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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 Political Science offers an ad-
vanced study of governmental structures and processes. It combines theo-
retical frameworks with practical applications, emphasising policy analysis 
and implementation. The curriculum covers organizational theory, public 
policy, administrative law, governance ethics, etc. Through the courses, 
learners gain expertise in public sector management. This programme pre-
pares graduates for leadership roles in government agencies, non-profits, 
and international organizations, as well as for further academic pursuits.
The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously crafted, incorporating 
relevant examples to facilitate better comprehension.

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.						      01-06-2025
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BLOCK 1BLOCK 1
Introduction to ResearchIntroduction to Research

SG
O

U



2    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

After the completion of this unit, the learners will be able to:

Basics of Research

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

	f define research as a scientific and systematic process, differentiating it from every-

day inquiry and identifying its core purposes

	f identify and explain the six essential characteristics of genuine research: controlled, 

rigorous, systematic, valid and verifiable, empirical, and critical

	f distinguish between various types of research, including descriptive vs. analytical, 

applied vs. fundamental, quantitative vs. qualitative, and conceptual vs. empirical, 

providing examples for each

	f articulate the importance of social science research by discussing its persuasive, 

purposive, political, and positional attributes

	f recognize the critical nature of research, emphasizing self-scrutiny, acknowledg-

ment of limitations, and the questioning of assumptions

Background 

As you begin your postgraduate journey, you are entering a world where creating 
new knowledge becomes as important as learning existing knowledge. Throughout 

your undergraduate studies, you primarily consumed information that others had dis-
covered and documented. Now, as a postgraduate student, you are expected not only to 
understand what others have found but also to contribute original insights to your field 
of study. This transition from being a knowledge consumer to becoming a knowledge 
creator requires mastering the fundamental principles and methods of research. Under-
standing what constitutes genuine research, how it differs from casual inquiry, and what 
standards it must meet becomes essential for your academic success and future profes-
sional contributions.
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3   SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

Research is far more than simply asking questions and finding answers—it is a 
systematic, rigorous, and methodical process that follows specific principles and 
standards. When you conduct research, you are not just satisfying personal curiosity or 
solving immediate problems; you are contributing to humanity’s collective understanding 
of the world around us. Whether you are studying social phenomena, testing new theories, 
or solving practical problems, your research must meet certain criteria to be considered 
credible and valuable. This unit will provide you with the foundational knowledge to 
understand what research truly means, how it is conducted properly, and why it matters 
in advancing knowledge and addressing real-world challenges. By mastering these 
basics, you will be equipped to embark on your own research journey with confidence 
and clarity.

Scientific Method, Research Characteristics, Controlled Research, Rigorous Research, 
Empirical Research, Quantitative Research, Qualitative Research, Research Paradigms

Keywords

Discussion

In an era defined by rapid information flow and complex glob-
al challenges, the ability to conduct rigorous and meaningful 

inquiry is more critical than ever. Whether seeking to under-
stand social phenomena, solve practical problems, or advance 
theoretical knowledge, the foundation of all valid understand-
ing lies in effective research. This unit, “Basics of Research,” 
serves as an essential starting point for aspiring scholars and 
practitioners. It demystifies the concept of research, moving 
beyond casual investigation to reveal it as a “scientific and sys-
tematic search for pertinent information on a specific topic.” By 
exploring fundamental definitions, key characteristics that dis-
tinguish genuine research from everyday curiosity, and various 
classifications of research types, this unit will equip postgrad-
uate students with the foundational vocabulary and conceptual 
framework necessary to embark on their own scholarly jour-
neys with clarity and purpose.

Research is a scientific and systematic search for pertinent 
information on a specific topic. It is both an art and a methodical 
process of investigation aimed at uncovering new knowledge. 
The purpose of research is to investigate questions and explore 

	� Purpose and 
objectives of the 
unit is stated
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4    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

issues systematically. Research is carried out to understand 
situations more closely, and the novelty of research lies in its 
potential to bring about change. However, not all research intends 
to change things; some research aims to explore phenomena 
more closely without necessarily seeking transformation.

It helps us understand the world around us better. People 
use research in many fields like science, business, education, 
and social work. The main goal of research is to discover new 
knowledge or to solve existing problems. When we do research, 
we follow specific methods and procedures. These methods 
help us collect information in an organized way. They also help 
us analyse this information correctly. Without proper research 
methods, our findings might not be reliable or useful. Research 
can be simple or complex. Sometimes we just need to gather 
basic facts. Other times we need to conduct detailed experiments. 
The type of research we choose depends on what we want to 
find out. It also depends on the resources we have available. 
Good research always starts with a clear question or problem. 
We need to know exactly what we are trying to discover. This 
helps us choose the right methods and tools. It also helps us stay 
focused throughout the research.

1.1.1 Definitions of Research

Understanding what constitutes research requires examining 
both basic and academic perspectives on the concept. We 

will start with a dictionary definition first, and then will move 
to the academic definition later. According to The Advanced 
Learner’s Dictionary of Current English, research is defined as 
“a careful investigation or inquiry especially through search for 
new facts in any branch of knowledge.” This basic definition 
establishes research as a methodical search for new information 
across various fields of study.

Moving to academic definitions, we find that scholars 
have approached research from various standpoints, each 
emphasizing different aspects of the research process. Many of 
these definitions emerge from different standpoints. Therefore, 
before presenting the essence of each definition, it would be 
useful to explain how these definitions differ from one another. 
As Peter Clough and Cathy Nutbrown observe, all research 
encompasses certain formal features such as “asking questions, 
exploring problems and reflecting on what emerges in order 
to make meaning from the data and tell the research story.” 
This definition emphasizes the narrative and meaning-making 
aspects of research.

	�Research is 
an art and a 
methodical 
process of 
investigation

	�Dictionary 
Definition

	� Peter Clough 
and Cathy 
Nutbrown views 
on research
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5   SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

Reflecting on this essence of research, Zina O’Leary defines 
research as “the process of gathering data in order to answer 
particular question(s); and these questions generally relate 
to a need for knowledge that can facilitate problem solving.” 
O’Leary’s definition highlights research’s problem-solving 
function and its systematic approach to data collection. Another 
perspective comes from Redman and Mory, who describe 
research as “a systematized effort to gain new knowledge.” This 
definition emphasizes the structured nature of research and its 
goal of expanding understanding through organized methods.

Clifford Woody provides a more comprehensive view, 
defining research as the process of “defining and redefining 
problems, formulating hypotheses, collecting, organizing, and 
evaluating data, making deductions and conclusions, and finally, 
testing those conclusions against the original hypotheses.” This 
definition emphasizes the comprehensive and cyclical nature 
of research, showing how researchers move through various 
stages of inquiry. Grinnell offers yet another perspective, 
viewing research as a “structured inquiry that utilizes acceptable 
scientific methodology to solve problems and creates new 
knowledge that is generally applicable.” This definition stresses 
both the methodological rigor and the broader applicability of 
research findings.

These various definitions capture different aspects of research, 
from its problem-solving function to its methodological rigor, 
from its knowledge-creation purpose to its systematic approach 
to inquiry. In essence, research is the objective and systematic 
pursuit of knowledge aimed at finding solutions to problems, 
formulating theories, and advancing understanding through a 
structured and rigorous methodological approach. However, the 
purpose of research remains a matter of debate, with scholars 
offering differing perspectives on its primary aims. Researchers 
also have moral responsibility toward society, ensuring that 
their research contributes to the betterment of society and leads 
to social good in some way.

1.1.2 What Makes Research Different from Regular 
Investigation

We ask different sorts of questions in our everyday life. 
However, research is not just about asking questions and 

finding answers. “What should I have for lunch?” “Why is my 
phone battery dying so fast?” “How can I get better at my job?” 
These questions pop up naturally as we navigate life’s chal-

	�Definition of 
research by Zina 
O’Leary

	�Comprehensive 
definition of 
research

	�An analysis of 
the definitions 
provided in the 
section
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6    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

lenges. But here is the thing: research isn’t just about curiosity 
or finding quick solutions to our daily puzzles. It is something 
much more deliberate and structured. When researchers set out 
to investigate something, they are not just extemporizing it. 
They are following a carefully crafted roadmap that separates 
genuine research from educated guessing.

Hence, research is known as a special way of collecting, 
analyzing, and interpreting information. Research follows 
specific rules and methods that make it different from everyday 
problem-solving or casual inquiry. When we do research, we 
must follow certain standards. These standards ensure that our 
findings are reliable and trustworthy. Without these standards, 
our work cannot be called true research. It becomes just opinion 
or guesswork.

In order to understand the difference between research and 
other kinds of writing, we can think about how a research paper 
and a magazine article deals issues. While a magazine article 
might present interesting ideas or commentary on a topic, 
it typically lacks the systematic methodology and rigorous 
evidence that define academic research. An opinion piece 
expresses a viewpoint, but it doesn’t have to provide verifiable 
proof in the way a research study does. Research, therefore, is 
held to a higher standard of proof.

One can see that the main purpose of research is to answer 
questions in a systematic way. However, not every method of 
finding answers qualifies as research. The process must meet 
specific criteria. These criteria help distinguish real research 
from other forms of investigation. Research requires careful 
planning and execution. It demands attention to detail and 
adherence to established procedures. The researcher must follow 
proven methods that other experts can review and evaluate. This 
ensures the quality and reliability of the results.

Picture a researcher as someone who plan meticulously, 
execute carefully, and pay attention to details that might seem 
tedious to the rest of us. They stick to methods that have been 
tested and proven, methods that other experts can examine, 
critique, and build upon. This is not about being overly cautious. 
It is about creating knowledge that others can depend on. When 
research follows these established procedures, it produces 
results that stand up to scrutiny and contribute meaningfully to 
our understanding of the world. The beauty of this approach is 

	� Is research about 
asking questions 
and finding 
answers?

	�What sort of 
engagement is 
research?

	�What kind 
of criteria 
distinguishes 
research from 
other kinds of 
investigations SG
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7   SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

that it transforms isolated curiosity into collective knowledge—
turning individual questions into answers that benefit everyone.

1.1.3 Essential Characteristics of Research

For an investigation to be recognized as formal research, it 
must adhere to a set of core principles that ensure its cred-

ibility and contribution to knowledge. While a conventional 
framework, often associated with scholars like Ranjit Kumar 
(2019), outlines several key characteristics, it is crucial to un-
derstand that these are not universally applied in the same way 
across all fields.

This framework is most aligned with the positivist paradigm, 
which often seeks to emulate the methods of the natural sciences. 
However, alternative approaches, such as interpretivism 
and critical theory, challenge some of these assumptions. A 
central debate in the social sciences revolves around whether 
human behaviour can—or should—be studied with the same 
objectivity as the natural world. This text will explore these 
essential characteristics while also highlighting these important 
disciplinary debates.

These characteristics apply to all types of research, whether in 
science, social studies, business, or other fields. Understanding 
these characteristics helps researchers design better studies and 
helps others evaluate research quality.

Some research fields can achieve these characteristics more 
easily than others. Physical sciences often have better control 
over their studies because they work in laboratories. Social 
sciences face more challenges because they study people in 
real-world situations. However, all research must strive to meet 
these standards as much as possible. These characteristics are 
not just academic requirements. They serve practical purposes 
in ensuring that research produces reliable and useful results. 
When research lacks these characteristics, the findings may be 
misleading or incorrect.

The following characteristics are widely considered 
foundational to good research, though their interpretation and 
application vary significantly between research paradigms.

	�Characteristics 
are particular and 
not universal

	�Different 
paradigms in 
research

	� Physical sciences 
and social 
sciences are 
distinguished 
based on their 
nature of enquiry
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8    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

1.1.3.1 Controlled Research

A core principle, especially in quantitative research, is con-
trol. This means the researcher attempts to manage or iso-

late factors that could influence the outcome of the study, apart 
from the specific variables being investigated. When research-
ers study cause-and-effect relationships, they need to connect 
causes with their effects clearly. This refers to the goal of deter-
mining how one variable (the cause) directly leads to a change 
in another variable (the effect). To establish this connection 
confidently, researchers must rule out other potential causes. 
For instance, to claim a new teaching method causes higher test 
scores, a researcher must control for other factors like students’ 
prior knowledge or socioeconomic background. This connec-
tion is essential for understanding how things work. However, 
making these connections can be very difficult, especially when 
studying people and society. The concept of control means set-
ting up a study to minimize the effects of unwanted factors. Re-
searchers try to isolate the factors they want to study from other 
influences. This helps them determine what really causes the 
effects they observe.

Imagine a political scientist wants to determine if a person’s 
income level directly influences their likelihood of voting for 
Party X. The researcher can’t lock respondents in a room and 
control what news they see or who they talk to. A major challenge 
is a confounding variable, like media exposure. For example, 
high-income individuals might be more likely to read a specific 
newspaper that happens to endorse Party X. In this case, is it 
their income or their reading habit that’s shaping their vote? The 
researcher collects data on all three variables: income, voting 
choice, and media exposure. During the analysis, they use a 
statistical technique (like multiple regression) that essentially 
asks: “If we compare two people with different incomes but 
the same media exposure, how do their votes differ? “By 
mathematically accounting for the influence of media exposure, 
the researcher can isolate and measure the specific impact of 
income on voting behaviour. This allows them to make a more 
confident claim about the relationship between their primary 
variables of interest.

The positivist emphasis on control, which seeks to isolate 
variables to determine cause-and-effect, is not the only 
way to produce valid knowledge. In fact, for researchers in 
the interpretivist paradigm, this approach is fundamentally 

	�Control means 
setting up 
a study to 
minimize 
the effects of 
unwanted factors

	� The idea of 
control in 
quantitative 
research is 
illustrated with 
an example SG
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misguided for studying human society. Interpretivism argues that 
social reality is not governed by universal laws but is shaped by 
the subjective meanings that people attach to their actions and 
environment. A leading figure in this tradition, anthropologist 
Clifford Geertz (1973), introduced the crucial concept of “thick 
description” to distinguish this approach from a superficial, 
factual account, which he called “thin description.”

Thin Description is a literal, surface-level report of a 
behaviour, devoid of context or interpretation. For example, 
a thin description might be: “The person rapidly closed and 
opened their right eyelid.” This tells us what happened, but not 
why or what it signified. Whereas, thick Description is the real 
task of the ethnographer. It involves embedding the behaviour 
within its cultural context to uncover layers of social meaning. 
It’s an interpretation of interpretations. A “thin description” 
would miss this completely. A “thick description” moves into 
the intricate web of shared understandings, intentions, and social 
relationships that make the action intelligible. Therefore, for an 
interpretivist researcher, the context is not a set of “confounding 
variables” to be controlled or eliminated. Instead, context is the 
very subject of the study. To remove an action from its social 
setting would be to strip it of its meaning. The goal is not to 
predict behaviour by isolating variables but to understand it by 
immersing oneself in the world of those being studied.

Physical sciences can achieve better control because 
much research happens in laboratories. Scientists can control 
temperature, pressure, lighting, and other conditions. They can 
eliminate or control most outside influences that might affect 
their experiments. Social sciences face much greater challenges 
with control. When studying people, researchers cannot 
control all the factors that influence human behaviour. People 
live in complex social environments with many influences. 
Family background, cultural factors, economic conditions, and 
personal experiences all affect how people behave. Since social 
scientists cannot eliminate external factors, they try to measure 
and account for their impact. They use statistical methods to 
estimate how much these uncontrolled factors might be affecting 
their results. This helps them understand the limitations of 
their findings. Good control in research helps ensure that the 
conclusions are accurate. When researchers can control external 
factors, they can be more confident that their findings reflect 
real relationships rather than coincidental connections.

	�How 
interpretivism 
views control in 
research and how 
one can contrast 
it with the views 
of positivist 
paradigm in 
research

	� The views of 
Interpretive 
and positivist 
paradigm on 
control in social 
science research 
is shown with 
the concept of 
thick and thin 
description 
articulated by 
Clifford Geertz

	�Challenges in 
ensuring Control 
in research and 
how one can 
achieve it
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1.1.3.2 Rigorous Research

Rigor means ensuring the research procedures are exception-
ally careful, thorough, and justified. Every step must be 

relevant, appropriate, and executed with precision. Researchers 
must ensure that every step of their investigation is relevant, 
appropriate, and justified. Rigor involves paying attention to 
details and following established standards. Researchers must 
use methods that are suitable for their research questions. They 
must also ensure that their procedures can produce reliable and 
valid results.

In quantitative research, rigor often means using precise 
measurement tools, having a large sample size, and applying 
the correct statistical analyses. In qualitative research, rigor 
is understood differently. Scholars like Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) proposed the concept of “trustworthiness,” which 
includes criteria like credibility (is the finding believable?), 
transferability (is it applicable to other contexts?), dependability 
(is the process consistent?), and confirmability (can the findings 
be corroborated?).

The level of rigor varies between different fields of study. 
Physical sciences often have well-established procedures that 
have been tested many times. These fields have clear standards 
for conducting experiments and analysing results. Social 
sciences may have fewer rigid standards because they deal 
with more complex and variable subjects. Human behaviour is 
more difficult to study systematically than physical phenomena. 
However, social scientists still strive for as much rigor as 
possible within their constraints. Rigorous research requires 
careful planning before beginning data collection. Researchers 
must think through all aspects of their study design. They must 
consider potential problems and plan how to address them.

During data collection, rigorous researchers follow their 
planned procedures exactly. They document everything they 
do so others can understand and evaluate their methods. They 
also remain alert for unexpected problems that might affect their 
results. Rigorous analysis involves using appropriate statistical 
or analytical methods. Researchers must choose methods that 
are suitable for their type of data and research questions. They 
must also interpret their results carefully and honestly. Rigor 
is demonstrated through detailed documentation of research 
protocols, transparently reporting how data was coded, and 

	� The concept 
of rigorous is 
defined

	� The concept 
of rigor in 
quantitative 
and qualitative 
research is 
defined

	� The level of 
rigor in Physical 
Sciences and 
Social Sciences 
are entirely 
different

	�Rigor is 
demonstrated
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keeping meticulous field notes. For example, a rigorous 
qualitative researcher would document not only what an 
interviewee said, but also the setting, the non-verbal cues, and 
their own reflections after the interview to account for potential 
biases.

1.1.3.3 Systematic Research

Systematic research means following procedures in a logical 
order. The different steps of research cannot be done ran-

domly or haphazardly. Some steps must come before others for 
the research to be effective. A systematic approach ensures that 
researchers cover all necessary aspects of their investigation. It 
helps prevent important steps from being forgotten or done in-
correctly. Following a logical sequence also makes the research 
process more efficient and organized.

While related to rigor, being systematic refers to following 
a logical sequence of steps. Research isn’t a random process; 
it is a structured progression where each stage builds upon the 
last. This ensures the investigation is coherent and complete. 
A systematic approach is distinct from a rigorous one in that 
systematic refers to the order of the process, while rigorous 
refers to the quality of execution at each step.

Most research follows a general sequence that begins with 
identifying a research problem or question. Then they will 
move on to systematically reviewing existing scholarly work 
on the topic selected for the study. They develop hypotheses or 
expectations about what they might find. Next comes designing 
the research methodology. This involves deciding how to collect 
data, what tools to use, and how to analyse the information. 
Researchers must plan these steps carefully before beginning 
data collection.

Data collection follows the planned methodology 
systematically. Researchers gather information according 
to their predetermined procedures. They maintain careful 
records of what they do and what they find. After collecting 
data, researchers analyse it systematically using appropriate 
methods. They look for patterns, relationships, and answers to 
their research questions. The analysis must be thorough and 
objective. Finally, researchers interpret their results and draw 
conclusions. They consider what their findings mean and how 
they relate to existing knowledge. They also identify limitations 

	�Meaning of 
systematic 
research

	�Rigorous 
Research and 
systematic 
research are 
compared

	� Steps for 
ensuring 
systematic 
research

	�Various factors 
that a researcher 
must ensure to 
keep the research 
work systematic 
are outlined
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of their study and suggest areas for future research. Following 
this systematic approach helps ensure that research is thorough 
and complete. It also makes it easier for others to understand 
and evaluate the research process and results.

1.1.3.4 Valid and Verifiable Research

Valid and verifiable research means that the conclusions are 
correct and can be confirmed by others. Validity refers to 

whether the research actually measures or studies what it claims 
to study. There are different types of validity that researchers 
must consider. Internal validity refers to the soundness of the 
study’s design (did variable A really cause effect B?), while ex-
ternal validity refers to the generalizability of the findings to 
other populations or contexts. Verifiability means that other re-
searchers can check the work and get similar results. In another 
words, this means another researcher can scrutinize the process 
and, ideally, replicate the study to check the results. This is a 
cornerstone of the positivist tradition. For example, a political 
polling organization must be transparent about its sampling 
method, question wording, and margin of error (validity) so that 
others can assess its accuracy and, if they wish, conduct a sim-
ilar poll to check the findings (verifiability).Validity is crucial 
because research findings are only useful if they accurately re-
flect reality. If research methods do not actually measure what 
they are supposed to measure, the conclusions will be wrong or 
misleading.

Replication is an important aspect of verifiability. Other 
researchers should be able to repeat the study using the 
same methods and get similar results. When research can be 
successfully replicated, confidence in the findings increases. 
Transparency is essential for verifiability. Researchers must 
provide complete information about their methods, data, 
and analysis procedures. They should also acknowledge any 
limitations or potential problems with their research. Peer 
review is one way the research community ensures validity 
and verifiability. Other experts examine research before it is 
published. They check the methods, analysis, and conclusions 
to identify any problems or weaknesses. Valid and verifiable 
research builds trust in scientific knowledge. When research 
meets these standards, people can rely on the findings to make 
important decisions in policy, business, and personal life.

	�Validity and 
verifiability are 
defined

	�Replication and 
transparency
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1.1.3.5 Empirical Research

Empiricism is a philosophical tradition asserting that knowl-
edge comes primarily from sensory experience. Applied to 

research, the empirical characteristic means that conclusions 
must be based on evidence gathered from observation or re-
al-world experience, not on theory or speculation alone. In em-
pirical research the researchers cannot simply rely on theory, 
opinion, or speculation. They must collect actual data to support 
their conclusions. Evidence in empirical research comes from 
direct observation or measurement of phenomena. This might 
involve conducting experiments, making observations, con-
ducting surveys, or analysing existing records. The key is that 
the evidence comes from actual experience rather than theoret-
ical reasoning alone.

Empirical evidence provides a foundation for reliable 
knowledge. When conclusions are based on observed facts 
rather than speculation, they are more likely to be accurate 
and useful. This evidence-based approach is fundamental to 
scientific thinking. Different types of research use different 
kinds of empirical evidence. Survey research collects empirical 
evidence by asking people questions about their experiences, 
opinions, or behaviours. Case studies gather detailed information 
about specific individuals, organizations, or situations.

The quality of empirical evidence affects the reliability of 
research conclusions. Researchers must use appropriate methods 
to collect accurate and representative data. They must also 
ensure that their data collection procedures are unbiased and 
systematic. Empirical research requires careful documentation 
of how evidence was collected and analysed. This allows others 
to evaluate the quality of the evidence and the validity of the 
conclusions drawn from it. The empirical nature of research 
distinguishes it from purely theoretical or philosophical work. 
While theory is important in research, conclusions must 
ultimately be supported by observable evidence.

1.1.3.6 Critical Research

Critical research means subjecting all procedures and meth-
ods to careful scrutiny. Researchers must examine their own 

work critically to identify potential weaknesses or problems. The 
research process must be able to withstand examination by oth-
er experts. Being critical involves questioning assumptions and 

	�Definition of 
empiricism

	� Scientific 
thinking

	� Empirical 
research 
requires careful 
documentation 
of how evidence 
was collected 
and analysed

	�What is critical 
research
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methods throughout the research process. Researchers should 
ask themselves whether their approaches are the best available. 
They should consider alternative explanations for their findings.

Critical evaluation includes examining potential sources of bias 
or error. Researchers must consider how their own perspectives, 
experiences, or expectations might influence their work. They 
should take steps to minimize these influences. Critical research 
also involves acknowledging limitations and uncertainties. No 
research is perfect, and honest researchers admit where their 
work falls short. They discuss potential weaknesses and suggest 
how future research might address these issues. Self-criticism 
is an important aspect of good research. Researchers should be 
their own harshest critics, constantly questioning their methods 
and conclusions. This internal scrutiny helps improve research 
quality.

1.1.4 Importance of Social Science Research

Social science research is important for advancing disciplines 
and different areas of study within each field. Peter Clough 

and Cathy Nutbrown have identified that social science research 
is important in several ways. Social science research has rele-
vance in many respects, as it is persuasive, purposive, political, 
and positional. We will analyse each of these characteristics in 
detail below.

Political science research persuades students of political 
science, and similarly, all social science research persuades 
scholars in their respective fields. We need to understand why 
social science research persuades different people. Research 
is an investigation of a topic or an idea, and through such 
investigation, researchers expand the knowledge base of their 
field. Therefore, research provides an opportunity to expand a 
subject from a particular perspective. Consequently, research 
persuades researchers to discover new ideas in depth and directs 
them toward reaching new conclusions.

Social science research is considered as purposive research. 
Because the social science research is often described as a 
purposive enquiry that strives to find out something, such as the 
generation or production of knowledge.  Social science research 
is conducted with clear, deliberate intentions and specific 
objectives in mind. The casual observation or random inquiry 
is conducted out of general curiosity whereas the purposive 
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research is a systematic and goal-oriented endeavour that gives 
importance to thorough investigation.

Social science research that strives to discover something 
meaningful about human behaviour, social structures, institutions, 
and relationships. This purposive nature distinguishes 
academic research from other forms of information gathering 
by establishing clear research questions, methodologies, and 
expected outcomes before the investigation begins. The term 
“purposive” emphasizes that researchers conduct research with a 
strong direction. The purposive research identifies specific gaps 
in knowledge, formulate research questions, and design studies 
to address these particular areas of inquiry. This intentional 
approach ensures that research efforts are focused, efficient, and 
contribute meaningfully to the broader body of knowledge in 
social sciences.

One of the fundamental purposes of social science research is 
the generation and production of new knowledge. The purpose 
of the research is identifying previously unknown aspects of 
human behaviour, social patterns, or institutional functions. 
It emphasises that current knowledge can be expanded by 
exploring different dimensions, contexts, or applications of 
established theories

The purposive research transforms casual curiosity into 
systematic knowledge production. By maintaining clear purposes 
throughout the research process, social scientists ensure that 
their work contributes meaningfully to understanding human 
society and addressing the challenges that face communities 
worldwide. This purposive approach not only validates the 
investment in research but also ensures that social science 
continues to serve its fundamental mission of improving human 
welfare through knowledge and understanding.

Political scientists studying voting behaviour, for example, 
purposively examine not just who votes for whom, but 
why citizens make particular electoral choices, considering 
factors such as social identity, economic conditions, and 
media influence. Similarly, psychologists researching mental 
health purposively investigate the complex interplay between 
biological, psychological, and social factors that contribute 
to various conditions, leading to more effective treatment 
approaches. Robert Putnam’s research on social capital in 
American communities exemplifies this purposive pursuit of 
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deeper understanding, as he systematically examined how social 
connections and civic engagement affect community well-being 
and democratic participation.

Another important dimension of social science research is 
that it is positional and the standpoint of a author in a given 
context gives the research true meaning. The research of a 
author replicates the context of the study and the expresses the 
concerns of a given context. Hence the meaning of the research 
study may vary from context to context in which the study is 
conducted. The social science research is driven by context 
and the methods used in the studies are created to explore that 
particular context.

1.1.5 Types of Research
1.1.5.1 Descriptive Research vs Analytical 
Research

Descriptive research is like taking a photograph of a situa-
tion. It shows us what is happening right now. This type 

of research does not try to change anything. Instead, it simply 
describes the current state of affairs. Surveys are a common ex-
ample of descriptive research. When companies ask customers 
about their shopping habits, they are doing descriptive research. 
They want to know how often people shop and what they prefer 
to buy. This information helps them understand their custom-
ers better. In descriptive research, the researcher cannot control 
what happens. They can only observe and report what they see. 
This is sometimes called ex post facto research. The term “ex 
post facto” means “after the fact.” It refers to studying things 
that have already happened. Many business studies use descrip-
tive research methods. For example, a store might study how 
many customers visit each day. They might also study which 
products sell the most. This information helps them make better 
business decisions. Descriptive research also includes compar-
ative studies. These studies compare different groups or situa-
tions. For instance, a researcher might compare shopping habits 
in different cities. They might also compare customer preferenc-
es across different age groups.

Analytical research is different from descriptive research. 
In analytical research, we use existing information to make 
deeper evaluations. We look at facts and data that are already 
available. Then we analyse this information to draw conclusions. 
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Analytical research requires critical thinking skills. Researchers 
must examine information carefully. They need to identify 
patterns and relationships. They also need to evaluate the quality 
and reliability of the information they use. This type of research 
often involves comparing different sources of information. 
Researchers might look at multiple studies on the same topic. 
They then analyse the findings to see what conclusions can be 
drawn. This helps build a more complete understanding of the 
subject.

The strict division between descriptive and analytical research 
has been challenged by critical research methodologies. Many 
contemporary research approaches argue that these two types are 
not entirely separate but rather exist on a spectrum and are often 
intertwined. For example, a study might start with descriptive 
research to gather data (e.g., surveying customer satisfaction) 
and then move to an analytical phase to explain the reasons for 
those satisfaction levels (e.g., analyzing the correlation between 
satisfaction and product features). Additionally, qualitative 
research, which is often descriptive, can be highly analytical in 
its interpretation of data. Critical theorists argue that all research, 
even that which claims to be purely descriptive, involves some 
level of analysis and interpretation from the researcher, making 
the complete separation of the two categories problematic. This 
perspective suggests that the research process is more of a cycle 
where descriptive and analytical methods inform and build 
upon each other.

1.1.5.2 Applied Research vs Fundamental 
Research

Applied research focuses on solving immediate problems. It 
aims to find practical solutions that can be used right away. 

Companies often use applied research to improve their products 
or services. Governments use it to address social problems. For 
example, a phone company might research how to make better 
batteries. They want to solve the problem of phones running out 
of power too quickly. This research has a clear, practical goal. 
The results can be used immediately to improve their products. 
Applied research is also called action research. This name re-
flects its focus on taking action to solve problems. The research 
is designed to lead to specific actions or changes. The value of 
applied research is measured by how well it solves real-world 
problems.
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Applied research in political science focuses on finding 
practical solutions to pressing political issues. This type of 
research is often called action research because it is designed 
to inform specific policy decisions or interventions. Its value is 
measured by how effectively it addresses a real-world problem.

For example, a government might fund a study to determine 
the most effective voter registration methods to increase 
turnout in low-income neighbourhoods. This research has 
a clear, practical goal: to improve a specific policy outcome. 
The findings could lead to immediate changes in how voter 
registration drives are conducted. Another example is research 
commissioned by a non-governmental organization (NGO) 
to evaluate the effectiveness of a peace-building program in a 
conflict-prone region. The results would be used to refine or 
scale the program.

Fundamental research is different from applied research. 
It focuses on building general knowledge rather than solving 
specific problems. The goal is to understand basic principles and 
create theories. This type of research may not have immediate 
practical applications. Scientists who study how the human 
brain works are doing fundamental research. They want to 
understand basic brain functions. Their research might not lead 
to immediate medical treatments. However, it builds knowledge 
that others can use later. Fundamental research is also called 
basic or pure research. The word “pure” means that the research 
is done for knowledge alone. Researchers are not trying to solve 
a specific problem. They simply want to understand how things 
work. 

Fundamental research, also known as basic or pure research, 
seeks to build general knowledge and develop theories about 
political phenomena without immediate practical application. 
The goal is to understand the underlying principles of politics. 
For instance, a political scientist might conduct a study to 
understand the causal link between economic inequality and 
political polarization. This research is not t trying to solve a 
specific problem right away; rather, it aims to build a general 
theory about the dynamics of political systems. Another example 
is a study on the long-term historical factors that lead to the 
rise of authoritarianism. While such research may not offer a 
direct solution to a current crisis, it provides the foundational 
knowledge and theoretical frameworks that future applied 
research and policymakers can use. Both types of research are 
important. Fundamental research builds the knowledge base that 
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applied research uses. Applied research takes this knowledge 
and puts it to practical use. Together, they help society advance 
and solve problems.

1.1.5.3 Quantitative Research vs Qualitative 
Research

In political science, researchers use different methods to study 
political phenomena. The two primary approaches are quan-

titative and qualitative research, each with a distinct focus and 
methodology. Quantitative research deals with numbers and 
measurements. It studies things that can be counted or measured 
precisely. This type of research often uses statistics and mathe-
matical analysis. The results are usually presented as numbers, 
charts, and graphs. For example, a researcher might count how 
many people prefer different brands of soap. They might mea-
sure how long each brand lasts. They could also calculate the 
average price people are willing to pay. All of these involve 
numbers and measurements. Quantitative research is good for 
studying large groups of people. Surveys can reach thousands of 
participants. The large numbers make the results more reliable. 
They also allow researchers to make predictions about larger 
populations. Statistical analysis is a key part of quantitative re-
search. Researchers use mathematical formulas to analyse their 
data. They look for patterns and relationships between different 
variables. They also test whether their findings are statistically 
significant.

Qualitative research is different from quantitative research. 
It focuses on understanding qualities and characteristics rather 
than quantities. This type of research explores people’s thoughts, 
feelings, and motivations. It tries to understand why people 
behave in certain ways. Interviews are a common method in 
qualitative research. Researchers have detailed conversations 
with participants. They ask open-ended questions that allow 
people to express their thoughts freely. These conversations 
provide rich, detailed information.

Motivation research is an important type of qualitative 
research. It tries to understand why people buy certain products 
or support certain ideas. Researchers use various techniques to 
uncover hidden motivations and desires. Participants are given a 
word and asked to say the first thing that comes to mind. This can 
reveal unconscious thoughts and feelings. Sentence completion 
tests work similarly, asking people to finish incomplete sentences. 
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Story completion tests present participants with the beginning 
of a story. They are asked to finish the story in their own words. 
This technique can reveal how people think about different 
situations. It can also show their values and beliefs. Attitude 
research is another type of qualitative research. It studies how 
people feel about different topics, products, or organizations. 
This research helps companies understand public opinion. It 
also helps them improve their image and communication.

Qualitative research is especially important in behavioural 
sciences. Understanding human behaviour requires more than 
just counting actions. Researchers need to understand the 
thoughts and feelings behind those actions. However, qualitative 
research can be more difficult to conduct than quantitative 
research. It requires special skills in interviewing and analysis. 
Researchers often need training in psychology to understand 
human behaviour properly.

While often presented as distinct, modern political science 
increasingly uses mixed-methods research. This approach 
combines both quantitative and qualitative methods within a 
single study to gain a more comprehensive understanding of a 
research question. For instance, a researcher might first use a 
large-scale quantitative survey to identify a correlation between 
social media use and political participation. Then, they would 
follow up with qualitative interviews to understand the specific 
reasons why certain individuals are motivated to participate 
politically after using social media. This triangulation of 
methods strengthens the findings by providing both the broad 
pattern (the “what”) and the detailed context (the “why”). 
Mixed-methods research is particularly powerful because it 
leverages the strengths of both approaches while mitigating 
their individual weaknesses.

1.1.5.4 Conceptual Research vs Empirical 
Research

Conceptual research deals with abstract ideas and theories. 
It focuses on developing new concepts or improving exist-

ing ones. Philosophers and theorists often use this type of re-
search. They think deeply about ideas and their relationships. 
For example, a philosopher might research the concept of jus-
tice. They would examine different definitions and theories of 
justice. They might develop new ways of thinking about what 
makes something just or unjust. This research deals with ideas 
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rather than concrete facts. Conceptual research often involves 
analysing existing literature. Researchers read what others have 
written about a topic. They look for gaps in current thinking. 
They also look for ways to improve or expand existing theories. 
This type of research can lead to new frameworks for under-
standing complex topics. It can also help clarify confusing or 
contradictory ideas. The results of conceptual research often in-
fluence how other researchers approach their work.

Empirical research is based on observation and experience. 
It relies on collecting and analysing actual data from the real 
world. This type of research tests ideas against reality. It seeks 
to prove or disprove theories through evidence. Experiments 
are a common form of empirical research. Researchers create 
controlled conditions to test their ideas. They manipulate 
certain variables and observe what happens. This allows them 
to determine cause-and-effect relationships. Before conducting 
an experiment, researchers develop a hypothesis. A hypothesis 
is an educated guess about what will happen. It is based on 
existing knowledge and theory. The experiment is designed to 
test whether this guess is correct.

In empirical research, researchers must control the variables 
they are studying. They need to make sure that only the factors 
they want to test are changing. Other factors that might affect 
the results must be kept constant. This is called experimental 
control. Data collection is a crucial part of empirical research. 
Researchers must gather information systematically and 
accurately. They use various tools and methods to collect 
data. The quality of their data affects the reliability of their 
conclusions.

Empirical research provides strong evidence for or against 
theories. When experiments are repeated by different researchers 
with similar results, confidence in the findings increases. 
This type of evidence is considered very reliable in scientific 
communities. The experimental method allows researchers to 
test cause-and-effect relationships. They can determine whether 
changing one variable actually causes changes in another. This 
is different from simply observing that two things tend to occur 
together.

Conceptual and empirical research are not mutually exclusive; 
in fact, many advanced studies integrate both. A strong research 
project often begins with conceptual work to develop a clear 
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theoretical framework or hypothesis, which is then tested using 
empirical methods. The findings from the empirical study 
can then be used to refine or challenge the original concepts, 
prompting further conceptual work. This interplay between 
abstract ideas and concrete evidence is crucial for advancing 
knowledge in any field.

1.1.6 Additional Types of Research
1.1.6.1 Time-Based Research Classifications

Research can be classified based on how long it takes and 
when it occurs. One-time research is conducted during a 

single time period. The data is collected once, and the study is 
completed. This type of research provides a snapshot of con-
ditions at a particular moment. For example, a survey asking 
people about their current job satisfaction would be one-time re-
search. It captures how people feel at that specific time. Howev-
er, it does not show how these feelings might change over time.

Longitudinal research is conducted over multiple time 
periods. Researchers collect data at different points in time from 
the same subjects. This allows them to study changes and trends 
over time. Longitudinal research can reveal patterns that one-
time research cannot show. A study following the same group 
of students from elementary school through college would be 
longitudinal research. Researchers could track how academic 
performance changes over time. They could also study factors 
that influence educational success. Longitudinal research is 
more expensive and time-consuming than one-time research. 
It requires researchers to maintain contact with participants 
over long periods. Some participants may drop out of the study, 
which can affect the results. However, longitudinal research 
provides valuable insights into how things change over time. 
It can identify long-term trends and patterns. It can also help 
determine whether certain interventions have lasting effects.

1.1.6.2 Purpose-Based Research Classifications

Exploratory research aims to develop new hypotheses rather 
than test existing ones. It is used when researchers are just 

beginning to study a topic. The goal is to identify important 
variables and relationships that deserve further study. For exam-
ple, a researcher might conduct exploratory research on a new 
social media platform. They would try to understand how peo-
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ple use it and what effects it has. This research would generate 
hypotheses that could be tested in later studies.

Exploratory research is often qualitative in nature. It uses 
flexible methods that can adapt as new information is discovered. 
The research design may change as the study progresses and new 
insights emerge. Formalized research has a substantial structure 
and specific hypotheses to test. The research design is planned 
in detail before the study begins. The methods are standardized 
and systematic. This type of research provides more reliable and 
generalizable results. A study testing whether a new teaching 
method improves student performance would be formalized 
research. The researchers would have clear hypotheses about 
the expected results. They would use standardized measures 
to evaluate student performance. The study would follow a 
predetermined plan.

1.1.6.3 Historical Research

Historical research uses documents, records, and other 
sources from the past to study events and ideas. It helps us 

understand how things have changed over time. It also helps us 
learn from past experiences and mistakes. Historians use vari-
ous types of sources in their research. Primary sources are doc-
uments or artifacts created during the time period being stud-
ied. These might include letters, diaries, government records, or 
newspaper articles from that time.

Secondary sources are created later by people who were not 
directly involved in the events. These might include books, 
articles, or documentaries about historical events. Secondary 
sources can provide useful analysis and interpretation, but they 
may also contain biases or errors. Historical research requires 
careful evaluation of sources. Researchers must determine 
whether sources are authentic and reliable. They must also 
consider the biases and perspectives of the people who created 
the sources.

This type of research can provide valuable insights into 
current problems. Understanding how similar problems were 
handled in the past can suggest solutions for today. Historical 
research can also help us avoid repeating past mistakes.
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1.1.7 The Importance of Different Research Types

Understanding different types of research helps us choose 
the right approach for our questions. Each type has its own 

strengths and weaknesses. The choice of research type depends 
on what we want to learn and the resources available. Quanti-
tative research is good for studying large populations and mak-
ing statistical generalizations. It provides precise measurements 
and allows for mathematical analysis. However, it may miss 
important insights about human motivations and experiences.

Qualitative research provides rich, detailed information 
about human behavior and experiences. It can uncover hidden 
motivations and complex relationships. However, it is more 
difficult to generalize from small samples to larger populations. 
Applied research provides immediate practical benefits. It solves 
real-world problems and can be implemented quickly. However, 
it may not contribute to broader theoretical understanding. 
Fundamental research builds the knowledge base that future 
applied research will use. It may not have immediate practical 
applications, but it is essential for long-term progress. Scientific 
breakthroughs often come from fundamental research.

The best research often combines multiple approaches. A 
comprehensive study might use both quantitative and qualitative 
methods. It might include both descriptive and analytical 
components. This triangulation of methods provides more 
complete and reliable results.

1.1.8 Characteristics of good research

Conducting systematic research requires understanding the 
fundamental qualities that distinguish rigorous, valuable 

research from superficial inquiry. Good research serves as the 
foundation for advancing knowledge, solving problems, and 
building upon existing scholarship. The following characteris-
tics define what makes research truly worthwhile and impactful. 
These seven characteristics as outlined in the works of schol-
ars such as C R Kothari, Zina O’Leary and Matt Henn, Mark 
Weinstein, Nick Foard, work together to create research that 
advances knowledge, serves practical purposes, and maintains 
scientific integrity. When researchers ensure their work embod-
ies these qualities, they contribute to the cumulative growth of 
human understanding while establishing a foundation for future 
investigation. Quality research requires careful attention to each 
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of these elements throughout the entire research process, from 
initial conception through final reporting.

1.1.8.1  Relevance to Existing Research

Quality research builds upon the established body of knowl-
edge in its field. It demonstrates clear connections to previ-

ous studies, acknowledging what has already been discovered 
while identifying gaps that need to be addressed. This character-
istic ensures that research contributes meaningfully to ongoing 
scholarly conversations rather than operating in isolation. Re-
searchers must thoroughly review existing literature to position 
their work within the broader academic context, showing how 
their study extends, challenges, or refines current understand-
ing.

1.1.8.2  Feasibility and Replicability

Good research is both doable within practical constraints and 
replicable by other researchers. Feasibility means the study 

can be completed with available resources, time, and expertise. 
The research design must be realistic given the researcher’s 
circumstances while still maintaining scientific rigor. Equal-
ly important is replicability—other scholars should be able to 
follow the same methodology and achieve similar results. This 
reproducibility is essential for validating findings and building 
scientific credibility.

1.1.8.3  Theoretical Foundation and Logical 
Rationale

Sound research rests on a solid theoretical framework that 
provides logical justification for the study’s approach and 

methods. The research must be grounded in established theo-
ries or conceptual models that explain the relationships between 
variables being investigated. This theoretical basis guides the 
formation of hypotheses, selection of methodology, and inter-
pretation of results. The logical rationale connects all elements 
of the research, creating a coherent argument for why the study 
matters and how it will be conducted.
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1.1.8.4  Generation of New Questions and 
Hypotheses

Valuable research opens doors for future investigation by 
raising new questions and generating hypotheses for sub-

sequent studies. Rather than simply confirming what is already 
known, good research pushes the boundaries of knowledge for-
ward, creating opportunities for incremental advancement in the 
field. This characteristic ensures that research contributes to the 
ongoing evolution of scientific understanding and provides di-
rection for future scholars.

1.1.8.5  Real-World Problem Orientation

Quality research addresses problems that have significance 
beyond academic circles. Whether directly solving practi-

cal issues or indirectly contributing to solutions through basic 
research, good studies connect to real-world concerns. This rel-
evance ensures that research investment yields benefits for so-
ciety, even if those benefits may not be immediately apparent. 
The connection to practical problems provides motivation for 
funding, publication, and continued investigation.

1.1.8.6  Clear Variable Definition

Rigorous research explicitly identifies and defines all vari-
ables involved in the study. Variables must be operational-

ly defined so that they can be measured, manipulated, or con-
trolled as the research design requires. This clarity enables other 
researchers to understand exactly what was studied and how, fa-
cilitating replication and comparison with other studies. Precise 
variable definition also helps ensure that the research actually 
measures what it claims to measure.

1.1.8.7  Valid and Verifiable Findings

Good research concludes with findings that are both valid 
and verifiable. Validity means the results accurately reflect 

the phenomena being studied and can be trusted to represent 
reality within the study’s scope. Verifiability ensures that the 
findings can be confirmed through independent examination of 
the data, methodology, and analysis. These characteristics give 
research its credibility and make it suitable for informing policy, 
practice, or further research.
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A variable is a characteristic or attribute that can be measured or counted and that can vary 
among individuals, groups, or other subjects of study. Variables are the core components of 
research hypotheses, as they represent the concepts or phenomena that researchers are trying 
to explain or understand. There are two main types of variables in a causal relationship:

•	 Independent Variable (IV): This is the variable that is thought to be the cause. Re-

searchers manipulate or observe this variable to see its effect on another variable.

•	 Dependent Variable (DV): This is the variable that is thought to be the effect. Its 

value "depends" on the changes in the independent variable.

Political Science Example:

Let us say a political scientist wants to investigate the factors that influence voter turnout. 
They might pose the research question: "Does the level of political trust in a government 
affect a citizen's likelihood to vote?"

In this example:

•	 Independent Variable (IV): The level of political trust. This is the variable that the 

researcher believes is causing a change in the dependent variable. It can vary from 

person to person (e.g., high trust, low trust).

•	 Dependent Variable (DV): The likelihood to vote. This is the outcome that the 

researcher is trying to explain. It is expected to change based on the level of political 

trust.
The researcher would then collect data on both variables, perhaps by surveying a group 

of citizens about their trust in government and whether they voted in the last election. By 
analysing the data, they can test their hypothesis that a higher level of political trust is 
associated with a greater likelihood to vote.

SG
O

U



28    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

Summarised Overview

Unit 1, “Basics of Research,” provides an introductory yet comprehensive overview 
of what constitutes research. It defines research as a systematic, scientific, and of-

ten artistic process of inquiry aimed at discovering new knowledge or solving problems, 
differentiating it from casual investigation through its structured methodology. The unit 
highlights the crucial role of asking questions and the systematic approach to answer-
ing them, emphasizing that research must adhere to specific standards for reliability. It 
then delves into the six essential characteristics of genuine research: being controlled, 
rigorous, systematic, valid and verifiable, empirical, and critical, explaining how these 
attributes ensure quality and reliability across various fields, despite challenges in so-
cial sciences. Furthermore, the unit explores the importance of social science research 
by discussing its persuasive, purposive, political, and positional dimensions. Finally, it 
categorizes research into common types—descriptive vs. analytical, applied vs. funda-
mental, quantitative vs. qualitative, and conceptual vs. empirical—detailing their unique 
approaches, goals, and methodologies to provide a foundational understanding of the 
diverse landscape of research inquiry.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is the core purpose of research, as defined in this unit?

2.	 According to O’Leary, what is research fundamentally the process of?

3.	 Name at least three of the six essential characteristics that any genuine research 
must possess.

4.	 What does “Controlled Research” primarily aim to minimize, especially in social 
sciences?

5.	 In “Rigorous Research,” what is meant by ensuring every step is “relevant, appro-
priate, and justified”?

6.	 How does “Systematic Research” contribute to the efficiency and organization of 
the research process?

7.	 What is the main distinction between “Descriptive Research” and “Analytical Re-
search”?

8.	 If a study aims to find practical solutions that can be used immediately, what type 
of research is it?

9.	 What kind of data does “Empirical Research” primarily rely on?

10.	What does “Critical Research” imply about a researcher’s approach to their own 
work?
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Assignment

1.	 “Research is a systematic way of finding answers to questions.” Elaborate on this 
statement by explaining how research differs from everyday problem-solving or 
casual inquiry, focusing on the “specific rules and methods” that make research 
reliable and trustworthy.

2.	 Select any three of the “Six Essential Characteristics of Research” (Controlled, 
Rigorous, Systematic, Valid and Verifiable, Empirical, Critical). For each chosen 
characteristic, define it clearly and explain its importance in ensuring the quality 
and reliability of research, providing an example for its application in either social 
science or physical science.

3.	 Compare and contrast “Applied Research” and “Fundamental Research.” Discuss 
their primary goals and typical applications. Evaluate whether both types of re-
search are crucial for societal advancement, providing arguments for and against 
this assertion.

4.	 “Social science research is important for advancing disciplines and different areas 
of study within each field.” Discuss two of the characteristics of social science re-
search as identified by Peter Clough and Cathy Nutbrown (persuasive, purposive, 
political, positional), explaining their significance in the context of knowledge pro-
duction.

5.	 Differentiate between “Quantitative Research” and “Qualitative Research” based 
on their focus, data types, and common methodologies. Provide an example of a 
research question that would be best suited for each type.

6.	 Discuss the relationship between “Conceptual Research” and “Empirical Re-
search.” How does each type contribute to the overall body of knowledge, and 
how might they interact in a comprehensive study?
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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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After the completion of this unit, learners will be able to:

Research Process

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

•	 explain the fundamental eight-step model of the research process as proposed by 

Ranjit Kumar, articulating the purpose and sequence of each step

•	 differentiate between research questions and research objectives, demonstrating the 

ability to transform a research question into clear, action-oriented objectives

•	 evaluate the feasibility of research objectives by considering critical resources such 

as time, finances, human expertise, and personal interest

•	 identify how the precise wording of research objectives influences the selection of 

an appropriate research design (e.g., descriptive, correlational, hypothesis-testing)

•	 distinguish between qualitative and quantitative research methodologies within the 

broader research process, understanding their philosophical differences and varia-

tions in data handling

Effective social science research requires a systematic and structured approach to 
inquiry, moving beyond mere curiosity to generate reliable and verifiable knowl-

edge. In an academic landscape where diverse methodologies and paradigms coexist, 
understanding the foundational steps of research is paramount. This unit draws upon the 
comprehensive eight-step model of the research process conceptualized by renowned 
methodologist Ranjit Kumar, which serves as a generic framework applicable across 
various social science disciplines. It is within this framework that researchers grapple 
with two fundamental decisions: defining what they seek to investigate (their research 
questions) and charting the precise path to uncover those answers (their research meth-
odology). This unit will demystify this journey, from pinpointing your research problem 
to crafting actionable objectives, and understanding how these initial choices meticu-
lously shape the entire trajectory of your study, regardless of whether your approach 
leans quantitative or qualitative.
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 Research Process, Research Question (RQ), Objectives (Main & Sub), Research 
Design, Variables, Data Collection Instrument, Research Paradigms (Quantitative, 
Qualitative)

Keywords

Discussion

1.2.1 The Research Process: An Eight-Step Model

Social Science research follows a systematic approach that re-
quires researchers to take specific steps to achieve reliable 

knowledge. Research can feel a bit overwhelming, but it is really 
just a systematic way of finding answers. While different fields 
and topics might use different tools, the core logic of discovery 
remains pretty consistent. This structured approach ensures that 
your research contributes meaningfully to our understanding of 
the world around us. As Festinger and Katz noted, “Although 
the basic logic of scientific methodology is the same in all fields, 
its specific techniques and approaches will vary, depending 
upon the subject matter.” In his work on research methodology, 
Ranjit Kumar has outlined an eight-step model of research pro-
cess which provides a generic framework applicable across the 
social sciences, offering a practical and systematic approach to 
research inquiry Janet Buttolph Johnson, H. T. Reynolds, and 
Jason D. Mycoff has remarked in his work that there are two big 
decisions to make in research. The question asks Where do you 
want to go? This means figuring out what you want to learn, or 
what research questions you want to answer. The second ques-
tion focuses on How will you get there? This is your research 
methodology – the path you will take to find those answers.

In other words, the research process can be compared to 
planning a journey. Just as you must decide on your destination 
and route before starting a drive, research requires two 
fundamental decisions: determining what you want to investigate 
(your research questions) and deciding how to find the answers 
(your research methodology). The path to discovering answers 
constitutes your research methodology, with practical steps 
serving as guideposts along your research journey.

	� Social science 
research follows 
systematic eight-
step approach 
for reliable 
knowledge 
discovery

	�Research process 
like planning 
journey - decide 
destination 
(what to study) 
and route 
(methodology)
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1.2.2 Understanding Research Paradigms

While research paradigms vary in content and substance, 
they share a broadly similar approach to inquiry. This 

model accommodates both quantitative and qualitative research 
methodologies, which differ primarily in their underpinning 
philosophy and specific methods rather than in their overall 
research process. The distinction between these approaches 
becomes evident in data collection methods, data processing 
procedures, analysis techniques, and communication styles. 
Qualitative research typically employs unstructured interviews 
or observations for data collection and focuses on identifying 
themes and describing findings, while quantitative research re-
lies more heavily on statistical procedures and numerical anal-
ysis.

The flexibility of this model allows experienced researchers 
to modify the sequence of steps, though beginners should 
follow the proposed order to develop a solid foundation. Each 
step offers multiple methods, procedures, and models, requiring 
researchers to draw upon their knowledge base to select the 
most appropriate approaches for their specific objectives.

1.2.2.1 Step I: Formulating a Research Problem

Formulating a research problem stands as the most crucial 
step in the entire research process, serving as your desti-

nation and guiding all subsequent decisions. This step requires 
you to clearly identify what you intend to research. Think of this 
as pinpointing your research destination. It is the first and most 
crucial step because it tells everyone – you, your supervisor, and 
your readers – exactly what you are setting out to investigate. 
Because everything that follows in your research process (your 
study design, how you measure things, your sampling strategy, 
how you analyse data, and even how you write your report) is 
heavily influenced by how well you define your problem. Your 
main goal here: is to decide precisely what you want to find out.

The main function of this step involves deciding precisely what 
you want to discover. However, this decision cannot be made in 
isolation from practical considerations. You must evaluate your 
research problem against available financial resources, time 
constraints, and both your own and your supervisor’s expertise 
in the field. This evaluation should also include an honest 
assessment of any knowledge gaps, particularly in areas such as 

	�Model 
accommodates 
quantitative/
qualitative 
approaches 
with similar 
inquiry process 
but different 
methods

	� Flexible 
model allows 
modifications 
for experienced 
researchers; 
beginners should 
follow sequence

	�Most crucial 
step - clearly 
identify research 
destination/what 
to investigate

	�Must evaluate 
problem against 
practical 
constraints 
(resources, time, 
expertise)
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statistics for analysis or computer software skills if you plan to 
use technology in your research.

A well-formulated research problem should communicate 
clearly to you, your supervisor, and your readers exactly what 
you propose to investigate. The more specific and precise 
your formulation, the stronger your foundation for the entire 
research endeavour. This step requires thorough examination, 
careful consideration, and critical evaluation to ensure that your 
research problem is both feasible and worthwhile.

1.2.2.2 Step II: Conceptualizing a Research Design

Research design represents the systematic plan that explains 
how you will find answers to your research questions The 

strength of your findings rests fundamentally on how those find-
ings were obtained. A comprehensive research design should 
include several key components: the study design itself along 
with proposed logistical arrangements, measurement proce-
dures, sampling strategy, analytical framework, and time-frame.

Selecting an appropriate research design is crucial for 
arriving at valid findings, comparisons, and conclusions. A 
faulty design leads to misleading findings and represents a 
waste of human and financial resources. In scientific circles, the 
strength of empirical investigations is primarily evaluated based 
on the research design adopted. When selecting a design, you 
must ensure it is valid, workable, and manageable. You should 
have strong justification for your selection and be aware of its 
strengths, weaknesses, and limitations while being prepared to 
explain the logistical details needed for implementation.

1.2.2.3 Step III: Constructing an Instrument for 
Data Collection

Any tool that serves as a means of collecting information 
for your study qualifies as a research tool or research in-

strument. These might include observation forms, interview 
schedules, questionnaires, or interview guides. Constructing a 
research instrument represents the first practical step in carrying 
out your study, requiring you to decide how you will collect 
data and then build or select an appropriate instrument.

If you plan to collect primary data specifically for your study, 
you must either construct a new research instrument or select 
an existing one that meets your needs. The concepts of validity 

	�Well-formulated 
problem 
communicates 
clearly and 
provides strong 
foundation

	� Systematic plan 
explaining how 
to find answers; 
includes design, 
logistics, 
measurement, 
sampling

	�Appropriate 
design crucial 
for valid 
findings; faulty 
design leads 
to misleading 
results

	�Research tools/
instruments 
are means 
of collecting 
information for 
study
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and reliability become crucial considerations when developing 
or selecting instruments. For secondary data collection—using 
information already gathered for other purposes—you must 
identify what information you need and develop a form to 
extract the required data, following the same systematic process 
used for primary data.

Field testing or pre-testing represents an integral part of 
instrument construction. As a general rule, you should conduct 
pre-tests on a population similar to your study population but 
not on the actual sample you intend to study. This testing phase 
allows you to identify and address potential problems before 
beginning formal data collection. If you plan to use computer 
analysis, you may also want to incorporate coding spaces 
into your research instrument design to facilitate later data 
processing.

1.2.2.4 Step IV: Selecting a Sample

Think of this as choosing who you will talk to or what you’ll 
observe. The quality of your findings heavily depends on 

how well you select your sample. The main goals of sampling 
are firstly, to make sure your selection is fair and doesn’t lean 
one way or another and secondly to get the most accurate results 
possible with your available resources. The idea is that a small-
er group, if chosen carefully to truly represent the larger study 
population, can give you a pretty accurate picture of that larger 
group. There are different ways to sample (random, non-ran-
dom, mixed), each with its own pros and cons. You’ll need to 
pick the one that best fits your study and consider how it will 
affect what you can conclude from your findings.

Your choice of sampling strategy will significantly influence 
your ability to make generalizations from sample findings to 
the study population and determine which statistical tests 
you can appropriately apply to your data. Understanding the 
characteristics and appropriate applications of different sampling 
designs enables you to select the approach most suitable for 
your specific study objectives and constraints.

1.2.2.5 Step V: Writing a Research Proposal

After completing all preparatory work, you must integrate 
everything into a comprehensive document that provides 

adequate information about your research study for your super-
visor and other stakeholders. This research proposal serves as 

	�Must construct 
or select 
appropriate 
instrument 
considering 
validity and 
reliability

	� Field testing 
integral part; pre-
test on similar 
but not actual 
study population

	�Choose 
representatives 
from population; 
quality depends 
on fair, unbiased 
selection

	� Sampling 
strategy 
influences 
generalizability 
and determines 
appropriate 
statistical tests
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your overall plan, detailing your research problem and inves-
tigation approach. The main function of a research proposal is 
to present the operational plan for obtaining answers to your 
research questions while ensuring and reassuring readers of the 
methodology’s validity for obtaining accurate and objective an-
swers.

Different universities and institutions may have varying 
requirements regarding research proposal style and content, and 
requirements may also differ between disciplines or supervisors 
within the same institution. However, most institutions require 
similar fundamental components. A comprehensive research 
proposal should inform readers about what you propose to do, 
how you plan to proceed, and why you selected your proposed 
strategy.

Essential components of a research proposal include research 
questions, a statement of study objectives, a list of hypotheses 
if you are testing any, your proposed study design, the study 
setting, planned research instruments, information about sample 
size and sampling design, data processing procedures, an outline 
of proposed report chapters, potential problems and limitations, 
and a proposed time-frame. This document serves as both a 
planning tool for you and a communication device for others to 
understand and evaluate your research plans.

