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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to provide an account of empirical research among 

postgraduate first-time researchers regarding what skills are required to 

develop sound quality research proposals. The authors identify challenges that 

novice researchers encounter when designing their research proposals. The 

first of these challenges is to design a problem statement. The second challenge 

is how the researcher identifies an appropriate theoretical framework that is 

compatible with the problem set under investigation. This contribution also 

explains how the matrix method of literature review could be used ensure a 

review only references that relate to the problems under investigation.  

 

Keywords: word quality, difficulties, research proposal, University, design, 

challenge, writing skills. 

 

 

 

Introduction  
This article provides background information that novice researchers could use 

when writing a research. The common mistakes and challenges students 

encounter during the process of designing the research proposal are identified 

(Simelane 2015). Writing a research proposal is a source of anxiety for most 

students according to Onwuegbuzie (1997) who argues that many students feel 

lost in face of the novelty of the research process, by being pressured by time 

restrictions and stressed by the forthcoming evaluation of their work.  
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Problem Statement 
The need for this study is apparent with all the queries from postgraduate 

students for formatting good proposals. Sharts-Hopko (2000) argues that to 

start analysing the context for postgraduate research proposals, researchers also 

need to keep in mind the levels of knowledge and expectations of their eventual 

readers, as well as the general expectations for content, layout, and the format 

of academic discourse in their particular discipline.  

 Some researchers neglect to link their area of research interest to their 

problem statement when designing the research proposal (Simelane 2015).  

 According to Kate and Cadman (2002) in preparing one’s research 

proposal, there are several easily neglected areas to which students need to pay 

attention during research design:  

 
 Intellectual property rights;  

 Authorship;  

 Ethical clearance;  

 Financial implications;  

 Availability of data; and  

 Access to data and materials. 

  
 Common mistakes in research design include failing to cast a broad-

enough net within the scope of one’s problems analysed - that is, not reviewing 

all of the important studies that relate to the problem set that one intends to 

solve. Boscolo, Arfe and Quarisa (2007) describe an intervention aimed at 

improving the quality writing beliefs about academic writing and discuss the 

effect on student ability to produce written syntheses of multiple sources. 

 Bruce (2006) argues that while students are still developing their own 

understanding of research problems literature is commonly seen as a written 

discussion of current theory and access to previous investigations. At the end 

students are trying to create a linear argument that takes the reader from 

knowing little about one’s topic to a point where the reader wants to do the 

project more than anything in the world.   

 According to Martin and Fleming (2010) researchers should provide 

details of all data collection instruments used in their research, including sound 

and video recordings, literature reviews, questionnaires, interview schedules, 

observation techniques. Taṣ (2010) notes the importance of using clear, 
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understandable English, not only for grammatical discourse, but also reveal 

how these modes of discourse changed over time. She argues that academic 

writing is not merely a linguistic process, but also a socio-political process in 

which writers claim power during discourse. 

 

 
Literature Review  
The following keywords have been extracted from the above general problem 

statement: quality, difficulties, research proposal, design, challenge and 

strategically research proposal were used to search for articles. Search 

resources such as Google, Google Scholar, Science Direct and Duckduckgo 

were utilised as search terms to identify problems that relate to the problem 

under investigation. 

 

 

Common Mistakes  
According to Heath and Tynan (2010), the following common mistakes are 

made when designing a research proposal: Lack of ideas or too many ideas; 

Ideas that are not feasible to research or that will not add to existing knowledge; 

it may not be clear about what is the problem or issue to for research; it is not 

always clear about, about the rationale for the research; identification of the 

problem to research comes too late in the text as well as failure to identify key 

studies and concepts; insufficient explanation of the claims is made lack of 

integration of contributions on particular themes and lack of critical analysis; 

and use of other authors’ ideas without proper references (plagiarism).  

 According Heath and Tynan (2010), the following mistakes a student 

make are: failure to provide the proper context to frame the research question; 

failure to delimit the boundary condition for the research, and other researcher 

failure to name landmark studies; failure to accurately present the theoretical 

and empirical contribution by other researchers; too much time reading before 

starting to write; failure to develop a coherent and persuasive argument for the 

proposed research, and too much detail on minor issues, but not enough detail 

on major issues.  

