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Research Questions
and Purposes

i 5.1 Chapter Summary

® All social research is built on the foundation of research questions.

® Research questions define the nature and scope of a study.

® Research questions can be grouped into three main types, ‘what’, ‘“why’ and

‘how’ questions.
~ ® The three types of questions form a sequence for the research process: ‘what’
. questions, followed by ‘why’ questions, followed by ‘how’ questions.
- ® The importance of answering ‘what’ questions should not be underestimated.

' The developmental nature of a research design should not be used as an excuse
-t avoid the effort required to formulate appropriate research questions.
'8 While the process of developing a set of research questions can be the most
o challenging part of any research project, techniques are available to assist the
process.
search questions are what the research is designed to answer, not the ques-
tions asked of respondents or participants.
1€ aim of the literature review is to indicate what the state of knowledge is
Ith respect to each research question or group of questions.
Potheses are best guesses at answering ‘why’ and, possibly, ‘how’ questions.
quired, hypotheses should be derived from the literature review, particu-
from theory or research results. Sometimes a new theory may have to be
ucted.
€ research, working hypotheses may emerge, and be tested, in the course
data collection and/or generation and analysis.
. id to the conception, clarification and classification of research ques-
1855 also useful to think about social research in terms of its purposes.
8search can pursue eight major purposes: explore, describe, understand,
Predict, change, evaluate and assess impacts.
fesearch purposes require ‘what’ questions. Understand and explain,
‘ lesser extent, evaluate and assess impacts, require ‘why’ questions.
#ge requires ‘how’ questions.
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becomes researchable, that choices about the focus an %
be made, that its boundaries can be clearly delimited, that manageability can be . E
achieved and that a successful outcome can be anticipated. Establishing research 4 '
questions also makes it possible t0 select logics of inquiry and methods of data o :
collection andfor generation and analysis with confidence. In other words, a e i
research project is built on the foundation of its research questions. However, ;
getting these questions clear and precise requires considerable thought and some- : ,,7777?7
times some preliminary investigation. t conNtexT |
This chapter discusses: : 5
A |
o three main types of research questions; iy
e the functions of research questionss ok A
o how to develop and refine research questionss _ |
e the relationship between research questions and hypotheses, and the functions _ PURPOSES
of the latter; and f [
o how research questions can provide a guide and ¢ramework for the review of = s 9
the literature. E:g:;:: Basic research W:;t, ni
b Sy ic Applied research Why?. Explore
As a way of elaborating research questions, consideration i also given 0 the Zencﬁmological How? Enesctibe
. Hence, there is 2 discussion of: Le;;rfmmema' S
Academic Predict
Change
Evaluate

< behind the question

research purpose
hat can be pursued; and
ure 5.1

of research purposes t
d research questions (see Figure S

e the nature and range
en research purposes an
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Assess impacts
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5.3 Research Questions

sential for defining the nature and scope ©
selecting questions, and paying attention to their wording, it is possible to detefs
mine what is t0 be studied and, to some extent, how it will be studied. The
a particular research question s worded can have 2 significant influence on how
much and what type of research activity will be required.
Conventional wisdom suggests that research should be guided by one or mor
hypotheses. According to this view, il order to get started on a researc pr

the researcher should: first, select a research problems second, state one Of g
d, measure and correlate the variables related®

f research. B‘

Research queSt on
[0 1 resear g
£} ave attention to t e

tion of resear
£ ch questio
.ntll,'ely_ ExCe t' IlS, and some iSHOred th A
ptions can be found. See, for exanl;;: till Sjr_t Ef Ehel research
: rick et al. (1993);

hypotheses to be tested; and, thir
the concepts in the hypotheses. However, this procedure 1 only relevar;: @ Euberman (199
. : ; : 4).
1 Deductive logic. While there 15 @ role for oY Maxwell (2005); M;;’s]fllaal)l(;e;deg al. (2002); Mason (2002, 2017); Y;
ossman (2006); Neuma 2 ; I
’ n (2006,2014);

quantitative data are used Wit
y neither provide the {oundation for 2 06, 2007, 2014, 2015); Green (2008
’ ); Punch (2014); C
; Creswell (2017).

eses in this kind of research, the
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oks are either concerned with qualitative

sion of them.
uestions in qualitat

It is interesting o note that these bo
research methods ot include a significant discus

Flick argued for the importance of research q ive research.

rom su consulting
¢ it is for the sucCess of a project
(Flick 2007: 22}

nes success in qualita-
f mechods, 18 how to

ch and even more t pervising and

heir research has shown how decisiv
citly formulated rescarch question.
and one which essentially determi
red in most presentations O
Flick 2006: 105)

Experience from my own resear

other people in t
to have a clear and expli

[A] first and central step;
tive research, but tends to be igno

formulate the research question(sl. {

are central,

search questions
g variables

) argued that, in a qua
goals for research) or hypotheses (predictions involvin
ly with Flick’s statements above

We concur wholehearted
|| say about qualitative research applies

Creswell (2017 litative study, r€

not objectives (
and statistical tests).
and would argue that what he and Creswe
to all social research.
Mason (2002) set her discussion of research questions in the context of intel-
lectual puzzles that demand some kind of explanation. These puzzles take a
variety of forms, depending on the ontological and epistemological positions
adopted by the theoretical and intellectual traditions from within which they
emerge. Intellectual puzzles then lead to research questions that Mason regarded
as forming the backbone of a research design, and as having much greater signifi-
cance than hypotheses Of propositions, particularly in qualitative research. Fot
her, rescarch questions should be clearly formulated (whether or noty
to modify them or add to them later), intellectually worthwhile, and resear
(both in terms of your epistemological position, and in pract
it is through them that you will be connecting what it is that you wis
with how you ar¢ going to 0 about researching it. They are t
you will rely upon to move you from your broad
research focus and project, and therefore their importanc
Research questions, then, are those questions tO which you
want to know the answers, and in that sense they are the formal
your intellectual puzzle (Mason 2002: 19-20).
These examples should be sufficient to reinforce ©
pivotal role played by research questions in social research.
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o What types of people are involved?

