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INTRODUCTION
Every research study starts with the identification of a problem that the researcher aims to 
address. For a problem to be suitable for research, it must be capable of being examined 
through data collection and analysis. While some issues might be researcher’s interest, 
they may not be suitable for research due to their non-researchable nature. The process of 
developing and pinpointing a research problem is a creative process.

Researchers typically start with a broad area of interest and gradually refine it into a 
specific, researchable problem. A good researcher catalogues all areas of interest as they 
arise. The selection of a research problem is influenced by various factors, including the 
researcher’s interests, knowledge, the problem’s significance to the nursing profession, 
practical implications, feasibility of conducting the study, and the availability and 
cooperation of research subjects.

Many nurses may find themselves uncertain about potential research topics, while others 
may struggle to choose among several ideas. The problem statement may emerge from 
challenging situations encountered in practice or from the nurse’s specific areas of interest.

DEFINITION
A research problem is a specific issue or question that a researcher aims to investigate 
through systematic inquiry. It serves as the focal point of a research study, guiding the 
direction of inquiry and shaping the objectives, methods, and outcomes of the research. 
The research problem typically arises from gaps in knowledge, practical challenges, or 
areas of interest within a particular field or discipline. It should be clearly defined, feasible 
to investigate, and capable of being addressed through empirical research methods. 

The research problem is the compass that points towards discovery.

Research Problem
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36   Chapter 3: Research Problem

Identifying and formulating a research problem is an essential step in the research process, 
as it lays the foundation for the entire study and guides the researcher’s efforts to generate 
new insights or solutions.
According to Kerlinger (1973), “A problem is an interrogative sentence or statement that 
asks what relation exists between two or more variables. The answer to questions will 
provide what is having sought in the research”.
Babbie (2016) defines a research problem as “a statement about the difficulties experienced 
by scholars and practitioners that requires a solution or clarification.”
Cooper and Schindler (2008) describe a research problem as “a perplexing or troubling 
condition that exists in scholarly literature, in theory, or in practice that commands 
investigation and solution.”
Creswell (2014) states that a research problem is “an area of concern, a gap in the knowledge 
base, or a deviation from what should be those points to the need for further understanding 
and investigation.”
Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) define a research problem as “a perplexing or troubling 
condition that requires a solution, recommendation, or clarification that is clearly and 
concisely articulated, relates to the identified gap or need in the literature, and makes a 
contribution to the existing body of knowledge.”
According to Neuman (2014), a research problem is “a question or issue that requires 
systematic investigation, analysis, and interpretation to provide new insights or solutions.”
Marshall and Rossman (2016) describe a research problem as “an issue or challenge that 
researchers seek to address through empirical inquiry, typically arising from gaps or 
inconsistencies in existing knowledge.”
Leedy and Ormrod (2015) state that a research problem is “a topic or issue in need of 
investigation, often characterized by uncertainty or lack of clarity, which researchers seek 
to address through systematic inquiry.”
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) suggest that a research problem is “a puzzle or question 
that motivates inquiry and drives the research process, leading to the generation of new 
knowledge or insights.”

In other words, ‘research problem is an area of concern where there is a gap in the 
knowledge base needed for professional practice.’

In practice, the terms “research problem” and “problem statement” are often used 
interchangeably, but they represent distinct aspects of the research process. A research 
problem typically involves stating a troubling condition in a declarative sentence. On the 
other hand, a problem statement in quantitative studies typically comprises six components 
(Fig. 3.1):

	� Relevance of the study: This component provides the background and context for why 
the research problem is significant and worth investigating. It explains why the study 
is important and how it contributes to existing knowledge or addresses a gap in the 
literature.

	� Title of the study: While not typically considered a part of the problem statement itself, 
the title of the study serves as a concise summary of the research topic and may capture 
the essence of the problem being addressed.

	� Operational definitions of the variables: This component clarifies the specific terms 
or concepts used in the research problem, ensuring that they are clearly defined and 
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37Chapter 3: Research Problem 

measurable. Operational definitions help establish the parameters of the study and 
provide a basis for data collection and analysis.

	� Objectives of the study: Objectives outline the specific goals or aims of the research, 
indicating what the study seeks to achieve or investigate. They provide direction for 
the research process and help focus the investigation on addressing the identified 
problem.

	� Delimitations of the study: Delimitations establish the boundaries or limitations of the 
study, specifying what aspects or variables are included or excluded from consideration. 
They help narrow the focus of the research and ensure that the study remains manageable 
and feasible.