 Understanding the common mistake in design the research proposal 

can help the researcher to (Heath & Tynan 2010) critical or strategically 

eliminate his or her own mistake. This is to try and eliminate the mistake of 
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designing a quality research proposal. Swales and Feak (1994) state that 

academic writing for students is still consistently pragmatic in both the ways it 

can be used as a reader and in the way that lecturers can use it as a reference 

for teaching the micro and macro organisation of texts. 

 
 

Introduction and Conclusion of the Proposal 
The importance of the proposal introduction is to show the audience where the 

project will sit within the broad picture of the subject and the discipline 

(Cadman 2002). It is important to place the study into context while addressing 

these issues. It could be of benefit if the student shows how s/he has collected 

theory (articles) and what the problem is that would be addressed. The strength 

of the proposal will be present in the presentation of the research question(s). 

 Parker and Steeves (2005) state that a proposal should start with a brief 

introduction, introducing the problem to be studied and an overview of the 

importance of the problem and then end the section with the specific aims. 

These aims are important and will help with setting the research questions and 

hypotheses (if any). Sharts-Hopko (2000) argues that a review of past issues 

will demonstrate the breadth of topics and that the design of a study should be 

an iterative one and not a linear one. 

 

 

Research Methodology, Literature Review and Results 
The choice of methodologies is widening (Cadman 2002) and the students will 

improve their work the world of good by showing a research question and the 

link to the approach that will be used (Klopper & Lubbe 2011). The modern 

tendency is to concentrate on research questions. A research question is vital 

because there are approaches that can be taken that a vague question will 

mislead the methodology (Cadman 2002). 

 Each word written must be carefully considered because the proposal 

is a promise what the research will do (Parker & Steeves 2005). A section of 

the proposal called background and significance may be used to justify and 

explain the wording in the aims. The section should conclude with a statement 

explaining how the current gaps in the field could be filled. The entire proposal 

should reflect the specific aims. Also, the literature review should be critical 

showing the students included all relevant literature, critically reviewed it and 

synthesised the key studies (Parker & Steeves 2005). The student should 
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highlight any controversies. A stand should be taken on a well-stated rationale. 

The question has always been asked should students start with a theory and end 

with a theory. There is no standard answer to this. 

Parker and Steeves (2005) state that the methods section depends on 

the work that the students had done previously. There should be an estimate of 

the sample size and whether the work will be empirical, quantitative. Fahy 

(2008) argues that the debate should be regarded as a formal method of taking 

a position and arguing what students want the people to believe. Heath and 

Tynan (2010) state that sometimes the literature review is incorporated into the 

introduction section. However, most academics prefer a separate section, 

which allow a more thorough review of the literature. The literature review 

serves several important functions: ensure that students are not reinventing the 

wheel, give credits to those who have laid the groundwork for the research, 

demonstrates the understanding of the research problem, demonstrates the 

understanding of the theoretical and research issues related to your research 

question, provide new theoretical insights or develop a new model as the 

conceptual framework for research. Bruce (2006) argues that a literature 

review is a long-standing tradition in research and scholarship. A literature 

review is used as a database report of primary or original scholarship and does 

not report new primary scholarship itself. 

 

 
The Matrix Method of Literature Review and Research Phases 

Alignment 
Klopper and Lubbe (2012) propose that researchers could use two types of 

matrices as conceptual scaffolding at the beginning of a problem-solving 

research project when data-driven empirical solutions are sought to problems 

under investigation.  

 The first type of matrix is the problem-research question alignment 

matrix used to ensure that the sub-problems that are identified in problem 

statements are properly aligned with the research questions that the researcher 

poses and further develops in more detailed research questions in 

questionnaires or interview schedules to ensure viable empirical results.  

