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105FormulAting A reseArCh Question

4. Formulating a Research Question: 
From Topic to Focus and Question

1. Research question

2. Purpose

3. Data
4. Theories and concepts

 ■ Methods:
 ■ collection methods
 ■ analysis methods
 ■ intervention/design 

methods

5. Research design

The good paper is guided by its research question. Not by the literature and theory. 

When researching a subject-specific problem in a research paper, it is crucial that 

you choose which subject-specific problem to write about sooner or later. However, 

this is not to say that there is a specific time during the writing process where you 

must have made this choice. If working with the material reveals that the problem is 

different than initially thought, the writer can (re)write the research question after 

having written the entire paper.

In this chapter we define the research question and characterise and give examples 

of both good and poor research questions. Hereafter we provide suggestions for the 

work processes that can lead from choosing a topic to formulating a research question.
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106 the good PAPer

A research question is

 ■ one or more connected questions you want to answer

or
 ■ one or several connected phenomena you want to:

 ■ describe

 ■ categorise (divide into categories or groups)

 ■ analyse – interpret

 ■ discuss, argue for or against

 ■ synthesise (make into a whole) integrate

 ■ evaluate

 ■ turn into a design

or
 ■ a claim you want to argue for/against.

Definitions: “Problem” and other problem related words

In chapter 1 we established that in higher education a research paper is about re-

searching a disciplinary problem.

A problem could be a gap in the knowledge of a given field; that expectation and 

reality do not correlate; that a phenomenon breaks a system or the like, i.e. some-

thing does not seem right; perhaps a phenomenon has not yet been categorised or a 

disciplinary “truth” you may disagree with. Many good research questions are based 

on the discovery of these types of anomalies.

The problem (the observation of an anomaly) is the point of departure for the 

research question.

A real problem is:
 ■ A gap in the field’s knowledge

 ■ Something the field has not or should not have finished researching

 ■ An unexplained observation, an observation that sticks out

 ■ Something that has not yet been categorised, analysed (with these particular methods/

theories; this systematism; this degree of detail or from this particular angle)
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107FormulAting A reseArCh Question

 ■ Something that does not seem right

 ■ Contrasts that can still be discussed

 ■ Something that is currently being debated in the field

 ■ Something that can and should be argued for (or against, i.e. all representatives of the field 

are not already familiar with or agree with the argumentation)

 ■ Something that is in conflict with the general view

 ■ Something that must be (re)evaluated, changed, transformed, constructed or needs new 

designs.

The research questions on page 114 are all problems in this sense.

A problem can be found in those places where the field can do more than refer 

to already known facts and established dogma. Often a problem can be identified 

as a gap:

Problem identification: Which “gap” is your research meant to fill?

There is a lack of:

 ■ qualification of…

 ■ documentation of…

 ■ evaluation of…

 ■ interpretation of…

 ■ categorisation of…

 ■ explanation of…

 ■ description of…

 ■ design for

 ■ …

And vice versa: What is your contribution, i.e. your solution to the gap?

Note that we have here described gaps using text types as in Bloom’s taxonomy and 

the SOLO-taxonomy for educational objectives, see p. 46-47.

Generally different words and terms are used in connection with research ques-

tions. In this book, the concepts are used as such:
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108 the good PAPer

Problem related words – definitions
 ■ Topic

 ■ A delimited subject area

 ■ Problem
 ■ Something in the subject area that lacks an answer/solution.

 ■ Problem area
 ■ A description of the context in which the problem exists (there can be several problems 

within a problem area)

 ■ Research question
 ■ A concrete question posed within a problem area.

Other words for research question

Many people use the words “problem area” or “purpose” instead of “research question”, 

however we do not find either of these suitable:

 ■ Problem area is a broader, thematic “collection of problems”, which means there 

can be several research questions within the same problem area. Problem area 

is more of an everyday term which is also used in numerous non-educational 

contexts.

 ■ The research question is a question you want an answer to. Research ques-

tion is a field term which only applies to the focus of papers, dissertations and 

research articles.

 ■ The paper’s purpose specifies why you want an answer to the question posed: 

What is the answer/text meant to be used for? Which academic or professional 

interests could there be for researching this particular question?

The following example shows how the different elements appear in the introduction 

of a dissertation (Linguistics, high mark):

The fact that we do not know what happens in the brains of aphasia pa-

tients when their language improves, poses a problem for the planning of 

effective rehabilitation programmes. Is the improvement caused by other 

braincells taking over the linguistic functions of the damaged braincells? 

Or are we dealing with other mechanisms?

Problem area:
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