Psy 24

Pontari

Spring 2003

Research Proposal - Information #1

What is a research proposal?

Pretend you are a student doing an independent study in social psychology.  You can investigate any social psychological topic or issue that you wish.  You can utilize any research method (or methods) for your investigation with unlimited resources (i.e., participants, equipment, experimenters, confederates, etc.). You will NOT actually collect any data or implement any of the procedures. The purpose of the proposal is to convince a scientific audience that your hypothesis is sound (i.e., logically flows from previous research findings) and that your method effectively tests your hypothesis.

What your proposal will include:

Your proposal will involve three parts: an introduction, a proposed method section, and a brief conclusions section.  In the introduction you will review the pertinent literature (i.e., articles from psychological journals and books) in the area that you are investigating.  By “pertinent literature,” this means you should review previous research on your topic that explains why you think a certain phenomenon, behavior, or response will occur.  This review of the previous existing literature should make it clear why are you stating your hypothesis.  At the end of the introduction, you will then state this prediction or hypothesis, keeping in mind that a good hypothesis should be specific and testable. In the method section, you will describe the participants and procedures you will use to test your hypothesis.  This will be a DETAILED explanation.   Finally, the conclusion section should briefly (in a page or two) describe, if your hypothesis was to be supported, the implications of your research to the “real world” or to the field of social psychology.  

How your proposal will be written:
Your research proposal will be written in APA (American Psychological Association) style.  This means your paper should sound and look like the writing that is found in psychological journal articles.  In other words, this is scientific writing.  APA style writing also requires using a specific format.  Later in the semester I will provide you with information as to what your paper should “look” like (i.e., margins, title page, references, citations, etc.).  

Developing your hypothesis:

One of the most difficult yet important parts of your proposal is developing a strong and logical hypothesis.  There are two basic ways to do this.

1.  The “traditional” or deductive reasoning approach (general to specific):

- Pick a general area of research that interests you (e.g., consequences of stereotyping).

- Using keywords, search PsycInfo.  Read some articles that sound interesting to you.

- Start to narrow your topic (e.g., negative consequences of stereotyping for women).

- Search PsycInfo using more specific keywords.  Read some articles, see what conclusions have already been 

   made on the topic.  Begin to think about issues like:


Are their “wholes” in the research?  Is the research contradictory?  


Does the research fail to address the underlying processes?


Can you think of another concept or theory that has not been applied to the issue?


Can you tie together two areas of research or concepts that better explain the findings in 

      
the research?

- As you are reading, keep notes.  Use this information as the background research in your 

   introduction.

2.   The “less traditional” or inductive approach (specific to general):

- Sometimes it’s easier to come up with hypotheses by thinking of the “specifics” first (i.e., by 

   relying on your personal experiences or observations of behavior).

- If you know a very specific question you want to address, you need to determine what more general concepts 

   and phenomena are related to it.

- Example:  You notice that your roommate always seems to get little sleep before an exam, and when he/she 

  does poorly on the exam, he/she blames the poor performance on lack of sleep.

- Why?  Search literature to “fit” your idea into existing theory. Pick keywords that represent the

   more general constructs (in this example, you could search attribution, self-handicapping, excuses).  Find 

   research that provides the background for your specific question or hypothesis.

Developing a unique hypothesis:
Be careful.  Your hypothesis should not test an issue or idea that had already been “done” by research. In other words, the introduction to your paper should not review 8 articles that show perfect support for your exact hypothesis.   

Instead, provide a different “spin” on the topic:

Examples of possible ways to do this:

Provide an alternative view on current findings. 

(e.g., the research supports that a phenomenon is caused by one concept, but you think another concept 

could be applied).

Solve what appear to be contradictory results by applying a different concept or theory to the problem.

Get at the underlying process.

(e.g., research describes how people respond to a type of situation but do not account for why - apply 

concepts that might address this).

Apply the topic to a different population. 

(e.g., the phenomenon occurs only for males - why? what research about gender might account for this?)

Apply the topic to a different dependent measure.

(e.g., the research shows that stereotyping has an impact on evaluation in a work/school setting but not a 

social setting - why?).

Your research proposal topic is due March 31 (Monday, in class).

- You should turn in a few sentences that generally describe what might be your proposal topic.

- If you have already discussed your topic with me, you do not need to turn in a topic.

   (Note:  If you have drastically changed your topic since we last spoke, you may want to turn in a topic).

- I HIGHLY RECOMMEND that you schedule a meeting with me to discuss possible research topics sometime 

  between now and Easter break.  I can help you narrow your topic.  I can suggest (and sometimes provide) 

  references for your topic.  I can provide names of researchers and keywords to help in your search for 

  literature.

- The outline of your proposal is due April 24.

