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Abstract
Objective: The study attempts to explore the perception and understanding of research supervisors regarding the strengths 
and weaknesses of the novice researchers in terms of developing a concise but effectively motivating research proposal. 
Method: This is a pure qualitative research, employing the thematic analysis approach, critically analyses the emerging 
themes and sub-themes from in-depth interviews. The findings of this research are based on 18 in-depth interviews 
conducted from guides/supervisors of 6 public universities and private degree awarding institutes in Karachi. Findings: The 
overall findings reveal that these novice researchers prefer supervisor’s suggested topic and possible research questions/
objectives for research instead of identifying a research gap/problem and then discussing with possible research guide. 
Majority of students select research topic without a substantial literature review, hence, the problem statements in the 
most of research synopses do not address the gaps in the literature. Improvements: The study strongly recommends that 
a systematic mechanism of training on research skills and various analytical instruments/software (i.e. SPSS, NVIVO) must 
be ensured in the universities. Besides, there must be a quarterly review of the students and they should be inquired about 
the required assistance for completing their research work.

1.  Introduction
Research is defined as premeditated investigation to 
explore a problem and to suggest solutions to the identi-
fied problem by applying scientific methods (quantitative, 
qualitative and mixed methods), thus, a research creates 
second (new) knowledge1,2. This is why it is argued that 
research should contribute original and novel knowl-
edge to the existing body of knowledge in the relevant 
field3. The newly generated knowledge should be use-
able, reusable, challengeable, persuasive, and arguable by 
other researchers. A piece of exploration to qualify as a 
research must be selected from the area of interest and 
it should traverse a set of rigorous examination such as 
validity, reliability and unbiased conclusion. Thereby, a 
PhD research proposal (synopsis) must meet the criteria 
of a scientific research. The research proposal is designed 
on a chosen research topic but the topic is to come from 

a researcher’s area of interest4. Research proposal is a 
concrete and appealing framework for M.Phil./PhD the-
sis, which should define the originality and novelty of a 
research problem along-with an illustration about the 
critical thinking and approach. Thus, a research pro-
posal not only attempts to bridge the gaps in the existing 
knowledge, but also contributes to the existing intellec-
tual knowledge.

The main role of research supervision is to achieve 
quality and completion of students’ research work in 
time5. Moreover, it is argued that supervisors’ role is men-
toring to enhance critical, analytical and creative poten-
tial of novice researchers and enable them to expand their 
academic excellence in research to inculcate confidence 
and proficiency6. Research students who are lacking tar-
geted efforts, which are highly significant for research, 
perceive research guides a triggering factor of their work 
and expect more assistance from them. Research students 
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develop an idea that the supervisor should ‘hold their 
hand’ and actively direct them to complete their work.  
Practically, the task of a guide is giving a blue print on 
how to review and analyze the relevant literature, devel-
oping contextual or theoretical framework, and applying 
appropriate research design for conducting the research7,8. 

Social scientists are of the opinion that the major prob-
lem faced by novice researchers is ‘selection of topic’ and 
secondly ‘lack of interest in selected topic9,10. According to 
research studies 71% of the selected research topics were 
found very broad, misleading, irrelevant and lacking clar-
ity and consistency. Most of the time supervisors assign 
students research topics beyond their interest ground, 
which creates a big challenge for students to boost up 
motivation and enhance the background information 
about it11. Profoundly, research in academia is to extend 
the boundary of knowledge and provide the solution 
and, in doing so, historical evolution is main function 
and considered as a core value of the institutes. At the 
initial phase of selecting a research topic students should 
attempt to formulate a tentative list of research topics 
and should choose the most motivational theme out of 
the list, which probably meets their interest and career 
aspirations. Doing so, students need to review literature 
and discuss with their research fellows. It is an admitted 
fact that this method of topic selection requires a lot of 
readings and discussion sessions with supervisor as well 
research fellows.

The introductory section of most of research propos-
als by novice researchers has been observed containing 
irrelevant information and outdated references along 
with slack and informal writing style. Statement of the 
problem aims to expose the fact that how the raised ques-
tions about that specific problem are going to fill a gap in 
the existing knowledge and why does the problem need 
a serious attention. An inclusive problem statement con-
sists of just a line or two about the issue and the rest of the 
paragraph(s) includes explanation and interpretation of 
the posed problem/issue. Mostly, research proposals fail 
to develop a coherent and persuasive argument for the 
proposed research study and a lack of proper context to 
frame the problem statement. In some cases, it has been 
found that the problem statements are not relevant to the 
given background and context12,13. 

