A 15-step model for writing
a research proposal

he word research is used in everyday

speech to cover a broad spectrum of

meaning. This makes it a confusing
term for those who are new to the concept.
On the whole, research is a systematic process
which produces data to answer a specified ques-
tion. Several methods may be followed, all of
which have distinct characteristics. The choice
of methodology selected by the researcher is
dependent upon the style of the research ques-
tion, with appropriateness of choice described
as a 'horse for a course. In other words, the
researcher asks a question and selects an appro-
priate research methodology to answer it.
Examples of research methodologies that may
be selected include; randomized controlled
trial (RCT} (Jadad and Enkin, 2z007), grounded
theory (Charmaz, zo006),
(Moustakas, 1994), ethnography (LeCompte
and Schensul, 1999) or Survey (Alreck and
Settle, 1995). All of these methods follow a
generic framework of sequentially prescribed
steps, which have customary language of under-
standing for researchers.

Before an attempt is made to start a
research study, a proposal should be compiled.
Constructing the proposal is the most chal-
lenging part in process. It is, nevertheless, the
most critical part and should be given careful

phenomenology

consideration since it provides logic and struc-
ture to the envisaged study. A research proposal
follows a set of sequential steps that provide
structure to the prospective study. It is a written
submission which spells out the design of the
intended research project. An example of a
generic template for writing a research proposal
is presented in Table 1.

The 15-step model to writing a
research proposal

Step 1: give the research proposal a title

The title should accurately reflect the content
and scope of the proposed study. It is impor-
tant to present a consistent title throughout
all of the regulatory documents; this includes
the proposal itself, the ethics and grant appli-
cation and all associated appendices, forms,

Abstract

On occasion midwives may be required to construct a research proposal.
In the current climate of evidence-based practice. Such activity is
considered an elemental skill for career progression in both education
and service. Examples of where writing a research proposal may be
required include: writing an assessment for under and post graduate
research modules or designing a dissertation, MPhil, Prof Doc or

PhD. Within clinical practice there are also audit and evaluation of
practice responsibilities. With these factors at the forefront, this article
provides a template specifically designed to direct midwives through

the procedures of constructing a research proposal. The purpose of a
research proposal is to produce a template of common understanding
from which tasks are allocated, divided and discussed by researchers,
clinical staff and in some cases participants. The finished product is then
used to communicate intent to the ethics committees and grant funding
bodies before authorization and money are awarded.

questionnaires ete. An example of a project
title is provided to facilitate understanding of
the first step in developing a research proposal:
Physical activity in the first stage of labour and
its effects upon specified maternal and neonatal
outcomes: an observational analytical experi-
mental study of childbearng women

Step 2: provide relevant personal and
professional details

On the first page of the research proposal, it
is imperative to state the names and titles of
the principal researcher(s), supervisor(s), their
professional qualifications, the intended study
site(s) and contact information. In addition, the
principle researcher should appendix a curric-
ulum vitae which cites their publishing record. i

Caroline J Hollins
Martin is Seni

Step 3: Provide a short abstract or
summary of around 300 words

The purpose of the abstract is to present a clear
Valerie Fleming is
Professor, Division of

summary of the intended project. It is normal
to write this concise synopsis at the end of the
proposal development, once the project has
been methodically assembled and written. Since
the writer is limited to 300 words, they must be
brief in abridging the relevant sections.
A good abstract should present (Box 1):
® A brief background to the proposed study
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Table 1. 1_5—st.<_,~__|_:3 model to writiqg a research _prq_pfosal

@ The aim of the proposed study

® The research methodology (recipe) that will
be used

® The study design i.e. declare measuring tools,
variables (if quantitative)

@ Describe data to be collected

® The setting of the research i.e. where the
research will be conducted.

® Who the intended participants are ie.
population, sampling method, groups and
numbers.

® Proposed data processing and analysis i.e.
proposed descriptive and inferential statis-
tics if numeric quantitative data are to be
collected

® Thematic analysis and coding processes if
qualitative data are to be collected

@ Summarize the potential use of outcomes for
developing professional practice.

Step 4: supply six keywords to describe the
research proposal

Keywords are intended to facilitate the reader
who wants to search databases and electronic
journals for pertinent research studies cited in
the literature review. Examples might be:

® Physical

® Activity

® Labour

@ Childbearing

® Midwives,

Step 5: construct an introduction that
contains a rationale and relevant literature
review

Give the background and justification for the
research study. This rationale provides infor-
mation to the reader that will promote their
understanding of the purpose of undertaking
the study. This justification communicates the
link between the research question and its
relationship to advancing the literature and
improving professional practice.