1.2.2.6 Step VI: Collecting Data

Having formulated your research problem, developed your 
study design, constructed your research instrument, and se-

lected your sample, you now move to the data collection phase, 
where you gather the information from which you will draw 
inferences and conclusions. Various methods exist for gathering 
required information, and as part of your research design, you 
have already decided on your preferred data collection proce-
dure.

This phase involves implementing your data collection 
plan, whether that means conducting interviews, mailing 
questionnaires, facilitating nominal or focus group discussions, 
or making observations. The actual process of data collection 
through any method may involve ethical considerations that 
require careful attention and planning. These ethical issues can 
affect not only your research participants but also the validity 
and integrity of your research findings.\

	�Comprehensive 
document 
integrating all 
preparatory work 
for stakeholders

	� Essential 
components 
include 
questions, 
objectives, 
hypotheses, 
design, timeline, 
limitations

	� Implement 
data collection 
plan through 
chosen methods 
(interviews, 
surveys, 
observations)
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Data collection represents the bridge between your planning 
and analysis phases. The quality and appropriateness of your data 
collection methods directly impact the reliability and validity of 
your subsequent findings. Careful attention to systematic and 
consistent data collection procedures helps ensure that your 
findings accurately reflect the phenomena you are studying 
rather than artifacts of your collection methods.

1.2.2.7 Step VII: Processing and Displaying Data

The approach you take to analysing your collected informa-
tion depends primarily on two factors: the type of informa-

tion you have gathered (descriptive, quantitative, qualitative, or 
attitudinal) and how you want to communicate your findings to 
your readers. Different types of data require different analyti-
cal approaches and presentation methods to effectively convey 
your results and their implications.

For purely descriptive studies, you might write your report 
based on field notes, manually analyse content, or use specialized 
computer programs for qualitative analysis. Quantitative 
analysis requires decisions about the type of analysis needed, 
such as frequency distributions, cross-tabulations, or statistical 
procedures like regression analysis, factor analysis, or analysis 
of variance. You must also decide how to present your analysis 
and identify which variables should be subjected to statistical 
procedures.

The choice between manual and computer analysis represents 
another important consideration in data processing. Computer 
analysis offers advantages in terms of speed and complexity 
of analysis, but requires familiarity with appropriate software 
and may not be necessary for smaller or simpler datasets. 
Regardless of your chosen approach, systematic and thorough 
data processing ensures that your analysis accurately reflects 
your collected data and supports valid conclusions.

1.2.2.8 Step VIII: Writing a Research Report

Writing the research report represents the final and often 
most challenging step of the research process. This report 

serves to inform the world about what you have accomplished, 
what you have discovered, and what conclusions you have 
drawn from your findings. The clarity of your understanding 
of the entire research process directly influences the clarity and 
effectiveness of your report writing.

	�Quality of 
collection 
methods 
directly impacts 
reliability and 
validity of 
findings

	�Analysis 
depends on data

	�Choose between 
manual/computer 
analysis

	� Final step 
informing about 
accomplishments, 
discoveries, and 
conclusions
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Research reports generally fall into two broad categories: 
quantitative and qualitative, though this distinction is often 
more academic than practical since most studies require 
combining both quantitative and qualitative skills. Nevertheless, 
some studies are predominantly qualitative or quantitative in 
nature, and this orientation influences the report structure and 
presentation style.

Your report should be written in an academic style and 
organized into different chapters or sections based on the 
main themes of your study. The structure should logically 
guide readers through your research journey, from problem 
identification through methodology, findings, and conclusions. 
Effective report writing requires not only clear presentation of 
your methods and findings but also thoughtful interpretation of 
results and their implications for your field of study.

In sort, this eight-step model provides a comprehensive 
framework for conducting systematic research across various 
disciplines in the social sciences. While the sequence offers 
structure for beginners, experienced researchers may adapt the 
order based on their specific needs and circumstances. The key 
to successful research lies not just in following these steps but in 
understanding how each step contributes to the overall integrity 
and validity of your research endeavour.

Each step builds upon previous steps while preparing the 
foundation for subsequent ones. The interconnected nature 
of these steps means that decisions made early in the process 
have implications throughout your research journey. By 
understanding this interconnectedness and maintaining focus 
on your research objectives, you can navigate the complexities 
of the research process while producing meaningful and valid 
contributions to knowledge in your chosen field.

1.2.3 The Centrality of the Research Question in Schol-
arly Inquiry

Research questions form the cornerstone of any successful 
research. They animate your research, provide direction 

during challenging moments, and remind you of your purpose 
when the path forward seems unclear. As scholars have noted, 
while paradigms, analytical perspectives, and methods can be 
taught systematically, the ability to ask important and interesting 
questions remains one of the most challenging skills to develop 
and teach. In any serious research endeavour, a well-formulated 

	�Reports 
categorized as 
quantitative/
qualitative; 
should follow 
logical structure

	� Eight-step 
model provides 
comprehensive 
framework; 
interconnected 
steps build upon 
each other

	�Research 
questions are 
cornerstone 
providing 
direction 
and purpose 
throughout 
research
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question animates inquiry, shapes research design, provides clar-
ity of purpose, and sustains intellectual curiosity even through 
challenges and complexities. As Evans et al. (1996) affirm, the 
art of asking important and interesting questions is perhaps the 
most difficult and least teachable skill in research. While par-
adigms, theories, and methods can be taught and transmitted, 
the formulation of meaningful research questions is a creative, 
reflexive, and often political act.

One of the most important purposes of social scientific research 
is to answer questions about social phenomena that puzzle us. 
Consider questions like: Why is wealth distributed more equally 
among populations in some countries than in others? Why do 
some people vote in elections while others do not? Why do 
Supreme Court justices reach certain decisions on the cases 
before them? Under what circumstances are people most likely 
to support government involvement in foreign affairs? How do 
regional parties affect the design of federal systems? Each of 
these questions identifies political phenomena that are diverse, 
observable, and politically significant, attempting to explain the 
political behaviour of individuals, groups, and institutions.

The first major task in any research effort is to translate a 
general topic into a research question or series of questions. 
Framing an engaging and appropriate research question will 
give your research project a strong start by limiting the scope 
of your investigation and determining what information needs 
to be collected. Without this focus, a poorly specified question 
inevitably leads to wasted time and energy. A research question 
is essentially a statement that identifies the phenomena we 
want to study, and it is generally motivated by our curiosity 
about something we consider important but that has not been 
adequately asked, addressed, or answered yet.

1.2.3.1 What Makes a Great Research Question?

A great research question is more than a mere curiosity and 
a great research question must be both important and in-

teresting. Research should be driven by compelling questions 
and puzzles rather than by adherence to particular methods or 
theoretical paradigms. When research becomes too narrowly 
focused on specific paradigmatic concerns, it can create intel-
lectual blinders that prevent researchers from seeing the most 
important and interesting questions surrounding them.

	� Social science 
aims to answer 
puzzling 
questions 
about social 
phenomena

	� First major task 
is translating 
general topic into 
focused research 
questions

	�Great questions 
must be 
important, 
interesting, and 
puzzle-driven 
rather than 
method-driven
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Table: 1 (Comparison of research questions, objectives, and hypotheses formats 
and purposes)

Feature Research   
     Question

Research  
      Objective

Hypothesis

Purpose
 To pose a broad, 

overarching inquiry 
about a phenomenon 
or problem.

 To state the specific, 
measurable goals of 
the study.

 To propose a 
testable prediction 
or explanation for a 
phenomenon.

Format

 Phrased as a 
question

 Phrased as a 
statement beginning 
with an action verb 
(e.g., "To identify," 
"To analyze").

 Phrased as a 
declarative 
statement, often 
predicting a 
relationship between 
variables.

Scope
 Broad and open-

ended.
 Specific, actionable, 

and aligned with the 
research question.

 Narrow and focused 
on a single, testable 
relationship.

When to Use

 All types of 
research, especially 
qualitative, 
descriptive, or 
exploratory studies.

 All types of 
research.

 Primarily in 
quantitative 
research, where 
you are testing a 
specific theory or 
relationship.

Example

 "What is the 
relationship between 
social media use 
and teenage mental 
health?"

 "To determine the 
correlation between 
daily social media 
use and reported 
levels of anxiety 
among teenagers."

 "There is a positive 
correlation between 
daily social media 
use and reported 
levels of anxiety 
among teenagers."
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Katzenstein and Sil (2008) argue that good research should 
be driven by such questions or puzzles, not by strict adherence 
to paradigms or methods. Overreliance on paradigmatic lenses 
risks narrowing a scholar’s vision and ignoring critical, often 
marginalized, phenomena If one look at the discipline of 
International Relations (IR) , during the Cold War, the dominant 
realist paradigm in international relations focused exclusively 
on superpower relationships between the Soviet Union and 
the United States. This paradigmatic focus caused scholars to 
overlook critical developments—such as civil society struggles 
for freedom in Eastern Europe and the internal decay within East 
Bloc states—that ultimately led to the collapse of communist 
regimes and the end of the bipolar international system.

Another case will illustrate this point. For instance, in 
feminist research traditions, this concern is particularly acute: 
paradigms have historically rendered invisible the lives and 
experiences of women, minorities, and other marginalized 
groups. Many dominant paradigms in political and social 
science have historically treated gender injustice and women’s 
absence as background conditions rather than phenomena 
requiring explanation. This demonstrates how paradigmatic 
assumptions can render entire categories of important questions 
invisible. Therefore, feminist scholars emphasize that good 
research questions must be rooted in real-world struggles and 
lived experience. They challenge the academic status quo by 
asking questions others may overlook, such as:

•	 Why has domestic violence been historically ignored in 

political science?

•	 How do gendered power relations affect public health 

crises like HIV/AIDS?

•	 Why are the experiences of women in conflict zones 

sidelined in analyses of war?
Feminist scholars have reframed questions to uncover 

previously unexamined dimensions of everyday violence, 
inequality, and marginalization. For instance, they reconceptualize 
sexual violence in wartime not simply as a byproduct of war but 
as a gendered and structural phenomenon shaped by militarism, 
patriarchy, and racialized power dynamics.

Your social location significantly influences how you see the 
world and what you perceive as problems. The resources and 

	�Cold War 
IR example 
shows how 
paradigmatic 
focus can cause 
scholars to 
miss critical 
developments

	� Feminist 
research tradition 
challenges 
paradigms 
that render 
marginalized 
experiences 
invisible
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recognition attributed to different research questions are shaped 
by structures of gender, race, class, and national privilege 
within knowledge production systems. By addressing this 
concern, the feminist scholars encourage reflexivity. Reflexivity 
in social science research means that a he or she is being aware 
of how the researcher’s own social location (gender, class, race, 
nationality) influences what they see as a “great question.” We 
can look at this argument through this example. We can draw 
from two contexts, that is west and non-west. What seems urgent 
to a widow in Nepal living through the HIV/AIDS crisis may 
not immediately appear relevant to an Oxford political science 
professor—yet both can raise questions of profound significance. 
This highlights the need for self-reflection about how and from 
what location you construct your research questions.

1.2.3.2 The Political Nature of Research Questions

What counts as a “great” question is never neutral—it is 
shaped by politics, power, and epistemic authority. Re-

sources, recognition, and legitimacy often flow to questions that 
align with dominant political concerns or intellectual fashions. 
Feminist and critically-minded scholars argue that the process 
of privileging some research questions over others reflects and 
reinforces social hierarchies related to gender, race, class, and 
geopolitical location.

For example, why has global terrorism received vastly more 
research funding than domestic violence, despite the number of 
domestic violence cases are very high and its impact on human 
life is very deep? Why is the masculinity crisis in Western 
militaries less studied than their strategic operations? Such 
questions highlight how institutional interests, funder priorities, 
and academic gatekeeping shape what gets studied and what 
remains overlooked.

1.2.3.3 Where Do Good Questions Come From?

Unlike the structured procedures for data collection or hy-
pothesis testing, the generation of research questions re-

mains an impervious process in most scientific traditions. Karl 
Popper (1959) famously stated that science has no specific 
method for arriving at new ideas—questions may emerge from 
observation, prior knowledge, flaws in existing theories, or even 
dreams.
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However, this perspective risks separating the context of 
discovery (how questions are formed) from the context of 
justification (how research is validated), thereby obscuring the 
political and ethical dimensions of selecting some questions 
over others. Feminist scholars such as Jacqui True and Brooke 
A. Ackerly)resist this separation. They argue that how and why 
a research question is chosen must be scrutinized, especially 
when these choices have implications for justice, equity, and 
inclusion.

It is not enough to pose a question; a scholar must argue 
for its relevance. Why is it significant? What problem does it 
seek to solve? Who does it matter to? These are not merely 
academic considerations—they are political arguments. The 
burden falls on the researcher to persuade peers, policymakers, 
and the public that their chosen question speaks to urgent and 
meaningful concerns.

This process also entails challenging established norms. 
For instance, feminist psychologists once disrupted dominant 
narratives by questioning the effects of divorce on single 
mothers’ well-being rather than focusing solely on fatherless 
boys’ development. Such reframing of questions not only 
broadened the research landscape but also brought visibility to 
under-researched experiences.

1.2.3.4 Types of Research Questions

There are different types of research questions, each serving 
distinct academic purposes and reflecting varying method-

ological approaches. Some research questions are exploratory, 
addressing phenomena that are under-studied or entirely new. 
These questions often break new ground and do not rely heavily 
on existing literature. These questions require pioneering work 
since scholars cannot easily build on existing scholarship. For 
example, Cynthia Enloe’s groundbreaking question “Where are 
the women in international relations?” in the late 1980s created 
an entirely new subfield of feminist international relations and 
challenged mainstream scholars to reconsider their assumptions.

Other research questions use new empirical research or 
theoretical interpretations to challenge existing mainstream 
knowledge on established topics. As research fields evolve, 
new questions can emerge within established subfields, asking 
how previously invisible actors experience and shape political 
realities. Whether new or critical, such questions invite 
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researchers to reframe issues, uncover new empirical insights, 
and propose alternative theoretical approaches, thereby 
enriching the academic discourse and expanding the boundaries 
of knowledge. For example, Enloe’s later work in “The Curious 
Feminist” (2004) asks “Where are the women in occupied 
Afghanistan and Iraq?” This question uses established feminist 
IR frameworks to examine contemporary conflicts, revealing 
connections between the supposedly powerful and powerless 
through gendered social relations.

1.2.4 Characteristics of a Good Research Question

A good research question possesses certain defining qualities. 
It is focused, specific, and addresses a single central prob-

lem or puzzle, without being overly broad or ambiguous. It is 
not merely descriptive but exploratory or explanatory, with the 
potential to open up new dimensions of understanding. Impor-
tantly, such a question is dynamic—it evolves as the research 
progresses, becoming more refined with deeper engagement in 
the field. It should also be expressed in a way that is accessi-
ble to non-specialists, passing what is often called the “eleva-
tor test,” where it can be explained clearly and concisely in a 
brief interaction. Additionally, a good research question evokes 
curiosity and interest; it addresses a problem that is meaning-
ful and compelling, both to the researcher and to the intended 
audience. Particularly in feminist research, the question should 
extend beyond academic concerns, resonating with broader so-
cietal issues and engaging with the experiences and voices of 
marginalized groups.

Scholars such as Peter Clough, Cathy Nutbrown, Zina 
O’Leary, Ranjit Kumar and so on have pointed out the following 
as some essential features of a good research question in social 
sciences. We will look at each of these characteristics in detail

1.2.4.1 Positive Rather Than Normative

A research question should be a positive question, which 
means it should focus on phenomena in the existing world 

rather than how things ought to be in an imagined world. The 
opposite of a positive question is a normative question, which 
deals with how things should be. For example, instead of ask-
ing “Should the United States have a single-payer health care 
system?” (normative), you might ask “What factors influence 
public support for different health care systems?” (positive). 
This doesn’t mean that positive questions cannot have norma-
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tive implications, but they focus on understanding what exists 
rather than prescribing what should exist.

1.2.4.2 Choose a Question That Surprises You

An often-overlooked but crucial quality of a good research 
question is its ability to surprise the researcher. A ques-

tion that puzzles or challenges your assumptions is more likely 
to sustain your interest and motivation throughout the research 
process. Surprise indicates that the topic is not only complex but 
also capable of yielding new insights. For instance, unexpect-
ed feminist activism appearing in popular media, as found by 
True (1999), disrupted conventional understandings of feminist 
agency and global gender politics. These instances show that a 
research question should not be driven solely by what is already 
known, but by a genuine curiosity about what is not. Asking 
yourself what you hope to learn, and being open to being sur-
prised by the answer, is key to developing a meaningful and 
impactful research question.

1.2.4.3 Focus on Relationships, Not Single Facts

A good research question explores the relationship between 
two or more variables, rather than a single, easily verifiable 

fact. A question like, “How many countries have a proportional 
representation voting system?” can be answered with a quick 
search. A more robust question would be, “Does a proportional 
representation system lead to greater voter turnout than a first-
past-the-post system?” This question requires a deeper investi-
gation into the relationship between a political institution and 
voter behaviour.

1.2.4.4 Concrete and Clearly Defined Scope

A research question must be concrete and have a clearly de-
fined scope—the boundaries and limitations of the study. A 

vague question like, “How do campaign ads affect elections?” 
is too broad. A better, more concrete question would be, “What 
is the effect of negative television campaign ads on voter turn-
out in Indian elections between 2014 and 2024?” The scope is 
clearly defined by specifying the type of ad, the medium, the 
type of election, and the time frame, which makes the question 
manageable and the research feasible.
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1.2.4.5 Availability of Data

The data needed to answer your research question should be 
available or obtainable. For instance, voter participation 

data in national elections are often available online, and neg-
ative campaign ads on television can be counted and analysed. 
Without accessible data, even the most interesting research 
question becomes impossible to answer. Conversely, a question 
such as, “What are the specific, top-secret strategies a country’s 
intelligence agency uses to counter terrorist threats?” would be 
nearly impossible to answer. The data for such a study is classi-
fied and would not be made available to researchers, making it 
an unfeasible research question. Therefore, before committing 
to a research question, it is essential to consider the practicality 
of accessing the necessary information.

1.2.4.6 Not Too Broad, Not Too Narrow

A good research question strikes the right balance between 
being manageable and maintaining real-world importance. 

Research questions can be formulated in ways that make them 
too big to answer effectively. Many research ideas start with 
broad questions that must be refined to something more man-
ageable. You might begin by wondering why countries go to 
war, but this is too broad for a single study. Scholars typically 
focus on more specific questions that address aspects of that 
broader question, such as whether authoritarian governments 
are more likely to start wars than democracies.

On the other hand, a research question should not be so narrow 
that it loses its real-world significance. A good way to evaluate 
this is to consider how many people would care about the answer 
to your question. If you ask “Which campaign strategies were 
most effective in helping Candidate Smith win more votes?” 
only those interested in that specific candidate will find your 
question relevant. You can easily avoid this narrowness by 
asking “Which campaign strategies are most effective in helping 
state legislative candidates win more votes?”

1.2.5 How to Develop Good Research Questions

A well-crafted research question serves as the cornerstone of 
any successful academic endeavour, whether it is a disser-

tation, funding proposal, research presentation, or publication. 
The ability to pose clear, compelling questions distinguishes 
exceptional research from merely competent work. It provides 
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the focus and direction for the study, shaping not only what is 
researched but also how it is conducted. More than a procedural 
requirement, a research question is the articulation of a genuine 
curiosity or problem that requires exploration and explanation. 
It allows researchers to define the scope of their inquiry and 
engage critically with existing knowledge. 

Developing a good research question is an iterative process 
that benefits from thoughtful reflection and active engagement. 
One practical strategy is to keep a dedicated folder or document 
containing all versions of your research question, from the 
earliest draft to the most refined version. This not only helps 
in tracing the evolution of the research focus but also provides 
insights into how the question has matured with theoretical and 
empirical input. Another effective method is to discuss your 
research question with non-academic peers—friends, family 
members, or acquaintances outside your field. If they can 
understand and appreciate the significance of your question, it 
is likely well-framed. Writing an informal letter or email to a 
friend explaining the question and why it matters can be a useful 
exercise for clarity. Moreover, immersing yourself in a variety of 
intellectual and social settings—attending seminars, reading both 
scholarly and non-scholarly sources, and having conversations 
with diverse individuals—can offer new perspectives and 
prompt the formulation of innovative questions. As James Scott 
noted, reading outside one’s discipline is not only enriching but 
essential for producing original and transformative research.

For researchers, particularly in the fields of political and social 
science, crafting a well-thought-out question is a crucial first 
step—one that influences every subsequent stage of the research 
process. When clearly posed, a research question becomes a 
powerful tool for communication, allowing both academic and 
non-specialist audiences to understand the purpose and value 
of the study. In order to formulate a good research question, a 
scholar can make use of these ideas

1.2.5.1 Reflect on your interests

To generate a preliminary research question, start by reflect-
ing on issues or topics that interest or puzzle you. Con-

sider what is happening in current news, think about previous 
research papers you have worked on that might be worth ex-
panding, and find out what other researchers in your field are in-
vestigating. Consider current events, such as the protests related 
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to the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) in India, and wonder 
about the factors that contributed to their mobilization or the 
government’s response.  

1.2.5.2 Explore Review Essays and Academic 
Literature

A highly effective method for understanding current schol-
arly debates is to read review essays. A review essay is a 

scholarly article that summarizes, critiques, and synthesizes the 
existing research on a particular topic. It’s not just a list of ar-
ticles; it’s a critical overview that identifies gaps, debates, and 
future directions for the field. For example, a review essay titled 
“The State of the Art on Political Parties in India” might appear 
in a journal like Studies in Indian Politics. This essay would not 
only review key books and articles on the topic but also high-
light areas where more research is needed, such as the internal 
democratic processes of regional parties in Kerala.

1.2.5.3 Consult Academic Handbooks and Series

Academic handbooks and series are excellent resources for 
understanding a subfield. For instance, the Oxford Hand-

book of Indian Politics or the Cambridge Handbook of Indian 
Elections offer essays written by respected scholars that sum-
marize the existing knowledge and pinpoint opportunities for 
new studies. These texts provide a high-level overview of the 
academic conversation, helping you to position your own re-
search within a broader context. 

Understanding the Academic Landscape

The discipline of political science is vast and complex, with 
scholars asking research questions about phenomena both 
local and global. The field encompasses numerous specialized 
areas including Federalism and Intergovernmental Relations, 
Law and Courts, Legislative Studies, Public Policy, Political 
Organizations and Parties, International Security, Comparative 
Politics, Political Psychology, Elections and Voting Behaviour, 
Race and Ethnicity in Politics, Political Communication, and 
many others. Understanding these different areas can help 
you identify where your interests might fit within the broader 
academic conversation.
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1.2.5.4 Building on Existing Knowledge

Once you have narrowed down your research interests and 
identified potentially fruitful areas of inquiry, the next crit-

ical step is to begin developing a sound, researchable question. 
Remember that formulating a research question is a process that 
takes time and refinement. A well-articulated research question 
should relate to and seek to contribute to one or more scholarly 
conversations already taking place in your field.

Your research question becomes the driver of your entire 
research process. It determines what literature you will review, 
what methods you will use, what data you will collect, and how 
you will analyse your findings. This is why investing time and 
effort into crafting a strong research question is so crucial for 
the success of your research project.

1.2.6 Research Objectives

In the realm of research, after establishing your research ques-
tions, the next crucial step involves formulating objectives. As 

Ranjit Kumar emphasizes in his work on research methodology, 
objectives are essentially “the goals you set out to attain in your 
study.” They serve as clear, specific statements that communi-
cate to the reader precisely what you aim to achieve through 
your investigation. These objectives must be clearly stated, as 
they define the scope and focus of your research project. The 
significance of well-formulated objectives cannot be overstated, 
as they inform readers of what the researcher intends to achieve 
and provide a roadmap for the entire research journey

Kumar emphasizes that the primary distinction between 
research questions and objectives lies in their formulation 
approach. Research questions are typically framed as inquiries, 
while objectives translate these questions into actionable goals. 
For instance, while a research question might ask, “What 
are the causes of school dropout among rural girls?”, the 
corresponding objective would be phrased as, “To identify 
the causes of school dropout among rural girls.” As Kumar 
explains, objectives transform questions into behavioural 
aims by using action-oriented words such as “to find out,” “to 
determine,” “to examine,” and “to ascertain.” This shift from 
inquiry to intention is what makes objectives more goal-focused 
and researchable.
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Objectives can be further broken down into:

•	 Main Objective: A broad statement that summariz-

es the central purpose of the study.

•	 Sub-objectives: Specific, numbered points that 

break down the main objective into smaller, man-

ageable parts. Each sub-objective should focus on a 

single aspect of the study to avoid ambiguity.

Some researchers prefer to begin with objectives and 
subsequently develop research questions, while others are 
content to work exclusively with research questions without 
formulating formal objectives. However, Kumar advises that 
researchers should consider their institutional requirements 
when deciding on this approach.Objectives can be broadly 
classified into main objectives and subobjectives. The main 
objective is a general statement that outlines the central purpose 
or the core focus of your study. It typically summarizes the 
main issue or relationship that your research seeks to explore 
or establish. On the other hand, subobjectives break down this 
central aim into more specific parts, highlighting the particular 
aspects you intend to investigate. As Kumar recommends, 
subobjectives should be listed numerically and framed with 
clarity—each dealing with only one aspect of the study to avoid 
confusion or ambiguity. 

Another essential consideration while formulating objectives 
is the use of action verbs, as these help define the kind of 
research being conducted. The way you word your objectives 
can determine whether your study is descriptive, correlational, 
or experimental. For instance, using a phrase like “to describe 
the educational services available in rural schools” suggests 
that the study is descriptive in nature, while “to compare the 
academic performance of students under different teaching 
methods” indicates a correlational approach. Kumar points out 
that such wording “determines the type of research design you 
need to adopt to achieve them.”
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The wording of your objectives is critical, as it 
influences the type of research design you will use. 
For example:

•	 “To describe the educational services available in 

rural schools” suggests a descriptive study.

•	 “To examine the relationship between teaching 

methods and student academic performance” indi-

cates a correlational study.

•	 “To determine the effect of a new teaching method 

on student performance” points to an experimental 

approach.

For descriptive studies, Kumar advises that the main objective 
should provide a clear description of the study’s major focus, 
including specific details about the organization and location 
unless confidentiality concerns prevent such disclosure. For 
example, objectives might specify “to describe the types of 
treatment programme provided by [name of the organisation] 
to alcoholics in [name of the place]” or “to find out the opinion 
of the community about the health services provided by [name 
of the health centre/department] in [name of the place].” This 
level of specificity is essential because services and contexts 
may be unique to particular locations and organizations, and 
therefore may not be representative of similar services provided 
elsewhere.

When research takes on a correlational nature, Kumar 
explains that the objective wording must include the main 
variables being examined for relationships. Examples include 
objectives “to ascertain the impact of migration on family roles” 
or “to compare the effectiveness of different teaching methods 
on the comprehension of students.” This specificity ensures that 
readers understand exactly which variables will be analyzed and 
what relationships will be explored.

For hypothesis-testing research, Kumar indicates that the 
main objectives should articulate the direction of the relationship 
being investigated. This might involve objectives such as “to 
ascertain if an increase in youth unemployment will increase the 
incidence of street crime” or “to demonstrate that the provision 
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of maternal and child health services to Aboriginal people in 
rural Australia will reduce infant mortality.” Such directional 
statements provide clear expectations about the anticipated 
findings and the nature of the relationships being tested.

Furthermore, your objectives should be specific, complete, 
and free from ambiguity. Vague or overly broad objectives can 
lead to confusion and misdirection in your research design and 
data collection. According to Zina O’Leary, “There is no place 
for ambiguity, non-specificity or incompleteness, either in the 
wording of your objectives or in the ideas they communicate.” 
Therefore, be careful to frame them in a way that clearly 
communicates your research intention to your audience.

Kumar also emphasizes the importance of assessing the 
feasibility of your objectives. You must evaluate them in terms of 
the time, resources, and expertise available to you. Ask yourself 
whether the objectives are realistically achievable within the 
scope of your study. As he advises, it is important to ask, “Am 
I really enthusiastic about this study?” and “Do I really have 
enough resources to undertake it?” If the answer to either is 
“no,” then you may need to reassess and revise your objectives.

1.2.7 Forming Your Research Hypotheses

After you have figured out your Research Question (RQ), 
you often move on to forming hypotheses. Think of a hy-

pothesis as an educated guess that helps guide your research. 
Before we move into hypotheses, let us quickly clarify what 
we mean by variables. Imagine you are trying to explain some-
thing. The “things” that can change or vary are called variables. 
If something always stays the same, it is a constant, and we can-
not use it to study relationships. Now, there are two main types 
of variables you need to know:

•	 Independent Variable (IV): This is the factor you think 

causes or influences something else. It’s the “explainer.”

•	 Dependent Variable (DV): This is the factor that is affect-

ed or depends on the independent variable. It’s the “what 

you are trying to explain.”

Let’s use an example to make this clearer:
For example, if we hypothesize that negative campaign ads 

decrease voter turnout, then:
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•	 Negative campaign ads would be the Independent Vari-

able (IV).

•	 Voter turnout would be the Dependent Variable (DV).

1.2.7.1 What Exactly is a Hypothesis?

A hypothesis is a logical, testable statement about the rela-
tionship between two or more variables. It’s a temporary 

idea that you’ll check through your investigation. Hypotheses 
often stem directly from your research question. A hypothesis 
proposes a relationship that you expect to find, but haven not 
confirmed yet. Do you always Need a Hypothesis? This is a 
common question students ask. The answer is not a simple yes 
or no, as different research approaches have different views.

The decision to use a hypothesis is a key point of debate in 
research methodology. Positivists, like Auguste Comte, believe 
that hypotheses are essential for scientific research. They argue 
that a hypothesis, which is a testable proposition, is the core 
of the scientific method, allowing for objective verification or 
falsification. Post-positivists and interpretivists, on the other 
hand, often find hypotheses too restrictive. They contend that 
an overemphasis on hypothesis testing can narrow inquiry, 
privileging confirmatory approaches over the exploratory and 
inductive nature of social research. Scholars in the interpretivist 
tradition, such as those who use grounded theory, argue 
that hypotheses can bias a researcher and prevent them from 
discovering new insights that emerge from the data itself. For 
many researchers, a hypothesis is a logical conjecture about the 
nature of relationships between two or more variables, expressed 
in a form that can be tested. This means it is a clear and brief 
statement of what you think you will discover.
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Think of a hypothesis as:
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Your hypothesis takes your research question a step further. 
Itis a clear and brief statement of what you think you’ll discover 
about your variables and what you’re going to put to the test. It 
is a temporary idea that you’ll check through your investigation. 
So, a hypothesis is a logical statement formed for verification.

Think of it like this:
•	 You are at a horse race and you have a hunch that a 

specific horse will win. You’ll only know if you are 

right after the race.

•	 You have a hunch that there are more smokers than 

non-smokers in your class. You’d ask people to verify 

your hunch.
As a researcher, you might have a hunch about a phenomenon, 

a situation, or the outcome of a programme. You then test these 
hunches by collecting information. Your hunch could turn out to 
be: right, partially right, or wrong. Without testing, you can’t say 
anything for sure! As Grinnell (1988: 200) put it: “A hypothesis 
is written in such a way that it can be proven or disproven by 
valid and reliable data – it is in order to obtain these data that we 
perform our study.” So, a hypothesis:

•	 Is a tentative idea.

•	 Its validity is unknown until tested.

•	 Usually shows a relationship between two or more vari-

ables.
What Does a Hypothesis Do for Your Research? (Functions). 

Even though a hypothesis isn’t always essential, it’s super 
helpful because it brings clarity to your research problem. Here 
is how a hypothesis can benefit your study:

•	 Focuses your study: It tells you exactly which parts of 

your research problem to investigate.

•	 Guides data collection: It helps you know what infor-

mation to gather (and what not to!).

•	 Boosts objectivity: By providing focus, it helps you 

stay objective in your study.

•	 Helps build theory: Testing hypotheses can contribute 

to developing new theories or confirming existing ones. 
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It allows you to conclude what’s true or false.

1.2.7.2 Testing Your Hypothesis

To test your hypothesis, you follow a three-step process:

1.	 Formulate your hypothesis: Clearly state your educated 
guess.

2.	 Gather evidence: Collect the right data.

3.	 Analyse evidence: Look at your data to see if your hy-
pothesis was right or wrong.

Only after analysing your evidence can you conclude 
whether your hunch was true or false. It’s important to state 
your hypothesis clearly and precisely so it can be properly 
tested. Let’s Look at Some Examples

Here is a political science example to illustrate the process:

	f Research Question: “What factors contribute to the peace-
ful resolution of international crises?”

	f Your Hunch: Democracies are more likely to resolve crises 
peacefully.

	f Hypothesis: “When two democratic regimes encounter each 
other in a crisis, they are more likely to resolve it peacefully 
than when one or both regimes are authoritarian.”

1.2.7.3 The Role of Hypotheses in Qualitative 
Research

While hypotheses are a cornerstone of quantitative re-
search, they are used differently in qualitative research. 

Qualitative studies focus on understanding, describing, and ex-

Essentially, if you have the following things, then 
formulating a hypothesis is quite straightforward.

1.	 A clear research question,

2.	 Variables to explore,

3.	 A hunch about their relationship, and

4.	 That hunch can be tested,
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ploring phenomena using in-depth methods like interviews and 
ethnography. Because of their flexible and exploratory nature, 
qualitative researchers often begin with open-ended research 
questions and may develop hypotheses or theories after data 
collection, a process known as inductive reasoning. This ap-
proach, championed by methodologies like grounded theory, 
allows the researcher’s understanding to evolve as they engage 
with the data, rather than being restricted by a pre-existing hy-
pothesis. However, the decision to use a hypothesis depends on 
the nature of your inquiry. If your question is about a specific 
relationship between variables, a hypothesis can provide valu-
able focus. However, if your research is exploratory and aims to 
generate new theories or provide a rich, detailed description, a 
hypothesis might be too restrictive.

What Makes a Good Hypothesis?

Good hypotheses have several key characteristics:

	f It is a positive, empirical statement: It is an informed guess 
about a relationship in the real world that you can observe 
and measure. Look at the example of a normative statement 
(normative): “Democracy is the best form of government.” 
(This is a preference, not something you can test empirical-
ly). Now look at the example of a empirical statement exam-
ple (empirical): “Democracy is more likely to be found in 
countries with high literacy rates than in countries with low 
literacy.” (This proposes an observable explanation).

	f It is simple, specific, and clear.

	f It can be verified (tested).

	f It is operationalizable: This means you can measure its 
terms. If you can’t measure it, you can’t test it, and you can’t 
draw conclusions.

	f It is a general statement: It should address broader causes, 
not just a single event (like why voter turnout is low in gen-
eral, not just for one specific candidate).

	f It is plausible: There should be a good reason to believe the 
proposed relationship is true.

	f It is testable: You should be able to get data to confirm or 
disconfirm it.
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	f It is stated properly: This helps ensure it can be tested effec-
tively.

Can Every Question Become a Hypothesis? 

Not all research questions can (or should) be turned into 
a hypothesis. The definition of a hypothesis limits its use for 
certain types of research. A hypothesis might not be suitable if:

	f You don’t have a hunch or educated guess: For instance, if 
you’re exploring alcoholism in a new cultural context and 
don’t have enough background to make an educated guess.

	f You don’t have clearly defined variables: Your research 
might be trying to identify the contributing factors to a sit-
uation, rather than testing a relationship between already 
known variables.

	f Your research is an ethnographic study of a cultural group: 
If you’re asking, “What is the cultural response to a specific 
problem in a South Pacific village?”, forcing a hypothesis 
could limit your ability to get a rich, detailed description

Common Errors When Testing Hypotheses

It is possible to reach a wrong conclusion about your 
hypothesis. This can happen if:

	f Your study design is flawed.

	f Your sampling procedure is faulty.

	f Your data collection methods are inaccurate.

	f Your analysis is incorrect.

	f The statistical procedures you use are inappropriate.

	f The conclusions you draw are wrong.

1.2.8 Example of Dissertation Framework: The Role of 
Social Media in Shaping Political Discourse and Youth 
Engagement in Kerala Elections
1.	 Introduction to the Topic (Setting the Stage)

In today’s interconnected world, social media platforms 
have transcended their initial purpose as mere communication 
tools to become powerful arenas for public discourse and 
political mobilization. This is particularly true in India, where 
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internet penetration and smartphone adoption rates are rapidly 
increasing, even in states like Kerala, known for its high literacy 
and political awareness. Kerala’s political landscape is vibrant, 
often characterized by active citizen participation and ideological 
debates. Traditionally, political discourse has unfolded through 
public rallies, traditional media, and grassroots campaigning. 
However, the ubiquitous presence of social media platforms like 
Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, and X (formerly Twitter) has 
introduced a new dimension, potentially altering how political 
messages are disseminated, how citizens engage with politics, 
and crucially, how young people form their political opinions 
and participate in electoral processes.

This dissertation seeks to explore this evolving dynamic, 
specifically focusing on the influence of social media in 
shaping political discourse and fostering youth engagement 
during elections in Kerala. Understanding this relationship is 
vital for comprehending contemporary democratic processes, 
the future of political communication, and the role of digital 
natives in electoral outcomes. This research will analyse the 
specific mechanisms through which social media impacts these 
areas, identifying both opportunities for enhanced democratic 
participation and potential challenges like misinformation and 
echo chambers.

2.	 Research Question (Your Core Inquiry)

	f How do social media platforms shape political discourse 
and influence youth engagement during state assembly and 
general elections in Kerala?

3.	 Hypothesis (Your Educated Guess)

Hypothesis:

	f H1: Increased exposure to diverse political content on so-
cial media platforms during Kerala elections will positively 
correlate with higher levels of youth engagement in political 
discourse (e.g., sharing opinions, discussing issues, partici-
pating in online political activities).

	f H2: Social media platforms will serve as a primary con-
duit for the spread of both credible political information and 
misinformation among young voters in Kerala during elec-
tions, significantly influencing their perception of political 
issues and candidates.
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Let’s break down the variables in H1:

	f Independent Variable (IV): Exposure to diverse political 
content on social media. (We think this influences engage-
ment).

	f Dependent Variable (DV): Youth engagement in political 
discourse. (We think these changes based on exposure).

	f Relationship: Positive correlation (as one goes up, so does 
the other).

And for H2:

	f Independent Variable (IV): Social media platforms as 
conduits for information/misinformation.

	f Dependent Variable (DV): Young voters’ perception of po-
litical issues and candidates.

	f Relationship: Significant influence.

4.	 Objectives (Your Specific Goals)

General Objective:

	f To investigate the multi-faceted role of social media in 
shaping political discourse and influencing youth engage-
ment during electoral processes in Kerala.

Specific Objectives:

1.	 To identify the primary social media platforms utilized by 
youth in Kerala for political information consumption and 
discussion during elections.

2.	 To analyze the types of political content (e.g., news, me-
mes, opinion pieces, campaign ads) that gain traction 
among young social media users during Kerala elections.

3.	 To assess the extent to which social media exposure in-
fluences youth’s political knowledge, attitudes, and voting 
intentions in Kerala.

4.	 To examine the perceived credibility of political informa-
tion consumed via social media among young voters in 
Kerala.

5.	 To identify the perceived opportunities (e.g., ease of access, 
platform for expression) and challenges (e.g., misinforma-
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Summarised Overview

This unit introduces the foundational “eight-step model” of the research process, a 
systematic framework proposed by Ranjit Kumar, applicable across the social sci-

ences. It emphasizes that research is akin to a journey requiring two core decisions: 
defining the research questions (your destination) and choosing the methodology (your 
route). The unit details the initial five critical steps: formulating a precise research prob-
lem (your destination), conceptualizing a robust research design (your blueprint), con-
structing appropriate data collection instruments (your tools), selecting a representative 
sample (who you’ll observe/interview), and drafting a comprehensive research proposal 
(your detailed plan). It highlights the distinctions between quantitative and qualitative 
research approaches within this overarching model and underscores the crucial role of 
clear, feasible objectives in guiding the entire research endeavour, emphasizing the di-
rect link between objective wording and the chosen research design. The unit also touch-
es upon the latter stages of data collection, processing, and report writing, providing a 
holistic overview of the research journey.

tion, echo chambers, polarization) associated with social 
media’s role in political discourse and youth engagement 
in Kerala.

6.	 To compare the engagement patterns of young social media 
users with different political affiliations (e.g., LDF, UDF, 
NDA) during Kerala elections.

Self-Assessment

1.	 According to Ranjit Kumar, what are the two fundamental decisions a researcher 
must make at the outset of any research journey?

2.	 What is the primary difference in wording between a research question and a re-
search objective?

3.	 Name at least three “action-oriented words” that should be used when formulating 
research objectives.

4.	 Why is it important for each sub-objective to contain “only one aspect of the 
study”?

5.	 How does the wording of your main objective influence your choice of research 
design (e.g., descriptive, correlational, hypothesis-testing)?
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ed.). SAGE Publications.

2.	 Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantita-
tive, and mixed methods approaches (5th ed.). SAGE Publications.

3.	 Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods (5th ed.). Oxford University Press.

4.	 Gray, D. E. (2017). Doing research in the real world (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.

6.	 When assessing your objectives, what three key resources (apart from personal in-
terest) does Ranjit Kumar advise considering?

7.	 If your research problem is purely descriptive, what specific detail should your main 
objective include, according to Kumar?

8.	 Why is “field testing” or “pre-testing” a data collection instrument considered an 
integral part of its construction?

Assignments

1.	 Drawing upon Ranjit Kumar’s eight-step model, critically explain why “Formulat-
ing a Research Problem” is considered the most crucial initial step in the research 
process. Provide an example to illustrate its guiding influence on subsequent stages.

2.	 Differentiate clearly between a “Research Question” and a “Research Objective,” 
using concrete examples. Discuss how the formulation of objectives transforms an 
inquiry into a behavioural aim, as described by Kumar.

3.	 Imagine you have formulated the following main objective: “To assess if the pro-
vision of digital literacy training reduces cybercrime vulnerability among elderly 
populations in Kollam.” Explain what type of research study this objective indi-
cates and justify why, referencing Kumar’s guidance on objective wording and 
research classification.

4.	 Ranjit Kumar stresses the importance of assessing research objectives for feasibili-
ty. Discuss the key considerations (time, resources, expertise, and personal interest) 
a postgraduate student should evaluate. What are the potential consequences of not 
thoroughly assessing these factors before proceeding with a dissertation?SG
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Suggested Reading

1.	 Punch, K. F. (2013). Introduction to social research: Quantitative and qualitative 
approaches (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications.

2.	 Flick, U. (2018). An introduction to qualitative research (6th ed.). SAGE Publica-
tions.

3.	 Saunders, M., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). Research methods for business 
students (8th ed.). Pearson Education.

4.	 May, T., & Perry, B. (2017). Social research matters: An introduction to research 
methods (4th ed.). Open University Press.

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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After the completion of this unit, the learners will be able to:

Literature Review

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

•	 critically analyse and explain the multifaceted purpose and critical importance of 

conducting a comprehensive literature review in scholarly research

•	 identify and critically evaluate patterns, gaps, and contradictions within existing 

scholarly work to contextualize their own research contribution

•	 differentiate the roles and characteristics of books, journals, and online databases 

as sources for literature reviews, understanding their respective strengths and lim-

itations

•	 construct an organized and analytical literature review, distinguishing between 

chronological, thematic, and methodological organizational patterns and their ap-

propriate application

•	 recognize the transformative role of the literature review process in refining re-

search problems, informing methodological choices, and contextualizing findings 

within existing knowledge

In the pursuit of new knowledge within the social sciences, the ability to effectively 
engage with existing scholarship is not merely a formality but a foundational skill. 

Research is fundamentally a conversation, and to contribute meaningfully, one must first 
understand what has already been said. This unit delves into the critical process of con-
ducting a literature review, an essential component that underpins all rigorous academic 
inquiry. It moves beyond simple summarization, requiring a sophisticated synthesis and 
critical evaluation of prior work to establish a robust context for new investigations. 
Drawing insights from various methodological traditions, including those emphasized 
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by Ranjit Kumar, this unit will equip postgraduate students with the skills to navigate 
the vast landscape of published research, identify crucial debates and knowledge gaps, 
and ultimately, position their own scholarly contributions effectively within their chosen 
field.

Scholarly Work, Conceptual Framework, Research Gaps, Primary Sources, Secondary 
Sources, Bibliographic Databases, Thematic Analysis

Keywords

Discussion

1.3.1 Importance of reviewing existing literature

The main purpose of a literature review is to synthesize and 
critically evaluate existing scholarly work on a selected 

topic, and through this, it provides a context for the research. 
A literature review is not a simple compilation of sources, but 
it identifies patterns, gaps, and contradictions in academic re-
search conducted in that specific field of study. More impor-
tantly, an engaging literature review demonstrates how present 
research contributes to the conversation. In other words, a liter-
ature review presents a synthesis of various scholarly writings 
on that topic. It therefore helps to familiarize the readers with 
previous research and helps to establish a foundation for fresh 
investigations. A clear conceptual framework helps to get a flow 
in the writing of literature review. Therefore, effective reviews 
are mediated by a clear conceptual framework—typically your 
research question, theoretical approach, or central argument—
that determines which sources to include and how to organize 
them. A well-structured literature review analyses methodolog-
ical strengths and limits of previous research as well as traces 
the intellectual progression of the field. Moreover, the review 
stresses the consensus that exists among scholars about the field 
of knowledge and demonstrates where debate continues. Rather 
than merely summarizing individual sources, a literature review 
weaves them into a coherent narrative that establishes the foun-
dation and justification for your own scholarly contribution.

	� Literature review 
synthesizes 
scholarly work, 
identifies 
patterns/
gaps, provides 
research context
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The typical literature review accomplishes several critical 
objectives that collectively establish a comprehensive foundation 
for scholarly research. Primarily, it familiarizes the audience 
with a specific research domain by structuring relevant sources 
thematically, typically progressing from broader concepts to 
more specialized topics. This organizational approach allows 
the review to highlight fundamental theories applicable to the 
field while simultaneously clarifying important terminology and 
concepts used within the research area. Rather than attempting 
to include every available source, an effective literature review 
selectively incorporates the most significant and influential 
works based on quality rather than quantity, ensuring that the 
discussion remains focused and substantive. Additionally, the 
review serves to identify and point out research gaps or limitations 
in current knowledge, thereby revealing opportunities for future 
investigation. By examining scholarship holistically or within 
thematic categories, a literature review synthesizes multiple 
sources to produce a comprehensive overview that goes beyond 
mere summarization. The process of crafting a literature review 
itself helps develop expertise in the chosen subject, as the 
careful selection and integration of sources enables researchers 
to develop an informed and original perspective that can 
effectively guide their subsequent research works.

1.3.2 When, Where, and Why to Write Literature Review

A literature review serves as a comprehensive analysis of 
published works related to a specific topic or research ques-

tion. This scholarly exercise involves examining, evaluating, 
and synthesizing existing research to establish context for new 
investigations. Literature reviews demonstrate your understand-
ing of a field’s current state while highlighting gaps that your 
work might address. By engaging with scholarly conversations 
already in progress, you position your research within an aca-
demic community and build upon established knowledge.

1.3.2.1 When to Write a Literature Review

You might find yourself writing a literature review when 
embarking on a thesis or dissertation, as these substantial 

academic works require thorough grounding in existing scholar-
ship. Graduate and undergraduate students often complete liter-
ature reviews as standalone assignments, helping them develop 
critical research skills while familiarizing themselves with their 
field’s scholarship and methodologies. When planning new re-
search projects, literature reviews provide crucial orientation to 

	�Comprehensive 
definition 
Accomplishes 
critical objectives 
- familiarizes 
audience, 
highlights 
theories, 
identifies gaps

	� Literature review 
definition and 
purpose as 
comprehensive 
analysis of 
published works

	�Various contexts 
requiring 
literature 
reviews - thesis, 
dissertations, 
grant proposals, 
research projects
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prevent duplication and identify promising avenues for inves-
tigation. Grant proposals typically include literature reviews to 
demonstrate the applicant’s expertise and justify the proposed 
work’s significance. Scholarly articles almost always feature lit-
erature reviews establishing the research context and theoretical 
frameworks. Professional reports and policy documents often 
incorporate literature reviews to support recommendations with 
evidence from academic research. Regardless of context, litera-
ture reviews help researchers and readers understand how new 
work connects to established knowledge.

1.3.2.2 Where Literature Reviews Appear

Literature reviews commonly appear after introductions and 
before methodology sections in research papers, establish-

ing the scholarly conversation to which the paper contributes. 
In theses and dissertations, literature reviews might constitute 
entire chapters, demonstrating the candidate’s mastery of rele-
vant scholarship. Grant proposals include literature reviews to 
convince funding agencies of the applicant’s expertise and the 
proposed project’s significance. Academic journals occasional-
ly publish standalone literature reviews synthesizing research 
on important topics, particularly in rapidly evolving fields. Con-
ference papers frequently incorporate literature reviews to situ-
ate presentations within ongoing scholarly discussions. Books, 
especially academic monographs, often devote early chapters to 
reviewing pertinent literature. Professional and technical reports 
typically include literature reviews providing evidence-based 
context for findings and recommendations. Each of these con-
texts shapes the review’s scope, depth, and emphasis according 
to audience needs and disciplinary conventions.

1.3.2.3 Why Write a Literature Review

From the researcher’s perspective, literature reviews offer nu-
merous benefits beyond satisfying academic requirements. 

By thoroughly examining existing scholarship, you demonstrate 
mastery of your field’s key concepts, theories, and debates. Lit-
erature reviews help identify knowledge gaps that your research 
might address, ensuring your work makes meaningful contri-
butions. This process often clarifies and refines your research 
questions, suggesting productive approaches and helping you 
avoid methodological pitfalls. Literature reviews frequently re-
veal theoretical frameworks that might structure your investiga-
tion, providing conceptual tools for analysing your findings. By 
establishing what has already been studied, literature reviews 

	�Common 
locations of 
literature reviews 
in academic 
documents and 
publications

	�Benefits for 
researchers - 
demonstrates 
mastery, 
identifies 
gaps, clarifies 
questions
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prevent unintentional duplication of previous work. Perhaps 
most importantly, literature reviews position your research 
within scholarly conversations, showing how your work builds 
upon, challenges, or extends existing knowledge.

For readers, well-crafted literature reviews provide valuable 
orientation to complex topics, synthesizing numerous studies 
into coherent narratives that highlight key findings and debates. 
By integrating results across multiple investigations, literature 
reviews identify consistent patterns that individual studies 
might not reveal. They trace intellectual developments within 
fields, showing how research questions, methods, and theories 
have evolved over time. Literature reviews bring attention 
to contradictions or inconsistencies in research findings, 
suggesting areas needing further investigation or methodological 
refinement. By evaluating the strength of evidence supporting 
various claims, literature reviews help readers assess the 
reliability of conclusions drawn from bodies of research. This 
critical function makes literature reviews particularly valuable 
for practitioners and policymakers seeking evidence-based 
guidance for decisions.

1.3.3 Disciplinary Differences

Literature reviews reflect the epistemological assumptions 
and research practices of different academic communities. 

In humanities disciplines, literature reviews often emphasize 
theoretical frameworks and interpretive approaches, engaging 
deeply with texts’ arguments and methodological assumptions. 
Authors typically incorporate more explicit argumentation, 
staking interpretive claims while positioning themselves within 
scholarly debates. Science-oriented literature reviews generally 
focus on empirical findings, methodological innovations, and 
replicability, often employing more systematic approaches to 
source selection and evaluation. These reviews typically em-
phasize study designs, measurement techniques, and statistical 
analyses, with particular attention to reliability and validity. So-
cial science literature reviews frequently blend approaches, ana-
lysing both empirical findings and theoretical frameworks while 
examining methodological choices and their implications. Re-
gardless of discipline, literature reviews reflect field-specific 
values regarding what constitutes knowledge and how it should 
be evaluated. Understanding these disciplinary differences re-
quires examining exemplars from your field and consulting ex-
perienced scholars who understand its conventions and expec-
tations.

	�Benefits 
for readers 
- provides 
orientation, 
integrates 
results, traces 
developments

	� Literature 
reviews reflect 
different 
academic 
communities’ 
epistemological 
assumptions and 
practices
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1.3.4 Key Components of an Effective Literature 
Review

The introduction establishes your literature review’s purpose 
and scope, orienting readers to your approach and inten-

tions. Begin by clearly articulating your topic and research 
question, explaining their significance within your field. Estab-
lish boundaries around your review by specifying inclusion and 
exclusion criteria—which years, methodologies, or theoretical 
perspectives you will consider. Describe your organizational 
approach, whether thematic, methodological, chronological, or 
some combination thereof. If appropriate, present your thesis 
statement or theoretical argument that guides your analysis of 
the literature. For standalone literature reviews, consider de-
scribing your search strategy and evaluation criteria, demon-
strating methodological rigor in your source selection and anal-
ysis. An effective introduction prepares readers for what follows 
while establishing your review’s purpose and contribution.

The text constitutes the literature review’s core, where 
you analyze, synthesize, and evaluate existing scholarship. 
Organize your discussion according to meaningful patterns—
thematic clusters, methodological approaches, chronological 
developments, or theoretical frameworks—rather than simply 
summarizing individual sources. For each section, begin with 
topic sentences establishing the organizing principle, then 
develop your analysis through careful comparison and contrast 
of relevant studies. Summarize key findings while identifying 
patterns and relationships across multiple sources, moving 
beyond mere description to meaningful synthesis. Analyze 
and interpret the significance of research trends, showing 
how studies build upon or contradict one another. Critically 
evaluate methodological strengths and weaknesses, theoretical 
assumptions, and evidentiary bases. Throughout this process, 
maintain a scholarly voice while making judicious use of 
quotations and paraphrases, always properly attributing ideas 
to their sources. Effective transitions between paragraphs 
and sections help readers follow your analytical narrative 
and understand relationships between different aspects of the 
literature.

The conclusion synthesizes insights from your analysis while 
suggesting directions for future research. Summarize the major 
patterns, trends, and findings you’ve identified, focusing on their 
collective significance rather than individual studies. Explicitly 

	� Introduction 
establishes 
purpose, 
scope, and 
organizational 
approach

	� The text analyzes 
and synthesizes 
scholarship 
through 
meaningful 
patterns and 
comparisons
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address gaps, contradictions, or methodological weaknesses in 
the existing literature, showing how these create opportunities 
for further investigation. Suggest specific directions for 
future research based on your analysis, indicating promising 
questions, approaches, or theoretical frameworks. Connect 
these suggestions back to your research question or thesis, 
showing how your literature review contributes to the scholarly 
conversation. For standalone reviews, consider discussing 
implications for practice, policy, or theory development. 
Effective conclusions demonstrate the review’s value while 
pointing toward new horizons for scholarship, emphasizing that 
literature reviews don’t merely summarize what has been done 
but chart courses for what might come next.

1.3.5 The Transformative Role of Literature Reviews in 
Research

Literature reviews present researchers with an intriguing 
paradox in the research process. While initiating a litera-

ture search requires some preliminary understanding of your 
research problem, the review process itself profoundly shapes 
and refines that very problem. As Ranjit Kumar observes, en-
gaging with existing scholarship enables researchers to con-
ceptualize their research questions with greater precision and 
relevance within their field of inquiry. This reciprocal relation-
ship between problem formulation and literature examination 
creates a dynamic process that strengthens research foundations 
and direction.

The literature review process illuminates the intellectual 
landscape of your subject area, revealing what aspects 
previous scholars have investigated, what discoveries they 
have made, and what knowledge gaps remain unexplored. 
Kumar emphasizes that this comprehensive overview provides 
researchers with enhanced insight into their research questions, 
bringing essential clarity and focus to their investigations. By 
identifying gaps in existing knowledge, researchers can position 
their work strategically within the field, addressing unanswered 
questions and unresolved issues that contribute meaningfully 
to the discipline. This targeted approach ensures that research 
efforts address genuine needs within the scholarly conversation 
rather than duplicating established knowledge.

Engagement with methodological approaches documented 
in the literature provides invaluable guidance for researchers 
designing their own studies. Kumar notes that reviewing how 

	�Conclusion 
synthesizes 
insights and 
suggests 
future research 
directions

	� Paradox - 
literature 
search requires 
preliminary 
understanding 
but shapes the 
research problem

	� Literature review 
illuminates 
intellectual 
landscape 
and reveals 
knowledge gaps
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others have approached similar research questions reveals 
both successful strategies and potential pitfalls in various 
methodological approaches. This methodological insight 
allows researchers to make informed decisions about their own 
research designs, potentially adopting proven approaches while 
avoiding documented limitations or complications. The resulting 
methodological confidence strengthens researchers’ ability to 
defend their chosen approaches against potential criticism while 
increasing the likelihood of generating valid, reliable findings 
that address their research questions effectively.

Perhaps the most fundamental contribution of literature 
reviews, according to Kumar, is the expansion of researchers’ 
knowledge base within their specialty areas. Doctoral and 
master’s level research demands comprehensive expertise in 
one’s research domain, making thorough literature engagement 
essential for scholarly development. Through systematic 
examination of existing theories, findings, and ongoing debates, 
researchers develop sophisticated understanding of their fields’ 
intellectual history and current state. This expanded knowledge 
creates the necessary context for understanding how new findings 
might integrate with or challenge established knowledge, 
positioning researchers to make meaningful contributions to 
their disciplines.

Literature reviews provide crucial contextual frameworks 
for interpreting research findings. Kumar stresses that while 
obtaining answers to research questions through data collection 
and analysis represents a significant achievement, the more 
challenging task involves situating these findings within 
existing knowledge. Comprehensive literature familiarity 
enables researchers to compare their results with previous 
studies, identifying points of convergence and divergence that 
illuminate their contribution’s significance. This comparative 
analysis helps researchers articulate how their work extends, 
challenges, or reinforces existing understandings, demonstrating 
the distinctive value of their research contribution to the field’s 
collective knowledge.

The contextualizing function highlighted by Kumar represents 
perhaps the most sophisticated aspect of literature engagement. 
Beyond simply reporting what others have found, advanced 
literature analysis involves critical examination of how new 
findings relate to established knowledge. This intellectual 
positioning requires researchers to address fundamental 
questions about their work’s relationship to the discipline: How 

	� Provides 
methodological 
guidance from 
documented 
approaches in 
existing studies

	� Expands 
researchers’ 
knowledge base 
essential for 
doctoral/master’s 
level research

	� Provides crucial 
contextual 
frameworks 
for interpreting 
research findings
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do their findings compare with previous research? What unique 
contribution does their work make? How do their results differ 
from established understandings? The ability to address these 
questions thoughtfully emerges directly from comprehensive 
literature knowledge, transforming isolated findings into 
meaningful contributions to disciplinary conversations. By 
placing research results within this broader scholarly context, 
researchers fulfill their responsibility to advance collective 
understanding rather than merely generating disconnected 
knowledge.

Knowledge production in business research has reached 
unprecedented velocity, creating a landscape that is 
simultaneously expanding, fragmented, and interdisciplinary. 
This accelerating pace presents significant challenges for 
researchers attempting to remain current with state-of-the-art 
developments or to establish themselves at the field’s leading 
edge. Equally challenging is the task of assessing collective 
evidence across particular research domains that may span 
multiple disciplines with varying methodological traditions 
and theoretical frameworks. These conditions have elevated the 
literature review from a preliminary research step to an essential 
methodology in its own right, offering structured approaches to 
collecting and synthesizing previous research across disparate 
domains.

An effectively conducted literature review establishes 
robust foundations for knowledge advancement and theory 
development through systematic engagement with existing 
scholarship. By methodically examining published research, 
reviewers can identify patterns, contradictions, and consensus 
within the literature that might remain obscure when examining 
individual studies in isolation. This synthetic perspective proves 
particularly valuable in business research, where relevant 
insights may emerge from economics, psychology, sociology, 
organizational studies, and numerous other disciplines. The 
literature review provides essential tools for navigating this 
complex interdisciplinary terrain, creating coherent narratives 
from seemingly disconnected research traditions while 
maintaining methodological rigor throughout the process.

