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already happened). In cases such as these, we employ the term 'knowledge 
problem'. Having said all this, it is certainly true that Public Administration is 
often applied in nature, concentrating on practical issues for which a certain 
solution is sought. To illustrate, reconstructing the plane crash can result in 
recommendations on how to prevent similar disasters in future or render 
suggestions for improving crisis management. 

Problematizing requires preparatory research being clone first (compare 
Verschuren & Doorewaard, 2010). By gathering information on a particular 
subject, the researcher can determine which aspects or dimensions will be sui­
table for study, and how relevant the research will be. Carrying out preparatory 
research involves tasks such as perusing scientific joumals, consulting e~perts 
and others involved (such as sponsors), making an inventory of previously 
conducted studies, and so forth. 

In the preparatory research stage, the researcher tries to ascertain what the 
central problem is (a knowledge problem or a practical issue), what sub-problems 
it consists of, what is already known on the subject, and what contribution the 
study could or should make. The information gained in this manner is used to 
select a relevant and feasible research problem. In principle, the thirst for 
knowledge is unquenchable and the number of questions we can ask is endless; 
however, it is important to choose just one research question and one research 
aim - if only to ensure that the study will be feasible and have sufficient focus. 

Which particular research question and research aim are ultimately chosen 
depends on the following: 

• The researcher's interests and background knowledge. Everyone has their 
own personal preferences and experiences, which will guide the choice of 
an interesting research problem. A concomitant risk of such partialities and 
unique individual knowledge is that a researcher may also turn out to be 
biased. For example, many people - including researchers - take the word 
'govemment' to mean the national govemment rather than, say, the local 
council. 

• The existing body of scientific knowledge. The scientific relevance of a 
study varies with the extent to which it will contribute to existing 
knowledge. Studying a subject. about which only little is known (virgin 
territory) or about which the evidence is contradictory (puzzles) will make 
the biggest contribution to the body of scientific knowledge: this kind of 
research is scientifically most relevant. By reviewing the literature during 
the preparatory stage, the researcher gains insight into what is already 
known on a subject (for practical tips on this, see McMenamin, 2006). 

• The sponsor's preferences. If a study is commissioned and subsidized by 
a sponsor, the researcher has to ensure that the research problem forms a 
satisfactory (and scientifically sound) translation of the sponsor's wishes and 
aims. This can turn out to be rather difficult in practice. Sponsors often 
lack the background knowledge to phrase their questions correctly; also, 
policymakers are hardly ever interested in theoretical depth. Moreover, 
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• 

political volatility can cause the interest in a subject to wane whilst the 
research is still in the process ofbeing carried out (see also Chapter 12). For 
more information and tips on how to convert a sponsor's requests into a 
scientificaily so und research problem, see V erschuren and Doorewaard 

(2010). . 
Practical issues. A study has to be feasible and workable. Practtcal matters 
such as the scope of the study, time and money constraints, the access 
needed to sources of information or people, and the expertise and crea­
tivity of the researcher are all crucial - though not always decisive - points, 

worthy of careful consideration. 

As stated, a research problem must be weil founded and properly formulated. 
In the research problem, the researcher describes what choices have b~en ma~e 
on the basis of the preparatory research. When it comes to research m Pubhc 
Administration and Public Management, it is important not just to give an 
indication of the scientific relevance of the study, but also of its public or 
societal relevance. What will the contribution of the study be to solving topical 

social issues or policy questions? 

Mistakes often made 

During the process of choosing and formulating a research problem, certain 
mistakes are sometimes made. Often the relation between the main research 
aim and central question remains unclear, because one of them has not been 
properly specified, or the two are incon~ous with e~ch other. Frequ~ntly, 
too, the research problem has not been dehneated prec1sely enough. T~1s can 
show, for example, in the researcher planning to study too many different 
things at once, or a focus on detail (symptoms) rather than on the .re~, under­
lying problem (the disease). To illustrate the latter, government policy 1s usually 
implemented by a chain of organizations. Consider the st~nce taken by t.he 
government on crime, for example: this will have a bearmg ~n the po~ce 
investigating criminal offences and arresting people, on the pubhc prosecutton 
bringing action against the accused and, finaily, on a judge pa~sing sentence: A 
study of the effects of government policy can concentrate o~ JUSt a part or hnk 
of such a chain; however, this also means that the conclus1ons drawn on the 
effects of govemment policy will be limited to that part~cular link. For 
example, a study of police performance does not allow for mfer~n~es .to be 
drawn about the functioning of the court. For all such reasons, 1t 1s vital ~o 
outline as precisely as possible what will form part of the study, and what :M11 
be left out, and why - with the annotation that the research has to be soClally 