Present a literature review that summarizes
and critically appraises previous research in the
field, draws attention to gaps in current knowl-
edge and cites key references. Relevant research
papers are accessed from appropriate databases
and electronic journals. These are analysed and
the findings summarized and discussed in relation
to the aim of the proposed research study. Where
appropriate the research methodology used in
previous studies should be reviewed, making
comment on relative strengths and weaknesses,

Step 6: state the aim, research question,
sub-questions and hypotheses/null
hypotheses of the proposed research study
Research forms a circle; that is, it starts with
a problem and ends with a solution to the
problem, The researcher should think about
what stimulated them to research the problem.
Are there questions about the stated problem
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to which answers have not been found? The
research aim and questions should be stated ina
way that leads to analytical thinking and poten-
tial concluding solutions to the stated problem,.

Stating the aim, research questions, hypoth-
eses and null hypotheses makes explicit the
purpose of the proposed research study. That is,
what the researcher hopes to achieve (hypoth-
eses are only relevant in quantitative studies).

The introduction should provide some back-
ground that stands in support of the aim. The
aim, research questions and hypotheses should
be grammatically correct and avoid meaning-
less words. Demarcating the research study into
manageable parts by dividing the main problem
into sub-problems is of utmost importance. The
following serves as an example.

The aim

A clear statement of the aim of the research
study is crucial. This statement cannot be vague
and should sum up the goal of the research study.
In summary, it encapsulates what precisely the
researcher intends to do. For example, ‘the aim
of this study is to measure the effects of activity
in the first stage of labour upon specified
maternal and neonatal outcomes’,

The research question

The research study is underpinned by a ques-
tion, such as ‘what is the cause of that? "What
does it mean? The research question is the
first methodological step the investigator takes
when designing the project. It precedes selec-
tion of an appropriate research methodology
to answer the question. The question must be
clearly articulated, since it underpins the entire
project. An example might be, '‘what are the
effects of activity in the first stage of labour
upon maternal and neonatal outcomes?’

The sub-questions

The research question may be divided into
further manageable sub-questions. A simple
primary question may require answering before
the overarching principal research question can
be attended to. Examples might be to assess the
effects of physical activity during labour upon:
@ Length of first stage

® Perinatal outcomes

® Pain experience

® Maternal birth satisfaction

Hypotheses/null hypotheses

If a quantitative numerical approach has been
adopted, the attendant sub-guestions are

further encapsulated in objective hypotheses.
A hypothesis is a logical statement which the
statistical results of the study either support or
reject. Each hypothesis provides information
that is pertinent to answering the sub-questions
and, ultimately, the overarching research ques-
tion (Box 2).

A hypothesis is stated in an explanatory form,
because it indicates the expected reference
of the difference between two variables. The
research hypothesis may be stated in a direc-
tional or non-directional form. A directional
hypothesis statement indicates the expected
direction of results, while a non-directional one
indicates no difference or no relationship. A
hypothesis should be:

@ Testable
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® A tentative answer to the stated problem
® Specific, logical and simplistic (not vague)
® Supported or rejected post statistical analysis.

Step 7: outline the research methodology
The research methodology provides practical
details of the sequential processes involved
in answering the research question. A well
designed research proposal should be written
in such a way that an unfamiliar person could
pick up the proposal and repeat the study. Each
research methodology (recipe) follows a recog-
nizable template e.g. RCT, grounded theory,
phenomenology, ethnography or survey, to
name a few. The selected research methodology
is declared and clearly outlined in the next step
of writing the proposal (Box 3).

Selecting an  appropriate research
methodology

Research follows a carefully planned formula. That
is, it follows a specific methodology and there are
several methodologies to select from. The meth-
odology chosen should be a suitable formula
to answer the research question. The researcher
outlines the steps of the selected research meth-
odology. It is not enough to follow the research
procedures without an intimate understanding
that the research methodology directs the whole
endeavour. The research methodology controls the
study, dictates the acquisition of data and arranges
it in logical relationships. The entire process is
a unified effort, as well as an appreciation of its
component parts.