	� Scope and limitations of the study: This component further elaborates on the 
boundaries and constraints of the research, detailing the extent to which the findings 
can be generalized and the potential challenges or constraints that may impact the 
study’s validity or applicability. It helps manage expectations regarding the study’s 
findings and implications.

IDENTIFICATION OF RESEARCH PROBLEM
Identification of the research problem entails pinpointing a specific area or topic within 
a discipline that requires further exploration or clarification. This involves reviewing 
existing literature, observing real-world phenomena, or recognizing gaps in knowledge 
to formulate a clear and focused statement that outlines the problem to be addressed 
through research.

Fig. 3.1: Six components of problem statement.
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38   Chapter 3: Research Problem

SOURCES OF RESEARCH PROBLEM (FIG. 3.2)
	� Personal experiences: Researchers may draw inspiration from their own life 

experiences, encounters, or challenges. These experiences may spark curiosity or 
motivate researchers to explore certain topics in greater depth. For example, “A nurse 
who has witnessed firsthand the challenges faced by patients managing chronic diseases, 
such as diabetes, may be inspired to research innovative strategies for improving patient 
self-management and adherence to treatment regimens.

	� Practical experiences: Professionals working in a particular field may encounter 
recurring issues, dilemmas, or gaps in knowledge during their daily practice. These 
practical challenges can serve as catalysts for research inquiries aimed at finding 
solutions or improving practice. For example, a social worker working with homeless 
populations may encounter recurring issues related to access to affordable housing. 
This practical experience may motivate them to conduct research aimed at identifying 
barriers to housing stability and exploring solutions to address homelessness.

	� Critical appraisal of research: Reviewing existing research literature allows researchers 
to identify gaps, inconsistencies, or limitations in current knowledge. This critical analysis 
can inspire new research questions or hypotheses aimed at addressing these gaps or 
building upon existing findings. For example, a psychology researcher conducting a 
literature review on anxiety disorders may notice inconsistencies in the effectiveness of 
existing treatments. This critical appraisal may lead them to formulate research questions 
aimed at comparing the efficacy of different therapeutic approaches for managing anxiety.

	� Exposure to field situations: Immersion in real-world settings provides researchers 
with firsthand experiences and insights into the complexities and nuances of a particular 
field. These experiences can stimulate research inquiries aimed at understanding 
phenomena, addressing challenges, or improving practices within that field. For 
example, an environmental scientist conducting fieldwork in polluted urban areas 
may observe the adverse effects of air pollution on public health. This exposure to field 
situations may inspire research inquiries into the health impacts of environmental 
contaminants and strategies for mitigating pollution-related health risks.

Fig. 3.2: Sources of research problem.

JA
YPEE BROTHERS



39Chapter 3: Research Problem 

	� Social issues: Societal issues, such as poverty, inequality, healthcare disparities, or 
environmental degradation, can serve as compelling research topics. Researchers may 
be driven by a desire to contribute to social change, advocate for marginalized groups, or 
address pressing societal challenges through their research. For example, a sociologist 
concerned about racial disparities in access to education may embark on research to 
investigate the factors contributing to educational inequalities among minority students 
and develop interventions to promote educational equity.

	� Intuitions: Sometimes, researchers may have intuitive feelings or gut instincts about 
certain phenomena or relationships that merit further investigation. These intuitions 
can serve as initial hypotheses or prompts for research inquiries. For example, an 
entrepreneur may have a hunch that social media influencers play a significant role in 
shaping consumer behavior. This intuition may prompt them to conduct research to 
explore the influence of social media influencers on consumer purchasing decisions.

	� Existing theories: Building upon established theories or conceptual frameworks can 
provide a solid foundation for research inquiries. Researchers may seek to test, refine, 
or extend existing theories through empirical research or explore new applications of 
theoretical concepts in different contexts. For example, a political scientist interested 
in democratic governance may seek to test the applicability of democratic theory in 
non-Western contexts. This interest in extending existing theories may lead to research 
inquiries examining the effectiveness of democratic institutions in promoting political 
stability and citizen participation in diverse cultural settings.

