate 
goal of drawing nuanced inferences and, at times, suggesting 
administrative reforms.

In the field of Public Administration, case studies serve as 
powerful tools to understand real life administrative practices 
and processes. They are generally classified into three major 
types: exploratory, explanatory and descriptive case studies, 
each of them serving a different purpose in research and analysis. 

Exploratory case studies are typically used at the initial 
stage of research, especially when the subject is new or not 
well understood. For example, if a state government introduces 
a new e-governance platform for delivering welfare services, 
researchers may conduct an exploratory case study by visiting 
a few local offices to gather early insights. These studies help 
identify key patterns, challenges or areas for improvement and 
often serve as a foundation for more detailed future research.

In contrast, explanatory case studies delve deeper by 
establishing cause-and-effect relationships. They seek to 
explain why certain administrative outcomes occurred and how 
specific policies or actions contributed to them. For instance, a 
researcher may investigate how the introduction of decentralised 
planning in a particular district led to improved public service 
delivery. By analysing evidence from administrative records, 
interviews with local officials and outcomes such as increased 
school enrolments or better healthcare access, the study explains 
how greater local autonomy may have led to more effective 
governance.

Descriptive case studies focus on providing a detailed and 
factual account of a particular administrative event, process or 
initiative. These studies are not concerned with causality, but 
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they aim to document practices that may serve as models for 
replication. A good example would be a case study that outlines 
how a municipal corporation successfully implemented a solid 
waste management programme. It may describe the planning 
process, stakeholder involvement, funding mechanisms and 
outcomes, offering a comprehensive picture without analysing 
why the programme succeeded. Such descriptive cases are 
valuable for sharing good practices and learning from field 
experiences.

Designing and implementing a case study involves several 
key stages. The first step is to clearly define the unit of analysis 
and research objectives. This is followed by data collection, 
often through interviews, archival research, field visits and 
document reviews. After collecting comprehensive data, the 
researcher diagnoses the situation, identifies causal mechanisms 
and suggests relevant interventions or implications. In some 
cases, a follow-up study is conducted to assess the long-term 
effects of interventions or policy changes.

The relevance of case study methods for research in Public 
Administration lies in their ability to connect theory with 
practice. They are particularly valuable for evaluating policy 
implementation, administrative reforms, institutional behaviour 
and service delivery mechanisms. For example, case studies 
have been used to analyse the functioning of Panchayati Raj 
Institutions after the73rd Amendment or to assess the impact of 
e-governance initiatives on bureaucratic efficiency.

However, there are certain limitations to the case study 
method. Generalisability remains a concern since each case 
is unique and may not represent broader patterns. The method 
is also time-consuming, resource-intensive and susceptible to 
researcher bias. The depth of engagement required may lead to 
subjective interpretations and inconsistencies in data collection 
may further compromise validity. 

Despite these challenges, the case study method remains 
a powerful tool in the field of Public Administration. Its 
emphasis on real-world complexity, institutional context and 
human behaviour makes it indispensable for practitioners and 
researchers seeking to understand and improve governance 
systems.
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Summarized Overview

Data collection is the linchpin of any meaningful research, especially in the realm 
of Public Administration where governance, accountability and policy analysis depend 
on empirical evidence. Data can be broadly classified into quantitative (numerical) and 
qualitative (descriptive) forms, each serving unique analytical purposes. Researchers 
also differentiate between primary data, collected firsthand through tools like interviews 
or observations and secondary data, gathered from existing sources such as government 
reports or academic publications. The choice between these types depends on the 
research goal, availability of resources and the level of details required.

Among primary techniques, observation offers direct, real-time insights into 
behaviour or administrative processes, ranging from structured checklists to naturalistic 
field observations. Interviews provide deeper, flexible engagement with respondents 
through formats like structured, semi-structured or unstructured interactions, revealing 
motivations and perspectives. Questionnaires, widely used for large populations, blend 
open and closed-ended questions to gather standardised data. Each method requires 
thoughtful planning, ethical sensitivity and a balance between depth and generalisability. 
Their strengths lie in firsthand insights, but they also demand time, skill and resources 
to execute effectively.

Secondary data offers a rich repository for researchers without starting from scratch. 
In Public Administration, this includes government publications (e.g., budget reports, 
census data), academic literature, reports from NGOs and international agencies (e.g., 
UNDP, NITI Aayog) and archival records. Such sources help trace policy evolution, 
evaluate programs and ground theoretical models in real-world data. However, secondary 
data must be critically evaluated for authenticity, relevance and potential bias, as its 
original context may differ from the current research objective.

Self-Assessment

1.	 Why is data collection considered a crucial step in the research process, particu-
larly in Public Administration?

2.	 Differentiate between primary and secondary data with examples relevant to gov-
ernance research.

3.	 What are the major differences between qualitative and quantitative data and how 
are both useful in public policy analysis?

4.	 Explain the strengths and limitations of using observation as a method of primary 
data collection.
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Assignments

1.	 Define and explain the key methods of data collection such as observation, inter-
view, questionnaire and use of secondary data. Provide suitable examples from 
public administration or governance contexts to illustrate each method.

2.	 Differentiate between primary and secondary data in terms of collection process, 
utility and limitations. How would each type of data be applied in a study evalu-
ating the performance of local self-governments?

3.	 Design a structured questionnaire to study citizen satisfaction with municipal ser-
vices in an urban locality. Ensure your questionnaire includes a mix of nominal 
ordinal and Likert scale questions.

4.	 Compare the strengths and limitations of interviews, questionnaires and observa-
tional methods in the context of public service delivery research. Which method 
would you recommend for evaluating transparency in welfare scheme implemen-
tation and why?

5.	 Discuss the ethical and practical challenges involved in collecting data from mar-
ginalized communities in rural areas. What measures can a researcher adopt to 
ensure informed consent, confidentiality and cultural sensitivity?

5.	 Describe structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. In what re-
search contexts is each type most appropriate?

6.	 Discuss the advantages and drawbacks of administering questionnaires through 
postal mail, online and face-to-face methods.

7.	 Identify at least three sources of secondary data in Public Administration research 
and explain their significance.

8.	 What precautions should a researcher take when using secondary data for admin-
istrative decision-making or policy analysis?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Data Preparation

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

SGOU - SLM - MA PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION -  Labour Legislation and 
Administration

Upon completion of the unit, learners will be able to:

	f describe the key steps involved in data processing, including editing, coding 

and tabulation

	f explain the significance of addressing missing data and describe common 

methods used to handle such issues

	f distinguish between various techniques for dealing with missing data and as-

sess their suitability for different research designs

	f critically assess the role of effective data preparation in ensuring the validity 

and reliability of research findings

In public administration research, especially when analysing governance, service 
delivery or citizen satisfaction, the quality of data preparation can determine the 
success or failure of the study. For example, in a survey conducted by a municipal 
corporation to assess public satisfaction with waste management services, raw data 
collected from households may contain inconsistent answers, missing fields or vague 
responses. Without editing, coding and tabulation, such data remains unusable. Editing 
helps correct obvious errors, coding converts qualitative responses like “satisfied” or 
“very dissatisfied” into numeric values and tabulation organises the data systematically 
so that the groundwork for meaningful analysis and reporting could be created.

Missing data is another challenge that researchers frequently face, particularly in 
large-scale government surveys such as the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) 
or Public Distribution System (PDS) audits. For instance, in-field data collected from 
remote tribal regions, missing responses often result from language barriers or survey 
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Discussion

3.1.1 Introduction to Data Preparation
In social science research, data preparation is a foundational 

step that ensures the integrity and usability of collected 
information. After data is gathered through various methods, 
it must be handled systematically to facilitate meaningful 
analysis. This preparation is not a mere technicality but a crucial 
phase that aligns with the research plan formulated during the 
initial stages of study design. Without this process, the data 
may not serve the intended purpose of comparative analysis or 
the testing of the hypothesis. 

The primary objective of data preparation is to process the 
collected data in a manner that makes it ready for interpretation. 
This involves several key operations: editing, which checks for 
errors or omissions; coding, which converts responses into a 
standardised format; classification, which organises data into 
categories and tabulation, which presents data in systematic 
tables for analysis. These steps collectively enable the data to 

	f Processing of data

fatigue. If not properly addressed, this can skew conclusions and undermine policy 
recommendations. Therefore, applying careful techniques such as mean substitution 
or multiple imputation to handle these gaps, depending on the size and nature of the 
missing data, is essential in research.

Moreover, the increasing reliance on digital tools for research has made it essential 
to use platforms like Excel, SPSS etc. for data cleaning and organisation. For instance, 
a government department evaluating the impact of a rural employment scheme like 
MGNREGA might collect large data sets across districts. Using Excel for sorting and 
filtering or SPSS for running data checks and frequency distributions, helps ensure that 
the data set is clean and ready for analysis. These tools enhance efficiency and reduce 
human error in research. Thus, proper data preparation is not a preliminary chore but 
a strategic necessity in any research aimed at real world governance and public policy 
outcomes.
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be structured and accessible for further examination.

Data analysis, in contrast, involves computing statistical 
measures and identifying relationships or patterns within the 
data. It is during this phase that the researcher tests whether 
the data supports or contradicts the research hypotheses, often 
using statistical significance tests. While some scholars, such 
as Selltiz and Jahoda, consider processing and analysis as 
overlapping activities that collectively serve to summarise and 
organise data for answering research questions; maintaining 
a clear distinction between the two can enhance clarity in 
understanding their respective roles.

Similarly, neglecting proper data preparation can lead 
to serious consequences. Unclean or disorganised data can 
result in flawed interpretations, misinformed policy decisions 
and compromised administrative strategies. Therefore, in the 
context of public administration, where decisions often impact 
large populations and resource allocations, the importance of 
systematic data preparation cannot be overstated.

3.1.2 Steps in Data Processing 
3.1.2.1 Editing

Editing is a crucial first step in preparing data for analysis. 
It involves carefully reviewing the raw data collected, usually 
through surveys or questionnaires, to identify and correct errors 
or omissions. This process ensures that the data is accurate, 
complete, logically consistent and neatly arranged, thereby 
laying the groundwork for smooth coding and tabulation later.

There are primarily two types of editing: field editing and 
central editing. Field editing is typically done shortly after 
data collection, ideally the same day or the next, by the person 
who conducted the interview. The aim here is to clarify any 
ambiguous or illegible notes that were made during the 
interview. For instance, if an interviewer jotted down shorthand 
or used symbols, these need to be rewritten clearly. However, the 
interviewer must be cautious not to guess missing information 
or alter responses based on assumptions.

Central editing, on the other hand, takes place once all 
responses have been collected and returned to the central office. 
This task is usually handled by a trained editor or a team of editors, 
especially in larger research studies. Central editing focuses 

	f Data analysis

	f Consequences 
of unclean or 
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on identifying and correcting obvious mistakes; for example, 
entries in the wrong units (like months instead of weeks) or 
responses recorded in the wrong sections of a form. In some 
cases, missing or unclear answers can be resolved by referring 
to related information within the same form or, if necessary, by 
contacting the respondent again. If a correct answer cannot be 
confidently determined, the editor should mark the response as 
“no answer” to avoid misleading interpretations.

To maintain the integrity of the editing process, editors 
should follow a set of professional guidelines. They must be 
well-versed in the instructions given to both interviewers and 
coders. When they need to correct a response, it should be done 
with a single line through the original answer, keeping it legible 
and any new entries must be made in a distinctive colour and 
in a standard format. Moreover, editors should initial and date 
all the changes they make, thereby ensuring accountability and 
traceability.

In short, the editing stage plays a foundational role in 
preparing data for meaningful analysis. It bridges the gap 
between raw data collection and structured data interpretation, 
ensuring that the findings of the study are based on accurate 
and trustworthy information.

3.1.2.2 Coding

In the field of quantitative research, coding is a foundational 
step that facilitates the transformation of raw data into a 
structured and analysable format. Essentially, coding involves 
assigning symbols, usually numbers, to the answers of 
respondents so they can be grouped into manageable categories. 
These categories must reflect the research objectives and they 
need to be designed carefully to meet three essential criteria: 
they should be exhaustive (covering all possible responses), 
mutually exclusive (each response fits into only one category) 
and unidimensional (each category relates to a single concept 
or idea).

Coding plays a crucial role in streamlining data analysis by 
condensing diverse responses into key classes that highlight 
the main variables under study. Decisions about how to code 
should ideally be made during the phase of the questionnaire 
design-phase. This proactive approach enables researchers for 
precoding the answer options, embedding codes directly into 
the questionnaire. Such advance planning greatly enhances the 

	f Central editing

	f Integrity in the 
editing process

	f Assigning symbols

	f Precoding
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efficiency of computer -based data processing, allowing data to 
be entered directly from the original responses.

Example: 
Suppose a survey includes a closed-ended question: 
"What is your employment status?" 
The researcher might assign the following codes:

•	 Employed full-time → 1

•	 Employed part-time → 2

•	 Unemployed → 3

•	 Student → 4

•	 Retired → 5

•	 Other → 6

Each of these categories is mutually exclusive, exhaustive 
(including an "Other" option) and unidimensional (focusing 
only on employment status). During data entry, if a respondent 
marks "Student," the code 4 would be recorded in the data set.

For open-ended questions, where respondents provide their 
own words rather than choosing from fixed options, coding 
is typically done after data collection. This process requires 
developing a classification system that meaningfully groups 
similar types of responses. For instance, if respondents describe 
their preferred news sources, answers such as The Hindu, NDTV 
and BBC might be grouped under a category like "Traditional 
Media" and coded as 1, whereas responses like "Twitter," 
"Instagram," or "YouTube" might fall under "Social Media," 
coded as 2.

To ensure consistency and accuracy in coding, researchers 
often rely on a code book, a reference document that clearly 
outlines the coding rules, category labels and their corresponding 
numeric or symbolic codes. Whether data is entered by hand 
or through digital tools, adherence to a standardised coding 
procedure is critical. Common manual coding methods 
include writing codes in the margins using coloured pencils or 
transferring responses onto coding sheets. Regardless of the 
technique used, minimising coding errors is vital to preserving 
the integrity of the research findings.

	f Open-ended 
questions

	f Code book
SG

O
U



112 SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

3.1.2.3 Classification

When researchers collect large volumes of data, it often 
appears disorganised and overwhelming in its raw form. To 
draw meaningful conclusions, it becomes essential to organise 
this data into logical, homogeneous groups, a process known as 
classification. In simple terms, classification involves arranging 
data into different categories based on shared characteristics. 
This systematic grouping helps highlight patterns and 
relationships within the data, making analysis more focussed 
and informative.

There are two major types of classification that researchers 
commonly use, depending on the nature of the data involved:

A. Classification According to Attributes

This type of classification is based on qualitative features or 
traits, such as gender, literacy, employment status, honesty etc. 
These characteristics are called attributes because they describe 
qualities rather than quantities. Since these traits cannot be 
measured numerically, we identify their presence or absence in 
each item of data.

For instance, if we are studying literacy, we can classify 
the population into two broad groups: literate and illiterate. 
This is known as simple classification, as it considers only one 
attribute at a time.

However, if we want to consider multiple attributes, for 
example, literacy and employment, we move to what is called 
manifold classification. This means the population is sorted into 
multiple categories based on the presence or absence of more 
than one attribute. The number of possible groups increases 
with the number of attributes. For example, considering two 
attributes (literacy and employment), we can have up to four 
different groups. It is important to clearly define each attribute 
to avoid confusion and ensure that the classification is consistent 
and reliable.

B. Classification According to Class-Intervals

While the earlier type dealt with qualities, this form of 
classification applies to quantitative data, information that can 
be measured in numbers, such as income, age, height, weight 
or production levels. In such cases, data is grouped into what 
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are called class intervals.

Suppose a survey is conducted among 100 families to analyse 
monthly household income. Instead of listing 100 different 
income amounts, we could classify them into ranges such as:

•	 Rs 200 – Rs 400

•	 Rs 401 – Rs 600

•	 Rs 601 – Rs 800

•	 Rs 801 – Rs 1,000

Here, each group (or class interval) has a lower limit and 
an upper limit. For example, the second interval, Rs 401–600, 
has a class magnitude (or width) of Rs 200. If 25 families fall 
within the Rs 401–600 income range, the frequency of that 
class is 25. When we tabulate all such intervals along with their 
frequencies, we create a frequency distribution table, which 
makes it much easier to understand the overall income pattern.

Creating class interval-based classifications involves solving 
three important issues:

1. How many Classes should there and what should be their 
Size?

There is no uniform rule for determining the number of 
classes or their size (magnitude). However, a general guideline 
suggests using between 5 to 15 classes to provide a balance 
between over simplification and overwhelming details.

For example, when we are analysing monthly wages of 100 
workers, suppose that we are analysing the monthly wages (in 
rupees) of 100 industrial workers. The lowest wage is Rs. 4,000 
and the highest is Rs. 14,000.

•	 The range (R) is calculated as: 

R = Highest Value – Lowest Value = 14,000 – 4,000 = 

10,000
Now, we must decide on the number of class-

es. Let us say we aim for about 10 classes. 
Then, the class interval size (i) will be:

 i = R / Number of Classes = 10,000 / 10 = 1,000
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So, the classes would be:

•	 Rs 4,000 – 4,999

•	 Rs 5,000 – 5,999

•	 Rs 6,000 – 6,999 
... and so on up to Rs 13,000 – 13,999

Each class is of equal size (1,000), which makes comparison 
easy.

Unequal Class Sizes

In some cases, data may be skewed or clustered around 
certain values. To better reflect such distributions, unequal 
class sizes may be more appropriate.