There is a vast array of research method-
ologies to select from, with each following a
universally prescribed process. An important
factor to grasp is that the research methodology
of choice is selected from one of two camps: it
is either quantitative (deductive) or qualitative
{inductive).

Quantitative research
In quantitative research the information
collected takes the form of measurements or
numbers that can be analysed statistically to
determine whether or not a treatment has made
a real difference. This type of research requires
standardized procedures, specific methods and
statistical analysis and so maximizes objectivity.
A deductive approach is taken by quantita-
tive researchers. Deductive reasoning works
from the more general to the more specific.
This is sometimes informally called a top-down
approach, The researcher begins by thinking up
a theory about a topic of interest. This is again
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narrowed down into more specific hypotheses
that can be tested. This is narrowed down even
further with observations collected to address
the hypotheses, Ultimately, this process equips
the researcher to test the hypotheses using
specific data that provides confirmation (or
not) of the original theory.

Characteristics of quantitative research:
® Experimental
® Manipulative
@ Controlled
® Hypotheses are stated
@ Empirically based
® Data collection precedes analysis.

Qualitative research

This type of research aims to understand the
processes which lie behind patterns of behaviour,
people’s emotions or their responses to certain
situations. It uses different ways of collecting
data, for example, words and phrases people use
in interviews are analysed non-mathematically.

Quantitative research takes an inductive
approach. Inductive reasoning works the other
way round from the quantitative approach,
maoving from specific observations to broader
generalizations and theories. This is sometimes
informally called the bottom-up approach, with
the researcher attempting to detect patterns
and regularities in the data that can be explored
and end in the development of conclusions and/
or theories.

Inductive reasoning, by its very nature, is
more open-ended and exploratory. In compar-
ison, deductive reasoning is more narrow
in nature and is concerned with testing or
confirming hypotheses.

Characteristics of qualitative research:
® Interpretive
@ Reflective
® Inductive
® Data collection and analysis are often

concurrent.

Examples of qualitative research method-
ologies include grounded theary, ethnography,
phenomenology, discourse analysis.

At this point it is time to decide which
research methodology to use. It may be helpful
to retrieve a published research paper that has
used the particular methodology of choice.
From this paper, the generic pathway may be
identified. Examples of research methods can
be read about in the following books: Bowling,
2002; Cluett and Bluff, zooz; Cresswell, 200z;
Davies, 2007; Polgar and Thomas, 2008;
Silverman, 2o005.
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Table 2. Project timetable

Step 8: select setting, participants,
sampling method, inclusion/exclusion
criteria and method of recruitment
Consider the setting, participants and numbers
to be included. Alternatively, details of the
data to be collected if no participants are
being included. Choice of population, sampling
method and inclusion/exclusion criteria should
be considered (e.g. age, absence of disease,
native English speaker etc). Method of recruit-
ment should be declared and justified. In
quantitative studies, data collected is submitted
to a significance test to assess the viability of
the null hypothesis, with the p-value produced

used to reject the null hypothesis. A power
analysis conducted during the planning stage
will estimate the number of participants neces-
sary to yield an acceptable significant difference
between groups. Generally, the larger the effect
size wanted, the larger the sample size should
be. The goal of a power analysis is to find an
appropriate balance by taking into account the
substantive goals of the study and the resources
available to the researcher.

Step 9: describe data collection
instruments

Provide details of the data collection instruments
intended for use in the study, e.g. medical records
review, gestionnaire, interviews, observation, or
apparatus being employed. Describe how they will
be used and the items of data that will be collected,
e.g. demographic data, medical conditions etc.
Justification for choices should be provided. If
existing validated data collection instruments are
being used, these should be referenced as such. If
new measuring tools are being specifically devel-
oped for the intended research study, information
should be provided on how validity and relia-
bility will be established. The design and methods
should be described in sufficient detail to allow
external people to cost the workload and estimate
an achievable timetable,

Step 10: detail intended data processing
and analysis

The next step is to consider the intended data
processing and analysis. Specifically, what
descriptive and inferential statistics are going
to be produced? What comparisons might be
made, if any, with the data, e.g. by age, sex,
socio-economic status ete? The projected anal-
yses should relate to the aim and the research
questions cited. For qualitative research,
describe the processes involved in analysis of
the interview transcripts.