e Whart characteristi
cteristic know .
« What is their ch C.)W‘ledge, beliefs, values and/ i

aracteristic behaviour? nd/or attitudes do they hold?

e What are th
e patterns i : ;
« What are the con in the relationships between th
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v’ questions ask for ei
. or ¢
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n a different approach to research questions: Hedrick
stions that are relevant

f research que
| and

take
d impact. Marshal

Other writers have
et al. (1993 23-32) identified four types o
to applied research: descriptive, pnormative, correlative an
Rossman 2006) have classified research questions as theoretical, as focusing on
particuiar populations and as being site-specific. these categories relate tO
the context in which they are examined and not to the purpose behind the question.
We restrict our discussion to the three types © uestions, ‘what’,
‘why’ and ‘how’, and believe that the discipline of reducing all guestions 10 these
three types helps to make the links between research questions and research
purposes clear.

Examples of Research Questions
n chapter 2 and examine some

o the four research topics discussed 1

Let us return
h questions for each one.

possible researc
ents

Envi-ronmental Worldviews and Behaviour among Students and Resid
{. To what extent do students and residents hold different environmental

worldviews?
7. To what extent is environmentaﬂy resp

3. To what extent, and in what ways, is €
environmemal worldviews?

onsible behaviour practised?

nvironmental be

the study will have only descriptive P
s of environmental worldviews an

{ ‘what’ questions,
n of the relationship between them.

As these are al
seeks 1o describe the distribution
and the patter

these populations
ism: A Test of Compeling Hypotheses

Age and Environmenml
1. To what extent is age related to environmemal worldviews and e

mental behaviour?
2. If there ar¢ relationships,
3. Why do these relationships exist?

what are their forms?

d research questions, tWO ‘what’ quest

o straightforwar
establish the pature 0

on. The study wishes 10
plain them.

These ar
a ‘why’ questi
and then to ex
n Environmentalism: Towards an Explanatio®t

Gender Differences i

1. To what extent do women hold moré favourable enviro
than men?

2. To what extent are women

tally responsible behaviour?
3. If there are gender differences 10 environmentalism,

more willing than men to engage in enviro

haviouf related o

urposes. It
d behaviour ind

Aviron:

ions followed by
f these relationshi

nmental agtitud

why do they existh
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Again, this i
,tnis1s a combinati _
. . ination of ¢ >
relationships what and * > .
and explanati why’ que :
tiomsdfor i stions seeking descripti

em, g descriptions of

The

" (0] E?’IUI onme tal[
ratio 1 ¥ Hnien Behavi()u
¥:

Environmental Activists

Responsible
Case of

1. In what t
T WAL Types and intensity .
2 I\?(/cllqlvld“é‘ls engage? ensity of behaviour do environmentall
’ y do these ally responsible
3. Why do some [;;?ELZ act responsibly towards the envi
4. How can the inciden e people manage to sustain this Ilijnm_em_:

ce of this type of behaviour be in ehaVlzur?

creased?

Now we come to a N
on this topic seeks ignd*lséna't};on of all three types of research ;
to explain why people en SEELR W OTI O responsibrlC questions. Research
concerned with how to ;5?86 in and manage to sustain th & behb‘t\’llour, and then
that a study of this king more people to behave this w at behaviour. Then it is
possible answers to this lcould do .anything more than AYs It‘would be unlikely
But it could also suggest _;St question, using the answ point in the direction of
B ior. (See Appind'l ;as for further research to exefls to questions 2 and 3.
research questions.) ix II for examples of different al;gl’;:)vays to change this
re complex sets of

E'h Developing and Refining Research Questio
he process of tra i .
b Fhauengmg' Th?;iiitu;%tg research problem into a set of
= e, This ali:d icularly the case when a researchres'ea'r(':h e
e rpostgraduate research in the s 'erllm'nates .
i poﬁcy-relatezearch that is commissioned bocm M S
| - e ed purposes. Organizations ory M A
E- oo guﬂe boo what they sant d groups that commission
v i Cof;;esedmh el one, and usually need some
A Tmhfsn;:;' a project with clearly formul
. i resea;g:t occur where a researcher hite'd 'researCh ]
‘ her is taking up questionC questions have already been o Blshes ot
e o o s posed in previous research HCSTathh_eds il
o (he social Cliences to approach a topic or ﬁ.eldqweve'r, o
::S . ll)le s an approach different from the (::ECVIEICh ol
oo “ | e researcher
" ix;eatgrs:wse their own way of developin
e ess that has been found to w E B iy b
e i i oo ork successfully with ma
,2017), Maxwell (2005) and Sl e e
and Punch (2016) offer other tecfllnl;;?]l: .
s.