For example, we take the population distribution by age. 
If most of the population is young, you might use narrower 
intervals for younger age groups and wider ones for older age 
groups:

•	 0–5 years

•	 6–12 years

•	 13–19 years

•	 20–39 years

•	 40–59 years

•	 60 and above

This allows more detailed analysis of child and adolescent 
populations where public services like education and 
vaccination are targeted, while using broader classes where 
data is less concentrated.

2. How should Class Limits be Defined?

Class limits are the boundaries that define the start and end 
of each class interval. These limits determine how each data 
value is categorised and whether it belongs to one class or 
the next. There are two common types of class limits used in 
frequency distribution: exclusive and inclusive.

Exclusive Class Intervals

In the exclusive method, the upper limit is not included in 
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the class, while the lower limit is included. This means a value 
equal to the upper limit will fall into the next class.

Example:

•	 10 – 20

•	 20 – 30

•	 30 – 40

Here, the value 20 is not included in the 10–20 class but 
is included in 20–30. This type of classification is ideal for 
continuous data like height, weight or temperature, where 
values are measured on a scale and can take any value within a 
range (e.g., 18.5 cm, 19.9 kg).

Inclusive Class Intervals

In the inclusive method, both the lower and upper limits 
are included in the class. This is better suited for discrete data, 
where values jump from one whole number to another, like 
number of children in a household or number of schools in a 
district.

Example:

•	 0 – 4 children

•	 5 – 9 children

•	 10 – 14 children

Here, a household with exactly 4 children will be counted in 
the 0–4 class.

3. How do we Determine the Frequency of each Class?

Once class intervals are defined, the next step is to count how 
many data items fall into each class; this is called the frequency. 
The frequency indicates the number of occurrences or how 
many data points lie within a particular interval.

Manual Tally Method

The most basic way to determine frequencies is by using 
tally marks. Each time a data point falls within a class interval, 
a vertical line is marked. Every fifth tally is drawn diagonally 
across the previous four (i.e., ||||), making it easy to count in 
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groups of five.

Example: Student grades in a class

Class Intervals 
(Marks)

Tally Marks Frequency

0–10 |||| 4

11–20 ||||| || 7

21–30 ||||| 5

This simple method is ideal for small datasets, such as 
classroom results or responses from a small village survey.

Mechanical and Digital Methods

In large-scale surveys or institutional datasets such as those 
collected by the Census Bureau, District Planning Offices or 
Election Commissions, manual counting becomes inefficient. 
In such cases, electronic tools or sorting machines can be used. 
These include:

•	 Optical Mark Readers (OMR)

•	 Statistical software (e.g., SPSS, R, Excel)

•	 Customised government data entry systems

For example, when we analyse age groups of 10 lakh 
registered voters, using software to sort and count frequencies 
for each age group (e.g., 18–25, 26–35, etc.), will be both time-
saving and error-resistant.

3.1.2.3 Tabulation

Once data has been collected, it is essential to organise it 
in a way that makes interpretation clear and meaningful. This 
process is known as tabulation. In essence, tabulation refers to 
the systematic arrangement of data into rows and columns to 
summarise, compare and analyse the information effectively.

Tabulation serves several important functions:

•	 It condenses large volumes of data into a concise 
form, saving space and reducing the need for lengthy 
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explanations.

•	 It enhances comparability between variables and 
observations, making patterns more visible.

•	 It allows quick detection of errors, missing values or 
inconsistencies in data.

•	 It provides a strong foundation for further statistical 
calculations, such as averages, percentages or 
correlations.

There are two main approaches to tabulating data: manual 
and computer based.

Manual Tabulation is used primarily for small-scale studies. 
It involves tallying data by hand using various methods:

•	 Direct Tally Method: Researchers mark strokes for each 
response on a tally sheet. Every fifth response is often 
crossed to aid in quick counting.

•	 List and Tally Method: Responses are transcribed line 
by line onto a worksheet, enabling easier tallying of 
large datasets.

•	 Card Sort and Count Method: Data is recorded on 
punch cards with coded holes. Cards are then sorted 
and counted by inserting needles into specific holes, 
allowing quick quantification of frequencies.

In larger studies or where time and accuracy are critical, 
electronic tabulation tools and statistical software (such as 
SPSS or Excel) are used. These offer faster processing, better 
accuracy and the capacity to handle complex datasets involving 
multiple variables and cross-tabulations.

Types of Tabulation

•	 Simple Tabulation: This provides a summary of respons-

es to individual questions. It often results in one-way ta-

bles, which give information about a single variable.

•	 Complex Tabulation (Cross-Tabulation): This goes a step 

further by  analysing two or more variables simultaneous-

	fManual and 
computer based
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ly. Two-way or three-way tables are used to display the 

interaction between different characteristics. This type of 

tabulation is especially valuable in comparative studies, 

such as  analysing the relationship between gender and 

policy preference or education level and public service 

satisfaction.
Cross-tabulation helps in identifying patterns, associations 

and disparities between sub-groups, making it a powerful tool 
for  researchers in public administration.

Best Practices in Tabulation

When preparing tables, certain principles should be followed 
to ensure clarity and utility:

1.	 Provide a clear and concise title for each table.

2.	 Assign a unique number to each table for reference.

3.	 Use understandable headings for both rows and 
columns.

4.	 Clearly mention units of measurement.

5.	 Add explanatory footnotes and cite data sources.

6.	 Use visual aids like lines to separate data classes for 
better readability.

7.	 Keep comparative data side by side for easier analysis.

8.	 Avoid abbreviations and ditto marks to maintain clarity.

9.	 Align numerical values properly, especially decimals 
and signs.

10.	Place totals at the end of rows and columns to facilitate 
quick summaries.

11.	Arrange categories logically, by time, geography, 
alphabetically or by magnitude, based on the study's 
purpose.

By adhering to these guidelines, researchers can produce 
tables that not only represent data effectively but also support 
sound decision-making in the contexts of public administration.
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3.1.3 Dealing with Missing Data
In research, encountering missing data is both common and 

significant. It can occur in surveys, interviews, administrative 
records and digital databases. It can distort results, weaken 
reliability of findings and limit policy relevance, if not addressed 
properly. There are several reasons for data going missing. 
Respondents might avoid answering sensitive questions, 
like income or caste, due to discomfort or mistrust. In online 
surveys, technical errors or incomplete submissions may cause 
data loss. In large field studies, errors in data entry or poorly 
designed questionnaires might also contribute to gaps.

To handle missing data effectively, researchers must first 
understand its underlying cause. Statisticians classify missing 
data into three main categories:

1.	 MCAR (Missing Completely at Random):  The 
missing data has no relationship with any 
variable in the data set and it is purely random. 
Example: A few printed questionnaires are accidentally 
lost during transport. These losses do not depend on 
who filled them or what was answered.

2.	 MAR (Missing at Random): The missing 
is related to some of the observed data, 
but not to the missing values themselves. 
Example: People with lower educational levels are less 
likely to report their income. While income is missing, 
the pattern is linked to the education variable, which is 
observed.

3.	 MNAR (Missing Not at Random): The missing is 
related to the unobserved data itself. This is the most 
serious case because it introduces systematic bias. 
Example: Wealthier respondents intentionally skip the 
income question, meaning the missing data is directly 
linked to high income, a value that remains unknown.

3.13.1 Techniques to Handle Missing Data

Once the type of missing data is identified, researchers can 
decide on the most suitable strategy to address it. The chosen 
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method depends on the extent of the missing and the importance 
of the missing variable to the research objectives.

1. Deletion Methods

•	 List-wise Deletion: Any case (row) that has even one 
missing value is entirely excluded from the analysis.

•	 Advantage: It is simple and preserves data 
integrity.

•	 Disadvantage: It can drastically reduce sample 
size and weaken statistical power.

•	 Example: Out of 500 survey responses, 70 are 
removed because one or more questions were 
left blank.

•	 Pair-wise Deletion: Uses all available data for each 
analysis, calculating relationships between variables 
only when data exists for those variables.

•	 Advantage: It retains more data than listwise.

•	 Disadvantage: It results in inconsistent sample 
sizes across different analyses.

•	 Example: Correlation between income and 
education is calculated using only those 
who answered both questions, while another 
correlation may involve a different subset.

2. Imputation Methods

•	 Mean / Mode Substitution:

The missing value is replaced with the mean (for 
numerical data) or mode (for categorical data) of that 
variable.

•	 Example: If the average household size is 
4.2, any missing value in that column is 
replaced with 4.2.
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•	 Regression Imputation:  
A regression model is used to predict missing values 
based on other known variables.

•	 Example: A respondent’s income is missing, but 
their education, occupation and age are known. 
A model predicts their income using these 
predictors.

•	 Multiple Imputation: 

It creates several versions of the data set, each with 
different imputed values and combines the results 
to reflect the uncertainty in the missing data.

•	 Advantage: It is more statistically robust and 
reduces bias.

•	 Use Case: It is often applied in public health or 
policy research involving large national data 
sets (e.g., NFHS, NSSO).

In short, dealing with missing data is not just a technical task 
but a critical judgement call in research design. Choosing the 
right method, be it deletion or imputation, should depend on 
the nature of the missing data, the importance of the variable 
and the purpose of the study. Poor handling of missing data 
can lead to biased conclusions, flawed policies and misleading 
interpretations. For public administration professionals, where 
research often informs governance, resource allocation and 
public service design, ensuring data integrity is essential to 
building trust and credibility in policy decisions.

3.1.4 Tools for Data Cleaning and Organisation
In the realm of research, raw data is rarely clean or ready 

for analysis. It often contains errors, missing values, duplicates 
or inconsistencies that can distort results if left unaddressed. 
Hence, data cleaning and organisation form a crucial step 
before any meaningful interpretation or statistical analysis can 
take place.

The process begins with the use of Spredsheets, such as 
Microsoft Excel or Google Sheets, which are familiar and 
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widely available tools. These platforms allow researchers to 
sort data, apply filters, highlight inconsistencies and conduct 
basic transformations, such as converting text to numbers or 
correcting spelling errors in categorical data. For example, 
in a survey  analysing the effectiveness of rural sanitation 
programmes, one may notice variations like “Kollam”, 
“kollam” and “KOLLAM” listed as district names. These can 
be easily standardised in Excel using functions like LOWER (), 
PROPER () or Find and Replace.

For larger and more complex data sets or when conducting 
advanced statistical analysis, software such as SPSS, R or 
STATA is preferred.

•	 SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Sciences) is 
especially useful for beginners or practitioners without 
coding experience, as it provides a menu driven interface 
for operations like recoding variables, computing 
new fields or managing missing values. For instance, 
responses labelled as “NA”, “Not Applicable” or left 
blank can be uniformly treated as missing data in SPSS 
for more accurate frequency analysis.

•	 R, on the other hand, is a powerful open-source 
programming language ideal for those who want greater 
control and automation over data processes. R allows 
users to write scripts that can clean, reformat and merge 
multiple datasets simultaneously. It is especially helpful 
in large-scale government data projects or longitudinal 
policy evaluations.

•	 STATA is another statistical software that combines 
ease of use with high-level statistical modelling, often 
used in development economics and impact assessment 
studies.

Beyond the software, researchers must follow the best 
practices in data organisation to ensure the integrity, traceability 
and ethical handling of data.

•	 Datasets should have clear, consistent naming 
conventions (e.g., survey_2025_block1_cleaned.csv) 
to avoid confusion.

	fMicrosoft Excel or 
Google Sheets
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•	 Backups should be maintained regularly, preferably 
using cloud storage (like Google Drive or One Drive) 
or secure institutional servers to prevent data loss due 
to system failure or human error.

•	 A data dictionary or data log should accompany every 
data set, documenting the variables, changes made, 
cleaning procedures and decisions regarding missing or 
outlier data. For instance, if certain village names were 
excluded due to incomplete responses, this should be 
clearly recorded.

These practices are not just technical preferences, they are 
aligned with ethical standards in research, ensuring that the 
results are transparent, replicable and defensible. In public 
administration, where data often informs policy decisions, 
budget allocation or welfare evaluation, even small errors can 
have wide reaching consequences. Therefore, mastering these 
tools and practices empowers researchers to handle real-world 
data with confidence, accountability and professionalism.

Summarized Overview

Data preparation is a foundational stage in the research process, especially in public 
administration, where large volumes of data are often collected from surveys, interviews 
or administrative records. Before analysis can begin, this raw data must be systematically 
refined to ensure accuracy and consistency. The process starts with editing, which 
involves identifying and correcting errors or inconsistencies in responses. For example, if 
a respondent mistakenly selects multiple options for a single choice question in a citizen 
feedback survey, editing helps detect and correct such issues to maintain the integrity of 
the data set.

Once the data is edited, the next step is coding, which involves converting textual or 
qualitative responses into numerical values. This transformation is vital for statistical 
analysis. For instance, in a study evaluating public satisfaction with a government health 
scheme, responses like "satisfied," "neutral," and "dissatisfied" can be coded as 3, 2 and 1 
respectively. This numeric representation allows researchers to analyse patterns, calculate 
averages and apply statistical tests more effectively. Coding also helps in organising data 
from open-ended responses using thematic classification.

After editing and coding, researchers move to tabulation, where data is presented 
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in structured tables using rows and columns. Tabulation enables easy comparison and 
summary of information. For example, a table might show the number of beneficiaries of 
a welfare scheme across districts, categorized by age or gender. This step makes the data 
readable, interpretable and ready for visualization through graphs or charts.

A frequent challenge in field research is missing data, especially when respondents 
skip questions or surveys are partially completed. Ignoring such gaps can lead to 
misleading conclusions. This unit also introduced strategies to deal with missing values, 
such as deletion methods for insignificant gaps or imputation techniques where missing 
values are estimated based on available data. For instance, in a large data set on school 
enrolment, missing income data can be estimated using the average income of similar 
respondents.

Finally,  digital tools like Microsoft Excel, SPSS and R significantly simplify data 
cleaning and organisation. Excel is useful for basic sorting, filtering and conditional 
formatting. SPSS provides advanced options like running frequency distributions, 
detecting outliers and recoding variables. These tools are essential for researchers in 
public administration who work with data from government schemes, policy evaluations 
or community-based studies, as they ensure that data is clean, reliable and ready for 
insightful analysis.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is the main purpose of data editing in research? Provide an example.

2.	 Why is coding important in quantitative research, especially in surveys?

3.	 Differentiate between open-ended and closed-ended data in terms of coding chal-
lenges.

4.	 What are the key components of a well organised table? 

5.	 Explain one method for handling missing data and when it should be used.

6.	 What kind of errors might arise if missing data is ignored in public administration 
research?

7.	 How does the use of Excel aid in data cleaning and tabulation?

8.	 Give a real world example where data preparation impacted the quality of research 
findings.

9.	 What are the advantages of using SPSS over manual tabulation?

10.	In your own words, describe how proper data preparation supports better policy 
making.
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Assignments

1.	 Describe the process of data editing, coding and tabulation in research. Provide an 
example from a public administration study to illustrate each step.

2.	 Explain why handling missing data is critical in research. Discuss at least three 
common methods used to address missing data, highlighting their advantages and 
limitations.

3.	 Compare and contrast listwise deletion, pairwise deletion and data imputation 
techniques for dealing with missing data. Which method would you recommend 
for a small-sample, cross-sectional study? Justify your choice.

4.	 Critically evaluate how poor data preparation can undermine the validity and re-
liability of a research study. Support your answer with examples from published 
research.

5.	 Design a mini data preparation plan for a hypothetical study on the impact of 
e-governance initiatives in rural India, detailing the steps you would take from raw 
data collection to a clean data set ready for analysis.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Techniques for Data Analysis 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Upon completion of this unit, learners will be able to:

	f define key concepts related to descriptive and inferential statistics, including 

central tendency, dispersion and non parametric methods

	f explain the significance of using statistical methods in research in public admin-

istration

	f use appropriate statistical tools (e.g., mean, standard deviation, hypothesis test-

ing) to analyse real or simulated data sets

	f compare the applicability of parametric and non-parametric methods in different 

research contexts

	f critically assess statistical findings from public sector reports or journal articles 

and determine the validity of the conclusions drawn

Background 

In public administration, the ability to analyse and interpret data accurately is 
foundational to evidence-based policy making and efficient governance. Whether 
evaluating the success of a rural health scheme or analysing budget utilisation across 
departments, administrators often rely on descriptive statistics to summarise vast 
amounts of data into understandable figures. For example, the Government of Kerala 
may use measures such as mean income or literacy rate to assess development progress 
across districts. These measures of central tendency and dispersion not only provide a 
snapshot of current conditions but also lay the groundwork for further statistical analysis.

However, summarising data alone is insufficient when making predictions or decisions 
that impact public welfare. This is where inferential statistics come into play. Using tools 
like hypothesis testing and ANOVA (Analysis of Variance), administrators can move 
from raw data to meaningful inferences. For instance, if the Ministry of Health wishes to 
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Keywords

Mean, Mode, Median, Inferential Statistics, Non-Parametric Methods, Hypothesis-
testing, Null-Hypothesis.

test whether a new intervention in rural clinics significantly improves patient outcomes, 
they can use ANOVA to compare outcomes across different regions. These techniques 
allow researchers and policymakers to test assumptions, determine significance and 
avoid decision-making based solely on intuition or incomplete data.

Moreover, not all data conform to the assumptions required by traditional statistical 
tests. In such cases, non-parametric methods provide robust alternatives. These methods 
are particularly valuable in administrative research where data may be ordinal, skewed 
or derived from small samples, such as assessing citizen satisfaction through Likert 
-scale surveys. The increasing reliance on non-parametric techniques in fields such as 
social audits, grievance redressal studies and participatory rural appraisals illustrates 
their real-world relevance. 