Literature reviews serve the crucial function of synthesizing 
research findings to demonstrate evidence at meta-analytical 
levels, revealing comprehensive patterns that transcend 
individual studies. This synthesizing function enables 
researchers to gain macro-level perspectives on business 

	�Contextualizing 
function 
enables critical 
examination of 
new findings’ 
relationship 
to established 
knowledge

	�Knowledge 
production 
acceleration 
elevates 
literature review 
to essential 
methodology

	� Establishes 
robust 
foundations 
through 
systematic 
engagement 
with existing 
scholarship

SG
O

U



74    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

phenomena that individual studies, with their necessarily 
limited scope, cannot provide. Through careful aggregation and 
analysis of multiple research efforts, literature reviews reveal the 
collective knowledge accumulated within particular domains 
while simultaneously highlighting significant gaps requiring 
additional investigation. This gap identification represents 
one of the review’s most valuable contributions to knowledge 
development, directing future research toward unanswered 
questions and underdeveloped theoretical areas that require 
scholarly attention.

The identification of research gaps through comprehensive 
literature reviews provides essential groundwork for theoretical 
advancement and conceptual model building. By mapping 
existing knowledge landscapes thoroughly, reviewers can 
identify theoretical blind spots, methodological limitations, 
and unexplored connections between concepts that merit 
further investigation. These identified gaps frequently form the 
foundation for developing innovative theoretical frameworks 
that extend understanding beyond current boundaries. The 
literature review thus serves not merely as a reporting mechanism 
for previous research but as a generative process that catalyses 
new theoretical developments through systematic examination 
of what remains unknown or inadequately conceptualized 
within the field.

Engagement with relevant prior literature constitutes an 
essential component of all research endeavours across all 
disciplines, forming the necessary contextual foundation for new 
investigations. When reading scholarly articles regardless of 
field, readers invariably encounter opening sections dedicated to 
describing previous research, mapping the intellectual terrain, and 
establishing the significance of the current study’s contribution. 
Authors employ these reviews—variously labelled as literature 
reviews, theoretical frameworks, or research backgrounds—to 
situate their work within ongoing scholarly conversations while 
demonstrating how their contribution addresses meaningful 
gaps within existing knowledge. This contextualizing function 
remains fundamental to academic communication regardless of 
methodological approach or disciplinary tradition.

The ultimate value of a literature review, like any research 
methodology, depends fundamentally on three critical factors: 
procedural rigor, substantive findings, and reporting clarity. 
Procedural rigor ensures that appropriate methodological steps 
were followed throughout the review process, from initial 
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question formulation through comprehensive literature searching 
to systematic analysis and synthesis. Substantive findings 
represent the review’s contribution to knowledge—the patterns, 
contradictions, consensus points, and knowledge gaps identified 
through systematic analysis. Reporting clarity ensures that 
methodological decisions, analytical procedures, and substantive 
conclusions are communicated transparently, allowing readers 
to evaluate the review’s quality and appropriately incorporate 
its findings into their understanding. When these three elements 
converge, literature reviews fulfill their potential as essential 
methodological tools for knowledge advancement in rapidly 
evolving, fragmented, and interdisciplinary business research 
environments.

1.3.6 Sources of literature: Books, journals, and online 
databases

Before diving into your literature search, you need to have 
a clear picture of what you’re looking for. Think of it like 

planning a road trip – you need to know your destination before 
you can map out the best route. Start by identifying your broad 
subject area and the specific problem you want to investigate. 
This will help you set boundaries for your search and avoid get-
ting overwhelmed by irrelevant information.

Once you have a clear focus, it’s time to build your 
bibliography using three main sources: books, journals, and 
the Internet. Each source has its own strengths and can provide 
different types of valuable information for your research.

1.3.6.1 Books: The Foundation of Knowledge

Books form the backbone of any solid bibliography, and for 
good reason. When material makes it into book form, it’s 

usually because it’s important and of high quality. Publishers 
invest significant resources in books, so they tend to contain 
well-researched, thoroughly reviewed content. Books also do 
something special – they bring together findings from multiple 
research studies and weave them into a coherent story that helps 
you understand the bigger picture.

However, books do have one major drawback: they’re not 
always current. The publishing process is lengthy, and it can 
take several years from the time research is completed until it 
appears in a published book. This means that while books give 
you solid foundational knowledge, you’ll need other sources 
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for the latest developments in your field. Your library catalog 
is your best friend when searching for books. Start your search 
using subject catalogs or keywords, and be strategic about 
narrowing your search terms. Look through the titles carefully, 
but remember that sometimes a title doesn’t tell the whole story 
about a book’s usefulness. When in doubt, take a closer look at 
the book’s table of contents or summary.

1.3.6.2 The Bibliography Mining Technique

Here is a powerful strategy that many researchers overlook: 
once you have identified 10-15 books that seem relevant to 

your topic, examine their bibliographies carefully. These refer-
ence lists are goldmines of additional sources. If you can, pho-
tocopy these bibliographies to save time later.

Pay special attention to books that appear in multiple 
bibliographies. When several authors reference the same book, 
it’s usually a sign that this source is particularly important or 
influential in your field. These frequently cited books should 
definitely make it onto your essential reading list.

1.3.6.3 Creating Your Annotated Bibliography

As you work through your selected books, create an anno-
tated bibliography. This isn’t just a list of references – it’s 

a valuable tool that includes brief summaries of what each book 
covers and notes about how it relates to your specific research 
topic. Think of it as creating a personalized roadmap through 
the literature.

Keep careful track of your references using either a traditional 
card index system or modern reference management software 
like EndNote or ProCite. This organization will save you 
tremendous time and frustration later in your research process.

1.3.6.4 Journals: Staying Current with the Latest 
Research

While books provide foundational knowledge, journals are 
where you’ll find the most current research in your field. 

Even though there’s typically a two to three-year gap between 
when research is completed and when it’s published in a jour-
nal, this is still much more current than most books.
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The number of relevant journals varies significantly 
depending on your field of study. Some areas have dozens of 
relevant publications, while others may have just a few key 
journals. Your goal should be to identify and examine as many 
relevant journals as possible within your resource constraints.

When you find a promising journal, start with the most 
recent issues and work backward. Examine the table of contents 
for each issue, looking for articles that seem relevant to your 
research. If an article looks interesting, read its abstract to 
determine whether it’s worth your time to read the full article 
or make a copy.

1.3.6.5 The Internet

The Internet has revolutionized how we search for litera-
ture, making it possible to identify relevant materials across 

books, journals, and other sources with remarkable speed and 
ease. Search engines like Google and Yahoo have become es-
sential tools for researchers in virtually every field.

Internet searching works similarly to library catalog searching 
– it’s all about choosing the right keywords. The key is to think 
like other researchers in your field and use terms that they would 
likely use in their work.

1.3.7 Organizing and Writing Effective Literature 
Reviews

The organization of a literature review significantly impacts 
its effectiveness and readability. A well-structured litera-

ture review guides readers through existing scholarship while 
demonstrating your analytical understanding of the field. Sever-
al organizational patterns exist, each serving different purposes 
depending on your research goals and disciplinary conventions. 
Choosing the appropriate structure requires careful consider-
ation of your topic, audience, and the scholarly conversation 
you wish to enter.

A chronological organization traces the development 
of your topic over time, creating a narrative of intellectual 
evolution that helps familiarize readers with the subject’s 
history. This approach proves particularly valuable when 
introducing unfamiliar concepts or demonstrating how scholarly 
understanding has evolved. Rather than simply listing studies 
by date, effective chronological reviews analyse patterns, 
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turning points, and pivotal debates that have shaped the field’s 
trajectory. By interpreting how and why certain developments 
occurred, you provide insight into the intellectual history of 
your topic while highlighting moments of significant change or 
controversy. This interpretive dimension transforms a simple 
timeline into a thoughtful analysis of scholarly progression, 
though some disciplines may prefer more objective reporting of 
developments.

Thematic organization arranges your literature review 
around recurring central concepts that emerge from your 
research, creating subsections addressing different aspects of 
your topic. This approach works particularly well when dealing 
with multifaceted subjects that can be examined through 
various conceptual lenses. For example, a literature review on 
women and religion might include sections on women’s roles 
in religious institutions, theological perspectives on gender, and 
women’s religious practices across different cultures. Thematic 
organization allows you to synthesize findings across multiple 
sources that address similar questions or concepts, even when 
those sources span different time periods, methodologies, or 
disciplinary backgrounds. This structure highlights connections 
between seemingly disparate works while demonstrating how 
various scholars have approached related questions from 
different angles.

A methodological organization compares results and 
conclusions emerging from different research approaches, 
highlighting how methodological choices influence scholarly 
understanding. This organizational strategy proves especially 
valuable when reviewing literature across disciplines or when 
methodological debates characterize the field. You might 
organize sections contrasting qualitative and quantitative 
approaches, empirical versus theoretical scholarship, or 
disciplinary perspectives such as sociological, historical, or 
cultural analyses. This structure illuminates how different 
research traditions construct knowledge about your topic, 
revealing strengths and limitations of various methodological 
approaches. By examining how methodology shapes findings, 
you develop a more nuanced understanding of your field’s 
knowledge base while potentially identifying methodological 
gaps your research might address.

Theoretical organization uses the literature review to 
establish conceptual frameworks for your research, discussing 
various theories, models, and definitions of key concepts. This 
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approach is particularly common in humanities and social 
science disciplines, where theoretical orientation significantly 
shapes research questions and interpretive frameworks. You 
might argue for a specific theoretical approach’s relevance or 
combine concepts from multiple theoretical traditions to create 
a framework tailored to your research needs. By examining 
how different theoretical lenses illuminate your topic, you 
demonstrate sophisticated understanding of conceptual tools 
available in your field. This organization often transitions 
naturally into your own theoretical framework, showing how 
existing theories inform your approach while highlighting 
limitations you intend to address.

Regardless of organizational structure, successful literature 
reviews require thorough research and thoughtful source 
selection. As you conduct research, creating an annotated 
bibliography helps track key information while developing your 
understanding of scholarly conversations surrounding your 
topic. This preliminary work often provides substantial material 
for your literature review while helping you identify connections 
between sources that might otherwise remain unnoticed. Remain 
open to conducting additional research as new threads emerge 
during the writing process, ensuring comprehensive coverage 
of relevant scholarship. Remember that literature reviews 
reflect the quality of research they discuss, making thorough 
investigation an essential foundation for effective synthesis and 
analysis.

Synthesis represents one of the most challenging aspects 
of literature review writing, requiring you to draw meaningful 
connections between sources rather than simply summarizing 
them individually. Many student writers struggle with synthesis 
because they feel they have nothing substantive to add to 
scholarly conversations. Remember that synthesis demonstrates 
your understanding of the literature’s collective significance, 
showing relationships between studies that might not be 
obvious when considered in isolation. Imagine hosting a dinner 
party where all your sources discuss your topic—what patterns, 
agreements, or disagreements would emerge? Examine your 
paragraphs for citation patterns; paragraphs citing multiple 
sources often indicate successful synthesis, while those citing 
single sources may represent simple summary. Effective 
synthesis creates a cohesive narrative from diverse sources, 
revealing patterns and relationships that constitute your unique 
contribution to understanding the literature.

	� Theoretical 
organization 
establishes 
conceptual 
frameworks for 
research

	� Success requires 
thorough 
research, source 
selection, and 
annotated 
bibliography 
creation 

	� Synthesis is 
challenging 
- drawing 
meaningful 
connections 
rather than 
summarizing 
individually

SG
O

U



80    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

Before engaging into the research process, several 
preparatory steps are essential for conducting an effective 
literature review. First and foremost, you must clarify your 
research question or problem, as having a well-defined focus 
will guide your literature search and help you determine what 
sources are relevant to your investigation. Equally important is 
understanding the purpose of your literature review—whether 
you are writing it as part of a larger research paper, a standalone 
article, or a thesis chapter will significantly affect your approach 
and the depth of analysis required. Additionally, knowing your 
audience is crucial since the level of detail and background 
information you provide will depend entirely on who will 
be reading your review and their familiarity with the subject 
matter. Finally, you should determine the scope of your review 
by setting clear boundaries for what will and won’t be included, 
establishing parameters based on factors such as time period, 
geographical location, methodology, or other relevant criteria 
that align with your research objectives. These preparatory 
considerations will create a solid foundation that streamlines 
the research process and ensures your literature review remains 
focused and purposeful throughout its development.

Sonja Foss and William Walters have developed a remarkably 
efficient methodology that transforms this seemingly 
monumental task into a manageable process. Their systematic 
approach provides valuable structure for doctoral candidates, 
master’s students, and researchers preparing scholarly 
publications across all academic disciplines. By breaking down 
the literature review process into distinct, achievable steps, this 
method alleviates much of the anxiety typically associated with 
comprehensive scholarly synthesis while ensuring thorough 
coverage of relevant material.

The first step in Foss and Walters’ approach involves 
clearly defining your research areas before beginning any 
literature search. This crucial preliminary boundary-setting 
helps maintain focus and prevents the common pitfall of 
becoming distracted by interesting but tangential material. For 
example, a researcher exploring barriers to higher education for 
undocumented students would establish these parameters firmly 
before engaging with any literature. This disciplined approach 
prevents the research drift that often occurs when encountering 
fascinating but ultimately irrelevant material during the 
research process. By establishing clear topical boundaries at the 
outset, researchers create an essential framework that guides all 
subsequent literature engagement while ensuring efficient use 
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of limited research time.

Once research parameters are established, the second step 
involves conducting a comprehensive bibliographic search 
for relevant books and articles within your defined area. This 
process includes reviewing online abstracts, downloading 
pertinent articles, and checking out relevant library books. 
Importantly, Foss and Walters recommend setting specific 
time constraints for this search phase—typically two or three 
dedicated sessions—to prevent the literature gathering process 
from expanding indefinitely. This temporal boundary helps 
researchers avoid the common trap of perpetual searching 
without progressing to analysis and writing. By imposing 
reasonable time limitations on the search process, researchers 
maintain momentum toward completing the literature review 
rather than becoming indefinitely immersed in ever-expanding 
literature collection.

The third step focuses on extracting relevant content from 
gathered materials through strategic skimming. Rather than 
attempting comprehensive reading of each source, Foss and 
Walters recommend scanning specifically for five key elements: 
claims and findings about your investigated constructs, 
definitions of terms, calls for follow-up studies relevant to your 
project, gaps in existing literature, and scholarly disagreements 
about your research focus. When finding relevant content, 
researchers should type excerpts directly into a document rather 
than summarizing, including proper author citations and page 
numbers. This direct transcription method proves more efficient 
than summarization while ensuring accurate representation of 
original material. By focusing exclusively on these five elements, 
researchers efficiently extract the most valuable content without 
becoming bogged down in exhaustive reading of each source.

The fourth step introduces a tactile dimension to the 
organization process through a coding approach that transforms 
digital content into manipulable physical objects. After printing 
all collected excerpts, researchers physically cut them apart and 
sort these paper fragments into thematically similar groupings. 
This hands-on sorting process helps identify major themes 
emerging from the literature while ensuring each excerpt finds 
appropriate categorization. Any difficult-to-classify excerpts 
receive additional consideration to determine whether they 
require new thematic categories. Once sorting is complete, 
each thematic collection is placed into labeled envelopes, 
creating physically distinct units representing the major themes 
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identified in the literature. This tangible organization method 
helps researchers physically engage with emerging patterns in 
ways that purely digital approaches might not facilitate.

The fifth step involves creating a conceptual schema that 
establishes meaningful relationships between identified themes. 
By printing theme names in large font, cutting them into 
separate slips, and physically arranging them on a workspace, 
researchers visualize potential organizational structures for 
their literature review. This spatial manipulation helps identify 
logical connections, dialogues, and contradictions between 
themes that might remain obscure in purely linear thinking. 
Once satisfied with the arrangement, researchers document 
this conceptual schema, creating a structural blueprint for the 
literature review. This physical mapping process often reveals 
intellectual relationships between themes that might not emerge 
through more conventional outlining techniques, resulting in 
more sophisticated organizational structures that effectively 
communicate the complex relationships within the literature.

The final step transitions from organization to writing by using 
the established conceptual schema as a structural framework. 
Researchers can begin writing with any thematic section, as the 
overall organizational structure has already been determined. 
For each section, researchers create mini-conceptual schemas by 
further organizing relevant excerpts into logical subgroupings. 
These refined organizations guide paragraph-level writing, 
with researchers incorporating proper citations throughout the 
drafting process. By repeating this process for each thematic 
section, researchers methodically complete a full literature 
review draft. This modular writing approach transforms what 
might otherwise seem an overwhelming project into a series of 
manageable writing tasks, each supported by already-organized 
material and clear structural guidance.

While Foss and Walters’ system works particularly well for 
doctoral candidates who have already developed familiarity with 
their field’s literature through coursework and comprehensive 
examinations, master’s students may find it more challenging if 
they lack extensive previous exposure to relevant scholarship. 
The system requires some baseline familiarity with the literature 
to make effective judgments about material relevance and 
thematic categorization. Similarly, researchers writing in fields 
where they already possess significant knowledge will likely find 
this approach more immediately applicable than those entering 
relatively unfamiliar territory. Despite these considerations, the 

	�Create 
conceptual 
schema through 
physical 
arrangement of 
themes

	�Use schema 
as structural 
framework for 
modular writing 
approach

	� System works 
best for those 
with baseline 
familiarity with 
field literature

SG
O

U



83   SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

structured nature of this system provides valuable guidance 
even for less experienced researchers, offering clear direction 
through what might otherwise be an ambiguous and intimidating 
process.

The greatest value of Foss and Walters’ approach lies in 
its systematic transformation of an apparently overwhelming 
task into discrete, manageable components. By providing 
clear procedural guidance for literature review development, 
this methodology alleviates much of the anxiety typically 
associated with extensive scholarly synthesis. The combination 
of clear boundaries, efficient extraction processes, physical 
organization techniques, and structured writing guidance 
creates a comprehensive framework applicable across diverse 
academic disciplines. 

1.3.8 Writing and presenting Literature Review

After all the research and analysis, literature review requires 
a proper arrangement. In this regard, the very important part 

of the literature review is the presentation of the research work 
done in a carefully designed way. Because, the literature review 
is mainly concerned with the presentation of the research work 
carried out by other scholars in the field. Therefore, you need 
to understand how to properly cite and reference the work used 
for the literature review. For social sciences and many related 
research areas, the recent edition of the Publication Manual of 
the American Psychological Association, Harward Reference 
style and Chicago reference style will be considered as com-
monly used essential guide and researchers can use any of these 
reference style in the presentation of literature review and they 
have to ensure that they are using the same style consistently 
throughout the research. These manuals show you how to prop-
erly cite articles, format figures and tables, and how to organise 
footnotes and intext citations and finally the bibliography.

When learning to write literature reviews, using the examples 
of published reviews would be considered as more helpful. 
Every scientific journal article has a background section; 
researchers can find out have dozens of examples in their area. 
However, keep in mind that sometimes authors may not put 
the background section systematically, and some journals have 
strict word limits which pressures authors to cut the content. In 
order to see different approaches to literature review sections, a 
student/researcher working on thesis, can refer thesis submitted 
to their department recently. For stand-alone literature reviews, 
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look at journals specifically dedicated to publishing reviews, 
such as the American Psychological Association’s Psychological 
Bulletin, to see how experienced authors structure their work 
and synthesize findings across studies.

Depending on the type of review a researcher has to write 
the review accordingly. For instance, a researcher is writing a 
background section for a larger research project, researcher need 
to be very selective about his or her presentation of the review. 
He or she may need to concentrating on what they found while 
being very selective about which literature they cite. Sometimes 
you may need to work with a compromise, reporting the results 
of the review in the main text while providing methodological 
details in an appendix, or creating two separate documents—
one detailed review protocol and another focused-on results. 
Only when working on a stand-alone literature review project 
will you likely have enough space to provide comprehensive 
information about the topic, your methods, and your findings. 

The introduction part of the review can be used to explain 
what concepts need to be differentiated for readers to understand 
the research area and what phenomena have been addressed. 
Describe the research dilemmas and issues that researchers have 
tackled, as well as any practical or policy issues that make this 
area worth investigating. You might want to provide historical 
background, outline how the research topic developed over 
time, and explain current issues. Moreover, in your introduction, 
demonstrate why the topic is important—its significance may 
not be obvious to all readers. 

The background section of your literature review should 
begin by defining the topic you are reviewing, introducing the 
terminology you will be working with, and establishing the 
context for your review. There might be multiple definitions of 
relevant concepts, and different research fields may use unique 
terminology, so you want to ensure that readers understand your 
perspective and approach from the beginning.

End your background section with a paragraph describing the 
objective of your review, summarizing why your review is worth 
reading. The objective should state the review question you 
wanted to answer and incorporate information about the scope 
of your review. While the method section documents exactly 
what kind of information you were looking for, the objective 
should paraphrase this information in accessible language. Be 
explicit about what your review will and will not cover, helping 
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readers understand the boundaries of your investigation before 
you launch into methods and results.

Reference Styles Comparison Guide
Table 1

American Psychological Association (APA) Style

In-Text Citations

	f Single author: (Smith, 2023)

	f Two authors: (Johnson & Williams, 2022)

	f Three or more authors: (Brown et al., 2021)

	f Direct quote: (Davis, 2023, p. 45)

	f Multiple works: (Anderson, 2022; Taylor, 2023)

Reference List Examples

	f Book: Smith, J. A. (2023). Understanding research methods: A comprehensive guide 
(3rd ed.). Academic Press.

	f Journal Article: Johnson, M. R., & Williams, K. L. (2022). The impact of digital 
technology on student learning outcomes. Journal of Educational Research, 45(3), 
123-145. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2022.123456

	f Website: National Institute of Mental Health. (2023, March 15). Depression statis-
tics. https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/depression

	f Chapter in Edited Book: Brown, S. P. (2021). Cognitive behavioral therapy tech-
niques. In R. Thompson & L. Garcia (Eds.), Modern therapeutic approaches (pp. 
78-102). Psychology Publishers.

Table 2

Harvard Reference Style

In-Text Citations

	f Single author: (Smith 2023)

	f Two authors: (Johnson and Williams 2022)

	f Three or more authors: (Brown et al. 2021)

	f Direct quote: (Davis 2023, p. 45)
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	f Multiple works: (Anderson 2022; Taylor 2023)

Reference List Examples

	f Book: Smith, JA 2023, Understanding research methods: A comprehensive guide, 3rd 
edn, Academic Press, New York.

	f Journal Article: Johnson, MR & Williams, KL 2022, ‘The impact of digital technol-
ogy on student learning outcomes’, Journal of Educational Research, vol. 45, no. 3, 
pp. 123-145, DOI: 10.1080/00220671.2022.123456.

	f Website: National Institute of Mental Health 2023, Depression statistics, viewed 15 
March 2023, https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/depression.

	f Chapter in Edited Book: Brown, SP 2021, ‘Cognitive behavioural therapy tech-
niques’, in R Thompson & L Garcia (eds), Modern therapeutic approaches, Psychol-
ogy Publishers, Boston, pp. 78-102.

Table 3

Chicago Reference Style (Notes-Bibliography System)

Footnotes/Endnotes

	f ¹ John A. Smith, Understanding Research Methods: A Comprehensive Guide, 3rd 
ed. (New York: Academic Press, 2023), 45.

	f ² Michael R. Johnson and Karen L. Williams, “The Impact of Digital Technology 
on Student Learning Outcomes,” Journal of Educational Research 45, no. 3 (2022): 
123-145, https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2022.123456.

	f ³ National Institute of Mental Health, “Depression Statistics,” accessed March 15, 
2023, https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/depression.

Bibliography Examples

	f Book: Smith, John A. Understanding Research Methods: A Comprehensive Guide. 
3rd ed. New York: Academic Press, 2023.

	f Journal Article: Johnson, Michael R., and Karen L. Williams. “The Impact of 
Digital Technology on Student Learning Outcomes.” Journal of Educational Re-
search 45, no. 3 (2022): 123-145. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.2022.123456.

	f Website: National Institute of Mental Health. “Depression Statistics.” Accessed 
March 15, 2023. https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/depression.

	f Chapter in Edited Book: Brown, Sarah P. “Cognitive Behavioural Therapy Tech-
niques.” In Modern Therapeutic Approaches, edited by Robert Thompson and Lin-
da Garcia, 78-102. Boston: Psychology Publishers, 2021.
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Summarised Overview

This unit, “Literature Review,” explores the critical role of systematically evaluating 
existing scholarly work to contextualize and justify new research. It highlights that 

a literature review is more than a mere compilation; it’s a synthesis that identifies pat-
terns, gaps, and contradictions in a field, demonstrating how new research contributes 
to ongoing academic conversations. The unit clarifies when, where, and why literature 
reviews are essential, appearing in various academic contexts from dissertations to grant 
proposals, and serving purposes like familiarizing audiences, identifying research gaps, 
and refining research questions. It discusses disciplinary differences, noting variations in 
emphasis (e.g., theoretical in humanities, empirical in sciences). Key components of an 
effective review, including introduction, body (organized chronologically, thematically, 
or methodologically), and conclusion, are detailed. The unit underscores the transforma-
tive nature of the literature review, showing how it refines research problems, informs 
methodological choices, and contextualizes findings. Finally, it guides researchers on 
sourcing literature from books, journals, and online databases, emphasizing systematic 
search strategies and the importance of methodological rigor in the review process itself.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is the primary function of a literature review in providing context for re-
search?

2.	 According to the unit, what role does a clear conceptual framework play in medi-
ating an effective literature review?

3.	 Name two places where literature reviews commonly appear within a research 
paper or thesis.

4.	 Why is it important for researchers to identify “knowledge gaps” during a literature 
review?

5.	 What is the main drawback of using books as a primary source for the very latest 
research developments?

6.	 What is the key difference between a chronological and a thematic organization for 
a literature review?

7.	 According to the unit, what makes a literature review a “generative process” for 
theoretical advancement?

8.	 What is meant by “reflexivity” in social science research, as mentioned in the 
broader context of research questions?
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1.	 According to the unit content, what is the main purpose of a literature review, and 
how does it move beyond a “simple compilation of sources”? Provide specific ex-
amples of how an effective review contributes to familiarizing readers and estab-
lishing a foundation for new investigations.

2.	 “The literature review process illuminates the intellectual landscape of your subject 
area.” Discuss how engaging with existing scholarship, as described in the unit, 
helps researchers refine their research questions and identify critical knowledge 
gaps.

3.	 Imagine you are beginning a literature review for a dissertation on “The impact 
of climate change policies on fishing communities in coastal Kerala.” Based on 
the unit’s guidance, outline a step-by-step strategy for sourcing relevant literature 
using books, journals, and the internet, highlighting the unique value each source 
type offers.

4.	 The unit discusses chronological, thematic, and methodological organizational pat-
terns for literature reviews. Choose two of these patterns and explain scenarios 
where each would be the most appropriate organizational choice for a literature 
review. Provide a hypothetical example for each.

5.	 “A literature review presents researchers with an intriguing paradox.” Explain this 
paradox as described in the unit, and elaborate on how the literature review pro-
cess can profoundly shape and refine a researcher’s initial understanding of their 
research problem.

Assignments
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Suggested Reading

1.	 Kumar, R. (2019). Research methodology: A step-by-step guide for beginners (5th 
ed.). SAGE Publications.

2.	 Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantita-
tive, and mixed methods approaches (5th ed.). SAGE Publications.

3.	 Bryman, A. (2016). Social research methods (5th ed.). Oxford University Press.

4.	 Flick, U. (2018). An introduction to qualitative research (6th ed.). SAGE Publica-
tions.

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 2BLOCK 2
Research Design and Research Design and 

SamplingSampling
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After the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

Research Design

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

	f critically evaluate research design and explain its fundamental purpose in scientific 

inquiry

	f differentiate between exploratory, descriptive, and experimental research designs, 

identifying their unique objectives and characteristics

	f explain the key components and considerations involved in developing a robust re-

search design, including data collection methods, sampling, and ethical concerns

	f articulate the five core principles that characterise a strong research design, such 

as specifying appropriate methods, making inference logic explicit, and ensuring 

validity and reliability

	f identify and describe common qualitative research designs, including case studies, 

oral history, focus groups, and participant observation, highlighting their flexibility 

and aims

	f recognise and distinguish various quantitative research designs based on the number 

of contacts, reference period, and nature of investigation, such as cross-sectional, 

longitudinal, retrospective, and so on

Background 

Research is a structured way of seeking answers to questions. Before starting any 
study, a researcher must clearly define what they want to investigate. This initial 

clarity on the research question is a major achievement. Once the research question is 
set, the next critical step is to plan how the study will be carried out. This plan is called 
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the research design. It answers fundamental questions like: What procedures will be used 
to gather information? How will each part of the research process be done? What ethical 
rules and practical limits must be considered? A well-thought-out research design acts 
as a blueprint, guiding every step of the research process to ensure valid, objective, and 
accurate, outcomes. It helps researchers move from simply identifying a problem to sys-
tematically finding solutions and drawing sound conclusions from observable evidence.

Exploratory Research, Descriptive Research, Experimental Design, Validity, 
Reliability, Case Study, Oral History, Focus Group, Quantitative Research, Qualitative 
Research, Sampling

Keywords

Discussion

One of the most critical and often challenging phases in re-
search is to pose the research question very clearly. When 

the researcher poses the question clearly, then he or she has suc-
cessfully achieved one of the central tasks of research. Hence, 
getting clarity of thought in 'what' you consider as important 
to investigate is indeed a significant accomplishment. How-
ever, with the path of the journey firmly established and your 
destination clearly stated, the next crucial step is to carefully 
plan 'how' you will undertake your study. This transition from 
problem identification to methodological strategy raises a series 
of fundamental questions that demand precise answers before 
you can advance. What specific procedures will you employ to 
systematically gather the information needed to address your 
research questions? How will you execute the various tasks in-
volved in each component of the research process? What ethical 
considerations, practical limitations, and best practices should 
guide your inquiry? Fundamentally, the comprehensive answers 
to these pivotal questions constitute the very core of your re-
search design.

In other words, when a researcher is very clear about the pur-
pose of her study and what she wants to study about (meaning 
when the questions, hypotheses, variables, and concepts are 
identified for the study), the next thing she will encounter is 

	�Research design 
is a plan about 
'how' one will 
undertake their 
study
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some of the crucial questions so as to determine how she is go-
ing to conduct her study. Therefore, many such questions like 
'How is she going to conduct her study?', 'What procedures will 
she adopt to obtain answers to her questions?', 'How will she 
carry out the tasks needed to complete the different components 
of the research process?', and 'What should she do and what 
should she not do in the process of understanding the study?', 
will constitute a core component of her next step in the research 
process. Basically, her answers to these questions constitute the 
core of the research design of her research. She needs to figure 
out answers to these questions in a carefully planned manner."

In light of the above note, one can locate the role of research 
design in social science. While the purpose of a research design 
is the same—to provide a plan for the study—the approach to 
that plan differs significantly between quantitative and qualita-
tive research. On the one hand, quantitative research design is 
structured and linear. The research design is typically created 
before the data is collected. It involves pre-defining all vari-
ables, hypotheses, and statistical methods. The goal is to estab-
lish a clear, often deductive path from theory to data, ensuring 
the process is systematic and replicable. The design focuses on 
specific tools for measurement and analysis to produce general-
izable findings. On the other hand, qualitative research design 
is more flexible and emergent. The research design is often de-
veloped and refined as the study progresses. Instead of testing a 
specific hypothesis, the design focuses on exploring a phenom-
enon in depth to generate new insights. The plan involves se-
lecting a theoretical framework (e.g., grounded theory, ethnog-
raphy) and broad guidelines for data collection (e.g., interviews, 
observation) that allow the researcher to be responsive to what 
emerges from the data. The goal is to provide a rich, nuanced 
understanding of a subject from the perspective of the partici-
pants. This approach is often inductive, moving from specific 
observations to broader theories.

It is better to grasp some of the workable definitions of re-
search design based on the information provided above.

2.1.1 Definitions

Let us look at some of the prominent definitions to show you 
consensus around the role of research design in scientific 

studies articulated by scholars and based on the insights of these 
definitions, we can list out the basic purposes of a research de-

	�One need to ask 
these questions

	�Difference 
between 
qualitative and 
quantitative 
research design
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sign in investigations undertaken by students and researchers. 

Consider the perspective offered by Janet Buttolph Johnson, 
H. T. Reynolds, and Jason D. Mycoff in their work on research 
methodology titled Political Science Research Methods 9th 
Edition. They are of the opinion that a research design is a plan 
that shows 'how one intends to study an empirical question.' It 
indicates what specific theory or propositions will be tested, 
what the appropriate 'units of analysis' (e.g., people, nations, 
states, organizations) are for the tests, what measurements or 
observations (that is, data) are needed, how all this information 
will be collected, and which analytical and statistical procedures 
will be used to examine the data. All parts of a research design 
should work towards the same end: drawing sound conclusions 
supported by observable evidence.

As Fred N Kerlinger defines that:

 “A research design is a plan, structure, and strategy of the 
investigation so conceived as to obtain answers to research 
questions or problem. The plan is the complete scheme or 
program of the research. It includes an outline of what the 
investigator will do from writing the hypotheses and their 
operational implications to the final analysis of data”

Another scholar Bruce A Thyer observes that:

 “A traditional research design is a blueprint or detailed plan 
for how a research study is to be completed-operationalising 
variables so they can be measured, selecting a sample of 
interest to study, collecting data to be used as a basis for testing 
hypotheses, and analysing results”

As stated in the definitions discussed above shows that research 
design is a procedural plan that is adopted by the researcher to 
answer validly, objectively, accurately and economically. As 
such the design includes an outline of what the researcher will 
do from writing the hypothesis and its operational implications 
to the final analysis of data. Further, if one look at the two 
definitions stated above one can discern two main functions 
of research design. The first relates to the identification and/or 
development of procedures and logistical arrangements required 
to undertake a study, and the second emphasises the importance 
of quality in these procedures to ensure their validity, objectivity 

	� Perspective of 
Janet Buttolph 
Johnson, H. T. 
Reynolds, and 
Jason D. Mycoff

	� Fred N 
Kerlinger’s 
definition

	�Views of Bruce 
A Thyer

	�Research design 
is a procedural 
plan
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and accuracy. Hence, a research design helps to conceptualize 
an operational plan to undertake the various procedures and 
tasks required to complete her study. Similarly, it ensures that 
these procedures are adequate to obtain valid, objective, and 
accurate answers to the research questions.

While the definitions from Johnson et al., Kerlinger, and 
Thyer are quite similar, they all share a common thread: they 
are rooted in the positivist tradition. This tradition assumes that 
social phenomena can be studied with the same scientific rigor 
as natural phenomena, using objective, quantifiable methods. 
All three definitions emphasize a structured, pre-planned 
approach, with a focus on hypotheses, operational definitions, 
and statistical analysis. They see research design as a fixed plan 
created before the study begins.

An interpretivist perspective, however, would view research 
design differently. This approach, often used in qualitative 
research, argues that social reality is subjective and constructed. 
An interpretivist scholar would see the research design as a 
more flexible and emergent process. They might not have 
a fixed hypothesis at the start, but rather a guiding research 
question. Their "plan" would involve a flexible strategy 
for engaging with participants (e.g., through interviews or 
observation) to uncover meanings and interpretations, with the 
design evolving as new insights emerge. The emphasis is less 
on a rigid blueprint and more on a fluid, iterative process that 
prioritizes deep understanding over generalizability. Therefore, 
while the definitions above are excellent for understanding 
positivist research design, they do not fully capture the more 
adaptable nature of a design within an interpretivist framework.

In the light of the above discussion one can state that 
the most important requirements of a research design are to 
specify everything clearly so a reader will understand what 
procedures to follow and how to follow them. Ranjith Kumar 
has pointed out that research design name the study design 
per se as, ‘cross-sectional’, ‘before-and-after’, ‘comparative’, 
‘control experiment’ or ‘random control’. In short, based on 
the discussion one can discern that research design serves a 
dual purpose: first, it explicitly names the specific study design 
(e.g., 'cross-sectional,' 'comparative,' 'control experiment'); and 
second, it provides comprehensive information about every 
operational detail. 

	� Scholars and 
views associated 
with positivist 
tradition

	� The views of 
interpretivist 
perspective on 
research design

	�Research design 
serves a dual 
purpose
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This includes identifying the study population and how it 
will be accessed, determining sampling methods, specifying 
techniques for data collection and their justifications, setting 
questionnaires or planning interviews, and deciding various eth-
ical considerations. Hence, "research design" is a broader term 
encompassing the entire research plan, from defining the ques-
tion and hypotheses (including variable types and relationships) 
to outlining the schedule and budget required for the completion 
of the work.

2.1.2 Basic Principles of Research Design

A careful and creative development of a robust research de-
sign is important for the practical execution of any research 

	�Broader view of 
research design
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project. This design represents the culmination of thoughtful 
planning and research design plays an important role as the 
blueprint for the study that outlines precisely how a scholar 
will address their research question or test hypothesis in a con-
vincing manner. Therefore, a well-constructed research de-
sign is fundamental for research work, because it establishes a 
strong ground for the ability to draw logical, valid, and reliable 
conclusions from the study. Drawing on the studies mentioned 
above in this unit, one can hence see that a strong research de-
sign is characterized by five core attributes and these are men-
tioned below.

Firstly, research design specifies the type of research and 
the data collection techniques that are most appropriate for the 
project's objectives. Secondly it articulates the logic underpin-
ning inferences, enabling researcher to draw sound conclusions 
from the information collected or observations made. Third-
ly, research design helps to identifies the type of evidence that 
not only supports hypothesis but also provides a rigorous and 
convincing 'test' of it. Fourthly, it plays an important role in 
safeguarding the integrity and generalizability of results. Last-
ly, it ensures the reliability of the findings of the thesis. In other 
words, it helps to ensure that the findings are consistent and 
repeatable. In the next section. we will look into what each of 
these principles entails for effective research.

2.1.2.1 Principle 1: Specifying Appropriate Re-
search Type and Data Collection Techniques

A judicious selection of research types and data collection 
methods is the first core principle that a scholar take into 

account during the setting of the research design. It is crucial to 
understand that no single research design or method is consid-
er as inherently superior or more rigorous than another. Only 
thing that a scholar must consider during the selection of re-
search design or method is their effectiveness for the overall 
study and it can be judged on the basis of their appropriateness 
for the specific research task. Analogous to selecting the right 
tool for a job—for instance a screwdriver is useful for screw-
ing—a research design is deemed "good" if it effectively facil-
itates the drawing of valid inferences. 

	�Research 
design as 
study blueprint 
with five core 
attributes

	� Five attributes: 
methods, 
inference, 
evidence, 
validity, 
reliability

	�Method selection 
based on 
appropriateness, 
not superiority
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2.1.2.2 Principle 2: Making Explicit the Logic of 
Inference

A good research design must explicitly outline the logic of in-
ference, which is the process of using known facts to draw 

logical conclusions about unknown facts. As argued by Gary 
King, Robert Keohane, and Sidney Verba (KKV) in their semi-
nal 1994 work, a crucial goal of social science is to make valid 
inferences. They advocated for a single, unified logic of infer-
ence across both quantitative and qualitative research, arguing 
that all empirical research should be evaluated on the same sci-
entific principles of transparency and replicability.

This view, however, sparked a significant debate. Scholars 
like Henry Brady and David Collier (2004) challenged KKV's 
approach, particularly for qualitative research. They argued that 
KKV's framework, which was heavily influenced by quantita-
tive methods, did not fully capture the complexities and unique 
strengths of qualitative analysis. Brady and Collier emphasized 
that qualitative inference often involves different processes, 
such as tracing causal mechanisms or making within-case com-
parisons, which are not easily captured by the statistical logic of 
inference championed by KKV.

Regardless of the debate over the specific type of inference, 
all researchers agree that the process must be transparent, or-
derly, and open to scrutiny. To verify the knowledge derived 
from research, every step must be clearly detailed so that other 
scholars can double-check the findings. For example, a political 
science study might seek to infer why some citizens vote and 
others don't. A researcher might collect data on known facts, 
such as a person's level of education, income, and political party 
affiliation. By analysing this data, the researcher can make in-
ferences about the factors that influence voter behaviour. They 
might conclude that, based on their data, individuals with higher 
education and income are more likely to vote. This conclusion 
is an inference because the researcher hasn't studied every sin-
gle voter but has used a limited set of observations (the known 
facts) to draw a broader conclusion about the unknown popula-
tion.

	� Transparent 
inference logic - 
KKV vs Brady/
Collier debate

	�Voter behavior 
inference 
example
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2.1.2.3 Principle 3: Identifying Convincing Test 
Evidence

Beyond merely seeking evidence that confirms a hypothe-
sis, a robust research design must identify evidence that 

provides a compelling 'test' of that hypothesis. As David de 
Vaus (2001) suggests, the goal should be to seek evidence that 
rigorously tests the argument rather than simply accumulating 
consistent support. It is often possible to find some empirical 
support for nearly any claim. Thus, instead of just marshalling 
evidence to fit an argument, researchers should actively seek 
data that can test their hypothesis against rival perspectives, 
alternative arguments, or competing hypotheses. This involves 
adopting the viewpoint of a skeptic, and strategically collecting 
evidence that allows for comparisons and judgments, ultimate-
ly demonstrating why the proposed explanation or interpreta-
tion is superior, more credible, accurate, or illuminating than its 
alternatives. This critical approach strengthens the argument by 
addressing potential counter-evidence proactively.

This concept is closely related to Karl Popper's notion of 
falsifiability. Popper argued that a scientific theory cannot be 
proven true, but it can be proven false. Therefore, a good re-
search design should be structured to find evidence that could 
potentially falsify the hypothesis. Instead of looking for con-
firming data, the researcher should act like a skeptic, strategi-
cally collecting evidence that could disprove their argument. 
This critical approach strengthens the argument by proactively 
addressing potential counter-evidence and demonstrating why 
the proposed explanation is superior to its alternatives.

2.1.2.4 Principle 4: Decreasing Threats to Internal 
and External Validity

A superior research design actively works to decrease threats 
to validity. Validity refers to whether a study's measures 

accurately assess what they intend to, and whether the conclu-
sions drawn from the data are logically sound. Researchers dif-
ferentiate between various types of validity, with two primary 
concerns being internal and external validity. Internal validity 
addresses the confidence with which one can conclude that the 
independent (causal) variable genuinely produced the observed 
effect. As de Vaus (2001) notes, the stronger a study's structure 
eliminates alternative interpretations, the stronger its internal 

	�Rigorous 
testing over 
confirmation

	� Popper's 
falsifiability 
approach

	� Internal/external 
validity threats
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validity. The primary threat here involves confounding factors—
other potential causes for the observed relationship between 
variables that were not accounted for in the design. Conversely, 
external validity pertains to "the extent to which results from a 
study can be generalized beyond the particular study". These 
principal questions whether the findings are broadly applicable 
to other similar situations, contexts, or populations beyond the 
specific scope of the research. A good design meticulously plans 
to minimize these threats, allowing for more robust and widely 
applicable conclusions. 

In qualitative research, scholars often prefer different terms 
to address these concerns, as the concepts of validity and gen-
eralizability are often linked to a positivist framework. Credi-
bility is the qualitative equivalent of internal validity. It refers 
to the believability and trustworthiness of the research findings. 
A researcher ensures credibility through practices like triangu-
lation (using multiple sources or methods) and member check-
ing (sharing findings with participants to get their feedback). 
Transferability is the qualitative equivalent of external validity. 
Instead of generalizing findings to a large population, the goal 
is to provide a "thick description" of the context so that readers 
can decide if the findings are applicable, or "transferable," to 
their own situations.

2.1.2.5 Principle 5: Ensuring Reliability of 
Findings

Finally, a well-conceived research design must ensure the re-
liability of its findings. Reliability refers to the "repeatabil-

ity" or "consistency" of the research. This means that if another 
researcher were to perform the exact same procedures under the 
same conditions, they should arrive at the same results. Similar-
ly, a measure is considered reliable if it consistently yields the 
same outcome when applied repeatedly to the same phenome-
non, assuming the phenomenon itself is not changing. Design-
ing for reliability involves standardizing procedures, using con-
sistent measurement tools, and providing clear documentation, 
enabling other researchers to replicate the study and confirm its 
findings.

Understanding and meticulously applying these five basic 
principles are paramount before choosing specific research de-
signs for the study, as they lay the groundwork for producing 
rigorous, credible, and impactful research. 

	�Qualitative 
credibility/
transferability 
equivalents

	�Consistency 
through 
standardized 
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Principle Core Focus Key Requirements Practical Application
1. Specifying 

Appropriate Research 
Type & Data Collection

Selecting the right 
tools for the research 

task

• Choose 
methods based on 

appropriateness for 
specific objectives

• No single method is 
inherently superior

• Effectiveness judged 
by ability to facilitate 

valid inferences

Like selecting a 
screwdriver for 

screwing - match 
the method to the 

research question and 
objectives

2. Making Explicit the 
Logic of Inference

Transparent reasoning 
process

• Clearly outline how 
conclusions are drawn 

from data

• Process must be 
transparent, orderly, 
and open to scrutiny

• Enable other 
scholars to verify and 

replicate findings

Political science 
example: Using 

education, income, 
and party affiliation 
data to infer voter 
behavior patterns

3. Identifying 
Convincing Test 

Evidence

Rigorous hypothesis 
testing

• Seek evidence that 
tests rather than just 

support

• Adopt skeptical 
viewpoint

• Test against rival 
perspectives and 

alternatives

• Related to Popper's 
falsifiability concept

Act as a skeptic - 
collect evidence that 

could potentially 
disprove your 

hypothesis, not just 
confirm it

4. Decreasing Threats 
to Internal & External 

Validity

Ensuring accuracy and 
generalizability

Internal Validity: 
Eliminate alternative 

explanations;  Control 
confounding factors; 

Ensure causal variable 
produces observed 

effect

External Validity: 
Enable generalization 

beyond study 
scope; Apply to 

other contexts and 
populations

Qualitative 
equivalents:

•Credibility (internal 
validity)

• Transferability 
(external validity)

• Use triangulation 
and thick description

Table: Basic Principles of Research Design
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5. Ensuring Reliability 
of Findings

Consistency and 
repeatability

• Standardize 
procedures

• Use consistent 
measurement tools

• Provide clear 
documentation

• Enable replication by 
other researchers

If another researcher 
follows the exact same 

procedures under 
same conditions, they 
should get the same 

results

2.1.3 Types of Research Design

In this section, we will discuss some of the most common-
ly used research designs employed in both quantitative and 

qualitative research. A well-conceived design is mandatory for 
a good research work. This discussion provided in this section 
will explore a range of research designs usually employed in 
political science in particular and social science in general. We 
will examine their respective strengths and weaknesses. The 
purpose of this section is to demonstrate how a flawed meth-
odological strategy can lead to findings that are either uninfor-
mative or actively misleading. Suppose an innovative ideas and 
hypotheses can leads to insignificant or erroneous conclusions 
if it is explored by using a poor research design.

Several factors shape the selection of an appropriate research 
design. Practicality and feasibility also heavily influence this 
choice. Some designs may be ethically unacceptable, while oth-
ers might be impossible to execute due to constraints such as 
limited data availability, insufficient time, or inadequate fund-
ing.

In the field of social sciences, several distinct yet often com-
plementary designs are commonly employed and depending on 
the research objective, designs can be broadly classified into the 
following way. Exploratory, descriptive, and diagnostic designs 
are about the purpose of the research, while quantitative and 
qualitative are about the methodology used to achieve that pur-
pose.Each offers unique strengths for tackling different types of 
research inquiries.

	�Design variety 
and selection 
factors

	� Purpose vs 
methodology 
classification
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2.1.3.1 Study designs based on type of data and 
analytical approach: Quantitative and Qualitative 
research

Quantitative study designs are specific, well structured, have 
been tested for their validity and reliability, and can be ex-

plicitly defined and recognised. Study designs in qualitative 
research either do not have these attributes or have them to 
a lesser degree. They are less specific and precise, and do not 
have the same structural depth. The main focus in qualitative 
research is to understand, explain, explore, discover and clarify 
situations, feelings, perceptions, attitudes, values, beliefs and 
experiences of a group of people. The study designs are flexible 
and emergent in nature, and are often non-linear and non-se-
quential in their operationalisation. The study designs main-
ly entail the selection of people from whom the information, 
through an open frame of enquiry, is explored and gathered. 
The parameters of the scope of a study, and information gath-
ering methods and processes, are often flexible and evolving; 
hence, most qualitative designs are not as structured and se-
quential as quantitative ones. On the other hand, in quantitative 
research, the measurement and classification requirements of 
the information that is gathered demand that study designs are 
more structured, rigid, fixed and predetermined in their use to 
ensure accuracy in measurement and classification. Overall, 
there are many more study designs in quantitative research than 
in qualitative research.

In qualitative studies the distinction between study designs 
and methods of data collection is far less clear. Quantitative 
study designs have more clarity and distinction between de-
signs and methods of data collection. In qualitative research 
there is an overlap between the two. Some designs are basically 
methods of data collection. For example, in-depth interviewing 
is a design as well as a method of data collection and so are oral 
history and participant observation. 

One of the most distinguishing features of qualitative 
research is the adherence to the concept of respondent 
concordance whereby you as a researcher make every effort to 
seek agreement of your respondents with your interpretation, 
presentation of the situations, experiences, perceptions and 
conclusions. In quantitative research respondent concordance 
does not occupy an important place. Sometimes it is assumed 
to be achieved by circulating or sharing the findings with those 
who participated in the study.

	�Quantitative 
structured vs 
qualitative 
flexible

	�Design/method 
overlap in 
qualitative

	�Respondent 
concordance in 
qualitative
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Another difference in the designs in qualitative and quanti-
tative studies is the possibility of introducing researcher bias. 
Because of flexibility and lack of control it is more difficult to 
check researcher bias in qualitative studies.

2.1.4 Research Design in Quantitative Research

In this section, we will discuss different types of research de-
signs in quantitative research. The various research designs 

have been classified by examining the three different criteria 
such as a) The number of contacts with the study population, b) 
The reference period of study, c) The nature of investigation We 
will discuss each one separately. 

2.1.4.1 Study design based on the number of con-
tacts with the study population

First, we will discuss the study design based on the num-
ber of contacts with the study population. Based on the number 
of contacts with the study population, designs can be classified 
into three groups

a) Cross-sectional studies

b) Before and after studies

c) Longitudinal studies

Cross-sectional studies

This is a most commonly used research design in social sci-
ences. This study design is best suited to topic which find out 
the prevalence of a phenomenon, situation, problem and atti-
tude, by taking a cross-section of the population. In other words, 
a cross-sectional study is a research design used to determine 
the prevalence of a specific phenomenon, situation, problem, or 
attitude within a population at a single point in time. It is a sim-
ple and widely used method, particularly in the social sciences.

 It would be more appropriate for topics like the socio eco-
nomic demographic characteristics of migrants in Kerala, the 
reasons for homeless among old age people, the attitude of a 
community towards equity issues, consumer satisfaction with a 
product, the health needs of a community

	� Three 
classification 
criteria

	�Cross-sectional: 
single time point
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Before and after studies

The main advantage of the before and after study design 
is that it can be measure change in a situation, phenomenon, 
problem or attitude. It is most appropriate design for measuring 
the effectiveness or impact of a programme. This design is used 
to identify difference in the variable in the same population in 
two points of time

The following topics can be studied by using this study de-
signs: the impacts of administrative restructuring on the quality 
of the services provided by an organisation; the impact of in-
centives on the productivity of employees in an organisation; 
the impact of increased funding on the quality of teaching in 
universities

Longitudinal study design

It is used to determine the pattern of change in relation to 
time.  In longitudinal study, the study population is visited a 
number of times at regular intervals usually over a long period 
of time. These intervals are not fixed.  Longitudinal study are 
useful when researcher need to collect factual information on a 
continuing basis

2.1.4.2 Study design based on the reference period 
of study

Secondly, we will discuss the study design based on the ref-
erence period of study. The research designs within this per-
spective are categorized into three.

1.	 Retrospective

2.	 Prospective

3.	 Retrospective-prospective

Retrospective Study Design

Retrospective Study Design investigates a phenomenon, sit-
uation or issue that has happened in the past. They are usually 
conducted either on the basis of the data available for that peri-
od or on the basis of respondents memory of that phenomena.

	�Before/
after: change 
measurement

	� Longitudinal: 
patterns over 
time

	�Retrospective: 
past investigation
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Prospective Study Design

Prospective studies refer to the prevalence of a phenomenon, 
situation, problem in the future. Such studies attempt to estab-
lish what is likely to happen. For example, the topics like the 
impact of maternal and child health services on the level of in-
fant mortality; the effect of counselling services on the extent of 
marital problem will find this study designs as useful.

Retrospective-prospective study design 

Retrospective-prospective focus on past trends in a phenom-
enon and study it into the future. For example it studies the ef-
fect of incentives on the productivity of the employees of an 
organization.

2.1.4.3 Study design based on the nature of 
investigation

On the basis of the nature of design, quantitative studies can 
be conducted through an experimental study design. There 

are so many types of experimental study design. It can be cate-
gorized as

1.	 The after only design

2.	 The before and after design

3.	 The control group design

4.	 The comparative design

In an after only design, the researcher knows that a popu-
lation is being exposed to an intervention and wishes to study 
its impact on the population. In this design, the information is 
usually constructed on the basis of respondents recall of the 
situation before the intervention. The change in the dependent 
variable is measure by the difference between before and after 
observations. Hence this design is used in impact assessment 
studies. Whereas, before and after design, takes care of the 
problem of after only design. It provides the comparability of 
the before and after observation. It look at the change in depen-
dent variable after the intervention and the status of dependent 
variable before. 

	� Prospective: 
future prediction

	�Retrospective-
prospective: past 
to future

	�After only: 
recall-based 
impact and 
before/
after: actual 
comparison
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In research, the control group design is a powerful method 
for determining the effectiveness of an intervention. This de-
sign involves selecting two comparable groups: an experimen-
tal group and a control group. The key is to ensure both groups 
are as similar as possible in all aspects except for the interven-
tion being studied. The experimental group receives or is ex-
posed to the intervention, while the control group does not. 'Be-
fore' observations are taken from both groups simultaneously. 
After the experimental group undergoes the intervention, 'after' 
observations are made on both groups. Any observed differ-
ences in the 'before' and 'after' results between the two groups, 
regarding the outcome variable(s), can then be attributed to the 
intervention's impact.

In comparative study design, the researcher seeks to com-
pare. With a comparative design, a study can be carried out 
either as an experiment and non experiment. This kind of re-
search may involve more than one case; such studies are often 
called comparative case studies. A comparative or multiple 
case study is more likely to have explanatory power than is a 
single case study because it provides the opportunity for rep-
lication; that is, it enables a researcher to test a single theory 
more than once. For some cases, similar results will be predict-
ed; for others, different results will be predicted.

2.1.5 Qualitative Research Study Designs
Qualitative research is a powerful approach for exploring 

and understanding complex phenomena in a detailed, in-depth 
manner. Unlike quantitative research, which focuses on mea-
suring and counting, qualitative research engages with the 
"how" and "why" of a topic. It seeks to uncover deep insights, 
meaning, and motivations by studying individuals, groups, or 
events in their natural settings. The research designs in this 
field are flexible and inductive, meaning they are often shaped 
by the emerging data rather than a rigid, pre-defined structure. 
This section provides a brief overview of common qualitative 
research designs, which serve as foundational frameworks for 
investigations across various social sciences.

Case Study
A case study looks closely at one "case." This "case" can 

be a person, a group, a town, or an event. The goal is to un-
derstand that single case in great detail. Researchers study it 
intensely. The case is seen as one whole thing. Case studies 
help when you know little about a topic. They give deep under-

	�Control group: 
experimental 
comparison

	�Comparative: 
multiple case 
analysis

	� Flexible, 
data-driven 
approaches

	�Case study: 
single case depth
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standing but cannot be used to make general statements about a 
larger population. You don't pick people randomly. Instead, you 
choose the case that will give you the most information. You 
try to get information from all possible sources. You should use 
many ways to collect data, like interviews, records, and obser-
vations. But always remember to treat the case as a single unit 
when you analyze your findings.

Oral History

Oral history is a way to collect data, but it often acts like a 
study design in qualitative research. It gathers personal stories, 
experiences, and views about past or current events. It is a way 
to get someone's own words. Researchers record and interpret 
these personal accounts. These accounts can be from people 
who saw an event or heard about it from others. Memory is very 
important in oral history. The design is simple: decide what you 
want to learn, find the right people to talk to, and then collect 
and analyse their stories.

Focus Groups / Group Interviews

Focus groups and group interviews are ways to explore atti-
tudes, opinions, or ideas through group discussions. A research-
er leads the talk. They ask questions to make the group discuss 
topics. These methods are popular because they are not expen-
sive. They are used in many areas, like market research and so-
cial planning.

FIn a focus group, the researcher picks a group of people who 
can best discuss the topic. The group size is important; usually, 
8 to 10 people work best. The researcher decides on specific 
topics for discussion. The group also helps decide how to record 
the discussion. The main difference between a focus group and 
a group interview is that focus groups have more specific, pre-
planned topics. In a group interview, the group can discuss what 
they want, but the researcher gently guides them back to the 
main topic. These methods are good for finding different opin-
ions but not for knowing how many people hold those opinions.

Community Discussion Forums

Community discussion forums are designed to get opinions, 
attitudes, and ideas from a whole community. They are used 
for community issues and problems. They help communities 

	�Oral history: 
personal stories

	� ocus groups: 
guided 
discussions
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decide on important topics. They are like bigger group discus-
sions. Unlike group discussions, anyone interested can join. 
The researcher usually uses local media to tell people about 
the forums. This design is good for finding out what issues are 
important to a community. It is cheap and fast. However, a few 
people might control the discussion, or not many people might 
show up. This means the discussion might not truly show what 
the whole community thinks.

Research Designs by Purpose

Research designs can be classified based on their ultimate 
purpose, serving as a foundational roadmap for an entire study. 
By categorizing designs by purpose—such as exploratory, to 
uncover insights; descriptive, to portray a phenomenon; or di-
agnostic, to identify relationships—researchers can align their 
methods and analytical approaches with their specific research 
goals, ensuring the study is both logical and coherent from its 
inception to its conclusion.

2.1.6 Research Design in Exploratory Research 
Studies

Exploratory research studies, also known as formulative re-
search, aim to formulate a problem for more precise investiga-
tion or to develop working hypotheses. The primary emphasis 
in these studies is on the discovery of ideas and insights. There-
fore, the research design for exploratory studies must possess 
inherent flexibility to allow for the consideration of various 
aspects of the problem as they emerge. This flexibility is cru-
cial because the initial broadly defined research problem often 
transforms into a more precisely defined one, necessitating ad-
justments in the data collection procedures. Scholars working 
in the field of research methodology has pointed out that gener-
ally, three key methods are employed in the context of research 
design for exploratory studies.

First method is survey of concerning literature. This is often 
the simplest and most fruitful method for precisely formulating 
a research problem or developing hypotheses. It involves re-
viewing existing literature, including hypotheses stated by ear-
lier researchers, to evaluate their usefulness for further research 
and to identify potential new hypotheses. Researchers should 
build upon previous work and, in cases where hypotheses are 
yet to be formulated, derive relevant hypotheses from avail-

	�Community 
forums: open 
discussions

	�Method-goal 
alignment

	� Flexible design 
for problem 
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able material. This also includes bibliographical surveys and 
applying concepts and theories from different research contexts 
to the current area of interest. Even works of creative writers 
can provide fertile ground for hypothesis formulation. A politi-
cal science student researching the rise of populist movements 
would begin by reading academic articles, news reports, and 
social media data to understand historical trends, key leaders, 
and initial public reactions to these movements.

The second method is experience survey. This method in-
volves surveying individuals who have practical experience 
with the problem under study. The objective is to gain insights 
into relationships between variables and to generate new ideas 
related to the research problem. Competent individuals who can 
contribute novel ideas are carefully selected as respondents, en-
suring a representation of diverse experiences. These respon-
dents are then interviewed, with the researcher using an inter-
view schedule to systematically question them. Crucially, the 
interview process must remain flexible, allowing respondents 
to raise issues and questions not previously considered by the 
investigator. Due to the potentially long duration of such inter-
views, it is often advisable to send questions to respondents in 
advance, allowing them to prepare and contribute effectively. 
An experience survey helps in defining the problem more con-
cisely, formulating research hypotheses, and understanding the 
practical possibilities for different types of research. The student 
might interview local community organizers, political journal-
ists, or activists to understand their on-the-ground observations 
of how populist messages resonate with different demographics.

