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Today’s 
session 
plan

1. Training Overview
 Objectives
 Agenda

2. Introduction module 
 What is research design?
 Key concepts
 Documenting the process
 Q&A

3. Module 1: Defining scope of research
 Identify information needs
 Define research objectives & research

questions
 Develop preliminary data analysis plan
 Q&A 



Training 
Objectives

• Become familiar with key steps of research 
design and related best practices

• Enhance your ability to: 
• Define research scope and 

objectives based on identified 
information needs 

• Design preliminary data analysis 
plan & methodology as per scope of 
the intended research 

• Mainstream key ethical 
considerations into the research 
design process 

• Prepare and launch data collection



Training 
Agenda

 Introduction 
 Session 1 (Define research scope)

 Information needs
 Research objectives
 Research questions
 Preliminary data analysis plan

 Session 2 (Methodology Design)
 Research Methods
 Data collection approaches
 Data collection tool design

 Session 3 (Methodology Design contd.)
 Sampling strategies

 Session 4 (Methodology Design contd.)
 FGDs for Qualitative Research

 Session 5 (Final Preparations)
 Checklist of key ethical considerations
 Final preparations for data collection

Exercise 1

Exercise 2

Exercise 3



Icebreaker 


• Open www.slido.com on your browser 
window

• When prompted, scan the barcode OR 
enter #422889 in the participant key

http://www.slido.com/


On a scale of 1-5, how would you rate your 
personal knowledge of/ skills in research 
design? (5= very knowledgable)

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



In a MAXIMUM of 3-5 words, 
describe the most important thing 
you want to learn from this 
training

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



2. Overview 
of Research 
Design



What is research design?

• Process to produce a clear, achievable plan which enables you to meet
the research objectives with the highest possible quality given the time,
resource and access at your disposal.

• The eventual outcome, success or failure of any research project will
depend on the design and planning that precedes implementation.



What is research design?

An iterative process where:
• Key components are linked and 

mutually dependent (e.g. choice of 
methodology and type of data 
collection depends on objectives 
and analysis plan)

• For each decision taken, need to 
reflect on key parameters to 
ensure best possible outcomes (e.g. 
can intended sampling strategy be
implemented with the time and 
resources I have?)



The research design process in six steps

! Our focus 
for today !

In academic and scientific research, there is an additional layer 
of external / institutional ethics review (e.g. IRB) for research

involving human subjects



Some key concepts

Research 
Objectives

• A  statement  or  a  set  of  statements  which  clearly  describe  what the  
researcher(s) aims to achieve and why

• Should be clearly broken down between : 
• General objective: a description of what the research is aiming to inform and why; 
• Specific  objectives:  a  description  of  what  the  research  is  aiming  to  identify  or  

understand  to achieve the general objective.

Research 
Questions

• The  fundamental  core  of  any  research  project,  which  focuses  the  study,  
determines the methodology, and guides all stages of inquiry, analysis, and reporting

• Should be clearly linked to the research objective(s), and should describe what will 
need to be answered/ analysed in order to meet these objectives



Some key concepts

Data 
analysis plan

• A structured way of outlining how data being collected will generate findings required for a 
given research

• Helps to conceptualise the process as well as to ensure that the overall design is compatible 
with the intended objectives

Methodology

• An outline of the data collection and analysis strategy that will be used for the research

• Can involve a single research method or a combination of different methods

• Should be compatible with the data analysis plan and designed to ensure the intended scope of 
the research (i.e. objectives and research questions) can be achieved 

• The methodology comprises of:
• Overall research method  quantitative or qualitative or mixed methods
• The data collection method/ approach  structured (e.g. household surveys) or semi-structured 

(key informant interviews)
• Sampling strategy  probability (random, cluster, etc.) or non-probability (purposive, quota, etc.)



Remember: documenting research design is important!

Types of documentation:

1. Inception Report

2. Research Terms of Reference

3. Methodology Note

4. Etc.

This document should:

 Clearly outline the plan for implementing the research 

 Establish a common understanding of the scope and outcomes of the research

 Ensure relevance of research outputs (in line with the objectives and intended audience)

 Provide a documented basis for making future decisions



Example of documentation used within IMPACT



Section What it covers

Executive Summary Filled out at the end of drafting; provides a snapshot overview of all components 
(relevance and methodological rigour) 

Rationale (1) Background of the crisis; (2) the existing information gaps/ needs that the proposed 
research will address and (3) purpose and the target audience

Methodology (1) Methodology overview (2) population of interest (3) secondary data review (4) primary 
data collection strategy and (5) data processing and analysis plan. 