 The second type of matrix is the concept matrix used to present a 

concept-centric rather than an author-centric literature review, thereby 

ensuring that one’s literature review does not become a subjective process of 
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stitching together a patchwork quilt of references, or the unilateral cherry 

picking of references that supports a preferred point of view. The use of 

matrices in research is innovative rather than novel, for matrix analysis 

integrates and align existing isolated methods proposed by other researchers 

into a single, powerful, integrated research methodology. By integrating 

separate methods into an integrated methodology researchers, particularly 

novice researchers are provided with powerful, practical tools to plan research, 

to obtain a prospective eagle’s-eye perspective of the whole process from the 

research design phase to the final phase when researchers are able to evaluate 

the extent to which they have been able to solve the research problems that 

they have identified.  

 

 
The Research Proposal 

The Uses of Research Proposals 
Heath and Tynan (2010) discuss the process of producing a research proposal 

and the sections appropriate for such a document. Additionally, they raise some 

questions that will help researchers to assess the quality of their proposals. 

They concluded by presenting a table summarising the main problems found 

in the various stages of developing a research proposal, and ways to deal with 

them. 

 Balakumar, Inamder and Jagadeesh (2013) argue that 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, research participants. The finished product is used to 

communicate intent to ethics committees and grant funding bodies before 

authorisation is granted and research funds are awarded. Denscombe (2013) 

states that research proposals have a well-established place in business and 

management education. At masters and doctoral level students either have to 

write research proposals research methods course, or in preparation for a 

dissertation or thesis to be earned by means of independent research. 

 

 
The Step Model of The Research Proposal  
Martin and Fleming (2010) argue that constructing the proposal is a 

challenging process. It is, nevertheless, a critical part and should be given 
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careful consideration since it provides logic and structure 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.  

 Martin and Fleming (2010) argue that the successful research proposal 

should include the following steps which are given the research proposal a title, 

Provide relevant personal and professional details, Provide a short abstract or 

summary of around 300 words, Supply six keywords to describe the research 

proposal, Contrast an introduction that contains a rationale and relevant 

literature review, State the aim, research question, sub-questions and 

hypotheses or null hypotheses of the proposed research study, Outline the 

research methodology, Select setting, participants, sampling method, inclusion 

or exclusion criteria and method of recruitment, Describe data collection 

instrument, Detail intended data processing and analysis, Declare any ethical 

considerations and outline data protection procedures, Produce a timetable and 

consider potential problems, Estimate resources that may be required, Append 

relevant additional material and Append key references. Craig, Plume, 

McVeigh, Pringle and Amin (2007) emphasises the importance of open access 

(OA). This is taken broadly to mean that accessing, downloading, and reading 

material is free to the entire population of Internet users, several options for the 

provision of that access have emerged and it good initiative for designing the 

research proposal. 

 

 
Research Questions  
The following research questions were explored in this study because the 

literature did not solve the full problem statement: 

 

1. What are the current challenges that researchers are faced with when it 

comes to drafting a good research proposal? 

 

2. How does the researcher show the ability to formulate a research 

proposal? 

 

3. What determine the quality of the good research proposal? 
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Research Plan and Methodology 
This study was quantitative in nature, and was conducted by means of a survey 

that made use of a structured questionnaire. The study may contain reference 

to a general objective to identify challenges when designing a quality research 

proposal. It will address issues to design a quality research proposal, and also 

the matrix that may be used to design a research proposal. This study therefore 

focused on collecting information that could be used. 

 

 

Data Analysis 
The respondents for this study were the post graduate students in the Faculty 

of Commerce in the Departments of Business Management and Economics. 

The respondents were deemed representative of postgraduate students for the 

purpose of the study. The research used a random sampling method to analyse 

the critically challenge of research proposal. The population was 34. The data 

instrument that was used is a questionnaire that helped to collect primary data 

from the students. The questionnaire contained 5 sections.  

 

 

Results and Evaluation 
The research questions used to collect the data are: What are the current 

challenges that researchers are faced with when it comes to drafting a good 

research proposal? How does the researcher show the ability to conduct the 

proposed research proposal? What determine the quality of the good research 

proposal? This research questions will be used to improve the level of 

designing the research proposal.  