®

down
every questio
. n - N
iBhe list will include zlcl)uk;an think of that relates to th
B8} some explanation inds of questions; some o the research
s, some will be concern::d wi hWlll be seeking
ith action, a
5 nd so
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d to try to achieve any order of consistency 1n the list; simply

se. One question will usually stimulate other
hould all be recorded. This activity may produce a long list. The
to expose all the ideas that you have on the research problem,
e that may be taken for granted and which later you wish you
of at the design stage- No question should be censored, even
nal, outrageous ot impractical.

on. There is no nee
record the questions as they ari
questions; they s
purpose is to try
particularly thos
had been fully aware
if it may seem tO be margi

5. Review the list of questions Once you are satisfied that you have pretty well
exhausted all the ideas you have on the research problem, you should review the

list. There are @ number of strategies for doing this.

er similar themes OF topics, if such exist in your list.

This is likely to reveal overlaps between questions that will make it possible
to eliminate some an ers. Part of this consolidation can be

d to consolidate oth
achieved by developing 2 single, general of abstract question that summarizes
p of more specific ones.

s that seem tO be marginal to the research problem, that are
ake you in directions that may be too difficult
tions later if you decide to

e Group the questions und

a grou
o Set aside question
100 outrageous, or that seem tO t
or too demanding. You can always review these ques

change the direction of the research.

3. Separate wwhat’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions

begin to identify those that appear to be concerned with description, explanation!
anderstanding and change. Of course, some studies may be concerned ultimately
with only one type of question; for example, one

a ‘why’ question.

The wording of ‘what’,
eration, as the way 2 question is stated can ini
begin with ‘How’, and ‘how’ questions can begin with
‘How are environmemal behaviour and environmemal W

d into a descriptive question, $

‘why’ and ‘how’ questions requires Very

questions can
For example:
related?” This needs be transpose

the relationship berween environmental behaviour
,or ‘To what extent, and in what ways, is environmental behaviour £

mental worldview?” The question, ‘How do some people manage
ntally responsible way?’ '

“Why do these people act t
“What can be done to increase t

view?’
to environ
behave in an environme
an explanatory question:

environment?’ The question,
ble behaviour?’ needs to be transpose

environmentally responst

tion question: ‘How can the incidence of environmentally resp

be increased?’ It is useful to try to identify the purposc the quest

(description, explanation/understanding or change) an

the question consistent with this.
Make sure that each question is WO

that each one can be identified unambiguously as 2 ‘what’,
tion. Complex questions may need to be broken down into 2 series of qQuESE
For example, the question, “What is the incidence of student plagiarism?’ wa

esponsibly rowards
he incidence

onsible behavi
ion is sery

rded as clearly and as simply as possibled
‘why’ or ‘how’ 4

Within each group of questions, :

or more ‘what’ questions, Of just

careful consid-

tially be deceptive: ‘what’ and ‘why"
“Wha ’."x
orldview
uch as: “What it

and environmental world-
elated

needs to be transposed int®

d into an interven

d then get the wording€
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be b < q 3 .
etter b{Okell do‘f\fn mto at ]east two uestions c(‘ ]ldt ]laS hee“ the extent ()i

detected studen :
. t plagiarism over
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s have students engaged?” (See Appen ey, e ol

ndax ) / ) p agia_

4, Expose '
: assumptions Ch
eck each question to see what it
assumes. Man
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questions, particul
arly ‘why’ i
tant to expose the ‘Wﬁat,\’hl); questions, presuppose other questi
By csieed on; perks question that must be answered bqf estions. It is impor-
‘How’ questions ps, even formulated efore a ‘why” question
] mav pr ’
B A ccoenrih projec‘t n[;;aesuppose both ‘what’ and, particul
- C ] ¥ -
y need to examine all three’ types ol; arly, ‘why ques-
questions. Ra
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g the number of :
Bid further questions questions on the list, this part of th
A € process ma
¥

S, Examine the
ask yourself how :ncffe of the questions Now is the tim
tackled in the study. AY_EE oups of questions, and quesrionse to get practical and
ageable within the tim é angjmem has to be made about Wh;ﬁhm groups, can be
to try to do too much; the resources available. There is an is going to be man-
good example (see App;end' q;l estions for the topic on stud inevitable tendency
the project to what ma ix II). Therefore, it is advisable ent.piag‘aﬂsm are a
y appear to be an extremely limitedi)tr[ins Sgage 10 BERe
ven narrow set of

~ questions. Such i
i ! nnocent-looki :
~ within their intentions and ;’Cl;mg questions usually have other i m
pe. ) questions implici
cit

Separate majo .

B :’v l:afzd subsidiary questions Once the li
"them, It may be usel;slears to be a manageable set furthls.t of questions has
jor questions and b et PTG Vf,ork can be done
at will form the core of lf]ary questions.! Major research ’ .ro_ad categories,
B They may also bt e research project, the key quesguesnons are those
BT o el e o e
questions and a ‘why’ re lkely w65 haves conibitiation of t .E other ques-
. About five or six may question, or a set of ‘what’, ‘why’ and AHESLIE
/ project, but only orll(;r[r:ese?»mh Quasticoisifs PfOb’ably )I/'nc? v thW’ quEr
iary questions will incl ;Y e necessary to address the re than enough
Sues that are presuppo du e those that deal with back IESear.ch problem.
posed by one or more major questiogﬂrsotuhlﬁ mfho.'l'mation
, while being

Iy, are not ab
; solutely ¢
nd subsidi y central to the proj :
lary questions project. Here is an exa

; ’ xample of a set
of

esearch question

DV hat exter ‘S Enviro e VIO ractise ?
1
1r c
.

. ry research questions

extent ar
e h
ousehold waste products recycled?

tCXteu[ 18 b y][l envir e al (la nagin ) (hi( s avo (ie(l.
u y

extent is ;
B publi
fiticies? ¢ transport and cycling used in pref
’ reference to pri
private
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In this example, the subsidiary questions can be used to specify categories of envi-
ronmental behaviour and thus focus the study.