Roles and Responsibilities Who is involved in each stage of the research cycle

Preliminary Data Analysis Plan Indicators and data collection tool components that will be used to answer the intended 
research questions

Data Management Plan How the data will be managed and stored in a secure manner. 

Monitoring and Evaluation Key indicators that will be tracked to measure how the outputs and outcomes of the 
research have been accessed, received, used and perceived by the target audience.

Annexes Added as relevant e.g. sampling outputs, dissemination plan, etc.

IMPACT TOR Template: Key Sections



Questions?



Research Design 
Training Module 1:
Define scope & purpose 
of the research
Webex, August-September 2021



1. Determine 
Information 
Needs



Information needs: Why is this research needed?

Some guiding questions to ask yourself to define the research problem:

• What is the key information of the background/context in which the research is to be conducted?
• Context analysis e.g. number of refugees that arrived in the past month

• What is known so far about the issue or topic of concern within this context? What are some existing assumptions
(e.g. refugees are better off in formal camps than host communities) and what else remains to be known?

• Detailed secondary data review (SDR)

• What is the need for this study? Who will it help and how?
• Stakeholder engagement and analysis

• What could be the potential impact of this study, specifically in terms of:
• Improving understanding of the current situation
• Informing the direction of ongoing or planned response / aid interventions
• Bringing about positive change in the day-to-day lives of the population of interest

The output from this step should be a clear, concise and achievable set of research objectives, based 
on the rationale and information needs identified. 



Information needs: Example

Of the nearly five million Syrians who have fled their homeland in the past five years,
more than 655,000 are now registered with the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR) in Jordan.

The 2018 United Nations World Food Programme (WFP)/REACH Comprehensive Food
Security Monitoring Exercise (CFSME) found that there had been a drastic decrease in
food security of Syrian refugees living in host communities in Jordan since 2016,
possibly due to widespread constraints on humanitarian funding.

The context has shifted once again in 2018, with a stabilisation in humanitarian
funding and a concerted effort to enhance livelihood opportunities and the economic
resilience of refugees as well as the local communities affected by the refugee crisis.
There is also a widespread assumption that refugees in camps and in host communities
in the north have a better overall livelihoods situation than those out of camps and in the
southern part of the country. Therefore, there is a need to get an updated
understanding of the situation of refugees across the country.

1. Background info

2. What is 
known about the 
situation so far3. What remains to be 

known and why?



Secondary data review to determine information needs

SDR is the analysis of data or information that was gathered by someone else or for some other purpose than the one 
currently being considered. 

Why is SDR an important step of the research design process?

• Identifying information gaps and lessons learned from past research 

• Informing primary data collection scope and strategy

• Identifying key terms relevant to the overall research design e.g. what does ‘socio-economic vulnerabilities’ mean

• Identifying data sources for triangulating and contextualising primary data during the analysis



SDR to determine information needs

Objective:
Why the research?

Indicators:
What to measure?

Any secondary data 
available on these 

indicators?

Yes

You may not need 
primary data or only 

reduced scope

No

Any other 
ongoing/planned 

research collecting 
this info?

Yes

You may not need 
primary data or only 

reduced scope

No

You need data 
collection



How to go about SDR for research design? 

1. Define the statement of purpose What do you need to look for within secondary data?

2. Identify relevant data sources

3. Analyse the usefulness, credibility and reliability of identified data sources based on:
1. Who/ what is the source of this information and do they have authority and reputation (e.g. 

history of reliability, motivation for bias, subject matter expertise, etc.)?
2. What was the purpose of the data collection?
3. Is the information relevant? Is it outdated?
4. Is the information consistent with other available data on the topic?
5. Is the methodology behind the data collection and analysis transparent and logical?