 The respondents for this research are the post graduates in the Faculty 

of Commerce in the Departments of Business Management and Economics. 

The research used a random sampling to analyse the critically challenge of 

research proposal. The population was (34) for the post graduates. The data 

instrument used is a questionnaire to collect data from the respondents. The 

questionnaire contained 5 sections. The following section will be the 

interpretation of the data. 
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Demographic Data 
Eighty five percent of the sample falls in the age group 21 – 30 years and rest 

in the 12 % of the sample falls in the age group 30 – 40 years. This means that 

older students may be able to demonstrate a better approach to research 

because they should be able to motivate their arguments using experience the 

may have picked up previously. Most of the respondents were male (65%). 

This means that there are more male postgraduate students. Most of the 

respondents who are doing postgraduate studies at the Faculty of Commerce 

have been at university for 3- 6years. This shows that students will have 

experience about what system to use in their research. 

Figure 1, on the next page, shows that the majority are doing B.Com 

Honours in Management (44 %) followed by B.Com Honours in Economics 

with 23 %. This means most of the respondents in this research come from 

Business Management. It is clear that a researcher in business management 

face challenges when it comes to designing a quality research proposal. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Type of qualifications of the respondents. 
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6% 15%
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The Challenges that Researchers Face When Designing a Good 

Research Proposal 
 
 

 
 

 
Figure 2: Is the student able to design the problem statement at the 

Honours level 

 

 Figure 2 shows that the majority of the respondents are facing 

challenges when designing their research proposals. One of the problems is 

gaining access to data sources using search engines such as Google, 

GoogleScholar, ScienceDirect, Duckduckgo. This result shows that some of 

the students face a problem of designing a proper problem statement. This 

means that supervisors could provide more assistance in writing a problem 

statement. Each word must be considered carefully because the proposal is a 

promise what the research will do (Parker & Steeves 2005).  

Figure 3 shows that the majority of the respondents are facing the 

challenge of accessing research material in general. As a result designing the 

research proposal can be time consuming. This means that there should be 

enough time gives to complete the research proposal. Developing an 

understanding of an issue, identify, reading and summarising the relevant 

literature and developing the student’s own perspective on the problem are 

time consuming. The researcher should have enough time to design a quality 

research proposal. According to Heath and Tynan (2010), too much time 

reading before starting to write, failure to develop a coherent and persuasive 

argument for the proposed research, and too much detail on minor issues, but 

not enough detail on major issues is a problem. 
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Figure 3: Is the time frame to complete the research proposal appropriate? 

 

 
 

Figure 4: The attitude researchers to designing a research proposal? 

 

 Figure 4 demonstrates that the majority of the respondents have the 

right attitude to design the research proposal. Writing a research proposal is a 

source of anxiety where it can prevent the researcher to design a research 

proposal for students (Onwuegbuzie 1997). Students may feel lost in face of 

the novelty of the process, pressured by time restrictions and stressed by the 

forthcoming evaluation of their work. Under these circumstances the 

researcher may still have the attitude to do a research proposal.  
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Figure 5: When designing a research proposal the student shows fear of 

application of research knowledge? 

 

Figure 5 shows that the majority of the respondents have feared their 

application of research knowledge. The result was that some of the respondents 

disagree that researchers have the enthusiasm to design a research proposal. 

Students may fear research because they cannot work independently on a 

research proposal. Heath and Tynan (2010) argue that researchers fail to 

acknowledge landmark studies and the use of other authors’ ideas without 

proper references (plagiarism).  

 

 
 

Figure 6: Do researchers prefer resources such as books, dissertations, 

journals, as source for a good research proposal. 
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 Figure 6 shows that the majority of the respondents agreed that quality 

research proposal depend on the initiative such as open access (OA). 