7. Is each question necessary? As your set of questions begins to take shape,
you need to subject them to critical scrutiny by asking of each question: “Why am
I asking this question?” ‘Is it related to the research problem?’ “Why do I want to
know this?’ “What will I do with the results from it?’ ‘How does it relate to other
questions?” ‘Is it researchable?’ ‘Can I manage all these questions?’ This process
needs to be taken very seriously and not glossed over quickly. It is very easy to
include questions because ‘that would be interesting to explore’, or ‘I would really
like to know about that.’ This critical examination needs to be ruthless.

A common mistake in drafting research questions is to confuse them with ques- =

tions used to elicit information from respondents or participants, for example,
interview questions, or questions that would go into a questionnaire. Research {
questions are what you want the study to answer. Questions you ask respondents
or participants can provide the basis for answering research questions, but their
style and scope are very different.

Many postgraduate students seem to have a desire to do the definitive piece
of research on their topic. This is not only an unrealistic expectation for a fully
rescarch-based PhDj it is impossible in research for any other kind of postgradu-
ate degree. The problem is most acute for students undertaking a coursework
(taught) master’s degree in which there is a minor thesis/dissertation/project com-
ponent. Because of its limited duration, such a research project is very difficult to
design.

In short, the number and nature of the questions selected has to reflect the
available time and resources. This is the stage at which the scope of the projectis
determined, and bad decisions can produce serious problems later.

It is important to recognize that while it is highly desirable to produce wells:
formulated research questions as part of an integrated research proposal or
design, this may not always be possible without some preliminary research being
undertaken. In addition, what is discovered in the process of undertaking the
research is likely to require a review of the research questions from time to time,
No research design can completely anticipate how a research project will evolve.
It may turn out that some research questions cannot be answered because it is no
possible to obtain the necessary data. What the researcher assumed or was led to
believe about the availability of, or access to, the necessary data may turn out 0
be wrong. Consequently, the design may require some revision, and part of thi
may involve changes to research questions, or their elimination or replacement
Hence, while it is necessary to be as clear as possible about the scope and direc
tion of the research at the beginning, what the researcher learns in the course 08
undertaking the research may necessitate some changes. This is just the natuté
of research in any discipline.

Research projects differ in the extent to which it is possible to produce precist
research questions. This is certainly true of exploratory research, the aim
which can be to provide information to assist in the development of resea
questions. It might also be argued that some studies that use qualitative or ethn®
graphic research methods involve the researcher in a learning process, proce

- print the questions in large t i
{ ype and display them j
- your regular workspace, or in the frontp ke
should be consulted regularly to keep th
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arch design should not be used as an excuse for
mulate appropriate research questions.

avoiding the effort required to for

Staying on Track

A common feature of the research

. : process is for
distracted from their original intent et s ez ok

tons. Many influences may be at work:

3 . . ;
encountering new 1deleas (e.g. in published research
presentations, in previously unfamiliar theory

* discussion with colleagues; ’

. changf'ng academic fashions;
* changing political agendas; and, more particularly
i

® learning that :
R f’rgom in:ake's place du;mg the course of the research (e.g. from ob
3 erviews and discussions, and from working with-dat ) e
a).

ch, m conference papers or
or in the media)

3

(e}
VEry easy t S€ one's wa a!ld to f() ge[ 0Ot “ﬁg]ect t]lf_’ Or lglIlal I eSt‘aICh ues

;‘;ZOI}S shou}id be made only after careful considera-

y from them. One way to counter this drift js to
prominent places, such as in
page of your field book or journal. They
e focus of the research clear.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

= .
.:onee i;z::ve S€en, 1t 1s a common view that social research
r more hypotheses. However, in s

O mappropriate. When hypotheses
always clear what their role is or wh

should be directed
ome types of research this is impos-
are considered to be essential, it s
ere they are to come from. Ip ’some
hypo.theses will be stated very pre-

¥ in the null and directi
d directional forms, to facilitate statistical testing. In other

and their acceptance or
han tests of significance.
urces, such as hunches or
carefully formulated theo-
1 (see the discussion of the
their source is frequently vague and

. ; .
Wh;}fr{t}t}kus res.earch, discursive argument and
o e Iatte.r is advocated in some traditions
0gic of inquiry in chapter 6)
PULPOse unclear, ,
erg’
8's early textbook on social research (1942)

tole of hypotheses, He argued that there provwides a classical view

are four steps in ‘the scientific
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the observation and record-

on of a working hypothesis;
he data collected; and the

method’: the formulati

ing of data; the classification and organization of t
production of generalizations that apply under given conditions. In this context,
Lundberg defined a hypothesis as ‘4 tentative generalization, che validity of which
remains to be tested. In its most elementary Stages the hypothesis may be any
hunch, guess, imaginative idea or intuition whatsoever which becomes the basis
for action Of {nvestigation’ (1942: 9).

This view of hypotheses simp

they think the data might reveal,

ly requires the researcher 0 have a guess at what
if it is the case. So

and then proceed to s€€ 1
feels compelled to

entrenched has this view become that the novice researcher
make such guesses, even if it makes 1O sense to do so; one feels naked without
a hypothesis for a fig leaf. The fear of not being able to ‘prove’ their hypoth-

esis hangs like the sword of Damocles over the novice’s head; guessing the
wrong hypothesis, of the wrong version of 1t, ded as a disaster. The

can be regat

emphasis in this tradition of research is oD having a hypothesis, not always on
where it comes from, what it might be connected 10, and what purpose it serves.
It is not uncommon to invent such hypotheses after t

he research has been com-

pleted.
Some Writers conflate hypotheses and research questions: “We do research t0
Therefore, to do research, we must start with a research

get answers to questions.
question that can be answered. This question 1 usually stated as a hypothesis =
an idea, a8 prediction, capable of being disproven’ (Mitchell and Jolley 1992: 15).