4. Produce an SDR matrix, for e.g.:
Themes Author /

organisation
Title Publication

date
Focus Method (Qual/

Quant/Mixed)
Link Reliability

score



Example SDR data sources in crisis contexts

Pre-Crisis Information In-Crisis Information
• National institutions (ministries, research institutions, 

universities, etc.)
• National institutions (ministries, local offices of 

emergency preparedness, etc.)
• Large survey (DHS, MICS, censuses, etc.) • Assessment reports from local and international 

NGOs
• International development institutions (i.e. World 

Bank)
• Situation reports (OCHA, clusters, government)

• Sector fact sheets • Humanitarian profiles
• Common Operational Datasets (CODs) • Geospatial data from UNOSAT, Google Earth, etc.
• United Nations as well as local and international 

NGOs survey reports
• Satellite imagery, UNOSAT or private providers

• United Nations global data sets or country portals • Social media
• Geospatial data • Funding appeals
• Online databases (i.e. EM-DAT, PreventionWeb) • Past UN/ NGO assessments?
• Previous Flash appeals and Consolidated Appeal 

Processes (CAPs)
• WHO country epidemiological profiles
• ALNAP evaluation reports, After Action reviews
• DevInfo, World Bank’s world development indicators, 

Millennium Development Goals



2. Set 
research 
objectives



Set Research Objectives

The research objective is a statement which clearly describes what
the researcher(s) aims to achieve from a research
It should be broken down between (1) a general objective and (2)
specific objectives

Remember: 
A good research needs to be both relevant AND 

methodologically sound!



General Objective

The general objective is a description of what the research is aiming to inform 
and why
It should cover three key components:
1. What is the wider population of interest?
2. What is the higher level aim of the research cycle? (Find out…)
3. What is the higher level purpose of the research cycle? (Because…)

Example: This research aims to provide an updated, comprehensive understanding 
of the food security and livelihoods situation among refugees in country X, and the 

underlying factors driving these needs, so as to inform programming aimed at 
strengthening refugee households’ resilience in the medium to long term



Specific Objective

The SO should provide a clear description of what the research is aiming to identify or understand in 
order to facilitate the general objective. 

E.g. «Assess current levels of food and livelihoods security among refugees» and «Understand
underlying factors driving food and livelihoods security for refugees in country X»

• The type of SO will determine the type of research method that needs to be considered

Lack of information  need to explore a 
topic or phenomenom develop a theory

More qualitative method needed?

Need to measure prevalence of phenomenon
OR understand the influence of different factors on 

a certain outcome(s)
More quantitative method needed?

• SOs should NOT be confused with the activities that need to be undertaken during the research

• E.g. to «collect data» and «analyse» is an activity, not a specific objective



3. Defining 
Research
Questions



What is a Research Question 

A research question is the linchpin of the research design process to which all other components of this process are 
anchored. 

These are the key criteria that should be applied/ avoided when drafting RQs. 

Research Question Dos Research Question Don'ts

Achievable able to find answers to the questions with the time, 
resources available

Over ambitious attempts to cover too much information, goes 
beyond the scope of the research and becomes impossible to answer 
e.g. “What are the historical and social causes for political crisis in 
Northeast Nigeria?”

Specific  clearly conveys what exactly you are trying to find out and 
why

Too specific a binary measure (yes/ no) or focuses on a minute 
detail of the research objectives e.g. “Do households have access to 
schools in the area?”

Interesting both to you as a researcher as well as to the wider 
audience in the context Interesting but irrelevant  seeks to investigate what could be an 

interesting topic or theme but not relevant to inform planning and 
programming (difference between need to know vs. nice to know)Relevant contributes to the existing body of knowledge and informs 

planning and programming

Within ethical boundaries respecting research ethics, core 
humanitarian principles, ‘do no harm’

Does not respect ethical boundaries  seeks information which 
violates research ethics, humanitarian principles and could put either 
the participant or data collector at risk e.g. collecting information on 
human rights violations and their perpetrators as a humanitarian 
research organisation



Most common types of research questions



Once you have your Research Questions 
defined, can you move on to designing your 
questionnaire?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



4. Develop 
preliminary 
data analysis 
plan (DAP)



Why develop a preliminary DAP from the outset?  

The DAP outlines the core indicators/ variables related to the RQs that will need to be 
collected and analysed as part of the research. 

Having a DAP from the outset ensures:

• Only collect what you need to know 
• Need to know vs. nice to know

• Research scope and unit of measurement is clear enough to develop a methodology

• We are not wasting anyone’s time!



Why develop a preliminary DAP from the outset?  



Preliminary DAP structure

The DAP and RQs should NOT be designed after the research methodology has been
decided and the data collection tools have been designed. Rather, once the RQs are
defined a preliminary list of core indicators/ variables should be decided upon.