and scientificaily relevant as weil. 
A mistake often made in applied research (and so particularly relevant to the 

field of Public Administration) is that the research problem does not give an 
adequate translation of the sponsor's requests. The researcher has to be.ar in 
mind that the sponsor is struggling with a practical problem, for wh1ch a 
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l'llalistic solution is sought. The scientific interests and expertise of the 
l'esearcher can be an aid in finding such a solution, but only if the final results 
uf the study can be applied in an everyday context. This means that a balance 
inust be struck between theory and practice. After all, a treatise on the inad­
Vet:tent effects of performance rating in the police force is of little help to a 
ehief officer hoping to learn how performance indicators can be developed or 
hnproved. 

1.2 THE RESEARCH AIM 
i 

Research can fulfil several aims. Applied research is meant to solve a practic'al 
i5sue or problem, described by the sponsor who commissioned the study. 
Fundamental research, on the other hand, is geared in the first instance towards 
l\cquiring scientific knowledge. lt is important for the researcher to give a pre­
eise indication of what purpose the study is meant to serve. Merely 'doing 
research' is not an aim in itself; neither is 'finding out what happened'. Such 
descriptions are not nearly detailed enough, and give no information on the 
contribution the study is expected to make. 

Table 2.1 provides an overview of possible research aims. As the 
l\ccompanying descriptions show, we can distinguish a hierarchy of aims. For 
example, the more knowledge already exists on a subject, the less relevant 
exploratory and descriptive research will be. Similarly, research aims such as 
diagnosis, design and evaluation can only be achieved if the problem under 
study has already been described and explained. I shall return to these points 
during the discussion on sub-questions (see below). 

II Table 2.1 Research aims 

Alm 

Exploration 

Description 

Explanation 

Description 

Research that investigates a subject about which little or no 
knowledge is available. Exploratory research results in detailed 
empirical descriptions. Exploration is also used in studies of how 
actors assign meaning, such as the way in which certain concepts 
are applied in practice. 

Research in which events or the characteristics of a certain 
subject are described. A description can be empirical (for 
example, events arranged in chronological order). However, 
ordering can also take place in terms of theoretical concepts, 
such as actors or factors. Descriptive research should not be 
confused with the reporting of results. 

Research in which the causes of a certain problem are sought or 
studied. Explanatory research can apply existing theories in the 
search for causes. Another option is to develop a new theory, 
based on the empirical findings (for more on this subject, see 
Chapter 3). 
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Aim Description 

r;~11~9-··--···-·"-·-·-R;;;~~~"h··~~;h7~;:,~::·~~··1h~··;;·;;1;~t-th;~;~t~;";;;;;;;;9~-·~·~~„ -· 
preliminary expectations (hypotheses) are formed regarding 
the problem under study. As a rule, such expectation~ .concern 
problem characteristics or possible causes. In an empm?al study, 
the researcher tries to ascertain whether these expectat1ons meet 
reality. See also Box 2.3 on hypotheses. 

Diagnosis Research that is mainly applied in character. The researcher tries 
to establish what the problem is, and which factors or actors 
contribute to this problem in a positive or negative sense. The 
diagnosis helps to gain insight into possible keystones of a 
solution to the problem. 

Design Research that results in suggested solutions to a practical 
problem, or recommendati~n~ on ~ow to. improve a situation 
(prescription). A Public Admm1strat1on des1gn can vary fr~m a new 
management model to a set of guidelines or a draft pohcy text, 
depending on the problem studied. 

Evaluation Research aimed at gauging whether a certain policy or 
arrangement has helped to realize the specified ~argets. The . 
evaluation can concern policy development and 1mplementat1on, 
or the desired effects (see Box 1.3). Evaluative research usually 
results in a normative judgement. lf this is requested, . . 
recommendations can be made for improvement (prescnpt1on). 

=~-%'=;,,."°"1"0t,{TH;:'i<i'l>JÄW::'."Jl:~"'!i&:,:(l!.~.'·"-<:1•<;;;.:.l/i,:::sf;i't;,:>.<f4(1'»$J'1".'<NR=:ii':;."II=m:!"='-';,.,,,,q,;,,:','/;.>:",==·'"'=''1-''il=.o""l.o/"">l;,>;;;uw;:~-""W~=f:>=.~~!Si<*.'fX~"1'fl~.8:",,f'iO 

Do note that comparative research - that is, research cor:1paring countrie~, 
policy sectors, organizations, or different grou~s of peop!e w1th each other - 1s 
a means to an end: comparison helps to descnbe, explam, evaluate and so on. 
Comparison is not a separate research aim in itself. . 