Discussion

3.2.1 Importance of Statistics in Research
Statistics plays a vital role in the entire process of research, 

acting as a fundamental tool for designing research frameworks, 
analysing data and drawing valid conclusions. In public 
administration research, data collected from field surveys, case 
studies or archival sources often leads to a large volume of raw 
information. This data must be organised and simplified in a 
meaningful way to be useful for interpretation and decision-
making. Here, statistical tools help researchers convert complex, 
scattered data into manageable summaries. These tools also 
enable them to make generalisations about larger populations 
based on sample findings.

Statistics is broadly categorised into two key areas: descriptive 
statistics and inferential statistics. Descriptive statistics involves 
the development of certain numerical measures or indices to 
summarise the raw data. These include commonly used tools 
such as averages, percentages and frequency distributions. On 
the other hand, inferential statistics is concerned with drawing 
conclusions or making predictions about a population based 

	f Statistical tools

	f Descriptive statistics 
and inferential 
statistics
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on data collected from a sample. This area includes techniques 
such as hypothesis testing and estimation of population 
parameters. These tools are indispensable for making evidence-
based policy recommendations and evaluating the effectiveness 
of administrative programmes.

Among the most widely used statistical measures in research 
are measures of central tendency, such as the mean, median 
and mode, which help in identifying the central point or typical 
value in a data set. In addition, geometric mean and harmonic 
mean are sometimes applied in specialised situations. To assess 
how data values spread around this central value, researchers 
use measures of dispersion such as standard deviation, variance, 
range and mean deviation. These measures help understand 
variability and consistency within the data. For comparative 
studies, especially across different data sets, the coefficient of 
variation is often used as it provides a normalised measure of 
dispersion.

In many research scenarios, the data may not be symmetrically 
distributed. In such cases, measures of skewness help assess the 
degree of asymmetry in a data set, often using the relationship 
between the mean, median and mode. Kurtosis, another 
important concept, is used to understand the "peakedness" or 
flatness of the distribution curve, which can have implications 
for policy analysis and forecasting.

Understanding relationships between different variables 
is also crucial in public administration research. For this 
purpose, measures of relationship such as Karl Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient (for variables) and Yule’s coefficient of 
association (for attributes) are applied. Techniques like multiple 
correlation, partial correlation and regression analysis further 
help in studying the interdependence among several factors and 
predicting outcomes based on existing trends.

Beyond these, other statistical tools such as index numbers, 
time series analysis and coefficients of contingency are 
employed, depending on the specific research question or 
administrative issue being investigated. For instance, analysing 
budget trends over time, understanding seasonal fluctuations in 
public service use or comparing demographic indicators may 
require these additional tools.

In short, statistics not only supports the analytical phase 
of research but also enhances the credibility and applicability 

	fMeasures of central 
tendency

	fMeasures of 
skewness

	f Karl Pearson’s 
correlation 
coefficient
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of findings in public policy and administration. A good 
understanding of basic statistical tools allows researchers in 
public administration to interpret data accurately, develop 
evidence-based conclusions and contribute meaningfully to 
governance and institutional development.

3.2.2 Descriptive Statistics
3.2.2.1 Measures of Central Tendency

Measures of central tendency, commonly referred to as 
statistical averages, are essential tools in data analysis as they 
help identify the central point around which individual values 
in a data set tend to cluster. These measures offer a single 
representative value that characterises an entire data series and 
are particularly useful in summarising complex data sets for 
administrative, economic or policy related decision making. 
The three most widely used measures are the mean, median 
and mode, each suited to different types of data and analytical 
objectives.

Mean

The mean or arithmetic average, is the most used measure. 
It is calculated by dividing the sum of all values in a dataset by 
the number of observations. Symbolically, the mean (denoted 
as X̄) is expressed as:

X̄ = Σxi / n

Here, xi represents individual values and n denotes the 
number of items. 

In frequency distributions, it is modified to: 
X̄ = Σfixi / Σfi

•	 X̄ (x-bar): This symbol denotes the mean or average of 
the dataset. 

•	 Σ (sigma): This mathematical symbol means "sum of". 

•	 fi: Represents the frequency of each data point or class 
interval. 

•	 xi:  Represents the value of each data point or the 
midpoint of a class interval. 

•	 Σfixi:  This means to multiply the value of each data 

	f Single representative 
value 
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point (xi) by its corresponding frequency (fi) and then 
sum up all these products. 

•	 Σfi: This means to sum up all the frequencies. 

Example: 
Suppose we want to calculate the average number of hours 
students study per day based on a small survey:

Number of Hours (xi) Number of Students (fi)
2 3
4 5
6 2

To calculate the mean:

•	 Multiply each value of xi by its frequency fi: 
(2×3) + (4×5) + (6×2) = 6 + 20 + 12 = 38

•	 Add the frequencies: 
3 + 5 + 2 = 10

Now apply the formula: 
X̄ = Σfixi / Σfi = 38 / 10 = 3.8

So, the average number of hours studied per day is 3.8 hours.

This method is particularly useful when analysing large-scale 
administrative data like population statistics, income levels or 
examination scores. In some cases, a weighted mean is calculated 
to give more importance to certain items, such as when certain 
regions or sectors contribute more significantly to policy outcomes. 
Despite its popularity, the mean has limitations. It is sensitive to 
extreme values (outliers) and may not always reflect an actual 
observed value. Still, it remains vital in social and economic 
research where direct numerical values are used.

Median

The median is another central measure that represents the 
middle value of a series arranged in ascending or descending 
order. For instance, if a dataset includes values like 60, 74, 
80, 90, 95 and 100, the median would be the average of the 
two central values, i.e., 80 and 90, giving a median of 85. The 
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median is especially useful in qualitative studies or when data 
includes skewed distributions, such as household incomes or 
test scores, where the average may be distorted by very high or 
very low values. Unlike the mean, it is not affected by outliers 
and is therefore a better choice in such situations.

Example (Odd Number of Observations): 
Consider the dataset: 
45, 50, 52, 60, 63 
These values are already in ascending order. Since there are 5 
values, the middle one (3rd value) is the median: 
Median = 52 
Example (Even Number of Observations): 
Now consider the dataset: 
60, 74, 80, 90, 95, 100 
There are 6 values, so the median is the average of the two 
middle values (3rd and 4th): 
(80 + 90) / 2 = 170 / 2 = 85 
Median = 85

Mode

The mode identifies the most frequently occurring value 
in a dataset. It is the value around which data is most densely 
concentrated. For example, in analysing the most common 
complaint type received by a public grievances department, the 
mode would indicate the most reported issue. It is particularly 
helpful in production and supply chain contexts, like determining 
the most common shoe size to manufacture. However, mode 
has its own drawbacks; it may not be unique (multiple modes) 
and is not suitable for algebraic calculations.

Example: Consider the following dataset showing the number 
of books read by 10 students in a month: 
2, 3, 4, 4, 4, 5, 6, 6, 7, 8

In this case, the value 4 appears three times, more than any other 
number. 
So, the mode = 4

In addition to these three, other averages like the geometric 
mean and harmonic mean are used in specific contexts. The 
geometric mean is calculated as the nth root of the product of 
all items and is commonly used to compute average rates of 

	fMiddle value of a 
series
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change, such as inflation or growth rates over time. 

For example, the geometric mean of 4, 6 and 9 is:

G.M. = (4 * 6 * 9) ^ (1/3) ≈ 6

The harmonic mean, on the other hand, is the reciprocal of 
the arithmetic mean of reciprocals. It is useful in cases involving 
rates, such as average speed or cost per unit, where time or 
distance is constant.

Choosing the right measure of central tendency is critical 
in statistical analysis. While the mean is often appropriate for 
general purpose use, the median or mode may be better suited 
in specific research scenarios, particularly where the dataset 
includes outliers or non-numeric observations. Researchers 
must carefully evaluate the nature of the data and the purpose of 
the analysis before deciding which average to use, ensuring that 
their conclusions reflect the true characteristics of the data set.

3.2.2.2 Measures of Dispersion 

While measures of central tendency, such as mean, median 
and mode, summarise a dataset by identifying a typical or 
representative value, they do not provide any information about 
the spread or variability of the data. Two datasets may have 
the same average but very different levels of consistency. To 
understand how data values are distributed around this central 
point, we use measures of dispersion. These statistical tools 
quantify how much the data values deviate from the average, 
offering insights into the stability, reliability and predictability 
of the data, qualities that are crucial in public administration 
and policymaking.

1. Range

The range is the simplest measure of dispersion, calculated 
by subtracting the lowest value from the highest value in the 
dataset.

Example: 
If examination scores in a class vary from 35 to 95, the range is: 
Range = 95 – 35 = 60

This tells us about the spread between the most extreme 
values. However, range has a major limitation, it depends only 

	f Harmonic mean 

	f How much the data 
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on two data points and does not consider the distribution of 
the rest of the data. It can be heavily distorted by outliers. For 
instance, if most students score between 60 and 70, but one 
student scores 95, the range will still be 60, falsely suggesting 
high variability. Therefore, range is useful only as a quick, 
preliminary indicator, not for detailed analysis.

2. Mean Deviation

The mean deviation provides a more balanced view by 
considering how far each data point is from the central value, 
typically the mean, median or mode. It is calculated by taking 
the average of the absolute differences (ignoring negative signs) 
between each value and the chosen central tendency.

Formula:

Mean Deviation= [Σ (x– A)]/n

Where:

•	 x = each data point

•	 A = average (mean/median/mode)

•	 n = number of data points

Example: 
Suppose a government survey reports the number interruptions 
of water supply  per week in five towns as: 2, 4, 4, 6, 8

•	 Mean = (2+4+4+6+8)/5 = 24/5 = 4.8

•	 Mean Deviation = (|2–4.8| + |4–4.8| + |4–4.8| + |6–4.8| 

+ |8–4.8|) / 5 

= (2.8 + 0.8 + 0.8 + 1.2 + 3.2)/5 = 8.8 / 5 = 1.76
While more informative than range, mean deviation is less 

commonly used in advanced statistical modelling because 
it does not retain algebraic signs, making it difficult to use in 
calculations involving variance or standard deviation. However, 
it is helpful when simplicity and clarity are the primary goals, 
such as in community-level data presentations or policy briefs.

3. Standard Deviation (σ)

The standard deviation is the most widely accepted and 
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reliable measure of dispersion. It measures the average distance 
of each data point from the mean, taking the square root of the 
average of the squared deviations.

Formula:

σ = √[ Σ ( x - μ )² / n ]

Where:

•	 μ = mean

•	 x = each data point

•	 n= number of items

Standard deviation gives greater weight to larger deviations, 
making it highly effective in detecting outliers and measuring 
variability.

Example:

If the time taken by five service counters to complete a public 
application process is: 10, 12, 15, 13, 20 minutes, the standard 
deviation tells us how consistently these counters are operating. 
A low standard deviation means services are uniform, while a 
high standard deviation indicates unpredictability. 

4. Coefficient of Variation and Variance

To compare variability across datasets with different units or 
means, we use the coefficient of variation (CV):

CV= (σ/x) x100

Example: 
In analysing budget utilisation across two departments:

•	 Department A has mean spending of ₹10,000 with σ = ₹500

•	 Department B has mean spending of ₹5,000 with σ = ₹600

CV for A = (500/10,000) × 100 = 5% 
CV for B = (600/5,000) × 100 = 12%

This means Department A is more consistent in budget use 
than Department B.

The square of the standard deviation is called variance, used 
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widely in econometrics, forecasting and statistical testing.

In conclusion, measures of dispersion are essential tools 
that complement measures of central tendency. While averages 
help summarise a dataset, measures like range, mean deviation 
and standard deviation reveal how trustworthy that average 
is. In public administration, using both types of tools enables 
evidence-based decision-making, allowing policymakers 
to understand not just “what” the data says, but also how 
consistently or unevenly the phenomenon occurs.

3.2.3 Hypothesis Testing
In research, especially within public administration, decisions 

often need to be made not just based on descriptive statistics 
(what is observed) but also through inferential statistics, which 
allows us to make judgements about a larger population based on 
data from a sample. One of the most crucial tools in this domain 
is hypothesis testing, which helps researchers test assumptions 
about population characteristics or programme outcomes.

Null and Alternative Hypothesis

Hypothesis testing revolves around two competing statements:

The Null Hypothesis (H₀) assumes no effect, no difference or 
status quo. It acts as the baseline or default assumption.

The Alternative Hypothesis (H₁ or Ha) represents what the 
researcher aims to prove — usually suggesting a difference, an 
effect or a change.

Suppose a local government launches a new digital grievance 
redressal system and wants to test its impact on citizen 
satisfaction.

H₀: The new system has no effect on citizen satisfaction.

H₁: The new system has increased citizen satisfaction levels.

The hypothesis test helps determine whether any observed 
difference in satisfaction scores (before and after implementation) 
is statistically significant or just due to random chance.

Understanding Errors in Hypothesis Testing

There are two types of possible errors in decision making 
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during hypothesis testing:

Type I Error (False Positive): This occurs when we reject the 
null hypothesis even though it is true.

Example: Concluding that the digital grievance system 
improved satisfaction when it actually did not.

Type II Error (False Negative): This happens when we fail to 
reject a false null hypothesis.

Example: Concluding that the digital system had no effect, 
even though it actually improved satisfaction.

Balancing these errors is essential in research, especially 
when policy decisions are based on test outcomes. 

Significance Level (α)

The significance level, denoted as α (alpha), is a threshold set 
by the researcher to control the risk of making a Type I error. It 
represents the probability of rejecting the null hypothesis when 
it is really true. In simpler terms, it is the level of risk we are 
willing to accept for making a false positive conclusion.

Commonly, α is set at 0.05 or 5%, which means there is a 5% 
chance of making a Type I error. This implies that if we were to 
repeat the experiment 100 times, we might incorrectly reject a 
true null hypothesis in about 5 of those cases.

Setting α = 0.05 is a widely accepted standard in the social 
sciences and public policy research because it strikes a balance 
between being too lenient (higher risk of false positives) and 
too strict (higher risk of false negatives or Type II errors).

Researchers can also choose lower or higher alpha values 
depending on the context:

•	 Lower α (e.g., 0.01) for high-stakes decisions (e.g., drug 
approvals).

•	 Higher α (e.g., 0.10) when exploratory or in early-phase 
research.

Steps in Hypothesis Testing

The hypothesis testing procedure involves several methodical 
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steps:

1.	 State the Hypotheses

Define both the null and alternative hypotheses based on the 
research question.

2.	 Choose the Significance Level (α)

This represents the threshold for rejecting H₀. A typical value 
is 0.05 (5%), meaning there is a 5% chance of committing a 
Type I error. 

3.	 Select the Appropriate Test Statistics

Choose based on the type of data, sample size and knowledge 
of population variance (e.g., z-test, t-test, chi-square test).

4.	 Compute the Test Statistics from Sample Data

Use formulas or software (Excel, SPSS, R) to calculate 
values like t, z or chi-square.

5.	 Compare with Critical Value or Calculate p-value

Based on this, decide to reject or retain the null hypothesis.

Common Statistical Tests and their Use

T-test

It is used to compare means of two groups when the sample 
size is small (usually less than 30) and the population variance 
is unknown. For example, comparing average processing 
time of applications before and after implementation of an 
e-governance tool in a district office.

Z-test:

It is applied when the sample size is large and the population 
variance is known. For example, evaluating whether the average 
literacy rate in one state significantly differs from the national 
average using census data.

These tests are powerful tools in public administration 
research. For example, a government agency might use a t-test to 
assess whether a training programme improved the productivity 
of employees or use a z-test to compare the average sanitation 
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levels in two districts.

In short, hypothesis testing is not just a mathematical exercise 
applied in research, it is a decision-making tool. When applied 
correctly, it helps public administrators draw evidence-based 
conclusions about policy effectiveness, service quality and 
citizen behaviour. Understanding how to form hypotheses, test 
them correctly and interpret results responsibly is crucial for 
making informed and accountable governance decisions.

3.2.4  ANOVA (Analysis of Variance)
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) is used when comparing 

means of three or more groups. One-way ANOVA assesses 
one factor, like comparing citizen satisfaction across three 
different public service centres. Two-way ANOVA examines 
two factors simultaneously, such as assessing how both training 
methods and departments affect employee performance. 
ANOVA requires assumptions of normality, independence and 
homogeneity of variances. It produces an F-statistics, indicating 
whether the group means differ significantly. ANOVA is widely 
applied in administrative contexts for comparing programmes, 
resource allocation strategies or evaluating public service 
outcomes.

3.2.5 Non-Parametric Methods
Contrary to parametric methods which require data to follow 

a specific distribution such as the normal distribution, non-
parametric methods are statistical techniques that do not rely on 
assumptions about the shape of the population distribution. This 
makes non-parametric methods extremely useful in practical 
situations where such assumptions cannot be met, especially 
in small sample studies or when working with qualitative or 
ranked data rather than precise numerical values; for example, 
in the ranking of administrative performance. Imagine a 
study evaluating the performance of five different municipal 
corporations based on citizen satisfaction. Citizens are asked to 
rank the corporations rather than give them exact scores. Since 
the data is ordinal (i.e., ranked but not evenly spaced), using 
a non-parametric test like the Kruskal-Wallis H test is more 
appropriate than a traditional ANOVA, which assumes interval 
-level data and normal distribution.

	f Statistical analysis
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Key Features of Non-Parametric Methods

1.	 No Distribution Assumption 
Non-parametric methods are ideal when we cannot 
assume that the data comes from a normally 
distributed population. This often happens with real-
world data in public administration, like household 
expenditure in rural areas or perceptions of corruption, 
which may be skewed or unevenly distributed.