Analysis of ‘Insight-Stimulating’ Examples is the third meth-
od. This method is particularly useful in areas where there is 
limited prior experience and it is used to serve as a guide for 
hypothesis generation. It involves an intensive study of selected 
instances of the phenomenon of interest. This can include ex-
amining existing records, conducting unstructured interviews, 
or employing other relevant approaches. The investigator's at-
titude, the intensity of the study, and their ability to synthesize 
diverse information into a unified interpretation are key factors 
in evoking insights through this method. While there is no strict 
rule for selecting examples, experience suggests that certain 
types of instances are more appropriate than others. Examples 
of 'insight-stimulating' cases include reactions of strangers, mar-
ginal individuals, individuals in transition, or individuals from 
different social strata. Generally, cases that offer sharp contrasts 
or possess striking features are considered more valuable for 
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hypothesis formulation. The student could compare two spe-
cific cases: a highly successful populist movement in a country 
with a long-standing democracy and a similar movement in a 
country with a more recent transition to democracy. The con-
trast between these two examples could reveal key factors that 
influence a populist movement's success, such as the role of 
social media or economic inequality, leading to the formulation 
of specific hypotheses for future research.

2.1.8 Research Design in Descriptive and Diagnostic 
Research Studies

Descriptive and diagnostic research studies share common 
requirements in terms of research design and are often grouped 
together. Descriptive research studies focus on describing the 
characteristics of a particular individual, group, or situation. 
They aim to provide a detailed account of facts and characteris-
tics. A political science study describing the demographic pro-
file of voters in a national election, detailing their age, gender, 
education level, and geographic location. This type of study 
does not explain why people voted a certain way, but rather 
provides a clear picture of who voted.

Diagnostic research studies determine the frequency with 
which something occurs or its association with something else. 
Studies exploring the relationship between certain variables 
fall under this category. A political science study examining the 
relationship between a voter's income level and their likelihood 
to vote for a specific political party provides a best examples 
of this type of design. This research would attempt to diagnose 
whether a higher income is associated with a greater or lesser 
probability of voting for a particular party. Both types of stud-
ies aim to obtain complete and accurate information. There-
fore, the research procedure must be meticulously planned, and 
the design must be rigid, not flexible, with adequate provisions 
against bias and for maximizing reliability, while also consid-
ering economical completion. The research design for descrip-
tive and diagnostic studies typically focuses on the following 
key aspects.

The first crucial step is to specify objectives with sufficient 
precision to ensure that the collected data are relevant to the 
study's aims. Failing to do so can lead to irrelevant informa-
tion. Next, the methods for data collection are selected. Var-
ious methods, such as observation, questionnaires, interview-
ing, and examination of records, are available. The researcher 
may use one or more of these methods, ensuring adequate 

	�Descriptive 
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safeguards against bias and unreliability. Questions in data col-
lection instruments must be well-examined and unambiguous. 
Interviewers need to be instructed not to express their own opin-
ions, and observers must be trained to ensure uniform recording 
of behavior. Pre-testing data collection instruments before their 
final use is highly recommended. In essence, "structured instru-
ments" are commonly used in these studies.

In most descriptive/diagnostic studies, samples are drawn 
from which statements about the larger population are made. 
The sample design is critical to yield accurate information with 
minimal research effort. Often, probability sampling (or random 
sampling) methods are employed. Close supervision of field 
workers during data collection is essential to ensure data accu-
racy and freedom from errors introduced by collectors. Checks 
should be implemented to ensure honesty and lack of prejudice 
from the data collection staff. As data are collected, they should 
be immediately examined for completeness, comprehensibility, 
consistency, and reliability.

Data processing and analysis involve steps like coding inter-
view replies and observations, tabulating data, and performing 
statistical computations. This procedure should be planned in 
detail before actual work begins to avoid unnecessary labour 
and ensure all relevant data are included. Careful coding and 
checking the reliability of coders are crucial. Similarly, the ac-
curacy of tabulation should be verified. For mechanical tabu-
lation, data must be accurately entered onto appropriate cards, 
and the accuracy of punching must be checked. Finally, statisti-
cal computations, including averages, percentages, various co-
efficients, and appropriate tests of significance, are performed 
to draw valid conclusions. The final stage involves reporting 
the findings in an efficient and clear manner. The report's layout 
should be well-planned to present all aspects of the research 
study in a simple and effective style.

2.1.9 Experimental Designs
Experimental designs are considered the best way to test if 

one thing causes another. This is because they use strong ex-
perimental control. When researchers study why things happen, 
many factors can be involved. Without careful experiments, it's 
hard to know which factors are truly responsible. Experimental 
research allows researchers to control the environment and pre-
cisely change specific factors they are interested in. This active 
involvement by the researcher is a key part of experimental re-
search. The information gathered from these controlled changes 
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is called experimental data. There are three main ways to do 
experimental research.

In laboratory experiments, people are brought to a specific 
place. The goal is for the researcher to have complete control 
over the environment. This means the group receiving a treat-
ment and the group not receiving it experience the exact same 
conditions, except for the treatment itself. Any differences seen 
afterward can then be confidently linked to the treatment. How-
ever, lab settings can feel artificial.

Field experiments happen in real-world settings. People 
might not even know they are part of an experiment. This rais-
es some ethical questions. But field experiments are strong be-
cause they use random assignment, which helps show cause 
and effect clearly. Also, because they are in natural settings, the 
results are more likely to apply to the real world.

	� Laboratory 
experiments: 
complete control 
in artificial 
settings

	� Field 
experiments: 
real-world 
settings 
with random 
assignment

Summarised Overview

This unit on Research Design emphasizes that a clear research question must be fol-
lowed by a carefully planned "how-to" guide for the study. The research design acts as 
a comprehensive blueprint, detailing procedures for data collection, task execution, and 
ethical considerations to ensure valid, objective, accurate, and economical results. It 
serves to conceptualize an operational plan and ensure procedural adequacy. Key prin-
ciples of good design include selecting appropriate research types and data collection 
methods, explicitly outlining the logic of inference, identifying convincing test evidence, 
decreasing threats to validity (internal and external), and ensuring the reliability of find-
ings. The unit then explores different types of research design. Exploratory research is 
flexible, aiming to formulate problems and generate insights, often using literature sur-
veys, experience surveys, and insight-stimulating examples. Descriptive and diagnostic 
research are rigid, focused on describing characteristics or determining associations, re-
quiring clear objectives, meticulous planning for data collection (often using structured 
instruments and sampling), and detailed processing and reporting. Experimental designs 
are used to establish cause and effect through controlled interventions, categorized into 
laboratory, field, and natural experiments. The unit also highlights the distinctions be-
tween quantitative designs (structured, fixed, for measurement and classification) and 
qualitative designs (flexible, emergent, for understanding experiences and perceptions, 
with overlap between design and data collection methods). Specific qualitative designs 
discussed include case studies, oral history, focus groups/group interviews, community 
discussion forums, and participant observation. Quantitative designs are further catego-
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rized by the number of contacts (cross-sectional, before-and-after, longitudinal), ref-
erence period (retrospective, prospective, retrospective-prospective), and nature of in-
vestigation (various experimental types like after-only, before-and-after, control group, 
and comparative designs).

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is the primary role of a research design in a study?

2.	 Name three key methods commonly used in exploratory research studies.

3.	 Why is "flexibility" a crucial characteristic of research design in exploratory stud-
ies?

4.	 List two main objectives of descriptive research studies.

5.	 What is the main difference in the rigidity of design between exploratory and de-
scriptive/diagnostic studies?

6.	 According to the text, what are the two main functions of a research design as dis-
cerned from Kerlinger's and Thyer's definitions?

7.	 What does "internal validity" refer to in research design, and what is a primary 
threat to it?

8.	 Give an example of a research question that would be best suited for a cross-sec-
tional study design.

9.	 What is the main distinguishing feature of qualitative research regarding "respon-
dent concordance"?

Assignment

1.	 "A well-constructed research design is fundamental for research work, because it 
establishes a strong ground for the ability to draw logical, valid, and reliable con-
clusions from the study." Discuss this statement by elaborating on the five core 
principles of a strong research design.

2.	 Compare and contrast exploratory and descriptive research designs. Provide an ex-
ample of a research question for each type and justify why that design would be 
appropriate.
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3.	 Explain the purpose of a "control group design" in experimental research. Why is it 
considered a powerful method for determining cause and effect?

4.	 What are the key differences between quantitative and qualitative research study 
designs in terms of their structure, goals, and the clarity between design and data 
collection methods?

5.	 Choose any two qualitative research designs (e.g., Case Study, Oral History, Focus 
Group, Participant Observation) and describe them in detail, including their objec-
tives, common data collection methods, and what kind of research questions they 
are best suited for.

6.	 Imagine you want to study the impact of a new government policy on public satisfac-
tion over time. Which quantitative research design (cross-sectional, before-and-af-
ter, or longitudinal) would be most suitable, and why? Justify your choice by ex-
plaining the characteristics of the chosen design.
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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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After the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

Sampling Methods

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

•	 define and differentiate between the core concepts of 'sampling' and 'population' in 

the context of social research

•	 articulate the rationale behind the necessity of sampling in social science inquiries, 

considering practical limitations and research goals

•	 explain the significance of sampling in enabling statistical generalization of find-

ings from a subset to a larger population in positivist-informed research

•	 distinguish clearly between probability and non-probability sampling methods, out-

lining the fundamental principles that define each category

This unit will equip you with the fundamental principles and practical methodologies 
of sampling, with a particular focus today on probability sampling. We will unpack 

why representativeness is paramount for robust statistical inference, how to identify and 
mitigate bias, and the critical role of a well-defined sampling frame. You will learn to 
distinguish between and expertly apply techniques like Simple Random Sampling, Sys-
tematic Sampling, and the nuances of Stratified Sampling, including its proportionate 
and disproportionate variations.

Our objective is to move you beyond a basic understanding, enabling you to criti-
cally assess, design, and justify the most appropriate sampling strategies for your own 
postgraduate research. By mastering these methods, you will significantly enhance the 
validity, reliability, and ultimate impact of your contributions to social science."
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Sampling, Population, Generalization, Representativeness, Probability Sampling, 
Bias, Sampling Frame, Simple Random Sampling, Systematic Sampling, Stratified Sam-
pling, Proportional Representation, Statistical Inference

Keywords

Discussion

2.2.1 Understanding Sampling in Social Research

Social research fundamentally aims to uncover commonal-
ities and variations within large groups of people, places, 

and things. Consider questions like: "Why do some students 
understand and feel comfortable with technology, while others 
do not?" or "How do magazines, blogs, and newspapers con-
struct the meaning of the world for their readers?" These in-
quiries are deeply interested in both shared characteristics and 
differences.

However, it's often impossible for researchers to interact 
with every single college student or meticulously analyze the 
content of every single magazine. This practical limitation 
highlights the crucial role of sampling in social science. Sam-
pling allows researchers to study a part of the social world and 
draw conclusions about the whole. Understanding this relation-
ship between parts of social life and the whole they represent is 
central to the logic of social research.

Sampling is the process of selecting units (e.g., people, orga-
nizations, documents) from a population of interest. The goal 
is that by studying this chosen subset, we can fairly generalize 
our results back to the larger population from which the units 
were selected. While analyzing an entire population would ide-
ally be the first choice, most research relies on a sample be-
cause studying every single element of a population is rarely 
feasible due to constraints of time, resources, and accessibility.

2.2.2 The Concept of Population in Social Science 
Research

In daily conversation, "population" often refers to the num-
ber of people living in a specific geographical area (e.g., the 

	� Social research 
aims: studying 
commonalities 
and variations in 
large groups

	� Practical 
limitations: 
sampling 
necessity due to 
impossibility of 
studying entire 
populations

	� Sampling 
definition: 
selecting units 
from population 
to generalize 
findings

SG
O

U



120    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

population of Mumbai or India). In social research, however, a 
population is defined as any well-defined set of units of analy-
sis. It is a conceptual, abstract idea whose meaning is not fixed 
but is largely determined by the specific research question. The 
relevant population for any study depends directly on how the 
concepts within that study are defined. For instance, researchers 
might define "college students" to pertain only to Indian stu-
dents, and then further narrow it down to students in particu-
lar types of institutions, such as public or private universities. 
Since interviewing every student in such a defined population 
is impractical, in such circumstances a sample is used to study 
population. 

2.2.3 The Concept of Sample in Social Research

A sample is a subset of a larger population. It is selected using 
a systematic process called a sampling method. The com-

plete list of the population from which the sample is drawn is 
known as the sampling frame. For example, if you are conduct-
ing a study on voter behavior in a particular city and you select 
participants from a list of all registered voters in that city, the list 
of all registered voters serves as your sampling frame. 

The ability to statistically generalize findings from a sample 
to a larger population is a central goal in positivist-informed 
research. The primary purpose of such research is often to dis-
cover general laws or patterns of human behavior that apply 
beyond the specific individuals studied. This is why selecting a 
representative sample is crucial, as it allows researchers to make 
confident inferences about the entire population.

2.2.4 Types of Samples

Social science researchers typically categorize samples into 
two main kinds: probability samples and non-probability 

samples. The choice between these two types is not a matter 
of one being universally "better," but depends on the research 
question, goals, and the type of data being collected. 

Recent methodological advances, particularly in qualitative 
research, have challenged the strict dichotomy between prob-
ability and non-probability sampling. Scholars now often use 
mixed-methods sampling, which combines elements of both. 
For example, a researcher might use a quantitative survey with 
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probability sampling to identify broad trends and then use a 
qualitative, non-probability sample (e.g., purposive sampling) 
to select a few key individuals for in-depth interviews to under-
stand the motivations behind those trends. This approach ac-
knowledges that different research questions require different 
sampling strategies and that the goal is not always statistical 
generalization but sometimes deep, contextual understanding.

2.2.5 Probability Samples (Random Sampling)

The fundamental goal in probability sampling is to create 
a sample that is as identical to the population as possible 

in all characteristics, differing only in size. Any difference be-
tween a population and a sample is defined as bias, which can 
lead to inaccurate conclusions about the population.

In probability samples, each element in the population has 
a known probability of being included in the sample. This 
means the sample is selected in such a way that every element 
in the population has an equal chance of being included, mak-
ing the sample a miniature representation of its population. 
When feasible, probability samples are generally preferred 
over non-probability samples because they are more likely to 
be representative and unbiased, thus supporting stronger statis-
tical generalization.

Once a population (e.g., students, migrants) has been named, 
the challenge remains how to actually gather the sample. When 
the goal of sampling is to accurately describe a population, 
there should be no systematic differences between the individ-
uals selected for the sample and those who are not. How does 
one select a group of people most comparable to the unselected 
remainder? This leads us to various available sampling strate-
gies, which are broadly divided into random (probability) and 
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non-random (non-probability) methods.

As Zina O'Leary comments, there is not a universally "bet-
ter" type of sampling strategy. The most appropriate strategy 
depends on the nature of your research question and the type of 
data you aim to collect. Here are common probability sampling 
methods:

2.2.5.1 Simple Random Sampling

This is the simplest type of random sampling, where every 
member of the population in question has an equal and 

known probability of being selected every time a unit is drawn 
for inclusion in the sample. This ensures that within a designat-
ed population, all elements have an equal chance of inclusion. 
Selection can be driven by various random mechanisms, such 
as a lottery system, using a random number generator, or any 
other method that guarantees an equal chance of selection for 
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each unit. For a study on voting intentions in a city of 500,000 
registered voters, a researcher wants to survey a simple random 
sample of 1,000 people. They obtain an official list of all reg-
istered voters (the sampling frame). Using a random number 
generator, they select 1,000 unique names from the list. Each of 
the 500,000 voters has a 1 in 500 chance of being selected, and 
the selection is based purely on chance, ensuring no systematic 
bias.

In India, the Lokniti Programme for Comparative Democra-
cy at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) 
uses a form of multi-stage probability sampling to conduct 
its national election surveys. They don't use simple random 
sampling on the entire country's population, which would be 
impractical. Instead, they first randomly select a sample of 
parliamentary constituencies, then a random sample of poll-
ing booths within those constituencies, and finally, a random 
sample of voters from the electoral rolls of the selected booths. 
This rigorous, multi-stage probability design allows them to 
make confident, statistically valid inferences about the voting 
behavior of the entire Indian electorate.

Even with the most rigorous random sampling, potential 
biases can arise. For example, some selected individuals may 
refuse to participate (non-response bias), or the official sam-
pling frame might be incomplete or outdated. Researchers must 
account for these potential biases when drawing conclusions.

Illustration of Simple Random Sampling

Imagine you have a deck of 52 playing cards, representing 
your entire population. You shuffle the deck many times to 
make sure the cards are completely mixed. You then deal out 5 
cards from the top of the shuffled deck. These 5 cards are your 
sample. Each card had an equal chance of being dealt, and the 
selection was purely random.

Example: Surveying First-Year University Students

Let us use the example mentioned in the document. A re-
searcher wants to understand the prevalence of alcohol con-
sumption among the 2,000 first-year students at her university. 
She decides to survey a simple random sample of 200 of them. 
We will look at how she would apply Simple Random Sam-
pling.

The sociologist gets a complete and accurate list of all 2,000 
first-year students at the university. This list is her sampling 
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frame. She assigns a unique number (from 1 to 2000) to each 
student on the list. She could write each student's number on a 
small slip of paper, put all 2,000 slips into a large, opaque con-
tainer (like a drum), mix them thoroughly, and then randomly 
draw 200 slips. The students whose numbers are drawn con-
stitute her sample. More practically, she would use a computer 
program or an online random number generator. She inputs the 
range (1 to 2000) and asks the generator to produce 200 unique 
random numbers. The 200 students corresponding to the ran-
domly generated or drawn numbers are then selected to partici-
pate in the survey.

Why this is Simple Random Sampling

Every single one of the 2,000 first-year students has an ex-
actly equal chance (200/2000 = 1/10 or 10%) of being selected 

Simple Random Sampling
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for the sample. The selection is determined purely by chance; 
there's no human bias or systematic pattern in who gets picked. 
The selection of one student does not influence the probability 
of any other student being selected.

2.2.5.2 Systematic Sampling

This method involves selecting every predetermined element 
from a list of the population at a fixed interval. For exam-

ple, a researcher might decide to select every 50th element on a 
list. More broadly, systematic sampling entails selecting every 
'nth' case within a defined population, which could mean visit-
ing every 10th house in a neighborhood or selecting every 20th 
person from a compiled list. For this method to yield a repre-
sentative sample, the starting point for selection must be cho-
sen randomly, or the entire list must be randomized beforehand. 
Failure to do so can introduce systematic bias, compromising 
the representativeness of the sample. Systematic sampling is 
often more practical than simple random sampling when deal-
ing with large lists, as it simplifies the selection process while 
still maintaining a degree of randomness.

Illustration Systematic Sampling

Imagine a long, ordered list of 1,000 names, perhaps on a 
scroll or a digital spreadsheet. Each name has a number next to 
it, from 1 to 1,000. To illustrate systematic sampling, a starting 
point is randomly chosen (e.g., the 7th name on the list). Then, 
a "skip interval" is shown (e.g., every 10th name). Arrows or 
highlights then jump down the list, selecting the 7th, 17th, 27th, 
37th name, and so on, until the desired sample size is reached. 
The key visual emphasizes the ordered list and the consistent, 
predetermined jumps between selected elements.
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Example: Surveying Customers from a Purchase List

Let us say a retail company wants to survey 100 customers 
from a list of their last 1,000 online purchases to get feedback 
on their shopping experience. They decide to use Systematic 
Sampling. Let us look at how they would apply it:

1.	 Obtain a Sampling Frame: The company gets a complete list 
of the 1,000 online purchases, ordered by purchase ID. This 
is their sampling frame.

2.	 Determine the Sampling Interval (k):

o	 Population size (N) = 1,000

o	 Desired sample size (n) = 100

o	 Sampling interval (k) = N / n = 1,000 / 100 = 10

o	 This means they will select every 10th customer.

3.	 Choose a Random Starting Point: They randomly select a 
number between 1 and the sampling interval (k), which is 
10. Let's say they randomly pick the number 7.

4.	 Select the Sample:

o	 The first customer selected is the 7th customer on 
the list.

o	 The next customer is 7 + 10 = 17th on the list.

o	 The next is 17 + 10 = 27th on the list.

o	 This process continues (37th, 47th, 57th, and so on) 
until 100 customers have been selected from the list.

Why this is Systematic Sampling

It relies on an existing ordered list of the population. Partic-
ipants are selected at a constant, predetermined interval (every 
10th customer in this case). The crucial element of random-
ness comes from the initial random selection of the starting 
point. This prevents bias that might arise if the starting point 
was always the first element, for example. Systematic sampling 
is often simpler to implement than simple random sampling, 
especially for large populations, while still providing a highly 
representative sample if the list is not ordered in a way that in-
troduces bias.
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2.2.5.3 Stratified Random Sampling

This method involves dividing the population into various 
subgroups, or "strata," based on one or more relevant char-

acteristics. These characteristics could include age, gender, in-
come level, educational background, or any other attribute that 
is believed to be important for the research question. Once the 
population is subdivided into these homogeneous strata, a sim-
ple random sample is then drawn independently from each stra-
tum. The primary purpose of stratified random sampling is to 
ensure that key subgroups of the population are proportionately 
represented in the final sample. This proportional representation 
is crucial because it can significantly increase the precision of 
estimates, especially when there are substantial differences in 
the variable of interest across the strata. For example, if a re-
searcher wanted to sample nurses and ensure representation of 
both male and female nurses, they would divide the population 
into male and female strata and then randomly select from each.

Illustration of Stratified Random Sampling

Imagine a school with students. First, you divide all the stu-
dents into two separate groups: boys and girls. These are your 
"strata." You now have two separate pools of students: one for 
boys and one for girls. From the boys' pool, you randomly pick 
some boys. From the girls' pool, you randomly pick some girls. 
You then put the picked boys and girls together to form your 
final sample. This shows that you first separate the population 
into important groups, and then you pick randomly from each 
group.

Example: Surveying Students at a University by Year Level

Let us say a university wants to survey 200 students to un-
derstand their opinions on campus facilities. They know that 
opinions might differ significantly between students in different 
year levels (first-year, second-year, third-year, fourth-year). Let 
us look at how they would use Stratified Random Sampling.

1.	 Identify Strata: The university divides its entire student 
population into four groups (strata) based on their year level:

o	 First-Year Students

o	 Second-Year Students

o	 Third-Year Students
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o	 Fourth-Year Students

2.	 Determine Proportions: They find out how many students 
are in each year level. For example, if 30% are first-year, 25% 
second-year, 25% third-year, and 20% fourth-year.

3.	 Calculate Sample Size for Each Stratum: For their 
200-student sample:

o	 First-Year: 30% of 200 = 60 students

o	 Second-Year: 25% of 200 = 50 students

o	 Third-Year: 25% of 200 = 50 students

o	 Fourth-Year: 20% of 200 = 40 students

4.	 Randomly Select from Each Stratum:

o	 From the list of all first-year students, they randomly 
pick 60 students.

o	 From the list of all second-year students, they 
randomly pick 50 students.

o	 From the list of all third-year students, they 
randomly pick 50 students.

o	 From the list of all fourth-year students, they 
randomly pick 40 students.

5.	 Combine Samples: All these randomly picked students 
(60+50+50+40 = 200) form the final sample.

Why this is Stratified Random Sampling

The population is clearly divided into distinct groups (year 
levels). The sample ensures that each year level is represented 
in the same proportion as it is in the total student population. 
Students are still picked randomly, but only within their specif-
ic year-level group. This method helps ensure that the sample 
accurately reflects the diversity of the student body across dif-
ferent year levels, leading to more precise and representative 
results.
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Stratified Random Sampling
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2.2.5.4 Disproportionate Stratified Sample

In some cases, researchers might opt for a disproportionate 
stratified sample. Here, elements are drawn from the strata 

not in proportion to their representation in the entire popula-
tion, but rather based on specific research needs. This might 
be done to ensure sufficient sample size for analysis of smaller 
subgroups, or to oversample certain groups that are particularly 
important to the research question but are rare in the overall 
population. While it deviates from strict proportionality, it is 
still a probability sampling method because the selection with-
in each stratum remains random, and the probability of inclu-
sion for each element is known.

Illustration of Disproportionate Stratified Sample

Imagine a large box of colourful candies. Most candies are 
red, but only a very few are blue. You separate them into two 
bowls: one big bowl of red candies and one small bowl of blue 
candies. Focus on the Small Group. You want to study the blue 
candies very closely, even though there are not many of them. 
You decide to pick many blue candies from the small bowl, 
more than their actual share. You pick fewer red candies from 
the big bowl than their actual share. The important part is that 
you still pick the candies randomly from within each bowl. All 
the picked candies together form your sample.

This shows that you intentionally pick more from a smaller 
group to make sure you have enough to study them well, even 
if it doesn't match their exact numbers in the whole population.

Example: Surveying Rare Disease Patients

Let us say a health researcher wants to study the experiences 
of patients with a very rare disease (Disease X) compared to 
patients with a common disease (Disease Y). A hospital has 
1,000 patients in which 950 patients have Disease Y (common) 
and 50 patients have Disease X (rare).

The researcher wants a total sample of 100 patients. If they 
used proportionate stratified sampling, they would only get 
5 patients with Disease X (5% of 100), which might not be 
enough to learn much about their unique experiences. We will 
look at how they would use Disproportionate Stratified Sam-
pling.

The researcher divides the patient population into two groups 
(strata): patients with Disease X and patients with Disease Y. 
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Instead of picking proportionally, they decide to: Randomly 
pick 40 patients from the 50 patients with Disease X. (This is a 
large portion of the rare group) and randomly pick 60 patients 
from the 950 patients with Disease Y. (This is a smaller portion 
of the common group). These 40 patients with Disease X and 60 
patients with Disease Y form the final sample of 100.

Why is this Disproportionate Stratified Sampling

In this case, firstly the patients are separated into disease 
groups. Secondly, the number of patients picked from each 
group (40 from 50, 60 from 950) does not match their actual 
sizes in the hospital's total patient population. The researcher in-
tentionally picked more from the rare Disease X group to make 
sure they have enough data to analyse that specific group in 
detail. Patients are still picked randomly within their specific 
disease group.

This method is used when a researcher needs to ensure 
enough data from a smaller or more important subgroup, even if 
it means over-representing them in the overall sample.
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2.2.5.5 Cluster Sampling

This is a probability sampling strategy where researchers first 
divide the target population into naturally occurring groups 

or "clusters." These clusters might be geographical areas (e.g., 
districts, neighborhoods), institutions (e.g., schools, churches, 
hospitals), or other predefined groupings. The primary reason 
for using cluster sampling is often practical: if the total area 
of interest is very large or if it's impractical or too expensive 
to create a complete list of all individuals in the population. 
Instead of sampling individuals directly, a random sample of 
these clusters is first selected. Then, all individuals within the 
chosen clusters are included in the sample, or a further random 
sample of individuals is taken from within the selected clus-
ters (multistage cluster sampling). This method is particularly 
efficient for large-scale surveys as it reduces travel costs and 
logistical complexities.

Illustration Cluster Sampling

Imagine a city divided into many small neighbourhoods. 
First, you draw lines on a map to divide the whole city into 
many separate blocks or neighbourhoods. Each block is a 
"cluster." You then randomly choose only a few of these blocks. 
You don't pick individual houses yet. Once you have picked 
the blocks, you go to every house in those chosen blocks and 
survey everyone there. All the people you surveyed from the 
chosen blocks make up your sample. This shows that you first 
pick groups (clusters) randomly, and then you study everyone 
within those selected groups.

Example: Surveying High School Students in a Large City

Let us say a research team wants to survey 500 high school 
students in a very large city to understand their study habits. It 
is too hard to get a list of every single high school student. Now 
we will look at how they would use Cluster Sampling.

The research team gets a list of all the high schools in the 
city. Each high school is considered a "cluster." They random-
ly pick 10 high schools from the list of all high schools in the 
city. For the 10 high schools they picked, they then go to every 
student within those 10 schools and ask them to complete the 
survey. All the students who complete the survey from these 10 
randomly chosen high schools form their final sample.
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Why this is Cluster Sampling

The schools (clusters) are picked randomly, not individual 
students. Once a school is picked, all students within that school 
are included in the survey. This method is very practical when a 
population is spread out, like students across many schools in a 
big city. It saves time and money compared to trying to get a list 
of every single student.
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2.2.6 Non-Probability Samples (Non-Random Sam-
pling)

Traditional social scientists have often viewed non-random 
samples as inferior precisely because their representative-

ness cannot be statistically assessed. In non-probability sam-
ples, each element in the population has an unknown probabili-
ty of being included in the sample. Unlike probability samples, 
the selection of participants in non-probability methods is not 
based on random chance. These sampling techniques, while 
generally less representative and not allowing for statistical 
generalization to the same extent as probability samples, are 
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frequently used when probability samples are not feasible due 
to practical constraints, when the research aims are exploratory, 
or when researchers are specifically interested in particular cas-
es rather than broad generalizations.

The term "non-random" often implies that samples are gath-
ered through strategies seen as "second best" or a "last resort," 
particularly when random sampling is unavailable or difficult 
to implement. However, it's important to note that researchers 
using non-random samples may not be working towards rep-
resentativeness or generalizability in the traditional statistical 
sense. Instead, they may be selecting their sample for other de-
fined purposes, leading these non-random samples to be broadly 
labeled as purposive samples. This means the selection is inten-
tional and driven by the research objectives, even if it doesn't 
involve random selection. Here are common non-probability 
sampling methods:

2.2.6.1 Convenience Sampling

In convenience sampling, the sample consists of individu-
als who are most readily accessible or willing to participate 

in the study. This means the researcher selects a sample in a 
manner that is simply convenient for them. Examples include 
surveying students in a specific classroom, interviewing people 
encountered at a particular public location, or using volunteers 
who respond to an advertisement. While convenience sampling 
is undeniably easy and inexpensive to implement, it is highly 
susceptible to bias. The sample obtained may not be represen-
tative of the broader population, as those who are "convenient" 
may differ systematically from those who are not. Zina O'Leary 
strongly argues that convenience sampling has "no place in cred-
ible research" if the goal is generalizability, emphasizing that 
a sampling strategy needs more rigor than mere convenience. 
She attributes the preference for convenience sampling large-
ly to practical factors such as limited time and money, which 
often constrain researchers. Regardless of the specific type, all 
sampling strategies ultimately need to contribute to the ultimate 
goal of research credibility, which convenience sampling often 
struggles to achieve when broad inferences are desired.

Illustration of Cluster Sampling

Imagine you are trying to gather different types of fruit for 
a fruit salad. There are many different fruits in a large basket, 
some at the top, some at the bottom, and some hidden. You only 
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pick the fruits that are right at the very top of the basket, be-
cause they are the easiest to grab quickly. The fruits you picked 
are your sample. This shows you only took what was easiest 
to reach, not bothering to look for other fruits that might be 
hidden.

Example

Let us say a local newspaper wants to quickly find out what 
people in their town think about a new park being built. We 
will examine how they might use Convenience Sampling: a re-
porter have a research question and he asks what do local res-
idents think about the new park? Then the reporter decides to 
stand outside the busiest coffee shop in town during their lunch 
break. The reporter simply asks the first 50 people who walk 
out of the coffee shop and are willing to talk to them. These 50 
people become their sample.

The reporter chose the coffee shop because it was a conve-
nient place to find people quickly. There was no plan to en-
sure different types of people from across the whole town were 
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included. They just asked whoever was easily available. The 
opinions gathered might only represent coffee shop visitors, not 
everyone in town. This method is chosen purely for its ease and 
speed, but it means the sample might not truly represent the 
views of the entire town.

2.2.6.2 Quota Sampling

Quota sampling is a non-probability method where elements 
are sampled in proportion to their representation in the 

population based on specific characteristics (e.g., age, gender, 
ethnicity). In this respect, it bears a superficial resemblance to 
proportionate stratified sampling. However, the crucial differ-
ence lies in the selection process: in quota sampling, the ele-
ments within each subgroup are not chosen in a probabilistic 
(random) manner. Instead, they are chosen in a purposive or 
convenient fashion until the appropriate number of each type 
of element (the "quota") has been found. For example, a re-
searcher might aim to interview 50 men and 50 women in a 
particular age group. They would then simply find the first 50 
men and 50 women who fit the criteria and are willing to partic-
ipate, without any random selection. While it attempts to ensure 
representation of key characteristics, the non-random selection 
process means that the sample's generalizability is limited, and 
it remains susceptible to researcher bias in the selection of indi-
viduals to fill the quotas.

2.2.6.3 Snowball Sampling

Snowball sampling is a non-probability method often em-
ployed when working with populations that are difficult to 

identify or access. This is a common method for choosing a 
sample for in-depth interviews, particularly for studies involv-
ing sensitive topics or marginalized groups. The process begins 
with the researcher identifying someone from their target re-
search population who is willing to participate in the study. This 
initial participant is then asked to identify other individuals who 
meet the study criteria and might be willing to participate. Each 
of those newly identified individuals is then asked for further 
recommendations, creating a "snowball" effect as the sample 
grows through referrals. In essence, this method involves start-
ing with one respondent who meets the researcher's requirements 
and is connected to the research question, and then asking them 
to recommend another person to contact who also meets the re-
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searcher's criteria. This method is highly effective for reaching 
hidden or specialized populations where a complete sampling 
frame does not exist, but it can lead to samples that are highly 
homogeneous and not representative of the broader population, 
as participants are likely to be connected to each other.

2.2.6.4 Purposive Sample (Judgmental Sampling)

While not listed as a separate bullet point in your initial 
outline, the text implies this broader category. Purposive 

sampling, also known as judgmental sampling, is a non-prob-
ability technique where the researcher uses their expert judg-
ment to select participants who are most likely to provide rel-
evant information for the study. The selection is deliberate and 
based on the specific purpose of the research. This method is 
often used in qualitative research where the goal is to gain deep 
insights into a particular phenomenon rather than to generalize 
findings to a larger population. Researchers might select "typ-
ical" cases, "extreme" cases, or "critical" cases depending on 
their research objectives.
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It is important to look at how this type of sampling is used 
in political science studies. A political scientist wants to under-
stand the grassroots effect of a new welfare scheme introduced 
by the central government. Instead of a random survey, they de-
cide to interview a small group of Anganwadi workers in a spe-
cific district. The researcher's judgment is that these frontline 
workers, by the very nature of their job, are in the best position 
to provide rich, first-hand accounts of how the policy is being 
implemented, its challenges, and its reception among beneficia-
ries.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Probability and Non-
Probability Sampling

The key issue differentiating probability and non-probability 
sampling methods is representativeness: how well the sample 
accurately mirrors the population from which it was drawn.

Consider the example of surveying first-year students about 
alcohol consumption. Would a survey of only first-year sociolo-
gy students provide an accurate representation of alcohol drink-
ing among all first-year students? Not if sociology students' 
alcohol consumption patterns differ significantly (either more 
or less) from those of other students. In such a non-probability 
scenario, we cannot be sure that their behavior does not differ, 
which would undermine our confidence in the results and limit 
the generalizability of the findings.

A probability sample offers two key advantages over a 
non-probability sample: for instance estimates derived from a 
probability sample are considered unbiased. This means that, 
on average, if the sampling process were repeated many times, 
the sample estimates would converge on the true population pa-
rameter. The systematic selection process inherent in probabili-
ty sampling minimizes the risk of systematic error or bias in the 
sample's composition.

Another advantage is that in a probability sample, the only 
difference between the sample estimates and the true population 
parameter is due to chance. This difference is precisely what is 
defined as sampling error. Crucially, when sampling error alone 
is responsible for the discrepancies between sample estimates 
and population parameters, researchers can make precise statis-
tical statements about their level of uncertainty. This is achieved 
through statistical techniques that allow for the calculation of 
confidence intervals and margins of error, providing a quanti-
tative measure of how much the sample estimate is likely to 

	�Offers a example 
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deviate from the true population value. This ability to quantify 
uncertainty is a cornerstone of inferential statistics and allows 
researchers to draw more reliable and generalizable conclu-
sions about the population.

In contrast, with non-probability samples, the extent of bias 
is unknown and cannot be statistically measured. This makes it 
impossible to calculate a reliable margin of error or confidence 
interval, severely limiting the ability to generalize findings be-
yond the specific sample studied.

The choice between probability and non-probability sam-
pling methods, and the selection of a specific technique within 
each category, is a critical decision in social research design. 
This decision must be meticulously aligned with the overar-
ching research question, the available resources (time, budget, 
access to population), and, most importantly, the desired level 
of generalizability for the study's findings. While probability 
sampling offers the most robust foundation for making statisti-
cal inferences about a larger population, non-probability meth-
ods serve valuable purposes in exploratory research, studies 
of hard-to-reach populations, or when specific insights from 
particular cases are prioritized over broad statistical generaliza-
tion. A thorough understanding of each method's strengths and 
limitations is essential for conducting credible and impactful 
social research.

	�Disadvantage of 
non-probability 
sampling: the 
inability to 
measure bias 
or generalize 
findings

Summarised Overview

Sampling Methods introduces the foundational concepts and techniques necessary 
for selecting representative groups in social research. It establishes that while social 

inquiry aims to understand large populations, practical constraints necessitate studying 
smaller, carefully chosen subsets – samples. The unit defines population as any well-de-
fined set of units of analysis, conceptualized based on the research question, and a sam-
ple as its subset, chosen via a sampling method from a sampling frame. The core impor-
tance of sampling lies in its ability to facilitate statistical generalization of findings from 
the sample to the broader population, particularly crucial in positivist-informed research 
seeking to uncover general patterns.

Then this unit discusses probability samples (random sampling) and emphasised their 
goal. The major goals are to create a sample that mirrors the population as closely as 
possible, differing only in size, thereby minimizing bias. A defining feature is that every 
element in the population has a known probability of inclusion, often an equal chance. 
Four key probability sampling methods are detailed. Ultimately, the unit highlights that 
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the choice of sampling strategy is contingent on the research question and data collec-
tion aims, with probability methods generally preferred for their ability to yield repre-
sentative, unbiased samples for robust statistical generalization.

Self-Assessment 

1.	 Why is it often impossible for researchers to interact with every single element of 
their study?

2.	 What crucial role does sampling play in social science research due to practical 
limitations?

3.	 Define 'sampling' in your own words, based on the text.

4.	 What is the primary goal when studying a chosen subset in sampling?

5.	 Why does most research rely on a sample instead of analyzing an entire popula-
tion?

6.	 What is a 'sample' in the simplest terms?

7.	 Provide an example of a sampling frame mentioned in the text.

8.	 What is the central importance of samples in positivist-informed research?

9.	 What is a key characteristic of probability samples regarding each element's inclu-
sion?

10.	Why are probability samples generally preferred over non-probability samples 
when feasible?

11.	According to Zina O'Leary, is there a universally "better" type of sampling strate-
gy?

12.	What is the simplest type of random sampling?

13.	What does Simple Random Sampling ensure within a designated population?

Assignment

1.	 Define and distinguish between 'population' and 'sample' in social research. Provide 
an original example from your field of study to illustrate how these concepts would 
be applied in a research scenario.

2.	 Explain why sampling is necessary in social science research. Discuss at least three 
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practical constraints that make studying entire populations unfeasible, using spe-
cific examples.

3.	 What is a sampling frame? Why is it critical for probability sampling? Illustrate 
your answer with an example of a well-defined sampling frame and explain what 
problems might arise if the sampling frame is incomplete or outdated.

4.	 Compare and contrast Simple Random Sampling and Systematic Sampling. In 
what situations would you choose one method over the other? Support your answer 
with a concrete research example.

5.	 Explain the difference between proportionate stratified sampling and dispropor-
tionate stratified sampling. Provide an original research scenario where dispropor-
tionate stratified sampling would be more appropriate than proportionate sampling, 
and justify your choice.

6.	 Discuss the fundamental difference between probability and non-probability sam-
pling methods. Why are probability samples generally preferred for statistical 
generalization? What are two specific advantages of probability sampling over 
non-probability sampling?

7.	 Describe convenience sampling and explain why Zina O'Leary argues it has "no 
place in credible research" when generalizability is the goal. Under what circum-
stances, if any, might convenience sampling be an acceptable choice for a research-
er?

8.	 Design a sampling strategy for the following research question: "What are the ex-
periences of international students with online learning platforms at Indian univer-
sities?" Specify whether you would use probability or non-probability sampling 
(or a mixed-methods approach), identify the specific sampling method(s), justify 
your choice, and outline the step-by-step process you would follow to select your 
sample. SG
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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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After the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

Data Collection Methods

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

•	 define survey research, explain its importance in political science, and articulate 

the fundamental principles of validity and reliability

•	 compare and contrast various types of surveys, including face-to-face, mail, tele-

phone, email/internet, and group surveys, considering their advantages, disadvan-

tages, and cost implications

•	 distinguish between questionnaires and schedules as data collection instruments, 

highlighting their key differences in administration, cost, and data quality

•	 formulate effective questionnaire and interview questions, avoiding common pit-

falls such as ambiguity, leading questions, and double-barreled questions

•	 outline the essential steps for preparing and conducting effective interviews, 

including establishing rapport, recording techniques, and strategies for gaining 

access to respondents

In any research endeavour, the ultimate goal is to generate credible knowledge and 
draw meaningful conclusions. This pursuit fundamentally relies on the quality and rel-

evance of the evidence collected. As established in the previous unit, a robust research 
design provides the overarching strategy for exploring or proving an argument, answer-
ing the crucial question: "What kind of evidence is needed?" However, a well-defined 
research design is incomplete without a clear strategy for acquiring that evidence. This 
is precisely where data collection methods become the cornerstone of research inquiry, 
detailing the specific approach for obtaining the necessary information. Whether un-
derstanding public perceptions of political policies or analyzing voting behaviors, the 
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choice of data collection method dictates "how and where the information will be gath-
ered," shaping the entire trajectory and trustworthiness of a research project. This unit 
will examine various tools and techniques available to researchers for systematic data 
collection, enabling them to transform research questions into empirical insights.

Primary Data, Secondary Data, Surveys, Questionnaires, Schedules, Interviews, Va-
lidity, Reliability, Open-ended Questions, Closed-ended Questions, Rapport

Keywords

Discussion

As discussed in the previous unit, the research design de-
fines the overarching strategy researchers use to prove 

or explore their argument. It answers the fundamental ques-
tion: "What kind of evidence is needed to test my hypothesis?" 
For example, this evidence might involve understanding the 
perceptions, attitudes, and opinions of politicians. In contrast, 
your method of data collection details the specific approach 
for obtaining that evidence, addressing "How and where will I 
gather this information?" This could involve utilizing surveys, 
interviews, ethnographic research, or content analysis, either 
individually or in combination. It further specifies whether data 
will be gathered through qualitative or quantitative means, and 
if it will be collected directly by the researcher or sourced from 
existing datasets.

Based on the nature of the study and the research question, 
a researcher can choose different methods for data collection, 
such as Surveys, observation, questionnaires, and interviews. 
In this unit, we will focus on each method in detail. 

2.3.1 Surveys

A survey is a systematic method for gathering information 
from a sample of individuals or groups, aiming to under-

stand their characteristics, opinions, or behaviours regarding a 
specific subject. It is a powerful tool used across various dis-

	�Distinguishes 
between 
overarching 
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(research design) 
and specific 
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ciplines, from social sciences to market research, to gain in-
sights into a population without needing to collect data from 
every single member. The core of a survey lies in its ability to 
translate research questions into a structured format that can 
be easily administered and understood by participants. Surveys 
hold immense importance in political science as they provide 
invaluable empirical data to understand and analyze various 
political phenomena. They serve as a fundamental tool for 
political scientists to gauge public opinion on crucial policy 
issues, track shifts in voter sentiment, and even predict elec-
tion outcomes. By systematically collecting information from 
a representative sample of the population, researchers can draw 
inferences about the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviours of the 
broader electorate, which is essential for understanding the dy-
namics of democratic processes and governance.

Furthermore, surveys enable political scientists to explore 
the underlying factors that drive political behaviour. They can 
be used to explore how demographics, socio-economic status, 
personal values, and media consumption influence individuals' 
political affiliations, voting patterns, and engagement in civ-
ic life. This depth of understanding helps in developing and 
testing political theories, offering insights into complex rela-
tionships between citizens, political institutions, and policy 
outcomes. Surveys also contribute to policy development by 
highlighting public priorities and identifying areas of agree-
ment or disagreement, thereby informing policymakers and 
advocacy groups.

Beyond academic research, the practical applications of 
surveys in political science are extensive. Political parties and 
campaigns rely heavily on surveys to tailor their messages, 
identify target demographics, and refine their strategies. Me-
dia outlets use polls to inform election coverage and gauge 
public mood, while governments utilize them to assess the ef-
fectiveness of their policies and promote civic engagement. In 
essence, surveys provide a vital bridge between theoretical un-
derstanding and real-world political practice, making them an 
indispensable method for anyone seeking to comprehend and 
navigate the intricate landscape of politics.

The process of conducting a survey involves several critical 
stages, starting with the careful collection of data. This is pri-
marily achieved through the use of questionnaires, which are 
structured sets of questions designed to elicit specific informa-
tion, or through interviews, which allow for more in-depth and 
nuanced responses. Once the data is collected, it moves into the 
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processing phase, where raw responses are organized, cleaned, 
and coded to make them suitable for analysis. This often in-
volves transforming qualitative data into quantifiable formats 
and ensuring data consistency and accuracy.

Finally, the processed data undergoes rigorous analysis to 
uncover patterns, trends, and relationships that can answer the 
initial research questions. Statistical methods are frequently em-
ployed to interpret the findings, allowing researchers to draw 
meaningful conclusions and arrive at satisfactory answers about 
the political phenomenon of interest. The insights gained from 
surveys can then be used to inform decision-making, evaluate 
policies, or simply deepen our understanding of complex soci-
etal issues.

Survey research, at its core, is about systematically collect-
ing data to understand attitudes and behaviors, with the ultimate 
goal of producing reliable and valid insights. To achieve this, 
survey methods are designed to minimize error at every stage. 
This emphasis on error reduction is crucial because the quality 
of the survey's findings directly depends on the accuracy and 
consistency of the information gathered. Whether using ques-
tionnaires or interviews, the meticulous design and execution of 
the survey process are paramount to ensure that the results truly 
reflect the phenomenon being studied.

Two fundamental concepts underpin the robustness of any 
survey: validity and reliability. Validity refers to the extent to 
which a survey accurately measures what it intends to measure. 
For instance, if a survey aims to understand political trust, a 
valid measure would genuinely capture respondents' trust in 
political institutions, rather than, say, their general optimism. 
Reliability, on the other hand, refers to the consistency of the re-
sults. A reliable survey should yield similar findings if adminis-
tered repeatedly under similar conditions to the same or similar 
groups, indicating that the measurement is stable and depend-
able over time and across different administrations.

2.3.2 Types of Surveys

Choosing an appropriate survey method is critical for the 
success of any research project, as each method carries 

inherent assumptions about the target population's capabilities 
and the environmental context. The various types of surveys—
including face-to-face interviews, mail surveys, telephone sur-
veys, e-mail/internet surveys, and group surveys—each offer 
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unique advantages and disadvantages in terms of cost, speed, 
and data quality. The selection of a particular method must align 
with the research objectives and the characteristics of the popu-
lation being studied. For instance, while a mail survey might be 
cost-effective for a large, literate urban population, it would be 
largely ineffective in a context where literacy is low and postal 
services are unreliable. Conversely, while internet surveys are 
fast and cheap, they assume universal access to and fluency 
with digital technology, which is often not the case. Researchers 
must, therefore, be aware of the underlying assumptions of each 
method to ensure the data they collect is both representative and 
reliable.

2.3.2.1 Face-to-face or In-person Interviews

This method involves direct interaction between an inter-
viewer and a respondent. It allows for detailed probing, 

clarification of questions, and observation of non-verbal cues. 
While offering rich, in-depth data, it is typically the most expen-
sive and time-consuming method, especially for large or geo-
graphically dispersed samples. However, it can be particularly 
effective for complex topics or when dealing with populations 
with low literacy rates.

2.3.2.2 Mail Surveys

Questionnaires are sent to respondents via postal mail, who 
then complete and return them. This method offers broad 

geographical reach at a relatively lower cost compared to face-
to-face interviews. However, response rates can be lower, and 
there is no opportunity for clarification or probing, which might 
lead to incomplete or misunderstood responses. Incentives are 
often used to encourage participation.

2.3.2.3 Telephone Surveys 

Interviewers conduct surveys over the phone. This method of-
fers a balance between cost-effectiveness and the ability to 

clarify questions, though it lacks the visual cues of in-person 
interviews. The rise of caller ID and increased telemarketing 
has made it more challenging to achieve high response rates, 
and surveys typically need to be shorter to maintain respondent 
engagement.
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2.3.2.4 E-mail and Internet Surveys 

These surveys are administered electronically, either through 
email invitations with links to online questionnaires or di-

rectly embedded into web pages. This has become a highly 
popular method due to its low cost, speed of data collection, 
and ability to reach large and diverse samples. However, it re-
quires respondents to have internet access and digital literacy, 
and there can be concerns about data security and representa-
tiveness if not carefully managed.

2.3.2.5 Group Surveys

This method involves administering surveys to a group of 
respondents simultaneously, often in a controlled setting. 

Examples include focus groups, where a moderator guides a 
discussion among a small group, or surveys conducted in class-
rooms or organizational meetings. Group surveys can be effi-
cient for collecting data from specific populations and can offer 
qualitative insights through discussion, but they may be sus-
ceptible to groupthink or social desirability bias.

2.3.3 The Limits of Survey 

The reliance on common survey assumptions can be highly 
problematic in contexts like rural India, where significant 

variations in literacy, technology access, and social dynamics 
exist. For example, a mail survey is generally predicated on 
the assumption that respondents are literate enough to read and 
comprehend the questions and that the postal system reliably 
reaches their homes. In many parts of rural India, where liter-
acy rates can be lower and postal delivery to remote villages 
is inconsistent, this method is fundamentally flawed. A tele-
phone survey assumes that all households own a phone and 
that individuals are comfortable and have the privacy to discuss 
sensitive topics over the phone. However, in many rural com-
munities, a single phone may be shared by an entire family or 
village, and cultural norms might discourage discussing cer-
tain issues openly, especially with a stranger. Similarly, e-mail 
and internet surveys are entirely impractical in areas with lim-
ited or no internet connectivity and where digital literacy is 
not widespread. The most effective method in such a context is 
often the most expensive and time-consuming: the face-to-face 
interview with a trained local interviewer. This approach can 
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overcome literacy barriers by allowing the interviewer to read 
questions and record responses. It also helps in building the 
necessary trust and rapport to get honest answers and allows 
for the observation of contextual factors, such as family mem-
bers' presence or community dynamics, which can influence 
responses. Ignoring these on-the-ground realities and imposing 
a survey method designed for a Western or urban context can 
lead to biased, incomplete, and ultimately invalid data.

Moreover, the cost of conducting a survey is a critical con-
sideration in research design and can vary significantly depend-
ing on the chosen method and scale. Surveys involve various 
expenses. This encompasses the cost of printing question-
naires, envelopes, postage for mail surveys, or subscription 
fees for online survey platforms. For face-to-face interviews, 
travel expenses for interviewers (transportation, accommoda-
tion, per diem) can be substantial, especially for widespread 
geographical areas. The time and expertise of the principal in-
vestigators in designing, overseeing, and analyzing the survey 
also contribute to the overall cost. The resources required for 
data coding, statistical analysis software, and potentially hiring 
data analysts contribute to the expense.

The cost of a survey is highly variable and directly influ-
enced by the survey design choices, including the sample size, 
the complexity of the questionnaire, the target population, and 
the desired level of data quality. Researchers must carefully 
balance their budgetary constraints with the need for reliable 
and valid data to ensure the successful execution of their polit-
ical science research.

2.3.4 What is an interview

In social science research, an interview is defined as a con-
versation between two persons (the researcher/interviewer 

and the interviewee) where a series of questions are asked by 
the interviewer to obtain information from the interviewee. In 
other words, an interview is a data collection method in which 
participants verbally communicate information about their be-
haviour, thoughts, or feelings in response to questions verbally 
posed by an interviewer. Hence, an interview is considered an 
encounter between a researcher and a respondent, where the 
respondent’s answers provide the raw data.

The interview method offers certain advantages in collect-
ing information from respondents. For instance, in the ques-
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tionnaire method, respondents are typically offered a limited, 
pre-set range of answers to choose from. The communication 
between researcher and respondent is limited to a certain extent 
due to the constraints of the questionnaire method. However, 
an interview offers a direct interaction between the participant 
and researcher, giving the interviewer a chance to probe, clarify, 
search for deeper meanings, explore unanticipated responses, 
and assess intangibles such as opinion intensity. These advan-
tages make the interview method one of its novel features.

2.3.5 Why Choose the Interview Method?

As we have discussed, the interview method has several 
advantages and offers a rich avenue for data collection. 

However, it is important to consider when a researcher decides 
that the interview method is necessary for data collection. Do 
all research topics require interviews, and when is an interview 
preferred over survey research? These are important concerns 
that require clarity.

There are very specific reasons for choosing an interview as 
a data collection method in research. There may be different 
reasons for choosing interviews over other methods, and we 
will address the major ones. For instance, a researcher may lack 
sufficient understanding of a phenomenon or events to design 
an effective, structured survey instrument or schedule of ques-
tions. Moreover, an interview is particularly valuable when a 
researcher is especially interested in an interviewee’s own inter-
pretation of issues and events and does not want to lose valuable 
information by constraining responses. Furthermore, gathering 
empirical evidence is an important part of any quantitative re-
search, interviews stand out as a powerful tool, often comple-
menting or even taking precedence over other methods like sur-
veys. While surveys cast a wide net, interviews usually involve 
a (much) smaller sample of participants. However, interviews 
also allow the researcher to gather a much deeper set of respons-
es. In the interview method, researchers can ask questions that 
allow for open-ended responses. These open-ended responses 
often generate additional queries, and the researcher can ask fol-
low-up questions to elicit more details. Regarding the advantag-
es of interviews over survey research, Layna Mosley observes 
that "such follow-up questions can be particularly enlightening 
when the respondent appears to hold contradictory views, or 
when the phenomenon of interest is multifaceted. Length and 
cost considerations, as well as problems of nonresponse to cer-
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tain types of questions, usually make such actions impossible 
in the context of a survey."

Interviews also differ from focus groups. Focus groups typ-
ically involve one researcher and multiple participants, allow-
ing for a broader set of individual perspectives. However, they 
can pose logistical challenges and may be influenced by strong 
personalities or concerns about peer pressure, potentially mak-
ing participants less forthcoming. For these reasons, one-on-
one interviews are often preferred for in-depth, individualized 
data collection. Another important point to note is that scholars 
use a range of terms to refer to the individuals considered for 
an interview. Usually, the people selected for an interview are 
known by different terms such as "participants," "interview-
ees," "respondents," "interlocutors," and "informants." These 
terms are often used interchangeably to refer to the people se-
lected for the interview.

2.3.6 Different Types of Interviews 

When a political scientist wants to gather data directly 
from people, they use interviews, which vary in struc-

ture depending on the research goals. The three main types of 
interviews—structured, semi-structured, and unstructured—
represent a spectrum from rigid and quantitative to flexible and 
qualitative. Structured interviews are formal and standardized, 
using a pre-set list of questions to ensure consistency and al-
low for statistical analysis, similar to a public opinion poll. In 
contrast, unstructured interviews are more like free-flowing 
conversations, allowing the researcher to explore unexpected 
themes and gain deep, nuanced insights. Semi-structured inter-
views strike a balance between these two approaches, using a 
general topic guide while allowing the interviewer the flexibili-
ty to adapt questions and explore new areas as the conversation 
unfolds.

2.3.6.1 Structured interview

Structured interviews are a means of collecting data.  A struc-
tured interview (also known as a standardized interview or 

a researcher-administered survey) is a quantitative research 
method commonly employed in survey research.  It  aims to 
ensure that each interview is presented with exactly the same 
questions in the same order. This ensures that answers can be 
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reliably aggregated and that comparisons can be made with con-
fidence between sample subgroups or between different survey 
periods. In this case, the data is collected by an interviewer rath-
er than through a self-administered questionnaire. Interviewers 
read the questions exactly as they appear on the questionnaire. 
The choice of answers to the questions is often fixed (close-end-
ed) in advance, though open-ended questions can also be in-
cluded within a structured interview. A structured interview is 
ideal for measuring and comparing opinions across a large pop-
ulation, such as finding out what percentage of voters in differ-
ent states support a new law.  

2.3.6.2 Semi-structured interview

A semi-structured interview gives flexibility to the research-
er, allowing new questions to be brought up during the in-

terview as a result of what the interviewee says. The interview-
er in a semi-structured interview generally has a framework of 
themes to be explored. However, the specific topic or topics that 
the interviewer wants to explore during the interview should 
usually be thought about well in advance. It is generally benefi-
cial for interviewers to have an interview guide prepared, which 
is an informal "grouping of topics and questions that the in-
terviewer can ask in different ways for different participants". 
Interview guides help researchers to focus an interview on the 
topics at hand without constraining them to a particular format. 
This freedom can help interviewers to tailor their questions to 
the interview context/situation, and to the people they are inter-
viewing. A semi-structured interview, however, is better suited 
for understanding the motivations behind those opinions, like 
exploring why a small group of activists are so dedicated to a 
particular political cause.

2.3.6.3 Unstructured Interviews

Unstructured Interviews are a method of interviews where 
questions can be changed or adapted to meet the respon-

dent's intelligence, understanding or belief. Unlike a structured 
interview they do not offer a limited, pre-set range of answers 
for a respondent to choose, but instead advocate listening to how 
each individual person responds to the question. Unstructured 
interviews have both advantages and disadvantages. Firstly, we 
will look at major advantages of this type of interviews.  Re-
searcher can find out important information which did not seem 
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relevant before the interview and ask the interviewee to go fur-
ther into the new topic. Unstructured interviews are also more 
suitable for sensitive subjects such as "domestic violence" as 
many people would lie in a more formal interview. 

The following disadvantages are often listed out by schol-
ars with regard to unstructured interviews. Unstructured inter-
views can be very time consuming as the conversation can go 
on and on. The data collected is prone to digression and much 
of the data collected could be worthless. The data is also not 
reliable as it cannot be done again with the same results due to a 
number of factors. Data collection is hard to categorize as there 
is likely to be a variety of different answers. Coding will re-
quire more work when choosing categories for the respondents.

Unstructured interviews, while often criticized for being 
time-consuming and yielding data that is difficult to replicate 
or categorize, hold significant epistemological value—that is, 
they offer a unique way of generating knowledge that structured 
methods cannot. The very "disadvantages" of unstructured in-
terviews, such as their conversational nature and potential for 
digression, are precisely what allow researchers to uncover un-
expected insights and explore complex social realities. Rather 
than imposing a pre-defined framework, these interviews give 
participants the freedom to guide the conversation, revealing 
what they consider to be important, relevant, or true. This ap-
proach is particularly crucial for exploratory research or for 
studying sensitive topics, where pre-set questions might fail to 
capture the nuances of human experience. The lack of a rig-
id structure enables the researcher to discover new hypotheses 
and understand the world from the participant's perspective, 
moving beyond surface-level facts to reveal underlying beliefs, 
motivations, and power dynamics.

Interviews also vary in their level of formality. A formal 
interview is just that, formal. Perhaps the best analogy is the 
classic job interview that includes: the office setting; the formal 
handshake; appropriate attire; order and structure; and best pro-
fessional behaviour. 

An informal interview attempts to ignore the rules and roles 
associated with interviewing in an attempt to establish rapport, 
gain trust, and create a more natural environment conducive 
to open and honest communication. It is a casual and relaxed 
form of interviewing that attempts to close the gap between 
the researcher and the researched. In political science, unstruc-
tured interviews are central to ethnographic interviewing, a re-
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search method that involves long-term, immersive fieldwork. 
Unlike a traditional survey, which seeks to measure opinions, 
ethnographic interviewing is about building rapport and trust 
to understand the lived reality of politics. For example, a politi-
cal scientist studying local governance in a village wouldn't just 
ask about voting habits; they might spend months living in the 
community, engaging in casual, unscripted conversations with 
community leaders, residents, and activists over daily activities.