From this, it i difficult to know what research questions are, what role they aré
lay and how they relate O hypotheses.
hypotheses are tentative answers to ‘w
ons. They are our best guesses at the answers.
appropriate for qybat’ questions.

There is little
possible state of affairs. Research will produce an answer tO
and no amount of guessing

by’ and, sometimes, ‘how’
But they are nok

research questi

about what wi

in due course,
it might even prejudice the answer. Therefore,
‘how’ questionss

hypotheses sho

assistances;

be reserved for the role of tentative answers 0 why’ and

particularly ‘why’ questions- The reason for this is that the task of explaint
esearch; we need some direction as

the most challenging in any f
where to look for the answers tO ‘why’ questions. Hypothes
direction on what data to gather and how to analyse them.
hypotheses come s discussed in chapters 6 and 7.

It is important tO note that some craditions of researc
with ‘why’ questions may not begin with hypotheses. In g

chapter 7), for example, hypotheses are proposed in response O patterns in
i1l be tested in a continuing trial and error pte

accumulating data, and they Wi
being refined and, perhaps, discarded along the way.
A central issue that researchers confront at the sta

uestions and hypotheses (if required) 15 what concepts t© use an ;
define them. How this is handled will depend largely on the particular logH!
of inquiry, paradigm and theories adopted. This issue will be introdu¢

the next section and will be discussed in more detail in sections 7.3 and 748

chapter 7.

anything i
The issue of wh

ge of formulating r€
d ho

q

point in hazarding guesses ata
a ‘what’ question

1l be found 18 of any

but
es can provide sO ne

h that are concerned
rounded theory {set

seﬁ

R .
esearch Questions and Purposes

A literatur i
e review 1s
‘ ac
Its main purpose is to prol‘t?;()magy component of any research
r
e a background and context for tch report or thesis.
e research, a
s ﬂd to

establish a brid

. ge between th :

topic. This review en the project and the
R tnplnde current state of knowl

* edge on the

| L] backgrouﬂd :
; information .
l investigated; that establishes the existence of th
e problem to b

[

p €V1Oous res p Dy

L ] rev earcn on dlff l()plC, or related ¢ CS

® theo y Of (l‘E;levaﬂce to the \\«‘hy quesnor (S)),

L] ar a(l irce 3
g g

o methodologi i
cal considerati
e, . sideratl ]
inquiry; and ons of relevance to the selection of
n of a logic

of

are 1 < i
O D¢ used.

These components o i e
or research report. lfht;l Erlgtemramre ol Ak, e l
B eopces s & methodolo ally be part of the introductor lrllls e
of a discussion on the ch o and methods chaptes; and { ousn may b par
oice of logic(s) of inquiry,. It isttfefzzrthd iyt
cond and third,

e . eSﬁaI‘Ch and theOr th' 1 y‘ I Vv sea
ant to the re

* A major dilemma in
m.re‘view— what literatl?:;yi feSTarch project is how to determi
: B for novice res seelevant. This can be'a daunting (lne what literature
time reading rather aimle elarChers' Students can spend anE3 and confusing task,
satisfied until they hav:s y an‘d being distracted in the excessive amount of
‘ellde B vcrything’ read ‘everything’, but the Pl‘ObirI?lciZS:;) SkOme may not
- Une solution to t . ) now what to
ture the review l;csp}::blt‘m is to use the research questi
ed to put a boundar ;ous research and relevant thgorestlgns to: guide:and
ch and reports. Tb}; F‘Ound a body of literature, be 'tYlh ach question can
of knowledge is with aim of the literature Tﬁvie;u ki R published
respect to each research queslrsiof izdtcate iR
. In support of this

on, Marshall and

d nd Rossman (2006:
forecast the literature to be re\?ie\izzi’have argued that research questi

. ons

' YPOtheses are
me cases it mal;sii, ;}c])esy,}s)l'llﬂuld have some connection with this li
1on from existing theo sible to derive such a tentativ with this literature.
purpose. As we Shallr};’ or it may be necessary to COES?HSWCr to a ‘why’
ory from which a h ei When Deductive logic is usedﬂu}:lt 4 Biewy' theory
answering ‘why’ quzi?t esis or hypotheses can be ded 2 tde' development
B orovide some ass_ons. When Retroductive logic isuce is an _eSSﬁntial
Ads' When Abducri [Sltan'ce-m the construction of h used, Fhe literature
ﬂpal."t of the comin\:;u()glc is used for theory genera)g)oor:hﬁtlcal explana-
ection, hypothesizi & pfOCCSSlOf data collection and i Y[J_Otheg,es are
gue that r sizing and testing. How and analysis, of obser-
esearch should not begin with ;:)’fr“;l;dgocatﬁs of this strategy
ypotheses.
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5.4 Research Purposes

| motives and goals for undertaki
concerned with the types ©

a researcher wants 10 produce. Social research can have a number of purposes,
ranging from relatively simple to very complex, and encompassing both basic and
applied research. Research can set out to explore, describe, explain, understand,

predict change, evaluate and assess impacts (s€€ Figure 5.1)-

A research project can pursue just one of these or, perhaps,
xample, ¥ descriptives

d to explanation an
e first five purposes, t0 explore, describe, explain,
describe, explain and understand. While
these ‘basic’ purposess it is particularly
ct assessment. These purposes are

nga parficu-

researchet’s persona
f knowledge

In contrast t0 @
£, research purposes are

lar research projec

a number of them
in sequence. For e or it might begin
d then to change.