Developing the research question (s) is very impor-
tant in research study, which guide(s) a searcher to find 
answers to the questions raised in a proposed study. As 
research questions are the most imperative element of 

a research proposal, therefore, they need to be concise, 
relevant, arguable and focused. Smart research questions 
are the spine of proposal14. Research questions in most 
research proposals are vague and in some cases, even 
research questions do not look like research questions. 
Furthermore, the research proposal lacks applicable 
in-text citations concerning accurate theoretical frame-
work and empirical contributions of previous research-
ers. Thus, they cannot produce a systematic review and 
neglect constructing a link between literature review 
and the proposed study. By reason of such basic flaws, 
the research proposal by a novice researcher supports 
the arguments and propositions of the previous litera-
ture, while the arguments and opinion of the researcher 
are missing. 

Generally, it is challenging for a novice students 
to plan an appropriate methodology for the proposed 
research study. Having no understanding of the basic 
ideas about research methodology and research design 
as well as structuring unclear targeted population and un 
explained sampling size in the research proposal mislead 
the entire research process. Literature regarding the phase 
of data analysis in a research study of novice researchers/ 
students highlights some key deficiencies in their work 
such as, they use vague and inappropriate techniques. 
The major problem with data analysis is that research stu-
dents employ misappropriate techniques, therefore, their 
work does not present supporting references from the 
past studies.

Since the establishment of Higher Education 
Commission (HEC), Pakistan practices of research in 
public and private universities have increased consider-
ably, and a huge number of fresh graduates are seeking 
admission in advanced research programmes (M.Phil./
PhD). Most novice researchers do not have an under-
standing of research proposal and its importance in aca-
demia. The eminence of a research project depends on the 
feature and excellence of research proposal. In essence, a 
research proposal intends to appeal and convince super-
visor and research committee that a student has capability 
for producing a valuable research in consort with work-
plan. Furthermore, the preliminary reading makes the 
potential novice researchers familiarise with the subject 
area and help them to comprehend the scope and com-
plexities of research. This study intends to explore that 
how does a research supervisor observe and perceive the 
skills and capabilities of a novice researcher for devel-
oping a coherent research proposal?  Additionally, this 
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paper aims to ascertain the M.Phil. and Ph.D. supervi-
sors’ perspective about students’ research proposal writ-
ing skills; and to help the research students make their 
proposal appropriate and acceptable before the research 
committee.  Consistent with these objectives,  this paper 
presents a critical discussion and analysis on  the role of 
research guide; selection of research topic; developing 
research statement, objectives/questions; presenting con-
text to the study; reviewing relevant literature; developing 
conceptual and theoretical frameworks; and  selection of 
appropriate research methodology. 

2.  Research Methodology
This research is a qualitative in its nature and is conducted 
in the HEC of Pakistan recognized universities and degree 
awarding institutes in Karachi, Sindh. Purposive sampling 
technique has been used because it was to ensure that the 
respondents meet the required criteria. The required cri-
teria for the respondents of this study were: respondent 
must be permanent faculty member; s/he must be hold-
ing PhD degree and must be supervising M.Phil./PhD 
candidates. Six degree awarding institutes and universi-
ties were selected and 18 In-Depth Interviews (IDIs) were 
conducted with respondents at their concerned offices. 
The participants possessed rich experience of research 
and teaching at post-graduate level. The interview sched-
ule for data collection was based on open ended ques-
tions derived out of the literature review. The average 
interview time span ranged from 40 to 60 minutes. Notes 
taking technique was also used to record data on note-
book. The data was transcribed and later thematic analy-
sis technique was used for data analysis. In order to follow 
the research ethics and ensuring the confidentiality, we 
sought the consent of the research participants on pre-
scribed form and ensured them to keep their identifica-
tion strictly confidential.

3.  Findings and Discussion

3.1  Mentorship and Students’ Expectation 
Generally, supervisors (research participants in this 
study) think that the purpose of M.Phil./PhD degree 
to research students is getting promotion and profes-
sional success and career building. They are also of the 
view that students carry research for degree requirement 
and getting a good job. However, in opinion of research 

supervisors, the research aims must be to help industry, 
organization, society and government by exploring prob-
lems and providing workable and acceptable solutions to 
these problems. Unfortunately, this practice could not be 
materialized and encouraged in the Pakistani universi-
ties. Moreover, the purpose of these research degrees is 
to develop research skills of concerned students so that 
they can contribute and add value through research not 
only in their professional careers but also for the better-
ment of industry and economy as the whole. This view is 
also endorsed by Bowden, et al who think research in aca-
demia is to extend the boundary of knowledge and pro-
vide the solution also believe that students only intended 
to complete their PhD dissertations for getting promo-
tion or a good job. According to findings of this study, the 
role of supervisor is to guide and evaluate the student’s 
performance, while students expect more than that. The 
similar findings were also highlighted who found that the 
main role of research supervision is to achieve quality and 
completion of students’ research works. This study cor-
roborating with the research suggests that supervisor’s 
role as a mentor is to make students learn the research 
skills, knowledge creation, enhance critical thinking and 
see the problem through different perspectives. 