This approach allows the researcher to move beyond formal 
political structures and into the informal, often unspoken, world 
of politics. It helps them understand how policies are actually 
interpreted and implemented on the ground, how power oper-
ates in a community, and what shapes people's political choic-
es in their daily lives. The epistemological gain is profound: it 
moves the study of politics from a purely analytical, data-driven 
exercise to a deep, contextual understanding of human behavior. 
This is essential for gaining a holistic view of political phenom-
ena that cannot be captured through standardized surveys or of-
ficial statistics.

2.3.7 Ground rules

In conducting interviews for field research, it's essential to es-
tablish clear ground rules to ensure an ethical and productive 

process. Before any interview begins, the researcher must clear-
ly state the study's purpose and context, helping the participant 
understand why their contribution is important. This practice 
is central to the principle of informed consent, a fundamental 
ethical guideline in research. Informed consent means that par-
ticipants willingly agree to be part of the study after fully under-
standing what it involves. Researchers should explicitly discuss 
key issues such as confidentiality, how the data will be used, and 
who will have final say over the use of their interview. By doing 
so, the researcher respects the participant's autonomy and right 
to privacy.

These preparatory steps not only serve ethical requirements 
but also directly impact the quality of the data collected. A par-
ticipant who feels informed and respected is more likely to be 
open and provide candid, valuable insights. For example, by 
asking if the interviewee would like to review the transcript, 
the researcher acknowledges the participant's role as a collabo-
rator and not just a subject. This collaborative approach builds 
trust, which is crucial for in-depth qualitative analysis. The final 
agreement on the use of the interview transcript is particularly 
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important, as it protects the participant's narrative and ensures 
that their voice is accurately represented in the final research 
output.

2.3.8 Whom to Interview and How to Get Access?

Once you have decided on your research questions, a cru-
cial step in primary data collection is identifying who can 

provide the most relevant information and how to gain access 
to them. This process, especially for sensitive topics or within 
specific communities, requires careful planning and a strategic 
approach to ensure cooperation and build trust.

2.3.8.1 Introduction Letter from the Organization

A formal introduction letter from your affiliated organization 
(university, research institute, or employer) is often the 

first and most important step. This letter should clearly state:

•	 The purpose of your research.
•	 Why you are seeking an interview with the individual 

or group.
•	 Assurances of confidentiality and anonymity (if appli-

cable).
•	 Your contact information.
•	 Any ethical considerations or approvals.

Presenting such a letter adds credibility to your request and 
can significantly open doors, especially when approaching in-
stitutions or busy professionals.

2.3.8.2 Meeting the Gatekeepers

In many research contexts, especially within organizations, 
communities, or specific social groups, there are "gatekeep-

ers." These are individuals or authorities who control access to 
the potential interviewees. They might be managers, commu-
nity leaders, administrative staff, or even influential members 
of a social network. Building a good rapport with gatekeepers 
is essential. You need to explain your research clearly, address 
any concerns they might have, and gain their approval or as-
sistance in connecting with the people you wish to interview. 
Their support can smooth the path to your target respondents.
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2.3.8.3 Introduction Letter from Peers and Influ-
ential Persons in the Field

Personal connections and recommendations can be incredibly 
valuable. If you know peers or influential figures who have 

established relationships with your target interviewees or within 
the relevant field, a letter of introduction or a direct referral from 
them can significantly enhance your chances of gaining access. 
This leverages existing trust and credibility, making your re-
quest more palatable and less like an unsolicited intrusion.

2.3.8.4 Taking the Help of Those Who Are Already 
Interviewed

This strategy, often referred to as "snowball sampling," in-
volves asking interviewees who have already participated 

in your study to recommend other potential respondents. This 
is particularly effective when dealing with hard-to-reach popu-
lations or highly specialized groups where direct identification 
might be challenging. The endorsement from someone already 
interviewed can make new contacts more comfortable and will-
ing to participate, building a chain of access. However, it's im-
portant to be mindful of potential biases in the sample generated 
through this method.

2.3.9 Doing the interview

Performing an effective interview is an art that blends prepa-
ration with flexibility and keen observation. The cornerstone 

of a successful interview is establishing a good rapport with 
the interviewee. This means creating a comfortable, trusting 
environment where the interviewee feels at ease sharing their 
thoughts and experiences. A strong rapport encourages a natu-
ral and open flow of information, allowing for deeper insights 
than a purely transactional question-and-answer session. As the 
interviewer, you must also subtly exercise control and direction 
to keep the conversation focused on your research objectives, 
guiding the interviewee back to relevant topics if they stray too 
far.

When it comes to recording the interview, using a tape record-
er or voice recorder offers the significant advantage of capturing 
every word, ensuring accuracy and allowing the interviewer to 
focus more on the conversation rather than extensive note-tak-
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ing. This also provides a complete transcript for later analysis. 
However, some interviewees might feel less comfortable or be 
intimidated by a recorder, potentially affecting the spontaneity 
or depth of their responses. Alternatively, taking handwritten 
notes can be less intrusive and allow for immediate annotation 
of key points. If choosing this method, it's crucial to write up 
the interview soon after it is over. This helps in recalling de-
tails, expanding on shorthand notes, and capturing the nuances 
of the conversation before they fade from memory.

Beyond the spoken words, observing non-verbal behaviour 
is critical. While taking notes, pay attention to body language, 
facial expressions, tone of voice, and pauses. These cues can 
offer valuable additional context, highlight emotional respons-
es, or indicate areas where the interviewee might be hesitant 
or particularly passionate. Noting these non-verbal elements 
alongside the verbal responses enriches your data and provides 
a more holistic understanding of the interviewee's perspective, 
adding layers of meaning that words alone might miss.

2.3.10 QUESTIONNAIRE

Questionnaires are used in survey research in order to col-
lecting, processing and analyzing information so as to ar-

rive at satisfactory answers to the questions about a political 
phenomenon of interest. A lengthy questionnaire can lead re-
spondents to lose focus or speed through questions in order to 
finish sooner, resulting in low response quality. Different sur-
vey methods can use different length surveys with the maxi-
mum number of questions ranging between three or four dozen 
depending on complexity and format.

The first step in writing your questions is knowing what you 
want to ask. By the time you are ready to construct your sur-
vey instrument you should know what aspects of your research 
questions can be answered by your respondents. The second 
step is to attempt an initial drafting of questions related to each 
of these aspects.

Writing good questions is about clarity and specificity. It im-
portant to avoid following thing while formulating a question

a)	 Complex terms and language – Big words can offend 
and confuse. If they’re not necessary, avoid them.
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b)	 Double-barreled question: . When someone asks 
a question that touches upon more than one issue, 
yet allows only for one answer. This may result in 
inaccuracies in the attitudes being measured for the 
question, as the respondent can answer only one of the 
two questions, and cannot indicate which one is being 
answered. 

c)	 Ambiguous question: One that contains a concept that is 
not defined clearly: Would you prefer Party A or Party 
B?

d)	 Leading question: Encourages respondents to choose a 
particular response because the question indicates that 
the researcher expects it. 

2.3.11 Question types

The questions can be divided as closed ended questions and 
open-ended questions based on their nature. Closed-end-

ed questionprovides respondents with a list of responses from 
which to choose. In other words, these questions force respon-
dents to choose from a range of predetermined responses and 
are generally easy to code and statistically analyze.

In the case of open-ended question the respondent is not 
provided with any answers. The interviewer writes down the 
answer. In other words, These questions ask respondents to con-
struct answers using their own words. Respondents can offer 
any information/express any opinion they wish, although the 
amount of space provided for an answer will generally limit the 
response. Open questions can generate rich and candid data.

Different question types (open or closed-ended) have advan-
tages and disadvantages. Closed-ended questions are easy to 
code and analyze, but they limit answers to those predetermined 
by the researcher. Open-ended questions allow respondents to 
explain answers more fully and create the opportunity for re-
searchers to find answer choices they had not anticipated, but 
they are more difficult to code and analyze.
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2.3.12 Collection of Data Through Schedules

Next we will look at the role of schedules in data collection. 
The method of data collection through schedules bears a 

strong resemblance to the questionnaire method, but with a cru-
cial distinction: schedules are filled in by specially appointed 
and trained enumerators, rather than by the respondents them-
selves. In this approach, enumerators carry a proforma (the 
schedule) containing a set of carefully structured questions. 
They visit respondents, systematically pose the questions as 
listed in the proforma, and record the replies in the designated 
spaces. In certain instances, enumerators may even hand over 
the schedules to respondents and provide assistance in accu-
rately recording their answers. A vital aspect of this method is 
the enumerator's role in explaining the purpose and objectives 
of the investigation, and clarifying any difficulties respondents 
might encounter in understanding specific questions, defini-
tions, or complex terms.

The success of data collection through schedules hinges on 
the meticulous selection and comprehensive training of these 
enumerators. They must possess not only intelligence and the 
capacity for critical thinking (including cross-examination 
skills to ascertain the truth) but also an unwavering commit-
ment to honesty, sincerity, hard work, patience, and persever-
ance. Thorough training ensures that enumerators fully grasp 
the nature and scope of the investigation, as well as the nu-
ances and implications of each question within the schedule. 
This rigorous preparation enables them to accurately capture 
respondents' opinions and minimize potential biases or misun-
derstandings.

This method is particularly effective for extensive inquiries 
and is known for yielding fairly reliable results. However, it 
is inherently more expensive due to the significant costs as-
sociated with recruiting, training, and deploying enumerators. 
Consequently, it is predominantly adopted by large-scale in-
vestigations, typically conducted by governmental agencies or 
major organizations. A prime example of this method's appli-
cation globally is the population census, where enumerators 
systematically collect data from every household to provide 
comprehensive demographic information.
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2.3.13 Difference Between Questionnaires and 
Schedules

While both questionnaires and schedules are widely used 
data collection instruments in research surveys and share 

a fundamental resemblance, a technical distinction exists be-
tween them. The key differences lie in their administration, cost, 
response rates, and the nature of interaction with respondents.

A questionnaire is generally self-administered, sent to infor-
mants (often via mail or electronically) to be completed inde-
pendently, with a covering letter providing instructions but little 
direct assistance from the sender. In contrast, a schedule is filled 
out by a research worker or enumerator who is present during 
the data collection process and can interpret questions, clarify 
ambiguities, and assist respondents as needed.

Collecting data through questionnaires is generally more eco-
nomical as it primarily involves the cost of preparing and mail-
ing the instrument, without the need for extensive field staff. 
Conversely, data collection via schedules is significantly more 
expensive due to the considerable investment required for ap-
pointing, training, and compensating enumerators, in addition 
to the costs of preparing the schedules themselves. Question-
naires typically suffer from high non-response rates, with many 
individuals failing to return them or submitting incomplete re-
sponses, leading to potential indeterminate biases. Schedules, 
however, generally exhibit very low non-response rates because 
enumerators are present to ensure all questions are answered. 
Nevertheless, schedules introduce the risk of interviewer bias. 
With questionnaires, the identity of the person who actually fills 
out the survey is not always clear. In the case of schedules, the 
identity of the respondent is known and verified by the enumer-
ator. The questionnaire method can be slow, as respondents may 
delay returning the completed forms despite reminders. Sched-
ules facilitate more timely data collection since enumerators ac-
tively gather information within a defined timeframe.

Questionnaires generally lack personal contact between the 
researcher and the respondent, as they are typically sent and 
returned by post or electronically. Schedules inherently involve 
direct personal contact, fostering a more interactive data collec-
tion environment. The questionnaire method can only be used 
with literate and cooperative respondents who can read and un-
derstand the questions independently. Schedules, on the other 
hand, can gather information even from illiterate respondents, 
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as the enumerator can read out and explain the questions.

Questionnaires allow for wider and more geographical-
ly dispersed sample distribution due to the ease of mailing or 
emailing. Schedules can face logistical difficulties in sending 
enumerators over very wide geographical areas, potentially 
limiting the reach of the sample. The risk of collecting incom-
plete or incorrect information is higher with questionnaires, 
particularly when respondents misunderstand questions. With 
schedules, information is generally more complete and accu-
rate because enumerators can clarify doubts and ensure correct 
understanding, leading to higher quality data.

The success of the questionnaire method largely depends on 
the quality and clarity of the questionnaire itself. In contrast, 
the success of the schedule method relies heavily on the hon-
esty, competence, and training of the enumerators. For ques-
tionnaires, an attractive physical appearance can be important 
to engage respondents and encourage completion. This is less 
critical for schedules, as they are filled out by enumerators, not 
the respondents directly.

2.3.14 Guidelines for Constructing Questionnaire/
Schedule

The meticulous construction of a questionnaire or schedule 
is paramount to ensuring accurate and effective data col-

lection. Researchers must adhere to the following guidelines:

1.	 Define the Research Problem Clearly: The research problem 
serves as the starting point. The researcher must have a 
crystal-clear understanding of all aspects of the research 
problem that need to be addressed in the project, as this 
will guide the development of relevant questions.

2.	 Determine Question Format and Analysis Plan: The 
appropriate form of questions (closed-ended for quantitative 
analysis, open-ended for qualitative insights) depends on 
the nature of information sought, the characteristics of 
the sampled respondents, and the intended type of data 
analysis. Questions should be simple, precise, and logically 
integrated into a well-thought-out tabulation plan. Units 
of enumeration should also be defined precisely to ensure 
accurate and complete information.
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3.	 Prepare a Rough Draft with Logical Sequence: Develop an 
initial draft of the questionnaire or schedule, paying careful 
attention to the logical flow and sequence of questions. 
Reviewing previously drafted questionnaires or schedules (if 
available) can provide valuable insights at this stage.

4.	 Rigorous Re-examination and Revision: Invariably, the 
rough draft must be re-examined meticulously, and revised 
as needed for improvement. All technical defects, such 
as ambiguous wording, leading questions, or unclear 
instructions, must be identified and removed.

5.	 Conduct a Pilot Study (Pre-testing): A pilot study is crucial 
for pre-testing the questionnaire or schedule on a small, 
representative sample. This step helps identify any unforeseen 
problems, ambiguities, or difficulties respondents might 
face. The questionnaire can then be edited and refined in 
light of the pilot study's results.

6.	 Provide Clear Directions: The questionnaire or schedule must 
include simple, straightforward, and unambiguous directions 
for respondents (or for the enumerators when filling 
schedules) to minimize confusion and ensure consistent 
understanding and accurate responses.

2.3.15 The Observation Method

Imagine you are trying to truly understand a group of people, 
a community, or a specific situation. You could certainly ask 

them questions and administer surveys. But what if you could 
actually live alongside them, observe their daily lives, and ex-
perience their world firsthand? This kind of immersive involve-
ment in a setting is the essence of the observation method. As 
Gerard Guthrie writes, “observation focuses on behaviour and 
then generates ideas about why certain behaviour occur.”

Observation is one of the most important methods of data 
collection. In everyday language, "to observe" means 'to watch 
or notice,' while "observation" refers to 'the act of watching or 
noticing.' It entails being present in a situation and systemati-
cally recording one's impressions of what takes place. In other 
words, observation is a systematic method of data collection 
that relies on a researcher’s ability to gather data through their 
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senses. In observation, the primary research instrument is the 
self.

A key difference between data collection in the interview 
method and the observation method is that, during an interview, 
a questionnaire is considered an important tool for collecting 
data. In observation, however, the researcher themselves is the 
most important "tool" for data collection, making the process 
incredibly personal. Just like any skill, becoming proficient at 
participant observation is a craft that requires extensive prac-
tice and specific personal qualities.

The researcher’s role is critical in the observation method. 
They can undertake three major roles to successfully carry out 
observation: participant observer, non-participant observer, 
and hidden observer. In participant observation, a researcher 
engages with a group as a genuine member. In non-participant 
observation, the researcher needs to be present but may not en-
gage directly with the group's activities. In hidden observation, 
the researcher does not reveal their purpose for being there and, 
as Gerard Guthrie pointed out, the researcher in this case is 
“out of sight.”

The individuals consulted for data collection in the obser-
vation method are called "informants." It is crucial that infor-
mants feel comfortable enough to open up to the researcher, al-
lowing them into their lives and even permitting observation of 
private moments. Various personal traits – such as being friend-
ly, approachable, and trustworthy – are key. If the researcher 
behaves arrogantly or distantly, it will be much harder to build 
the rapport needed for deep insights.

In observation method, participant observation method is 
considered as an essential tool of data collection. This method 
is commonly used in fieldwork-based research, which demands 
immense dedication. It involves spending a huge amount of 
time "in the field," talking to and observing the behaviour of 
informants. It requires patience, often sitting through long, un-
eventful periods, hoping something interesting will emerge. 
Fieldwork is a long, difficult journey, often in unfamiliar places 
among people unknown to the researcher. It can be a lonely and 
alienating experience, making it arguably the most personally 
challenging way to gather data.

Observation can be classified as structured and unstructured 
based on their nature of collecting information from the field. 
Structured observational studies can collect both qualitative 
and quantitative data; are highly systematic; and often rely on 
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predetermined criteria related to the people, events, practices, 
issues, behaviours, actions, situations, and phenomena being 
observed. Checklists or observation schedules are prepared in 
advance and researchers attempt to be objective, neutral, and 
removed with a goal of minimizing personal interaction.

Unstructured observation involves observers attempting to 
observe and record data without predetermined criteria. Observ-
ers either attempt to record all of their observations and later 
search for emergent patterns, or they make judgement calls on 
the relevance of initial observations and attempt to focus subse-
quent observations and reflections on those areas deemed most 
significant. Historically, formal training in observation was not 
taken seriously as a skill for data collection. Such a skill was 
considered almost unteachable, due to the belief that it was al-
ways tied to an individual researcher's personality and how they 
would react under pressure. Researchers were largely expected 
to learn by doing.

However, while personal traits remain vital, this view has 
evolved. Participant observation is now recognized as both a 
humanistic (focused on understanding human experience) and 
scientific (systematic, principled) method. This means there 
are specific methodological principles that directly impact the 
quality, reliability, and validity of the data. Today, numerous 
textbooks and university courses are dedicated to ethnographic 
methods, covering the practical and ethical considerations in-
volved in collecting and analyzing this unique type of data.

2.3.16 Key Steps in Participant Observation

Executing participant observation involves a series of critical 
methodological decisions that directly influence the quality 

of the data. These decisions are faced constantly in the field. 
Broadly, participant observation unfolds in three interconnected 
steps:

a) Case Selection and Gaining Access

Participant observation usually focuses on a single, in-depth 
"case study" – a specific group, community, or situation. The 
reasoning behind choosing this particular case is extremely im-
portant. The type of case you select can profoundly affect the 
answers you find for your research question. Researchers often 
choose a site because it directly relates to their research ques-
tion. For example, if you are studying a specific social move-
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ment, you have to choose a site where that movement is active. 
Sometimes, however, an unexpected opportunity arises to study 
an interesting group, and your research questions then develop 
from that setting. While rare, these "opportunistic" studies can 
be very insightful.

b) Conducting Research and Data Collection in the Field

Gaining permission to enter and conduct research in your 
chosen site is often the trickiest part. If you can't get access, 
you are back to square one. Lack of access can also bias your 
results, as places you can't enter might be significantly different 
from those you can. How you enter the field can shape how 
people perceive you, which has long-term consequences for 
your research. People you are studying might be suspicious, 
wondering why you want to study them – they might even 
think you are a spy.  Building trust takes time and effort.

The field work may be conducted either in open or in a closed 
setting. Both the settings require different strategies to access 
the informants and the researchers need to take negotiate with 
various constraints in the field. For instance, conducting field-
work in a closed setting like organisation and institutions, the 
researchers need to get formal permission from a "gatekeeper" 
(like a manager or government official). Sometimes these gate-
keepers might be hesitant, fearing negative portrayal of their 
institution. Offering something in return like providing a sum-
mary report and clearly explaining the goals and methods of 
the research can help. Sometimes, researchers might need to 
negotiate for limited access. But researchers must aware that 
their very relationship with the gatekeeper can affect how other 
informants interacts with the researcher.

Take the case of fieldwork in open Settings like neighbour-
hoods or public spaces. In theory, access is simpler as formal 
permission is not always needed and researchers can observe 
their site of study concerned. However, when the study popu-
lation is "hard-to-reach" groups (e.g., those involved in illegal 
activities), gaining access can still be extremely difficult, often 
relying on building trust over many years.

Next, we will move on to other concerns that plays a key role 
in observation method. An important matter that needs to be 
take into account during observation research is the behaviour 
of researcher.  Who you talk to, what you observe, and where 
you go all significantly influence the data quality. The personal 
characteristics (gender, ethnicity, age) also impact how infor-
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mants perceive researcher. This can introduce subjectivity, so 
researchers must be aware of potential biases in their behaviour.

Two concepts are prominently used in observation meth-
od particularly in relation with the role of participant observ-
er. The concept of Overt vs. Covert Research shows the role 
of researcher during the field visit. This distinction is made on 
the basis of the role played by researcher during the field visit. 
In overt research researchers can openly reveal their identity 
as a researcher and the purpose of the study. This is the most 
common and ethical approach. But in covert research research-
ers hide their identity or the study's true purpose. While it can 
reduce "reactivity" (people changing behaviour because they 
know they are being studied) and offer deeper access, it raises 
serious ethical concerns about deception and informed consent, 
making it rarely used today.

A crucial concern in observation method is building a rela-
tionship with the people selected for the study. This takes time 
and consistent contact. The longer researcher spends in the field 
(e.g., 12 months versus 12 days), the more reliable your data is 
likely to be, as you gain a deeper understanding of the commu-
nity's true thoughts and behaviours. Moreover, learning the lo-
cal language is a fundamental skill. While interpreters can help, 
fluency allows to pick up on sensitive nuances and build stron-
ger connections. This final step involves systematically record-
ing the data collected in the field, deciding how it will be written 
up (e.g., field notes, transcribed interviews), coded (organized 
into themes or categories), and ultimately used for analysis to 
answer your research questions. It would be problematic if an-
other researcher studied the same topic in the same place at the 
same time and came to completely different conclusions, high-
lighting the need for careful method and transparent reporting 
even in qualitative work.

2.3.17 Secondary Data Collection

Imagine you are trying to figure something out, but instead 
of starting from scratch, you look at information that some-

one else has already gathered. That is what secondary data col-
lection is all about. It is different from primary data collection, 
where researcher collect new information yourself, like doing 
new surveys or experiments. With secondary data, researcher 
is finding, getting, and using information that other people or 
groups have already put together. The task of a researcher then 
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becomes one of careful extraction and insightful utilization of 
this pre-existing data. This way of doing research has big ben-
efits. One of the advantages of this is that researcher don't have 
to pay for new surveys or experiments. It saves lot of time to 
collect data because the data is already there, so you just need 
to find it. Another advantage is that one can often access huge 
amounts of information that would be impossible for one per-
son to collect alone.

Using existing information is a smart move, especially when 
one think about all the data out there from different organiza-
tions. Instead of spending a lot to collect new data, one can use 
what is available. But always check if the existing information 
is good quality, if it is relevant to your question, and if it fits 
what one need. This means researcher need to be good at look-
ing at existing data and sometimes adjusting research questions 
to fit what information is out there.

Both qualitative (looking at qualities, stories, and deeper 
meanings) and quantitative (looking at numbers and statistics) 
research use secondary sources, but they use them differently. 
In qualitative research, researchers are often searching for de-
tailed descriptions, historical stories, or narratives that explain 
"why" or "how" things happened. This could mean looking at 
old letters, company documents, news articles, or historical 
accounts that tell a story. These sources help you understand 
feelings, experiences, and social meanings that you can't easily 
count.

In quantitative research, the focus is on numbers and cat-
egories that can measure and analyse statistically. Secondary 
sources are used to find facts, figures, or data points that let 
you test ideas, find connections, or see patterns between dif-
ferent things. Let us look at some common places to find this 
existing information. Government and Official Reports are 
some of the best places to find reliable secondary data. Govern-
ments and related organizations regularly collect and publish 
huge amounts of information on almost everything. The Cen-
sus data published by Government covers detailed information 
about everyone in a country – who they are, where they live, 
what they do. Records of births, deaths, marriages, and move-
ments of people provides a rich data for understanding pop-
ulation changes. Workforce surveys cover information about 
jobs, wages, and how people work. Health reports on diseases, 
health habits, and how people use healthcare provides another 
realm of secondary data.

	�Cost savings, 
time efficiency, 
and access to 
large-scale 
datasets

	�Need for careful 
evaluation of 
existing data 
relevance and 
reliability

	�Different uses 
of secondary 
sources in 
narrative versus 
statistical 
research

SG
O

U



171   SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

The academic world is full of research papers, theses, and 
articles that have already been written. For your topic, there 
might be many studies that have already collected information 
you need. You can re-analyse their data, combine findings from 
several studies (called a "meta-analysis"), or get new ideas from 
their work. It is like building on what others have already dis-
covered. Sometimes, very personal things like diaries, letters, 
or old family records can give unique insights into individual 
lives or past events. Company reports from decades ago or old 
club minutes can also be useful. These are especially good for 
understanding how people felt or lived in the past, but you need 
to remember they reflect individual views and might not apply 
to everyone. Newspapers, magazines, TV news, and especially 
the internet (websites, social media, online forums) are full of 
information about what is happening now and what people are 
talking about. You can use these to understand public opinion, 
how certain issues are discussed, or cultural trends. With online 
sources, always be smart about checking if the information is 
accurate and reliable.

Overall, in using the secondary data well, a researcher need 
to be good at checking the source, making sure the data is good 
quality and finally adjusting your research plan to fit what is 
available. The better you are at evaluating existing information, 
the more valuable it will be for answering your new research 
questions.
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Summarised Overview

This unit provides a comprehensive exploration of primary data collection methods, 
focusing on their application in political science research. We begin by defining 

survey research as a systematic approach to gathering information, emphasizing its crit-
ical role in understanding political phenomena, gauging public opinion, and informing 
policy. The discussion then moves to the fundamental principles of survey research, 
specifically focusing on the paramount importance of validity (ensuring accurate mea-
surement) and reliability (ensuring consistent results), along with key assumptions un-
derlying this method.

The unit then categorizes and elaborates on various types of surveys, including face-
to-face, mail, telephone, email/internet, and group surveys, analyzing the specific ad-
vantages and disadvantages of each, with a particular focus on their associated costs. 
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A detailed segment is dedicated to interviews, defining them as a core qualitative data 
collection method, outlining their advantages in capturing nuanced information, and 
providing guidance on when to choose an interview over other methods. We will dif-
ferentiate between structured, semi-structured, and unstructured interviews, and discuss 
practical aspects such as preparation, establishing ground rules, gaining access to re-
spondents, and effective interviewing techniques.

Finally, the unit addresses questionnaires and schedules as primary instruments for 
data collection. We will explore the critical considerations in developing a question-
naire, including question length, avoiding complex or biased phrasing, and understand-
ing the utility of open-ended and closed-ended questions. A distinct section highlights 
the collection of data through schedules, detailing the role of enumerators and the signif-
icant differences between questionnaires and schedules in terms of administration, cost, 
response rates, and data quality. By the end of this unit, you will possess a foundational 
understanding of various data collection methods, enabling you to make informed deci-
sions for your own research endeavours.

Self-Assessment

1.	 Explain the primary distinction between primary and secondary data collection 
methods. Provide one example for each in the context of political science research.

2.	 Define "validity" and "reliability" in the context of survey research. Why are both 
concepts crucial for generating credible research findings?

3.	 You are researching voter attitudes towards a new public policy. Would a mail sur-
vey or a face-to-face interview be more suitable? Justify your answer by discussing 
at least two advantages and two disadvantages of each method for this specific 
research question.

4.	 What is the main difference in administration between a questionnaire and a sched-
ule?

5.	 An enumerator is critical to the success of data collection through schedules. List 
three essential qualities an enumerator should possess.

6.	 Identify and explain two common types of problematic questions that should be 
avoided when designing a questionnaire.

7.	 When would a researcher choose an unstructured interview over a structured inter-
view? Provide at least two reasons.
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8.	 You need to interview high-level government officials for your research. What are 
two practical steps you would take to gain access to these individuals?

9.	 Explain the concept of "rapport" in the context of interviewing. Why is it important 
for effective data collection?

10.	What are the key considerations regarding the "length" of a questionnaire, and how 
can a lengthy questionnaire impact data quality?

Assignment

1.	 Choose three distinct types of surveys (e.g., telephone, email/internet, and face-to-
face). For each type, discuss its suitability for collecting data on a sensitive polit-
ical topic (e.g., perceptions of corruption). Compare their relative advantages and 
disadvantages in terms of cost, response rate, depth of information, and potential 
for bias.

2.	 Develop a short questionnaire (5-7 questions) to assess public opinion on the effec-
tiveness of a recent government initiative in your region (e.g., a new infrastructure 
project, a public health campaign). Ensure your questions avoid ambiguity, lead-
ing phrases, and double-barrelled structures. Include a mix of closed-ended and 
open-ended questions. Justify your choice of question types for each question.

3.	 Imagine you are conducting research on the motivations of political activists. De-
sign a semi-structured interview guide (including at least 5 core themes/questions 
and potential probes). Then, explain how you would establish rapport with an inter-
viewee and what non-verbal cues you would pay attention to during the interview.

4.	 Based on your understanding of schedules, explain why the population census 
globally is typically conducted using this method rather than self-administered 
questionnaires. Discuss the specific advantages of schedules that make them ideal 
for such large-scale, comprehensive data collection.

5.	 Discuss the importance of ground rules in interviewing, specifically focusing on 
confidentiality and interviewee consent for recording or using transcripts. How 
would you explain these to a potential interviewee to build trust?

6.	 Compare the issue of non-response in mail surveys versus schedules. Discuss strat-
egies that can be employed in each method to minimize non-response and mitigate 
its potential impact on research findings.

7.	 Explain how the order of questions in a questionnaire can affect response quality 
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and introduce bias. Provide a hypothetical example of a political science survey 
where question order could significantly skew results.

8.	 For each of the following research questions, recommend the most appropriate 
primary data collection method (survey, interview, or schedule) and briefly justify 
your choice:

a.	 What are the voting patterns of young adults (18-25) in the upcoming nation-
al election?

b.	 How do local community leaders perceive the effectiveness of current gov-
ernment decentralization policies?

c.	 What is the public's general awareness and understanding of a new environ-
mental protection law across a large, diverse geographical region?
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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 3BLOCK 3
Data Analysis and Data Analysis and 
InterpretationInterpretation
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After the completion of this unit, the learners will be able to:

Basics of Research

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

	f evaluate and transform raw data through systematic coding, editing, and cleaning 

processes to ensure data quality and analytical readiness

	f design and implement comprehensive coding schemes using appropriate measure-

ment scales and developing detailed codebooks for quantitative research projects

	f apply content analysis techniques to categorize and code open-ended responses 

while maintaining mutually exclusive and exhaustive category systems

	f organize datasets using tidy data principles to facilitate efficient statistical analysis 

and ensure compatibility with analytical software

	f execute quality assurance procedures including verification, documentation, and er-

ror detection throughout the data preparation process

	f integrate data preparation strategies with statistical analysis planning to support re-

search objectives and methodological requirements

Background 

Data preparation represents the foundational stage of quantitative research that bridg-
es the gap between raw data collection and meaningful statistical analysis. In con-

temporary research environments, where data volumes continue to expand exponential-
ly and analytical sophistication increases, the quality of insights derived from any study 
is fundamentally dependent upon the rigor applied during the initial data preparation 
phase. This critical process encompasses multiple interconnected activities including 
data coding, editing, cleaning, and organisation, each serving as essential quality control 
measures that ensure the integrity and reliability of subsequent analytical outcomes.
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The systematic transformation of raw data into analysis-ready formats requires both 
technical expertise and methodological understanding, as decisions made during this 
preparatory stage have lasting implications for the entire research project. Poor data 
preparation can lead to flawed statistical analyses, invalid conclusions, and wasted re-
search resources, while meticulous attention to data quality during this phase enables 
researchers to unlock genuine insights and contribute meaningfully to their respective 
fields. Understanding these foundational processes is therefore indispensable for any 
researcher seeking to conduct rigorous quantitative studies that meet contemporary stan-
dards of scientific inquiry.

Data Coding, Data Cleaning, Codebook, Content Analysis, Tidy Data, Data Editing, 
Missing Values, Variable Measurement Scales, Response Patterns

Keywords

Discussion

The journey from raw data to meaningful insights is a com-
plex and often arduous one. Before any sophisticated statis-

tical analysis or machine learning model can be applied, the data 
itself must be meticulously prepared. This preparatory stage, 
encompassing data coding, editing, and cleaning, is not merely 
a technical prerequisite; it is the fundamental cornerstone upon 
which all subsequent research, analysis, and decision-making 
rest. The quality, accuracy, and integrity of the final findings are 
directly proportional to the rigor applied during this initial, crit-
ical phase. Neglecting this foundational work can lead to flawed 
conclusions, wasted resources, and a complete undermining of 
the research’s validity. Therefore, a deep and thorough under-
standing of these processes is indispensable for any researcher 
or analyst who seeks to derive genuine value from their data.

Data coding represents one of the most critical steps in 
quantitative research, serving as the bridge between raw 
data collection and meaningful statistical analysis. When 
researchers collect information through surveys, interviews, or 
questionnaires, the responses they receive are often in various 
formats including text descriptions, categorical choices, and 
numerical values. Coding transforms this diverse collection of 
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responses into a standardised numerical format that computers 
and statistical software can process effectively.

The importance of coding cannot be overstated in quantitative 
research. Without proper coding, researchers would be unable 
to perform statistical analyses, identify patterns, or draw 
meaningful conclusions from their data. Coding essentially 
translates human responses into a language that analytical tools 
can understand, making it possible to uncover relationships, test 
hypotheses, and generate insights that would otherwise remain 
hidden in unstructured data.

The coding process requires careful planning and systematic 
execution. Researchers must consider not only how to assign 
numerical values to different responses but also how these 
assignments will affect their ability to analyse the data later. The 
decisions made during coding have lasting implications for the 
entire research project, influencing everything from the types of 
statistical tests that can be performed to the conclusions that can 
be drawn from the results.

3.1.1 Understanding Raw Data and Its Challenges

Firstly, it is essential to understand what researchers mean by 
raw data and the challenges it presents. Raw data refers to 

information as it is initially collected from respondents, before 
any processing or transformation takes place. This data comes 
in various forms and often contains inconsistencies, incom-
pleteness, and errors that must be addressed before analysis can 
begin.

The challenges with raw data are numerous and varied. 
Investigators may forget to ask certain questions during 
interviews, fail to record responses completely, or misclassify 
answers during the data collection process. Sometimes responses 
are written illegibly, making them difficult to interpret later. In 
questionnaire-based studies, respondents may skip questions, 
provide unclear answers, or misunderstand what is being asked 
of them.

These problems highlight the importance of data cleaning, 
which is the first step in data processing. Data cleaning involves 
scrutinising completed research instruments to identify and 
minimise errors, incompleteness, misclassification, and gaps in 
the information obtained from respondents. This process is often 
called editing and represents a crucial quality control measure 
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that can significantly improve the reliability of research findings.

3.1.2 The Data Editing and Cleaning Process

Following coding, data editing is the next crucial phase. It 
is the initial quality assurance check, the first line of de-

fense against errors that have crept into the dataset. Data ed-
iting serves as the foundation for all subsequent analysis and 
involves checking the contents for completeness and examining 
responses for internal consistency. The editing process varies 
depending on how the data was collected, but the fundamen-
tal principles remain the same across different data collection 
methods.  Data editing involves systematically inspecting the 
coded data for logical inconsistencies, omissions, and outright 
mistakes. A common type of error is an out-of-range value. For 
example, if a variable for age is expected to fall between 18 and 
100, a value of 150 would be a clear error that needs to be inves-
tigated. Similarly, a logical inconsistency might arise if a survey 
participant who answers "No" to a question about owning a car 
also answers a follow-up question about the model of their car. 
This contradiction signals an error that must be resolved. 

Data editing also involves identifying and handling missing 
values, which can occur when a respondent skips a question or 
when data is not recorded properly. The researcher must decide on 
the appropriate course of action, which could involve contacting 
the respondent for clarification, imputing a value based on other 
data points, or simply marking the data as missing. The goal 
of data editing is to catch these obvious errors and to flag data 
points that require further scrutiny, thus preparing the dataset 
for the more intensive process of cleaning.When checking for 
completeness, researchers examine each research instrument to 
ensure that all questions have been answered and that responses 
are recorded in a readable format. This process may reveal 
missing information that can sometimes be recovered through 
various methods. In some cases, researchers can infer missing 
answers from responses to related questions, though this 
approach requires extreme caution to avoid introducing new 
errors into the data.

Another approach to addressing missing information in-
volves recall, particularly when data has been collected through 
interviews. Interviewers may be able to remember certain re-
sponses that were not properly recorded during the initial data 
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collection session. However, this method also carries risks and 
should be used sparingly and with great care. The most reli-
able method for addressing missing or unclear information is 
to return to the original respondent. When interviews have been 
conducted or when questionnaires contain identifying informa-
tion, researchers can contact respondents to clarify or obtain 
missing answers. While this approach is more time-consuming 
and expensive than other methods, it often provides the most 
accurate results. There are two primary approaches to editing 
data systematically. The first involves examining all answers to 
one question or variable at a time, while the second involves ex-
amining all responses given by one respondent across all ques-
tions. Many researchers prefer the second approach because it 
provides a complete picture of each respondent's answers, mak-
ing it easier to assess internal consistency and identify patterns 
that might indicate problems with the data.

Data cleaning is the deeper, more rigorous phase of quality 
control. It goes beyond the initial editing to correct or remove 
corrupt, inaccurate, or irrelevant data points that might skew 
the results of the analysis. While editing deals with obvious er-
rors, cleaning tackles more subtle problems, such as duplicate 
entries, typographical inconsistencies, and outliers. Duplicates 
are a particularly common issue in large datasets, often arising 
from data entry mistakes or from combining data from multiple 
sources. Identifying and removing duplicate records is essential 
to prevent over-representation of certain individuals or obser-
vations in the analysis. For instance, in a customer database, a 
person might have two separate entries due to a slight variation 
in their name or address. A robust cleaning process would use 
a combination of identifiers, such as name, phone number, and 
email address, to detect and merge these records.

3.1.3 Fundamentals of Data Coding

Once the data has been edited and cleaned, the next step is 
coding, which transforms the cleaned data into numerical 

values that can be analysed statistically. The coding process is 
largely determined by two key considerations: how variables 
were measured in the research instrument and how the research-
er wants to communicate findings to their audience. The mea-
surement scale used for each variable plays a crucial role in 
determining the appropriate coding approach. Variables mea-
sured on nominal scales, which involve categories without in-
herent order, require different coding strategies than variables 
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measured on ordinal scales, which involve ranked categories. 
Similarly, variables measured on interval or ratio scales, which 
involve numerical measurements with meaningful intervals or 
true zero points, may require different coding approaches.

Understanding measurement scales is essential because they 
determine what types of statistical analyses can be performed 
later. For example, researchers can calculate means, modes, 
and medians for variables measured on ratio scales, but these 
statistical measures are not meaningful for variables measured 
on nominal or ordinal scales. This relationship between mea-
surement scales and analytical possibilities makes it crucial for 
researchers to consider their eventual analytical goals when de-
veloping their coding strategies.

The way respondents answer questions also influences 
the coding process. Responses generally fall into three main 
categories: quantitative responses that involve numerical values, 
categorical responses that involve selecting from predetermined 
options, and descriptive responses that involve open-ended text. 
Each type of response requires a different approach to coding, 
and researchers must be prepared to handle all three types 
effectively.

3.1.4 Types of Responses and their Coding Require-
ments

Quantitative responses are generally the easiest to code be-
cause they already exist in numerical form. These respons-

es might include age in years, income in dollars, or scores on 
standardized tests. While these responses are already numerical, 
they may still require some processing to ensure consistency in 
formatting and to handle any missing or invalid responses.

Categorical responses involve selections from predetermined 
options and can be either quantitative or qualitative in nature. 
Examples of categorical responses include gender selections, 
educational level categories, or rating scale responses. These 
responses require researchers to assign numerical codes to each 
category in a systematic and consistent manner.

Descriptive responses present the greatest coding challenge 
because they involve open-ended text that must be analysed 
and categorised before numerical codes can be assigned. These 
responses require content analysis to identify common themes 
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and patterns that can be grouped into meaningful categories. 
Once categories have been established, numerical codes can be 
assigned to represent each category.

The process of handling descriptive responses involves 
several steps. First, researchers must analyze a sample of 
responses to identify common themes and patterns. This 
analysis continues until a saturation point is reached, where 
new responses are simply variations of themes that have already 
been identified. Once themes have been established, researchers 
create categories that capture the essence of related responses 
and assign numerical codes to each category.

3.1.5 Developing a Comprehensive Code Book

The code book serves as the central reference document for 
the entire coding process, providing detailed instructions 

for assigning numerical values to all possible responses. A 
well-developed code book ensures consistency across all cod-
ing decisions and serves as a permanent record of how different 
responses were handled throughout the research project.

The structure of a code book typically includes several essen-
tial components. Column specifications indicate exactly where 
each piece of information should be entered in the data file, 
which is particularly important when using fixed-format data 
entry systems. Question numbers link each coding decision 
back to the original research instrument, making it easy to track 
the source of each piece of information.

Variable names provide unique identifiers for each piece of 
information being coded. These names must follow the conven-
tions of the statistical software being used and should be chosen 
to be easily recognizable and meaningful to anyone working 
with the data. Good variable names help prevent confusion and 
errors during the analysis phase of the research project.

The response patterns section of the code book lists all pos-
sible responses to each question along with their corresponding 
numerical codes. This section represents the heart of the code 
book and requires careful development to ensure that all pos-
sible responses are accounted for and that the coding scheme 
supports the intended analytical goals. For closed-ended ques-
tions, developing response patterns is relatively straightforward 
because the possible responses are already defined in the re-
search instrument. The primary task involves assigning numer-
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ical codes to each response category in a logical and consistent 
manner. However, even closed-ended questions may include 
"other" categories that require additional analysis of actual re-
sponses before final coding schemes can be completed.

Open-ended questions require more extensive development 
of response patterns through content analysis. This process in-
volves systematically reviewing responses to identify common 
themes and developing categories that capture the full range 
of respondent answers while maintaining clear distinctions be-
tween different types of responses.

3.1.6 Content Analysis for Open-Ended Questions

Content analysis represents a systematic approach to analyz-
ing open-ended responses and developing appropriate cod-

ing categories. This process begins with selecting a representa-
tive sample of completed questionnaires or interview schedules 
from the total collection of data. The goal is to examine enough 
responses to identify all major themes without having to ana-
lyze every single response in detail. The content analysis pro-
cess involves examining responses to each open-ended question 
separately. Researchers write down responses from the selected 
sample, keeping responses to each question on separate sheets. 
This process continues until no new themes emerge from addi-
tional responses, indicating that saturation has been reached and 
that the major patterns in the data have been identified.

Once all responses have been collected and organized by 
question, the next step involves examining similarities and 
differences among responses to identify meaningful categories. 
Responses that convey similar meanings, even if expressed in 
different words, should be grouped together under descriptive 
category names. The goal is to create categories that capture 
the essence of respondent answers while maintaining clear 
distinctions between different types of responses.

Developing effective categories requires attention to three 
fundamental principles. First, categories must be mutually 
exclusive, meaning that any given response should fit into only 
one category. Overlapping categories create confusion during 
coding and can lead to inconsistent results. Second, categories 
should be exhaustive, meaning that virtually all responses should 
fit into one of the established categories. If too many responses 
cannot be categorized, it suggests that the categorization system 
needs to be refined.
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The third principle involves minimizing the use of "other" 
categories, which serve as catch-all options for responses that 
do not fit into any established category. While some responses 
may inevitably fall outside the main categories, the "other" cat-
egory should contain no more than five percent of total respons-
es and should not be larger than any other individual category. 
Excessive use of "other" categories indicates problems with the 
categorization system that should be addressed through revision 
of the existing categories.

3.1.7 Assigning Numerical Codes Systematically

The assignment of numerical codes to response categories 
requires systematic planning to ensure consistency and to 

support effective data analysis. While researchers have consider-
able flexibility in choosing which numbers to assign to different 
responses, certain conventions and best practices can improve 
the efficiency and accuracy of the coding process. One import-
ant consideration involves reserving certain numerical codes for 
common response types that appear across multiple questions. 
For example, "not applicable" responses might consistently be 
coded as 8, while "no response" might always be coded as 9. 
This consistency makes it easier for coders to remember appro-
priate codes and reduces the likelihood of coding errors.

When determining how many columns to allocate for each 
variable, researchers must consider the number of possible re-
sponses. Variables with fewer than ten possible responses re-
quire only one column, while variables with between ten and 99 
possible responses require two columns. Questions that allow 
multiple responses require additional columns to accommodate 
all possible answers.

The coding of multiple response questions requires special 
attention to ensure that all responses are captured accurately. If 
a question has twelve possible responses and respondents can 
provide up to three answers, six columns would be needed to 
accommodate all possible combinations. This type of complex 
coding requires careful planning during the code book develop-
ment phase.

3.1.8 Pre-testing and Verification Procedures

Before implementing the full coding process, researchers 
should pre-test their code book using a small sample of 
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completed questionnaires or interview schedules. This pre-test-
ing phase helps identify potential problems with the coding 
scheme and allows for refinements before the entire dataset is 
processed.

Pre-testing involves applying the proposed coding scheme to 
a representative sample of responses to ensure that all response 
types can be accommodated and that the coding process pro-
duces consistent results. This phase may reveal response cat-
egories that were not anticipated during the initial code book 
development or highlight ambiguities in the coding instructions 
that could lead to inconsistent results.

The verification process continues throughout the coding 
phase and involves systematic checks to ensure that coding has 
been performed accurately and consistently. This may involve 
having multiple coders work on the same subset of data to check 
for consistency or having supervisors review completed coding 
to identify potential errors.

Quality control measures during coding include dou-
ble-checking numerical entries, verifying that codes fall within 
expected ranges, and ensuring that logical relationships between 
related variables are maintained. For example, if someone indi-
cates they have never been married, they should not also indi-
cate that they are currently divorced.

3.1.9 Managing Different Data Entry Formats

Data entry can be accomplished using different formats, with 
fixed format and free format being the two primary op-

tions. Fixed format requires that specific types of information 
be entered in predetermined columns, while free format allows 
more flexibility in data entry but may complicate subsequent 
analysis.

The fixed format approach offers several advantages for sys-
tematic data management. By specifying exactly where each 
piece of information should be entered, fixed format systems 
reduce the likelihood of data entry errors and make it easier 
to write programs for data analysis. However, this approach 
requires careful planning during the code book development 
phase to ensure that adequate space is allocated for all variables.

Free format systems offer more flexibility during data en-
try but may create challenges during analysis if data locations 
are not clearly specified. While modern statistical software can 
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handle both formats effectively, many researchers prefer fixed 
format systems for large-scale quantitative studies because they 
provide better control over data organization and analysis.

3.1.10 Handling Special Coding Challenges

Certain types of questions present unique coding challeng-
es that require special attention. Educational background 

questions, for example, may involve multiple qualifications that 
must be coded separately. Employment history questions may 
require coding of multiple jobs with different characteristics. 
Attitude questions may involve complex rating scales that must 
be coded consistently.

When respondents provide multiple answers to questions 
that request single responses, coders must decide how to handle 
these situations consistently. Some approaches involve coding 
only the first response mentioned, while others involve creating 
separate variables to capture multiple responses. The chosen 
approach should be documented clearly in the code book and 
applied consistently throughout the coding process.

Missing data presents another coding challenge that requires 
systematic handling. Different types of missing data may re-
quire different codes: responses that are not applicable to partic-
ular respondents, responses that were skipped by respondents, 
and responses that are illegible or unclear. Each type of missing 
data should be assigned a distinct code to enable appropriate 
handling during analysis.

3.1.11 Quality Assurance in Data Coding

Maintaining high quality throughout the coding process 
requires systematic attention to detail and consistent ap-

plication of established procedures. Quality assurance begins 
with thorough training of all personnel involved in the coding 
process and continues with regular monitoring and verification 
activities throughout the project.

Coder training should include detailed review of the 
code book, practice coding exercises using sample data, and 
discussion of ambiguous cases that may arise during the actual 
coding process. All coders should demonstrate competency with 
the coding scheme before beginning work on the actual dataset.
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Ongoing quality assurance activities include regular review 
of completed coding, comparison of results across different 
coders, and systematic checking for patterns that might indicate 
coding errors. Supervisors should review samples of completed 
work and provide feedback to coders to maintain consistency 
throughout the project.

Documentation of coding decisions and any modifications 
to the original code book should be maintained throughout the 
project. This documentation serves as a permanent record of 
how different situations were handled and ensures that the cod-
ing process can be understood and replicated by others.

3.1.12 Integration with Statistical Analysis Planning

The coding process should be closely integrated with plans 
for statistical analysis to ensure that the coded data will sup-

port the intended analytical goals. Researchers should consider 
what types of statistical tests they plan to perform and ensure 
that their coding decisions will provide data in appropriate for-
mats for these analyses.

Different statistical procedures require data in different 
formats. Descriptive statistics may require simple numerical 
codes, while more complex analyses may require that codes be 
arranged in specific patterns or that certain mathematical rela-
tionships be maintained between codes. Understanding these 
requirements during the coding phase can prevent problems 
during the analysis phase.

The relationship between coding decisions and measurement 
scales deserves particular attention. The way variables are cod-
ed affects what statistical procedures can be applied and what 
types of conclusions can be drawn from the results. Researchers 
should ensure that their coding schemes preserve the measure-
ment properties of their original variables and support their in-
tended analytical approaches.

Effective data coding requires careful planning, systematic 
execution, and ongoing attention to quality control. The coding 
process serves as the foundation for all subsequent statistical 
analysis and plays a crucial role in determining the validity and 
reliability of research findings.

Best practices for data coding include thorough planning 
during the code book development phase, systematic pre-test-
ing of coding schemes, comprehensive training of coding per-
sonnel, and ongoing quality assurance throughout the coding 
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process. Documentation of all coding decisions and procedures 
ensures that the coding process can be understood and evaluat-
ed by others.

The investment of time and effort in developing effective 
coding procedures pays dividends throughout the remainder 
of the research project. Well-coded data facilitates efficient 
analysis, reduces the likelihood of errors in statistical 
procedures, and increases confidence in research findings. By 
following systematic approaches to data coding, researchers 
can ensure that their quantitative studies produce reliable and 
valid results that contribute meaningfully to their fields of study.

3.1.13 Organizing Data for Analysis

Once the data has been meticulously coded, edited, and 
cleaned, the next phase is to organize it in a manner that is 

conducive to analysis. This is the art of structuring the dataset 
to unlock its analytical potential. The most common and widely 
accepted standard for data organization is the "tidy" data for-
mat, a concept popularized by Hadley Wickham. A tidy dataset 
is one where each variable forms a column, each observation 
forms a row, and each type of observational unit forms a ta-
ble. This simple but powerful principle creates a consistent and 
logical structure that is easily understood by most analytical 
software and statistical languages.

An example of an untidy dataset might be a spreadsheet 
where the columns represent years (e.g., 2020, 2021, 2022) 
and the rows represent countries, with the cell values repre-
senting some metric like GDP. In a tidy format, there would be 
three columns: Country, Year, and GDP. This seemingly minor 
change makes a profound difference in the ease of analysis. 
With the tidy format, a user can easily filter by year, sort by 
GDP, or create plots of GDP over time with a few simple com-
mands in most statistical software. Untidy data, on the other 
hand, requires a series of cumbersome and error-prone trans-
formations before any meaningful analysis can begin.

3.1.14 Using Spreadsheets and Software for Data Man-
agement in Political Science: Why Data Organization 
Matters

Imagine trying to find a specific book in a library where all 
the books are randomly scattered on shelves with no system. 
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That's exactly what happens when political science researchers 
don't organize their data properly. Good data organization is like 
having a well-organized library – it makes everything easier to 
find, understand, and use.

Most political science research begins with data stored in 
spreadsheets. Whether you're studying election results, survey 
responses about voting behaviour, or information about gov-
ernment policies, chances are your data starts life in a program 
like Microsoft Excel or Google Sheets. While spreadsheets are 
familiar and user-friendly, the way we naturally want to orga-
nize data for human reading often conflicts with how computers 
need data structured for analysis.

3.1.15 The Human vs. Computer Dilemma

When humans look at data, we like it to be visually appeal-
ing and easy to read. We might create colourful headers, 

merge cells to make titles look nice, or arrange information in 
ways that tell a story at first glance. For example, when orga-
nizing election data, we might create a spreadsheet with merged 
cells showing "2020 American Presidential Election Results" 
across the top, followed by candidate names in bold, and results 
grouped by state in various colours.

However, computers are quite literal. They need data in a 
very specific format to perform calculations, create visualiza-
tions, or run statistical analyses. This format is called "tidy data" 
or "machine-readable data." The good news is that once you un-
derstand these principles, organizing data becomes much more 
straightforward and your research becomes much more power-
ful.

3.1.16 Rules for Computer-Friendly Data Organization

Rule 1: One Variable Per Column

Each column in your spreadsheet should contain exactly one 
type of information. If you're studying congressional voting 

patterns, you might have columns for "Representative Name," 
"Party," "State," "Vote Choice," and "Bill Number." Never 
combine multiple pieces of information in a single column, like 
"John Smith (Republican)" – instead, use separate columns for 
name and party affiliation.
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Rule 2: One Observation Per Row

Each row should represent a single observation or case. In 
political science research, this might be one voter, one election, 
one country, or one policy proposal. If you're analysing survey 
data about political attitudes, each row should represent one 
respondent's complete set of answers.

Rule 3: Consistent Data Entry

Use the same format throughout your dataset. If you're re-
cording political parties, decide whether you'll use "Democrat" 
or "Democratic Party" and stick with it. Inconsistency creates 
headaches later when you're trying to analyze patterns. Sim-
ilarly, use consistent date formats (like YYYY-MM-DD) and 
number formats throughout.

Rule 4: No Empty Cells in the Middle

Missing data should be clearly marked, typically with "NA" 
or "NULL" rather than left blank. This tells the computer that 
you know data is missing rather than accidentally omitted. In 
political research, this might occur when survey respondents 
skip questions or when historical data isn't available for certain 
time periods.

Rule 5: Clear, Descriptive Column Names

Use column headers that clearly describe what the data 
contains. Instead of vague names like "Data1" or "Info," use 
specific names like "Voter_Age," "Election_Year," or "Approv-
al_Rating." Avoid spaces in column names (use underscores 
instead) as many statistical programs prefer this format.

3.1.16 Common Political Science Data Management 
Scenarios

Election Data Management

When organizing election results, create separate columns 
for each variable: candidate name, party affiliation, 

vote count, percentage, district, and election year. Rather than 
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having multiple candidates' results in the same row, give each 
candidate-district-year combination its own row. This structure 
allows you to easily compare performance across elections, an-
alyze party trends, or examine district-level patterns.

Survey Data Organization

Political opinion surveys generate complex datasets. Each 
respondent should occupy one row, with separate columns for 
demographic information (age, education, income), political at-
titudes (party identification, ideology), and responses to specific 
questions. Use numerical codes for categorical responses (1 for 
"Strongly Agree," 2 for "Agree," etc.) but maintain a separate 
codebook that explains what each number means.

Policy Analysis Data

When studying government policies, you might track poli-
cy characteristics across different jurisdictions or time periods. 
Create columns for policy type, implementation date, jurisdic-
tion, budget allocation, and outcome measures. This structure 
enables comparative analysis across regions or tracking policy 
changes over time.

3.1.17 Essential Software Tools for Political Scientists

Spreadsheet Programmes

Microsoft Excel and Google Sheets are excellent starting 
points for data organization. They're familiar, widely available, 
and handle most basic data management tasks. Google Sheets 
offers the added benefit of real-time collaboration, which is 
valuable for research teams. Both programs can export data in 
formats compatible with more advanced statistical software.

Statistical Software

As your research becomes more sophisticated, you'll likely 
need specialized statistical programs. R is a free, open-source 
programming language particularly popular in political science 
because of its powerful statistical capabilities and excellent 
visualization tools. SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences) offers a more user-friendly interface with dropdown 
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menus instead of programming code. Stata is another popular 
choice, particularly strong for econometric analysis common in 
political economy research.

Data Cleaning Tools

OpenRefine (formerly Google Refine) is a free tool specifi-
cally designed for cleaning messy datasets. It can identify 

inconsistencies, standardize formats, and merge duplicate en-
tries – common problems in political datasets compiled from 
multiple sources.

3.1.18 Best Practices for Long-term Data Management

Documentation is Key

Always create a codebook or data dictionary that explains 
what each variable means, how it was measured, and what 

any codes represent. Future you (or other researchers) will be 
grateful when returning to the data months or years later.

Backup Everything

Store your data in multiple locations – cloud storage, exter-
nal drives, and institutional servers. Political science data often 
represents months or years of collection effort, and losing it 
would be devastating.

Regular Quality Checks

Periodically review your data for errors, inconsistencies, or 
missing information. Look for impossible values (like 150% 
voter turnout), check that categorical variables use consistent 
coding, and verify that numerical ranges make sense.

Proper data management might seem tedious, but it's an in-
vestment that pays dividends throughout your research project. 
Well-organized data makes analysis faster, reduces errors, and 
enables you to ask more sophisticated research questions. By 
following computer-friendly organizational principles from the 
start, you'll be prepared to use powerful analytical tools that 
can transform your political science research from simple de-
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scriptions to complex statistical analyses and compelling visu-
alizations.

Remember, every major political science discovery – from 
understanding voting behaviour to analyzing international rela-
tions patterns – began with well-organized data. By mastering 
these fundamental skills, you're building the foundation for re-
search that can contribute meaningfully to our understanding of 
politics and society.

Summarised Overview

This unit provides comprehensive coverage of the essential processes involved in pre-
paring raw data for quantitative analysis, beginning with fundamental data coding 

techniques that transform diverse response formats into standardized numerical systems. 
Students will learn to develop systematic coding schemes using appropriate measure-
ment scales, create detailed codebooks that ensure consistency across research projects, 
and apply content analysis methods to handle complex open-ended responses. The unit 
emphasizes practical skills in data editing and cleaning, including the identification and 
correction of errors, handling of missing values, and implementation of quality assur-
ance procedures that maintain data integrity throughout the preparation process.

The latter portion of the unit focuses on data organization principles, particularly the 
implementation of "tidy data" formats that optimize datasets for statistical analysis and 
software compatibility. Students will gain hands-on experience with various data entry 
approaches, learn to manage different response types systematically, and understand 
how data preparation decisions impact subsequent analytical possibilities. Throughout 
the unit, emphasis is placed on developing systematic workflows, maintaining compre-
hensive documentation, and integrating data preparation strategies with broader research 
objectives to ensure that the foundation for statistical analysis is both methodologically 
sound and analytically productive.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is the primary difference between raw data and coded data?

2.	 Define Data Editing. Is its main goal to fix obvious errors or subtle errors?

3.	 What is an out-of-range value, and is it detected during data editing or data clean-
ing?

4.	 Why is Data Cleaning considered a more rigorous phase than Data Editing?
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5.	 In quantitative research, what crucial process translates human responses into a 
standardized numerical format?

6.	 What is the main purpose of a Code Book in the coding process?

7.	 When categorizing open-ended responses, what does it mean for categories to be 
mutually exclusive?

8.	 According to the "tidy" data standard, what should each row in a dataset represent?

9.	 If a survey respondent skips a question, should the cell be left completely blank, or 
should it be marked with a code like "NA" or "NULL"?

10.	When organizing data, what is the core risk of using merged cells, coluorful head-
ers, or other visually appealing formats that are not machine-readable?

Assignment

1.	 Prepare a survey responses about major political parties: "Congress", "Left", "Re-
gional", "Other". Assign number codes 1-5 to these responses and explain why you 
chose each number for each party.

