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Chapter 6: Problem definition 
and the research proposal



Learning Objectives

� Discuss the nature of decision maker objectives

� Understand proper problem definition
� Explain iceberg principle

� Identifying key variables
� Formulation of research questions and hypothesis

� Purpose of research proposal
� Outline research proposal



Importance of proper problem definition

� Most crucial step

� Getting right answers for wrong questions



New Coke, Example

� Coca Cola decided to introduce “new” coke

� They conducted taste tests in shopping malls
� They market the new product and withdraw 

old product
� The new product failed because of 

“emotions”!



The process of problem definition



Ascertain decision makers objectives

� Clear objectives have to be stated

� Its unlikely that managers have clear 
objectives!

� Discussing different options or scenarios 
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Clear business direction Clear understanding



Iceberg principle

� Most of the problems are unclear

� Just look as iceberg where only 10% is visible

� Just like what happen with “new” coke case
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Understand the background of the problem
� If clear information available, then managerial 

judgment might be enough

� If not, situational analysis is needed

� Exploratory research is needed



Isolate and identify the problem, not 
the symptoms� Knowing all dimensions of the problems is 

almost impossible

� How to differentiate between problem and its 
symptoms?

� Creativity!
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Symptoms Vs problem









Creativity



Creativity

Understand Home work

Out of the box





Determine the unit of analysis

� Researcher must determine the unit of 
analysis

� Will be different from research to another

� More than one level might be required



Determine the relevant variables

� Variables are key in any study



Variable, definition

� Anything that may assume different numerical 
or categorical values



Variables, types

� Categorical variable

� Continuous variable



Variable, classification

� Dependent variable

� Independent variable

� Dependent variable in one study might be 
independent in another study



Attitude Sales achievementCulture
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State the research questions and 
research objectives
� Developing series of questions and 

hypotheses
� e.g., statement of problem: “the problem is to 

determine the best ways our company can 
train existing and potential users of 
networked personal computers”.

� Many questions could be developed….



Be specific

� “Is advertising copy X better than advertising 
copy Y”?

� So many measurements and each might be 
different

� The answer to research question should be a 
criterion



Problem statement Vs hypothesis

� Very similar

� Problem statement phrased as question while 
hypothesis is declarative’’

� Hypothesis is more specific



Examples of hypothesis

� There is a positive relationship between 
internet shopping and the presence of 
younger children in the home.

� Managers with liberal arts educations will 
process less accounting data than will those 
with masters in business administration.





Decision oriented research objectives







The research proposal

� A written statement of the research design 
that includes a statement explaining the 
purpose of the study and a detailed, 
systematic outline of a particular research 
methodology.



Purpose of research

� Purpose

� Questions that research will answer

� Research objectives



Research design

� It’s the heart

� Type of study
� Population

� Sample design
� Data gathering, data processing and analysis

� Budget and time schedule



Questions that should be asked

� The researcher or manager should be clear 
about so many points before starting the 
study.



Basic Questions -
Problem Definition

� What is the purpose of the study?
� How much is already known?
� Is additional background information necessary?
� What is to be measured? How?
� Can the data be made available?
� Should research be conducted?
� Can a hypothesis be formulated?



Basic Questions -
Basic Research Design

� What types of questions need to be 
answered?

� Are descriptive or causal findings required?

� What is the source of the data?



Basic Questions -
Selection of Sample
� Who or what is the source of the data?
� Can the target population be identified?
� Is a sample necessary?
� How accurate must the sample be?
� Is a probability sample necessary?
� Is a national sample necessary?
� How large a sample is necessary?
� How will the sample be selected?



Basic Questions -
Data Gathering� Who will gather the data?

� How long will data gathering take?
� How much supervision is needed?

� What operational procedures need to be 
followed?



Basic Questions -
Data Analysis
� Will standardized editing and coding procedures 

be used?
� How will the data be categorized?
� What statistical software will be used?
� What is the nature of the data?
� What questions need to be answered?
� How many variables are to be investigated 

simultaneously?
� Performance criteria for evaluation?



Basic Questions -
Type of Report� Who will read the report?

� Are managerial recommendations requested?
� How many presentations are required?

� What will be the format of the written report?



Basic Questions -
Overall Evaluation� How much will the study cost?

� Is the time frame acceptable?
� Is outside help needed?

� Will this research design attain the stated 
research objectives?

� When should the research be scheduled to 
begin?



Anticipating Outcomes

� Dummy tables

� Representations of the actual tables that will 
be in the findings section of the final report; 
used to gain a better understanding of what 
the actual outcomes of the research will be.