The aim of a piece of research relates directly to its main research questlon; 
every research aim corresponds with a certain type of question (see below~. !he 
feasibility of a study is greatly enhanced if the resear~her ~ormulates. a distl~ct, 
discrete research aim: the research problem compnses just one smgle aim, 
which applies to the entire study. lt has to be added, though, that there .are 
types of research that have several different aims (see Box 2.1 on actlon 

research). 

BOX 2.1 ACTION RESEARCH 

In action research, researchers are actively involved in the situation 
under study. Usually, the researcher is trying to devise a way to improve 
the situation, either because they work or live in this situation (or orga­
nization) themselves, or because they strive to create a better world. -
hoping, for example, to improve the position of disadvantaged soc1al 

groups or other minorities. 
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What this basically means is that in action research, the researcher forms 
part of the research situation, and participates in events. Sometimes, too, 
researchers constitute their own subject, for example, because they 
want to assess and improve their own performance. Think of teachers' 
training courses, healthcare evaluations, and so on. 

Action research comprises several phases, each of which has its own 
particular research aim: 

describing and establishing what the initial problematic situation is, 
and outlining the study that will be conducted; 

2 arriving at a diagnosis by gathering and analysing information; 
3 designing a plan for improving the situation; 
4 supervising the implementation of the plan (intervention); and 
5 monitoring and evaluating progress, and making recommendations 

for further progress. 

(For more information on action research, see Stringer, 1996.) 

1.3 THE RESEARCH QUESTION 

The research question does not just specify the subject under study, but also 
delineates the research in other respects. Amongst other things, the research 
question denotes the units of observation - that is, which persons, documents, 
organizations or countries will actually be examined or questioned. The 
researcher also has to give an indication of the time and place to which the 
~tudy pertains. Such limits to the research territory always have to be bome in 
mind, as they influence the scope of the validity of one's conclusions (see 
Chapter 4 for more explanation). For example, results found in one situation 
will not necessarily be valid in another. Finally, in the research question a first 
!ndication can be given of which theories - if any - will be used. The appli­
cation of such theories has to concur with the research aim and the intended 
use of theory (see Chapter 3 for further explanation). 

Formulating the research question 

The research question is directly related to the research aim: every specific type 
of research aim corresponds with a certain type of question. Exploratory and 
descriptive questions, for example, are often of the 'which' or 'what' variety. 
Questions geared at design or evaluatlon usually begin with phrases such as 
'how' or 'in what manner'. Table 2.2 gives some examples to illustrate that 
different research aims concur with different types of question. 

As the examples in Table 2.2 show, research questions can be formulated in 
many different ways. A single subject can inspire a wide array of questions, 
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Table 2.2 Research questions 

Aim 

Exploration 

Description 

Explanation 

Testing 

Diagnosis 

Design 

Evaluation 

Question 

Exploratory questions are open-ended, and presuppose there is 
as yet no knowledge on the subject of study. For example: in what 
way do public organizations A and B use indicators for measuring 
personnel performance? 

Descriptive questions often focus on characteristics of the subject 
of study. For example: which indicators do public organizations A 
and B use to measure personnel performance? A description can 
also be given in terms of theoretical notions. For example: what 
sort of input and output indicators do public organizations A and 
B use to measure personnel performance? 

Explanatory questions often start with the ward 'why'. The 
researcher aims to establish the causes and circumstances that 
have led to certain behaviours or policy measures. For example: 
under which conditions does the use of performance indicators by 
public organizations A and B lead to a more productive personnel 
performance? 

Testing questions are usually of the yes/no variety. Based on the 
theory, the researcher formulates certain expectations, which are 
subsequently translated into questions. For example: does the 
use of performance indicators by public organizations A and B 
lead to a more productive performance if employees have been 
actively involved in developing these indicators? Or (to see 
whether this is a proportionate effect): is it true that the more 
closely involved employees are in the initial stages, the more 
productive their performance will ultimately be? 

Diagnostic questions try to identify practical problems or 
stumbling blocks. For example: which organizational and financial 
problems do public organizations A and B encounter when trying 
to introduce indicators for measuring personnel performance? 
Diagnostic questions are often geared at ascertaining the success 
or failure of policies or organizational changes. 

Design questions are geared at finding a solution to a certain 
problem. They usually refer to measures for improvement, or 
norms such as 'better' or 'more efficiently'. For example: how can 
public organizations A and B introduce performance indicators 
without meeting with resistance from their personnel? 