2.	 Applicability to Ordinal and Nominal Data 
These methods are especially useful when the data is 
categorical (nominal) or ranked (ordinal). For instance:

•	 Nominal data: "Type of complaint filed 
with a government grievance cell" (e.g., 
electricity, water, sanitation).

•	 Ordinal data: "Satisfaction level with public 
services" (e.g., very satisfied, satisfied, 
neutral, dissatisfied, very dissatisfied).

3.	 Small Sample Sizes

In many public administration studies, especially pilot 
surveys or case studies, the number of participants 
may be too small to justify parametric analysis. Non-
parametric methods like the Wilcoxon SignedRank Test 
or Mann-Whitney U Test allow researchers to analyse 
such data without sacrificing validity.

One of the main advantages of non-parametric tests 
is their flexibility. They can be applied to data measured 
on a nominal or ordinal scale and are often used in social 
science and administrative research where precise numerical 
measurements may not be possible. These methods are 
robust and less sensitive to outliers, making them ideal 
for real-world data that may not fit standard distributions. 

Chi-square test 

A commonly used non-parametric test is the Chi-square 
test. It is used to examine the association between categorical 
variables. For example, an administrator may use the Chi-
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square test to determine whether there is a relationship between 
education level and awareness of government schemes. The 
test compares observed frequencies with expected frequencies 
and identifies whether any significant difference exists between 
them.

Mann-Whitney U test

Mann-Whitney U test is a non-parametric alternative 
to the independent samples t-test. It is used to compare 
differences between two independent groups on an ordinal 
or non-normally distributed continuous variable. For 
instance, this test can be applied to assess satisfaction levels 
between rural and urban residents with a public service. 
 
Kruskal-Wallis test 

The Kruskal-Wallis test extends the Mann-Whitney U test 
to more than two groups. It is the non-parametric counterpart 
to the one-way ANOVA and is used when comparing more 
than two independent groups. A typical application in public 
administration might involve comparing median satisfaction 
scores across multiple districts or administrative units.

In short, non-parametric methods play a crucial role 
in administrative and policy analysis where data often do 
not meet strict assumptions. They provide reliable and 
interpretable results in evaluating programs, surveying 
public opinion and assessing service delivery outcomes. 
These tests enhance the rigour of research by offering 
valid alternatives when parametric tests are not applicable. 

	f Association between 
categorical variables 

	f Comparison of more 
than two independent 
groups. 

Summarized Overview

This unit introduces learners to descriptive statistics, which help summarise large 
volumes of raw data into meaningful forms. Techniques such as measures of central 
tendency (mean, median, mode) provide insight into the average conditions within a 
population, while measures of dispersion (range, variance, standard deviation) reveal the 
variability and consistency of data. These tools are often used in administrative contexts, 
for example, comparing literacy rates or average life expectancy across different states.

The unit further explores inferential statistics, which enable researchers to draw 
conclusions about populations based on sample data. Tools such as hypothesis testing 
allow to evaluate assumptions and determine the likelihood that an observed pattern 
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occurred by chance. ANOVA (Analysis of Variance), a widely used inferential method, is 
particularly useful for comparing the effectiveness of multiple programs or policies. For 
instance, the public health department may use ANOVA to determine whether different 
vaccine awareness campaigns have led to statistically different levels of community 
participation.

Finally, the unit discusses non-parametric methods, which are crucial when data do 
not meet the assumptions of normality or homogeneity required by parametric tests. 
These methods are widely used in survey-based research where data is ordinal (such as 
satisfaction ratings) or when dealing with small or irregular samples. Non-parametric 
tools like the Chi-square test or Mann-Whitney U test provide flexibility in public 
administration research, especially when evaluating citizen feedback or grassroots 
development outcomes. Overall, the unit equips learners with a versatile statistical toolkit 
suited to diverse research and governance contexts.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the three main measures of central tendency and when should each be 
used?

2.	 How do standard deviation and range differ in representing data dispersion?

3.	 What is the purpose of hypothesis testing in inferential statistics?

4.	 How does ANOVA help in comparing multiple data sets or programme outcomes?

5.	 Explain a scenario in which a non-parametric method is more appropriate than a 
parametric one.

6.	 What are the assumptions required for using ANOVA?

7.	 Name two commonly used non-parametric statistical tests and their typical appli-
cations.

8.	 How would you interpret a statistically significant result in a public policy evalu-
ation?

9.	 Why is it important to choose the correct statistical technique based on the type of 
data? SG
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Assignments

1.	 Define mean, median, mode, range, variance and standard deviation. Explain how 
each measure contributes to understanding data in public administration research.

2.	 A public service satisfaction survey was conducted with 150 respondents. Using 
the provided dataset, calculate the mean, median, mode and standard deviation of 
satisfaction scores. Interpret the results in terms of policy implications.

3.	 Compare parametric and non-parametric statistical techniques. Provide at least two 
examples from public administration research where each method would be appro-
priate and justify your choice.

4.	 Suppose you are examining whether there is a significant difference in service satis-
faction between urban and rural citizens. Formulate appropriate null and alternative 
hypotheses, select a suitable statistical test and explain the steps you would follow 
to conduct the analysis.

5.	 Review a recent public administration journal article or government report that uses 
statistical analysis. Summarise the statistical methods applied, evaluate their appro-
priateness and discuss whether the conclusions drawn are supported by the data.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Interpreting and Presenting 
Data

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Upon completion of the unit, learners will be able to

	f identify key concepts and terminology related to data interpretation and presenta-

tion methods

	f understand the importance of interpreting data in the context of research in Public 

Administration

	f apply appropriate graphical and tabular techniques to present research findings 

effectively

	f analyse data presentation formats and identify potential misinterpretations or 

biases

	f evaluate the quality and ethical standards of data interpretation in real-world scenarios 

Background 

In today’s data-driven governance and policymaking, the ability to interpret and 
present data effectively has become indispensable for researchers. Whether assessing 
the impact of a sanitation scheme in Kerala or evaluating voter turnout patterns in rural 
Rajasthan, the real challenge lies not just in collecting data, but in making sense of it. 
Without careful interpretation, even accurate data may lead to flawed conclusions. For 
instance, the Swachh Bharat Mission reported a high coverage of toilet construction, but 
independent surveys interpreted the same data to reveal issues in actual use, highlighting 
how critical interpretation is to understanding ground realities.

The presentation of data through graphs, tables and charts, serves as a bridge 
between complex numerical results and accessible insights for stakeholders. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, dashboards showing case counts, recovery rates and vaccination 
coverage became essential tools for public communication. These presentations helped 
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policy makers decide where to deploy resources and informed citizens about safety 
measures. Choosing the right presentation method, be it a time series line graph or a 
categorical bar chart, can influence public perception and administrative action.

Furthermore, interpretation must be guided by ethical standards, contextual 
understanding and alignment with research objectives. In public administration, evidence-
based policy decisions depend on honest, unbiased interpretation. Triangulating data from 
different sources, by combining government reports, citizen feed back and third-party 
audits, is helpful to corroborate findings. This multi-pronged interpretation approach 
was notably used in assessing the outcomes of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), ensuring more accountable governance.

Discussion

3.3.1 Importance of Interpretation in Research
Once data has been collected and analysed, the researcher 

faces the crucial task of drawing meaningful conclusions 
through interpretation. This step is not merely a formality but a 
foundational aspect of the research process, as it transforms raw 
data into valuable insights. Without careful interpretation, even 
well-executed studies may result in misleading conclusions, 
thereby defeating the very purpose of the research.

Interpretation refers to the process of extracting meaning from 
research findings. It involves connecting observed data with 
broader theoretical frameworks and identifying relationships, 
patterns or underlying processes. This goes beyond mere 
data analysis; it requires the researcher to logically reason 
through their findings and place them in context. Interpretation 
allows researchers to integrate the results of their own study 
with findings from previous studies, thus contributing to the 
continuity and progression of knowledge in a particular field.

In research that involves hypothesis testing, repeated 
confirmation of a hypothesis through multiple studies can lead 
to strong generalizations and the development of theories. 

	f Extracting meaning 
from research 
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However, in exploratory research, where no initial hypothesis 
is proposed, interpretation plays an even more vital role. The 
researcher must explain findings in retrospect, often using 
existing theories or insights to understand what the results 
mean. This is referred to as post-factum interpretation, which 
helps generate new hypotheses for future studies.

The importance of interpretation in the context of research 
in public administration lies in its capacity to translate technical 
results into actionable knowledge. Through interpretation, 
researchers can uncover abstract principles behind observed 
patterns, which in turn can guide practical decision-making. 
For example, by interpreting citizen feedback on a welfare 
scheme, a researcher may identify not just satisfaction levels 
but also the reasons behind them. Such insights are crucial for 
policy formulation and programme evaluation.

Moreover, interpretation fosters intellectual curiosity and 
opens doors to further inquiry. It enables researchers to ask 
deeper questions, form new assumptions and shape the direction 
of future studies. In administrative contexts, this logical and 
analytical thinking supports evidence-based governance by 
providing a sound basis for comparing outcomes, understanding 
social phenomena and proposing meaningful reforms.

3.3.2 Methods of Presenting Data 
Effective presentation of data transforms raw numbers into 

meaningful information that can be easily understood and 
interpreted. The primary methods for data presentation include 
graphical techniques, tabular formats and modern tools such as 
charts and infographics.

3.3.2.1 Graphical Methods

Graphs are visual representations that allow patterns, trends 
and relationships in data to be seen at a glance. Among the most 
commonly used graphical methods are line graphs, bar charts, 
histograms and pie charts. Line graphs are especially useful for 
showing changes over time, making them ideal for time-series 
data. Bar charts represent categorical data through rectangular 
bars, where the length of each bar reflects the value or frequency. 
Histograms are like bar charts, but are used for continuous 
data and its display of distribution across intervals. Pie charts 
are circular graphs that show proportions or percentages of a 
whole, making them suitable for representing parts of a single 

	f Post-factum 
interpretation

	f Line graphs, bar 
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category. Choosing the right type of chart depends on the nature 
of the data, for example, categorical versus continuous and the 
objective of the analysis. Proper selection ensures clarity and 
avoids misinterpretation.

3.3.2.2 Tabular Presentation

Tables offer a systematic arrangement of data in rows 
and columns, allowing detailed comparison and numerical 
accuracy. A well-constructed statistical table typically includes 
components such as the title, row and column headings, units of 
measurement and footnotes for clarity. The title should clearly 
indicate what the table presents, while headings must be concise 
and unambiguous. When preparing a table, certain guidelines 
enhance its effectiveness: the layout should be simple and 
uncluttered, data should be logically ordered (chronologically, 
alphabetically or by magnitude) and only relevant figures 
should be included. A well-designed table not only conveys 
detailed information but also allows readers to extract key 
insights efficiently.

3.3.2.3 Use of Charts and Infographics

In today’s digital age, charts and infographics have become 
popular tools for data presentation, especially in policy briefs, 
public reports and academic posters. These visual formats 
combine data, graphics and minimal text to communicate 
complex findings in an engaging and accessible way. They 
are especially useful for summarising research outcomes and 
highlighting key messages for a broader audience. Various 
software tools facilitate the creation of professional-quality 
visuals. Microsoft Excel is widely used for generating charts 
and basic infographics, while PowerPoint offers additional 
layout flexibility for presentation. For more visually appealing 
and customisable designs, platforms like Canva are highly 
effective, allowing users to incorporate icons, colour schemes 
and templates that enhance the clarity and aesthetic appeal of 
the information. The thoughtful use of such tools ensures that 
research findings are not only accurate, but also compellingly 
presented.

	f Extracting key 
insights

	f Canva’s effectiveness
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3.3.3 Guidelines for Data Interpretation
The purpose of data interpretation is not merely to summarise 

the data but to critically analyse and explain what the results 
mean in relation to the questions posed at the outset of the 
study. Proper interpretation enables researchers to draw valid 
conclusions, derive implications and suggest directions for 
future inquiry or policy.

3.3.3.1 Avoiding Common Pitfalls

Effective interpretation begins with the recognition and 
avoidance of common interpretive errors that can compromise 

Fig 3.3.1 Methods of presenting data
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the validity of conclusions. Among the most frequent mistakes 
are:

•	 Overgeneralisation: Drawing broad conclusions from 
a small or non-representative sample can lead to 
misleading results that lack general applicability.

•	 Confusing correlation with causation: Statistical 
associations between variables do not necessarily 
imply a cause and-effect relationship. Careful analysis 
is required to establish causality, usually through 
experimental design or longitudinal study.

•	 Ignoring data limitations: Every dataset has boundaries, 
such as sampling error, missing data or measurement 
issues, that must be acknowledged. Interpreting data 
without considering these constraints can distort the 
findings.

Researchers must also be vigilant about their own cognitive 
biases. Preconceived notions, personal expectations or 
ideological leanings can subtly influence how data is understood 
or reported. A disciplined and objective approach is essential to 
preserve the integrity of the interpretation.

3.3.3.2 Connecting Interpretation to Research 
Objectives

A fundamental principle of sound data interpretation is that 
it should always be tied back to the original research questions, 
hypotheses or objectives. Each finding must be evaluated in 
terms of its relevance to these guiding elements. This ensures 
that the interpretation:

•	 Remains focused on what the study set out to explore 
or test.

•	 Distinguishes between supportive, neutral and 
contradictory results in relation to the hypotheses.

•	 Helps to explain patterns, anomalies or trends in a 
coherent manner.

Isolated interpretation where conclusions are drawn from 
data without reference to the research framework, can result in 
misleading or irrelevant analysis. Instead, interpretation should 

	f Frequent mistakes in 
data interpretation
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serve as a bridge between empirical evidence and theoretical 
understanding.

3.3.3.3 Triangulation and Corroboration

Another key strategy for strengthening interpretation is 
triangulation. It is the process of validating findings through 
the use of multiple methods, data sources or theoretical lenses. 
This approach enhances the credibility, depth and reliability of 
research conclusions. For example:

•	 Quantitative data from a survey may be triangulated with 
qualitative insights from interviews or focus groups to 
capture a fuller picture.

•	 Statistical trends can be cross-checked against historical 
records or case studies to verify their consistency.

Triangulation not only confirms findings but can also 
uncover discrepancies that offer new avenues for exploration. It 
promotes a more balanced and multi-dimensional understanding 
of the subject. 

3.3.3.4 Ethical Responsibilities in Interpretation

Data interpretation is not purely a technical or academic 
activity; it is also an ethical responsibility. Researchers must 
commit to:

•	 Honest and transparent representation of results, 
avoiding any form of data manipulation or selective 
disclosure.

•	 Balanced reporting that includes not only findings that 
support the researcher's assumptions or hypotheses, but 
also those that contradict them.

•	 Respect for confidentiality and sensitivity, especially 
when dealing with personal or community-level data. 
Anonymisation, secure storage and ethical disclosure 
practices must be maintained.

Misrepresentation or exaggeration of results can not only 
mislead stakeholders, but also damage the credibility of the 
researcher and the field. Therefore, ethical interpretation 
safeguards the trustworthiness and social relevance of the 
research. 

	f Consequences of 
misrepresentation
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In short, interpreting data is a central pillar of the research 
process that requires analytical precision, contextual awareness, 
ethical integrity and methodological coherence. It is through 
careful interpretation that research findings are transformed 
into knowledge that can inform theory, policy and practice.

Summarized Overview

Interpreting data is at the heart of meaningful research, particularly in public 
administration where data informs policy, planning and public service delivery. This 
unit begins by exploring the importance of interpretation in research, not just as a final 
step, but as a continuous process of making sense of information in light of the research 
questions. A well-executed interpretation links empirical findings with theoretical 
frameworks and practical applications. For example, interpreting dropout rates in 
government schools is not just about the numbers, it involves understanding the socio-
economic, cultural and institutional factors behind them.

The unit further delves into various methods of presenting data, emphasizing the visual 
and structured representation of complex datasets. Tools like graphs, tables, charts and 
infographics serve as powerful communication devices that allow researchers to convey 
patterns, relationships and trends at a glance. For instance, a simple line graph showing 
fluctuations in rural employment under MGNREGA over time can help policymakers 
identify seasonal or systemic gaps in implementation. This section also guides students 
in selecting the most appropriate formats based on the type and purpose of the data.

Finally, the unit outlines guidelines for effective and ethical data interpretation, stressing 
clarity, objectivity and alignment with research objectives. Learners are introduced to 
techniques like triangulation, where multiple sources or methods are used to validate 
results. This is an approach commonly used in evaluating government welfare schemes. 
Ethical considerations, such as avoiding data manipulation or misrepresentation, are 
also emphasized.

Self-Assessment

1.	 Why is data interpretation considered a critical part of the research process?

2.	 What are the key differences between a bar chart and a histogram?

3.	 In which situations is a pie chart more effective than a line graph?

4.	 What are the essential components of a well-constructed statistical table?

5.	 How can triangulation enhance the credibility of research findings?
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Assignments

1.	 Define and explain five key terms related to data interpretation and presentation 
(e.g., frequency distribution, cross-tabulation, pie chart, bar graph, line diagram) 
with suitable examples from Public Administration research.

2.	 Select any one Public Administration research topic of your choice and demon-
strate how you would interpret its data findings. Explain the rationale for your 
chosen method of interpretation. 

3.	 Using hypothetical data related to a government welfare programme, present the 
information in both tabular and graphical formats. Justify your choice of presen-
tation techniques.

4.	 Discuss the ethical considerations in interpreting and presenting data in Public 
Administration research. Provide at least two real or hypothetical examples where 
ethical lapses could alter research outcomes.

5.	 Review any published research article in the field of Public Administration and 
evaluate the quality, clarity and appropriateness of its data interpretation and pre-
sentation methods. Highlight strengths, weaknesses and possible improvements.