with a descriptive

d predict,

applied research may 1n¢
concerned with change, evd

now elaborated.

lude some of
luation and impa

Types of Purposes

Basic research
| description 0T,

To explore 18 1O attempt 1O develop an initid
standing of some social phenomenon:

To describe is t© provide a Jetailed account,
reporting, of the characteristics of some population, group
including establishing regularities Of patterns of association.

actors of mechanisms that are res

To explain is 0 establish the elements, f

for producing the state of of regularities in a social phenomenon-
To understand 1s 10 establish reasons for particular social action,
the course of social episode; these reasons being derive

by social actors.
lished understan

To predict 18t
in outcomes under par

or the precise measu

ding or explanatio
ricular conditions-

ation by manipulating some as
he basis of estd

do so, preferably on

Applied research

intervene in a social situ

the participants to

understanding of explanation-

To evaluate is t© monitor social intervention programme

have achieved their desired outcomes, and to assist wi
policy—making.

To assess social impacts istol
technological change or po

and/or people-

To change 15 1@

it, or to assist
s to

consequences of

dentify the likely
ocial structures,

licy actions ofl s

social P

possibly, an under-

rement and J
or phenomenor

ponsible

the occurrence ]
d from:

nofa phenomj

pects o
blished

255€55 whethert
th problem-solving :

plarmed pro
£0OCes?

Research Questions and Purposes

In case you might be w :
Pu{pQSE, it can be regar:j)(l:j :lt?,g why comparison is not : riludied
arriving at explanaticm B d cr as a form of deSCripti()n o 2 20 RS l‘tesearCh
In fact, comparison is one Tf‘ erstanding; that is, for theor as a technique for
in grounded theory (Cort?inthe best methods for generatiﬁ gftirﬁeratmn or testing.
purpose but can be a means f and .Stl‘s.lusg 2015). As Suchgit (?Ory, as is evident
poses should not include or achieving some purposes Th is. 0ot ‘2 fescarch
of university students a ;t‘ilter“_ems lilke*Tocompare e o erefore, a list of pur-
to describe the pa fticul; ogging contractors’. A researC;V'rOPment_al attitudes
hold those attitudes; a r aftltgdes of cach group, and to project might set out
Bicposes. ; a comparison of their attituc!ieg can bt;')];:‘otexfplazga why they
rt of either of these

Purposes elaborated

Explore Ex
plorat()ry resea h P
topic being investi rch is necessary wh ;
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B i, Basic demigra]::h(i); a}kl)out the context in whicg theliels kﬂ?l“{n about the
of their behavi characteristics of search is to be con-
: our or i . ; a grou of
design the study. The rse(izlal relationships, may nefd topzzpée’ O SOIRE ASPeCts
- v . v . s
ity of using certain methossnci’ (:;][: particular research questiogown 1E order to
Essentiall of data gatheri s, or the feasibi
y, explorator A ERAICTING may al sibil-
B o it might ge r::search is used to ge; . b’;tt:{‘)i;ﬂed fto be explored.
es ea o
rescal’ch need to be ﬂexible bearChed- The methOdS uSed i Concé What 15 g()lﬂg
ut are not usually as rigorous as th uct exploratory
ose used to pur
sue

! other purposes.
~ Whi
' 116 explOrato
- : ry research 1
project, it may also be necessafyusuaug conducted at the beginning of
at o . ora
ther stages to provide informgation ;’ssear.c.h
r criti-

design decisi
ecisions, to OV
unanticipated ﬁn’ding Oerrft:sme an.unexpected problem, to be
Bbwhile pursuing ) establish which avenues of ,expla tter understand
4 nation would b
|

C‘rt'be De 2 . i
scription is a .
ne .
adequate descriptive base ?S?nnal foundation of all social re .
poses. Descriptive rese , ? is not possible to begin to pur search; without
omenon, the Charactera'rc'l seeks to present an acCurztesue other research
istics in account of
, the patter some demo . of some
ns ()f relati . 5 graPhIC cartegor
f changes in those charactor‘lsblps in some social context ga[ 3./’ group or popu-
ssed in words or numlfmmS over time. These descriEJt' a particular time,
; ; ve acco
tical ass : ers, require the : unts can b
umptions and ; use of concepts, m . €
a
) may involve the devﬁlopmem’ P, y be l?fOrmed by
sets of catego i
ries

n and under

rved social ;E’gi mfxplana_tory research seeks to acc

> or social structuresna”l[z attitud.es’ behaviour, social reltz;tl'm fo%‘ patterns

it behaves in a p: iy explain some phenomenon is t lanhlpS’ social

anation involves maE?;nC.u lar way or why particular rf glive.a.ﬂ Bl

tved and which cangn intelligible the events or rEgulagl-] arites oCeur,

tion can PfOVide the f ot bﬁ‘_ accounted for by _— r1tle-3 that have
e foundation for an explanatio 1-? ing theories. Detailed
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(erkldren) and understand-
by writets such as Taylor (1964) and
by Giddens (1979: 258); it has a long

history in German scholarship. The difference is a matter of how intelligibility
is achieved; it s the difference between causal explanation and reason explana-
tion. Explanations identify causes of events Of regularities, the factors Of mecha-
nisms that produced them; whereas understanding is provided by the reasons or

atter is also associated with the

accounts social actors give for their actions. The
¢ or activity in a particular social context, either that given by
al actors’ accounts.

