Handout #2:  Problem Identification and Definition

Many research textbooks assume that students will conduct a data-centred, experimental study that test specific hypotheses.  However, in actual practice, the nature of students’ research varies widely and the methods and techniques employed differ accordingly.

All students should write a Problem Statement that represents the major question which the research seeks to answer.  The problem may be broad or specific, and it may lead to further research questions and/or hypotheses.  No single approach is appropriate for all students.


The following three options are possible:

1.


This is the typical approach in research texts.  Both the problem and the hypotheses tend to be quite specific.  The experimental method is usually used in order to test the hypotheses.  However, seldom is this approach followed by students in the more applied field of business.  


2.
 

3.



The last two approaches illustrates a broad research problem that must be translated into more specific research questions (i.e., sub-problem).  Generally speaking, most students in business and related fields will need to develop a “handful” of research questions to accompany the research problem.  And some students will go further to translate the research questions into hypotheses.

How do you know whether or not to hypothesise?  Follow these guidelines.

1.
If an experiment is conducted (experimental method), hypotheses should always be stated.

2.
An hypothesis is a statement of an expected outcome.  If, on the basis of your review of theory and research you have reason(s) to expect a certain outcome, then go ahead and state hypotheses.  If not, don’t guess; retain the research questions.

3.
Any method of research may employ hypotheses. However, the use of hypotheses tends to be associated with experimental, casual-comparative, and correlational types of research.  The use of research questions only, tends to be associated with historical and descriptive methods.

4.
If you are not studying relationships between variables, hypotheses are seldom needed.
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