3.2  Selecting Wide-ranging Fancy Research 
Topic 
Most of the research supervisors view that students face 
difficulty in selection of research topic. This is always a 
challenging and one of the difficult aspects and gener-
ally all students struggle to select their research top-
ics. Similarly, study conducted found that selection of 
research topic was the difficult task for research students. 
The findings of this study reveal that generally lack of 
study and interaction with the concerned experts are 
common problems in this context. Moreover, participants 
have emphasized that research students could not express 
what they think because of poor write-up skills and lan-
guage barriers (English as the second language). Instead of 
extensive literature review for the purpose of topic selec-
tion they randomly share and discuss topics. Selection of 
topic demands a lot intellectual efforts whereas students 
do not bother to critically read research articles or books. 
They hear the floating topic and then make it their own. 
They do not think as the researchers, they think like an 
ordinary persons. To think like a researcher needs time 
energy and efforts.
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Another concern raised by the research participants is 
that research students tend to select a fancy topic, whether 
it is a researchable or not. Sometime media reports or 
newspapers information are the source for selection of 
research topic. Sometime students link the already done 
research topic with one of their interest in the local con-
text, mostly in this way, ideas and research population do 
not match because the problem does not exist in the local 
context, the culture, and norms, infrastructure, and already 
available information and literature do not endorse the 
topic. Similar point is also revealed who thinks that a stu-
dent chooses interesting topic which probably meet his/her 
career aspirations. If the student is doing so, s/he needs to 
discuss with senior research students.

3.3  Unjustified Research Statement and 
Ambiguous Research Objectives/Questions 
The findings of the study have concluded that most of stu-
dents do not justify research problem statements in the 
context of previous literature. It is one of the weakest areas 
of students in writing a research proposal. The findings of 
the current study reveal that majority of research students 
could not present a comprehensive problem statement 
which considered being the foundation of the research. 
Most of the research/problem statements in proposed 
research do not demonstrate what actual problem is and 
what researcher is going to address in the proposed study. 
The findings of the current study reveal that the problem 
statement does not look a problem statement but looks 
an ordinary statement. It does not have any intensity and 
does not mark the magnitude of the problem. Research 
problem generates research goals, objectives and hypoth-
esis. Mostly students mix up problem statement and 
research gaps. Students do not completely identify the 
gaps in their research statements while a research study 
primarily aims at identifying and filling a gap in the exist-
ing knowledge that needs a serious attention. 

Further, findings of the study reveal that majority of 
the research participants agree upon that research stu-
dents are witnessed confused in developing the compre-
hensive research question(s)/objectives and hypotheses of 
the proposed research study. The stated objectives seem 
to be unrealistic and unachievable. The objectives do not 
explain what research students want to do. The implication 
of research also seems to be missing. It was observed by 
the most of research supervisors that the actual research 
question (s) is/are missing in the proposed research study. 

The questions given in research proposal look like ordi-
nary questions rather than comprehensive research ques-
tions. Mostly the relationship between objectives and 
research questions is missing in synopsis, and hypoth-
eses look like a simple statement rather than presenting 
an assumption developed from previous literature and 
linked to the proposed research.

3.4  Lacking Harmonization between 
Research Objectives and Background 
According to the findings of the study, research students 
need to relate the background of the study to the selected 
topic of the research. The background of the study is like 
a foundation for generating the main argument for study 
to be carried out. The findings reveal that background 
is like a sketch and brief illustration of a research topic, 
however, ignoring the significance of this, students start 
proposal write-up underlining general and unnecessary 
discussion. Following this pattern of proposal write-up is 
always difficult because this is not only first write-up of 
students but also it is going to set the tone of the thesis. 
Supervisors also view that background to the study shows 
how a researcher drives readers to the research problem. 

The findings also reveal that background to the study 
must be endorsed by relevant literature review. In other 
words, literature review is an explanation and detail to the 
background or context to the study. Students cannot cre-
ate coordination in the background and the hypotheses 
of the study; they state something in background and use 
different variables in hypothesis and highlight diverse evi-
dences. Historical facts and contextual information need 
to be given in background with ensuring coherence and 
consistency. Similarly, find that most often mistake in 
research proposal is a failure to develop a coherent and 
persuasive argument for the proposed research and a lack 
of proper context to frame the problem statement. 