6.	 Describe a real-life public policy scenario where poor data interpretation led to 
misleading outcomes.

7.	 What ethical issues should researchers be mindful of during data interpretation?

8.	 How do graphs and charts improve communication of research findings to non-spe-
cialist audiences?

9.	 In what ways can visual misrepresentation of data affect public perception?

10.	Explain how data presentation and interpretation support evidence-based policy-
making in public administration.

Reference
1.	 Kothari, C. R. (1985). Research Methodology: Methods and Techniques. New Age 
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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BLOCK 4BLOCK 4
Writing and Ethics in Research Writing and Ethics in Research 
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Writing a Research Proposal 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to:

	f identify the key components and standard format of a research proposal

	f understand the purpose and structure of different sections in a proposal, 

including objectives, literature review and methodology

	f apply structured writing techniques to draft coherent and logically organized 

research proposals

	f analyse common weaknesses and mistakes in sample research proposals and 

suggest improvements

	f evaluate research proposal drafts for clarity, feasibility and ethical soundness

Writing a research proposal is a critical academic exercise that lays the foundation 
for any scholarly investigation. It serves as a blueprint that outlines what the researcher 
intends to study, why it is important and how the study will be conducted. In public 
administration, well-crafted proposals can lead to impactful studies on governance, 
policymaking, public service delivery, or e-governance. For instance, a proposal 
examining the impact of digital payment systems in rural India can attract attention 
from funding agencies and policy makers if it clearly presents its objectives, relevance 
and methodology.

In recent years, academic institutions, government agencies and NGOs have placed 
greater emphasis on proposal writing due to its role in research funding and project 
implementation. The National Institute of Rural Development and Panchayati Raj 
(NIRDPR) often invites research proposals on local governance issues from scholars 
across India. However, many submissions fail to get approval due to weak structuring, 
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vague objectives or inadequate methodological grounding. This demonstrates the 
importance of understanding the key components of a proposal, such as the title, research 
questions, literature review, objectives, methodology and timeline and organizing them 
in a coherent and persuasive format.

A major challenge for emerging researchers is avoiding common pitfalls such 
as excessive jargon, lack of focus, plagiarism or neglecting ethical concerns. These 
shortcomings not only affect the credibility of the researcher but also waste institutional 
time and resources. In contrast, a well-structured and ethically sound proposal, like one 
that evaluates the implementation of the MGNREGA scheme through a comparative 
case study, can result in meaningful insights and data-driven recommendations. 
Therefore, this unit aims to equip learners with the necessary knowledge and practical 
tools to write compelling, methodologically sound and ethically compliant research 
proposals.

Discussion

4.1.1 Introduction to Research Proposal
A research proposal is a formal and structured document 

that outlines the plan for a research project. It systematically 
presents the objectives, significance, methodology and 
expected outcomes of the study. In essence, it serves as a 
blueprint for conducting research, ensuring that every stage 
is thoughtfully planned and clearly defined. A well-crafted 
proposal communicates the core idea of the study. In other 
words, it explains what it intends to explore, how it will proceed 
and why the research is both necessary and timely.

The primary purpose of a research proposal is to convey 
the value of the proposed project to academic bodies, funding 
agencies or institutional committees. It acts as a persuasive 
document that seeks approval, financial support or supervisory 
guidance. Particularly in research in public administration, 
where the implications of studies often extend to policy 
decisions, governance reform or administrative innovation, a 

	f Blueprint for 
conducting research

	f Persuasive document
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clear and compelling research proposal is crucial.

In the academic context, a proposal demonstrates both 
the clarity of thought and the preparedness of a researcher. It 
presents a problem or question, establishes its relevance within 
the existing body of literature and explains how the research 
will contribute new knowledge or validate existing theories. The 
importance of a proposal is further heightened in competitive 
research environments, where numerous scholars vie for limited 
funding and institutional support. In such cases, the proposal 
becomes a decisive tool for selection and prioritization.

Research proposals are not confined to large, externally funded 
projects. They are equally important for individual researchers 
or students who may not require external funding but still need 
to plan and present their study in a structured manner. Whether 
for a dissertation, thesis or independent inquiry, documenting 
the research intent and process through a proposal ensures 
transparency, academic rigor and accountability.

The Structure and the Content

The structure and content of a research proposal may vary 
depending on the institution, discipline or funding agency 
involved. However, most proposals typically include elements 
such as the title, background of the study, research questions or 
hypotheses, literature review, objectives, methodology, expected 
outcomes, timeline and budget (if applicable). Importantly, the 
language of the proposal must be precise, coherent and aligned 
with the guidelines provided by the evaluating body. Poor 
presentation, ambiguity or deviation from standard formats 
often leads to the rejection of otherwise promising proposals.

When seeking financial assistance, proposals must also 
demonstrate the project's innovation, feasibility and relevance. 
Evaluation committees often look for research ideas that 
address clear gaps in knowledge, offer practical impact and 
exhibit methodological soundness. In addition to intellectual 
merit, assessors consider the qualifications of the researcher, 
the appropriateness of the research setting, the availability of 
resources and the likelihood of successful completion within 
the stipulated time.

	f Blueprint for 
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4.1.2 Components of a Research Proposal
A well-structured research proposal serves as the foundation 

of any research project. It communicates the research idea, 
design and significance in a coherent and convincing manner. 
The following are the essential components typically included 
in a research proposal

1. Title

The title is the first impression of a research proposal. It 
should be brief, precise and informative, capturing the essence 
of the study in a compelling way. While it must reflect the cen-
tral theme of the research, it should not merely restate the re-
search objectives. Instead, it should be a concise statement that 
suggests what the researcher aims to explore.

Fig 4.1.1 Essential components of a research proposal
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2. Introduction / Background

This section sets the context for the study by explaining the 
background, significance and relevance of the research prob-
lem. The researcher should describe the origin, urgency and 
societal impact of the problem. This justification is essential 
to establish the value of the study and its need in addressing 
knowledge gaps or practical challenges.

3. Statement of the Problem

Here, the researcher clearly articulates the core issue the 
study intends to address. The problem statement should be spe-
cific, focused and framed in a manner that allows systematic 
investigation. It should highlight what is not known or under-
stood and why addressing it is crucial.

4. Objectives of the Study

Based on the problem statement, this part outlines the gen-
eral and specific objectives of the research. Objectives define 
what the researcher hopes to accomplish. They should be clear, 
realistic, measurable and aligned with the scope of the study. 
Specific objectives often accompany hypotheses that guide the 
analysis.

5. Research Questions / Hypotheses

Research questions and hypotheses are central elements of a 
research proposal, as they guide the entire direction and focus 
of the inquiry. Their formulation depends on the nature, pur-
pose and type of research being undertaken.

Research Questions

Research questions are particularly suitable in explorato-
ry and descriptive research, where the aim is to gain a deeper 
understanding of a phenomenon, identify patterns or describe 
characteristics without necessarily testing a prediction. For ex-
ample, in exploratory research, questions may be broad and 
open-ended, seeking to uncover new insights when little prior 
information exists. In descriptive research, questions tend to be 
more specific, aiming to document and detail aspects of the sub-
ject under study.

Examples:

•	 What factors influence citizen satisfaction with 
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e-governance services?

•	 How do rural communities perceive the 
effectiveness of public distribution systems?

Hypothesis

Hypothesis is most relevant in explanatory or causal re-
search, where the objective is to test a theory or establish cause-
and-effect relationships between variables. A hypothesis is a 
clear, concise and testable statement predicting the expected 
relationship or difference. It is usually derived from existing 
theories or prior empirical evidence. Hypotheses are less com-
mon in purely exploratory research but can emerge after initial 
exploration leads to patterns that warrant testing.

Examples:

•	 H₁: Increased transparency in service delivery 
positively influences public trust in local 
government.

•	 H₂: Training programs for municipal employees 
significantly improve service efficiency.

In a research proposal, it is important to explicitly state 
whether the study will adopt a descriptive, exploratory or ex-
planatory approach, as this determines whether research ques-
tions, hypotheses or a combination of both will be employed. 
Research questions serve to guide understanding and explora-
tion, whereas hypotheses focus on empirical testing of relation-
ships or differences. Clearly identifying them ensures method-
ological alignment and coherence throughout the study.

6. Review of Literature

A critical review of existing literature helps situate the re-
search in the broader academic context. It provides a summary 
of previous studies, identifies gaps or limitations and justifies 
how the current research contributes to or improves upon exist-
ing knowledge. This section strengthens the research rationale 
and informs the methodological design.

7. Research Methodology

This technical section explains how the research will be car-
ried out to meet its objectives. It includes:
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•	 Research design (e.g., qualitative, quantitative, mixed 
methods)

•	 Sampling techniques (e.g., random, purposive, stratified)

•	 Data collection tools (e.g., surveys, interviews, 
observation)

•	 Data analysis methods (e.g., statistical tests, content 
analysis)

The proposal should state whether primary or secondary data 
will be used and justify the chosen methods. This clarity enables 
reviewers to assess the feasibility and rigor of the research plan.

8. Significance of the Study

This section explains the expected contribution of the re-
search to academic theory, policymaking or practical imple-
mentation. It should highlight how the study may fill existing 
gaps, offer new insights or influence decisions in the field of 
public administration or related areas.

9. Ethical Considerations

Ethical integrity is fundamental to responsible research. The 
proposal should address key issues such as informed consent, 
confidentiality, data protection and avoidance of harm to partic-
ipants. If applicable, procedures for ethical clearance should be 
mentioned.

10. Timeframe (Work Plan / Timeline)

A clear and realistic timeline should be included, detailing 
the phases of the research process and the duration of each ac-
tivity. Tools like Gantt charts or PERT diagrams may be used. 
The plan should also assign responsibilities if required and 
identify key milestones to monitor progress.

11. Budget (If Applicable)

The financial outlay outlines the estimated costs of the re-
search. It should include:

•	 Recurring costs (e.g., travel, consumables, daily 
expenses)

•	 Non-recurring costs (e.g., equipment, software, 
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infrastructure)

•	 Personnel costs (e.g., research assistants, consultants)

The budget must be justified, realistic and match the time-
line. It is recommended to avoid inflated estimates to prevent 
underutilization. In addition, breaking down the budget as per 
funding agency requirements is also essential. 

12. References / Bibliography

A complete list of sources cited in the proposal should be 
provided, using a consistent citation style (e.g., APA, MLA 
or Chicago). This not only reflects academic honesty but also 
helps validate the background and methodology of the study.

4.1.3 Guidelines for Structuring a Proposal
Structuring a research proposal requires both clarity of 

thought and an organized presentation. A well-prepared propos-
al flows logically from one section to another, beginning with a 
concise title and progressing through the background, problem 
statement, objectives, methodology and other key components. 
Each part should build upon the previous, creating a coherent 
narrative that reflects the researcher’s understanding of the is-
sue and the feasibility of the study. This logical sequence en-
sures that the reader can easily follow the progression of ideas 
and the justification for the proposed research.

Similarly, maintaining clarity throughout the proposal is es-
sential. The language used should be precise and free of am-
biguity, avoiding overly technical jargon unless necessary and 
even then, such terms should be clearly defined. Simplicity 
does not imply a lack of depth; rather, it reflects the researcher's 
ability to convey complex ideas in an accessible and organized 
manner. Academic writing must remain focused, direct and to 
the point, enhancing the persuasiveness of the proposal without 
sacrificing scholarly tone.

The tone of a research proposal should be formal and 
academic. Use of the third-person perspective is generally 
recommended and care should be taken to avoid colloquial 
expressions or subjective language. Consistency in language, 
terminology and structure is critical. For instance, if a particular 
term is introduced to describe a group or variable, it should be 
used uniformly throughout the document. Inconsistencies in 
terminology, formatting or referencing may confuse the reader 
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and reflect poorly on the overall quality of the work.

Coherence across sections ensures that the proposal is not 
merely a collection of parts but a unified whole. Each section 
must relate logically to the next, for example, the methodology 
should clearly address the objectives and research questions 
previously outlined. Smooth transitions between sections help 
reinforce this continuity and prevent abrupt shifts in focus or 
tone. This internal harmony adds to the professionalism and 
persuasiveness of the document.

In terms of presentation, adherence to proper formatting 
is crucial. Most institutions and academic bodies expect a 
consistent layout with standardized headings, fonts, spacing and 
margins. Following these guidelines reflects the researcher’s 
attention to detail and respect for academic conventions. The use 
of tables, charts and visual aids may enhance certain sections, 
particularly in methodology and timelines, but these should be 
used judiciously to support, not overwhelm, the narrative.

Citation and referencing are vital components of academic 
writing. The APA (American Psychological Association) style 
is commonly used in the social sciences and is recommended for 
research proposals in public administration. This involves in-
text citations using the author-date format and a comprehensive 
reference list at the end. Correct citation practices help the 
researcher acknowledge intellectual debts and maintain 
academic integrity, while also allowing readers to verify sources 
and further explore the topic.

Plagiarism, whether intentional or unintentional, is a 
serious ethical violation and must be avoided. All borrowed 
ideas, whether quoted directly or paraphrased, must be cited 
appropriately. Researchers are encouraged to use plagiarism 
detection tools before submission and to review institutional 
guidelines on academic honesty and referencing expectations. 
Proper citation not only upholds scholarly standards but also 
demonstrates respect for the existing body of knowledge.

A well-structured proposal must also reflect the specific 
requirements of the institution, department or funding agency 
to which it is being submitted. These may include formatting 
instructions, mandatory sections, word or page limits or 
templates to be followed. It is important to tailor the proposal 
accordingly without compromising on the academic quality or 
logical flow of content. Understanding and responding to such 
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guidelines demonstrates professionalism and improves the 
chances of approval.

In cases where the proposal is being prepared for a 
funding agency, additional details such as budget formatting, 
justification for costs and resource allocation may be required. 
Similarly, ethical review boards may expect particular emphasis 
on consent procedures and participant protection. Proposals 
that fail to comply with such specific institutional or regulatory 
expectations, no matter how well written, may be rejected or 
returned for revision.

Ultimately, the success of a research proposal depends not 
only on the strength of its ideas but also on the clarity, coherence 
and academic discipline with which they are presented. A 
proposal that is well-structured, appropriately formatted and 
aligned with institutional standards is more likely to be taken 
seriously by reviewers and decision-makers. It reflects the 
researcher’s preparedness, professionalism and potential to 
undertake meaningful academic inquiry.

4.1.4 Common Pitfalls in Proposal Writing
Vague or Overly Broad Research Questions

One of the most frequent shortcomings in a research propos-
al is the inclusion of vague or overly broad research questions. 
These questions fail to provide clear direction and often lack 
specificity, making it difficult to develop focused objectives or 
a sound research design. A well-formulated research question 
should be narrow enough to be manageable within the given 
time and resources, yet significant enough to contribute mean-
ingfully to the field of public administration.

Lack of Alignment Between Objectives and Methodology

A strong proposal must ensure that its objectives and meth-
odology are closely aligned. A common shortcoming in pro-
posals is where a researcher outlines objectives that cannot be 
achieved with the methods proposed. For example, if the objec-
tive is to assess the impact of a policy, a purely descriptive sur-
vey may not suffice. Inconsistencies between what is intended 
to be studied and how it is proposed to be studied weaken the 
proposal’s credibility and feasibility.

Weak Literature Review or Use of Outdated Sources

An effective literature review serves as the backbone of a 

	f Success of a research 
proposal
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research proposal by framing the study within existing academ-
ic debates. However, a poorly constructed review, either too 
general, too shallow or overly dependent on outdated sources, 
can undermine the proposal. It may signal to reviewers that the 
researcher lacks familiarity with current research trends or has 
not adequately justified the research gap.

Unclear or Ill-Defined Problem Statement

The problem statement is a critical part of the proposal, as it 
sets the stage for the entire research process. A common mis-
take is presenting the problem in a confusing or ambiguous 
way. Without a clear articulation of the problem, the reader can-
not understand the rationale or urgency of the research. A strong 
problem statement should pinpoint a specific issue, its context 
and why it needs to be addressed.

Ignoring Ethical Concerns in the Proposal

Ethical integrity is non-negotiable in research. A Proposal 
that do not acknowledge potential ethical issues such as obtain-
ing informed consent, ensuring confidentiality or addressing 
participant risk, is likely to be rejected or flagged for revision. 
Ignoring ethical aspects may not only endanger participants but 
also jeopardize the researcher's credibility and institutional ap-
proval.

Over-Ambitious Scope Relative to Time and Resources

While enthusiasm for a research topic is commendable, be-
ing over-ambitious in what one can achieve is a recurring prob-
lem. Some proposals attempt to cover too much ground within 
a limited timeframe or without sufficient resources. This often 
leads to unfinished or diluted research. It is essential to propose 
a project that is realistic, focused and achievable within the giv-
en constraints.

Plagiarism and Poor Referencing Practices

Academic honesty is a cornerstone of credible research. A 
proposal that contains plagiarized content, whether intentional 
or due to careless paraphrasing, can lead to immediate disquali-
fication. Similarly, incorrect or inconsistent referencing reflects 
poor academic discipline. Every source cited in the proposal 
should be properly acknowledged using a consistent citation 
style, such as APA or MLA.
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Lack of Coherence in Writing and Presentation

Even when the content is sound, disorganized writing or 
poor formatting can harm a proposal’s effectiveness. Disjointed 
sections, lack of logical flow and grammatical errors make it 
difficult for reviewers to follow the argument. Proposals should 
be carefully structured, with smooth transitions between sec-
tions, precise language and professional formatting to create a 
polished final draft.