Evaluative questions often probe into the process and results of 
changes that have been made (interventions). For example: has 
the introduction of performance indicators by public organizations 
A and B led to more productive personnel performance? 

which often diverge from each other in subtle but significant respects. Just 
one word can make a world of difference as to which question exactly the 
researcher is trying to answer. Formulating a clearly defined, proper research 
question takes a lot of practice and constant revision, and even experienced 
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rcsearchers often have to go back and make adjustments to their original 
wording. This brings me to the criteria for formulating a good research 
question. 

Criteria for formulating a good research question 

A research question has to be workable. After all, it is no use asking a question 
that cannot be answered. A good and proper research question should therefore 
be (compare Verschuren & Doorewaard, 2010): 

1 Relevant - in a societal or a scientific sense (or both; see also above); 
1 Precise, meaning that it is singular ( do not ask more than one main question), 

and weil delineated in terms of the units of observation, time and place; 
1 Purposeful - that is, geared at arriving at a certain kind of answer (as specified 

in the accompanying research aim); 
1 Congruous with the theory and methodology: the study has to be relevant 

in the sense of linking up with existing knowledge. Also, the research 
question has to give a clear indication of how the knowledge that is being 
sought can best be acquired and analysed; 

1 Intemally logical and consistent. The research question usually consists of a 
main or overarching question and a set of sub-questions. Sub-questions 
reflect the intermediate steps that the researcher has to take in order to 
reach the ultimate target of answering the main research question. 

R.egarding its format, it is important to put the research question explicitly in 
the text, usually in the introductory section to a report or article. Finally, a 
questioning form is to be preferred, so do use a question mark. 

Suh-questions 

Usually, the main research question cannot be answered in one go. For this 
l'eason, it is often necessary to formulate several sub-questions, each of which 
npplies to a particular patt of the study. The sum of the answers to all sub-questions 
taken together forms the answer to the main research question. 

Arriving at relevant sub-questions requires logical thought and reasoning. 
How many and what kind of sub-questions can be derived depends entirely on 
the nature of the main research question, and general guidelines cannot be 
1;1;iven. Having said this, there are two important rules of thumb (compare 
Verschuren & Doorewaard, 2010). First, the number of sub-questions increases 
with the amount of characteristics, conditions, actors, or norms specified in the 
main research question and, also, with the various relations between these that 
can be distinguished. Second, the higher up in the hierarchy of research aims 
the researcher wants to go (for example, explaining something rather than just 
~iving a description), the more sub-questions will be needed. In Box 2.2, an 
t'Xample is given of how these rules of thumb work out in practice. 
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BOX 2.2 EXAMPLE: FORMULATING SUB-QUESTIONS 

In Table 2.2, the following example was given of an explanatory main 
research question: Under which conditions does the use of performance 
indicators by public organizations A and B lead to a more productive 
personnel performance? 

We can distinguish three key subjects here: i the conditions for 
more efficient performance; 2 the use of performance indicators; and 
3 the public organizations A and B. This means that a minirnum of three 
sub-questions is needed. 

The first sub-question will concentrate on the use of performance 
indicators by public organizations A and 8. This is a descriptive ques­
tion, meant to investigate whether the two public organizations make 
use of performance indicators, and how these indicators are applied. 
The second sub-question concerns personnel performance in the two 
public organizations. This question must at least describe personnel 
performance in a way that shows how this can be influenced by 
using performance indicators. For example, performance can be com­
pared over time (before and after indicators were introduced), or 
between organizations that do use performance indicators and organi­
zations that do not. As to the third sub-question, it will centre on the 
general (theoretical) conditions under which performance indicators lead 
to a more productive personnel performance. Finally, to establish 
whether such theoretical conditions apply in organizations A and 8, a 
fourth sub-question is needed. The answers to all four sub-questions 
taken together enable us to answer the main research question, which 
makes the main research question and the set of sub-questions 
internally consistent. 

All in all, the research question will now read as follows: 

Main, overarching question: 

Under which conditions does the use of performance indicators by 
public organizations A and 8 lead to more productive personnel 
performance? 

Sub-questions: 

; How do public organizations A and 8 use performance indicators to 
measure personnel performance? 

2 ls personnel performance more productive in public organizations 
that do use performance indicators, as compared to organizations 
that do not use such indicators? 

3 Which conditions enable (or disable) the use of performance indicators 
that lead to more productive personnel performance? 
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4 Are the conditions under which performance indicators lead to a 
more productive personnel performance actually m~t by public 
organizations A and 8? 

