
Understanding the Research Process

A concise, step?by?step guide for students, new investigators, and anyone who wants to conduct

systematic inquiry.

1. Overview of the Research Cycle

Phase Primary Goal Typical Output

1. Identify & Define a

Problem

Pinpoint a gap,

contradiction, or curiosity

worth investigating

Research question(s), problem

statement

2. Review Existing

Literature

Situate the problem within

what is already known

Annotated bibliography, literature?review

draft

3. Formulate a

Conceptual Framework &

Hypotheses

Translate the problem into

testable ideas

Conceptual model, hypotheses or

research propositions

4. Design the Study

Choose methods that can

answer the question

reliably

Research design (e.g., experimental,

survey, case study), sampling plan, data

?collection instruments

5. Collect Data
Gather empirical evidence

according to the design
Raw data sets, field notes, recordings

6. Analyze Data
Turn raw data into

meaningful results

Statistical output, coded themes,

tables/figures

7. Interpret Findings

Relate results back to the

original question and

theory

Discussion of implications, limitations,

and future directions

8. Communicate Results
Share knowledge with the

scholarly community

Manuscript, conference presentation,

poster, report

9. Reflect & Refine
Assess the process and

plan next steps

Revised research agenda,

methodological notes

The cycle is iterative: insights from later stages often lead back to earlier ones (e.g., new literature

emerges, or unexpected findings suggest a revised question).
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2. Detailed Steps

2.1 Identify & Define a Problem

Observe: Practical issues, anomalies in data, theoretical contradictions.

Ask “So what?”: Why does the problem matter? Who is affected?

Scope: Ensure the problem is neither too broad (unmanageable) nor too narrow (trivial).

Write a clear research question:

Specific: “What effect does X have on Y?”

Measurable: Variables can be operationalized.

Feasible: Data can be obtained within resources/timeframe.

2.2 Review Existing Literature

Search strategy: Define keywords, databases, inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Screen: Title/abstract ? full?text ? relevance.

Organize: Use reference?management software (Zotero, EndNote, Mendeley).

Synthesize: Identify themes, debates, methodological gaps.

Document: Summarize each source (purpose, methods, findings, relevance).

2.3 Conceptual Framework & Hypotheses

Conceptual model: Diagram showing relationships among key constructs.

Operational definitions: How each construct will be measured.

Hypotheses (quantitative) or research propositions (qualitative):

Directional (e.g., “X positively influences Y”) or non?directional.

Grounded in theory and literature.

2.4 Study Design

Design Type When to Use Key Features

Experimental
Testing causal effects under

controlled conditions

Random assignment, manipulation of

independent variable

Quasi?

experimental

Field settings where randomization

isn’t possible
Pre?post tests, matched groups
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Design Type When to Use Key Features

Survey
Describing attitudes, behaviors

across large samples

Structured questionnaires, sampling

frames

Case Study
In?depth exploration of a bounded

system
Multiple data sources,
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