Neglecting the Significance and Contribution of the Study

Another often overlooked element is explaining how the 
proposed research will contribute to the field. A strong proposal 
should emphasize the expected outcomes and their relevance to 
theory, policy or practice. Failing to do so may make the project 
seem redundant or trivial, reducing its chance of approval or 
funding.

Insufficient Attention to Budget and Timeline

A well-crafted proposal must include a realistic budget and 
timeline. However, many proposals either omit these details or 
present vague and unsubstantiated estimates. Budgeting with-
out justification or timelines that ignore research phases (data 
collection, analysis, writing) can signal poor planning. Propos-
als should break down both cost and time clearly, aligning them 
with objectives and methods.

4.1.5 Best Practices in Research Proposal Writing
Preparing a high-quality research proposal requires not only 

sound content but also careful planning, review and refinement. 
To ensure that all essential components are well covered, re-
searchers are encouraged to use a comprehensive checklist be-
fore finalizing their proposal. This checklist may include ver-
ifying that the title is clear and focused, the research problem 
is well-articulated, objectives are specific and measurable and 
the methodology is logically structured. It should also confirm 
that references are properly cited, ethical issues are addressed, 
the timeline is realistic and the budget is accurately estimated. 
Using such a checklist acts as a self-assessment tool, helping 
researchers identify gaps or inconsistencies before submission.

Another best practice is to embrace feedback and be open to 
revisions. Writing a proposal is an iterative process; the initial 
draft is rarely perfect. Constructive feedback from supervisors, 
mentors or peers helps uncover unclear arguments, method-
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ological weaknesses or overlooked literature. Rather than per-
ceiving criticism as a setback, researchers should view it as an 
opportunity to strengthen the clarity, coherence and academic 
rigor of their work. Revisions based on insightful feedback not 
only improve the proposal’s quality but also demonstrate the 
researcher's commitment to academic excellence.

Engaging in peer review is also a valuable practice. Sharing 
the draft with fellow researchers allows for diverse perspectives 
and fresh insights. Peers might spot issues that the researcher 
has missed due to familiarity with the content. Moreover, re-
viewing others' proposals can serve as a learning experience, 
enhancing the researcher’s own skills in critical thinking and 
academic writing. This reciprocal process promotes a collabo-
rative academic culture and helps in building a support system 
throughout the research journey.

Consultation with the research supervisor or academic advi-
sor is another indispensable practice. Supervisors bring experi-
ence and subject-matter expertise, guiding the researcher on re-
fining research questions, improving methodology and aligning 
the proposal with academic and institutional standards. Reg-
ular discussions with the supervisor ensure that the proposal 
remains focused and feasible and that the researcher receives 
timely advice when challenges arise.

In sum, proposal writing is not just a technical exercise but 
a reflective and collaborative process. Applying best practic-
es such as using a proposal checklist, incorporating feedback, 
seeking peer review and maintaining consistent communication 
with supervisors contributes significantly to the development of 
a strong, credible and academically sound research proposal.

	f Constructive 
feedback

	f Peer review

	f Consultation with the 
research supervisor

Summarized Overview

Writing a research proposal is the foundational step in conducting any academic 
research. It serves as a blueprint that outlines what the researcher intends to study, why 
the study is significant and how it will be carried out. A well-crafted proposal typically 
includes core components such as a clear title, a concise introduction, a defined statement 
of the problem, research objectives or questions, a brief review of relevant literature, 
a methodology section, a timeline and references. Each component must be logically 
aligned and clearly articulated to communicate the research idea effectively.
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Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the essential components that should be included in a research proposal?

2.	 Why is the statement of the problem a critical part of the research proposal?

3.	 How does a literature review support and strengthen a research proposal?

4.	 What are the main elements to be covered in the methodology section of a pro-
posal?

5.	 Describe the role of a research question or hypothesis in shaping the proposal.

6.	 What common formatting and structure guidelines should be followed in a pro-
posal?

7.	 Identify three common pitfalls that researchers often face in proposal writing.

8.	 How can you ensure that your research topic is focused and feasible?

9.	 Why is it important to justify the significance of the research in your proposal?

10.	What tools or strategies can be used to avoid errors and improve clarity in proposal 
writing?

Structuring a research proposal requires attention to academic standards and clarity 
of purpose. Guidelines often suggest that a proposal should be coherent, feasible and 
methodologically sound. It must highlight the research gap, justify the choice of topic 
and define the scope and limitations of the study. Proper formatting, clarity in writing 
and use of simple yet scholarly language can significantly enhance the quality of a 
proposal. Visual aids such as Gantt charts or tables may be included to strengthen 
presentation and planning.

Despite its importance, many learners fall into common pitfalls while preparing a 
proposal. These include selecting overly broad or vague topics, failing to justify the 
research rationale, using unverified sources and neglecting methodological details. 
Others may underestimate the importance of proofreading or ignore formatting 
requirements. Awareness of such issues and proactive efforts to address them can 
greatly improve the chances of proposal approval and pave the way for successful 
research execution.
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Assignments

1.	 Describe the essential components of a standard research proposal and explain the 
function of each section with suitable examples.

2.	 Draft the objectives, research questions and methodology section for a hypothet-
ical research proposal on a topic of your choice in the field of Public Administra-
tion. Ensure logical alignment among these sections.

3.	 Compare the structure and purpose of the literature review section in a research 
proposal with that in a full-length research paper. Explain how literature review 
contributes to establishing the research gap.

4.	 Discuss common pitfalls that should be avoided in the preparation of a research 
proposal. Illustrate with examples involving administrative and policy issues and 
how they can be addressed.

5.	 Prepare a short research proposal outline (maximum 1,000 words) on a selected 
administrative problem, following a standard format and justify your choice of 
methodology.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to:

	f identify key principles of research ethics such as informed consent, confidentiality 

and academic honesty

	f explain the significance of avoiding plagiarism and following ethical approval pro-

tocols in the research process

	f apply ethical guidelines while designing and conducting research involving human 

participants or sensitive data

	f evaluate real-world research scenarios for potential ethical risks and recommend 

appropriate actions

	f create ethically sound research proposals that adhere to national and institutional 

ethical standards

Background 

In academic research, maintaining ethical integrity has become more crucial 
than ever. Ethical breaches, whether intentional or unintentional, can lead to serious 
consequences, including loss of credibility, legal implications and harm to participants 
or communities. For instance, the infamous Tuskegee Syphilis Study in the United 
States (1932–1972) remains a stark reminder of the consequences of ignoring informed 
consent and human rights in research. This case, among others, led to global awareness 
and the institutionalization of ethical guidelines. 

In the Indian context, ethical issues have increasingly come under scrutiny with the 
expansion of higher education, digitization of data and the proliferation of academic 
publishing. Plagiarism, for example, has become a widespread concern, prompting 
regulatory bodies like the University Grants Commission (UGC) to adopt stringent 
anti-plagiarism policies. Researchers are now expected not only to generate original 

Research Ethics
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insights but also to properly acknowledge the sources of their ideas and data. The UGC 
mandated the use of software tools such as URKUND for checking research submissions, 
highlighting the importance of upholding academic honesty. Ethical responsibility is not 
limited to students but extends to supervisors, editors and institutions as well.

Beyond academic honesty and human subject protection, ethical compliance involves 
a structured process of institutional approval. Many universities and research institutes 
now require clearance from bodies like Institutional Ethics Committee (IEC) before 
allowing data collection or field work, especially when it involves human participants. 
For example, a researcher studying the impact of welfare schemes on marginalized 
communities in rural Kerala must obtain approval from the concerned IEC to ensure 
that the research methodology respects participant confidentiality and minimizes harm. 
Compliance with such procedures demonstrates the researcher’s accountability and 
ensures public trust in academic and policy-related research outcomes.

Discussion

4.2.1 Introduction to Research Ethics
There is a set of moral principles and guidelines that govern 

the behaviour of individuals engaged in research and it is 
referred as research ethics. It defines what is considered right 
or wrong in the conduct of research activities. In the context 
of Public Administration, ethics plays a vital role in ensuring 
transparency, accountability and respect for the rights and 
dignity of individuals and communities involved in research. 
Upholding ethical standards is also essential for building trust 
between researchers, participants, institutions and the public.

Ethics is often considered a branch of philosophy concerned 
with the study of moral values and human conduct. It 
encompasses several branches: meta-ethics, which explores the 
origins and meaning of ethical principles; descriptive ethics, 
which examines societal beliefs about morality; normative 
ethics, which sets standards for right and wrong behaviour; 
applied ethics, which addresses real-world moral dilemmas; 

	fMoral principles and 
guidelines

	fMeta ethics, 
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SG
O
U



175SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

and bioethics, which focuses on ethical issues in biological and 
medical research.

Two prominent theoretical frameworks shape the 
understanding of ethics in research. Consequentialism (or 
utilitarianism) evaluates the morality of an action based on 
its outcomes. From this perspective, research practices are 
justified if they result in a greater benefit to society, even if they 
pose risks to individuals involved. For instance, in public policy 
experiments, a utilitarian view may support field trials with 
uncertain results if they promise long-term social improvement. 
However, this can sometimes lead to ethical conflicts when 
individual rights are compromised.

On the other hand, deontological ethics, rooted in the 
philosophy of Immanuel Kant, emphasizes duty and the inherent 
dignity of individuals. This approach argues that the means of 
conducting research are just as important as the outcomes. It 
stresses that participants must be treated as ends in themselves, 
not merely as tools to achieve research objectives. From a 
deontological standpoint, ensuring informed consent, voluntary 
participation and the protection of privacy are non-negotiable 
ethical obligations.

The historical development of research ethics has been 
shaped by deeply troubling events. During World War II, Nazi 
physicians conducted brutal experiments on prisoners without 
consent, including forced sterilizations, toxic injections and 
surgical procedures without anesthesia. These atrocities led to 
severe psychological and physical consequences for survivors 
and highlighted the urgent need for ethical standards in research.

In response to such abuses, foundational ethical codes 
were established, such as the Nuremberg Code (1947) and the 
Belmont Report (1979). These documents introduced principles 
like respect for persons, beneficence and justice, cornerstones 
of modern research ethics. In Public Administration research, 
especially when dealing with vulnerable populations or 
sensitive governance issues, these principles guide researchers 
to act responsibly and uphold public interest.

4.2.2 Principles of Research Ethics
4.2.2.1 Informed Consent: Meaning and Importance

Informed consent is one of the most critical ethical principles 
in research, especially in disciplines like Public Administration 

	f Consequentialism
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where human participants may be involved in surveys, 
interviews or policy assessments. It refers to the process by 
which researchers seek voluntary participation from individuals 
after clearly explaining the purpose, methods, potential risks 
and benefits of the study.

Historically, unethical research practices, such as conducting 
studies on individuals without their knowledge or permission, 
raised global concern. One infamous example is the Tuskegee 
Syphilis Study in the United States, where for forty years 
(1932–1972), 400 poor African American men suffering from 
syphilis were deliberately denied treatment so that researchers 
could observe the natural progression of the disease. The 
participants were neither informed about the nature of the study 
nor given a chance to consent. This blatant violation of human 
rights eventually led to public outrage, legal action and the 
establishment of formal ethical standards.

As a response, the Belmont Report (1979) and the subsequent 
National Research Act (1974) were formulated to lay down 
ethical principles that remain foundational to research today. 
These include:

•	 Respect for Persons: Ensuring that participants are 
fully aware of what the research involves and protecting 
those who are vulnerable or unable to give full consent.

•	 Beneficence: Minimizing harm and ensuring that 
research outcomes are beneficial, both to participants 
and society.

•	 Justice: Ensuring fair treatment and equitable 
distribution of research benefits across all groups.

Elements of Valid Consent

For consent to be ethically valid, it must fulfil three core 
criteria:

1.	 Voluntariness: Participation must be free from coercion 
or undue influence. Respondents should feel at liberty 
to decline or withdraw at any point, without facing 
negative consequences.

2.	 Information: Participants must be given comprehensive 
and understandable information about the research. This 
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includes the researcher's identity, objectives of the study, 
who is funding or supporting the research, how the data 
will be used and what risks (if any) are involved.

3.	 Competence: Only individuals capable of understanding 
the information and making an informed decision should 
be asked to consent. This is especially important when 
working with groups such as children, elderly persons 
with cognitive decline or individuals with limited 
literacy.

Consent in Vulnerable Populations

Special attention is needed when research involves vulnerable 
or marginalized groups, such as displaced populations, tribal 
communities, persons with disabilities or economically 
disadvantaged individuals. These participants may feel 
compelled to comply due to authority dynamics, perceived 
benefits or fear of exclusion from government schemes or social 
support.

In such cases, public administration researchers must:

•	 Use local languages or culturally appropriate 
communication strategies.

•	 Provide additional time for decision-making.

•	 Reiterate that participation is entirely optional and does 
not affect access to any government service or benefit.

•	 Seek the help of trusted community representatives to 
explain the study.

•	 Prefer written consent where possible; otherwise, 
documented verbal consent may suffice with proper 
ethical clearance.

Ethical Best Practices for Obtaining Consent in Public 
Administration Research

To uphold the spirit of ethical governance and transparency, 
researchers should:

•	 Clearly communicate the purpose and scope of the 
study.
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•	 Be open to answering any queries or clarifying doubts 
from participants.

•	 State the agency or organization behind the research.

•	 Use simple, non-technical language that suits the 
respondent's background.

•	 Always seek consent in private, not in a public or 
pressurized environment.

•	 Respect a person’s right to decline participation without 
pressing them further.

•	 Ensure that sensitive data, such as opinions on public 
policies, service delivery issues or personal grievances, 
are handled with confidentiality.

4.2.2.2 Anonymity and Confidentiality in Research

In research in fields like Public Administration, particularly 
when engaging with citizens, bureaucrats, elected representatives 
or vulnerable social groups, ethical responsibilities extend 
beyond methodological rigor to the protection of personal and 
sensitive information. This is especially crucial in qualitative 
studies such as interviews, case studies and field observations 
where direct interaction with respondents is common. Ensuring 
the anonymity and confidentiality of participants is foundational 
to maintaining trust, credibility, and academic integrity.

Anonymity refers to a scenario where neither the researcher 
nor the readers of the research findings can link a particular 
response to any individual respondent. As explained by Babbie 
(2015), anonymity is achieved when it becomes impossible 
to identify who gave which response. This can be done by 
using pseudonyms, assigning code numbers to participants 
and maintaining secure field notes devoid of identifying 
details. For example, instead of recording actual names 
during interviews with civil service officers or beneficiaries of 
government schemes, researchers should use identifiers like 
“R1”, “R2” or titles such as “Senior Officer – Department A”. 
All documentation, whether field notes, audio recordings or 
transcriptions, should be stored securely, ensuring they are not 
inadvertently accessed or disclosed.

However, maintaining anonymity is not always 
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straightforward. In narrative or case-based research, especially 
when dealing with high-profile policy cases or whistleblowers, 
the identity of respondents may unintentionally become 
discernible. It is the researcher’s ethical duty to thoroughly 
review their drafts to eliminate any descriptions, contextual 
clues or remarks that could reveal identities, even indirectly.

On the other hand, confidentiality implies that the researcher 
may know the identity of the respondent but commits not to 
disclose it publicly. According to Babbie, confidentiality is 
guaranteed when the researcher can associate a response with 
a specific person but assures that such information will remain 
undisclosed. Upholding confidentiality is critical in situations 
involving sensitive governance issues, such as corruption, 
administrative bias or failure of service delivery, where 
respondents might fear retribution or professional harm.

There are instances where the commitment to confidentiality 
may be tested by legal or political pressure. Ethical research 
demands that the privacy of respondents be protected even 
under such constraints. For example, if a public servant 
discloses information about unethical practices within their 
department under the condition of anonymity, the researcher 
must avoid any action, intended or accidental, that could lead to 
the individual’s identification.

To practice anonymity and confidentiality effectively in 
research, the following precautions are essential (adapted from 
Guthrie, 2010):

•	 Never record the real names of respondents on interview 
forms or in datasets.

•	 Use coded identifiers that do not trace back to individuals 
or households.

•	 Secure all physical and digital data (notes, recordings, 
transcripts) in locked or encrypted environments.

•	 Avoid discussing or sharing anecdotes or personal 
details of respondents with peers or in informal settings.

•	 When illustrating findings in a report, ensure personal 
stories are sufficiently anonymized so that identities are 
protected.

	f Confidentiality

	f Precautions
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Ultimately, respecting the privacy of respondents is not 
merely a procedural requirement but a moral commitment 
that preserves the dignity of participants and the legitimacy of 
scholarly research.

4.2.2.3 Avoiding Plagiarism

Plagiarism is one of the most serious ethical violations in 
academic research. It refers to the act of using someone else's 
words, ideas or work without proper acknowledgment, thereby 
presenting them as one's own. Plagiarism can take many forms 
and understanding these is crucial for maintaining academic 
honesty. 

Direct plagiarism: It occurs when a researcher copies text 
word-for-word without citation. 

Self-plagiarism: It refers to reusing one’s previously pub-
lished work in a new submission without disclosure. 

Mosaic plagiarism: It also known as patchwriting, involves 
borrowing phrases from a source and blending them into one's 
own writing without proper credit. Regardless of intention, all 
these forms compromise the originality and credibility of schol-
arly work.

The consequences of plagiarism in academic research can 
be severe. Students may face disciplinary actions, including 
failing grades, suspension or even expulsion. For scholars and 
professionals, plagiarism can result in retracted publications, 
damaged reputations and loss of career opportunities. Moreover, 
institutions and funding agencies may withdraw support, 
leading to a loss of trust in the researcher’s integrity.

