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CHAPTER: – THREE 

Research Proposal and Guide to Prepare a Proposal 

The term "research proposal" is coined from two words, research and proposal. Research has 

been defined in first chapter. 

Proposal lexically means a course of, activity etc. proposed. Therefore, a research proposal can 

be defined as a written document requesting both authorization and funds to undertake a specific 

research project. It always includes a statement explaining the purpose of the study or a 

definition of the problem. It systematically outlines the particular research methodology and 

details the process that will be utilized at each stage of the research process 

In research proposal: 

 What information will be required? 

 What research procedures will be implemented? Will be clearly specified so that others 

may understand their exact implications. 

3.1 Function of the research proposal 

Research proposal may function at least in three ways, namely, as a means of communication, 

as a plan and as a contract 

i. Proposal as a means of communication serves to communicate the investigator‘s research 

plan to those who-give consultations and / or disburse fund. Proposal is the primary source 

on which the graduate students‘ thesis or dissertation committee must base the function of: 

review, consultation and more importantly, approval for implementation of the research 

project 

In general, the quality of assistance and the probability of financial support will all depend 

directly on the clarity and justification of the proposal. 

ii. Research proposal as plan helps the researcher to organize his idea in a systematic manner 

and to look for strengths and flaws. A successful proposal sets out the plan in step-by-step 

detail. That is, it provides an inventory of what must be done and which materials have to be 

collected as a preliminary step. 

Generally, the acceptability of results is judged exclusively in terms of the adequacy of the 

methods employed in recording, analyzing and interpreting the data in the planned study 

iii. Proposal also functions as a contract. A completed proposal approved for execution and 

signed by all members of the sponsoring committee, constitute a bond of agreement 

between the researcher and that committee. An approved grant proposal results in a contract 

between the investigator (and often the university) and funding sources. 

Proposal for thesis and dissertation should be in final form prior to the collection of data. Once 

document is approved in final form, neither the student nor the sponsoring faculty members 

should be free to alter the fundamental terms of the contract by unilateral decision. 

Importance of the research proposal  

The research proposal has the following importance. 

 It serves as a basis for determining the feasibility of the research project. 

 It provides a systematic plan of procedure for the researcher to follow. 

 It gives the research supervisor a basis for guiding the researcher while conducting the 

study. 

 It reduces the probability of costly mistake. 

Preparation of a full-fledged proposal is not a one-time endeavor. But, is the result of continuous 

modification and amendment through discussion with experts in the field.   

3.2. General Format and Elements of Proposal  

     There is no a hard and a fast format in scientific research proposal writing. It varies from one 

organization to another and from one country to another. Some universities and funding 

agencies make very specific demand for the format of proposals. Others provide general 

guidelines for form and content. Though the format varies, the essence expressed in 

different proposal remains the same. 

A research proposal should contain the following information about your study:  

          1. The Preliminaries   
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          2. The Body 

          3. The Supplemental 

1. The Preliminaries 

i. Cover page 

◦ Title (A Case Study of ……..) 

◦ University logo 

◦ Purpose why the research is conducted 

◦ Name of the investigator (Student Researcher) 

◦ Name of the advisor and Co-Advisor (If any) 

◦ Name of the University, College, Department   

◦ Month, Year, and Specific Place where the proposal is written 

ii. Inside page  

◦ Declaration  

◦ Certification  

◦ Acknowledgment  

◦ Acronyms or abbreviations (if any, abbreviations alphabetically arranged) 

◦ Table of contents (List of tables, list of figures /graphs) 

◦ Abstract 

2. The Body 

1. Chapter One  

◦ Introduction 

◦ Statement of the problem and research questions 

◦ Objectives of the study(general and specific) 

◦ Hypothesis to be tested, if applicable; 

◦ Significance of the study 

◦ Delimitation/ Scope of the study 

◦ Limitation of the study 

◦  Organization of the study 

2. Review of the Related Literature 

                   3. Researches Methodology (Materials and Methods) 

 Background of the Organization/Area Description  

 Research Design 

 Sampling Design/strategy and Sample Size 

 Data Source 

 Data Gathering Techniques 

 Data Processing and Analysis 

3. The Supplemental 

 Work plan (Time and Budget) 

 Reference/ Bibliography 

 Appendix    

Title 

The title is the most widely readable part of your proposal. It is usually written in capital letters 

without the use of abbreviations. It should contain the key and important words that indicate the 

subject. 