Oncedata has been collected, it will be organized
into meaningful patterns that can be interpreted.
The significance of findings depends on the way
the human brain extracts meaning. No rules or
formula lead the researcher to correct interpreta-
tion. Analysis is subjective and depends entirely
on the logical mind, inductive reasoning skills and
objectivity of the researcher. For advice on appro-
priate statistical analysis, it may be helpful to seek
the advice of a statistician (Box 5).

Not all quantitative studies are subjected to
significance testing. In descriptive studies, the
aim is to summarize the data set quantitatively
without employing probabilistic formulation,
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for example, to produce measures of central
tendency, dispersion or association.

Triangulation

Triangulation is the application and combina-
tion of several research methods in the same
study. By combining multiple observers, theo-
ries, methods and/or empirical materials,
researchers can hope to overcome the weakness
or intrinsic biases and problems that arise from
using one single research method. Triangulation
combines research strategies for the purpose
of achieving a multidimensional view of the
phenomenon of interest.

Content analysis may be qualitative or quan-
titative in nature. First, in most basic terms,
qualitative content analysis induces elements of
text into labelled categories. In addition to this,
during quantitative content analysis, the researcher
further proceeds to allocate numeric codes to these
labelled bundles of meaning (Box 6).

Step 11: declare any ethical considerations
and outline data protection procedures
Detail any ethical considerations and how these
will be dealt with. Provide practical particulars of
the measures taken to ensure confidentiality for
participants and in relation to the data collected.
All research studies require approval from the
appropriate ethics committees. Highlight these in
the research proposal and complete the associated
committee’s application forms.

It is requisite to declare any conflicts of
interest. For example, a researcher affiliated to
a company closely related to the proposed area
of research may stand to profit from steering
the study in a specific direction. The general
principle to consider is whether or not the
circumstances could reasonably be perceived
to affect the judgment or decision-making
processes of the researcher during process.
In attempts to remove potential conflicts of
interest, transparency in procedures is required.
This involves the researcher declaring any
conflicts of interest in the research propasal
for scrutiny by the relevant ethics commit-
tees. The researcher should report the offer and
take advice over whether or not to accept the
funding, gift or hospitality.

Step 12: produce a timetable and consider
potential problems

Provide a summary of the planned programme of
work, using a bar, Gantt chart or table which high-
lights significant phases of the project (Table 2). A
Gantt chart is a type of bar chart that illustrates the

schedule for the research proposed. Gantt charts
illustrate the beginning and completion dates of
the procedures involved in the proposed research
study. For example, timescales for expected ethics
approval, literature review completion, recruit-

RESEARCH
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The methodology chosen should be a suitable formula to answer the

research question
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& When determining the

projected length of the
study, it is important to
incorporate interview
and employment plans
and the total time
required to train relevant

people. v,

mentof participants, completion of data collection,
write up of study etc. Outline any potential organ-
izational, practical or methodological problems
that might occur and how you intend to surmount
these. When determining the projected length of
the study, it is important to incorporate interview
and employment plans and the total time required
to train relevant people. If new staff members
are to be employed and trained, the procedures
involved may add an additional 4 months to the
project timetable,

Step 13: estimate resources that may be
required

Provide a summary of the estimated costs
and requirements for the project pending, for
example, time, travel, consumables such as
stationery, postage and equipment (Table 3).

Step 14: append relevant additional
material

Appendix questionnaires, interview sched-
ules, diagrams of equipment and any relevant
information that will aid understanding of the
intended project, such as the Wong-Baker pain
scale, the birth satisfaction scale and interview
schedule. Remember to reference these in text.

Step 15: append key references
The university/trust recommended referencing
format should be used throughout.

Post data analysis, a discussion, conclusions
and implications for practice are written in
light of the study findings. Suggestions for
future research may also be projected. Well-
designed research proposals include a method
of evaluating the success of the project post
implementation, for example, development of
an audit tool. Most sponsors request that a
process of evaluation and outcome statement be
part of the submitted research proposal.

Conclusion
The written template outlines the skeletal
framework of the intended research project and
is sent to appropriate ethics committee(s) before
beginningdata collection. If the researcher is
seeking funding, the proposal will be scruti-
nized for value before money is awarded from
the specified grant body. The validated research
proposal will be the common understanding
from which researchers, clinical staff and partic-
ipants operate. It is the template from which
tasks are allocated, divided and discussed.
Remember to be realistic when designing
the study. Overly optimistic ideas of what the
project can accomplish may detract from the
chances of being approved. BJM
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