Furthermore, it was clear that good resources such as books, thesis and 

dissertation, journals, etc determine a good quality research proposal. This 

means that academic resources are helpful to the researchers and prove to be a 

mode to gain in-depth knowledge. This is essential because of the fact that case 

studies are available for students to base research on when it comes to an 

academic journal. As a researcher, students can make use of case studies to test 

a statement. An in-depth analysis can be reached with its help.  

Heath and Tynan (2010) argue that to demonstrate the understanding 

of the research problem, researchers should demonstrate the understanding of 

the theoretical and research issues related to the research question. They can 

provide new theoretical insights or develop a new model as the conceptual 

framework for research. Academic journals also help researchers to exercise 

fluent writing. After all, as a student, one got their own thoughts and ideas to 

express and that can only find fruition when one has been given the scope to 

write freely. 

 

 
 

Figure 7: Have you considered the ethical implications of your study 

 

Figure 7 show that the majority of the respondents agreed that 

researchers should consider ethical implications while designing a quality 

research proposal. Atherton and Iain (2010) argue that important issues about 

how the process of applying for ethical permission should be viewed as more 
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than a bureaucratic exercise. The reality is that doing research ethically remains 

a challenge. 

  According to Sharts-Hopko (2000) in preparing the research proposal, 

there are several areas to which students fail to pay their attention to: 

Intellectual Property, Authorship, Ethical Clearance, Financial Implications, 

Availability of and Access to Data or Materials. Heath and Tynan (2010), argue 

that the literature review serves several important functions: ensure that 

students are not reinventing the wheel, give credit to those who have laid the 

groundwork for their research, demonstrates understanding of the research 

problem, demonstrate understanding of the theoretical and research issues 

related to the research question, provide new theoretical insights or develop a 

new model as the conceptual framework for the research. 

 

 
Correlation Analysis 
After the empirical research was conducted, the correlation between research 

material and proposal is 0.565. This means that researchers are able to access 

study materials through academics sites like Google Scholar. As a result 

students at are able to write research papers. By using academic sites students 

can access academic journals and other similar material also giving them the 

scope to exercise fluent writing. According to Cadman (2002), an academic 

journal also helps with the scope to exercise better writing in a research 

proposal to place the study into context while addressing issues. 

The correlation between the ethics and research proposal show 0.419, 

a positive association. Because this indicates that students understand the 

importance that they should apply ethical implications when designing the 

research proposal. Ethical implications involve a great deal of cooperation and 

coordination among many different people in different disciplines of study and 

institutions. Ethical standards promote the values of the research proposal and 

if no ethical implications are considered then it can lead to problems when 

doing the research proposal. 

 

 
Regression Analysis 
The regression between these variables is between 0.279, this means that re- 
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searchers experience challenges to state the area of interest on the problem 

statement and to develop the idea. Bruce (2006) argues that developing an 

understanding of an issue, identify, reading and summarising the relevant 

literature, and developing an own impression of the problem are time 

consuming and often a frustrating process. The regression between two other 

variables is 0.248, this means that the time frame of the research proposal is 

not appropriate to some researchers. This is because designing the research 

proposal is time consuming and it requires some processes to complete the 

study. Developing the idea is time consuming because some of the researchers 

have ideas to apply the idea on the research proposal. It is also important to 

know where ideas come from and how do you know if this idea is useful 

(Sharts-Hopko 2000). The regression between the variables the researcher is 

satisfied with resources such as books, dissertations, journals, etc. and the used 

sources for the research proposal are 0.933. This means that the resources are 

useful. 

 

 
Answering Research Questions in Terms of Collected Data 

What are the current challenges that researchers face when it 

comes to designing a good research proposal? 
Researchers face the challenges of choosing the right topic for their research 

proposal; the topic should hold interest for the research proposal and the 

context of the research. This study shows that researchers face the challenges 

of designing a research proposal; some of the challenges are limited access to 

a computer laboratory to access the online academic journals. Common 

mistakes in this part of the proposal include failing to cast a broad-enough net, 

that is, not reviewing all of the important studies. Tynan and Heath (2010) a 

good research proposal should persuade its readers that there is an issue worthy 

of research and that the researcher is sufficiently familiar with the key existing 

literature to do so in a meaningful way. 