Breaking down the DAP 

Typically, two types of DAPs

• Structured DAP
• RQs are broken down into (for the most part) quantifiable indicators which define 

how the (close-ended) questionnaire should be designed

• Semi-Structured DAP
• RQs are broken down into descriptive indicators or sub questions which define 

how the (semi-structured) interview or discussion guide should be designed. 



Indicator design: Dos & Donts

An indicator is a characteristic of a population or environment which is subject to measurement and
which can be used to describe one or more aspects of the particular context being studied.

When designing an indicator, what are the SMART criteria to keep in mind?

Indicator Dos Indicator Don’ts 

Specific  easily translated and operationalised into questionnaires 
and data collection tools e.g. % of households severely food insecure as 
per the Food Consumption Score

Too broad unclear what exactly we want to measure or what 
information we need to collect to measure the indicator e.g. % of 
households that have food needs

Measurable can be counted, observed described or tested as 
needed during analysis e.g. use of %s, #s, top 3, etc.

Too ambitious cannot be analysed, observed or counted in a 
feasible and/ or logical way e.g. households with worse food security

Achievable feasible to collect, analyse data required (primary or 
secondary) to measure the particular indicator Achievable but irrelevant not useful for the purpose of the research, 

even if interesting in its own right Relevant useful and action-focused for the purpose of the research 

Time-bound reflecting the time of data collection / recall period or 
time frame being measured e.g. % of households whose Food 
Consumption Score has improved since the baseline survey in 
December 2020

Not time-bound unclear on which time frame is being measured or 
being referred to e.g. % of households with worse food security than 
before



Indicator design: Dos & Donts

“Average expenditure on essential needs”

What issues can you see with this indicator?

There are three main issues which can cause problems and inconsistencies during analysis:

• Too vague what do we mean by ‘essential needs’?

• Unclear unit of measurement/ analysis  whose expenditure are we talking about? (The
respondent? The village? All household members? In USD? SYP?)

• Unclear recall period expenditure in the past hour/ day/ week/ month/ year?

Better example: “Average household expenditure (USD) on essential needs (food, 
education, shelter, utilities) in the past 30 days”



Preliminary DAP: Structured example

Research 
Objective

Research 
Questions

Indicators

Understand underlying factors
driving food and livelihoods 

security for refugees in country X

To what extent do refugee 
households have 

unmet needs in food security and 
livelihoods? 

% of households that have a poor 
or  borderline Food Consumption 

Score (FCS)

% of households that used severe 
or emergency coping strategies to 
meet basic needs in the past 30

What are the underlying 
demographic and socio-economic 

factors driving these needs 
among refugee households?

% of households with poor FCS 
AND average monthly income 

<100 USD

Top three most commonly 
reported reasons for being unable 
to meet basic household needs in 

the past 30 days



Preliminary DAP: Semi- structured example

Research 
Objective

Research 
Questions

Sub-
research 
Question

Understand institutional constraints
to female participation in the labour 
force in country X, and how these

can be overcome

What specific barriers do women 
currently face in finding and retaining 

employment (including self-
employment)? 

What are the constraints men and 
women face to find and retain waged 
employment in the public or private 

sector? 

What are the constraints men and 
women face to establish and retain 

self-employment and 
entrepreneurship?

What interventions would be most 
helpful to encourage women’s 

economic participation and 
advancement in the labour force?

What are the current legal 
requirements for men and women to 

gain employment in this country? 

Which specific national labour laws 
or policies (if any) enable and 

facilitate women’s access to the 
labour market and/ or self-
employment opportunities?



Questions?



Task for the 
week



Instructions

1/ You will each work in teams of 2

2/ Use the document provided to prepare a research proposal outlining (1-2 pages MAX):

• Information needs/ gaps as you understand it, and who the key target audience will be

• The general objective

• Potential for impact in this context in terms of
• Improving understanding of the current situation
• Informing the direction of ongoing or planned response practices

• The specific objective(s) – maximum 2-3

• The research questions – maximum 5

• The preliminary analysis plan – pick 2 RQs and come up with 4-5 core indicators/ sub questions for each one

• Additional information you would have liked or needed to better define the scope of the research 

Each team will have 5 mins to present their work at the start of next week’s session! 
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