	� Previous research: Building upon previous research findings allows researchers 
to deepen understanding, replicate studies, or explore new avenues of inquiry. 
Researchers may identify gaps or unanswered questions in the literature that warrant 
further investigation. For example, a public health researcher reviewing studies on 
smoking cessation interventions may notice a gap in research on smoking cessation 
programs tailored to LGBTQ+ communities. This observation may motivate them to 
conduct research on culturally competent smoking cessation interventions for LGBTQ+ 
individuals.

	� Brainstorming: Engaging in creative brainstorming sessions with colleagues, mentors, 
or interdisciplinary teams can generate a wide range of research ideas and possibilities. 
Brainstorming sessions encourage divergent thinking and exploration of novel research 
topics. For example, a team of engineers brainstorming solutions to renewable energy 
challenges may generate ideas for research projects focused on developing innovative 
solar energy technologies or improving wind turbine efficiency.

	� Consultations: Seeking input, feedback, or guidance from experts, stakeholders, or 
community members can help researchers identify research priorities, refine research 
questions, or ensure the relevance and feasibility of research inquiries. Collaborative 
consultations foster interdisciplinary perspectives and enhance the quality of research 
design and implementation. For example, a public policy researcher seeking input 
from community leaders and policymakers may identify transportation infrastructure 
as a key issue impacting urban development. Based on these consultations, the 
researcher may formulate research questions aimed at evaluating the effectiveness 
of public transit policies in reducing traffic congestion and promoting sustainable 
urban growth.
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40   Chapter 3: Research Problem

CRITERIA FOR SELECTING GOOD RESEARCH PROBLEM (FIG. 3.3)
	� Significance to nursing profession: The problem should address an important issue or 

gap in nursing practice, education, or policy, with potential to improve patient outcomes, 
enhance quality of care, or advance nursing knowledge and practice.

	� Originality: The problem should offer a novel or unique perspective, approach, 
or contribution to nursing literature, avoiding duplication of previous research and 
addressing previously unanswered questions or emerging challenges in nursing practice.

	� Feasibility: The problem should be realistic and achievable within the resources, time 
frame, and expertise available to the researcher. It should be manageable within the 
scope of the research project, considering factors such as access to participants, data 
collection methods, and ethical considerations.

	� Solvable/researchable: The problem should be framed in a way that allows for 
systematic investigation and meaningful analysis. It should lend itself to empirical 
inquiry or exploration through research methods appropriate to nursing research, such 
as qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods approaches.

	� Current and interesting: The problem should be relevant to current issues, trends, or 
challenges facing the nursing profession, reflecting the evolving needs of healthcare 
systems, patient populations, or societal contexts. It should also be of interest to nursing 
stakeholders, including nurses, healthcare administrators, policymakers, and patients, 
ensuring potential for impact and relevance.

 

Fig. 3.3: Elements of good research problem.

FORMULATION OF RESEARCH PROBLEM
Formulating a research problem is a complex and long process which includes following 
steps (Fig. 3.4):

 Selection of research area
	� Identify a broad area of interest within your discipline or field of study.
	� Consider your personal interests, expertise, and professional goals when selecting the 

research area.

 Reviewing literature and theories
	� Conduct a comprehensive review of existing literature and theoretical frameworks 

related to your chosen research area.
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41Chapter 3: Research Problem 

	� Identify gaps, contradictions, or unresolved questions in the literature that could serve 
as potential research problems.

	� Familiarize yourself with relevant theories and conceptual frameworks that could 
inform your research problem.

 Delimiting the research topic
	� Narrow down your research focus to a specific topic or aspect within your chosen 

research area.
	� Consider factors such as feasibility, scope, and significance when delimiting the research 

topic.
	� Define the boundaries and parameters of your research to ensure clarity and focus.

 Evaluating the research problem
	� Assess the potential significance, relevance, and originality of the research problem.
	� Consider the feasibility of addressing the research problem within the constraints of 

available resources, time, and expertise.
	� Evaluate the research problem in relation to ethical considerations, practical 

implications, and potential impact.

 Formulating the final statement of research problem
	� Develop a clear and concise statement that articulates the research problem.
	� Ensure that the research problem is specific, focused, and actionable.
	� Incorporate insights from the literature review and theoretical framework into the 

formulation of the research problem.
	� Revise and refine the statement of research problem as needed to accurately reflect the 

objectives and scope of the proposed research.

Fig. 3.4: Steps in formulation of research problem. 
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42   Chapter 3: Research Problem

Example

TYPES OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Research questions can typically be categorized into one of the following three types:
1.	 Descriptive questions: These questions aim to describe a phenomenon, concept, 

variable, or population. For instance, “What is the level of burden experienced by 
caregivers of stroke survivors?”