The critical challenges faced by the researcher when designing the 

researcher proposal is that some of the researchers are unable to design a 

problem statement at the postgraduate level. It also entail issues such as: logic 

of argument, well focused research questions, reading as wide and as deep as 

possible (theoretical framework), feasibility, critical approach to literature, 

understanding of current issues, aligning methodology to literature, problem 



Njabulo Simelane, Rembrandt Klopper & Sam Lubbe 
 

 

 

310 

statement and research questions, accuracy of English and attention to practical 

issues. 

Sharts-Hopko (2000) states that it is also important to know where  

ideas come from and to be able to generate ideas when writing the research 

proposal. Generating ideas can be helpful to understand what the writer is 

writing about, when generating ideas can be helpful to design the research 

proposal. Heath and Tynan (2010) state that the following mistakes are made 

when designing research proposal: Lack of ideas (or too many ideas); Ideas not 

feasible to research or that will not add to existing knowledge; Not clear or not 

explicit about what the major problem or issue to research is; Not clear, or not 

explicit about what the rationale for the research is; Failure to identify key 

studies and concepts; and Insufficient explanation of the claims made.  

 

 
How does the researcher show the ability to conduct the proposed 

research proposal?  
Successful researchers are known for their productivity, their ability to focus, 

and their ability to work very hard on their studies after the empirical 

investigation on the research. When researchers like what they do, and if 

researchers have the ability and enthusiasm to do the research and to work hard 

surely writers will get excellent result on the studies. Researchers show the 

ability to construct a research proposal by working independently on the 

research proposal. Even though researchers experience the challenges and 

anxiety to design the researcher proposal they are determined to design a 

quality research proposal.   

 Most of the researchers have the ability to construct the research 

proposal because the results show that the majority of the respondents agree 

that researchers having right attitude to design the project. Writing a research 

proposal is a source of anxiety for students that may restrict the researchers to 

design a research proposal. 

Onwuegbuzie (1997) argues that students may feel lost in face of the 

novelty of the process, pressured by time restrictions and stressed by the 

forthcoming evaluation of their work. Under the circumstances of time 

restriction and the forthcoming evaluation of work the researcher should have 

the right attitude to do a research proposal. According to Balakumar et al. 

(2013), anxiety is a situation-specific, negative feeling or emotional dispo-



Hands-on Postgraduate Research Proposal Design 

 

 

 

311 

sition. This occurs when a student is in a library setting. Symptoms include 

confusion, uncertainty fear, tension, helplessness, and intrusive worries which 

impede information seeking (Balakumar et al. 2013).  

Even though some of the researchers experience challenges of the 

anxiety writes are still able to show the right ability to do the research proposal 

by working hard on the research project that they are assigned to accomplish. 

Working hard is determined by having enough resources, having the right 

ability to do the study and having the right attitude to work close with the 

supervisor of the research proposal. 

 
 

What determines the quality of the good research proposal? 
A quality research proposal is determined by academic references to 

acknowledge somebody else’s work done. Turning an idea into a well thought-

out research proposal requires a number of tasks and usually calls for diverse 

skills such as considering the ethical implication on the research, and applying 

research material such as books, etc. that can lead to generate an idea in order 

to design the quality research proposal. 

A quality research proposal is to have enough resources that will assist 

the researcher to design a quality research proposal, some of the useful 

initiatives is design for search of the information in the Internet, According to 

Cadman (2002) in preparing the research proposal, there are several areas to 

which a student’s fail to pay attention to: Intellectual Property, Authorship, 

Ethical Clearance, Financial Implications, Availability of and Access to Data 

or Materials. Both historical and the current studies should be considered and 

need to be addressed as such, that is, a student should present the historical 

studies as background and show how their premises have been substantiated or 

revised with more current research (Boscolo, Arfe & Quarisa 2007). Analysing 

historical and current studies will help the researchers to analyse the literature 

properly. 