2.	 In a dataset about voters' ages, you find these values: 25, 34, 150, 28, -5, 67, 200, 
45. Identify which ages are impossible and explain what might have gone wrong. 
How would you fix these errors?

3.	 You have survey data with columns mixed up like this: "Jayaram, Male, 35, “Left" 
all in one cell. Show how you would separate this into proper columns: Name, 
Gender, Age, Party. Draw a simple table with the correct format.

4.	 In a survey about voting preferences, some people didn't answer the question. List 
three different reasons why someone might not answer, and explain how you would 
code each type of missing answer differently.

5.	 Read these responses to "Why do you vote?": "It's my duty", "To make a differ-
ence", "My parents taught me to", "I want change", "It's important for democracy". 
Group these into 2-3 main categories and give each category a name.

6.	 Write 5 simple rules for entering political survey data into a spreadsheet. For ex-
ample, "Always spell party names the same way." Make your rules clear and easy 
to follow.
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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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After the completion of this unit, the learners will be able to:

Data Analysis Techniques

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

	f apply descriptive statistical measures (mean, median, mode, and standard deviation) 

to analyze political and social data in the Indian context

	f evaluate the appropriateness of different measures of central tendency for various 

types of political datasets

	f calculate and interpret measures of dispersion to assess variability in social and po-

litical phenomena

	f distinguish between descriptive and inferential statistics and understand their re-

spective applications in social science research

	f analyze real-world Indian political data using statistical tools to identify patterns and 

trends in electoral behavior

	f critically assess the limitations and advantages of different statistical measures when 

studying complex social and political phenomena

Background 

Statistics serves as the fundamental language of social science research, providing es-
sential tools for understanding complex human behavior and societal patterns. In the 

Indian context, where diversity spans 28 states, 8 union territories, 22 official languag-
es, and over 1.4 billion people representing countless communities, statistical analysis 
becomes absolutely crucial for making sense of social and political phenomena. The 
sheer scale of Indian democracy—with over 900 million eligible voters and more than 
one million polling stations—demonstrates why statistical tools are indispensable for 
analyzing democratic processes and outcomes.
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The application of statistical methods in Indian political science extends far beyond 
simple vote counting to encompass comprehensive analysis of demographic patterns, 
policy effectiveness, and social change. From understanding the regional variations in 
electoral competitiveness to analyzing the complex dynamics of coalition politics, sta-
tistics provides the analytical framework necessary to transform overwhelming amounts 
of raw data into meaningful insights. This analytical approach enables researchers, pol-
icymakers, and citizens to move beyond anecdotal observations to evidence-based un-
derstanding of political and social phenomena.

Descriptive Statistics, Measures of Central Tendency, Standard Deviation, Statistical 
Distribution, Inferential Statistics, Electoral Analysis, Vote Share Analysis, Statistical 
Significance

Keywords

Discussion

3.2.1 Statistics as the Language of Social Science

Statistics is often called the language of science, and no-
where is this more evident than in the social sciences. Just 

as a carpenter needs tools to build a house, social scientists 
need statistical tools to build understanding about human be-
haviour, society, and politics. In India, where diversity is the 
norm rather than the exception – with 28 states, 8 union terri-
tories, 22 official languages, and over 1.4 billion people repre-
senting countless communities and viewpoints – statistics be-
comes absolutely essential for making sense of complex social 
and political phenomena.

Think of statistics as a powerful microscope that helps us 
see patterns that would otherwise remain invisible. When the 
Election Commission of India announces that voter turnout in 
the 2019 Lok Sabha elections was 67.11%, this single num-
ber tells us a story about democratic participation across the 
world's largest democracy. But behind this simple percentage 
lies a complex web of statistical analysis involving data collec-
tion from over 900 million eligible voters across more than one 
million polling stations.
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Statistics in social sciences serves three fundamental purpos-
es: it helps us describe what is happening (descriptive statistics), 
it allows us to make predictions about larger populations based 
on smaller samples (inferential statistics), and it enables us to 
test whether our theories about social and political behavior are 
supported by evidence. Without statistics, social science would 
be merely a collection of opinions and anecdotes rather than a 
rigorous field of scientific inquiry.

3.2.2 Understanding Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive statistics form the foundation of all social sci-
ence research. These tools help us summarize and make 

sense of large amounts of data by developing indices and mea-
sures that can be easily understood and communicated. Imagine 
trying to understand India's economic inequality by looking at 
the individual income of all 1.4 billion citizens – it would be im-
possible. Instead, we use statistical measures like the Gini coef-
ficient, which summarizes income inequality in a single number 
between 0 and 1.

Measures of Central Tendency are among the most basic yet 
powerful tools in social science research. The arithmetic mean 
(average) helps us understand typical values in our data. For in-
stance, when we say the average age of Indian parliamentarians 
in the 17th Lok Sabha is approximately 55 years, we're using 
the mean to summarize the ages of 543 members of parliament 
in a single, meaningful number.

The median, which represents the middle value when data is 
arranged in order, often provides a more realistic picture of typ-
ical experiences. Consider household income in India – while 
the mean household income might be inflated by very wealthy 
families, the median income better represents what a typical 
Indian family actually earns. This distinction becomes crucial 
when designing social welfare policies.

The mode, or the most frequently occurring value, helps us 
identify the most common experiences or behaviours. In study-
ing voting patterns in Indian elections, the modal choice in a 
constituency tells us which party or candidate received the most 
votes, directly determining electoral outcomes.

Measures of Dispersion tell us how spread out our data is, 
which is equally important as knowing the central value. The 
standard deviation and variance help us understand whether 

	� Three purposes: 
describe, predict, 
and test theories

	�Descriptive 
statistics 
summarise large 
datasets

	�Mean shows 
typical/average 
values

	�Median 
represents 
middle value, 
better for skewed 
data

	�Mode identifies 
most common 
occurrences

SG
O

U



201   SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

people's experiences are similar to each other or widely differ-
ent. For example, when studying education levels across Indi-
an states, a small standard deviation would indicate that most 
states have similar literacy rates, while a large standard devia-
tion would suggest significant educational disparities between 
states.

Consider the literacy rates across Indian states in the 2011 
census: Kerala had a literacy rate of 93.91% while Bihar had 
63.82%. The range (difference between highest and lowest val-
ues) is about 30 percentage points, indicating substantial edu-
cational inequality across the country. This dispersion measure 
helps policymakers identify where educational interventions 
are most needed.

3.2.3 Descriptive Statistics in Political Science: 
Mean, Median, Mode, and Standard Deviation 

Imagine you are trying to understand the age profile of Indian 
politicians, or you want to know the typical margin of victory 

in Indian elections, or perhaps you're curious about how much 
political parties spend on campaigns. Raw numbers alone can 
be overwhelming and confusing. This is where descriptive 
statistics come to the rescue – they help us summarize large 
amounts of data into meaningful, easy-to-understand numbers.

Descriptive statistics are like a good news reporter who 
takes a complex story with many details and presents the key 
facts in a clear, concise manner. Just as a reporter might say 
"Most voters in this constituency are between 25-45 years old," 
descriptive statistics help us identify patterns and typical val-
ues in political data.

In the context of Indian politics, where we deal with mas-
sive amounts of data – from 900+ million voters to thousands 
of candidates across hundreds of constituencies – descriptive 
statistics become absolutely essential. They help us answer 
fundamental questions: What is the typical age of an Indian 
parliamentarian? How much do parties usually spend on elec-
tions? What is the normal margin of victory in competitive con-
stituencies?

The four main tools of descriptive statistics – mean, median, 
mode, and standard deviation – each tell us different aspects of 
our data. Think of them as different lenses through which we 
can examine the same political phenomenon. The mean tells us 

	�Dispersion 
measures show 
data spread

	�Range example: 
literacy rate 
inequality across 
states

	� Simplify 
complex political 
data

	� Four main tools 
as different 
analytical lenses
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the average, the median shows us the middle value, the mode 
reveals the most common occurrence, and standard deviation 
indicates how spread out our data is.

Understanding these concepts is crucial for anyone study-
ing Indian politics because they form the foundation for more 
complex analyses. Whether you're a student writing a research 
paper on electoral trends, a journalist analyzing poll results, or a 
policy maker trying to understand demographic patterns, these 
statistical tools will help you make sense of the numbers.

3.2.4 Understanding the Mean (Arithmetic Average)

The mean, also called the arithmetic average, is probably the 
most familiar statistical measure. It's calculated by adding 

up all values in a dataset and dividing by the number of items. 
In mathematical terms: Mean = Sum of all values / Number of 
values.

The Formula and Basic Calculation

The mathematical formula for mean is: X̄ = ΣXᵢ/n

Where:

•	 X̄ (pronounced "X bar") represents the mean

•	 Σ (sigma) means "sum of"

•	 Xᵢ represents each individual value

•	 n is the total number of values

Indian Political Examples of Mean

Example 1: Average Age of Lok Sabha MPs

Let's say we want to find the average age of MPs from a 
particular state. Consider five MPs with ages: 45, 52, 38, 61, 49 
years.

Mean age = (45 + 52 + 38 + 61 + 49) ÷ 5 = 245 ÷ 5 = 49 years

This tells us that the typical MP from this group is 49 years 
old. In the 17th Lok Sabha, the average age of all MPs is ap-
proximately 55 years, which indicates that Indian parliamentar-
ians tend to be middle-aged rather than young.

	�Mean definition 
and basic 
concept
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Example 2: Average Voter Turnout

Consider voter turnout percentages across five constituencies 
in a state election: 68%, 72%, 65%, 71%, 69%.

Mean turnout = (68 + 72 + 65 + 71 + 69) ÷ 5 = 345 ÷ 5 = 69%

This 69% average tells us the typical level of democratic par-
ticipation in this region.

Example 3: Average Campaign Expenditure

If five candidates in a Lok Sabha constituency spent ₹50 
lakhs, ₹45 lakhs, ₹70 lakhs, ₹55 lakhs, and ₹30 lakhs respec-
tively:

Mean expenditure = (50 + 45 + 70 + 55 + 30) ÷ 5 = 250 ÷ 5 
= ₹50 lakhs

Weighted Mean in Political Context

Sometimes, we need to calculate weighted means where 
some observations are more important than others. In Indian 
politics, this is particularly relevant when analyzing vote shares 
across constituencies of different sizes.

Example: Weighted Average Vote Share

Consider a political party's performance in three constituen-
cies:

•	 Constituency A: 40% vote share, 200,000 voters

•	 Constituency B: 35% vote share, 150,000 voters

•	 Constituency C: 45% vote share, 100,000 voters

Weighted mean = [(40 × 200,000) + (35 × 150,000) + (45 
× 100,000)] ÷ (200,000 + 150,000 + 100,000) = (8,000,000 + 
5,250,000 + 4,500,000) ÷ 450,000 = 17,750,000 ÷ 450,000 = 
39.4%

This weighted average gives us a more accurate picture of 
the party's overall support than a simple average would.
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Advantages and Limitations of Mean

Advantages:

•	 Easy to calculate and understand

•	 Uses all data points in the calculation

•	 Suitable for further mathematical operations

•	 Widely recognized and accepted

Limitations in Political Analysis

The mean can be misleading when dealing with extreme 
values. For instance, if most candidates spend ₹20-30 lakhs on 
campaigns but one candidate spends ₹200 lakhs, the mean will 
be much higher than what most candidates actually spend. In an-
alyzing the wealth of Indian parliamentarians, the mean wealth 
might be ₹50 crores due to a few extremely wealthy MPs, while 
most MPs might actually have wealth around ₹5-10 crores. This 
is why we need other measures of central tendency.

3.2.5 Understanding the Median

The median is the middle value when data is arranged in as-
cending or descending order. It divides the dataset into two 

equal halves – 50% of values are below the median, and 50% 
are above it.

Calculating the Median

For an odd number of observations: Median = Value at po-
sition (n+1)/2 For an even number of observations: Median = 
Average of values at positions n/2 and (n/2)+1

Examples of Median

Example 1: Median Age of Chief Ministers

Consider the ages of seven Chief Ministers: 45, 52, 48, 61, 
43, 56, 39 years.

First, arrange in ascending order: 39, 43, 45, 48, 52, 56, 61 
Median = Middle value (4th position) = 48 years

	�Median as 
middle value 
concept
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This tells us that half the Chief Ministers are younger than 
48, and half are older.

Example 2: Median Margin of Victory

Victory margins in a state assembly election (in percentage 
points): 2.1, 15.6, 8.3, 22.4, 5.7, 11.2, 3.9, 18.1, 6.8

Arranged in order: 2.1, 3.9, 5.7, 6.8, 8.3, 11.2, 15.6, 18.1, 
22.4 Median = 8.3%

This indicates that in half the constituencies, the winning 
margin was less than 8.3%, suggesting reasonable electoral 
competitiveness.

Example 3: Median Constituency Size

Lok Sabha constituency sizes (number of voters) in a 
state: 1,200,000; 980,000; 1,450,000; 1,100,000; 1,350,000; 
1,050,000

Arranged in order: 980,000; 1,050,000; 1,100,000; 1,200,000; 
1,350,000; 1,450,000 Median = (1,100,000 + 1,200,000) ÷ 2 = 
1,150,000 voters

When Median is More Useful Than Mean

Example: Wealth Distribution of MPs

Consider the declared wealth of five MPs: ₹2 crores, ₹5 
crores, ₹8 crores, ₹12 crores, ₹180 crores

Mean wealth = (2 + 5 + 8 + 12 + 180) ÷ 5 = ₹41.4 crores 
Median wealth = ₹8 crores

The median of ₹8 crores better represents the typical MP's 
wealth, as the mean is inflated by one extremely wealthy indi-
vidual. This is common in Indian politics where a few super-rich 
candidates can skew averages. The Election Commission of In-
dia often uses median values when reporting candidate wealth 
statistics because it provides a more realistic picture of typical 
candidate finances.

Advantages of Median

•	 Not affected by extreme values (outliers)
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•	 Easy to understand conceptually

•	 Useful for skewed distributions

•	 Represents the "typical" experience better when data is 

not normally distributed

Limitations of Median

•	 Doesn't use all data points in calculation

•	 Can't be used in further mathematical operations as 

easily as mean

•	 May not be appropriate when we want to account for 

the magnitude of extreme values

3.2.6 Understanding the Mode

The mode is the value that appears most frequently in a data-
set. In political analysis, it often represents the most com-

mon category or the most popular choice.

Types of Modal Distributions

•	 Unimodal: One mode (most common in political data)

•	 Bimodal: Two modes (can indicate polarization)

•	 Multimodal: Multiple modes (suggests multiple popu-

lar options)

Examples of Mode

Example 1: Most Common Educational Qualification

Educational qualifications of MLAs in a state assembly:

•	 Graduate: 45 MLAs

•	 Post-graduate: 38 MLAs

•	 12th Pass: 22 MLAs

•	 Professional Degree: 15 MLAs

•	 Below 12th: 8 MLAs

Mode = Graduate (most frequent category)

	�Mode as most 
frequent value
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This tells us that the most common educational background 
among MLAs is a bachelor's degree.

Example 2: Most Popular Victory Margin Range

Grouping victory margins in an assembly election:

•	 0-5%: 25 constituencies

•	 5-10%: 42 constituencies

•	 10-15%: 38 constituencies

•	 15-20%: 28 constituencies

•	 Above 20%: 17 constituencies

Mode = 5-10% range (most frequent)

This suggests that most electoral contests result in moderate 
victory margins, indicating competitive elections.

Example 3: Most Common Party Position

In a coalition government scenario:

•	 National parties: 8 partners

•	 Regional parties: 12 partners

•	 Independent MLAs: 5 partners

Mode = Regional parties

This indicates that regional parties form the largest compo-
nent of coalition partnerships in this context.

Modal Analysis in Electoral Behaviour

Caste-based Voting Patterns: If we analyze voting pref-
erences by caste in a particular constituency and find that the 
mode for a particular caste group is Party X, it indicates the 
most preferred party among that community. This is crucial for 
understanding social coalition politics in India.

Age-based Political Preferences: Analyzing the modal age 
group that supports different political parties can reveal gen-
erational political preferences. For instance, if the modal age 
group supporting a new political party is 25-35 years, it sug-
gests youth appeal.
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Advantages of Mode

•	 Identifies the most typical case

•	 Useful for categorical data

•	 Easy to identify visually

•	 Relevant for business and policy decisions

Limitations of Mode

•	 May not exist (no repeated values)

•	 May not be unique (multiple modes)

•	 Doesn't consider the magnitude of values

•	 Not suitable for mathematical operations

Application in Indian Politics

Political parties use modal analysis to identify the most com-
mon voter profiles in constituencies. If the modal occupation 
in a constituency is farming, parties will focus their campaign 
messages on agricultural issues.

Understanding modal household income in different regions 
helps in designing targeted welfare schemes. If the modal in-
come category is ₹2-5 lakhs annually, policies can be tailored to 
this economic segment.

3.2.7 Understanding Standard Deviation

It tells us whether values cluster closely around the average 
or are widely scattered. A small standard deviation indicates 

data points are close to the mean, while a large standard devia-
tion suggests greater variability.

The Formula and Calculation

Standard deviation (σ) = √[Σ(Xi - X̄)²/n]

Where:

•	 σ (sigma) is the standard deviation

•	 Xi represents each individual value
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•	 X̄ is the mean

•	 n is the number of values

Step-by-Step Calculation Example

Let's calculate the standard deviation for the victory margins 
in five constituencies: 5%, 12%, 8%, 15%, 10%.

Step 1: Calculate the mean.

 Mean = (5 + 12 + 8 + 15 + 10) ÷ 5 = 50 ÷ 5 = 10%

Step 2: Find deviations from mean

•	 5% - 10% = -5%

•	 12% - 10% = 2%

•	 8% - 10% = -2%

•	 15% - 10% = 5%

•	 10% - 10% = 0%

Step 3: Square the deviations

•	 (-5)² = 25

•	 (2)² = 4

•	 (-2)² = 4

•	 (5)² = 25

•	 (0)² = 0

Step 4: Calculate average of squared deviations Variance = (25 
+ 4 + 4 + 25 + 0) ÷ 5 = 58 ÷ 5 = 11.6

Step 5: Take square root Standard deviation = √11.6 = 3.4%

This means victory margins typically vary by about 3.4 per-
centage points from the average of 10%.

Indian Political Examples of Standard Deviation

Example 1: Consistency in Electoral Performance

Consider two political parties' vote shares across five elec-
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tions:

Party A: 25%, 27%, 24%, 26%, 28% Mean = 26%, Standard 
deviation = 1.4%

Party B: 15%, 35%, 20%, 40%, 20% Mean = 26%, Standard 
deviation = 10.2%

Both parties have the same average vote share, but Party A 
shows much more consistent performance (lower standard devi-
ation), while Party B's support fluctuates dramatically.

Example 2: Regional Variation in Development

Consider per-capita income across districts in a state (in thou-
sands): District 1: ₹45, District 2: ₹52, District 3: ₹38, District 
4: ₹48, District 5: ₹42

Mean = ₹45,000 Standard deviation = ₹5,100

This relatively small standard deviation suggests fairly uni-
form development across districts.

Example 3: Age Diversity in Political Representation

Ages of MPs from two different parties:

Party X: 45, 47, 44, 46, 48 years Standard deviation = 1.6 
years (very homogeneous age group)

Party Y: 35, 55, 42, 58, 40 years Standard deviation = 9.8 
years (diverse age representation)

Coefficient of Variation

The coefficient of variation (CV) is the standard deviation 
divided by the mean, expressed as a percentage. It allows com-
parison of variability between different datasets.

CV = (Standard Deviation ÷ Mean) × 100

Example: Comparing campaign expenditure variation:

Urban Constituency: Mean expenditure = ₹60 lakhs, Stan-
dard deviation = ₹15 lakhs CV = (15 ÷ 60) × 100 = 25%

Rural Constituency: Mean expenditure = ₹30 lakhs, Stan-
dard deviation = ₹9 lakhs CV = (9 ÷ 30) × 100 = 30%

Despite lower absolute variation, the rural constituency 
shows higher relative variation in campaign spending.
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	� Purpose and 
objectives of the 
unit is stated

Applications in Indian Political Analysis

Standard deviation of vote shares among candidates indi-
cates electoral competitiveness. A high standard deviation 
suggests one-sided contests, while low standard deviation in-
dicates close races.

When evaluating the impact of government schemes across 
districts, standard deviation helps measure whether benefits are 
distributed uniformly or concentrated in specific areas. Stan-
dard deviation of ideological positions among coalition part-
ners can predict government stability. Higher deviation sug-
gests potential internal conflicts.

3.2.8 Understanding Distributions and Skewness

Normal Distribution

When political data follows a normal distribution (bell-
shaped curve), the mean, median, and mode are equal, and 
about 68% of values fall within one standard deviation of the 
mean. For example, if the mean age of voters in a constituency 
is 40 years with a standard deviation of 10 years, in a normal 
distribution:

•	 About 68% of voters are between 30-50 years old

•	 About 95% are between 20-60 years old

Skewed Distributions

Positive Skewness (Right-skewed): When a few very high 
values pull the mean above the median.

Example: Candidate wealth distribution

•	 Mean wealth: ₹20 crores (pulled up by few very 

wealthy candidates)

•	 Median wealth: ₹8 crores (more representative of typi-

cal candidate)

•	 Mode wealth: ₹5 crores (most common wealth level)

Negative Skewness (Left-skewed): When a few very low 
values pull the mean below the median.
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Example: Voter turnout in high-participation regions

•	 Mean turnout: 68% (pulled down by few low-turnout 

areas)

•	 Median turnout: 72% (middle value)

•	 Mode turnout: 75% (most common turnout level)

Practical Examples from Recent Indian Elections

2019 Lok Sabha Elections - BJP's Performance Consistency

Analyzing BJP's vote share across different states:

•	 Uttar Pradesh: 49.6%

•	 Bihar: 23.6%

•	 West Bengal: 40.3%

•	 Odisha: 38.4%

•	 Tamil Nadu: 3.7%

Mean = 31.1%, Standard deviation = 17.8%

This high standard deviation indicates that BJP's appeal var-
ies significantly across different regional contexts.

State Assembly Elections - Anti-incumbency Patterns

Analyzing the change in ruling party vote share across mul-
tiple state elections: Changes: -8%, +2%, -12%, -5%, +1%, 
-15%, -3%

Mean change = -5.7% Standard deviation = 6.2%

This suggests that while there's a general anti-incumbency 
trend (negative mean), the extent varies considerably across 
states.

Comparative Analysis: When to Use Which Measure

Use Mean when:

•	 Data is normally distributed

•	 You need mathematical precision

•	 Extreme values are meaningful

•	 Example: Average campaign expenditure when all can-
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didates have reasonable budgets

Use Median when:

•	 Data is skewed by extreme values

•	 You want the "typical" value

•	 Dealing with ordinal data

•	 Example: Median wealth of candidates when a few are 

extremely rich

Use Mode when:

•	 Dealing with categorical data

•	 Identifying the most common occurrence

•	 Business or policy decisions need the "most popular" 

choice

•	 Example: Most common educational qualification 

among MLAs

Understanding Variability

Low Standard Deviation Scenarios:

•	 Mature party systems with stable support bases

•	 Well-established constituencies with predictable voting 

patterns

•	 Uniform policy implementation across regions

High Standard Deviation Scenarios:

•	 Emerging party systems with volatile support

•	 Diverse constituencies with varied voter preferences

•	 Uneven development or policy implementation

Case Study: Analyzing the 2021 West Bengal Assembly 
Election

Let's apply all four measures to understand various aspects of 
this significant election:
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Vote Share Analysis (Top 5 Parties):

•	 AITC: 48.0%

•	 BJP: 38.1%

•	 Left Front: 7.4%

•	 Congress: 2.9%

•	 Others: 3.6%

Mean vote share = 20.0% Median vote share = 7.4% Mode: 
Not applicable (all different) Standard deviation = 19.8%

Interpretation: The high standard deviation and difference 
between mean and median indicate a bipolar contest between 
AITC and BJP, with other parties marginalized.

Constituency-wise Victory Margins: Sample from 10 con-
stituencies: 1.2%, 8.5%, 15.3%, 0.8%, 22.1%, 5.7%, 11.4%, 
3.2%, 18.9%, 7.6%

Mean margin = 9.5% Median margin = 7.7% Standard devi-
ation = 7.2%

Interpretation: The relatively high standard deviation sug-
gests a mix of closely contested and one-sided contests, typical 
of a polarized electoral environment.

3.2.9 Advanced Applications and Considerations

Combining Multiple Statistical Measures

Political scientists often use multiple descriptive statistics to-
gether to get a complete picture:

Example: Analyzing Political Representation Diversity

Consider gender representation across Indian state assem-
blies:

State A: 15% women MLAs 

State B: 18% women MLAs 
State C: 12% women MLAs 

State D: 22% women MLAs 

State E: 8% women MLAs
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Mean = 15% Median = 15% Standard deviation = 5.2%

The fact that mean equals median suggests symmetric distri-
bution, while the standard deviation indicates moderate varia-
tion across states.

Temporal Analysis Using Descriptive Statistics

Tracking Political Trends Over Time:

BJP's Lok Sabha seat share over five elections:

•	 1999: 182 seats (33.5%)

•	 2004: 138 seats (25.4%)

•	 2009: 116 seats (21.4%)

•	 2014: 282 seats (51.9%)

•	 2019: 303 seats (55.8%)

Mean = 204.2 seats (37.6%) Median = 182 seats (33.5%) 

Standard deviation = 82.8 seats

The high standard deviation reflects the dramatic swings in 
BJP's electoral fortunes, particularly the surge after 2009.

Regional Variations and Comparative Analysis

Comparing Electoral Competitiveness Across Regions:

North India (Average victory margins): 12.3%, 8.7%, 
15.6%, 11.2%, 9.8% Mean = 11.5%, Standard deviation = 2.6%

South India (Average victory margins): 18.4%, 22.1%, 
16.8%, 20.3%, 19.7% Mean = 19.5%, Standard deviation = 
2.0%

Analysis: South Indian elections show higher average vic-
tory margins (less competitive) but also lower variability (more 
consistent patterns) compared to North India.

Limitations and Cautions in Political Analysis

1.	 Sample Size Considerations - Small samples can produce 
misleading statistics. Analyzing just 5-10 constituencies 
may not represent broader state-level patterns.

2.	 Outlier Effects - Extreme events (like wave elections) can 
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skew long-term averages. The 2014 Modi wave significant-
ly affected historical averages for many political metrics.

3.	 Temporal Relevance - Political statistics can become out-
dated quickly. Demographic shifts, new parties, and chang-
ing voter preferences require regular recalculation of base-
line statistics.

4.	 Cultural and Contextual Factors - Statistical measures 
must be interpreted within India's unique political context. 
What constitutes a "close" election margin in India might 
differ from Western democracies.

3.2.10 The Power of Inferential Statistics

While descriptive statistics help us understand what has 
happened, inferential statistics allow us to make gener-

alizations and predictions about larger populations based on 
smaller samples. This is particularly important in a country like 
India, where studying every citizen or every village would be 
practically impossible.

Sampling and Population Parameters form the backbone of 
inferential statistics. When the Centre for the Study of Devel-
oping Societies (CSDS) conducts pre-election polls, they don't 
interview all eligible voters. Instead, they carefully select a 
representative sample of perhaps 20,000-30,000 voters and use 
statistical techniques to infer the likely behavior of all 900 mil-
lion eligible voters. The accuracy of their predictions depends 
heavily on proper sampling techniques and statistical analysis.

Hypothesis Testing allows researchers to test specific theo-
ries about social and political behavior. For example, a political 
scientist might hypothesize that "Younger voters in urban ar-
eas are more likely to support newer political parties compared 
to older voters." Using statistical hypothesis testing, they can 
determine whether observed differences in voting patterns are 
statistically significant or could have occurred by chance.

Consider the rise of the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) in Delhi 
politics. Researchers could use hypothesis testing to determine 
whether AAP's support truly varies by age group, education lev-
el, or income, rather than attributing patterns to random varia-
tion.

	� Inferential 
statistics for 
predictions from 
samples
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3.2.11 Relevance of Statistics in various fields of  Po-
litical Science

Political science relies heavily on statistical analysis to un-
derstand complex political phenomena. In the Indian con-

text, where politics involves multiple layers of government 
(central, state, and local), diverse social groups, and complex 
coalition dynamics, statistics becomes indispensable for mean-
ingful analysis.

Vote Share Analysis represents one of the most fundamen-
tal applications of statistics in Indian political science. When 
we analyze the 2019 Lok Sabha election results, we find that 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won 303 seats with 37.36% 
of the national vote share, while the Indian National Congress 
won only 52 seats with 19.49% vote share. These percentages, 
derived from over 600 million votes cast, tell us about the ef-
fectiveness of different political strategies and the geographic 
distribution of political support.

The statistical concept of swing helps us understand electoral 
changes over time. In the 2014 Lok Sabha elections, BJP's vote 
share increased by approximately 18 percentage points com-
pared to 2009, representing a massive swing in Indian politics. 
This swing wasn't uniform across the country – it was higher in 
states like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, and lower in southern states 
like Tamil Nadu and Kerala.

Constituency Analysis using statistical tools reveals import-
ant patterns about Indian democracy. By calculating the margin 
of victory in different constituencies, we can identify competi-
tive versus safe seats. In the 2019 elections, about 20% of con-
stituencies were decided by margins of less than 5%, indicating 
high electoral competitiveness in these areas. This statistical 
analysis helps political parties allocate resources and plan cam-
paign strategies.

Voter Turnout Analysis provides insights into democratic 
participation. Statistical analysis of turnout data reveals inter-
esting patterns: rural constituencies generally have higher turn-
out rates than urban ones, and states with closer political com-
petition tend to have higher turnout. For instance, West Bengal's 
average turnout of over 80% in recent elections reflects intense 
political competition, while urban constituencies in Mumbai of-
ten see turnout below 50%.

	� Statistics 
essential for 
Indian political 
analysis
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India's multi-party democracy makes coalition analysis par-
ticularly important. Seat-sharing arrangements involve complex 
statistical calculations. When the United Progressive Alliance 
(UPA) was formed, statisticians analyzed historical vote shares 
and winning margins to determine optimal seat allocation 
among alliance partners.

The concept of vote transfer between alliance partners can be 
quantified using statistical methods. When the Bahujan Samaj 
Party (BSP) and Samajwadi Party (SP) formed an alliance in Ut-
tar Pradesh for the 2019 Lok Sabha elections, political analysts 
used statistical models to estimate how effectively votes would 
transfer between the two parties' traditional support bases.

Coalition Stability Analysis uses statistical measures to pre-
dict government duration. Researchers have developed models 
that consider factors like the number of coalition partners, ideo-
logical distance between parties, and the size of the largest party 
to predict how long coalition governments might last.

Opinion Poll Analysis represents a sophisticated application 
of statistics in Indian political science. Organizations like CVot-
er, Times Now-VMR, and India Today-Axis conduct regular 
opinion polls using sample sizes of 10,000-50,000 respondents 
to gauge national political mood.

The margin of error in these polls, typically around ±3-4%, 
helps us understand the precision of predictions. When a poll 
shows BJP at 35% support with a 3% margin of error, the actu-
al support could range from 32% to 38%. Understanding these 
statistical concepts helps citizens interpret poll results more ac-
curately.

Demographic Analysis of voting behavior uses statistical 
techniques to identify patterns among different social groups. 
Analysis of National Election Study data reveals that voting 
patterns vary significantly by caste, religion, education, and eco-
nomic status. For example, statistical analysis shows that Dalits 
vote for different parties in different states – overwhelmingly 
for BSP in Uttar Pradesh but more diversely in other states.

Budget Analysis employs statistical techniques to understand 
spending patterns and priorities. When analyzing union bud-
gets, researchers use percentage distributions to identify which 
sectors receive priority. Statistical analysis of budget allocations 
over time reveals trends in government priorities – for instance, 
the increase in infrastructure spending as a percentage of GDP 
over the past decade.
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Development Indicators like the Human Development Index 
(HDI) for Indian states use statistical methods to combine life 
expectancy, education, and income measures into a single in-
dex. Kerala consistently ranks highest on HDI despite moderate 
per-capita income, demonstrating how statistical analysis can 
reveal the multi-dimensional nature of development. Statistics 
serves as the foundation upon which modern social science and 
political analysis rests. In the Indian context, where complex-
ity and diversity are defining characteristics, statistical meth-
ods provide the tools necessary to make sense of intricate social 
and political phenomena. From understanding voting behavior 
in the world's largest democracy to analyzing the effectiveness 
of government policies across diverse states and communities, 
statistics makes rigorous social science possible.

The journey from raw data to meaningful insights requires 
careful application of statistical principles. Whether we're an-
alyzing electoral trends, studying public opinion, or evaluating 
policy outcomes, statistical methods help us distinguish be-
tween genuine patterns and random noise, between correlation 
and causation, and between local anomalies and broader trends. 
As India continues to evolve as a democracy and society, the 
role of statistics in social science research will only grow in 
importance. New data sources, advanced analytical techniques, 
and increasing computational power are opening up possibili-
ties for deeper understanding of social and political phenomena. 
However, the fundamental principles remain the same: careful 
data collection, rigorous analysis, and thoughtful interpretation 
of results.

For students and researchers in political science and social 
sciences more broadly, developing statistical literacy is not just 
helpful – it's essential. In a world increasingly driven by data, 
the ability to collect, analyze, and interpret statistical informa-
tion is fundamental to meaningful participation in academic dis-
course and policy debates.

The examples from Indian politics discussed throughout this 
unit demonstrate that statistics is not merely a technical tool 
but a lens through which we can better understand the complex 
realities of democratic governance, social change, and human 
behavior. As India continues its journey as a democracy, statis-
tical analysis will remain crucial for understanding where we've 
been, where we are, and where we might be heading.

The combination of statistical methods with substantive 
knowledge of Indian politics and society creates the founda-
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Summarised Overview

This unit introduces students to fundamental data analysis techniques essential for so-
cial science research, with particular emphasis on their application in studying Indian 

politics and society. The unit covers descriptive statistics as the foundation of statistical 
analysis, including detailed exploration of measures of central tendency (mean, median, 
mode) and measures of dispersion (standard deviation, variance). Through practical ex-
amples drawn from Indian electoral data, demographic analysis, and political behavior 
studies, students learn to calculate, interpret, and critically evaluate statistical measures. 
The unit emphasizes when to use different statistical tools and how to avoid common 
misinterpretations that can arise from inappropriate application of statistical measures.

The unit also introduces students to the broader landscape of statistical analysis by 
distinguishing between descriptive and inferential statistics, highlighting their respec-
tive roles in social science research. Real-world case studies from Indian elections, in-
cluding analysis of vote shares, victory margins, candidate wealth distributions, and 
demographic voting patterns, provide concrete applications of statistical concepts. Stu-
dents gain practical experience in analyzing complex political datasets while developing 
critical thinking skills about the limitations and appropriate uses of different statistical 
measures. The unit concludes by demonstrating how statistical literacy is essential for 
meaningful participation in democratic discourse and evidence-based policy analysis in 
contemporary India.

tion for evidence-based understanding of social phenomena. 
This combination of technical rigor and contextual knowledge 
represents the best of what social science can offer: systematic, 
reliable insights into the complex world of human political be-
havior.

In short, statistics in social sciences, and particularly in polit-
ical science, serves not just as a tool for analysis but as a bridge 
between raw observation and meaningful understanding. In the 
Indian context, where the scale and complexity of social and 
political phenomena can be overwhelming, statistical methods 
provide the structured approach necessary to extract insights 
that can inform both academic understanding and practical pol-
icy decisions. The future of social science research in India will 
increasingly depend on the sophisticated application of statis-
tical methods to understand our complex and evolving society.
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Assignment

1.	 Calculate the mean, median, and mode for the following vote shares of five po-
litical parties in a state election: 32%, 28%, 15%, 12%, 8%, 5%. Explain which 
measure best represents the typical party performance and why.

2.	 Compare the electoral competitiveness of two constituencies by calculating the 
standard deviation of victory margins over five elections. Constituency A margins: 
5%, 8%, 12%, 6%, 9%. Constituency B margins: 2%, 18%, 4%, 22%, 14%.

3.	 Using actual data from any recent Indian state assembly election, identify one ex-
ample each where mean, median, and mode would be the most appropriate mea-
sure of central tendency. Justify your choices.

4.	 Analyze the age distribution of MPs in the current Lok Sabha. If the data is skewed, 
explain why median might be more informative than mean for understanding typ-
ical MP age.

Self-Assessment

1.	 Which measure of central tendency is calculated by adding all values and dividing 
by the total count?

2.	 If the ages of a group of MLAs are 45, 50, 52, 53, and 55, what is the median age?

3.	 In a dataset of political donations, a few extremely large donations pull the average 
up. Which measure of central tendency is the most appropriate "typical" value?

4.	 What is the statistical term for the value that appears most frequently in a dataset 
(e.g., the most common educational qualification)?

5.	 If two constituencies have the same average voter turnout, but one has a much high-
er Standard Deviation, what does that tell you about the turnout data?

6.	 When data is arranged from lowest to highest, what divides the dataset into two 
equal halves (50% above and 50% below)?

7.	 True or False: Descriptive Statistics allow us to make predictions about the larger 
Indian voting population based on a small survey sample.

8.	 What key feature of a political dataset is measured by the Standard Deviation (mea-
sures of dispersion)?

9.	 When the distribution of a variable (like candidate wealth) is skewed by a few ex-
treme high values, will the Mean be higher or lower than the Median?
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5.	 Create a brief statistical profile of voter turnout in your state using data from the last 
three general elections. Include measures of central tendency and dispersion, and 
interpret what these statistics reveal about electoral participation trends.

6.	 Examine the wealth distribution of candidates in any recent election and explain 
how standard deviation can help identify whether most candidates have similar eco-
nomic backgrounds or if there are significant disparities.
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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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After the completion of this unit, the learners will be able to:

Interpreting and Presenting 
Data

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

	f distinguish between correlation and causation in quantitative research and apply ap-

propriate contextualization techniques when interpreting political data

	f conduct systematic qualitative data interpretation using thematic analysis, coding 

techniques, and narrative inquiry methods

	f design and construct effective visual presentations including tables, charts, graphs, 

and other data visualization tools for political research

	f evaluate and select appropriate visualization methods based on data types, research 

objectives, and target audience requirements

	f structure and write comprehensive research reports following academic conventions 

and logical organization principles

	f apply critical analysis skills to identify biases, limitations, and contextual factors 

that influence data interpretation in social science research

Background 

Data interpretation and presentation constitute the bridge between raw research find-
ings and meaningful knowledge that can inform policy decisions and advance un-

derstanding in political science. In contemporary social science research, the ability to 
accurately interpret data and communicate findings effectively has become increasingly 
crucial as researchers deal with larger, more complex datasets and diverse stakeholder 
audiences. The process of data interpretation goes far beyond simply reporting numbers 
or summarising qualitative responses; it requires critical thinking skills to distinguish 
between correlation and causation, the ability to contextualise findings within broader 
social and political frameworks, and awareness of potential biases that may influence 
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Data Interpretation, Correlation vs. Causation, Contextualization, Thematic Analysis, 
Coding, Visual Presentation, Bivariate Analysis, Multivariate Analysis, Research Report 
Structure, Sampling Bias, Cross-tabulation, Data Visualization 

Keywords

Discussion

conclusions.

The presentation of research findings through visual tools such as tables, charts, and 
graphs serves not merely aesthetic purposes but represents a fundamental aspect of 
scholarly communication that can significantly impact how research is understood and 
utilised. In the Indian political context, where research often involves analysing com-
plex electoral data, demographic patterns, and policy outcomes across diverse regions 
and populations, effective data presentation becomes essential for making research ac-
cessible to policymakers, journalists, and citizens. The culmination of this process in 
comprehensive research reports ensures that findings are preserved, disseminated, and 
can contribute to ongoing scholarly discourse and evidence-based decision-making.

3.3.1 Data Interpretation in Research

Data interpretation is considered the most important part of 
any type of research. It occupies a pivotal role because it 

is through data interpretation that researchers convince readers 
of their findings. One can define data interpretation as the pro-
cess and exercise of assigning meaning to collected data. Data 
interpretation in quantitative research goes beyond simply look-
ing at numbers, and in qualitative research, it involves engaging 
with non-numerical data to derive meaning from it. Basically, in 
both types of research, it is an exercise of engaging with various 
types of data.

We will examine the importance of data interpretation in both 
quantitative and qualitative research and their various specific 
attributes. We will also explore the specific meanings related 
to data interpretation in different types of research. First, let us 
look at the specific role of data interpretation in quantitative 
research. 

	�Definition and 
importance 
of data 
interpretation

	�Overview of 
interpretation 
types to be 
discussed
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3.3.2 Data Interpretation in Quantitative Research

In quantitative research, the interpretation of data is a criti-
cal process, and researchers should take the following into 

account because data interpretation goes beyond simply pre-
senting numbers. In quantitative research, it involves identi-
fying patterns, trends, and relationships to draw meaningful 
conclusions about particular political phenomena. For instance, 
in political science research, quantitative data analysis means 
understanding what the data reveals about political behaviour, 
institutions, and policies. A fundamental aspect of data interpre-
tation in quantitative research is making a distinction between 
correlation and causation. Usually, researchers may assume that 
two variables are related and that one variable must cause the 
other. This is a common error one may make on certain occa-
sions. For example, a study on ice cream sales might show a 
correlation between an increase in ice cream sales and a rise in 
crime rates. While these two variables are related, it is highly 
unlikely that one causes the other. A more plausible explanation 
is a third variable, such as warm weather, which independently 
leads to an increase in both. Therefore, careful analysis is re-
quired to determine whether a true causal relationship exists or 
if the observed pattern is merely coincidental.

Another important aspect of data interpretation is the con-
textualisation of collected data. This means that collected data 
should never be viewed in isolation; it must be interpreted with-
in its proper setting, and it is the setting that gives data nuance 
and importance. Public opinion research on political polling 
might show a significant drop in a politician's approval ratings. 
Without contextualising the setting, a person might conclude 
that their policies are failing. However, this interpretation could 
be misleading if the poll was conducted immediately after a 
widely publicised scandal or during an economic downturn that 

	�Distinguishing 
relationships 
from cause-effect

	� Importance 
of situational 
understanding
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is affecting most political figures. Understanding the specific 
circumstances surrounding the data collection and the events 
occurring at that time is essential for drawing accurate and 
meaningful conclusions.

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that there may be 
some biases and limitations inherent in all data, because a per-
fect study is impossible, and every dataset has potential flaws 
that could affect the results. Some minor flaws may occur at 
certain points. For example, a survey on voter behaviour might 
suffer from sampling bias if it only includes participants from a 
specific geographic region or socioeconomic group. By identi-
fying and transparently discussing these limitations, researchers 
can prevent the misinterpretation of their findings and ensure 
their conclusions are as robust and honest as possible.

These concepts are vital in quantitative data analysis because 
they provide a framework for critical thinking and prevent re-
searchers from making flawed conclusions. Understanding 
correlation vs. causation ensures that researchers do not mis-
represent their findings, leading to incorrect policy decisions or 
misguided theories. Contextualisation provides a deeper, more 

	�Recognizing 
study flaws and 
constraints

	�Why these 
concepts matter 
in analysis
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nuanced understanding of the data, preventing superficial or in-
accurate interpretations. Recognising biases and limitations is 
crucial for maintaining scientific rigor and transparency, as it 
forces researchers to acknowledge the boundaries of their study 
and the potential for error, thereby strengthening the credibility 
and reliability of their work.

3.3.3 Data Interpretation in Qualitative Research

On the other hand, in qualitative research, the interpretation 
of data serves the same function that we have seen in the 

case of quantitative research. As shown in the previous section, 
the interpretation of qualitative data is the process of making 
sense of collected data to derive meaningful insights and con-
clusions. In qualitative studies, data interpretation involves 
several steps such as organising, categorising, and analysing 
non-numerical data. For instance, qualitative data interpretation 
involves the process of organising qualitative data such as in-
terviews, observations, and textual documents, and the purpose 
of such analysis is to identify patterns, themes, and underlying 
meanings. Therefore, the goal of qualitative data analysis is to 
move from raw data to a coherent understanding of the phenom-
enon under study.

As stated earlier, one can see that qualitative data analysis is 
a systematic and iterative process. Researchers often move back 
and forth between the data and their interpretations, constantly 
refining their understanding. Hence, qualitative data interpreta-
tion is inherently a subjective process. It is known as a subjec-
tive process because the researcher's perspective plays a central 
role in how they interpret the data. Even though subjective ele-
ments are visible in qualitative data interpretation, the interpre-
tation is guided by rigorous methodology to ensure credibility 
and trustworthiness. The following are the key characteristics of 
qualitative data analysis.

Qualitative data analysis requires a holistic approach. Un-
like quantitative analysis that focuses on statistical significance, 
qualitative interpretation considers the rich context and nuanc-
es of the data. Qualitative data interpretation aims to answer 
questions such as "why" and "how" behind social phenomena. 
Another key characteristic of qualitative data analysis is that it 
arranges data in thematic form. In thematic analysis, research-
ers identify recurring themes or patterns in the data. For exam-
ple, in a study of political speeches, a researcher might collect 

	� Subjectivity and 
methodological 
rigor

	�Context over 
statistical 
significance

	� Identifying 
recurring 
patterns and 
themes
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transcripts of speeches from a politician of a particular party 
over a period of time. Then the researcher will employ thematic 
analysis to identify recurring ideas that are used in the politi-
cian's speeches. To do this, the researcher would read through 
the speeches and then look for recurring concepts stated in the 
politician's speeches. For example, they might find a theme of 
national security, with repeated references to "strength," "pro-
tecting our borders," and "threats from abroad." By identifying 
and analyzing these themes, the researcher can gain a deeper un-
derstanding of the politician's core message and how it evolves 
over time.

Qualitative data interpretation is also known as narrative in-
quiry because in narrative analysis, the researcher focuses on 
interpreting stories and narratives to understand individual ex-
periences and perspectives. The interpretation centres on the se-
quence of events and how individuals construct their realities.

As shown in the above section, qualitative data analysis is a 
subjective process, and hence a researcher generally employs 
the following steps to interpret qualitative data. The first step 
is to transcribe qualitative data drawn from interviews or field 
notes, and the next process is to organize the data in a man-
ageable way. This will help the researcher arrange data that is 
accessible for analysis. The next process is the coding of qual-
itative data. In this step, researchers use coding to break down 
the data into smaller, manageable units.

	�Understanding 
individual stories 
and experiences
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3.3.4 Visual Presentation: Charts, Graphs, and Tables 

Visual presentation of data through charts, graphs, and ta-
bles is considered as a one of the best ways to communi-

cate research work with the readers. The importance of visual 
presentation extends far beyond mere aesthetics. Well designed 
charts, graphs, and tables serve multiple critical functions in re-
search. For instance, they simplify complex information, reveal 
patterns and trends that might be hidden in raw data, facilitate 
quick decision-making, enhance audience engagement, and im-
prove information retention. The ability to effectively visualize 
information is an indispensable skill that a researcher must pos-
sess and it helps to effectively communicate various ideas.

Several fundamental principles govern effective visual de-
sign in data presentation. Clarity should always be the primary 
objective, ensuring that the main message is immediately ap-
parent to viewers. Accuracy is equally important, as misleading 
visualizations can lead to incorrect conclusions and poor deci-
sion-making. Consistency in design elements such as colours, 
fonts, and formatting helps maintain professional appearance 
and reduces cognitive load on viewers.

3.3.5 Tables 

Tables represent one of the most fundamental and widely 
used methods for presenting analyzed data in research and 

academic writing. According to established style guides, tables 
serve as an invaluable tool for organizing large amounts of de-
tailed information within a compact space. They offer signifi-
cant benefits to readers by dramatically clarifying textual con-
tent, providing visual relief from dense paragraphs, and serving 
as quick reference points for key data insights. According to The 
Chicago Manual of Style (1993: 21), they are a great way to put 
"large amounts of detailed information in a small space." 

The very purpose of tables is to transform complex datasets 
into accessible, digestible information. When transformed into 
such format the tables enhance reader comprehension and helps 
to present analytical arguments in an easily accessible form. In 
academic writing and research for effective communication of 
findings a table needs to be presented in a systematic way. It 
requires an organisational structure to present data in an easily 
accessible way.  The below discussion provides an insight about 

	�Clarity, accuracy, 
and consistency

	� Fundamental 
method for 
presenting data

	� Transforming 
complex data 
into accessible 
format
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various essential aspects of tables. A table usually requires the 
following components: 

a.	 Table Titles and Numbering Systems

b.	 The Stub: Vertical Organization

c.	 Column Headings: Horizontal Framework

d.	 The Body: Data Presentation Core

e.	 Supplementary Notes and Documentation

3.3.5.1 Table Titles and Numbering Systems

First and foremost a table requires a clear title because it 
serves as its primary identifier and descriptor. Similarly, 

typically table number is another mandatory requirement while 
presenting a table in a dissertation. Proper numbering is crucial 
as it enables systematic referencing throughout the text when 
interpreting and discussing findings. Every tables presented in 
the dissertation should be numbered sequentially as they ap-
pear in the document. For dissertations and reports often benefit 
from a hierarchical numbering system. This approach uses the 
chapter number followed by the sequential table number with-
in that chapter, offering the advantage of easier revision man-
agement when tables need to be added or removed during the 
writing process. The descriptive portion of the title must clearly 
specify the table's contents, identifying the variables presented. 
When dealing with relationships between variables, the depen-
dent variable should be listed first, followed by the independent 
variable, creating titles such as "Attitudes towards Environmen-
tal Policy by Educational Level."

Example

	f Table 3.2: Support for Left Democratic Front by District 

(Dependent Variable: Political Support; Independent Vari-

able: Geographic Location)

	f Table 4.1: Voting Behaviour in 2021 Kerala Assembly Elec-

tions by Caste Category

	f Table 5.3: Opinion on Women's Entry to Sabarimala by Re-

ligious Affiliation

	� Identification 
and sequential 
organization
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3.3.5.2 The Stub: Vertical Organization

The stub constitutes the leftmost column of a table, presenting 
a vertical listing of categories or individuals about which 

information is provided in the horizontal rows. This component 
serves as the foundation for data organization, establishing the 
framework for how information flows across the table structure. 
The stub typically contains the subcategories of a variable listed 
along the y-axis, creating a logical progression that guides read-
ers through the data presentation. Effective stub design ensures 
clarity and maintains consistency in how categorical informa-
tion is presented.

Example 

In a table examining political party preferences in Kerala, 
the stub might include:

	� Communist Party of India (Marxist)
	� Indian National Congress
	� Bharatiya Janata Party
	� Kerala Congress (M)
	� Indian Union Muslim League
	� Others
	� No preference

Similarly, for a study on constituencies, the stub could list:

	� Thiruvananthapuram
	� Kochi
	� Kozhikode
	� Malappuram
	� Kollam
	� Thrissur

3.3.5.3 Column Headings: Horizontal Framework

Column headings represent the subcategories of variables 
displayed along the x-axis at the top of the table. In simple 

frequency tables showing information about a single variable, 
column headings typically indicate "number of respondents" or 

	� Leftmost column 
structure
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"percentage of respondents." When examining relationships be-
tween two variables, column headings display the subcategories 
of one variable while the stub shows the other. The arrangement 
of column headings should follow logical patterns that facili-
tate easy interpretation and comparison across categories. Clear, 
concise headings prevent confusion and support accurate data 
interpretation.

Example

For a study on political participation across age groups in Kerala:

For examining voting patterns by education level:

For analyzing support for government policies by district type:

3.3.5.4 The Body: Data Presentation Core

The body of the table houses the actual analysed data within 
individual cells. This central component represents the cul-

mination of research analysis, presenting numerical findings in 
an organized matrix format. The body's effectiveness depends 
on logical organization, clear numerical presentation, and con-
sistent formatting that supports accurate interpretation. Each 
cell within the body should contain precise information that 
corresponds directly to its row and column identifiers, creating 
meaningful intersections of data that reveal patterns, relation-
ships, or trends within the dataset.

Example

Political 
Participation

18-30 years 31-45 years 46-60 years Above 60 
years

Total

Party 
Preference 

 

Illiterate Primary Secondary Graduate Post-
Graduate

Total

Policy Support Urban Districts Rural Districts Coastal Districts Total
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3.3.5.5 Supplementary Notes and Documentation

Tables require various types of supplementary information 
to ensure complete understanding and proper attribution. 

Source notes acknowledge when data originates from external 
sources, fulfilling ethical obligations for proper citation. Gen-
eral explanatory notes provide additional context that aids in-
terpretation without cluttering the main table structure. Specific 
notes address particular aspects of the table that require clarifi-
cation, while probability level notes indicate statistical signifi-
cance where relevant. These supplementary elements should be 
positioned at the bottom of the table using clear labeling sys-
tems that distinguish between different types of information.

Example
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3.3.5.6 Classification of Table Types

Univariate Tables: Single Variable Analysis

Univariate tables, also known as frequency tables, present 
information about one variable at a time. These tables typ-

ically show the distribution of respondents across different cate-
gories of a single characteristic, such as age groups or education 
levels. The primary purpose is to display the frequency and per-
centage distribution of cases within each category. When com-
paring multiple populations or samples, univariate tables be-
come particularly valuable. Since total sample sizes often differ 
between groups, percentage calculations enable standardization 
against a fixed base of 100, facilitating meaningful comparisons 
across populations with different absolute numbers.

Example 
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These univariate tables provide clear snapshots of single vari-
able distributions, making them ideal for demographic profiling 
and basic descriptive analysis in Kerala's political landscape.

Bivariate Tables: Exploring Relationships

Bivariate tables, commonly referred to as cross-tabulations, 
examine relationships between two variables simultaneously. 
These tables reveal how categories of one variable relate to 
categories of another, uncovering patterns of association that 
single-variable analysis cannot detect. The structure of bivari-
ate tables allows researchers to explore questions such as how 
attitudes vary across age groups or how behaviuor patterns dif-
fer between demographic categories. This analytical approach 
provides insights into potential relationships, correlations, or 
dependencies between variables of interest.

Example 
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Multivariate Tables: Complex Interactions

Polyvariate or multivariate tables present information about 
more than two variables, creating complex data matrices that 
examine multiple relationships simultaneously. While these ta-
bles offer comprehensive analytical capabilities, they require 
careful design to maintain readability and interpretability. The 
addition of each variable increases complexity exponentially, 
demanding strategic organization and clear presentation to pre-
vent information overload. Despite their complexity, multivari-
ate tables provide invaluable insights into how multiple factors 
interact to influence outcomes or relationships within datasets.

Example 
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These multivariate tables demonstrate how religious affili-
ation, education, age, gender, and geographic location interact 
to influence political preferences and policy support in Kerala, 
revealing the complex interplay of demographic factors in shap-
ing public opinion.

3.3.6 Graphs

Graphs represent one of the most effective methods for com-
municating analysed data in political science research. 

While tables provide detailed numerical information and text 
offers narrative explanations, graphs serve as visual bridges that 
make complex political data accessible and interpretable. The 
primary objective of any graph is to present data in a manner that 
is not only easy to understand but also compelling and informa-
tive. When conducting political research in Kerala, researchers 
often grapple with the decision of whether to present their find-
ings through tables, graphs, or textual descriptions. The choice 
should be guided by a fundamental principle: graphs should en-
hance understanding rather than merely duplicate information 
available in tabular form. As one research methodology expert 
noted, "A graph is based entirely on the tabled data and there-
fore can tell no story that cannot be learnt by inspecting a table. 
However, graphic representation often makes it easier to see the 
pertinent features of a set of data."

Every graph is constructed using two primary axes: the hor-
izontal axis (x-axis) and the vertical axis (y-axis). In political 
science research, the choice of what to place on each axis sig-
nificantly impacts how readers interpret the data. When dis-
playing a single variable, such as voter turnout across different 
constituencies in Kerala, it is customary to represent the con-
stituencies along the x-axis and the percentage of voter turnout 
along the y-axis. For studies involving two variables, such as 
examining the relationship between literacy rates and voting 
patterns across Kerala's districts, each variable occupies one 
axis. The intersection point of these axes serves as the zero ref-
erence point, establishing the baseline for all measurements dis-
played in the graph.

3.3.6.1 Essential Elements of Effective Graphs

Every political research graph must include a descriptive title 
that clearly communicates its content. For instance, a graph 

titled "Legislative Assembly Election Results in Kerala by Party 

	�Visual 
communication 
effectiveness

	� Selection criteria 
for visualization
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Affiliation (2021)" immediately informs readers about the spe-
cific focus and temporal scope of the data. Additionally, both 
axes require clear labelling to ensure readers understand what 
each dimension represents. Scale selection represents anoth-
er critical consideration in graph construction. The scale must 
be appropriate to prevent the graph from appearing either too 
compressed or unnecessarily expanded. When displaying data 
such as the number of votes received by different political par-
ties in Kerala, researchers might need to break the scale if there 
are significant disparities between major parties like CPI(M) or 
INC and smaller regional parties.

3.3.7 The Histogram

Histograms consist of adjacent rectangles without spaces be-
tween them, with each rectangle's height corresponding to 

the frequency it represents. In political science research, histo-
grams prove particularly valuable for displaying both categori-
cal and continuous variables. When studying age demographics 
of Kerala Legislative Assembly members, a histogram can ef-
fectively show the distribution across different age groups.

Consider a study examining the age distribution of MLAs 
elected in Kerala's 2021 assembly elections. The histogram 
would display age groups (25-35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, 65+) 
along the x-axis and the number of MLAs in each category along 
the y-axis. This visualization immediately reveals patterns such 
as whether middle-aged politicians dominate the assembly or 
if there's significant representation from younger or older de-
mographics. The interpretation of histograms requires careful 
attention to whether the data represents categorical or contin-
uous variables. When analysing educational qualifications of 
Kerala's political leaders, the categories (high school, graduate, 
postgraduate, professional degree) are discrete, while variables 
like years of political experience represent continuous data that 
can be grouped into intervals.

This histogram shows the age distribution of MLAs elected 
in Kerala's 2021 assembly elections. The adjacent bars (no spac-
ing) indicate continuous age ranges, helping identify whether 
young, middle-aged, or senior politicians dominate the assem-
bly.
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3.3.8 Bar Charts: Displaying Categorical Political Data

Bar charts differ from histograms primarily in the spacing 
between rectangles, which indicates that the data is cate-

gorical rather than continuous. This spacing is particularly im-
portant when displaying political data such as party affiliations, 
constituency types, or policy preferences, where the categories 
are distinct and non-continuous. A bar chart examining Kera-
la's political party representation in the 2019 Lok Sabha elec-
tions would display parties along the x-axis (CPI(M), INC, BJP, 
IUML, KC(M), etc.) and the number of seats won along the 
y-axis. The discrete spacing between bars emphasizes that these 
are separate political entities rather than points along a continu-
um. Bar charts can be oriented both horizontally and vertically, 
depending on the nature of the data and space considerations. 
When displaying lengthy constituency names from Kerala, such 
as "Thiruvananthapuram," "Alappuzha," or "Pathanamthitta," 
horizontal orientation often provides better readability.

	� Spaced 
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3.3.8.1 Stacked Bar Charts: Examining Multiple 
Variables

Stacked bar charts extend the basic bar chart concept by show-
ing information about two or more variables within each bar. 

In Kerala political research, this technique proves invaluable for 
examining intersections between different demographic or po-
litical variables. For example, when studying voter preferences 
across Kerala's different regions (Malabar, Kochi, Travancore), 
a stacked bar chart can simultaneously show the breakdown of 
support for different political fronts (LDF, UDF, NDA) within 
each region. Each regional bar is divided into coloured sections 
representing the proportion of support for each political front, 
allowing researchers to identify regional patterns in political al-
legiance. This approach becomes particularly insightful when 
examining how factors like religion, caste, or economic status 
intersect with political preferences across Kerala's diverse con-
stituencies. The stacked format reveals both overall regional 
trends and internal demographic variations within each region.