This example also shows that some sub-questions will have to be 
answered by means of empirical research, whilst other sub-questions 
demand a theoretical answer. Sometimes, too, a question can or has to 
be answered in both an empirical and a theoretical sense. Moreover, 
the logic of the research problem, reflected in the order of the sub­
questions, is not the same as the logic of the study (as we will see in 
Chapter 3: in deductive research theory comes before empirical '. 
research); likewise, it need not follow the structural logic of the research 
report (compare Chapter ; 2). 

Mistakes in the research question 

Forrnulating th: main research question and the accompanying sub-questions is 
not an exact sc1ence, and often mistakes creep in. The most commonly made 
mistakes are (Verschuren & Doorewaard, 2010): 

• Insufficiently precise wording. Central concepts must be defined in plain 
and unamb1guous language: if different interpretations are possible, it will 
be unclear what exactly the research is about (this is called insufficient 
conceptualization). For example, a research question in which the tenn 
'the govemment' is used is not precise and exact enough: does the 
researcher mean the national govemment, a certain ministry, a municipal 
council, or a semi-public body? 

• Wrong level of abstraction. Sometimes a study tries to answer a broadly 
phrased question by presenting knowledge about one particular example. 
In such cases, ~t is advisable to narrow down the main research question. 
For example, m a study on the civil service ethos of municipality X, 
~he research question should be targeted at X, and not municipal councils 
m general, as this would refer to too high a level of abstraction. After all, 
the extent to which X can be said to be representative of other munici­
palities may be doubtful (see also Chapter 4). Frequently, too, the level of 
abstraction is too low, with sub-questions bearing more the character of 
items for an interview or a questionnaire. Such 'observation questions' 
have to be formulated at a later stage, after operationalization has taken 
place (see Chapter 4). 

• Incompleteness. A research question has to be weil delineated in terrns of 
~ubject, place and time. For testing questions this is even of paramount 
import~nce, because a point of reference is needed for testing. For exam­
ple, asking after an increase in election tumout is of little use if it is unclear 
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which elections exactly are meant, and against which base year the increase 
will be measured. 

• Incorrect suppositions, or even prejudice, about the relationship between 
central concepts or about the notions employed. Suggestive and coloured 
language should be avoided at all times, as it reduces objectivity and 
therefore the credibility of the study. Prejudiced statements, such as 
'bureaucracy is by definition a bad thing' or 'citizen involvement in deci­
sion making only slows the process down', are not j:ust vague and incor­
rect, but can also harm the chances of successfully carrying out the study 
and finding a good solution to a social problem. 

BOX 2.3 HYPOTHESES 

lnstead of phrasing a testing research question, it is also possible to 
formulate a hypothesis. A hypothesis is a testable proposition (so not a 
question, but a statement). The research findings can either support the 
hypothesis or cause it tobe rejected. 

A hypothesis is derived from theory, and consists of the following four 
elements: (1) the circumstances or conditions under which (2) a certain 
factor, called the independent variable, creates a certain change or 
effect by way of (3) a certain mechanism in the (4) dependent variable. In 
Chapter 3, the process of deducing a hypothesis and its constituent 
elements from the theory is explained further. 

Examples of possible hypotheses are the following: 

• The more warnen there are employed in high political functions, the 
more often the issue of female emancipation will be placed an the 
political agenda. 

• The higher the number of floating voters, the more frequently 
election programmes will be consulted. 

A good hypothesis is one-directional, explicit in terms of the predicted 
effect, and does not allow for ambiguity. lnstead of a hypothesis, the 
researcher can also formulate expectations or make predictions, which 
are not subject to such strict requirements. 
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Boom Juridische Uitgevers. 
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EXERCISES 

Consider t~e follow_ing (main) research questions, and give the accompanying 
research a1m. Just1fy your answer with appropriate arguments. lf you think 
th~t a certain research question is inadequately formulated, explain why 
th1s would be so, and suggest a better wording. 

a. How is the Ministry of Environment organized? 
b. Linder which circumstances will the Ministry of Environment have to 

make changes to its organizational structure? 
c. How does the body of senior civil servants at the Ministry of Environment 

deal with the internally conflicting interests of economy and ecology? 
d. Does the Ministry of Environment still have a future? 

2 Formulate a hypothesis about the effect of the participation of leaders of 
national political parties in local election campaigns an the turnout in local 
elections. Explain how you have arrived at your hypothesis (see also Box 2.3). 

3 Ho~ many and which sub-questions will result from the following testing 
ma1n r~s~arch ~uestion: 'Which theoretical model can best explain 
the dec~s1on-makmg process an the privatization of the national airport: 
the bamer model or the flow model?' Specify the way in which you have 
derived the sub-questions. 
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