
Introduction to Development Studies Research

Key concepts, approaches, and practical steps for conducting research in the field of

development.

1. What Is Development Studies?

Aspect Description

Definition

An interdisciplinary field that examines the economic, social, political, and

environmental processes shaping the lives of people in low? and middle?income

countries (LMICs).

Core Goal
Understand the causes of poverty, inequality, and under?development and

identify policies or interventions that promote sustainable, inclusive growth.

Disciplines

Involved

Economics, sociology, anthropology, political science, geography, public health,

environmental studies, gender studies, and more.

Typical Topics
Rural?urban migration, education quality, health systems, governance, climate

change adaptation, micro?finance, social protection, indigenous rights, etc.

2. Research Paradigms & Theoretical Foundations

Paradigm
Ontology (nature of

reality)

Epistemology (how we

know)
Typical Methods

Positivist /

Modernist

Objective,

measurable reality

Knowledge through

observation &

quantification

Surveys, experiments,

econometric analysis

Interpretivist /

Constructivist

Multiple socially

constructed realities

Knowledge through

meanings & contexts

Interviews, focus groups,

participant observation

Critical / Post?

colonial

Reality shaped by

power relations

Knowledge reveals

domination & resistance

Discourse analysis,

ethnography, participatory

action research

Systems /

Complexity

Interconnected,

dynamic systems

Knowledge via modeling

& feedback loops

System dynamics, network

analysis, mixed methods
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Most development research blends paradigms (mixed?methods) to capture both breadth and

depth.

3. The Research Process

1. Identify a Problem / Gap

Review policy documents, development reports (World Bank, UNDP, etc.).

Look for “knowledge gaps” highlighted in literature reviews.

2. Formulate Research Questions (RQs)

Descriptive: “What is the prevalence of child malnutrition in Region X?”

Explanatory: “How does land tenure insecurity affect agricultural productivity?”

Evaluative: “What impact has the cash?transfer program had on school attendance?”

3. Select a Theoretical Lens

Development economics (e.g., Solow growth model)

Capability approach (Sen, Nussbaum)

Sustainable livelihoods framework (DFID)

Institutional theory, feminist theory, etc.

4. Choose a Methodological Design

Quantitative: Cross?sectional survey, panel data, randomized controlled trial (RCT).

Qualitative: Case study, ethnography, grounded theory.

Mixed?methods: Sequential explanatory, concurrent triangulation.

5. Develop a Research Protocol

Sampling strategy (probability vs. purposive).

Data collection tools (questionnaires, interview guides, observation checklists).

Ethical considerations (informed consent, confidentiality, benefit?sharing).

Timeline & budget.

6. Data Collection
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Fieldwork logistics (permissions, local partners, translation).

Use of digital tools: mobile data collection (KoBoToolbox, ODK), GIS, remote sensing.

7. Data Management & Analysis

Quantitative: Stata, R, SPSS – descriptive stats, regressions, propensity?score

matching, hierarchical models.

Qualitative: NVivo, Atlas.ti – coding, thematic analysis, narrative synthesis.

Mixed:
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