	� Examining 
Multiple 
Variables
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3.3.9 Pie Charts

Pie charts divide a circle into sections proportional to each 
category's share of the total, making them ideal for show-

ing how different components contribute to a political whole. In 
Kerala political research, pie charts effectively display elector-
al outcomes, budget allocations, or demographic compositions. 
For example a pie chart showing Kerala's 2021 assembly elec-
tion results would divide the circle into sections representing 
each party's seat share: CPI(M), INC, BJP, IUML, KC(M), and 
others. The visual impact immediately conveys the dominant 
parties and the relative insignificance of smaller parties, some-
thing that might be less apparent in a table of raw numbers.
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3.3.10 The Crucial Role of Report Writing in 
Research

Report writing is a vital part of the research process, often 
considered the final and most critical step. A research study, 

no matter how groundbreaking, remains incomplete and its val-
ue diminished until its findings are effectively communicated to 
others. The purpose of research is to add to the general body of 
knowledge, and a well-written report is the primary vehicle for 
this dissemination. While some may not see it as an integral part 
of the research project, the prevailing view is that presenting re-
search results is a fundamental component of the entire process. 
This final stage requires a distinct set of skills, and researchers 
should approach it with great care, seeking guidance from ex-
perts if needed. Writing a quality research report is a deliberate, 
painstaking process that follows a series of logical steps to en-
sure clarity, coherence, and accuracy.

	� Final step in 
research process
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Logical Analysis of the Subject Matter

The first step involves logically and chronologically orga-
nizing the research material. Logical development focuses on 
creating mental connections and associations, moving from 
simple concepts to more complex structures through analysis. 
Chronological development, on the other hand, orders the con-
tent based on a sequence in time or occurrence, which is often 
used for describing a process or a series of events.

Preparation of the Final Outline

An outline serves as the structural framework for the report. 
It's a crucial aid for logically organizing the material and ensur-
ing all key points are addressed. The outline acts as a roadmap, 
guiding the writer and reminding them of the main arguments 
and supporting details to be included.

Preparation of the Rough Draft

After outlining, the researcher begins writing the rough draft. 
This is the stage where the researcher details the methodology 
used, including the data collection process and any limitations 
encountered. They also present the analytical techniques em-
ployed, the broad findings and generalizations, and any sugges-
tions or recommendations stemming from the research.

Rewriting and Polishing the Rough Draft

This is arguably the most challenging part of the process and 
often takes more time than the initial drafting. Careful revision 
transforms a mediocre piece of writing into a great one. The 
writer must check for weaknesses in the logical flow, ensuring 
the material has unity and cohesion. This stage also involves a 
meticulous review of grammar, spelling, and usage to ensure the 
final report is mechanically sound. Once the content is refined, 
the focus shifts to the final elements that give the report its pro-
fessional and scholarly character.

Preparation of the Final Bibliography

The bibliography is an essential component, providing a list 
of all works consulted during the research. This list should be 
arranged alphabetically and can be divided into sections for 
books, pamphlets, and articles from magazines or newspapers. 
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A consistent format is crucial; for example, book entries gener-
ally list the author's last name first, followed by the title, publi-
cation details, and the number of volumes. For magazine arti-
cles, the order is typically the author's last name, the article title 
in quotation marks, the name of the periodical underlined, and 
the volume, date, and page numbers.

Writing the Final Draft

The final draft is written in a concise, objective, and simple 
style, avoiding vague expressions and technical jargon where 
possible. It should be easy for a layperson to understand. The 
writer should incorporate common examples and illustrations to 
effectively communicate the findings. A great research report is 
not just a collection of facts; it should be engaging and original, 
adding to the body of knowledge for both the researcher and the 
reader. Every report should aim to solve an intellectual problem 
and contribute meaningfully to its field.

3.3.12 Layout of a Research Report

A well-structured research report is crucial for effectively 
communicating a study's findings and allowing readers to 

assess its credibility. The layout acts as a guide, ensuring all 
necessary components are included in a logical order. A com-
prehensive research report is typically divided into three main 
sections: preliminary pages, the main text, and the end matter.

Preliminary Pages

The preliminary pages are the opening section of the report, 
providing an immediate overview and context. This section 
includes the report's title and date, followed by an acknowl-
edgment section, often titled 'Preface' or 'Foreword', where the 
researcher can express gratitude. A table of contents is then in-
cluded, along with a list of tables and illustrations. This allows 
readers to quickly navigate the report and locate specific infor-
mation, saving them time and effort.

The Main Text

The main text is the core of the report, presenting the full 
details of the research. It starts with a repetition of the research 
study's title on the first page. The main text is typically struc-
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tured into five key sections.

The Introduction

The introduction sets the stage for the entire research project. 
It should provide a clear statement of the research objectives 
and enough background information to explain why the prob-
lem was worth investigating. This section also includes a brief 
summary of relevant existing research, which helps to contextu-
alize the current study. The research hypotheses and definitions 
of key concepts should be explicitly stated.

A significant part of the introduction is the detailed explana-
tion of the methodology. This section should answer questions 
such as: "How was the study conducted?", "What was its ba-
sic design?", "What data collection methods were used?", and 
"Who were the subjects and how were they selected?". Detailing 
the sampling process and statistical analysis is vital, as it helps 
readers judge the generalizability of the findings. The scope and 
limitations of the study must also be clearly demarcated.

The Results

This section is the main body of the report, providing a de-
tailed and logical presentation of the research findings. It in-
cludes supporting data in the form of tables and charts. The 
results section should contain statistical summaries rather than 
raw data. The researcher must rely on their judgment to decide 
what is relevant, often guided by the initial research problem 
and hypotheses. All relevant findings must be presented in a 
clear, sequential manner, often divided into separate chapters.

Implications of the Results

Towards the end of the main text, the researcher should clear-
ly and precisely state the implications of their findings. This sec-
tion explores what the results mean for a general audience and 
for the field of study. It often covers three aspects: inferences 
that can be applied to similar circumstances, the conditions of 
the current study that may limit the generalization of these in-
ferences, and any new questions raised by the research that war-
rant further study. A strong report concludes with a summary 
that links back to the initial hypotheses and may even forecast 
the future of the subject.
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The Summary

The main text concludes with a brief summary. This final 
section recaps the research problem, methodology, major find-
ings, and key conclusions. It serves as a concise overview of 
the entire study, reinforcing the most important points for the 
reader.

End Matter

The final section of the report, the end matter, contains sup-
plementary information. This includes appendices, which hold 
all technical data such as questionnaires, sample information, 
and mathematical derivations. A bibliography of all consulted 
sources is also essential. Finally, an index is highly valuable. An 
alphabetical listing of names, places, and topics, it functions as 
a guide, helping readers quickly locate specific content within 
the report.

Summarised Overview

This unit provides comprehensive training in the critical skills of data interpretation 
and presentation that transform raw research data into meaningful knowledge. Stu-

dents learn to navigate the complexities of both quantitative and qualitative data inter-
pretation, developing skills to identify patterns, avoid common analytical pitfalls, and 
contextualize findings appropriately. The unit emphasizes the importance of distinguish-
ing between correlation and causation in quantitative analysis while exploring systemat-
ic approaches to qualitative data interpretation including thematic analysis, coding, and 
narrative inquiry. Through practical exercises using Indian political data, students gain 
hands-on experience in applying these interpretative frameworks to real-world research 
scenarios.

The unit also focuses extensively on visual presentation techniques, teaching students 
to create effective tables, charts, graphs, and other visualization tools that enhance under-
standing and communication of research findings. Students learn to match appropriate 
visualization methods with different types of data and research objectives, understand-
ing when to use univariate, bivariate, or multivariate presentations. The unit concludes 
with comprehensive instruction on research report writing, covering the entire process 
from initial outline development through final draft preparation. This includes under-
standing proper report structure, bibliography preparation, and the integration of visual 
elements with textual analysis to create compelling, professional research reports that 
meet academic standards and effectively communicate findings to diverse audiences.
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Assignment

1.	 Examine a political phenomenon (such as education levels and voting patterns in 
Kerala) and explain the difference between finding a correlation and establishing 
causation. Provide specific examples of how a third variable might explain the 
relationship.

2.	 Using a sample of political speeches or interview transcripts from Indian politi-
cians, apply thematic analysis to identify and code at least three major themes. 
Explain your coding process and justify your theme selections.

3.	 Create three different types of tables (univariate, bivariate, and multivariate) using 
data from a recent Indian election. Ensure proper formatting with titles, headings, 
and supplementary notes following academic standards.

Self-Assessment

1.	 What is the main difference between correlation and causation? Provide a simple 
example to illustrate your answer. 

2.	 Why is it important to contextualize data when interpreting research findings? Give 
one example of how context might change the interpretation of data. 

3.	 What is thematic analysis in qualitative research? Describe it in your own words. 

4.	 What are the two main axes used in constructing graphs, and what do they repre-
sent? 

5.	  List three essential components that every table must have. 

6.	 What is the difference between a histogram and a bar chart? When would you use 
each one? 

7.	 What type of data is best presented using a pie chart? Give one example from po-
litical research. 

8.	 What is a bivariate table, and what kind of information does it show? 

9.	 Why is it important to acknowledge biases and limitations in your research? 

10.	What is the purpose of the "stub" in a table? 

11.	Name the three main sections of a well-structured research report. 

12.	What should be included in the introduction section of a research report? 

13.	Why is report writing considered a vital part of the research process?

SG
O

U



250    SGOU - SLM - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE -Research Methodology

Suggested Reading
1.	 Fowler, F. J., Jr. (2022). Survey research methods (6th ed.). SAGE Publications.
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Tourangeau, R. (2023). Survey methodology (3rd ed.). John Wiley & Sons.

3.	 Hair, J. F., Jr., Black, W. C., Babin, B. J., & Anderson, R. E. (2023). Multivariate 
data analysis (8th ed.). Pearson Education.

4.	 Ickham, H., & Grolemund, G. (2023). R for data science: Import, tidy, transform, 
visualize, and model data (2nd ed.). O'Reilly Media.
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4.	 Using the same dataset, create a bar chart, histogram, and pie chart to present your 
findings. Write a brief analysis explaining which visualization method is most effec-
tive for your specific data and why.

5.	 Develop a complete outline for a research report on a political topic of your choice, 
including all major sections from introduction through conclusions. Justify your 
organizational structure and explain how each section contributes to the overall 
argument.

6.	 Select a published research study on Indian politics and identify at least three po-
tential sources of bias or limitations in their data interpretation. Suggest how these 
issues could be addressed or acknowledged in the research.
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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 		           Writing and Ethics in 		

ResearchResearch
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After reading this unit, the learner will be able to:

Writing a Research 
Proposal

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

	f explain the fundamental purpose and multifaceted importance of a research proposal 

in political science

	f identify the essential components that constitute a strong and academically rigorous 

research proposal

	f distinguish between the structural and methodological differences in research pro-

posals for quantitative and qualitative studies

	f formulate clear, specific, and action-oriented study objectives for both quantitative 

and qualitative research, including testable hypotheses where applicable

Background 

A research proposal stands as the quintessential blueprint for any successful academic 
or professional inquiry. In the field of political science, where nuanced understanding of 
complex phenomena is paramount, a meticulously crafted proposal is not merely a for-
mality but a strategic document that outlines the what, why, and how of intended study. 
This unit provides an understanding about the art of preparing such a proposal, empha-
sizing its foundational role in formalising research ideas, securing crucial approvals, 
and potentially attracting funding. It is through this comprehensive planning document 
that a scholar demonstrate not only the significance of chosen research question within 
the broader scholarly landscape but also intellectual capacity, theoretical grounding, and 
methodological acumen to execute the study effectively and make a meaningful contri-
bution to the field.
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Literature Review, Research Question, Study Objectives, Hypotheses, Study Design, 
Quantitative Research, Qualitative Research, Ethical Issues, Methodology, Theoretical 
Framework, Data Collection

Keywords

Discussion

A research proposal is more than just a formal document; it 
is the foundational blueprint for any successful research 

endeavour, be it a thesis, a dissertation, a grant application, or 
an academic project. It serves as a detailed plan, outlining the 
what, why, and how of  proposed study. Writing a compelling 
political science research proposal requires demonstrating not 
only that you have identified a fascinating and important re-
search question but also that you possess the theoretical knowl-
edge, methodological skills, and research acumen to answer it 
effectively. A well-crafted research proposal serves as a road-
map for investigation while convincing reviewers, supervisors, 
or funding bodies that a research work will make a meaningful 
contribution to the field of political science.

The fundamental purpose of a research proposal extends 
beyond merely outlining what one intend to study. It must es-
tablish the significance of research question, demonstrate thor-
ough understanding of existing scholarship, articulate a clear 
methodology for investigation, and present a compelling argu-
ment for why a specific approach will yield valuable insights 
that advance our understanding of political phenomena. 

This unit will examine the intricacies of crafting a com-
pelling research proposal, ensuring that a learner will under-
stand its pivotal role, its essential elements, and the strategic 
approach to writing one that stands out. In essence, a proposal 
must convince others that  research question is worth pursuing 
and that you are uniquely positioned to pursue it.

4.1.1 The Purpose and Importance of a Research 
Proposal

A strong political science research proposal rests on sever-
al key pillars. First, it must address a genuine gap in our 

understanding of political phenomena. This gap might be em-

	�Research 
proposal defined 
as foundational 
blueprint

	� Purpose 
extends beyond 
outlining study; 
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significance, 
show literature 
understanding, 
present clear 
methodology

	�Unit examines 
crafting 
compelling 
proposals
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pirical (we lack sufficient data about a particular political pro-
cess), theoretical (existing theories inadequately explain certain 
political behaviors), or methodological (current approaches fail 
to capture important aspects of political life). The proposal must 
clearly articulate why this gap matters and how filling it will 
advance our broader understanding of politics.

Second, the proposal must demonstrate scholarly rigor 
through a comprehensive engagement with existing literature. 
This means not only identifying relevant works but also syn-
thesising them in ways that reveal patterns, contradictions, and 
omissions in current scholarship. The literature review should 
position research within ongoing scholarly conversations while 
highlighting how the present work will contribute something 
new and valuable in the field of political science.

Third, the proposal must present a methodologically sound 
approach to answering research question. This involves select-
ing appropriate research methods, identifying suitable cases or 
data sources, and explaining how  chosen approach will gener-
ate evidence capable of supporting or refuting hypotheses. The 
methodology section must convince readers that a researcher 
have the tools and techniques necessary to answer research 
question effectively.

The primary function of a research proposal is to detail the 
operational plan for obtaining answers to research questions, 
ensuring the methodology's validity, accuracy, and objectivity. 
It is a comprehensive plan, scheme, structure, and strategy de-
signed to address the research problems or questions that form  
project. Hence a research proposal must clearly communicate 
the following aspects: (1) What you are proposing to do (2) and 
(3) How you plan to find answers to  proposed research (4) Why 
you selected the proposed strategies of investigation.

This document serves multiple purposes. It is the very first 
step in formalising research ideas and is crucial for gaining ap-
proval, securing funding, and even admission to prestigious ac-
ademic programs. At its core, a research proposal is a formal 
request for permission to proceed with a study. This approval 
typically comes from Research Committees/Boards, For aca-
demic theses, dissertations, or institutional research projects, a 
committee or an ethics review board will scrutinize  proposal 
to ensure its academic rigor, feasibility, and ethical soundness. 
When seeking grants or financial support, funding bodies re-
quire a detailed proposal to assess the project's potential impact, 
methodological robustness, and alignment with their objectives. 
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In the case of supervision the supervisor will use the proposal 
to guide  research direction and provide critical feedback.

The review process undertaken by these bodies underscores 
the absolute necessity of a high-quality proposal. It is not mere-
ly a formality but a critical evaluation of  intellectual capacity 
and the viability of  proposed work. Beyond seeking approval, 
the act of writing a research proposal offers invaluable benefits 
to the researcher themselves:

4.1.1.1 Clarifying Thinking

The process forces you to move from vague ideas to con-
crete plans. It compels you to think deeply about  topic, 

identify gaps in existing knowledge, and define the specific 
contribution  research will make. 

4.1.1.2 Putting Down Ideas

It provides a structured framework to organise  thoughts, 
hypotheses, and preliminary findings. This externalisation 

helps in identifying logical inconsistencies or areas requiring 
further development. 

4.1.1.3 Articulating Thoughts

Writing demands precision. It improves the ability to ex-
press complex ideas clearly, concisely, and persuasively. 

This skill is paramount not only for the proposal but for the 
entire research journey and future publications. 

4.1.1.4 Blueprint for Future Action

Once approved, the proposal becomes operational guide. It 
outlines the steps you will take, the data you will collect, 

and the methods you will employ. Deviations from this blue-
print should be deliberate and justified. In a competitive aca-
demic or funding landscape, research proposal is primary sales 
pitch. It Is an opportunity to convince others of the value and 
feasibility of the project

4.1.1.5 For Publishing

While a proposal is not  a publication itself, a well-struc-
tured and compelling proposal demonstrates ability to 

conduct publishable research. It can be a precursor to confer-
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ence presentations or journal articles.

4.1.1.6 For Funding

Funding agencies receive numerous applications. Hence, 
proposal must stand out by clearly demonstrating the so-

cietal, scientific, or practical impact of research, justifying the 
investment of resources.

4.1.1.7 For Academic Admission

Many of the world's leading universities base their research 
admission programmes (especially for Ph.D. degrees) 

on the strength of a research proposal. It provides insight into 
scholars research interests, analytical skills, and potential as a 
scholar. A strong proposal can be the deciding factor in securing 
a coveted spot. In essence, a research proposal is a strategic doc-
ument that not only outlines  research but also advocates for its 
importance, feasibility, and  capability as a researcher.

4.1.2 Essential Contents of a Research Proposal

While the overall structure of a research proposal remains 
similar for both quantitative and qualitative studies, the 

main distinction lies in the proposed procedures and method-
ologies. For quantitative studies, you will detail specific quan-
titative methods, procedures, and models. You need to be very 
precise in outlining each step of  research journey. For qualita-
tive studies,  proposed process will be based on methods and 
procedures inherent to qualitative research methodology. While 
details aren't expected to be as rigid as in quantitative proposals 
due to the flexible and unstructured nature of qualitative inquiry, 
you still need to provide a broad approach to  investigation. A 
robust research proposal typically includes the following sec-
tions, though specific requirements may vary between universi-
ties and disciplines:

	f Introduction: This section should include a brief liter-
ature review, setting the stage for  study.

	f Theoretical Framework: The underlying theoretical 
basis that informs  research.

	f Conceptual Framework: The conceptual model that 
forms the foundation of  study.

	f Objectives or Research Questions: Clearly stated 
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goals or questions  research aims to answer.
	f Hypotheses to be tested: Applicable if  study in-

volves testing specific predictions.
	f Study Design: The overall plan for how you will 

conduct  research (e.g., experimental, descriptive, 
ethnographic).

	f Setting for  study: Where the research will take place.
	f Research Instrument(s): The tools you plan to use 

for data collection (e.g., surveys, interview guides, 
observation protocols).

	f Sampling Design and Sample Size: How you will se-
lect participants or units of analysis, and how many 
will be included.

	f Ethical Issues Involved: Identification of potential 
ethical concerns and how you propose to address 
them.

	f Data Processing Procedures: How you will manage 
and prepare  collected data.

	f Proposed Chapters of the Report: A tentative outline 
of  final research report.

	f Problems and Limitations of the Study: Acknowl-
edgment of potential challenges and constraints.

	f Proposed Time-frame for the project: A realistic 
timeline for completing each phase of  research.

4.1.3 Different Components of Research Proposal

A research proposal is a detailed plan outlining the re-
search question, objectives, methodology, and expected 

outcomes of a study. It serves as a roadmap for the entire re-
search project, providing a clear direction and justification for 
the investigation. A well-crafted research proposal is essential 
for securing funding, approval, or support for the project, as it 
demonstrates the researcher's understanding of the topic, their 
ability to design a feasible study, and the potential significance 
of the findings. The major components of a research proposal 
are the following: 

1.	 Introduction

2.	 Literature Review

3.	 Research Question

4.	 Objectives of the Study

	�Major 
components 
enumerated: 
Introduction 
through 
Positioning 
Researcher's 
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5.	 Methodology

6.	 Study Design

7.	 Setting

8.	 Ethical Issues

9.	 Research Methods and Evidence

10.	 Positioning Researchers Contribution

4.1.3.1 Introduction

The introduction, of  research proposal is  first and most cru-
cial opportunity to engage  reader and set the stage for  en-

tire study. Think of it as a narrative that guides  audience from a 
panoramic view of  chosen field down to the precise focal point 
of  investigation. This initial section is deeply informed by  lit-
erature review, a critical component that serves a dual purpose: 
it not only expands  own knowledge base by familiarising with 
existing research but also equips with insights into effective and 
ineffective methodologies employed by others in similar con-
texts. The depth and breadth of this review, and consequently, 
the specific content of  introduction, will naturally adapt to  ac-
ademic level and the unique demands of  subject area. The key 
is to start broad, offering a comprehensive overview of the main 
study area, before progressively narrowing  focus. This might 
involve exploring the topic's historical perspective, investigat-
ing relevant philosophical or ideological issues, or highlighting 
trends in prevalence if applicable to  study.

As you transition from the general to the specific,  introduc-
tion should meticulously lay out the intellectual landscape sur-
rounding  research problem. This involves introducing any ma-
jor theories that underpin the field, discussing the main issues, 
problems, and recent advances within  subject area, and then 
specifically addressing the important theoretical and practical 
issues that directly relate to  central problem. Crucially, you will 
also need to synthesise the main findings relating to the core 
issue(s) from existing literature. This demonstrates  compre-
hensive understanding of prior research and helps to logically 
justify the need for  proposed study. By carefully weaving these 
elements together, introduction  establishes the context, high-
lights the significance, and ultimately builds a compelling case 
for why  research is not only necessary but also well-conceived 
and poised for success.

	� Introduction 
as crucial first 
engagement; 
narrative from 
broad field to 
specific focus

	� Introduction 
informed by 
literature review
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Here, one must accomplish two crucial tasks: clearly artic-
ulating what you intend to study and convincingly explaining 
why it matters. This section should immediately capture the 
reader's attention while establishing the broader significance of  
research. When describing  topic, specificity is key. Rather than 
announcing that you plan to study "democratization" or "polit-
ical participation," you should provide a precise description of 
the particular aspect of these phenomena you intend to inves-
tigate. For example, instead of broadly studying democratisa-
tion, you might focus on "the role of civil society organisations 
in facilitating democratic transitions in post-conflict societies" 
or "the impact of economic inequality on the consolidation of 
democratic institutions in newly democratized states."

The justification component requires you to explain why  
chosen topic deserves scholarly attention. This involves identi-
fying the broader theoretical, practical, or policy implications of 
research. Consider multiple dimensions of significance such as 
theoretical significance (how  research will advance our under-
standing of political phenomena), empirical significance (what 
new factual knowledge  research will generate), and practical 
significance (how  findings might inform policy decisions or 
political practice). When establishing significance, it is crucial 
to identify  intended audience. Are you primarily addressing 
fellow political scientists working in a particular subfield? Are 
you hoping to inform policymakers or practitioners? Or are you 
attempting to speak to a broader public audience concerned 
with political issues? Understanding  audience will help you 
frame the significance of  research in terms that resonate with 
those you hope to reach.

Consider also the temporal relevance of research. Are you 
investigating a contemporary political phenomenon that re-
quires immediate attention? Are you examining historical cas-
es that shed new light on current political challenges? Or are 
you developing theoretical insights that will remain relevant 
regardless of changing political circumstances? Each of these 
approaches carries different implications for how you establish 
the significance of  work.

4.1.3.2 The Literature Review - Navigating the 
Scholarly Landscape

The literature review represents perhaps the most challeng-
ing yet crucial component of  research proposal. It serves 

multiple functions such as demonstrating  command of ex-

	�Must articulate 
what to study 
and why 
it matters; 
specificity key; 
avoid vague 
topics

	� Justification 
requires 
explaining 
topic's scholarly 
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theoretical/
empirical/
practical 
significance
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temporal 
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isting scholarship, identifying gaps in current knowledge, and 
positioning  research within broader scholarly conversations. 
A well-executed literature review may not  simply summarises 
existing works rather it synthesises them in ways that reveal 
patterns, tensions, and opportunities for new research.

In conducting literature review on must begin by conducting 
a comprehensive search of relevant scholarly literature. This 
should include peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, 
and other scholarly sources directly related to  research topic. 
Often, the most valuable insights come from examining how 
scholars in related fields have approached similar questions or 
how they have used particular theoretical frameworks or meth-
odological approaches. As you review the literature, look for 
several key elements. First, identify the major theoretical frame-
works that scholars have used to understand  topic. What as-
sumptions do these frameworks make? What aspects of political 
reality do they emphasize or de-emphasise? How do different 
theoretical approaches lead to different conclusions about the 
same phenomena? Understanding these theoretical foundations 
will help you position  own research within existing scholarly 
debates.

Second, examine the methodological approaches that schol-
ars have employed. What types of evidence have they gath-
ered? What analytical techniques have they used? What are the 
strengths and limitations of these approaches? This analysis 
will help you identify methodological gaps that  research might 
address or suggest ways to improve upon existing approach-
es. Third, look for empirical patterns in the literature. Where 
do scholars agree about the facts of political life? Where do 
they disagree? What factual claims remain contested or under-
explored? Identifying these patterns will help you understand 
what we know and don't know about  topic.

Perhaps most importantly, use  literature review to identify 
the constellation of knowledge that exists in  field. How can 
you group different authors based on their theoretical commit-
ments, methodological approaches, or empirical findings? What 
assumptions do they share? Where do they disagree about the 
implications of their work? Do they prioritize different aspects 
of political life?. Once you have mapped this constellation, you 
can begin to identify gaps in existing knowledge. These gaps 
might be empirical (important cases that haven't been studied), 
theoretical (phenomena that existing theories don't adequately 
explain), or methodological (limitations in how scholars have 
approached certain questions). The key is to identify gaps that 

	� Literature 
review is most 
challenging 
yet crucial; 
demonstrates 
scholarship 
command, 
identifies gaps

	�Begin with 
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are both significant and feasible for you to address.

4.1.3.3 Crafting  Research Question

Developing a strong research question is arguably the most 
challenging aspect of writing a research proposal.  Re-

search question must be original enough to contribute new 
knowledge, specific enough to be answerable, and significant 
enough to warrant scholarly attention. Achieving this balance 
requires careful consideration of scope, focus, and feasibility. 
A common mistake in formulating research questions is mak-
ing them either too broad or too narrow. Questions that are too 
broad cannot be answered satisfactorily within the constraints 
of a typical research project. For example, "Why do democ-
racies sometimes fail?" is too broad because it encompasses 
too many different types of democratic failure across too many 
different contexts. You could spend a lifetime studying this 
question without reaching definitive conclusions. Conversely, 
questions that are too narrow may not yield insights that extend 
beyond the specific case or context you're studying. "Why did 
the 2019 Indian general election result in a BJP victory?" might 
be too narrow because it focuses on a single election outcome 
that may not illuminate broader patterns in Indian politics or 
democratic competition more generally.

When crafting  research question, consider several key cri-
teria. First, is it genuinely unanswered by existing scholarship? 
You should be able to point to specific gaps in the literature that  
research will address. Second, is it theoretically significant? 
Will answering  question advance our understanding of im-
portant political phenomena? Third, is it empirically feasible? 
Do you have access to the data, cases, or evidence necessary 
to answer  question? Consider also the causal logic underlying  
research question. Are you asking why something happened 
(a causal question), how it happened (a process question), or 
what the consequences of something were (an effects ques-
tion)? Each type of question requires different methodological 
approaches and different types of evidence. Being clear about 
the type of question you're asking will help you develop an 
appropriate research strategy.

4.1.3.4 Objectives of the Study

The "Objectives of the Study" section is pivotal in a research 
proposal, articulating the precise aims of  investigation. It 

comprises a main objective, which represents the overarching 
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purpose and central thrust of  research, and several subobjec-
tives, which break down the main objective into specific, mea-
surable issues you intend to examine. For quantitative studies, 
these objectives must be exceptionally clear, concise, and spe-
cific. Each subobjective should focus on a single issue, utilising 
action-oriented verbs like "to determine," "to find out," or "to 
ascertain." 

In contrast, the articulation of objectives in qualitative stud-
ies is inherently less precise, reflecting the exploratory and flex-
ible nature of this research paradigm. The primary aim of quali-
tative research is often understanding experiences, perspectives, 
and meanings as they emerge from the data. Therefore, a broad 
overall objective suffices, allowing researchers the freedom to 
incorporate new insights and adjust their lines of inquiry as 
data collection progresses. Statements like "to understand how 
people cope with racial discrimination" is perfectly acceptable. 
These convey the intent to explore and uncover, rather than to 
confirm or measure. This flexibility is a core strength of qualita-
tive methodology and more detailed objectives can be refined or 
developed after the study is underway or even completed, once 
a deeper understanding of the subject has been achieved.

	�Objectives 
section 
articulates 
precise 
aims; main 
objective plus 
subobjectives

Examples of Study Objectives

Main Objective: To ascertain the impact of immigration on the family.

Subobjectives:

1.	 To determine the impact of immigration on husband/wife roles as perceived by 
immigrants.

2.	 To find out the impact of immigration on marital relations.

3.	 To ascertain perceived changes in parental expectations of children's academic and 
professional achievement.

4.	 To determine perceived changes of attitude towards marriage in the study popula-
tion

	�Qualitative 
objectives less 
precise; reflects 
exploratory 
nature; broad 
objective 
acceptable
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4.1.3.5 Hypotheses

The "Hypotheses to be Tested" section is where researcher 
formally state  assumptions or predictions about the phe-

nomenon that they are studying or the relationships between 
variables they intend to investigate. A hypothesis is essential-
ly a testable statement that guides  research, and if a person 
choose to include them, they are committing to drawing con-
clusions about them in  final report. It is crucial to formulate 
hypotheses using a specific, clear style, often denoting them 
as Hypothesis 1, Hypothesis 2, and so on. While you can have 
multiple hypotheses, it is important to remember that not ev-
ery study requires hypotheses; perfectly valid research can be 
conducted without them, particularly in exploratory qualitative 
approaches. For quantitative studies, hypotheses are typically 
precise, making assumptions about prevalence or correlations. 

4.1.3.6 Study Design

The study design section is the blueprint of  research, de-
tailing the specific methodology researcher plan to employ 

to answer  research questions. This is where one describe the 
overall approach, such as whether it is a case study, descriptive, 
cross-sectional, before-and-after, experimental, or non-exper-
imental design. Beyond merely naming the design, you must 
thoroughly explain its strengths and weaknesses in relation to  
research objectives. A hallmark of a strong study design is its 
clarity and it should be so detailed that another researcher could 
replicate  exact procedures. This section needs to cover critical 
logistical procedures, including identifying  study population 
and whether each element can be identified. Researcher will 
specify wheather they are studying a sample or the total pop-
ulation, and if a sample, how you plan to get in touch with se-
lected participants and obtain their consent. Furthermore, you 
must outline  data collection methods (e.g., interviews, ques-
tionnaires, observation), provide practical details like return 
addresses for mailed questionnaires, mention plans for remind-
ers, explain how confidentiality will be preserved, and provide 
contact information for respondents' queries. 

4.1.3.7 The Setting

The "Setting" section of  research proposal provides a vivid 
backdrop for study, grounding  abstract ideas in a concrete 

environment. Whether  research takes place within an organ-
isation, an agency, or a specific community, or focuses on a 

	�Hypotheses 
are testable 
statements/
predictions; not 
required for all 
studies
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particular group of people, this section is crucial for establish-
ing context and demonstrating  understanding of the research 
environment. If  study involves a group of individuals, then re-
searcher should highlight their salient characteristics, such as 
their history, size, demographic composition, and internal struc-
ture, drawing attention to any relevant pre-existing information 
that might influence  research. For an agency, office, or organi-
zation, description should encompass the main services it pro-
vides, its administrative structure, the typical clientele it serves, 
and any specific internal issues that are central to  research prob-
lem. Similarly, if  focus is a community, briefly describe its key 
features, including its size, a brief social profile outlining the 
composition of its various groups, and any community-specific 
issues that resonate with the central theme of  study. This de-
tailed portrayal ensures that  supervisor and review committees 
understand the practical environment in which  research will 
unfold, allowing them to assess the feasibility and appropriate-
ness of  proposed methods within that specific context.

4.1.3.8 Ethical Issues

Addressing "Ethical Issues" is a non-negotiable component 
of any research proposal, reflecting the paramount impor-

tance academic institutions place on protecting the rights and 
well-being of research participants. One must familiarize thor-
oughly with  institution's specific policy on ethics, as adherence 
to these guidelines is imperative. In  proposal, you are obligated 
to proactively identify any potential ethical concerns that re-
search might raise and articulate precisely how you intend to 
mitigate them. This requires viewing the research process from 
the perspective of  respondents, considering potential "harm"—
whether psychological, physical, or social—and detailing the 
mechanisms you will put in place to prevent or address such 
harm. This includes outlining procedures for informed consent, 
ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, managing data securi-
ty, and providing avenues for participants to withdraw from the 
study or seek clarification. Demonstrating a clear and compre-
hensive plan for ethical conduct not only reflects  responsibility 
as a researcher but also assures reviewers that  study will be 
conducted with integrity, respect, and a commitment to protect-
ing all involved parties.

4.1.3.9 Research Methods and Evidence

The methodology section of  research proposal must accom-
plish several tasks such as explain what methods will be 
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used to answer  research question, justify why these methods 
are appropriate for  research question, and demonstrate that re-
searcher have the skills and resources necessary to implement  
chosen approach. This section should convince readers that  re-
search design will generate credible evidence capable of sup-
porting or refuting  thesis.

Political scientists employ a wide range of research meth-
ods, each with its own strengths and limitations. Quantitative 
methods, such as statistical analysis of large datasets, excel at 
identifying patterns across many cases and testing hypotheses 
about causal relationships. These methods are particularly use-
ful when you have access to numerical data about many obser-
vations and want to test generalizable theories about political 
behavior. Qualitative methods, such as ethnographic research, 
interviews, or archival analysis, are better suited for under-
standing the meanings, processes, and contexts that underlie 
political phenomena. These methods allow you to explore the 
causal mechanisms that link causes to effects and to understand 
how political actors interpret and respond to their circumstanc-
es. Mixed-method approaches combine quantitative and qual-
itative techniques, potentially capturing both the breadth of 
quantitative analysis and the depth of qualitative investigation. 
However, mixed-method research requires expertise in multi-
ple methodological traditions and can be more time-consuming 
and resource-intensive than single-method approaches.

When selecting  research methods, consider several factors. 
First, what type of evidence do you need to answer  research 
question? If you are investigating causal relationships, you will 
need methods that can establish causation rather than mere cor-
relation. If you are exploring meanings or processes, you will 
need methods that can capture the subjective experiences and 
interpretations of political actors. In presenting  methodology, 
be specific about  research design. If a researcher is conducting 
a comparative case study, which cases will be compared and 
why? If researcher is using statistical analysis, what datasets 
will use and what variables will examine? If you are conducting 
interviews, whom will you interview and how will you select  
respondents? Address also the limitations of  chosen approach. 
All research methods have strengths and weaknesses, and ac-
knowledging these limitations demonstrates  methodological 
sophistication. Explain how you will address or minimize these 
limitations, and discuss how the strengths of  approach out-
weigh its weaknesses for  particular research question.

	�Methodology 
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4.1.3.10 Positioning  Contribution

The concluding section of research proposal should return 
to the question of significance, explaining how  research 

will contribute to existing knowledge and why that contribution 
matters. This section should synthesise the various components 
of  proposal to present a compelling case for  research proj-
ect. Begin by reiterating the gap in existing knowledge that  re-
search will address. Remind readers of the limitations in current 
scholarship and explain how  research will fill these gaps. Be 
specific about what new knowledge  research will generate and 
how that knowledge will advance our understanding of political 
phenomena.

Consider multiple dimensions of contribution. Research 
might make theoretical contributions by developing new con-
cepts, refining existing theories, or testing theoretical proposi-
tions in new contexts. It might make empirical contributions by 
examining previously unstudied cases, using new data sourc-
es, or applying innovative analytical techniques. It might make 
methodological contributions by developing new research tech-
niques or demonstrating the value of particular approaches. 
Think also about the broader implications of  research. How 
might  findings inform policy debates or political practice? How 
might they influence how we think about related political phe-
nomena? How might they inspire future research in  field or 
related fields? When positioning  contribution, it is important 
to be both confident and humble. Avoid grandiose claims about 
revolutionizing the field or solving major political problems. 
Instead, focus on making specific, credible claims about how  
research will advance our understanding of particular political 
phenomena.

4.1.4  Diversity in the discipline and proposal writing 

Different subfields of political science present different chal-
lenges and opportunities for research proposal writing. 

Understanding these differences can help to decide specific  ap-
proach needed for particular area of study. For example, if one 
take one of the subfields of political science, that is comparative 
politics, the research in this field is often involves studying po
litical phenomena across different countries or regions. When 
writing proposals in this area, pay particular attention to case 
selection. Why have you chosen to study particular countries 
or regions? What variation in  key variables do these cases pro-

	�Concluding 
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vide? How will comparing these cases help you answer  re-
search question? Address also the challenges of cross-national 
research, such as differences in data availability, language bar-
riers, or varying political contexts.

International relations research frequently involves studying 
interactions between states or other international actors. Pro-
posals in this area should consider questions of level of analysis 
– are you studying individual decision-makers, domestic polit-
ical processes, interstate interactions, or systemic patterns? Be 
clear about the level at which  theory operates and ensure that  
methodology is appropriate for that level of analysis. Indian 
politics research often benefits from extensive data availability 
but faces the challenge of generalizing from the Indian case to 
broader theoretical claims. When writing proposals in this area, 
consider how  findings about Indian politics might inform our 
understanding of political phenomena in other contexts. What 
aspects of Indian politics are unique, and what aspects reflect 
more general patterns?

Public administration and policy research typically focus-
es on how policies are made and implemented. Proposals in 
this area should consider questions of causal inference – how 
will you establish that particular policies or administrative ar-
rangements cause particular outcomes? How will you account 
for the complex, multi-level processes through which policies 
are developed and implemented? Political theory research of-
ten involves analyzing texts, concepts, or normative arguments 
rather than empirical phenomena. Proposals in this area should 
explain clearly what interpretive or analytical approach you 
will take and how you will support  theoretical claims. What 
new insights will  analysis provide about important political 
concepts or thinkers?

4.1.5 Common Drawbacks and How to Avoid Them

Several common mistakes can undermine the effectiveness of 
political science research proposals. Being aware of these 

pitfalls can help to avoid them in research work. One frequent 
mistake is failing to establish clear connections between the 
different components of  proposal.  Literature review should 
lead logically to  research question,  research question should 
inform  methodology, and  methodology should be capable of 
generating evidence relevant to  thesis. If these components 
don't fit together coherently, proposal will seem unfocused and 
unconvincing.
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Another common problem is overambitious scope. Many 
students propose research projects that are far too large for the 
time and resources available to them. Be realistic about what 
you can accomplish. It's better to do a thorough job on a focused 
question than to attempt a superficial treatment of a broad topic. 
Insufficient engagement with existing literature is another fre-
quent weakness. Some students treat the literature review as a 
mere formality, summarizing a few relevant works without re-
ally grappling with the scholarly conversation.  literature review 
should demonstrate deep engagement with existing scholarship 
and should clearly explain how  research will contribute to on-
going debates.

Methodological confusion is also common. Some students 
propose research methods that are inappropriate for their re-
search questions or that they lack the skills to implement effec-
tively. Be honest about  methodological capabilities and choose 
methods that are well-suited to  research question. Finally, 
many students fail to explain clearly why their research mat-
ters. Don't assume that the significance of  research question is 
self-evident. Take the time to explain why  research question is 
important and what broader implications  findings might have.

4.1.6 The Iterative Process of Proposal Writing: An 
Overview

Writing a strong research proposal is rarely a linear pro-
cess. Most successful proposals go through multiple 

drafts, with each iteration refining and strengthening different 
aspects of the argument. Understanding this iterative process 
can help one to approach proposal writing more effectively. Be-
gin with exploratory reading and thinking. Before you can write 
a proposal, you need to understand the scholarly conversation 
surrounding  topic. Read widely in  area of interest, paying at-
tention not just to what scholars have found but also to what 
questions they haven't asked and what methods they haven't 
used. Once you have a general sense of the field, begin drafting  
research question. This will likely go through many iterations as 
you learn more about existing scholarship and refine  thinking 
about what you want to investigate. Don't worry if  initial re-
search question seems too broad or too narrow – the process of 
refinement is part of developing a strong proposal.

As you develop  research question, begin sketching out pos-
sible approaches to answering it. What methods might be appro-
priate? What cases or data sources might you use? What theo-
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retical frameworks might inform  analysis? These initial ideas 
will help you focus  literature review and refine  research ques-
tion. Use the literature review process to further refine  research 
question and begin developing  thesis statement. As you read 
more deeply in  field, you will develop a better sense of what 
has been done and what remains to be done. This knowledge 
will help you identify a research question that is both original 
and significant. Once you have a clear research question and a 
provisional thesis, you can begin developing  methodology in 
more detail. This may require additional reading about research 
methods and may lead you to further refine  research question 
or thesis statement. Throughout this process, seek feedback 
from advisors, peers, and other scholars in  field. They can help 
you identify weaknesses in argument, suggest additional liter-
ature to consider, or recommend methodological approaches 
you hadn't considered. Be open to criticism and willing to re-
vise  proposal based on feedback.

A well-written research proposal serves as more than just 
a document to satisfy degree requirements or secure funding. 
It provides a roadmap for  research, helping you stay focused 
on  central research question and guiding  data collection and 
analysis. The process of writing a proposal forces you to think 
carefully about what you want to study and how you will study 
it, potentially saving you time and effort later in  research pro-
cess. The skills involved in writing a strong research proposal – 
identifying significant research questions, reviewing literature 
critically, designing appropriate methodologies, and presenting 
arguments clearly – are fundamental to success in political sci-
ence. These skills will serve you well not just in  current re-
search project but throughout  career as a scholar.

Remember that even the best research proposals are provi-
sional documents. As you conduct  research, you may discover 
that  initial hypotheses were wrong, that  chosen methods are 
inadequate, or that  research question needs to be refined. This 
is normal and expected. The proposal provides a starting point 
for  investigation, not a rigid blueprint that must be followed 
exactly. Finally, remember that writing a research proposal is 
itself a form of scholarship. The process of identifying gaps in 
existing knowledge, developing research questions, and design-
ing methodologies contributes to the advancement of political 
science even before you begin collecting data. A well-crafted 
proposal demonstrates  ability to think like a scholar and  readi-
ness to contribute to our understanding of political phenomena.

	� Proposal writing 
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The journey from initial curiosity about a political phenome-
non to a fully developed research proposal is challenging but re-
warding. It requires patience, persistence, and intellectual humil-
ity. But for those willing to undertake this journey, the rewards 
are substantial: the opportunity to contribute new knowledge 
to our understanding of political life and to participate in the 
ongoing scholarly conversation that shapes how we understand 
politics and governance in the modern world. By following the 
guidelines outlined in this guide and remaining committed to 
intellectual rigor and scholarly excellence, you can develop re-
search proposals that not only meet academic standards but also 
make meaningful contributions to our understanding of polit-
ical phenomena. The investment in crafting a strong research 
proposal will pay dividends throughout  research process and 
beyond, providing a foundation for scholarly work that can in-
form policy debates, influence political practice, and advance 
our collective understanding of the political world.

Summarised Overview

This unit serves as a comprehensive guide to crafting a compelling research propos-
al, an indispensable blueprint for any academic or professional research endeavor, 

particularly within political science. It underscores the proposal's purpose as a detailed 
plan that not only outlines what, why, and how a study will be conducted but also acts 
as a critical document for securing approvals from committees, funding bodies, and 
supervisors. The unit differentiates between quantitative and qualitative research pro-
posals, highlighting their shared core structure while emphasizing distinct approaches 
to detailing methodologies and objectives. Key components such as the introduction 
(integrating a thematic literature review), clear study objectives, the formulation of hy-
potheses (relevant primarily to quantitative studies), a meticulously detailed study de-
sign, and proactive consideration of ethical issues are thoroughly explored. Ultimately, 
the unit emphasizes that a strong proposal articulates a significant research question, 
demonstrates scholarly rigor through extensive literature engagement, presents a meth-
odologically sound approach, and clearly positions the research's unique contribution 
to the field, serving as a roadmap for future action and a persuasive argument for the 
study's value and feasibility.
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Self-Assessment

1.	 What are the two primary functions of a literature review in the introduction of a 
research proposal?

2.	 How does the specificity of objectives differ between quantitative and qualitative 
research proposals?

3.	 List three key pillars that make a strong political science research proposal.

4.	 Why is it important to consider  intended audience when justifying the significance 
of  research topic?

5.	 Is it always essential to include hypotheses in a research proposal? Explain  answer.

6.	 What does the "funnel approach" refer to in the context of writing a research pro-
posal's introduction?

7.	 Name three types of potential "harm" that researchers must consider when address-
ing ethical issues.

8.	 According to the unit, what is a hallmark characteristic of a good study design?

9.	 Provide two examples of action-oriented verbs commonly used when formulating 
subobjectives.

Assignment 

1.	 Choose a contemporary political phenomenon (e.g., the rise of populism, the im-
pact of social media on elections, climate change policy challenges). Draft the "Pre-
amble/Introduction" and "Description and Justification of  Topic" sections for a 
research proposal on this phenomenon. Ensure  introduction moves from broad to 
specific, integrates relevant literature themes, and  justification clearly articulates 
the theoretical, empirical, and practical significance of  chosen topic for political 
science.

2.	 Objectives and Hypotheses (Quantitative vs. Qualitative):

Scenario A (Quantitative): You are studying the relationship between voter 
turnout rates and levels of local government transparency in a set of democratic 
countries. Formulate a main objective and at least three specific subobjectives for 
this quantitative study. Then, propose at least two testable hypotheses that could 
arise from these objectives.
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Scenario B (Qualitative): You aim to understand the lived experiences of 
individuals who have recently immigrated to a new political system. Formulate a 
suitable overall objective for this qualitative study, explaining why a less precise 
objective is appropriate here.

3.	 Propose a detailed "Study Design" for a political science research project inves-
tigating "the challenges of implementing public health policies in diverse urban 
communities." Clearly state whether you propose a quantitative, qualitative, or 
mixed-methods approach, and justify  choice. Within  design, explicitly address:

a.	 study population and sampling strategy.

b.	 The primary data collection instrument(s) you intend to use.

c.	 At least three potential ethical issues specific to this topic, outlining how 
you plan to mitigate each.
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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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After reading this unit, the learner will be able to:

Research Ethics

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

	f define the core concept of ethics in research and explain its dynamic nature

	f critically evaluate the ethical principles that govern researcher–participant relation-
ships, such as informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity 

	f analyze ethical dilemmas related to providing incentives, seeking sensitive informa-
tion, and avoiding harm to participants

	f describe the ethical responsibilities of researchers concerning bias, methodology, 
reporting, and information use

The pursuit of knowledge through research is a fundamental driver of societal prog-
ress, yet it is inextricably linked with a profound responsibility to conduct such 

inquiries ethically. Just as every profession is guided by an evolving code of conduct, 
research, across all academic and professional fields, operates under a stringent frame-
work of ethical principles. This framework is not static; it continuously adapts to the 
changing ethos, values, needs, and expectations of society and the diverse stakehold-
ers involved. While some professions boast highly developed and rigorously enforced 
ethical guidelines, the fundamental imperative to act ethically permeates all domains, 
particularly in research, where the potential impact on individuals and communities is 
significant.

Informed Consent, Confidentiality, Anonymity, Non-Maleficence, Bias, Plagiarism, 
Data Security, Transparency, Academic Freedom

Keywords
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Discussion

The pursuit of knowledge through research is a cornerstone 
of societal progress, yet it is inextricably linked with a pro-

found responsibility to conduct such inquiries ethically. Just 
as every profession is guided by an evolving code of conduct, 
research, across all academic and professional fields, operates 
under a stringent framework of ethical principles. This frame-
work is not static; it continuously adapts to the changing ethos, 
values, needs, and expectations of society and the stakeholders 
involved. While some professions boast highly developed and 
rigorously enforced ethical guidelines, the fundamental im-
perative to act ethically permeates all domains, particularly in 
research, where the potential impact on individuals and com-
munities is significant.

4.2.1 The Concept of Ethics: Defining Principles and 
Practices

At its core, "ethics" refers to principles of conduct that are 
considered correct, especially those of a given profession 

or group. This definition immediately raises a series of critical 
questions that underpin the entire discourse on ethical research: 
What precisely are these "principles of conduct"? Who holds 
the authority to determine them? And whose judgment dictates 
what is "considered correct"? These inquiries are not merely 
academic; they are part of the moral responsibility in research.

The dynamic nature of society necessitates that ethical codes 
are not immutable. What was deemed ethical in the past may 
no longer be acceptable today, and current practices may face 
scrutiny in the future. This continuous evolution is driven by 
shifts in societal values, technological advancements that open 
new avenues for research, and changing expectations regard-
ing professional accountability. Consequently, any judgment 
about the ethicality of a particular research practice is inherent-
ly made against the backdrop of the prevailing code of conduct 
at that specific point in time. This fluidity underscores the need 
for researchers to remain vigilant and adaptable in their ethical 
considerations.

While a universal code of conduct applicable uniformly 
across all professions is impractical due to the inherent differ-
ences in services and delivery mechanisms, there are undeni-
able commonalities. Each profession, from medicine and law to 
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technology, 
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professional 
standards
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psychology and social sciences, has developed its distinct code 
of ethics, often supplemented by specific guidelines for research 
within their domain. For researchers, particularly in the social 
sciences, understanding these discipline-specific codes is para-
mount. However, certain behaviors are universally condemned 
as unethical in research, regardless of the field. These include, 
but are not limited to, causing harm to individuals, breaching 
confidentiality, improper use of information, and introducing 
bias into the research process. Any moral quandary stemming 
from such actions forms the basis of ethical conduct in research.

The crucial question of "who determines" what is correct and 
"who judges" adherence to these principles falls primarily to the 
collective body of professionals within a discipline or, increas-
ingly, to government and institutional oversight organisations. 
These entities are responsible for collectively developing, refin-
ing, and enforcing professional codes of conduct, and for estab-
lishing mechanisms to assess compliance and impose penalties 
for non-adherence. For social science researchers, the focus is 
on ethical issues that are broadly applicable across disciplines 
within this field, ensuring a common understanding of responsi-
ble research practices.

4.2.2 Stakeholders in Research: A Multifaceted Ethical 
Landscape

Research is never an isolated activity. It involves a complex 
interplay of various parties, each with their own interests, 

perspectives, and potential vulnerabilities. Understanding these 
"stakeholders" is fundamental to comprehensively addressing 
ethical considerations. Broadly, the primary stakeholders in any 
research activity can be categorized into three groups. They 
are the research participants or subjects, the researcher and the 
funding body. 

The research participants or subjects are the individuals, 
groups, or communities who directly or indirectly provide in-
formation, engage in experiments, or are otherwise studied 
by the researcher. The definition of a "research participant" is 
broad and context-dependent. In medicine, public health, epi-
demiology, and nursing, participants include patients, non-pa-
tients involved in studies, and individuals participating in drug 
trials or treatment effectiveness experiments. Service providers, 
managers, and planners who contribute information or are af-
fected by the study's findings are also considered stakeholders. 
In the social sciences, this category encompasses individuals, 

	�While 
professions 
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groups, and communities offering insights into phenomena, 
situations, issues, or interactions. For instance, in social work 
and psychology, participants might include clients and non-cli-
ents of an agency, social workers, or psychologists themselves, 
providing data on problem magnitude, community needs, or 
intervention efficacy. In marketing, consumers and non-con-
sumers of products offer information on consumption patterns, 
while in education, students, teachers, and the broader com-
munity participate in educational research. Essentially, anyone 
from whom information is collected or who is the subject of 
study falls under this critical stakeholder group. The ethical 
treatment of research participants is arguably the most critical 
area of concern in research ethics. The very act of collecting in-
formation from individuals raises fundamental questions about 
rights, privacy, and potential intrusion. 

The researcher includes any individual who collects infor-
mation for the explicit purpose of understanding, consolidat-
ing, enhancing, or developing professional knowledge, while 
adhering to accepted codes of conduct. Researchers come from 
diverse academic disciplines and bear a significant ethical re-
sponsibility for the design, execution, and dissemination of 
their studies. Their integrity, objectivity, and commitment to 
ethical principles are paramount to the credibility and valid-
ity of the research enterprise. Before embarking on any data 
collection, a researcher has an ethical obligation to thoroughly 
consider and articulate the relevance and usefulness of the re-
search. If a researcher cannot convincingly justify the signifi-
cance of their study, they are effectively wasting respondents' 
valuable time and potentially imposing undue burden, which 
is inherently unethical. This justification extends beyond mere 
academic curiosity; it requires a demonstrable link between 
the proposed inquiry and a tangible contribution to knowledge, 
policy, or practice that benefits society or a specific communi-
ty. This initial ethical gatekeeping ensures that research is pur-
poseful and respectful of participants' time and effort.

Lastly the funding body are the organizations responsible 
for financing research activities. This can include business or-
ganizations, pharmaceutical companies, government agencies, 
semi-government entities, voluntary organizations, research in-
stitutions, and academic bodies. Funding is typically provided 
for specific purposes, and funding bodies often have their own 
sets of expectations, objectives, and sometimes, vested inter-
ests that could potentially influence the research process or the 
interpretation and dissemination of findings.
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The diverse interests, perspectives, purposes, aims, and mo-
tivations of these stakeholder categories underscore the critical 
need for robust ethical oversight. It is imperative to ensure that 
research is not unduly influenced by the self-interest of any sin-
gle party and, most importantly, that no party is harmed by the 
research activity or its outcomes. Therefore, examining ethical 
conduct in research requires a nuanced approach, considering 
the specific obligations and potential impacts concerning each 
stakeholder group.

4.2.3 Informed Consent: The Cornerstone of Ethical 
Participation

Informed consent is the bedrock of ethical research involving 
human participants. It signifies that individuals voluntarily 

agree to participate in a study after being fully apprised of its 
nature, purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits. This is 
not a mere formality but an ongoing process of communication 
and understanding. Key elements of informed consent include 
voluntariness and Information and capacity and documentation. 
Participation must be entirely voluntary, free from coercion, 
undue influence, or pressure. Participants must understand that 
they have the right to refuse to participate or to withdraw at any 
point without penalty. Participants must receive comprehensive 
information about the research in a clear, understandable, and 
accessible language. This includes:

a.	 The purpose of the research and its expected duration.

b.	 The procedures involved, including what will be asked of 
them.

c.	 Any foreseeable risks or discomforts (physical, psycholog-
ical, social, economic, legal).

d.	 Any potential benefits to the participant or to others.

e.	 Alternatives to participation, if applicable (e.g., in clinical 
trials).

f.	 The extent of confidentiality or anonymity.

g.	 Contact information for the researcher and for an indepen-
dent ethics committee or institutional review board (IRB) 
for questions about rights.

Other key aspects of informed consent are capacity and doc-
umentation. Capacity means participants must have the mental 
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capacity to understand the information provided and to make 
a reasoned decision about participation. Special considerations 
and safeguards are required for vulnerable populations (e.g., 
children, individuals with cognitive impairments, prisoners), 
where consent may need to be obtained from a legal guard-
ian or proxy, alongside assent from the participant themselves 
where appropriate. Documentation means that consent is typ-
ically documented in writing (e.g., a signed consent form), 
though oral consent may be appropriate in specific contexts 
(e.g., certain ethnographic studies) if justified and approved by 
an ethics committee.

Another matter that needs important attention  in the dis-
cussion on  informed consent is the issues of incentives that 
are offered to respondents. The practice of offering incentives 
to respondents for their participation in a study presents a nu-
anced ethical dilemma. Some researchers view providing in-
centives as entirely proper, considering it a fair compensation 
for the participants' time, effort, and potential inconvenience. 
Conversely, others argue that offering inducements is inherent-
ly unethical, as it could potentially compromise the voluntari-
ness of participation by creating undue influence or pressure, 
particularly for individuals in vulnerable economic or social 
circumstances.

From an ethical standpoint, the critical distinction lies in the 
nature and timing of the incentive. In the author's experience, 
the primary motivation for most individuals to participate in 
research is not the incentive itself, but rather a genuine rec-
ognition of the study's importance and potential contribution. 
Therefore, offering a small gift or token of appreciation after 
the information has been collected is generally considered eth-
ically acceptable. This acts as a gesture of gratitude without 
influencing the decision to participate. However, providing 
a present or significant inducement before data collection is 
widely regarded as unethical. Such pre-emptive incentives can 
unduly influence an individual's decision, potentially coercing 
participation from those who might otherwise decline, thereby 
undermining the fundamental principle of voluntary informed 
consent. The incentive should never be so substantial as to 
make refusal seem like a hardship.

4.2.4 Seeking Sensitive Information: Navigating Priva-
cy and Necessity

The pursuit of certain types of information can pose a sig-
nificant ethical dilemma for researchers. Information that 
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touches upon deeply personal, private, or potentially stigmatiz-
ing aspects of an individual's life can be regarded as sensitive or 
confidential, and its solicitation may be perceived as an invasion 
of privacy. Asking such questions can cause discomfort, embar-
rassment, or even distress to a respondent. Yet, paradoxically, if 
a researcher refrains from asking for this sensitive information, 
it may become impossible to pursue a crucial line of inquiry, 
thereby hindering the advancement of knowledge in a vital area.

Examples of information often considered intrusive include 
questions pertaining to sexual behavior, illicit drug use, shop-
lifting, or other illegal activities. Even seemingly innocuous 
questions about marital status, income, or age can be perceived 
as an invasion of privacy by some individuals, depending on 
cultural context and personal boundaries. In the process of data 
collection, researchers must therefore exercise extreme care and 
sensitivity regarding the potential discomfort of their respon-
dents.

The dilemma for the researcher is whether the necessity of 
obtaining such sensitive information outweighs the potential for 
participant discomfort or perceived invasion of privacy. From 
an ethical perspective, it is generally considered permissible to 
ask sensitive and intrusive questions provided that the research-
er clearly and frankly informs respondents about the precise na-
ture of the information that will be sought. Participants must be 
given sufficient time to deliberate and make an autonomous de-
cision about whether they are willing to share such information, 
entirely without any major inducement that could compromise 
their free will. Transparency and respect for autonomy are para-
mount here; participants must be fully empowered to decline to 
answer any question they deem too personal or uncomfortable, 
without fear of reprisal.

4.2.5 Confidentiality and Anonymity: Protecting Partic-
ipant Privacy

Protecting the privacy of research participants is a fundamen-
tal ethical obligation. This involves two distinct, but relat-

ed, concepts Confidentiality and Anonymity. Confidentiality 
means that the researcher knows the identity of the participant 
but promises not to reveal it to others. All information shared by 
the participant will be kept private and will not be linked back 
to their identity in any reports or publications. Researchers must 
implement robust data security measures to protect confidential 
information (e.g., password-protected files, encrypted data, se-
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cure storage of physical records). Anonymity is a stronger form 
of privacy protection, where even the researcher does not know 
the identity of the participant. This is often achieved through 
methods like anonymous surveys or online questionnaires 
where no identifying information is collected. Anonymity is 
the ideal for maximizing privacy, but it is not always feasible 
depending on the research design. Researchers must clearly ex-
plain the extent of confidentiality or anonymity to participants 
during the informed consent process. Any limitations to these 
protections (e.g., legal requirements to report certain informa-
tion, such as child abuse) must be explicitly stated.

4.2.6 Avoiding Harm: The Principle of Non-Malefi-
cence

The ethical principle of non-maleficence dictates that re-
searchers must strive to do no harm to their participants. 

This extends beyond physical harm to encompass psychologi-
cal, emotional, social, economic, and legal harm. Researchers 
must anticipate potential risks and implement safeguards to 
minimize them. Examples include:

•	 Psychological Harm: Asking sensitive questions that 
could trigger distress, anxiety, or trauma. Researchers 
must provide resources (e.g., referral to counseling ser-
vices) if such distress is anticipated or occurs.

•	 Social Harm: Revealing information that could lead to 
social stigma, discrimination, or damage to reputation.