 The title should be as explicit as possible and transparent  

 It should be clear and short 

 It should capture and reflect the content of the proposal.  

 It should enable the readers to understand the concepts of the study.  

 It has to indicate the key variables, types of relationship between variables 

Abstract (Optional for a Proposal) 

An abstract is known by different names like executive summary, synopsis and so on. It gives 

executives the chance to grasp the essentials of the proposal without having to read to details and 
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should be written in one paragraph, in italics. It should be long enough to be explicit but not too long 

so that it is not too tedious most of the time less than 300 words. 

Abstract should be concise, informative and should provide brief information about the whole 

problem to be investigated  

The abstract of a proposal should contain the following points  

 Title or topic of the research 

 Statement of the problem and objective 

 Methodology of investigation 

 Expected result (tentative only if a researcher starts with a formulated hypothesis)  

1. Introduction (Background of the Study) 

―The introduction is the part of the paper that provides readers with the background information for 

the research reported in the paper. Its purpose is to establish a framework for the research, so that 

readers can understand how it is related to other research‖. 

In an introduction, the writer should 

      1. Create reader interest in the topic, 

      2. laid the broad foundation for the problem that leads to the study, 

     3. Place the study within the larger context of the scholarly literature, and 

     4. Reach out to a specific audience.  

Background of the study can be stated in either inductive or deductive approach 

 General to specific or Deductive order is recommended 

 Definitions and concepts related to the topic 

 Global issues and trends about the topic 

 Situations in Less Developed Countries or in an industry 

 National level 

 Regional level 

 Organizational level 

2. Statement of the Problem 
Having provided a broad introduction to the area under study, now focus on issues relating to its 

central theme; identify some of the gaps in the existing body of knowledge. Most research proposals, 

whether designed for under graduate or master's thesis, may be considered as responses to a problem. 

The problem statement describes the context for the study and it also identifies the general analysis 

approach. A problem might be defined as the issue that exists in the literature, theory, or practice that 

leads to a need for the study. 

Effective problem statements answer the question “Why does this research need to be conducted.” 

If a researcher is unable to answer this question clearly and succinctly, and without resorting to hyper-

speaking (i.e., focusing on problems of macro or global proportions that certainly will not be informed 

or alleviated by the study), then the statement of the problem will come off as ambiguous and diffuse. 

Here, some of the main research questions that you would like to answer through your study should 

also be raised, and rationale for each should be provided.  

 Identify the issues that are the bases of your study; 

 Specify the various aspects of/ perspectives on this issue; 

 Raise some of the basic research questions that you want to answer through your study ; 

 Identify what knowledge is available concerning your study; 

 Identify what knowledge is available concerning your questions; and 

 Develop a rational for your study 

3. Objective of the Study 
In this section include a statement of both your study‘s main objective and sub-objectives. Your main 

objective indicates the central thrust of your study whereas the sub-objectives identify the specific 

issues you propose to examine.  

The objectives of a research project are to summarize what is to be achieved by the study. After 

statement of the general (main) objective, specific objectives may be mentioned.  



 Page 4 
 

Specific Objectives should be 

◦ Simple (not complex) 

◦ Specific (not vague) and 

◦ stated in advance (not after the research is done), 

The general and specific objectives are logically connected to each other and the specific objectives 

are commonly considered as smaller portions of the general objectives. It is important to ascertain that 

the general objective is closely related to the statement of the problem. If the purpose is not clear to 

the writer, it cannot be clear to the reader.  