 
 

Recommendations 
Klopper and Lubbe (2012) state that to start analysing the context for a 

postgraduate proposal, the researcher needs to keep in mind questions about 
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the audience members’ knowledge, values, and needs; expectations for 

content, layout, and format; and the circumstances in which they will encounter 

a proposal. The proposal writer should also answer questions about the purpose 

for doing this research. By considering these questions, the proposal writer 

analyse the context for the proposal and establish a basis for making wise 

decisions about what to say and how to say it (Simelane 2015). 

The university should hire more postgraduate students doing masters 

and doctoral degrees as research assistance to assist students when writing a 

research proposal. This is to minimise the broad challenges facing the 

researcher during the course of study. In order for the Honours students to 

Bruce (2006) argues that the literature review is seen as a written discussion of 

the theory drawing on investigations previously. This is undertaken to develop 

an understanding of an issue, identify, reading and summarising the relevant 

literature, and developing their own take on the problem are time consuming 

and often a frustrating process.  

Researchers should design the introduction strategically in order to 

give a brief explanation or summary of the document. It may also explain 

certain elements that are important to the essay if explanations are not part of 

the main text. Parker and Steeves (2005) state that the proposal should start 

with a brief introduction, introducing the problem to be studied and an 

overview of the importance of the problem and then end the section with the 

specific aims. Some of the students at the experience the challenge of language 

use when writing the research proposal. They should attend extra classes that 

will assist the students with English to write an effective research proposal 

(Simelane 2015).  

The proposal writer should have some general strategies but there 

should also be specific strategies. The different sections should be written 

keeping these strategies in mind. The literature review should show the 

importance of the research area. Parker and Steeves (2005) note that there is 

always the problem of finding the right balance between critique and 

acceptance. 

  The university should have support offices for every department to 

assist honours students in terms of how about to generate the ideas when 

designing a research proposal. The fundamental starting idea would be a 

clearly formulated problem statement. In most cases these will help with the 

formulation of a specific research question. It also therefore limits the creation 

of an expected questionnaire by many of these institutions. The other problem 
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would be to expect proposal writers to specify in advance likely results and 

actions that could help with this (Disney 2001).  

 

 

Conclusion 
This study may help to improve the level of a quality research proposal, the 

study also identifys the critical challenge when drafting a research proposal. 

Heath and Tynan (2010) state that the importance of a quality research proposal 

is increased further when it is used to seek funding for one’s project to apply 

for a scholarship. According to Heath and Tynan (2010) to write a good 

research proposal is a demanding task and requires high calibre writing skill, 

organisation, and the intellectual capacity to critically to analyse and evaluate 

research, both other people and one’s own.  

 

 

 
References 
Atherton, I, 2010. Hospital Chaplains Ethics Research Medical Care – 

Religious Aspects of Spiritual Care (Medical Care) Professional Ethics. 

Scottish Journal of Healthcare Chaplaincy June,13,1: 44 - 47. 

Balakumar, P., N.M. Inamder & G. Jagadeesh 2013. The Critical Step for 

Successful Research: The Research Proposal and Scientific Writing: 

Journal of Pharmacology and Pharmcotherapeutics 4. 

Benesch, S. 1999. Rights Analysis: Studying Power Relations in an Academic 

Setting. English for Specific Purposes 18: 313 - 327. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(98)00011-8 

Bruce, C.S. 2006. Research Student Early Experiences of the Dissertation 

Literature Review. Student in Higher Education 19,2: 217 - 229. 