2.	 Relationship questions: These questions aim to quantify the nature of the relationship 
between variables or subjects. For example, “What is the relationship between caregiver 
burden and the quality of life in caregivers of stroke survivors?”

3.	 Cause-effect questions: These questions seek to investigate cause-and-effect 
relationships between phenomena. For instance, “Does smoking cause lung cancer?”

IDENTIFICATION OF VARIABLES
Variables are characteristics, properties, or attributes that can vary and be measured 
or manipulated in research. They are used to represent and study different aspects of 
a phenomenon or to assess the effects of interventions or changes. Variables can be 
classified as independent variables, which are manipulated or controlled by the researcher, 
and dependent variables, which are observed or measured to assess the effects of the 
independent variable. Additionally, variables can be qualitative or quantitative in nature, 
representing either categorical or numerical data, respectively.

Chinn  and Krammer  stated that variables are concepts at different level of 
abstraction that are concisely defined to promote their measurement or manipulation 
within study.
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43Chapter 3: Research Problem 

Variables are classified based on their nature, actions, and effects on the variables. The 
main types of variables are:

	� Independent variables are the factors that are manipulated or controlled by the 
researcher in an experiment. They are the variables believed to have a causal effect on 
the dependent variable. For example, in a study investigating the effect of study time on 
exam performance, study time would be the independent variable.

	� Dependent variables are the outcomes or responses that are measured or observed in 
an experiment. They are influenced by the independent variable and are used to assess 
the effects of the independent variable. In the same study mentioned earlier, exam 
performance would be the dependent variable.

	� Research variables encompass both independent and dependent variables, as well as 
any other variables that are measured, observed, or manipulated in a research study. 
These variables are of interest to the researcher and are the focus of the investigation.

	� Demographic variables are characteristics of the participants in a study that describe 
their personal attributes or background. These variables include age, gender, ethnicity, 
education level, socioeconomic status, and any other demographic information that 
may be relevant to the research study. Demographic variables are often collected to 
describe the sample and to assess their potential influence on the outcomes of the study.

	� Extraneous variables, also known as confounding variables, are factors other than 
the independent variable(s) that may influence the dependent variable(s) and thus 
affect the outcomes of an experiment or study. These variables are important to identify 
and control for in research to ensure that the observed effects are truly due to the 
independent variable(s) being studied. Failure to account for extraneous variables can 
lead to inaccurate conclusions and flawed interpretations of results.

Univariate, Bivariate and Multivariate Variables

Univariate Variable
A univariate variable refers to a single variable that is being analyzed or measured in a 
research study. It represents a single characteristic, attribute, or dimension of interest.

For example: In a survey about age distribution, the variable “age” would be considered 
a univariate variable as it focuses solely on the age of individuals without considering other 
factors.

Bivariate Variable
A bivariate variable refers to two variables that are analyzed together to determine if there 
is a relationship or association between them. It involves examining the joint distribution 
of two variables.

For example: In a study investigating the relationship between hours of study and exam 
scores, “hours of study” and “exam scores” are bivariate variables. Researchers would 
analyze how changes in one variable (hours of study) correspond to changes in the other 
variable (exam scores).

Multivariate Variable
A multivariate variable involves three or more variables that are analyzed simultaneously 
to understand the complex relationships among them. It examines how multiple variables 
interact with each other.
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For example: In a study exploring factors influencing job satisfaction, researchers might 
consider variables such as salary, work-life balance, and job autonomy. Analyzing all these 
variables together would provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing 
job satisfaction.

Example of statement of research problems and variables in quantitative research 
studies 

Type of study Research problem
Independent 
variable(s)

Dependent 
variable(s) Control variable(s)

Descriptive study   Examining the 
relationship 
between 
smartphone usage 
and academic 
performance 
among high school 
students

Smartphone 
usage (measured 
in hours per day)

Academic 
performance 
(measured by 
GPA)

Student’s 
socioeconomic 
status, previous 
academic 
achievement

Correlational 
study

Investigating 
the association 
between social 
media usage and 
self-esteem among 
young adults

Social media 
usage (measured 
by time spent 
on social media 
platforms)

Self-esteem 
(measured by self-
report scales)

Age, gender, level 
of social support

Experimental 
study  

Assessing the effect 
of a new teaching 
method on math 
proficiency among 
elementary school 
students