The objectives of the study should be clearly stated and specific in nature. Each sub-objective should  

 Delineate/describe only one issue 

 Use specific words, not general ones 

 Use action-oriented verbs such as ‗to determine‘, ‗to find out‘, ‗to ascertain‘ ‗to examine‘ 

to evaluate, to investigate, to assess … 

 Specific objective is prepared by rewriting research question in to sentence form.  

4. Hypothesis to be Tested (if Applicable) 

A hypothesis is a statement of your assumptions about the prevalence of a phenomenon or about a 

relationship between two variables that you plan to test within a framework of the study. If you are 

going to test hypothesis, list them in this section.  

The hypothesis can be written either positively or negatively. When formulating a hypothesis you 

have an obligation to draw conclusions about it in the text of the report. Hypothesis has a particular 

style formulation. You must be acquainted with the correct way of wording them. In a study you may 

have as many hypotheses as you want to test. However, it is not essential to have a hypothesis in order 

to undertake a study –you can conduct a perfectly satisfactory study without formulating a hypothesis.  

5. Limitations (It is not part of the proposal) 

A limitation identifies potential weaknesses of the study. Think about your analysis, the nature of self-

report, your instruments, the sample, etc. Think about threats to internal validity that may have been 

impossible to avoid or minimize. 

6. Delimitation of the study (Scope of the Study) 

In this section, the researcher indicates the boundary of the study. The problem should be reduced to a 

manageable size, delimitation is done to solve problem using the available financial, labor and time 

resources. This does not mean that study should delimit the research topic to particular issue and/or 

organization or place because it is less costly and take less time.  

7. Significance of the Study (Who may use the findings?) 

Indicate how your research will refine (improve), revise, or extend existing knowledge in the area 

under investigation. Note that such refinements, revisions, or extensions may have substantive, 

theoretical, or methodological significance.  

Users are   

  organizations/the researcher him/her self 

  Other researchers 

  The society or the community 

 To government agencies- policy makers  

8. Organization of the Study 

As clear as possible, state how you intend to organize the final report. Plan to develop the chapters 

around the main themes of your study. The title of each chapter should clearly communicate the main 

thrust of the contents. Here, specify the number of chapters in the final research report.  

9. Review of Related Literature 

Literature review means locating of literature in a variety of sources reading it carefully and 

thoroughly organizing it into themes along with the line of investigation. ―The review of the literature 

provides the background and context for the research problem. It should establish the need for the 

research and indicate that the writer is knowledgeable about the area‖.  

The literature review accomplishes several important things. 
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1. It shares with the reader the results of other studies that are closely related to the study being 

reported. 

2. It relates a study to the larger, on-going dialogue in the literature about a topic, filling in gaps and 

extending prior studies. 

3. It provides a framework for establishing the importance of the study, as well as a benchmark for 

comparing the results of a study with other findings. 

4. It establishes a familiarity with a body of knowledge and establishes credibility: A review tells a 

reader that he/she knows the research in an area and knows the major issues. 

Demonstrate to the reader that you have a comprehensive grasp of the field and are aware of 

important recent substantive and methodological developments. The aim is to show insight and to be 

thorough rather than to fill space and drop names. Verbose wording can obscure your key points and 

detract from overall quality. The length and number of citations should be governed primarily by your 

topic. The review should conclude with a discussion of areas for further research that follows 

logically from the reviewed literature. 

Delineate the ―jumping-off place‖ for your study. How will your study refine, revise, or extend what 

is now known? Avoid statements that imply that little has been done in the area or that what has been 

done is too expensive to permit easy summary. Statements of this sort are usually taken as indications 

that the writer is not really familiar with the literature. 