3.5  Lacking Critical Assessment of Relevant 
Literature  
The literature review must highlight that the proposed 
research is a novel work and it has never been done, it is 
known as highlighting the research gap. The gap may be 
related to any geographical locations where such kind of 
study has not been carried out and it can be comparative 
study. In literature review section, research students pres-
ent others’ works and ideas as their own, which falls in 
the category of plagiarism. Moreover, novice researchers 
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fail to develop coherence and convincing arguments and 
sometimes, proposals contain a lot of details on minor 
issues and inadequate detail on major issues. The other 
problem related to literature is that students use a tem-
plate and they copy the literature review of a related study 
and paste it in their own study without even relating it to 
the uniqueness of their study. The cited literature needs to 
speak loud and clear about the research objectives, ques-
tions and the problem statement.

The findings of the current study reveal that the major-
ity of research students poorly build the research link in 
literature review. It is observed that most research stu-
dents just mention various research studies in literature 
review instead of critically analyze and build argument 
for their research studies in the light of relevant litera-
ture. As per the research participants a literature review 
section is the backbone of research, if backbone is weak, 
the structure of research proposal collapses. Moreover, 
it has also been found that the write-up of students is 
poor, and quality material is a major issue as they are very 
weak in writing literature review. They cannot articulate 
and synthesis points. They do not know how to create a 
link between thesis and antithesis. Students get informa-
tion about theories and state in research proposal which 
lack coherence and consistency. The model proposed in 
the proposal is not persuasively relevant. It has also been 
seen that research models and theories do not match to 
hypotheses and research questions.

The literature review is like a story and good story 
bases on proper sequence of incidents and events. Lack 
of literature review and interaction with subject experts 
were cause problems in structuring research problem. If an 
incident or event is mismatched, the whole story will col-
lapse. Similarly, one argument has to approve or disapprove 
the other perspective with logic. The supervisors strongly 
focus that new and latest research articles from authentic 
research journals should be reviewed. The literature review 
should address and target the objectives, hypotheses and 
topic in the context in which the study is to be conducted. 
Students fail to customize the literature review and cannot 
present but twist it in their existing context. In other words, 
they cannot contextualize the materials.

3.6  Relating Theoretical Framework to 
Research Topic 
The research supervisors believe that most of the novice 
students do not have knowledge and understanding of 

conceptual and theoretical framework. Furthermore, stu-
dents do not relate conceptual and theoretical framework 
to their topic because of poor analytical reading skills. 
They just read and state the concepts; they state the theo-
ries and do not attempt to link the theories to their topic, 
hypotheses and objectives. Most students do not make 
specific and defined objectives for their research proposal 
and it is also witnessed that the objectives of research are 
presented in a paragraph. This is the reason that majority 
of research students are poor in presenting appropriate 
and justifiable conceptual and/or theoretical framework 
for their research studies. They are lacking in retrospec-
tive study, hence, they do not apply a critical approach 
and generally state what others have said without making 
its connection to the research study. 

3.7  Appropriate Research Design
According to research participants, most of the students 
do not propose a suitable research design in their initial 
research proposal, the reason for this is that most of six-
teen years education programmes (Post-graduation) at 
our universities are not research based. Therefore, major-
ity of students are weak in developing critical approach 
and possessing research techniques. It was noticed that 
research students particularly in social sciences and 
humanities prefer a traditional research method (quan-
titative) though the nature of research proposal require 
a qualitative or mixed method approach. Majority of stu-
dents suggest chi-square statistical test, which is a non-
parametric, for seeking the relationship between two 
variables without keeping in mind the justification and 
rationale. They do not identify sampling technique and 
sometime, they use convenient sampling which is less 
reliable as compared to other techniques. Sometimes, the 
proposed statistical test is not appropriate for the men-
tioned data but students state it without any logic.

4.  Conclusion 
The paper concludes that as per the observation of the 
research participants research students at universities are 
lacking research skills. The reason lies in our education sys-
tem from primary to higher level.  Degree awarding insti-
tutes have largely focused and encouraged research practice 
for a decade but still they could not bring the structural 
reforms. The systematic mechanism of research trainings 
are needed in public universities so that research students 
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could excel research skills and techniques. This study con-
cludes that there must be an annual review of the students 
and inquiry about their needs to complete research study 
should be asked if they need any training for completing 
their research. Furthermore, this paper deduces that there 
is dearth of well-prepared and well-designed research 
guides in universities of Karachi. Students have very little 
and poor information about research methods because 
they do not study and take proposal writing seriously. 
Students avoid creating their own ideas, applying short cut 
they copy others’ thoughts and ideas. The supervisors sug-
gest that extensive study and wide-ranging literature review 
can help students to theorize the topic and solve problems. 
Inversely, students merely rely on reports and articles, they 
evade book reading. However, book reading is a valuable 
source of literature and provides tremendous knowledge 
and facilitates in designing a complete sketches of research 
outline and objectives. Surplus reading of literature and 
research articles along with close interaction with supervi-
sor, research experts and senior research fellows helps in 
doing so effectively. 
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