Teaching method 
(experimental 
group vs. control 
group)

Math proficiency 
(measured by 
standardized test 
scores)

Student’s prior 
math knowledge, 
teacher 
effectiveness

Contd...
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Type of study Research problem
Independent 
variable(s)

Dependent 
variable(s) Control variable(s)

Longitudinal 
study  

Exploring the 
trajectory of 
depression 
symptoms among 
postpartum women 
over the first year 
after childbirth

Time (measured 
at multiple 
time points: 1 
month, 6 months, 
12 months 
postpartum)

Depression 
symptoms 
(measured by 
depression scales)

Socioeconomic 
status, social 
support

Cross-sectional 
study

Investigating the 
prevalence of 
obesity and its 
association with 
dietary habits 
among adults aged 
25–40 years

Obesity 
(categorized as 
obese or non-
obese based on 
BMI)

Dietary habits 
(measured by 
dietary recall or 
food frequency 
questionnaire)

Age, gender, 
physical activity 
level

Case-control 
study   

Examining the 
association 
between exposure 
to air pollution and 
the incidence of 
respiratory diseases 
among residents 
of a polluted city 
compared to a 
control group from 
a less polluted city

Air pollution 
exposure 
(measured by air 
quality index)

Incidence of 
respiratory 
diseases 
(diagnosed 
cases of asthma, 
bronchitis, etc.)

Smoking status, 
occupational 
exposure

Cross-sectional 
study

Investigating 
the relationship 
between job 
satisfaction 
and employee 
turnover intention 
among healthcare 
professionals

Job satisfaction 
(measured by self-
report scales)

Turnover Intention 
(measured by 
likelihood of 
seeking new job in 
next year)

Years of 
experience, work 
environment 
factors

Example of statement of research problems and variables in quantitative research 
studies 

Type of study Research problem Variables

Phenomenological study   Exploring the lived experiences 
of cancer survivors during their 
treatment journey

Lived experiences, cancer 
treatment journey        

Ethnographic study Investigating the cultural 
adaptation challenges faced 
by immigrant families in a new 
country

Cultural adaptation challenges, 
immigrant families

Grounded theory study  Understanding the coping 
mechanisms used by individuals 
diagnosed with chronic illness

Coping mechanisms, chronic 
illness diagnosis

Contd...

Contd...
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Type of study Research problem Variables

Case study  Examining the leadership style 
of a successful entrepreneur in a 
specific industry

Leadership style, successful 
entrepreneurship

Historical research Analyzing the socio-political 
factors contributing to the rise 
of the civil rights movement in 
the 1960s

Socio-political factors, civil rights 
movement

Action research Investigating the effectiveness of 
a new teaching methodology in 
improving student engagement 
in a classroom setting

Teaching methodology, student 
engagement

OPERATIONAL DEFINITION
An operational definition is a detailed explanation of how a variable is measured or 
manipulated in a research study. It outlines the specific procedures, instruments, 
and protocols used to assign a value to the concept being studied. Essentially, it 
defines the steps taken to carry out the research process systematically, including 
who will be involved, when, and how. A well-defined operational definition ensures 
clarity and consistency in research procedures, forming the foundation of a high-
quality study.

Importance of Operational Definition
The importance of operational definition lies in its ability to provide clarity, consistency, 
and precision in research studies. 

	� Clarity: Operational definitions help ensure that researchers and readers have a clear 
understanding of how variables are measured or manipulated in a study. This clarity 
reduces ambiguity and enhances the reliability of research findings.

	� Consistency: By clearly defining the procedures and methods used to assess 
variables, operational definitions promote consistency in data collection and 
analysis. Consistent measurement procedures enable researchers to replicate studies 
and verify results.

	� Precision: Operational definitions specify the exact steps and criteria used to measure 
or manipulate variables, increasing the precision of research outcomes. This precision 
allows researchers to draw accurate conclusions and make meaningful comparisons 
across studies.

	� Reproducibility: Well-defined operational definitions facilitate the reproducibility of 
research findings by enabling other researchers to replicate the study methods and 
obtain similar results. Reproducibility enhances the credibility and validity of scientific 
research.

	� Communication: Operational definitions serve as a common language for 
communicating research methods and results within the scientific community. Clear 
and standardized definitions facilitate effective communication and collaboration 
among researchers.

Contd...
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