Types of literature review can be 

 Theoretical works and review 

 Methodological review 

 Original findings and reviews of them 

It takes a researcher over year to complete an extensive professional summary review of all the 

literature on a broad question. Reading or review for research could take place in three stages of the 

research project. These includes the following  

1) At the beginning of the research: the objective is here   

 To check what other research has been done 

 To focus your idea, and  

 To explore the context for your project 

2) During your research: with the objective of  

 Keeping our interest and up to date with development 

 Helping you better understand the method you are using and the field you are researching 

and  

 Serving as a source of data 

3) After your research, with the objectives of 

 Seeing what impact you own has had, and 

 Helping you develop ideas for further  research project 

The literature review is generally brief and to the point. Be judicious in your choice of exemplars—

the literature selected should be pertinent and relevant. Select and reference only the more appropriate 

citations. Make key points clearly and succinctly. 

10. Research Methodology (Material and Methods) 
The methodologies are the core and the largest part of scientific research proposal. You must decide 

exactly how you are going to achieve your stated objectives: i.e., what new data you need in order to 

shed light on the problem you have selected and how you are going to collect and process this data.  

The researcher has to choose which methods to use and justify them. The nature of the problem 

determines the methodology to be used. Thus, in this section the researcher should indicate: 

 The method chosen and the reason  

 The data gathering tool chosen and the reason 

 Target population  

 The sampling techniques chosen and the reason 

 The sample size chosen and the reason 

 The statistical tool chosen and the reason 

 The sources of data (both primary and secondary) and the reason 
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A. Research Design: Indicate whether your study is exploratory, descriptive, explanatory or 

predictive, hypothesis generating or hypothesis testing. 

B. Data Source: at this stage the researchers try to induct the possible source of data (primary or 

secondary) 

 Primary Sources (Decide on which method or methods to use by stating justifiable reasons 

  Questionnaires 

  Interviews 

  Observations 

  Focus group discussions, etc. 

 Secondary Sources (Decide on which method or methods to use by stating justifiable reasons) 

and exactly state the sources from which you will get the data 

 Reports, manuals, Internal publications, data base systems, Journals and Publications for 

assessing existing findings and internet 

 Books for assessing theories and principles related to the topic etc. 

C. Data Gathering Techniques: how the data are obtained from earlier specified source? There 

are different methods to collect primary data. All available methods are expected to be 

considered by researcher and the best one is selected. The researcher explain and justifies how 

his election of particular methods is relevant and appropriate to his study     

     D. Sampling Design/strategy and sample size 
The researcher explicitly defines the target population being studied and the sampling methods used 

example: probability or non-probability? If probability 

◦ What is the method of sampling? 

◦ How was the elements selected? 

◦ How is the size determined? 

E. Data Processing and Analysis: This section summarizes the methods will be used to analyze the 

data and the rationale for the choice of analysis approaches should be clear.  

Once the data is collected how it will be process and analyzed should also be explained in this part. 

Particularly if the researcher uses mathematical models like simple or multiple regression, time series 

or linear programming models, he/she has to show their mathematical derivations and relations briefly 

to demonstrate their relevancy for the current studies.  

Work Plan 

11. Time Budget 

A time table how a researcher expect to carry out his/her project and when each of the importance 

phase will be completed is helpful to both the researcher and the reviewer. It is a plan in terms of a 

number of weeks or months and expected completion dates. Commonly researcher presents it in table 

form 

Time Schedule                                                          

To be completed by Months 
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No Item Feb March April May June July Aug Sep 

1 Problem Identification XX XX       

2 Definition of problem, development of 

objective  

XX XX XX      

3 Selection of methodology  XX XX XX XX     

4 Draft proposal   XX XX     

5 Do the needed revision    XX XX    

6 Prepare questionnaires     XX    

7 Collect and analysis data      XX XX  

8 Do the necessary data presentation      XX XX  

9 Interpret finding       XX XX  

10 Formulation of conclusion and 

recommendation 

      XX XX 

11 Prepare the final draft of the thesis       XX XX 

12 Defense         XX 

 

12. Cost Budget 

Most proposals put together with the expectation that funding will be necessary and an itemized list of 

the items needed to carry out the methodology is listed in some detail. Personal needs, including the 

principal researcher‘s time are included.  