To maintain high standards of scholarship, researchers must 
actively adopt techniques to avoid plagiarism. Foremost among 
these is the practice of proper citation and referencing. Every 
idea, data point or excerpt that originates from another source 
must be attributed correctly using a recognized citation style 
such as APA, MLA or Chicago. Another valuable tool is the 
use of plagiarism detection software (e.g., Turnitin, Grammarly, 
Urkund), which helps identify unintentional overlaps with 
existing content. Additionally, developing strong paraphrasing 
and summarizing skills allows researchers to restate others’ 
ideas in their own words while maintaining the original meaning 
and citing the source.
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Ultimately, academic integrity is the cornerstone of ethical 
research. It involves honesty, responsibility and respect for 
intellectual property. Researchers must uphold these values 
throughout their work, from data collection to publication. 
By understanding and avoiding plagiarism, scholars not only 
protect their own credibility but also contribute to a culture of 
trust, transparency and intellectual fairness in the academic 
community.

4.2.3 Ethical Approval and Compliance
Ethical approval is a formal process that ensures a research 

study meets established ethical standards before it begins. It is 
particularly essential when human participants, sensitive data 
or potentially harmful procedures are involved. The goal is to 
protect the rights, dignity, safety and well-being of all those 
affected by the research. Ethical clearance acts as a safeguard 
against unethical practices and helps maintain public trust in 
academic and scientific research.

The responsibility for reviewing and granting ethical 
approval lies with Institutional Ethics Committees (IECs), 
Research Ethics Review Boards or similar bodies. These 
are formal bodies, usually established within universities, 
research institutes or hospitals, composed of members from 
diverse academic, legal and medical backgrounds. Their role 
is to critically examine the research proposal, particularly the 
methodology, informed consent procedures, risk management 
and data handling protocols, to ensure that ethical standards are 
upheld throughout the research process.

When a researcher submits a proposal for ethical review, 
it must be accompanied by a clear statement of objectives, 
methodology, risk assessment and participant rights. 
Supporting documents often include informed consent forms, 
questionnaires, recruitment strategies and data protection 
measures. The committee may request revisions, suggest 
additional safeguards or, in rare cases, reject a proposal if it 
poses undue risk or lacks ethical integrity.

The ethical review process follows a structured procedure. 
After submission, the proposal is assigned to reviewers, who 
analyse it against established ethical norms. A formal meeting 
is then conducted where the proposal is discussed and decisions 
are made. If the research is approved, an Ethical Clearance 
Certificate is issued, which is often mandatory for funding, 
institutional permission or publication.
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In India, ethical guidelines are provided by bodies such as the 
Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), which outlines 
detailed procedures for biomedical and health-related research. 
The University Grants Commission (UGC) also promotes 
ethical research practices through its anti-plagiarism policies 
and code of conduct for researchers. At the international level 
organizations like the American Psychological Association 
(APA) and World Medical Association (WMA) offer frameworks 
for research involving human subjects, including the landmark 
Declaration of Helsinki.

Maintaining ethical compliance does not end with approval. 
Researchers must ensure that the study is conducted exactly 
as approved. Any changes to the methodology, participant 
involvement or data usage must be reported to the ethics 
committee and often require additional clearance. This ensures 
that new risks are assessed and mitigated appropriately.

Throughout the research process, informed consent must be 
upheld. Participants should be reminded of their rights, including 
the right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Researchers 
must avoid deception unless it is methodologically justified and 
approved by the ethics board and even then, debriefing must 
follow.

Data protection is another cornerstone of ethical 
compliance. Researchers must store data securely, anonymize 
or pseudonymize personal identifiers where possible and 
restrict access to authorized personnel only. Any breach of 
confidentiality can have serious ethical and legal consequences, 
including loss of trust, academic penalties or even legal action.

Post-research ethical responsibilities are also important. 
These include proper reporting, honest presentation of 
findings and acknowledgment of all contributions. Fabrication, 
falsification or selective reporting are considered serious ethical 
violations. If participants are to be informed of the findings, the 
communication should be clear and non-technical, respecting 
their contribution to the research.

Researchers must also be prepared for audits or monitoring 
by the ethics committee, especially in long-term or sensitive 
projects. These periodic reviews ensure continued adherence 
to ethical standards and allow for early correction of any 
deviations. 

	f Ethical guidelines

	f Data protection

	f Post-research ethical 
responsibilitiesSG
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In conclusion, ethical approval and compliance are 
fundamental not just for academic credibility, but also for 
protecting human dignity and upholding public trust. A 
researcher must internalize ethical principles as part of their 
academic responsibility and contribute to a research culture that 
values integrity, transparency and respect for all stakeholders 
involved.

Summarized Overview

Ethics in research serves as the foundation for credible, respectful and responsible 
inquiry. This unit begins by introducing the core principles of research ethics, such as 
informed consent, where participants voluntarily agree to take part after being fully 
informed about the study’s nature and confidentiality, which ensures that personal data 
and identities are protected. These principles help uphold human dignity, build trust 
with participants and enhance the legitimacy of the research process. Researchers are 
expected to prioritize the welfare, autonomy and rights of all participants at every stage 
of their study.

A major ethical concern in academic research is plagiarism, which involves presenting 
someone else’s work, ideas or words as one's own without proper attribution. This 
unit emphasizes the importance of academic honesty and the way to avoid plagiarism 
through correct citation practices, paraphrasing techniques and the use of referencing 
tools. Avoiding plagiarism is not just about avoiding penalties, it is about maintaining 
scholarly integrity and contributing authentically to the academic community. Ethical 
research respects intellectual property and acknowledges all sources of influence and 
support.

Finally, the unit discusses the importance of ethical approval and compliance. 
Researchers must obtain clearance from an Institutional Ethics Committee (IEC) or Review 
Board before conducting studies involving human subjects. This includes submitting a 
proposal for review, receiving approval and maintaining ethical standards throughout 
and beyond the research process. National and international ethical frameworks, such 
as those from the ICMR, APA or UGC guide these procedures. The unit emphasizes 
that ethical compliance is a continuous responsibility, extending from research design to 
dissemination, ensuring that public trust in academic research is preserved.SG
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Self-Assessment

1.	 What is meant by informed consent in the context of research involving human 
participants?

2.	 How does confidentiality protect research participants and why is it important?

3.	 List at least three key ethical principles that should guide every research project.

4.	 What constitutes plagiarism and how can researchers avoid it?

5.	 Explain the difference between direct quotation and paraphrasing.

6.	 What is the role of an Institutional Ethics Committee (IEC) in the research pro-
cess?

7.	 What are some of the documents typically required for ethical clearance?

8.	 Mention at least two national and two international ethical guidelines relevant to 
research.

9.	 Why is ethical compliance important during and after data collection?

10.	How can the use of citation tools help in promoting ethical research writing?

Assignments

1.	 Explain the principles of informed consent, confidentiality and academic honesty 
in research and discuss why they are essential for maintaining the integrity of 
scholarly work.

2.	 Discuss the implications of plagiarism in academic research. What strategies can 
researchers adopt to ensure originality and proper attribution in their work?

3.	 Describe the steps involved in obtaining ethical approval for a research project 
involving human participants. Why is this process critical for both researchers and 
participants?

4.	 Analyse a real-world case where ethical guidelines were violated in research. Iden-
tify the specific ethical principles breached and recommend measures that could 
have prevented the violation.

5.	 Evaluate a hypothetical research scenario: A researcher collects data from students 
without informing them about the purpose of the study. Identify the ethical risks and 
propose an appropriate course of action to align with institutional ethical standards.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Finalizing the Research 
Report

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Upon completion of the unit, the learners will be able to:

	f identify the essential components of a research report, including preliminary pages, 

main content and end matter

	f explain the purpose and importance of effective writing techniques in structuring 

and presenting research findings

	f apply appropriate citation and referencing styles (APA, MLA, Chicago) in 

academic writing to maintain scholarly integrity

	f differentiate between various citation styles and determine the most suitable one for 

specific academic contexts

	f construct a well-organized sample research report that incorporates formal 

structure, clarity in writing and accurate referencing

Background 

In the realm of academic research, the ability to effectively communicate findings 
through a well-structured research report is just as important as the research process 
itself. A research report is not merely a collection of data and observations; it is a 
scholarly narrative that transforms raw findings into meaningful knowledge. For 
instance, consider the National Family Health Survey (NFHS) reports in India. These 
reports are structured in a consistent and professional manner, enabling policy makers, 
academics and practitioners to understand and apply the findings effectively. Without 
clear structure and formatting, such important research would lose its utility and impact.

The presentation and organisation of content within a research report demand clarity, 
logic and a formal tone. Good writing practices, including coherence in argumentation, 
consistency in formatting and accurate citation, ensure that the report meets academic 
standards and is ethically sound. Take, for example, government white papers or the 
annual Human Development Reports by UNDP. These documents follow meticulous 
writing conventions and referencing styles to maintain credibility, avoid plagiarism and 
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Keywords

Preliminary Pages, Main Text, End Matter, Citation, Referencing Styles.

allow the verification of information. Mastering these techniques allows students and 
researchers to communicate with integrity and authority within their field.

Moreover, appropriate referencing using established citation styles like APA, MLA 
and Chicago is essential in upholding academic honesty and acknowledging intellectual 
contributions. With the rapid growth of digital content and open-access resources, it 
becomes even more critical to give credit where it is due. Recently, several universities 
in India mandated the use of plagiarism detection software like Turnitin and Urkund, 
stressing the importance of proper citation practices. Learning how to cite correctly 
not only helps avoid ethical misconduct but also demonstrates scholarly discipline and 
respect for the academic community.

Discussion

4.3.1 Introduction to Research Report Writing 
Research, at its core, is a purposeful journey aimed at 

contributing to the progress and enrichment of society. However, 
the value of any research lies not just in its execution, but also 
in its communication. If the findings of a research endeavour 
remain undisclosed or inaccessible, the entire process risks 
becoming a fruitless exercise. Thus, effectively sharing the 
outcomes of research is as important as conducting it. This 
makes the final stage, preparing the research report, not only 
crucial but also one of the most challenging parts of the research 
process.

A research report serves as a comprehensive account that 
informs others about the work undertaken by the researcher, 
the discoveries made, the conclusions drawn and how these 
insights contribute to the existing body of knowledge. It 
also demonstrates how the findings might influence future 
studies, policy decisions or social development. In the case 
of sponsored or mandatory research, the report becomes even 
more significant, as it must also satisfy the expectations and 

	f Importance of the 
research report
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objectives outlined by the funding agency or authority.

Research reports are commonly prepared in printed form, 
though other formats, such as digital documents, audio-visual 
presentations or electronic publications, are also increasingly 
used. Despite the form, the printed version remains the most 
widely accepted and referenced medium. Therefore, this unit 
focuses primarily on the printed research report and its essential 
features.

Before finalising the report, a researcher must ensure that 
several key aspects are addressed. This includes reaffirming 
the clarity and soundness of the research design, verifying 
the authenticity and adequacy of the data collected and 
confirming that appropriate analytical tools have been applied. 
Additionally, researchers must avoid misinterpretations, ensure 
that all inferences are well supported by data and remain 
vigilant about uncovering hidden patterns or meanings that 
may otherwise go unnoticed. Maintaining coherence between 
theoretical frameworks, hypotheses and empirical observations 
is also vital.

4.3.2 Steps in Research Report Writing
Writing the research report marks the final and crucial phase 

of the research journey. This task calls for a blend of skills, not 
just in writing, but also in analysis organisation and presentation, 
often requiring inputs from experts in related fields. To ensure 
accuracy, clarity and completeness, a researcher must approach 
this stage with patience, reflection and attention to detail. 
Generally, the process of preparing a research report unfolds 
in five interconnected steps: (1) logical analysis of the entire 
study, (2) formulation of an outline, (3) preparation of the 
draft report, (4) revision and refinement of the draft and (5) 
compiling the bibliography and finalising the report. While the 
exact execution may differ slightly depending on the nature of 
the research, these steps form a flexible framework.

The first step involves a thorough reflection on the research 
as a whole. Here, the researcher mentally revisits the entire 
study, ensuring that the structure of the report mirrors the logical 
or chronological progression of the research, from problem 
identification to its resolution. Once this understanding is clear, 
an outline is crafted. This serves as a blueprint for the report 
and must be designed to convey the research content as clearly 
and simply as possible.

	f Key aspects to be 
addressed

	f Five interconnected 
steps

	f Thorough reflection 
on the research as a 
whole
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Following the outline, the draft report is developed. This draft 
presents a comprehensive account of the research, including the 
rationale for conducting the study, the methodology employed, 
key observations, analyses and conclusions. It should also note 
limitations, if any,  and present suggestions or recommendations 
based on the findings. At this point, the researcher is advised to 
maintain a short gap before revising the draft. This allows a 
fresh perspective during the next phase.

The process of reviewing and fine-tuning the draft is perhaps 
the most demanding. It requires a careful re-examination of 
the report for consistency, coherence, grammatical accuracy 
and completeness. Even minor errors or omissions must be 
corrected diligently. This step also involves improving the flow 
of the narrative and ensuring that every section aligns with the 
objectives of the research.

Finally, the report concludes with the compilation of a 
comprehensive bibliography. This section acknowledges all 
the sources referred to during the study and lends credibility to 
the research. Proper citation is essential to maintain academic 
integrity and to guide readers who may wish to explore the 
topic further.

4.3.3 Structure of a Research Report
A research report serves as a formal documentation of the 

entire research process, from the conceptualisation of the 
problem to the presentation of findings and implications. It is 
designed to communicate scientific information to the wider 
academic and professional community. Therefore, clarity, 
organisation and completeness in its structure are essential. 
Typically, a research report is organised into three main sections: 
the preliminary pages, the main text and the end matter. Each 
of these parts has distinct components that contribute to the 
overall effectiveness and accessibility of the report.

4.3.3.1 Preliminary Pages

The preliminary section acts as the gateway to the report. It 
includes the following elements:

•	 Title Page: This is the first impression of the report. It 
typically displays the title of the research, the name(s) of 
the researcher(s), the institutional affiliation, the date of 

	f Draft report

	f Reviewing and fine-
tuning the draft

	f Bibliography

	f Three main sections 
in the report
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submission and occasionally the name of the funding or 
supervising body.

•	 Declaration and Certificate: This section contains 
a formal statement from the researcher declaring the 
authenticity and originality of the research, often 
endorsed by a faculty guide or supervisor.

•	 Acknowledgements: Here, the researcher expresses 
gratitude to individuals, institutions or agencies that 
provided support, guidance or resources for the study.

•	 Abstract: A concise summary of the research, the abstract 
outlines the background, objectives, methodology, major 
findings and implications. It serves readers who want a 
quick overview of the study’s essence.

•	 Table of Contents: This lists all sections and sub-
sections of the report along with page numbers, enabling 
the reader to easily navigate through the document.

•	 List of Tables and Figures: If the report includes data 
visualisations, these are listed with corresponding page 
numbers for quick reference.

Some research reports may also include an executive 
summary, especially when intended for policy makers or 
administrators, providing a bird’s eye view of the research 
without delving into technical details.

4.3.3.2 Main Text 

The main text is the core of the research report, where the 
research journey is thoroughly documented and analysed. It is 
here that the researcher systematically presents the rationale, 
design, implementation and implications of the study. Each 
subsection plays a specific role in building a coherent and 
persuasive narrative.

1. Introduction

The Introduction serves as the foundational entry point into 
the research. It begins with a contextual background, explaining 
the social, political, administrative or academic environment 
that makes the topic relevant. This background is essential 

	f Contextual 
background
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for situating the reader in the same frame of reference as the 
researcher.

Following this, the problem statement is articulated, often 
highlighting a gap in existing knowledge or a pressing issue 
in policy or practice that necessitates inquiry. A well-defined 
problem anchors the rest of the study.

The objectives, both general and specific, clearly outline 
what the study intends to accomplish. Specific objectives may 
also include the research questions or hypotheses, depending on 
whether the approach is exploratory, descriptive or explanatory. 
These guide the direction and focus of the research and form 
the basis for later analysis.

The introduction justifies the significance of the research, 
explaining who may benefit from the findings: academics, 
practitioners, policy makers or the general public and how.

2. Literature Review

The literature review builds the intellectual foundation of 
the study. It involves a critical examination of existing theories, 
research studies, models, policies and debates that relate to the 
research topic.

Rather than merely summarising past studies, a good 
literature review identifies patterns, contradictions, gaps and 
emerging trends. It also helps to:

•	 Establish what is already known.

•	 Identify what remains to be explored.

•	 Justify the relevance of the current study.

•	 Avoid duplication of previous work.

By the end of this section, the reader should have a clear 
understanding of how the current research fits into the broader 
scholarly conversation and how it intends to advance knowledge 
in the field.

3. Methodology

The methodology section describes how the research was 
conducted. It includes both the strategy and the specific tools 
and techniques used in gathering and analysing data.

	f Objectives
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Key elements include:

•	 Research design (qualitative, quantitative or mixed-
methods)

•	 Population and sample (including sampling techniques 
and size)

•	 Data collection methods (e.g., surveys, interviews, 
observations, document analysis)

•	 Tools/instruments used (questionnaires, structured 
schedules etc.)

•	 Techniques for data analysis (statistical tools, coding 
methods, thematic analysis etc.)

This section ensures transparency and replicability, allowing 
others to evaluate the validity and reliability of the research 
process. It may also address limitations, ethical considerations 
and how potential biases were minimised.

4. Data Presentation and Analysis

This section transforms raw data into meaningful insights. It 
involves organising and displaying the results in a logical and 
comprehensible manner.

The data may be presented using:

•	 Tables for structured numerical results.

•	 Graphs and charts to show trends or comparisons.

•	 Figures or diagrams for visual explanation of complex 
information.