Boscolo, P., B. Arfe & M. Quarisa 2007. Improving the Quality of Student 

Academic Writing: An Intervention Study. Journal of Studies in Higher 

Education 32,4: 419 - 438.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070701476092 

Cadman, K. 2002. English for Academic Possibilities: The Research Proposal 

as a Contested Site in Postgraduate Genre Pedagogy. Journal of English 

for Academic Purposes 85 - 104. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S1475-1585(02)00015-2 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0889-4906(98)00011-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070701476092
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1475-1585(02)00015-2


Njabulo Simelane, Rembrandt Klopper & Sam Lubbe 
 

 

 

314 

Craig, I.D., A.M. Plume, M.E. McVeigh, J. Pringle & M. Amin 2007. Do Open 

Access Articles have Greater Citation Impact? A Critical Review of the 

Literature. Journal of Informetrics 1,3,July: 239 - 248.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joi.2007.04.001 

Denscombe, M. 2012. The Role of Research Proposals in Business and 

Management Education. The International Journal of Management 

Education 11: 142 - 149. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijme.2013.03.001 

Fahy, K. 2008. Writing for Publication: Argument and Evidence. Women Birth 

21,3,September: 113 - 117. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wombi.2008.04.001 

Disney, H. 2001. Evaluating Scientific Papers and Research Proposals. 

Pubmed. Available at: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11721872 

(Accessed on 28 June 2011.) 

Heath, M. & C. Tynan 2010. Crafting a Research Proposal. The Marketing 

Review 10,2: 147 - 1384.  

https://doi.org/10.1362/146934710X505753 

Klopper, R. & S. Lubbe 2012. Using Matrix Analysis to Achieve Traction, 

Coherence, Progression and Closure in Problem-Solution Oriented 

Research. In Brandtweiner, R. & L. Janczewski (eds.): Conference 

Proceedings: 2012 International Conference on Information Resources 

Management. (Conf IRM 2012.) Austria: Vienna University. 

Martin, C.J.H. & V. Fleming 2010. A 15 Step Model for Writing a Research 

Proposal. British Journal of Midwifery 18,12: 791 - 798. 

https://doi.org/10.12968/bjom.2010.18.12.791 

Mellon, C.A. 1986. Library Anxiety: A Grounded Theory and its 

Development. College & Research Libraries 47: 160 - 155. 

https://doi.org/10.5860/crl_47_02_160 

Simelane, N. 2015. Hands-on Postgraduate Research Proposal Design. BCom 

Honours Research Project, University of Zululand, Kwadlangezwa, SA. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0740-8188(97)90003-7 

Onwuegbuzie, A.J. 1997. Writing a Research Proposal: The Role of Library 

Anxiety, Statistics Anxiety, and Composition Anxiety. Library and 

Information Science Research 19,1: 5 - 33.  

Parker, B. & R. Steeves 2005. The National Research Service Award: 

Strategies for Developing a Successful Proposal. Journal of Professional 

Nursing 21,1: 23 - 31. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joi.2007.04.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijme.2013.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wombi.2008.04.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11721872
https://doi.org/10.1362/146934710X505753
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjom.2010.18.12.791
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl_47_02_160
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0740-8188(97)90003-7


Hands-on Postgraduate Research Proposal Design 

 

 

 

315 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.profnurs.2004.11.009 

Sharts-Hopko, N.C. 2000. Developing your Idea for a Research Project. 

Journal of the Association of Nurses in AIDS Care 11,1 Jan/Feb: 86-88. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S1055-3290(06)60426-3 

Taṣ, E.E.I. 2010. ‘In this paper I will discuss ...’ Current Trends in Academic 

Writing. Procelia and Behavioural Sciences 3: 121 - 126. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.07.022 

Swales, J.M. & C.M. Feak 1994. Academic Writing for Graduate Students: 

Essential Tasks and Skills. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

Weissberg, R. & S. Buker 1990. Writing up Research: Experimental Research 

Report Writing for Students of English. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice 

Hall Regents. 

 

Njabulo Simelane 

Faculty of Commerce, Administration & Law 

University of Zululand 

South Africa 

mbusosimelane@gmail.com 

 

Rembrandt Klopper 

Faculty of Arts 

University of Zululand 

rkloppr@gmail.com 

 

Sam Lubbe  

Milpark Business School 

Milpark Education 

South Africa 

sam.lubbe@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.profnurs.2004.11.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1055-3290(06)60426-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.07.022
mailto:mbusosimelane@gmail.com
mailto:rkloppr@gmail.com
mailto:sam.lubbe@gmail.com