These are item like : 

 Field expense for data collection 

 Pay for consultants where they are necessary  

 Travel and all such item needed to be detailed 

 A sum of money for contingencies  

Budget Schedule  

No Items Quantity  Unit cost (in birr) Total cost 

 1 Transport Cost     

 Data Collection      

Copy        

 Paper        

 Pen        

2 Data Entry       

3 Printing        

4 For binding       

5 Others      

                                                                        Total in Birr   

     

13. Reference (Bibliography/ Literature cited) 

All works cited in the proposal are listed either alphabetically or numerically at the end of the 

document usually under the heading of “References or Bibliography “  

Some conservative authors would like to make distinction between references and bibliography 

as mentioned below. 

 References: are lists of literature, which have been cited in the text of a document 

 Bibliography: includes also items, which were not cited but are relevant to the document.  

References refers a range of conventions are used to refer other writers material that you have 

cited in your text. There are really two parts to a reference citation 

 First there is way you cite the item in the text when you are discussing it. 

 Second there is the way you list the complete reference in the reference section in the 

back of the report.  
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What is referencing?  

Referencing is a standardized way of acknowledgment the source of information and ideas that 

you have used in your assignments and which allows the sources to be identified.  

Why referencing?  

Referencing is important to avoid plagiarism to verify quotation and to enable readers to follow 

up what you have written and fully understand the cited authors work. It is important to 

acknowledge all sources of information and ideas that you have used in your essay, research 

paper, dissertation or thesis in a way that identify the original source. This is known as 

referencing. Referencing enables you to avoid plagiarism, allow the reader to consult the 

original source of your information and acknowledges the author from which the information 

was taken. 

Referencing Styles 
There are different referencing styles. The main in text referencing styles are: 

1. Footnote 

2. Endnotes 

3. American Psychological Association(APA) style 

4. Harvard style 

When using both footnoted and end notes, reference with in the research report are shown by a 

number. This number directly refers to the reference and it means it is not necessary for you to include 

the author‘s names or date of publication.  

1. Foot note and End note    

The difference between foot note and end note is their placement in the text. Footnote‘s, as the name 

implies are the note or small entries placed at the foot of the page with super scripted numbers 

indicating a point to which there is a note. The readers are expected to look for its corresponding note 

below the page that bears the super scripted number in the actual text. On the other hand end note are 

usually seen at the end of the entire text or at the last part of every chapter, but these are the notes that 

always come before the bibliography page. 

2. The American Psychological Association(APA) referencing style 

The American Psychological Association (APA) referencing style is the most commonly used 

referencing style in social science. 

The style is an author‘s- date methods of referencing.  

The authors surname and year of publication are used with in the text of a document (commonly 

referred to as in text citation) when you are quoting, paraphrasing or summarizing someone else ideas. 

At the end of the document full details of the in text citations are given in reference list.  

NB. In the bibliography the publication are listed alphabetically by author‘s name.    

3. Harvard style   

 Relatively small but significant difference existed between APA and Harvard style. Like APA style 

Harvard style of referencing uses an author- date system and in the bibliography the publication are 

listed alphabetically by the authors name and all authors surname and initials are listed in full. If there 

is more than one work by the same author these are listed chronologically. 

APA Vs Harvard referencing style  

(A) Referencing in the text  

No of Authors  APA Style  Harvard system Difference  

One (Abebe, 2001) (Abebe 2001) Note punctuation in 

APA style  

Two  (Abebe & kebede, 

2001) 

(Abebe and kebede 

2001) 

& in APA, and in 

Harvard  

Three  (Abebe, kebede, &  

Aster, 2001) 

(Abebe et al. 2001) For first occurrence  

Three  (Abebe et al., 2001) (Abebe et al. 2001) For subsequent 

occurrence  

(B) Referencing in the reference or bibliography  

APA Harvard system  Difference  

Abebe, D., Kebede, T., & Aster, Abebe D, Kebede T, and Aster Note full stops, commas, & and 
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M., (2001) Managing Change: 

A Human Resource Strategy 

Approach. Princes Hall 

M, (2001) Managing change: A 

human resource strategy 

approach, princes Hall 

, use of capital letter  

Additional note under APA style   

Examples of Print Materials:  

Book (general reference format)  

Author, A. A. (Year of publication). Title of work: Subtitle. Place of publication: Publisher.  