social actors Of the meaning that researchers derive from soci
While some writers (€.8- Winch 1958) have argued that causal explanation 18
appropriate in the natural sciences and reason explanation is appropriate in the
human or social sciences, other writers have argued either that both can be used
in the social sciences (.8 Habermas 1972), or that characterizing the two fields
of science as being exclusively concerned with only on¢ of these 18 inappropti-
ate (e.g Giddens 1976). The position adopted here is that both explanation
and understanding are appropriate purposes in the social sciences, but that they
produce rather different kinds of intelligibility-

the distinction berween explanation

) that has been discussed
(1971), and, subsequentlys

ms about what should happen under

guished from prophecys

Predict Prediction in research makes clai
rediction is mOre

This needs tO be distin
]l happen in the future. P

d with what will happen if certain laws Of

certain conditions.
claims about what wi

only concerne
under certain conditions (Popper 1961: 128). Prediction inv
henever particular laws or mechanisms operate under the specified
the possibility of

sense that, W
the predicted outcome €

ndent on the state
be achieved In TW
een concepts (as is claime

hasis in a theoretical argument

expected. Therefore,

an be
particular time.

of knowledge at 2

o ways: in terms O
d when Inductive logic is used);

(as with Deductive logic).

conditions,
prediction is depe
Prediction can

of association betw
{ a relationship is presen

which makes
limited and is
mechanisms operate
olves time only in the

f Well—cstablished patterns
); OF.

In
t, i

R .
esearch Questions and Purposes

Writers wh
o have adv
ocate
have argued that prediction ;sc-{ ti]e use of Retroductive logic (e.g. B
experimental conditions. A only possible in closed system .g. Bhaskar 1979)
follows that predicti oo social scientists have t G _Perhaps only under
ion is not possible in the social N work in open systems, it
al sciences. !

Change Research that i
in.a o it g;l; 1Zbconcerncd with change endea .
b i the cesearch itself go 'out partial or major changes _Vﬁurs' to intervene
only be achieved with co rﬁads a consequence of research,g U:d'er i
a well-established explan:t- ence if the actions taken are E ings. Change can
brocess of intervention itse}?n or understanding would su ased on those that
I oo can be dev ,1 can _be used as a learning rggest. However, the
B ductcd in stages. Whate'OI])ed in a trial and error proliczceSg- .Knowledge of
{ B o toke in the nex: is learnt from one stage can be S, i{s lntervcntion is
| B ictinzvished fro stage. Nevertheless, this kind used to decide what
B world m intervention that tries to chz of intervention needs
J‘ the o nge some aspect of the
and changing som 45'tie joint i ‘ i
COﬂVEﬂEiOnalgreseaercis?zctthi rEe world at thd) sal;:)esisi’ncl)i ”11: fjflfsfmg knowledge
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B o the e group of people change their o 70 e of f.ac1htat0r or
o change b s:earchcr adopting the role of o w-g situation from the
- o as ‘partici y eXteruaI’ intervention. This t utside expert who tries
; ;99%, 2010). patory action research’ (Whyte 1);];?1 Oi;;esjarch is usually
In some aradi £  Wadsword 19772
s the fundgmenwtgln;)sug”e.g. C“?Cal }:heory and Rinia) b |
B . ciotion Ofpo se of social science; all other Pu,_-ls argued that change
may be regarded by man ppressed groups. As such, while tfloses must serve that
s being either theyoisl an add-on stage in research, it heas ETPOSC af urige
ate form of social Sdei{gﬂ' 0 genEE SCiemiﬁc,knOWle;;S r(f?iLdEd kiy
g , e only

res: h ¢ana on
own S S V the ]|(:ed Of thf
ltCIVﬁ 1t1on researc ls() l)f: d € t()p d 3 thll er l[’lg S

by shifting the emp
the case of established patterns whenever one part ©
can be expected that the other part will also be present- For example, if it has beel B o b
consistently established that juvenile delinquents come from ‘broken homes', thel B! ottom up’ by serving the needs of
an lead to the prediction that they wil y as either ‘conservative’ or ‘radicoadst he powerless. Hence, it may be

locating particular juvenile delinquents €
be found to have come from ‘broken homes’, Of; alternativ
“broken homes’ are ikely to become delinquents.

Some Writers have argued that the logic involved 10 explanatio

tion 18 essentially the sames it is just a matter of where the emphasis 15 P
what can be raken as given ( 1959, 1961; Hempe
based on the assumption that a set of propositions that has been u
an observed pattern can also be used to predict another pattern-
.f an explanation has been constructed O explain why th

in a country in which a particular religion is predominant,
been shown in 2 deductive argument 1o be related t0 suicide rates
claimed to have established), ict that other €

then it is possible t0 predi
a similar religious composition will have similar suicide rates (
72-4 for a discussion of Durkheim’s theory of suicide).

laced

sed to exp

and if religio?
(as Duf

ely, that children from
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| 1966). This clalm.
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ialuate  Evaluati
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a basis for helping to improve it used caring L

; and summati
ve

» which is ¢
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Pawson and Tilley (1997) have identified four main perspectives onl evalu-
ation research: the experimental (Campbell and Stanley 1963a, 1963b; Cook
and Campbell 1979); the pmgmatic (Weiss 1 972, 1976; Weiss and Bucuvalas
1980); the naturalistic (Lincoln and Guba 1985); and the pluralist (Cronbach
1963, 1982; Rossi and Freeman 1985). The first on the scent in the 1960s, the
rimental perspective, used classical or quasi-experimental procedures tO Try
to establish whether change is the result of the planned intervention. Pawson
and Tilley have added a fifth perspective, realistic evaluation, based on scientific
realism (see chapter 6, “Critical Realism’), for which they claim superiority Over
the other perspectives. More recently, Pawson (2006) has taken this approach
further in his argument for evidence-based policy.?