Interpretation of the results follows their presentation. The 
aim is to highlight patterns, relationships and deviations that 
relate directly to the research questions or hypotheses. It should 
ensure that the interpretation is objective, logically derived 
from the data and comprehensible to both academic and non-
academic audiences.

5. Findings and Discussion

In the findings and discussion section, the researcher moves 
beyond description to explanation and interpretation.
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•	 The findings are summarised, often thematically or in 
line with the objectives/hypotheses.

•	 The discussion links the results back to the literature 
review, showing whether they support, contradict or 
add new dimensions to existing knowledge.

•	 The implications of the findings, both theoretical and 
practical, are explored.

•	 Any unexpected results are examined critically.

•	 Limitations of the findings and possible sources of 
error are acknowledged openly to maintain academic 
integrity.

This section forms the analytical core of the report and 
showcases the researcher's ability to think critically and engage 
deeply with the subject.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

The conclusion synthesises the main findings of the study 
into a coherent summary. It revisits the research problem and 
shows how the findings respond to it.

The recommendations suggest actionable steps that may be 
taken by policymakers, administrators, academic researchers or 
other stakeholders. These may include:

•	 Improvements to current practices or policies.

•	 Suggestions for programme implementation.

•	 Proposals for future research.

This part is especially crucial in applied research fields 
like Public Administration, where studies often aim to inform 
governance, decision making and public service delivery.

4.3.3.3 End Matter

The final section of the report includes supplementary 
material that supports the main text and provides resources for 
further reference:

•	 References/Bibliography: A detailed list of all sources 
cited in the report. The formatting style (APA, MLA, 
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Chicago etc.) should be consistent and adhere to 
academic standards.

•	 Appendices: These include materials such as 
questionnaires, interview schedules, raw data or 
additional charts that are relevant but too bulky for 
inclusion in the main text.

•	 Glossary (if applicable): A glossary is useful when the 
report includes technical jargon or specialised terms that 
may not be familiar to all readers.

4.3.4 Effective Report Writing Techniques
A well-written research report is not just a compilation of 

findings, but a structured and engaging document that reflects 
clarity, discipline and academic integrity. Depending on its 
purpose and the target audience, be it technical experts, funding 
agencies or the general public, a research report may take on 
different formats. However, certain essential qualities must be 
maintained across all types to ensure that the report is impactful, 
credible and reader friendly.

First and foremost, a good research report should be concise 
and focused. It must not be unnecessarily long or verbose. Instead, 
it should present information precisely, without overwhelming 
the reader with excessive details. Brevity enhances readability 
and ensures the key messages are effectively communicated.

Secondly, visual appeal plays a significant role in capturing 
the reader’s attention. A dull looking report, even with strong 
content, may fail to engage its audience. Therefore, the report 
should be neat, well organized and aesthetically pleasing, 
using appropriate fonts, spacing and formatting. The inclusion 
of well-designed tables, charts and figures can greatly aid 
comprehension, especially when dealing with statistical data or 
comparisons. Visual elements should not only be decorative but 
should serve a clear purpose in illustrating important findings.

A research report should also follow a logical sequencing 
of ideas. The content should flow in a natural order, from 
introduction to methodology, findings, discussion and 
conclusions, so that the reader can easily follow the line of 
argument. Maintaining coherence and clarity is essential, which 
means each section must connect meaningfully to the next and 
transitions between paragraphs should be smooth.

	f Essential qualities in 
a report

	f Visual appeal

	f Logical sequencing 
of ideas
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The tone of the report should be formal and academic, 
avoiding casual expressions or personal opinions. Precision 
in language and the use of discipline-specific vocabulary 
are important to maintain the scholarly value of the report. 
Sentences should be simple, direct and unambiguous, so that 
even complex ideas are easily grasped by the reader.

Equally important is ensuring that the report is grammatically 
sound and free from errors. This demands careful editing and 
proofreading strategies, including multiple reviews, peer 
feedback and the use of proofreading tools. Every grammatical 
mistake or typographical error can reduce the credibility of the 
report and distract the reader from the content.

To keep the reader interested, a report should also be 
engaging in its presentation, somewhat like a short story. This 
does not imply fictionalisation but rather structuring the content 
in a way that builds curiosity and sustains attention till the end. 
This involves using headings, subheadings, bullet points and 
summaries effectively.

Lastly, academic integrity is paramount in research 
reporting. The report must avoid plagiarism at all costs. This 
means properly paraphrasing content from other sources and 
citing them accurately using accepted citation styles like APA 
or MLA. This not only gives credit to original authors but also 
strengthens the report's foundation with credible references.

In conclusion, a good research report is a blend of concise 
content, academic tone, structured presentation, clarity of 
thought and ethical integrity. Following these techniques will 
help in producing a report that is not only informative but also 
impressive and professionally sound.

4.3.5 Referencing and Citation Styles
Proper referencing and citation are essential components 

of academic writing and research reporting. They serve both 
ethical and practical purposes, ensuring that authors give due 
credit to original sources and enable readers to trace the research 
lineage and verify information.

Purpose and Importance of Citation

Citations perform several crucial roles in academic research:

•	 Acknowledgement of Sources: They give credit to the 
original authors and intellectual property holders.

	f Formal and academic 
tone

	f Editing and 
proofreading 
strategies

	f Avoiding plagiarism
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•	 Avoidance of Plagiarism: Proper citations help maintain 
academic integrity by preventing the unacknowledged 
use of others' work.

•	 Facilitation of Verification: They allow readers to locate 
the sources used, enabling independent assessment or 
further reading.

•	 Demonstration of Research Depth: A well-cited report 
reflects a solid understanding of existing literature and 
enhances the credibility of the research.

Basic Elements of a Citation

While the format may vary across styles, most citation 
systems include the following core elements:

•	 Author(s): Name(s) of the individual(s) or organization(s) 
responsible for the work.

•	 Title: The name of the article, book, chapter or document.
•	 Date: The year of publication.
•	 Source/Publisher: Information about where the work 

was published or made available.
Overview and Comparison of Major Citation Styles

Different academic disciplines often prefer specific citation 
styles. The three most widely used systems are:

•	 APA (American Psychological Association)

o	 Used primarily in the social sciences, including 
psychology, education and public administration.

o	 Emphasises author-date format for in-text 
citation.

o	 Example: (Singh, 2021)

•	 MLA (Modern Language Association)

o	 Common in humanities disciplines such as 
literature and philosophy.

o	 Uses author-page number format in in-text 
citation.

o	 Example: (Gupta 45)

•	 Chicago Manual of Style

o	 Offers two formats:
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	 Notes and Bibliography (used in 
humanities): employs footnotes or 
endnotes and a bibliography.

	 Author-date with page number (used in 
sciences and social sciences).

o	 Example (Author-Date): (Mehta 2018, 99-100)

o	 Example (Notes and Bibliography): Superscript 
number linking to a footnote with full citation.

3.4 In-text Citations vs. Footnotes/Endnotes

•	 In-text Citations: Embedded within the body of the text, 
indicating the source immediately after a quotation or 
paraphrase. Common in APA and MLA styles.

•	 Footnotes/Endnotes: Used in Chicago's Notes and 
Bibliography system, appearing at the bottom of the 
page (footnotes) or at the end of the chapter/report 
(endnotes), providing detailed source information.

Table 4.3.1 A comparison of three major citation styles

Aspect APA (7th Edition) MLA (9th Edition) Chicago (17th Edition)

Discipline

Social sciences 
(e.g., Public Admin, 
Psychology, Educa-
tion)

Humanities (e.g., 
Literature, Philoso-
phy)

History, Arts and inter-
disciplinary fields

In-text Citation (Author, Year) 
(Singh, 2021)

(Author Page) 
(Singh 45)

Author Year, Page 
Number (Singh 2021, 
45) /Superscript number

Bibliography Title Bibliography Works Cited Notes/Bibliography 

Order of Entries Alphabetical by sur-
name

Alphabetical by sur-
name

Alphabetical by sur-
name

Main Features
Emphasis on date; 
minimal punctua-
tion

Emphasis on page 
numbers; author’s 
full name

Offers both in-text and 
footnote options

Example Entry
Kumar, R. (2020). 
Research methods. 
Sage.

Kumar, Ranjit. Re-
search Methods. 
Sage, 2020.

Kumar, Ranjit. 2020. 
Research Methods. 
New Delhi: Sage. 

Footnotes/Endnotes Not used Not used Required (in Notes-Bib-
liography system)

SG
O
U



199SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

Summarized Overview

Finalizing a research report is a structured and purposeful process that transforms 
research findings into an academic document. The report typically consists of three 
major sections: preliminary pages, main text and end matter. The preliminary pages 
set the stage with formal elements like the title page, acknowledgements, abstract and 
table of contents. The main text forms the core, presenting the introduction, literature 
review, methodology, data analysis, findings and conclusion. Finally, the end matter 
includes essential supporting materials such as references, appendices and glossaries. 
Understanding and correctly structuring these sections is crucial to ensure that the report 
is logical, coherent and professional.

Effective report writing requires more than just good grammar, it demands clarity, 
consistency and academic integrity. A well-written report follows a logical flow of 
ideas, maintains a formal tone and presents evidence systematically. Techniques such 
as concise writing, appropriate paragraphing, clear headings and consistent formatting 
enhance readability. Incorporating tables, charts and visuals effectively also adds 
value. Editing and proofreading are vital final steps to eliminate errors and improve the 
overall presentation. Above all, maintaining originality and avoiding plagiarism are key 
responsibilities of a researcher.

Citing sources properly is a hallmark of credible research. This unit introduces major 
citation styles including APA, MLA and Chicago. APA is widely used in social sciences, 
emphasising author-date referencing. MLA is common in humanities and focuses on 
author-page format, while Chicago offers two systems: notes-bibliography and author-
date, catering to diverse academic needs. Learners are guided to use these styles correctly 
in both in-text citations and the reference list. Mastery of citation not only gives due 
credit to original authors but also strengthens the credibility and authenticity of the 
research work.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the three main sections of a standard research report?

2.	 List at least four components included in the preliminary pages of a research re-
port.

3.	 What elements are typically found in the “main text” of a research report?

4.	 Why is the conclusion section important in a research report?

5.	 Mention three characteristics of effective academic report writing.

6.	 What is the role of editing and proofreading in finalizing a research report?

7.	 How does a researcher avoid plagiarism in writing?
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Assignments

1.	 Describe the essential components of a research report. Explain the role of each 
section, including preliminary pages, main content and end matter, in presenting a 
complete scholarly work.

2.	 Discuss the significance of effective writing techniques in structuring and present-
ing research findings. Provide examples of how clarity, coherence and logical flow 
enhance the quality of a research report.

3.	 Compare and contrast APA, MLA and Chicago referencing styles. Highlight key 
differences in in-text citations, reference list formats and situations where each 
style is most appropriate.

4.	 Prepare a reference list for at least five academic sources using all three styles — 
APA, MLA and Chicago — demonstrating correct formatting for books, journal 
articles and online sources. 

5.	 Draft a mini research report (1,000–1,500 words) based on a research thesis, in-
corporating formal structure, well-organied sections, clear presentation of findings 
and accurate referencing according to a chosen citation style.
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3.	 Acharyya, R., & Bhattacharya, N. (2019). Research Methodology for Social Sci-
ences. Taylor & Francis.

4.	 Brandler, S., & Roman, C.P. (2007). Handbook of Research Methods in Public 
Administration (G.J. Miller, & K. Yang, Eds.) (2nd ed.). CRC Press. https://doi.
org/10.1201/9781420013276

8.	 Differentiate between APA, MLA and Chicago citation styles in terms of their 
basic format.

9.	 What are the basic components required in a complete reference entry?

10.	Why is proper citation important in academic writing?
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Suggested Reading
1.	 Bryman, A. (2001). Social Research Methods. Oxford University Press.

2.	 Henn, Matt, Mark Weinstein and Nick Ford (2006). A Short Introduction to Social 
Research. Vistar Publications.

3.	 Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association. (7th ed.) (2019). 
American Psychological Association

Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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MODEL QUESTION PAPER- SET- A               

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY 

  QP CODE: ………                                                               Reg. No   : .................... 

                                                                                            Name      : ……............ 

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

M.A PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION   

Semester III - Discipline Course

M23PA09DC  - Research Methodology

 
Time: 3 Hours                                                                                               Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any ten questions in a word or a sentence.  Each question carries one mark.

	 							                           (10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 Who defined research as a “systematized effort to gain new knowledge”?

2.	 Name any essential characteristic of scientific research.

3.	 What is a null hypothesis?

4.	 Give one example of a primary source of literature

5.	 What is the first step in the research process?

6.	 Name any two types of research design.

7.	 Define sampling.

8.	 Mention any two non-probability sampling methods.

9.	 What does ANOVA stand for?

10.	What is meant by reliability in data collection tools?

11.	What is the primary purpose of data editing in research?

12.	What does MCAR stand for in the context of missing data?

13.	What does a bibliography contain?
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14.	Name one non-parametric statistical method.

15.	Mention one advantage of using SPSS for data preparation.

SECTION B

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences. Each question carries two marks.  

								                               (5X2 =10 Marks)

16.	What is meant by objectivity in scientific research

17.	What is probability sampling? Give one example.

18.	Mention one benefit of using research management tools like Zotero or Mendeley.

19.	Explain why a research design is called the “blueprint of research.”

20.	State two advantages of using interviews as a data collection tool.

21.	Explain the role of observation in qualitative data collection.

22.	Differentiate between field editing and central editing in data preparation.

23.	What is the significance of hypothesis testing in inferential statistics?

24.	How do bar charts differ from histograms?

25.	Why is an introduction an essential part of a report?

SECTION C

Answer any five questions in one paragraph. Each question carries four marks.  

								                                (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Explain the key steps of the research process with examples relevant to public 
administration.

27.	Describe the types of literature reviews and explain their relevance in academic research.

28.	Discuss the importance of sampling in research and its key principles.

29.	Write a short note on the ethical considerations in data collection.

30.	Explain the role of classification in organizing data. Illustrate with an example.

31.	Discuss common pitfalls in data interpretation and how to avoid them.

32.	Write a note on the ethical responsibilities of researchers in interpreting and pre-
senting data.

33.	Discuss plagiarism in research writing. How can it be avoided?
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SECTION D

  Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.  

								                              (3X10 =30 Marks)

34.	Critically analyze the importance of research in public administration, highlight-
ing its role in policy formulation, evaluation and decision-making.

35.	Discuss the different probability sampling techniques and their significance in 
ensuring representative data

36.	Describe the process of data editing, coding and tabulation in research. Illustrate 
with examples from public administration studies.

37.	Critically analyse the methods available for handling missing data. Which meth-
od is most suitable for small-sample studies? Justify your answer.

38.	Critically examine the importance of structure and format in academic report 
writing.

39.	Discuss the importance of descriptive and inferential statistics in public administration. 
Support your answer with examples.

SG
O
U



207SGOU - SLM - MA Public Administration - Research Methodology

MODEL QUESTION PAPER- SET- B               

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY 

  QP CODE: ………                                                               Reg. No   : .................... 

                                                                                            Name      : ……............ 

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

M.A PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION   

Semester III - Discipline Course

M23PA09DC  - Research Methodology

 
Time: 3 Hours                                                                                               Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any ten questions in a word or a sentence.  Each question carries one mark.

	 							                           (10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 What is the primary objective of research?

2.	 What is the main difference between research methods and research methodolo-
gy?

3.	 What is meant by a research gap?

4.	 Name any two statistical tests used in hypothesis testing.

5.	 What is a research design?

6.	 What is meant by population in research?

7.	 Mention any probability sampling method.

8.	 What is a questionnaire?

9.	 Define validity in research.

10.	Define coding in research.

11.	What does SPSS stand for?

12.	Define footnote.

13.	What is the most commonly used measure of dispersion?
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14.	Name one style of academic referencing.

15.	What is triangulation in data interpretation?

SECTION B

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences. Each question carries two marks.  

								                               (5X2 =10 Marks)

16.	State one difference between descriptive and analytical research.

17.	Why is reviewing literature essential before formulating a hypothesis?

18.	Differentiate between probability and non-probability sampling.

19.	What is stratified random sampling?

20.	Why is pre-testing a questionnaire important?

21.	Explain the importance of classification in data preparation.

22.	How does a histogram differ from a bar chart?

23.	What is the purpose of a literature review in a research report?

24.	Differentiate between in-text citation and bibliography.

25.	Mention two ethical considerations in report writing.

SECTION C

Answer any five questions in one paragraph. Each question carries four marks.  

								                                (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Discuss the importance and techniques of formulating a good hypothesis in re-
search.

27.	Describe the major components of a good research design.

28.	Explain the strengths and limitations of questionnaire-based data collection.

29.	Write a short note on coding in quantitative research with an example.

30.	Explain different methods of handling missing data.

31.	Write a short note on the characteristics of a good research report

32.	Write a brief note on the functions of an abstract in a research report.

33.	Explain the role of references and bibliography in academic writing.
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SECTION D

  Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.  

								                              (3X10 =30 Marks)

34.	Explain the various types of research (descriptive, analytical, quantitative, qual-
itative, applied, fundamental, conceptual and empirical) and discuss their appli-
cation in solving public administration problems.

35.	Explain the various types of research designs and their applications in public ad-
ministration research.

36.	Critically analyze the role of interviews, observations, and questionnaires as tools 
for data collection.

37.	Compare and contrast descriptive and inferential statistics in public administra-
tion research.

38.	Discuss the ethical considerations in interpreting and presenting data, with exam-
ples from public administration

39.	Discuss the essential steps involved in preparing a research report. Illustrate with exam-
ples.
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