Elements that must be included in reference list citations are: author name (use only initials for first 

name), title, date of publication and publisher information. The title of the book should be italicised. 

Book (no author)  
In Text:  The spinal column (Dorland’s Illustrated, 2000) has  

If referring to a book, brochure or report, the first few words of the title in the in text citation should 

be in italics. If referring to an article or chapter, the first few words should be in double quotes and 

capitalized.  

Reference: Dorland’s illustrated medical dictionary (29th ed.). (2000).  

Philadelphia: Saunders. 

Book (one author)  
In Text: Plagiarism is quite often unintentional (Ballenger, 2007)   

Reference: Ballenger, B. (2007). The curious researcher: A guide to writing research papers. 

Toronto: Pearson Longman. 
Book  (two authors)  
In Text: In the United States, the occupation of registered nurse is expected to see the largest growth 

in the next decade (Cherry & Jacob, 2005).  

Reference: Cherry, B., & Jacob, S. R. (2005). Contemporary nursing: Issues, trends, & 

management (3rd ed.). St. Louis, MO: Elsevier Mosby. 
Book  (three to five authors)  
In Text, first citation: The study (Kirton, Talotta, & Zwolski, 2001) concluded  

In Text, subsequent citations: (Kirton et al., 2001)  

Reference: Kirton, C. A., Talotta, D., & Zwolski, K. (2001). Handbook of HIV/AIDS  nursing. St. 

Louis, MO: Mosby.  

All of the authors are cited in the text the first time the reference appears. For subsequent citations, 

use the first surname followed by et al. (not italicized and with a period after ―al‖), a term meaning 

―and others‖. The only exception is when two distinct references shorten to the same first author. In 

this case list enough subsequent authors to establish a distinction between the two references. 

Book  (six or more authors)  
In text citation – for items with six or more authors, the in text citation requires only the first author‟s 

name, followed by et al. (not italicised and with a period after al.)  

In Text: The study (Wolchik et al., 2000) found  

For the reference citation – if an item has six or seven authors, cite all of the authors‟ names as in the 

first example below. If there are eight or more authors, include the first six authors‟ names, then insert 

three ellipses and add the last author‟s name as in the second example below.  

Reference: Wolchik, S. A., West, S. G., Sandler, I. N., Tein, J., Coatsworth, D., Lengua, L. (2000). 

Neuroscience. Philadelphia: Saunders.  

Author, A. A., Author, B. B., Author, C. C., Author, D. D., Author, E. E., Author, F. F.,...Author, J. 

J. (Year). Title of book. Place   

14. Appendixes/Annex 
It is not mandatory to have this section. If the researcher thinks that this section will increase the 

quality of research proposal he is free to do so. Information types provides in this section are those 

additional details which are difficult to accommodate with in the standard heading  

Stuffs/matters to be included in Appendix    
 Detail questionnaires and interview schedules 

 Detailed experimental design ( in experimental research) 

 Detail statistical procedures 

 Sample of research materials(chemical and some biological materials ) 
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 Survey and other geographical maps 

Common Mistake in proposal Writing  

 Failure to provide the proper context to frame the research question 

 Failure to delimit the boundary condition for your research  

 Failure to cite land mark studies 

 Failure to stay focused on the research question 

 Too much detail on minor issue but not enough detail on major issues 

 Too many citation lapse and incorrect reference  

 Too long or too short 

 Failing to follow the appropriate referencing style (APA or Harvard style) 

 


