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Compose a Research Question

When approaching research, consider a topic that interests you and develop a research
guestion that motivates you to explore it in detail and keeps you intellectually stimulated
throughout the length of your research. Your research question should be unigue, one
that has not been researched before. You want to make sure your question or topic is
neither too narrow nor too broad. If it's too narrow, there won'’t be enough resources to

consult, and if it's too broad, you will never have the time to complete it.

A helpful strategy to narrow down your research question is to ask yourself What, Who,
Why, When, and Where questions. The table below provides examples of questions to

ask when developing a research question.

Prompting Question Explanation (Ask and answer one or more of these questions)

What is your research about?
What? What are you interested in exploring?

What are the key areas of investigation in your research?

Who does this research concern?

Who? . . .
Who is my main demographic?
Why is this research important?
Why? Why do | want to explore this topic?
Why is this phenomenon I'm studying happening?
When? What time period does this research cover?
What geographical region does this research cover?
Where? In which part of the world is my research relevant?

Where is this phenomenon happening?
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Compose Research Questions: Examples

The following table provides examples of implementing the strategy discussed above to
narrow down your research topic and to compose a research question in the Social

Sciences, Engineering and Medicine disciplines.

Social Science

Topic of Interest: Access to education

Prompting . .
. Explanation (Ask and answer one or more of these questions)
Question
What is my research about?
What? .
Unequal Access to education
Who does this research concern?
Who? ' .
Lower to middle class families
Why is this research important?
Why? This research is important because it explores economic disparity,
unequal access to opportunities, and notions of social justices
What time period does this research cover?
When?
In the last decade
In which part of the world is my research relevant?
Where?

In the United States

Example of research question:
What is the economic impact of unequal access to education on lower to middle class

families during the last decade in the United States?

&2 COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES 2



From Books to Bytes | Module: Develop a Research Strategy

Last updated 07/22/2020

Engineering

Topic of Interest: Solar cells and renewable energy

Prompting
Question

What?

Who?

Why?

When?

Where?

Explanation (Ask and answer one or more of these questions)

What is my research about?
Engineering solar cells that absorb and transform sunlight into

renewable energy

Who does this research concern?

Cities/Communities

Why is this research important?
It is important to explore alternative energy sources to minimize gas

emissions and waste in order to reduce global warming

What time period does this research cover?

Last 10 years

Where is this phenomenon happening?

Small rural German towns currently use solar cells energy

Example of research question:

How can we engineer solar cells that absorb more sunlight to produce energy that

powers cities and communities similar but more efficient than the ones used during the

last 10 years in small rural German towns?
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Topic of Interest: Sleep apnea and heart failure

Prompting
Question

What?

Who?

Why?

When?

Where?

Explanation (Ask and answer one or more of these questions)

What is my research about?

Examining the connection between sleep apnea and heart failure

Who does this research concern?
Patients ages 35-50 who have been diagnosed with sleep apnea and

suffered heart failure

Why is this research important?
It is important to explore treatments that will reduce the risk of heart

failure

What time period does this research cover?

Last 5 years

Where is this phenomenon happening?

In North America

Example of research question:

What are some possible treatments for patients in North America ages 35-50 whose last

five years of clinical examinations demonstrate a connection between sleep apnea and

heart failure?
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