Commonly used tools 1n both evaluation cesearch and impact assessment are
needs analysis and cost-benefit analysis. However, t is because of the deficiencies

in cost-benefit analysis, due to its narrow economic focus, that the development

of both social impact assessment and environmental impact assessment has

occurred.

expe

Assess impacts mpact assessment (IA) has been defined as ‘the process of

identifying the future consequences of a current OF proposed action’ (Becker
1997: 2). In the case of social impact assessment (STA), these consequences are
related to “individuals, organizations, institutions and society as d whole’ (Becker
1997: 123). Following the definition of SIA in the United States by the Inter-
organizational Committee 0N Guidelines and Principles (1994), Burdge and
Vanclay (1995) have included cultural as well as social impacts. Social impacts

are the consequences ©

and private actions that alter the way in which people live, work, play,
relate to one another, organise to meet their needs, and generally cope as members of

Cultural impacts involve changes tO norms, values, and beliefs of individuals
¢ themselves and their society. (Burdge and

any public

society.
that guide and rationalise theif cognition ©

Vanclay 1995: 32)

SIA can be concerned with assessing
ecONOMIC, institutional. community an
development and large-scale construction projectss
policies and programmes. The tasks of SIAs are 10

o assess and predict potential impacts;
e mitigate and monitor these impacts; an
o audit and analyse the impacts of past actions.

n out of the related and increasingly significant field
of environmental impact assessment (ETA). While the latter’s primary cone

is with the natural and biophysical impacts of major physical projects, 1t is now
generally accepted that EIA and SIA are complementary and that the latter m

accompany the former.

In many ways, SIA has grow

or predicting the demographic, socio-
d psychological impacts of resource:
as well as social of economic:

Research Questions and Purposes

R
esearch Purposes and Questions

Each of the ei
eight resea .
question. If we take samrgh purposes is related to a particular ¢
imaginary social process as an exampl the oﬁ research
e, the three ty
pes

of research questi
tions woul :
L e, d be associated with the eight research
rch purposes as

Expl :
plore gl}:at might be happening?
. at people are invol s
Describe What ic happeningyo ved? In what way?
What peopl =
ple are involved?
g;gtiz?m”d Why is it haPPening?) ved? In-whatway?
Predic:‘T s happening?
- ghat is li]l<ely to happen?
b oLt ow can it be made to be different?

U(!hat haS happened. Uz‘hy dld 1t happe!‘l.
. . .
C‘ hat hd Ve beell, or are llkely to be, 1S lnd]“ldual SOClal d
3 an

environmental
consequences?
occurred? 4 es? Why have these consequences

Assess impacts

il
he purposes of understand and explain,® and
15
,> and, to a lesser extent, evaluate and

b p T th y y' y . g
3 ()1'11 nes that feq uire h t pe }r? H1ge 1S
assess 1m acts, are € (8] W qllﬁsthnS C a
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equires ‘how-type’ questions. All the other pur h
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= ing with ¢ ’ s
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- between a present Situqt? Pfesi]nt, between a present ,an r olve comparisons
. ation an desi - past situati
can result fro a desired futu i ion, or
] m other questi i re. To avoid the ¢ -
. i e
. on wording — for example, pursuing cfl) nfusion that
’ escription or

explanation wi :
ith questions th

sificati . s that commence with ° ] :
sification of questions should be followede with ‘how’ — this three-category clas-

5.5 Conclusion

entral role of
: rese -
defining the nature :I:Zh questions should now be clear. Th
. scope of a study, and fi - 10€y are essential
I social ii:; , t}(l) a degree, how it will gf: srudie(c)]r determining what is to be
rch can ; :
‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘Ez\i?nductgd using just three types of research
questions seek either an ejgfstlor}& “What' questions seek a d:;;"pc?'les_
questions ar anation or some f pron,
e concerned wi ) orm of understandi
happe ed with change; standing, and
ned?’ : ge; in short, ¢ : ; >
B e i i ge; In short, Wihar s geing onr’; "Ny
to as i :
B ‘how’; for exa qlues::lons that start with some word oth
o que?;-p e sihic”, “sibiena, “sikieet oF v sther Ehan what’,
ion ot many-.
*€Xamples into a ‘what-t ‘S)desgrl;.btwﬂ, then it is not difﬁcult}t’ -
ype’ question. Some questions that begi ¥ Uﬂ}?SCrlbe
egin with ‘how’
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may in fact be ‘what’ or ‘swhy’ questions. For example, ‘How did it happen?’ may
be asking ‘What happened?’ of “Why did it happen?’

Therefore, just what form of question s being asked, and how it should be
worded, can be clarified by ¢hinking about the purpose of the question, along
with the type of knowledge a researcher wants to0 produce. To the four main

purposes ~ description, explanation, understanding and change — can be added PA RT 2 ®
exploration predictiot, evaluation and impact Jssessment. However these °
additional purposes can all be expressed as «what’ questions: “\What is happen- '

ing?; “What 18 likely to happen?’; 1o what extent did the programme achieve its F RAM I ‘ e
goals?’s and “What are the implications Of consequences?’ N G R ES E AR C H

5.6 Further Reading
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cional research.
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