•	 Economic Harm: Participation leading to financial loss 
or undue burden.

•	 Legal Harm: Participation leading to legal repercus-
sions.

If any potential for harm exists, researchers must detail the 
mechanisms in place to deal with it, including debriefing pro-
cedures, support services, and clear communication channels 
for participants to raise concerns.

4.2.7 Right to Withdraw: Upholding Autonomy

Participants must be explicitly informed of their right to 
withdraw from the study at any point, without penalty or 

loss of benefits to which they are otherwise entitled. This right 
underscores the principle of autonomy and ensures that par-
ticipation remains voluntary throughout the research process. 
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Researchers must respect a participant's decision to withdraw 
and immediately cease data collection from that individual, re-
moving their data from the study if requested and feasible.

4.2.8 Fair Treatment and Justice: Equitable Selection 
and Benefits

The principle of justice in research ethics requires that the 
benefits and burdens of research are distributed fairly. This 

means:

•	 Equitable Selection: Participants should be selected fair-
ly, avoiding the exploitation of vulnerable populations 
or the exclusion of groups who could benefit from the 
research without scientific justification.

•	 Fair Compensation (if applicable): If participants are 
compensated, the compensation should be fair and not 
constitute undue inducement that compromises volun-
tariness.

•	 Fair Access to Benefits: If the research yields benefits 
(e.g., new treatments), these should be made accessible 
to all participants or relevant communities in an equita-
ble manner, where appropriate.

4.2.9 Post-Participation Responsibilities

When it comes to the ethics of research, a researcher's re-
sponsibilities extend well beyond the data collection 

phase. A crucial post-participation responsibility is debriefing, 
especially in studies that involve deception or have the poten-
tial to cause distress. Debriefing is a mandatory ethical practice 
that involves fully explaining the true purpose of the study to 
the participant. If any deception was used, the researcher must 
clarify what was misrepresented and why it was necessary for 
the study's validity, ensuring the deception was minimal and 
ethically justified. This process also serves to correct any mis-
conceptions the participant may have developed during the ex-
periment. The ultimate goal is to minimize any potential harm 
or negative effects the participant might have experienced. For 
instance, if a study on social conformity led a participant to feel 
isolated or anxious, the debriefing session would address these 
feelings directly. In cases where significant distress may have 
occurred, the researcher must also provide contact information 
for support services, such as counseling centers, demonstrating 
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a commitment to the participant's well-being even after their 
involvement in the study has concluded.

4.2.10 Data Management and Storage: Ensuring Secu-
rity and Privacy

In research ethics, data management is a critical responsibility 
that extends across the entire data lifecycle, from collection 

to disposal. A key component of this is data security, which 
involves protecting sensitive information from unauthorized 
access, loss, or misuse. This is achieved through measures like 
encryption, secure storage—both physical and digital—and 
strict access controls that limit who can view or handle the data. 
Researchers must also develop a clear data retention policy, 
outlining how long the data will be stored and the justification 
for that period. Upon expiration of this period, the data must be 
securely destroyed or archived to prevent misuse.

The ethical considerations for data management also extend 
to the practice of data sharing. A major debate in this area is 
how to balance the need for open science and reproducibili-
ty with the absolute requirement to protect participant privacy. 
When sharing data, researchers must ensure it is thoroughly an-
onymized or de-identified, stripping away any information that 
could potentially be used to identify a participant. This process, 
however, can sometimes reduce the dataset's utility for other 
researchers. Therefore, researchers must also establish appro-
priate data use agreements to govern how the shared data can 
be accessed and used by others, ensuring ethical standards are 
maintained even after the initial study is complete.

4.2.11 Transparency and Integrity in Reporting: Avoid-
ing Bias and Misrepresentation

Ethical conduct is paramount in the reporting and dissem-
ination of research findings, ensuring the integrity and 

trustworthiness of the scientific process. Researchers have a 
fundamental responsibility to report accurately by presenting 
their findings honestly, without any form of manipulation, fab-
rication, or falsification of data. This means all results, whether 
they support the hypothesis or not, must be included. A key 
aspect of this is the transparent acknowledgment of a study's 
limitations. Researchers must openly discuss any methodolog-
ical constraints, potential biases, or factors that could influence 
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the interpretation of their results. This honesty helps other re-
searchers and the public to properly contextualize the findings.

Furthermore, ethical reporting requires strict adherence 
to academic honesty. This means meticulously avoiding pla-
giarism, which is the act of presenting another person's work, 
ideas, or words as your own without proper attribution. Every 
source must be correctly cited to give credit where it is due. Re-
searchers are also obligated to disclose conflicts of interest. This 
involves clearly stating any potential financial, professional, or 
personal relationships that could be perceived as influencing 
the research design, data analysis, or the interpretation of the 
results. By doing so, researchers maintain transparency and al-
low others to assess any potential bias. Finally, researchers must 
disseminate responsibly, sharing their findings in a timely and 
accessible manner to relevant stakeholders and the public. This 
ensures that the knowledge gained is not only for a select few 
but contributes to the collective good, upholding the principle 
that research should serve the broader community.

In short, ethical considerations in research are not merely a 
compliance checklist but a continuous commitment to uphold-
ing the dignity, rights, and well-being of all involved parties. 
By meticulously addressing these issues from the initial con-
ceptualization of a study through to its dissemination, research-
ers ensure that their pursuit of knowledge is conducted with the 
highest standards of integrity and social responsibility.

4.2.12 Avoiding Bias

Bias on the part of the researcher is unequivocally unethical. 
It is crucial to distinguish bias from subjectivity. Subjec-

tivity, as previously discussed, is an inherent aspect of human 
perception and is influenced by a researcher's educational back-
ground, training, philosophical perspective, and competence. 
While subjectivity shapes the lens through which a researcher 
views the world and frames their inquiry, it is not inherently un-
ethical. Bias, however, is a deliberate attempt either to conceal 
findings, manipulate data, or to disproportionately highlight or 
suppress certain information to serve a predetermined agenda 
or personal interest, rather than reflecting the true existence or 
prevalence of phenomena. Introducing bias into a research ac-
tivity is an absolute ethical transgression. If a researcher finds 
themselves unable to control their personal biases to the extent 
that it compromises the integrity of the research, they have an 
ethical obligation to refrain from engaging in that research. It is 
the deliberate distortion or manipulation (bias) that is unethical, 
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not the inherent perspective (subjectivity). Researchers must 
employ methods to minimize bias, such as blinding, random-
ization, triangulation, and peer review.

4.2.13 Using Inappropriate Research Methodology: A 
Breach of Scientific Integrity

A researcher has a fundamental ethical obligation to employ 
appropriate methodology, drawing upon their knowledge 

base and the established standards of their discipline, when 
conducting a study. It is unequivocally unethical to deliberately 
utilize a method or procedure that one knows to be inappropri-
ate or flawed, particularly if the intent is to manipulate or skew 
findings to prove or disprove a predetermined outcome. Exam-
ples of such unethical methodological practices include: Delib-
erately choosing participants in a way that is not representative 
of the target population, thereby ensuring a desired outcome; 
Employing data collection tools that do not accurately mea-
sure what they purport to measure, or that yield inconsistent 
results and interpreting data in a way that is not logically or 
empirically supported by the evidence, or making claims that 
extend beyond the scope of the study's findings. Such actions 
constitute a severe breach of scientific integrity, undermining 
the credibility of the research and potentially leading to mis-
informed decisions based on flawed evidence. Ethical research 
demands methodological rigor and a commitment to objective 
inquiry, even if the findings challenge the researcher's initial 
assumptions.

4.2.14 Incorrect Reporting: The Imperative of Trans-
parency

The ethical responsibility of a researcher extends profoundly 
to the accurate and unbiased reporting of their findings. To 

report results in a manner that deliberately changes, slants, or 
selectively presents them to serve one's own interests or the 
interests of another party (e.g., a funding body) is fundamen-
tally unethical. Correct, transparent, and unbiased reporting of 
findings are non-negotiable characteristics of ethical research 
practice. This includes:

a.	 Never inventing data or results, or manipulating existing 
data to achieve a desired outcome.

b.	 Reporting all relevant findings, even those that contradict 
the researcher's hypotheses or expectations. Selective re-
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porting of only favorable results is a form of bias.

c.	 Ensuring that statistical analyses, graphs, and textual de-
scriptions accurately reflect the data.

d.	 Transparently discussing the limitations of the study's de-
sign, methodology, and generalizability.

e.	 Avoiding plagiarism by correctly citing all sources and ac-
knowledging contributions from others.

Incorrect reporting not only misleads the scientific commu-
nity and the public but also erodes trust in research as a whole.

4.2.15 Inappropriate Use of the Information: Protecting 
Post-Research Impact

The ethical responsibility of a researcher does not cease once 
data is collected and findings are reported. A crucial consid-

eration is how the information obtained from respondents will 
ultimately be used. The use of information in a way that direct-
ly or indirectly adversely affects the respondents or the study 
population is unethical. Researchers must proactively consider 
and resolve potential scenarios where their findings could be 
misused or could inadvertently cause harm.

A common dilemma arises when research is conducted for 
an organization, and its findings, while beneficial to the orga-
nization as a whole, might be detrimental to some individuals 
within it. The example of a study examining the feasibility of re-
structuring an organization is pertinent: restructuring might lead 
to greater efficiency and overall organizational benefit, but it 
could simultaneously result in job losses or negative impacts for 
specific employees. The ethical question then becomes: Should 
a researcher ask respondents for information that is likely to be 
used against some of them?

In such complex situations, the author's opinion suggests that 
it is ethical to ask such questions provided that the researcher 
explicitly and transparently informs respondents of the potential 
uses of the information, including the possibility of its being 
used against some of them. Participants must then be given the 
autonomy to decide if they still wish to participate, fully aware 
of the potential consequences. Some individuals may choose to 
participate for the perceived greater good of the organization, 
even if it carries a personal risk, while others may opt out. How-
ever, it remains unequivocally unethical in research to identify or 
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single out either those who participated despite potential harm 
or those who chose not to participate. The researcher's role is to 
provide objective information, not to be an agent of adverse ac-
tion against individuals. This requires careful thought about the 
long-term implications of research findings and the researcher's 
moral obligation to advocate for the ethical use of their work.

4.2.16 Ethical Issues Regarding the Sponsoring Orga-
nization

A significant portion of social science research is conduct-
ed with financial support from sponsoring organizations. 

These funds are typically provided for specific objectives, such 
as program development or evaluation, assessing effectiveness 
or efficiency, studying policy impact, testing products, or ex-
amining group behavior. While funding is essential, it can in-
troduce ethical complexities related to the sponsor's influence 
and the potential misuse of research findings.

Sponsoring organizations may, either directly or indirect-
ly, attempt to exert control over the research process. This can 
manifest in various ways: they might dictate the methodolo-
gy to be used, prohibit the publication of specific findings that 
do not align with their interests, or impose other restrictions 
that impede the researcher's ability to obtain and disseminate 
accurate, unbiased information. Both the imposition of such 
controls by the sponsoring organization and the acceptance of 
these controls by the researcher are ethically problematic. Such 
restrictions constitute undue interference in the research pro-
cess and can amount to the sponsoring organization attempting 
to tailor research findings to meet its vested interests, rather 
than allowing for objective inquiry.

Researchers must guard their academic freedom and sci-
entific independence. While acknowledging the sponsor's ob-
jectives, the researcher's primary ethical commitment is to the 
truth and to the integrity of the research process. It is crucial for 
researchers to negotiate clear agreements with sponsors regard-
ing publication rights, data ownership, and intellectual inde-
pendence before commencing the research. Accepting funding 
under conditions that compromise the researcher's ability to re-
port findings accurately and impartially is unethical.
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4.2.17 Plagiarism

Plagiarism is a grave ethical offense in research, fundamen-
tally undermining the integrity of scholarly work. It encom-

passes the act of using another person's words, ideas, results, or 
published work without providing proper and explicit attribu-
tion. This includes not only direct copying but also paraphrasing 
or summarizing without acknowledging the original source. A 
critical and often overlooked aspect is self-plagiarism, which 
involves reusing one's own previously published work without 
appropriate disclosure or citation, effectively presenting it as 
new material. The core ethical breach in plagiarism lies in mis-
representing someone else's intellectual property as one's own, 
thereby deceiving the audience and denying credit to the origi-
nal creator. In an academic and professional environment built 
on trust and the cumulative advancement of knowledge, such 
deception erodes credibility and can lead to severe consequenc-
es for the perpetrator.

To effectively avoid plagiarism, a researcher must adopt rig-
orous practices throughout their research and writing process. 
The most fundamental principle is always to cite  sources. This 
means accurately referencing every piece of information, idea, 
or direct quotation that is not  original thought or common 
knowledge. When quoting directly, use quotation marks and 
provide the exact page number (if applicable) alongside the au-
thor and year. When paraphrasing or summarizing, ensure that 
you rephrase the ideas in  own words while still crediting the 
original author. It's crucial to understand that simply changing 
a few words in a sentence is not sufficient; true paraphrasing 
requires a genuine understanding and restatement of the source 
material. Maintaining meticulous notes during the research 
phase, clearly distinguishing between  own thoughts and those 
from external sources, is an invaluable preventative measure.

Furthermore, with the advent of sophisticated digital tools, 
there is increasingly "no room for accidental plagiarism." Re-
searchers should proactively utilize plagiarism detection soft-
ware (many institutions provide access to such tools) to conduct 
internal checks on their papers or reports before submission for 
publication or distribution. This software can identify instanc-
es of inadvertent duplication or insufficient citation, allowing 
authors to correct them before formal review. It is also good 
practice for authors to include a statement in the acknowledge-
ment section confirming that such internal checks have been 
performed. By adhering to these practices – diligent citation, 
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careful paraphrasing, and leveraging available technological 
aids – researchers can uphold the highest standards of academ-
ic integrity and ensure their work is ethically sound.

In essence, ethical considerations in research are far more 
than a mere checklist of compliance items; they represent a 
continuous, dynamic commitment to upholding the dignity, 
rights, and well-being of all individuals and entities involved 
in the research process. From the initial conceptualization of 
a study to the final dissemination of its findings, researchers 
are ethically bound to act with integrity, respect, and profound 
social responsibility. This involves meticulously securing in-
formed consent, rigorously protecting privacy and confiden-
tiality, diligently avoiding and mitigating any potential harm, 
maintaining unwavering objectivity and avoiding bias, ensur-
ing methodological appropriateness, and reporting findings 
with absolute transparency. Furthermore, researchers must 
navigate the complex ethical landscape involving funding bod-
ies, safeguarding their independence and ensuring that research 
is never manipulated for vested interests. By integrating these 
ethical principles into every facet of their work, researchers not 
only uphold the highest standards of scientific inquiry but also 
contribute to a research ecosystem that is trustworthy, benefi-
cial, and truly serves the greater good of society.

Summarised Overview

This unit provides a comprehensive exploration of ethical considerations in research, 
emphasizing their critical importance in ensuring the integrity and responsible con-

duct of any study. It begins by defining the core concept of "ethics" and highlighting the 
dynamic nature of ethical codes, which evolve with societal values and technological 
advancements. The unit then identifies the key stakeholders in research – participants, 
researchers, and funding bodies – underscoring the need for nuanced ethical oversight 
concerning each group's interests and potential vulnerabilities. A significant portion is 
dedicated to ethical issues related to research participants, covering the necessity of 
informed consent (including voluntariness, information, and capacity), the careful han-
dling of incentives, navigating sensitive information, and the paramount principle of 
avoiding harm. Furthermore, it delves into the ethical responsibilities of the researcher 
themselves, addressing issues such as avoiding bias, using appropriate methodology, 
ensuring correct reporting, and the ethical use of information. Finally, the unit examines 
ethical considerations concerning sponsoring organizations, particularly regarding po-
tential restrictions on academic freedom and the misuse of research findings. In essence, 
Unit 2 stresses that ethics in research is a continuous commitment to upholding dignity, 
rights, and well-being, ensuring that the pursuit of knowledge is conducted with the 
highest standards of integrity and social responsibility.
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Self-Assessment

1.	 What does "ethics" mean in the context of research, and why are ethical codes not 
immutable?

2.	 Name the three primary categories of stakeholders in research and provide an ex-
ample for each.

3.	 List the three criteria that all informed-consent procedures must meet.

4.	 Explain the ethical distinction between offering a small gift after data collection 
versus a significant inducement before data collection.

5.	 What types of information are often considered "sensitive," and what ethical obli-
gation does a researcher have when seeking such information?

6.	 Define "minimal risk" in the context of avoiding harm to research participants.

7.	 Differentiate between "confidentiality" and "anonymity" in research.

8.	 How does "bias" differ from "subjectivity" for a researcher, and which is consid-
ered unethical?

9.	 Provide two examples of unethical methodological practices.

10.	Why is it unethical for a researcher to allow their research findings to be used as a 
false justification by a sponsoring organization?

Assignments

1.	 You are conducting a study on the experiences of a vulnerable population (e.g., 
homeless youth, undocumented immigrants). Design an informed consent process 
for this study, detailing how you would address voluntariness, information disclo-
sure, and capacity, given the specific vulnerabilities of  target group.

2.	  research requires asking participants about their involvement in illegal activities. 
Discuss the ethical dilemmas this presents. Outline the specific steps you would 
take to inform participants, ensure their autonomy, and minimize any potential psy-
chological, social, or legal harm.

3.	 A researcher discovers that a portion of their collected data contradicts their initial 
hypothesis and the expectations of their funding body. Discuss the ethical respon-
sibilities of the researcher in this situation regarding reporting, bias, and potential 
conflicts of interest.

4.	 A sponsoring organization insists that you use a specific, but methodologically 
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questionable, sampling technique that would likely skew the results in their favour. 
Discuss the ethical issues involved in this scenario for both the researcher and the 
sponsoring organization. How should the researcher respond?

5.	 You have collected highly sensitive qualitative interview data. Propose a compre-
hensive plan for data management and storage, addressing data security, retention, 
and potential data sharing, ensuring maximum protection of participant privacy and 
confidentiality.

6.	 Describe a hypothetical scenario involving a researcher committing either inten-
tional plagiarism or self-plagiarism. Explain the specific ethical breach in the sce-
nario and outline the steps the researcher should have taken to avoid it, drawing 
directly from the guidelines provided in this unit.
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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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After reading this unit, the learner will be able to:

Finalizing the Research 
Report

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

	f structure research reports using appropriate organizational frameworks that enhance 

readability and logical flow

	f apply various citation and referencing styles accurately and consistently, with partic-

ular emphasis on political science conventions

	f understand systematic approaches to revising and proofreading that improve clarity, 

coherence, and academic rigor

	f adapt writing style and structure to different audiences while maintaining scholarly 

standards

The final stage of any research project involves transforming raw findings and anal-
ysis into a coherent, well-structured, and professionally presented research report. 

This unit focuses on the critical skills needed to organize, document, and refine political 
science research into a compelling and academically rigorous final product. Students 
will learn to structure their research reports effectively, master proper citation and refer-
encing techniques, and develop systematic approaches to revision and proofreading that 
ensure clarity, accuracy, and scholarly integrity.

Political science research reports serve multiple audiences and purposes, from ac-
ademic assessment to policy recommendations and public discourse. Since the word 
report often refers to a specific form of writing, it is useful to clarify here that the term 
is being used in a broader sense to include all forms of academic writing, such as theses, 
dissertations, journal articles, and similar outputs. The ability to communicate research 
findings clearly and persuasively is therefore not merely an academic exercise but a 
fundamental skill for political scientists working in academia, government, think tanks, 
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and civil society organizations. This unit provides the practical tools and theoretical 
understanding necessary to produce research reports that meet the highest standards of 
scholarly communication.

 Abstract, Literature Review, Methodology, Discussion Section, Referencing Citation, 
Plagiarism, Revision, Proofreading

Keywords

Discussion

4.3.1 The Architecture of Academic Writing

The organization of a research report serves as its intellectual 
architecture, guiding readers through complex arguments 

and evidence in a logical and persuasive manner. In political 
science, where research often addresses contentious issues and 
competing interpretations, the structure of presentation can sig-
nificantly influence how findings are received and understood. 
A well-organized report not only facilitates comprehension but 
also demonstrates the researcher's analytical rigor and profes-
sional competence.

The traditional academic structure has evolved over centu-
ries to serve specific epistemological functions. Each section of 
a research report serves a distinct purpose in writing and sup-
porting the overall argument. The introduction establishes the 
intellectual context and research problem, the literature review 
positions the study within existing scholarship, the methodolo-
gy section provides the foundation for evaluating findings, the 
results section presents evidence systematically, the discussion 
interprets findings within broader theoretical frameworks, and 
the conclusion synthesises insights and their implications.

However, political science research often requires adap-
tations to this basic structure. Comparative studies may need 
multiple case study sections, policy analysis reports might re-
quire extensive background sections on institutional contexts, 
and theoretical papers may emphasise conceptual development 
over empirical findings. Understanding when and how to mod-

	�How report 
structure 
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types
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ify standard structures while maintaining logical coherence is a 
crucial skill for political science researchers.

4.3.2 Core Components of Political Science Research 
Reports
4.3.2.1 Abstract

The abstract serves as the gateway to  research, often deter-
mining whether readers will engage with the full report. 

In political science, abstracts must efficiently communicate 
not only what was studied and found, but also why it matters 
for understanding political phenomena. A well-crafted abstract 
typically ranges from 150-300 words and includes four key el-
ements: the research problem or question, the methodological 
approach, the main findings, and the broader significance of the 
results.

Political science abstracts face unique challenges because 
they must often bridge academic and policy audiences. Aca-
demic readers seek theoretical contributions and methodologi-
cal rigor, while policy audiences focus on practical implications 
and actionable insights. The most effective abstracts achieve 
this balance by clearly articulating both the scholarly contribu-
tion and the real-world relevance of the research. When writ-
ing abstracts, avoid jargon and overly technical language while 
maintaining precision. Each sentence should add value, build-
ing toward a compelling case for why the research matters. 
The abstract should be comprehensible to intelligent readers 
outside  specific subfield while providing sufficient detail for 
specialists to understand  contribution.

4.3.2.2 Introduction: Establishing Context and 
Purpose

The introduction sets the stage for  entire research report, es-
tablishing not only what you studied but why it matters and 

how it contributes to broader understanding of political phe-
nomena. Effective introductions in political science typically 
begin with a hook that illustrates the real-world significance 
of the research problem, then narrow to the specific research 
questions and theoretical framework guiding the study.

The introduction should accomplish several key objectives 
within the first few pages. First, it must establish the political 
significance of the research problem, connecting specific ques-
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tions to broader issues of governance, power, rights, or political 
behavior. Second, it should preview the main argument or the-
sis, giving readers a roadmap for the analysis to follow. Third, it 
needs to situate the study within relevant theoretical and empir-
ical contexts without duplicating the literature review.

Political science introductions often benefit from opening 
with concrete examples or current events that illustrate the re-
search problem. This approach immediately establishes rele-
vance while avoiding abstract theoretical discussions that may 
lose readers' attention. However, the introduction should quick-
ly move from specific illustrations to broader analytical frame-
works, demonstrating how particular cases connect to general 
patterns or theoretical insights.

4.3.2.3 Literature Review: Positioning  Research

The literature review serves multiple functions beyond sim-
ply summarizing existing research. It establishes the the-

oretical foundation for  study, identifies gaps or controversies 
in current understanding, and positions  research as addressing 
important unresolved questions. In political science, literature 
reviews must often navigate extensive and sometimes contra-
dictory scholarship while building a compelling case for the ne-
cessity and potential contribution of new research.

Effective literature reviews are organized thematically rath-
er than chronologically, grouping scholarship around key con-
cepts, debates, or methodological approaches rather than simply 
surveying publications in temporal order. This thematic organi-
zation allows you to highlight theoretical tensions, methodolog-
ical limitations, or empirical gaps that  research addresses. The 
literature review should build toward a clear articulation of how  
study advances understanding beyond current scholarship.

Political science literature reviews face particular challenges 
in managing scope and depth. The interdisciplinary nature of 
many political questions means that relevant literature may span 
multiple fields, requiring careful selection and integration of di-
verse scholarly traditions. Additionally, the rapid pace of polit-
ical change means that literature reviews must balance founda-
tional theoretical work with current empirical findings that may 
challenge or extend established understanding.
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4.3.2.4 Methodology: Establishing Credibility

The methodology section provides the foundation for eval-
uating  research findings, establishing both the credibility 

of  approach and the limitations of  conclusions. In political 
science, where research often addresses normatively charged 
questions and politically sensitive topics, methodological 
transparency is crucial for maintaining scholarly objectivity 
and enabling replication or extension of findings.

Methodology sections should provide sufficient detail for 
knowledgeable readers to evaluate the appropriateness of  ap-
proach and to replicate key aspects of the research process. 
This includes clear descriptions of research design, data collec-
tion procedures, analytical techniques, and any potential sourc-
es of bias or limitation. However, methodology sections should 
avoid unnecessary technical detail that obscures the logic un-
derlying methodological choices.

Political science methodology sections often need to address 
unique challenges related to access, measurement, and infer-
ence. Research involving elite interviews requires discussion 
of selection criteria and potential response biases. Comparative 
studies must address issues of case selection and cross-national 
validity. Quantitative analyses should discuss measurement va-
lidity and statistical assumptions. Qualitative research needs to 
establish credibility through detailed description of analytical 
procedures and evidence selection.

4.3.2.5 Results and Analysis: Presenting Evidence 
Systematically

The results section presents  findings in a clear, systemat-
ic manner that allows readers to evaluate evidence inde-

pendently of  interpretations. In political science, this often 
involves complex integration of quantitative and qualitative 
evidence, requiring careful attention to presentation format and 
logical organization. The key principle is to present evidence 
objectively while providing sufficient context for readers to un-
derstand its significance.

Effective results sections are organized around research 
questions or hypotheses rather than data sources or analytical 
techniques. This organization keeps the focus on substantive 
findings rather than methodological procedures. Each major 
finding should be presented with appropriate supporting evi-
dence, whether statistical results, interview excerpts, archival 
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documents, or observational data. Visual elements such as ta-
bles, figures, and charts can effectively summarize complex 
patterns while maintaining accessibility for diverse audiences. 
Political science results sections often require integration of 
multiple types of evidence to build compelling arguments about 
complex political phenomena. Quantitative findings may estab-
lish general patterns while qualitative evidence provides insight 
into causal mechanisms. Historical analysis may reveal tempo-
ral dynamics while comparative analysis identifies cross-na-
tional variations. The challenge is presenting this evidence co-
herently while maintaining analytical rigor.

4.3.2.6 Discussion: Interpreting Findings and Im-
plications

The discussion section moves beyond presentation of find-
ings to interpretation of their significance within broader 

theoretical and practical contexts. This is where you demon-
strate  analytical sophistication by connecting specific results 
to general principles, theoretical frameworks, and practical im-
plications. The discussion should address not only what  find-
ings mean but also their limitations and suggestions for future 
research.

Effective discussions begin by summarising key findings and 
their relationship to initial research questions or hypotheses. 
However, the bulk of the discussion should focus on interpre-
tation and implication rather than repetition of results. This in-
cludes connecting findings to existing theoretical frameworks, 
identifying unexpected results and their potential explanations, 
and discussing the broader significance of findings for under-
standing political phenomena.

Political science discussions often need to address norma-
tive as well as empirical implications of research findings. 
Policy-relevant research should explicitly discuss practical ap-
plications while acknowledging the limitations of translating 
research findings into policy recommendations. Theoretical 
research should articulate contributions to conceptual develop-
ment and suggest directions for empirical testing.
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4.3.3 Structural Variations by Research Type
4.3.3.1 Comparative Studies

Comparative political research requires structural adapta-
tions that facilitate systematic comparison while maintain-

ing narrative coherence. The challenge is presenting multiple 
cases or countries in ways that highlight similarities and differ-
ences without losing focus on overarching analytical themes. 
Several organizational approaches can effectively structure 
comparative research reports.

The most common approach organizes analysis around the-
oretical themes or variables rather than cases, discussing how 
each factor operates across all cases before moving to the next 
theme. This approach maintains focus on analytical questions 
while providing systematic comparison. However, it requires 
careful attention to transitions and cross-references to help 
readers track developments across cases.

Alternative approaches organize primary sections around 
cases, providing comprehensive analysis of each case before 
drawing comparative conclusions. This structure works well 
when cases are complex and require extensive contextual anal-
ysis, but it risks losing analytical focus if comparative themes 
are not clearly articulated throughout individual case discus-
sions.

4.3.3.2 Policy Analysis Reports

Policy analysis reports serve dual audiences of academic 
researchers and policy practitioners, requiring structural 

adaptations that maintain analytical rigor while providing ac-
tionable recommendations. These reports typically emphasize 
problem definition, policy options analysis, and implementa-
tion considerations more heavily than traditional academic re-
search reports.

Policy analysis reports often begin with executive summa-
ries that present key recommendations upfront, recognizing 
that policy audiences may not read entire reports. The main 
body typically includes background sections that establish pol-
icy context, analytical sections that evaluate current approach-
es and alternatives, and recommendations sections that provide 
specific, actionable guidance.

The challenge in policy analysis reports is maintaining an-
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alytical objectivity while providing clear guidance for deci-
sion-makers. This requires careful attention to the presentation 
of uncertainty, acknowledgment of value trade-offs, and clear 
articulation of assumptions underlying recommendations.

4.3.3.3 Theoretical and Conceptual Papers

Theoretical papers focus on conceptual development, cri-
tique, or synthesis rather than empirical analysis, requiring 

structural approaches that emphasize logical argumentation and 
conceptual clarity. These papers typically allocate more space to 
literature review and theoretical development while including 
limited empirical analysis primarily for illustration rather than 
hypothesis testing.

Theoretical papers often organize around conceptual themes 
or philosophical questions rather than research hypotheses. The 
introduction establishes the theoretical problem or puzzle, the 
main body develops conceptual arguments through engagement 
with existing scholarship, and the conclusion articulates the 
contribution to theoretical understanding and suggestions for 
empirical application.

4.3.4 Referencing and Citation Styles

Referencing and citation are fundamental pillars of academic 
integrity and scholarly communication. They are not mere-

ly formalities but essential practices that uphold ethical research 
standards, give due credit to intellectual predecessors, and enable 
readers to verify information and explore sources independent-
ly. Proper citation is the primary defense against plagiarism. It 
acknowledges that ideas, words, and data borrowed from others 
are not  own, thereby upholding honesty and intellectual hones-
ty. It recognizes the intellectual effort and contributions of other 
scholars, fostering a culture of respect and collaboration within 
the academic community. Citations provide a clear pathway for 
readers to locate the original sources, allowing them to verify 
the information, delve deeper into specific topics, or explore the 
broader context of the cited work. Comprehensive and accurate 
referencing showcases the breadth of  research,  engagement 
with existing literature, and  ability to synthesize information 
from various sources. Citing authoritative sources lends credi-
bility and weight to  arguments, demonstrating that  claims are 
supported by established knowledge or empirical evidence. One 
of the most popular citation methods used in social sciences are 
in-text citation and . Footnote/Endnote. We will look at the for-

	� Emphasizing 
conceptual 
development 
over empirical 
analysis

	�Organizing 
around 
conceptual 
themes rather 
than hypotheses

	�Citation as 
ethical practice 
upholding 
integrity and 
enabling 
verification
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mat of each of these styles in detail below.

4.3.4.1 In-Text Citations

In-text citations (also known as parenthetical citations) are 
brief references within the body of  text that point to the full 

source details in  reference list or bibliography. Common in 
APA, Harvard, Chicago (author-date variant). The author's 
last name and publication year are placed in parentheses (e.g., 
Smith, 2020). When using an author's exact words, enclose 
them in quotation marks and include the page number (if avail-
able). E.g., "The political landscape is constantly shifting" 
(Jones, 2018, p. 45). When restating an author's ideas in  own 
words, you still need to cite the source, but quotation marks are 
not used. A page number is often recommended but not always 
mandatory. E.g., The political environment is characterized by 
continuous change (Jones, 2018).

4.3.4.2 Footnote/Endnote

Common in MLA (author-page for some cases), Chicago 
(notes-bibliography variant), Vancouver. A superscript 

number in the text corresponds to a numbered note at the bot-
tom of the page (footnote) or at the end of the chapter/report 
(endnote).

4.3.4.3 Reference List/Bibliography

A reference list, also known as a bibliography, is a crucial 
component of academic writing that provides a complete 

record of all the sources you've cited in your work. Placed at 
the very end of a report or paper, its primary purpose is to give 
readers the necessary bibliographic details to locate and verify 
the sources you have used. The entries in this list are typically 
arranged in alphabetical order based on the first author's last 
name. For works without a named author, you would alphabet-
ize them by the title. This standardised arrangement makes it 
easy for readers to quickly find a specific source.

The key to a high-quality reference list is consistency. Every 
single entry must strictly adhere to the rules of the chosen cita-
tion style, whether it's APA, MLA, Chicago, or another format. 
This includes precise formatting, correct punctuation, and the 
specific order of elements like the author's name, publication 
date, title, and publisher. Accuracy is equally important; you 
must meticulously verify all details to ensure that readers can 

	� In-Text Citations

	�Complete record 
of cited sources 
alphabetically 
organized

	�Consistency 
and accuracy as 
keys to quality 
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locate the exact source you've referenced. A single typo or mis-
placed comma can make a source difficult, if not impossible, to 
find.

A comprehensive reference list must account for the wide va-
riety of sources used in modern research. This includes specific 
formats for different source types, such as books, journal arti-
cles (both print and online with DOIs), websites, reports from 
organizations, and conference papers. While most sources are 
included in the list, some, like personal communications (inter-
views or emails), are often cited only in the text and may not ap-
pear in the final reference list, as they aren't publicly accessible.

4.3.5 Common Citation Styles

Choosing and consistently applying a citation style is crucial. 
Different disciplines and publishers prefer different styles.

4.3.5.1 APA Style (American Psychological 
Association)

Widely used in social sciences (psychology, education, so-
ciology, political science), business, and nursing. Empha-

sizes author and date of publication.

In-text Examples (Author-Date):

•	 (Smith, 2020)

•	 Smith (2020) argued that...

•	 (Jones & Brown, 2019)

•	 (White et al., 2018) – for three or more authors after first 

citation.

•	 (National Institute of Health, 2021)

Reference List Examples:

•	 Book: Smith, J. R. (2020). The future of democracy. 

University Press.

•	 Journal Article: Jones, A. B., & Brown, C. D. (2019). 

Political polarization in digital spaces. Journal of Po-

litical Science, 25(3), 123-145. https://doi.org/10.xxxx/
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xxxx

•	 Website: National Institute of Health. (2021, March 

15). New guidelines for public policy. Retrieved from 

https://www.nih.gov/guidelines

4.3.5.2 MLA Style (Modern Language 
Association)

Primarily used in the humanities (literature, languages, liter-
ary criticism, cultural studies). Emphasizes the author and 

page number.

In-text Examples (Author-Page):

•	 (Smith 45)

•	 Jones argues that... (123).

•	 (Jones and Brown 78-79)

Works Cited Examples:

•	 Book: Smith, John R. The Future of Democracy. Uni-

versity Press, 2020.

•	 Journal Article: Jones, Alice B., and Charles D. 

Brown. "Political Polarization in Digital Spaces." 

Journal of Political Science, vol. 25, no. 3, 2019, pp. 

123-45.

•	 Website: National Institute of Health. . "New Guide-
lines for Public Policy." 15 Mar. 2021, www.nih.gov/
guidelines. Accessed 23 July 2025.

4.3.5.3 Chicago Style (Chicago Manual of Style)

Widely used in history, arts, social sciences, and some nat-
ural sciences. Offers two distinct systems: Notes-Bibli-

ography and Author-Date.

Notes-Bibliography System (Humanities): Footnote/
Endnote

This uses the format as follows. Full citation in the first note, 
shortened thereafter.
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•	 John R. Smith, The Future of Democracy (University 

Press, 2020), 45.

•	 Smith, Future of Democracy, 67.

Bibliography: Full alphabetical list at the end.

•	 Smith, John R. The Future of Democracy. University 

Press, 2020.

•	 Jones, Alice B., and Charles D. Brown. "Political Polar-

ization in Digital Spaces." Journal of Political Science 

25, no. 3 (2019): 123-45.

Author-Date System (Social Sciences):

•	 In-text: (Smith 2020, 45)

•	 Reference List: Similar to APA, but with slight format-

ting differences.

4.3.5.4 Harvard Referencing Style

This style is popular in the UK and Australia, used across 
various disciplines, particularly in economics, natural sci-

ences, and social sciences. It is an author-date system.

In-text Examples (Author-Date):

•	 (Smith, 2020)

•	 Smith (2020) argues...

•	 (Jones & Brown, 2019)

Reference List Examples:

•	 Book: Smith, J.R. (2020) The future of democracy. 

Place of publication: University Press.

•	 Journal Article: Jones, A.B. & Brown, C.D. (2019) 

'Political polarization in digital spaces', Journal of Po-

litical Science, 25(3), pp. 123-145.

•	 Website: National Institute of Health (2021) New 
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guidelines for public policy. Available at: https://www.

nih.gov/guidelines (Accessed: 23 July 2025).

4.3.6 Choosing the Right Style

Choosing the correct citation style for your research is a 
critical decision that is almost never a matter of personal 

choice. Your academic discipline often dictates a specific style, 
such as APA for social sciences or MLA for humanities. How-
ever, even within a discipline, your supervisor or advisor may 
have a particular preference for your thesis or dissertation. This 
is because they need to ensure consistency and adherence to 
the standards they expect for high-quality academic work. Ad-
ditionally, if you plan to submit your work for publication, the 
target journal or publisher will have strict guidelines that you 
must follow precisely.

Beyond the requirements of your discipline, supervisor, or 
potential publisher, you should always check if your institution 
has its own comprehensive style guide. Many universities have 
established a standard for all student submissions, from term 
papers to dissertations. These institutional guidelines are of-
ten designed to ensure uniformity across departments and can 
override other preferences. Therefore, to avoid errors and po-
tential rejection of your work, it is essential to always consult 
the specific guidelines provided by your institution, supervisor, 
or target publication before you begin writing and citing.

4.3.7 Citation Management Tools

Managing research citations can be a time-consuming and 
error-prone process, particularly when dealing with ex-

tensive reports or scholarly works. To streamline this, many 
researchers utilize citation management tools. These software 
applications offer significant benefits, including the ability to 
store and organize all references in a single, centralized loca-
tion. This not only keeps your sources neat but also simplifies 
the retrieval process. A major advantage of these tools is their 
capacity for automatic citation generation, which can instant-
ly create in-text citations and complete reference lists in your 
chosen style, eliminating the need for manual formatting and 
reducing the risk of mistakes.

Furthermore, citation management tools are designed for 
seamless integration into the researcher's workflow. They often 
integrate directly with popular word processors like Microsoft 
Word and Google Docs, allowing for easy, one-click insertion 
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of citations as you write. These tools also offer powerful import 
and export functionalities, enabling you to effortlessly pull ref-
erences from academic databases and export them in various 
formats as needed. This automation saves considerable time and 
ensures consistency and accuracy across all your citations and 
bibliographies.

Several popular citation management tools are available, 
each with its own unique features. Zotero is a highly regard-
ed, free, and open-source option that is excellent for collecting, 
organizing, and sharing research. Mendeley, which is also free 
with premium options, combines reference management with 
an academic social network. For larger and more complex re-
search projects, EndNote is a commercial software solution that 
provides comprehensive features. Finally, RefWorks is a web-
based tool that is frequently provided to students and faculty 
by university libraries, making it a convenient option for many 
academic institutions.

4.3.8 Revising and Proofreading the Report

The completion of the first draft of  research report is a sig-
nificant milestone, but it marks the beginning, not the end, 

of the writing process. The stages of revision and proofreading 
are absolutely critical for transforming a raw manuscript into 
a polished, coherent, and impactful scholarly document. This 
iterative process demands patience, critical self-reflection, and 
often, the fresh perspective of others.

Revision is not a single, linear step but a cyclical process 
that involves multiple passes through  manuscript, each time 
focusing on different aspects of the content and presentation. It's 
about "re-seeing"  work with fresh eyes, identifying areas for 
improvement, and systematically refining them. This process 
can be broadly categorized into several levels.

4.3.8.1  Content/Substance Revision (Macro-Level)

This is the most crucial stage, focusing on the core intellectu-
al merit and logical integrity of  research. It's about ensuring  

arguments are sound,  evidence is robust, and  contribution is 
clear.

	f Clarity of Argument and Logical Flow: Does  central ar-
gument (thesis) come across clearly from introduction to 
conclusion? Do  ideas connect logically from paragraph to 
paragraph and chapter to chapter? Is there a clear narrative 
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thread?

	f Addressing Research Questions Fully: Have all  research 
questions been adequately answered? Are  objectives met? 
Are  hypotheses (if any) clearly addressed with supporting 
or refuting evidence?

	f Strength and Sufficiency of Evidence: Is the evidence you 
present strong enough to support  claims? Is there enough 
evidence? Is it accurately represented?

	f Depth and Rigor of Analysis: Have you analyzed  data 
thoroughly and insightfully? Are  interpretations well-sup-
ported? Have you avoided superficial analysis?

	f Consistency of Theoretical/Conceptual Framework: Is  
chosen theoretical or conceptual framework consistently 
applied throughout the report, guiding  analysis and inter-
pretation?

	f Addressing Limitations: Have you honestly and thor-
oughly acknowledged the limitations of  study (method-
ological, scope, generalizability)? Have you discussed how 
these limitations might impact  findings?

	f Incorporating Feedback: Critically evaluate and integrate 
feedback from  supervisor, peers, or reviewers. Be open 
to constructive criticism and willing to make substantial 
changes if necessary.

	f Originality and Contribution: Does  research genuinely 
contribute new knowledge to the field? Is its significance 
clearly articulated?

4.3.8.2 Structure/Organization Revision 
(Mid-Level)

Once the content is robust, focus on how it is presented. 
This level ensures that  report is easy to navigate and un-

derstand.

	f Chapter Flow and Section Transitions: Do chapters and 
sections transition smoothly? Are there clear signposts for 
the reader?

	f Heading Hierarchy: Are  headings logical, consistent, and 
reflective of the content within each section? Do they fol-
low the chosen style guide?
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	f Paragraph Coherence: Does each paragraph focus on a 
single main idea? Are topic sentences clear? Do sentences 
within paragraphs flow logically?

	f Introduction and Conclusion Alignment: Do  introduc-
tion and conclusion effectively frame the study? Does the 
conclusion accurately reflect the findings and arguments 
presented in the body?

	f Table/Figure Placement: Are tables and figures placed ap-
propriately near their discussion in the text? Are they easy 
to read and understand?

4.3.8.3 Style/Clarity Revision (Sentence/Word Lev-
el)

This stage refines  writing style, ensuring precision, concise-
ness, and an appropriate academic tone.

•	 Conciseness and Precision: Eliminate wordiness, redun-
dant phrases, and unnecessary jargon. Use the most pre-
cise words to convey  meaning.

•	 Academic Tone: Maintain a formal, objective, and 
scholarly tone. Avoid colloquialisms, slang, and overly 
emotional language.

•	 Sentence Structure Variety: Vary sentence length and 
structure to maintain reader engagement and avoid mo-
notony.

•	 Word Choice: Ensure you use appropriate and accurate 
terminology. Avoid vague or ambiguous language.

•	 Flow and Readability: Read sections aloud to identify 
awkward phrasing or sentences that are difficult to fol-
low.

4.3.8.4 Grammar/Mechanics/Proofreading	  
(Micro-Level)

This is the final, meticulous check for surface-level errors. It 
requires a keen eye for detail and is often best done after a 

break from the manuscript.

	z Spelling: Check for all spelling errors, including homo-
phones (e.g., "their" vs. "there").

	z Punctuation: Verify correct use of commas, periods, 
semicolons, colons, apostrophes, quotation marks, etc.
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	z Capitalization: Ensure consistent and correct capital-
ization throughout.

	z Subject-Verb Agreement: Check that subjects and 
verbs agree in number.

	z Tense Consistency: Maintain consistent verb tense 
within sections and across the report.

	z Typographical Errors: Look for simple typos, miss-
ing words, or repeated words.

	z Formatting Consistency: Check headings, subhead-
ings, paragraph spacing, margins, font styles, and sizes 
against  style guide.

	z Reference List Accuracy and Consistency: Verify 
that every in-text citation has a corresponding entry in 
the reference list, and that all entries are formatted per-
fectly according to  chosen style.

	z Table/Figure Captions and Numbering: Ensure all 
captions are clear, accurate, and that numbering is se-
quential.

4.3.8.5 Strategies for Effective Revision

	z Take Breaks: Step away from  manuscript for a few 
hours or even a day. A fresh perspective helps you spot 
errors and awkward phrasing you might have missed.

	z Read Aloud: Reading  report aloud forces you to slow 
down and hear how  sentences flow, often revealing 
awkward phrasing, grammatical errors, or logical gaps.

	z Peer Review/Get Fresh Eyes: Ask a trusted colleague, 
friend, or professional editor to read  report. They can 
offer invaluable feedback on clarity, coherence, and 
identify errors you've become blind to.

	z Use Readability Tools: Tools like Hemingway Editor 
or Grammarly can help identify complex sentences, 
passive voice, and common grammatical errors. While 
helpful, they should not replace human judgment.

	z Check Against Guidelines: Always have  institution's, 
supervisor's, or target journal's style guide open and 
systematically check  report against every requirement.

	z Reverse Outlining: After writing, create an outline of  
finished draft. This can reveal if  structure is logical and 
if each section contributes to  main argument.

	z Focus on One Type of Error at a Time: Instead of try-
ing to fix everything at once, dedicate separate passes 
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to specific issues (e.g., one pass for logical flow, another 
for sentence structure, another for punctuation).

	z Print It Out: Reading a physical copy can often reveal 
errors that are missed on a screen.

4.3.8.6 Tools for Proofreading

	z Built-in Spell and Grammar Checkers: While useful, 
they are not foolproof and often miss context-specific 
errors.

	z Grammarly, ProWritingAid, etc.: These advanced 
grammar and style checkers can catch more complex 
errors and offer suggestions for improving clarity and 
conciseness.

	z Professional Proofreaders/Editors: For major aca-
demic works like theses or dissertations, hiring a profes-
sional editor can be a worthwhile investment to ensure 
the highest level of polish.

4.3.8.7 Final Checklist for Submission

Before hitting "submit," conduct a final, meticulous review 
using a comprehensive checklist:

	z All sections present: Title page, abstract, TOC, lists, 
chapters, references, appendices.

	z Formatting: Margins, line spacing, font, page number-
ing consistent with guidelines.

	z Headings: Consistent style, capitalization, and hierar-
chy.

	z Tables and Figures: Correctly numbered, titled, la-
beled, and referenced in text.

	z Citations: Every in-text citation has a corresponding 
entry in the reference list, and vice-versa.

	z Reference List: Formatted perfectly according to the 
chosen style, alphabetized, and accurate.

	z Language: Clear, concise, academic tone, free of jargon 
(or jargon defined).

	z Grammar, Spelling, Punctuation: No errors.
	z Word Count: Within specified limits.
	z Ethical Compliance: All ethical considerations ad-

dressed, consent forms, ethics approval included in ap-
pendices.
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	z File Format: Saved in the required file format (e.g., 
PDF, Word document).

	z Final Read-Through: A full read-through from begin-
ning to end, preferably aloud.

Finalizing the research report is the culminating act of  
scholarly endeavour. It is the stage where the raw intellectual 
labour of inquiry, data collection, and analysis is meticulous-
ly transformed into a polished, persuasive, and credible docu-
ment. Mastering the art of organizing  complex arguments into 
a coherent narrative, adhering to the rigorous demands of ref-
erencing and citation, and engaging in thorough, multi-layered 
revision and proofreading are not mere technicalities; they are 
indispensable skills that elevate  research from a collection of 
findings to a significant contribution to knowledge. A well-fi-
nalized report not only effectively communicates  scholarly in-
sights but also reflects  dedication to academic excellence, en-
suring that  work stands as a testament to intellectual rigor and 
professional integrity. This unit has provided the essential tools 
and strategies to navigate this critical final phase, empowering 
you to present  research with clarity, impact, and confidence.

Summarised Overview

This unit focuses on the crucial final stages of the research process: transforming raw 
findings and analysis into a polished, coherent, and impactful research report. It 

emphasizes that effective organization is the intellectual architecture of academic writ-
ing, guiding readers through complex arguments and enhancing clarity and credibility. 
The unit details the standard components of a research report, from the title page and 
abstract to the main chapters (Introduction, Literature Review, Methodology, Results, 
Discussion, Conclusion), and supplementary sections like references and appendices. 
A significant portion is dedicated to the fundamental importance of referencing and 
citation, explaining various common styles (APA, MLA, Chicago, Harvard, Vancouver, 
IEEE) and the role of citation management tools in maintaining academic integrity and 
avoiding plagiarism. Finally, the unit outlines a systematic, multi-level approach to re-
vision and proofreading, covering macro-level content refinement, mid-level structural 
coherence, sentence-level clarity, and micro-level grammar and mechanics, providing 
strategies and tools for ensuring the highest quality of the final scholarly document.
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Self-Assessment

1.	 What are three key purposes of effective organization in a research report?

2.	 List the seven main components typically found in the "Standard Report Structure 
(General)."

3.	 What four key elements should a well-crafted abstract for a political science re-
search report include?

4.	 How does the thematic organization of a literature review differ from a chronolog-
ical one, and why is it preferred in political science?

5.	 What is the primary goal of the "Results/Findings" chapter, and what should be 
avoided in this section?

6.	 Explain the difference between "confidentiality" and "anonymity" in data manage-
ment.

7.	 What are two distinct purposes of referencing in academic writing?

8.	 Name three common citation styles and briefly state a discipline where each is 
widely used.

9.	 What is "self-plagiarism," and why is it considered an ethical offense?

10.	Describe the main focus of "Content/Substance Revision" (Macro-Level) when 
finalizing a report.

Assignment 

1.	 You are writing a research report on "The Impact of Social Media on Youth Politi-
cal Participation in Keral." Outline a detailed chapter-by-chapter structure for this 
report, explaining the specific content and purpose of each section (Introduction, 
Literature Review, Methodology, Results, Discussion, Conclusion, References, 
Appendices).

2.	 Based on the topic from Assignment Question 1, draft a 200-250 word abstract and 
the opening two paragraphs of  "Introduction." Ensure  abstract covers all key ele-
ments and  introduction effectively establishes context, problem, and significance.

3.	 For a study on "Comparative Electoral Systems and Voter Turnout," describe a suit-
able quantitative research design. Detail the study population, sampling strategy, 
data collection instruments, and data analysis techniques. Justify  methodological 
choices and briefly mention potential limitations.
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Reference

1.	 Kumar, R. (2019). Research methodology: A step-by-step guide for beginners (5th 
ed.). SAGE Publications.

2.	 O'Leary, Z. (2017). The essential guide to doing  research project (3rd ed.). SAGE 
Publications.

3.	 Clough, P., & Nutbrown, C. (2012). A student's guide to methodology: Justifying 
inquiry (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications.

4.	 Festinger, L., & Katz, D. (Eds.). (1966). Research methods in behavioral sciences. 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

4.	 Choose either APA or Chicago (Author-Date) style. For each of the following source 
types, provide a correctly formatted in-text citation and a corresponding reference 
list/bibliography entry:

	z A book with three authors.
	z A journal article with a DOI.
	z A specific page from a government report found online.
	z A chapter from an edited book.

5.	 Develop a personal strategy for avoiding plagiarism in  academic writing. This strat-
egy should include specific practices for note-taking, paraphrasing, direct quoting, 
and utilizing plagiarism detection tools. Explain why each component of  strategy 
is important for maintaining academic integrity.

Suggested Reading

1.	 Grinnell, R. M. (Ed.). (1997). Social work research and evaluation: Quantitative 
and qualitative approaches (5th ed.). F.E. Peacock Publishers.

2.	 Babbie, E. R. (2017). The practice of social research (14th ed.). Cengage Learning.

3.	 Walliman, N. (2017). Research methods: The basics (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications.

4.	 Given, L. M. (Ed.). (2008). The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research meth-
ods. SAGE Publications.

5.	 Neuman, W. L. (2014). Social research methods: Qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches (7th ed.). Pearson Education.-
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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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Model Question Paper Sets
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               SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY 

QP CODE: ………                                                               Reg. No   : .................... 

                                                                                      Name      : ……............ 

THIRD SEMESTER - MA POLITICAL SCIENCE EXAMINATION

DISCIPLINE CORE - M23PS10DC - Research Methodology

(CBCS - PG)
MODEL QUESTION PAPER- SET- I

2023 -24 Admission Onwards 

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                       Max Marks: 70 

                                                              SECTION A 

 Answer any ten of the following. Each question carries one mark	 	 	

					                                                 (10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 What is the primary purpose of basic research?

2.	 Name any one probability sampling method.

3.	 What does the term 'population' mean in research?

4.	 Define research design.

5.	 What is a hypothesis?

6.	 Name one primary data collection method.

7.	 What is the measure of central tendency that represents the most frequently occurring 
value?

8.	 What does 'informed consent' mean in research ethics?

9.	 Name one source of secondary data.

10.	What is the first step in the research process?

11.	Define plagiarism.

12.	What type of research design is used when the researcher has little knowledge about the 
problem?
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13.	What is the purpose of data coding?

14.	Name one component of a research proposal.

15.	What statistical measure indicates the spread of data around the mean?

SECTION B 

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences each. Each question carries  
     two marks.                                                                                               

                                                                                                                  (5X2 =10 Marks)

16.	Explain the difference between basic research and applied research.

17.	What are the key characteristics of good research?

18.	Distinguish between probability and non-probability sampling methods.

19.	What is the purpose of a research design in a research study?

20.	Explain the importance of literature review in research.

21.	What is the difference between primary data and secondary data?

22.	Define descriptive statistics and give two examples.

23.	Why is informed consent important in research ethics?

24.	What are the main components of a research proposal?

25.	Explain the purpose of data coding in research. 

SECTION C 

Answer any five questions in a paragraph. Each question carries four marks.  	 	

					                                                 (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Discuss the various steps involved in the research process from identification of the prob-
lem to the final report.

27.	Explain the different types of research designs and their applications in research studies.

28.	Compare and contrast probability sampling methods with non-probability sampling meth-
ods, giving examples of each.

29.	Describe the various methods of primary data collection and discuss their advantages and 
limitations.

30.	Explain the process of conducting a literature review, including the sources that can be 
used and the benefits it provides to researchers.

31.	Discuss the importance of data preparation in research and explain the steps in-
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volved in preparing data for analysis.

32.	Describe the key ethical issues that researchers must consider when conducting 
research, including informed consent, confidentiality, and plagiarism.

33.	Explain the structure and key components of a research report and discuss the 
importance of proper referencing and citation.

SECTION D 

Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.  

                                                                                                           ( 3X10 =30 Marks)

34.	Discuss in detail the complete research process from problem identification to report writ-
ing. Explain each step with suitable examples and highlight the importance of following a 
systematic approach in research.

35.	Explain the various types of research designs including exploratory, descriptive, and ex-
perimental designs. Compare their characteristics, applications, and suitability for differ-
ent research situations. Illustrate your answer with examples from real-world research 
scenarios.

36.	Describe the different sampling methods available to researchers, distinguishing between 
probability and non-probability sampling techniques. Discuss the advantages, limitations, 
and appropriate situations for using each method. Provide examples to support your ex-
planation.

37.	Elaborate on the various methods of data collection in research, including surveys, inter-
views, observations, and secondary data sources. Discuss the process of designing effec-
tive data collection instruments such as questionnaires and interview schedules, highlight-
ing best practices and common pitfalls to avoid.

38.	Explain the complete process of data analysis and interpretation in research. Discuss data 
preparation techniques including coding, editing, and cleaning. Describe both descriptive 
and inferential statistical methods and explain how researchers can effectively present 
their findings through visual representations.

39.	Discuss the ethical dimensions of research in detail. Explain the major ethical issues in-
cluding informed consent, confidentiality, plagiarism, and participant protection. Describe 
the guidelines for conducting ethical research and discuss the consequences of ethical vio-
lations. Also explain the structure and components of a comprehensive research proposal.
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SECTION A 

 Answer any ten of the following. Each question carries one mark	 		

					                                                 (10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 What is applied research?

2.	 Define stratified sampling.

3.	 What is a questionnaire?

4.	 Name one non-probability sampling method.

5.	 What is the purpose of a literature review?

6.	 Define descriptive statistics.

7.	 What does confidentiality mean in research ethics?

8.	 Name one visual method of presenting data.

9.	 What is an experimental research design?

10.	What is the difference between primary and secondary data in one sentence?

11.	Define action research.

12.	What is a research objective?

13.	Name one qualitative data analysis technique.
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14.	What is a citation?

15.	What does data cleaning involve?

SECTION B 

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences each. Each question carries  
     two marks.                                                                                               

                                                                                                                  (5X2 =10 Marks)

16.	What is action research? How does it differ from other types of research?

17.	Explain the steps involved in formulating a research problem.

18.	What is the difference between exploratory and descriptive research design?

19.	Distinguish between random sampling and stratified sampling.

20.	What are the advantages of using questionnaires for data collection?

21.	Explain the concept of mean, median, and mode as measures of central tendency.

22.	What is plagiarism and why should it be avoided in research?

23.	How does secondary data collection differ from primary data collection?

24.	What is the purpose of data cleaning in data preparation?

25.	Explain the importance of referencing and citation in research reports.    

SECTION C 

Answer any five questions in a paragraph. Each question carries four marks.  	 	

					                                                 (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Differentiate between basic research, applied research, and action research with suitable 
examples of each type.

27.	Discuss the characteristics of good research and explain why these characteristics are es-
sential for quality research outcomes.

28.	Explain the concept of research design and discuss how researchers select an appropriate 
design for their study.

29.	Describe the process of designing an effective questionnaire for data collection, highlight-
ing the key considerations researchers must keep in mind.

30.	Explain descriptive statistics and discuss the various measures of central tendency and 
dispersion used in data analysis.

31.	Discuss the various methods of presenting research data visually, including charts, graphs, 
and tables, and explain when each method is most appropriate.
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32.	Describe the purpose and components of a research proposal and provide guidelines for 
writing a successful proposal.

33.	Explain the difference between qualitative and quantitative data analysis approaches and 
discuss the basics of each method.

SECTION D 

Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.  

                                                                                                           ( 3X10 =30 Marks)

34.	Define research and explain its importance in the modern world. Discuss the different 
types of research - basic, applied, and action research - with detailed examples. Elaborate 
on the characteristics that distinguish good research from poor research and explain why 
these characteristics are crucial for producing reliable and valid research outcomes.

35.	Explain the concept and significance of literature review in research. Discuss the various 
sources of literature available to researchers including books, journals, and online data-
bases. Describe the systematic process of conducting a comprehensive literature review 
and explain how it contributes to formulating research problems, setting objectives, and 
developing hypotheses.

36.	Discuss the concept of research design and its critical role in research planning. Explain 
how researchers select an appropriate research design based on their research objectives 
and the nature of the problem. Compare different research designs in terms of their struc-
ture, data requirements, analysis approaches, and the types of conclusions they allow re-
searchers to draw.

37.	Elaborate on the distinction between population and sample in research. Discuss various 
probability sampling methods including random sampling, stratified sampling, and cluster 
sampling in detail. Explain the selection process, advantages, limitations, and appropriate 
applications of each method. Also discuss how sample size affects research quality and 
validity.

38.	Describe the comprehensive process of data preparation, analysis, and interpretation in 
research. Explain the use of spreadsheets and statistical software for data management. 
Discuss descriptive statistics including measures of central tendency and dispersion. Intro-
duce the basics of inferential statistics and qualitative data analysis. Explain how research-
ers interpret results and draw meaningful conclusions.

39.	Explain the complete process of writing a research report from planning to finalization. 
Discuss the structure and key components of a research report including introduction, lit-
erature review, methodology, findings, discussion, and conclusion. Elaborate on different 
referencing and citation styles such as APA, MLA, and Chicago. Discuss the importance 
of proper citations in avoiding plagiarism and maintaining academic integrity. Also ex-
plain the revision and proofreading process.
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