Crafting a Doctoral-Level Research Proposal in Business and Management
Workshop Guide for DBA Students

Introduction
This guide will help you craft a comprehensive 7,500-word research proposal that meets the requirements of your assignment and demonstrates scholarly rigor appropriate for doctoral-level academic work. By the end of our session, you'll have a clear roadmap for transforming your research ideas into a well-structured proposal aligned with the marking criteria.
Workshop Objectives
By the end of this session, you will be able to:
1. Understand the essential components of a doctoral research proposal as required in your assignment
2. Critically engage with relevant literature in your field
3. Develop a clear research problem and questions suitable for investigation
4. Articulate your research paradigm with clear ontological, epistemological, and axiological positions
5. Construct appropriate theoretical and conceptual frameworks
6. Select and justify appropriate methodological approaches
7. Address ethical considerations and limitations effectively
8. Present your proposal in a coherent, well-structured manner
Understanding the Assignment Requirements
This workshop directly supports your 7,500-word report assignment that requires you to critically analyze fundamental research ideas for a topic of your choice. The assignment includes specific elements that closely align with a formal research proposal:
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Part 1: Understanding Doctoral-Level Expectations in Business and Management Research
What Makes a Proposal "Doctoral-Level"?
A doctoral-level research proposal in business and management demonstrates:
· Original contribution: Identifies a clear gap in knowledge and articulates how the research will contribute to business/management theory or practice
· Critical engagement: Not merely describing literature but critically evaluating theoretical positions, methodological approaches, and empirical findings
· Theoretical sophistication: Demonstrates understanding of theoretical debates and positions the research within appropriate theoretical frameworks
· Methodological rigor: Shows deep understanding of methodological approaches and philosophical underpinnings
· Paradigmatic clarity: Clearly articulates the research paradigm and its ontological, epistemological, and axiological foundations
· Contextual sensitivity: Recognizes the complex, contextual nature of business and management phenomena
· Scholarly communication: Presents ideas in a clear, coherent, and scholarly manner
Common Pitfalls in Business and Management Research Proposals
· Inadequate articulation of research paradigm and philosophical foundations
· Lack of alignment between research questions and methodology
· Insufficient justification for selected qualitative approach
· Vague description of participant selection and sampling strategy
· Inadequate discussion of quality criteria (trustworthiness, credibility)
· Disconnection between theoretical framework and methodological choices
· Underdeveloped explanation of contribution to business/management theory or practice

Part 2: Essential Components of Your Research Proposal
1. Background and Context (Approximately 750 words)
Purpose: To establish relevance and significance of your research area within the business and management domain.
Key elements:
· Introduce the broad business/management research area and specific context
· Establish historical or developmental context relevant to the business phenomenon
· Present key definitions and concepts from business and management literature
· Cite foundational literature and current debates in the field
· Demonstrate why this area is worthy of investigation for business theory or practice
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Engagement with Literature Skills: Demonstrate access to wide range of current sources
· Knowledge and Understanding Skills: Show systematic understanding and critical awareness
Individual Activity 1: Context Mapping
Take 5 minutes to create a context map for your research topic that includes:
· The broad field of study
· Specific subfield or context
· Key historical developments or shifts
· Current trends or challenges
· 3-5 key academic sources that define this context
· How your research connects to this broader context

2. Research Problem Statement (Approximately 500-750 words)
Purpose: To clearly define the specific business problem or knowledge gap your research addresses.
Key elements:
· Articulate a specific, focused research problem in business/management
· Provide evidence from academic literature highlighting the knowledge gap
· Explain why this problem needs investigation for theory and/or practice
· Demonstrate the theoretical and practical significance in business contexts
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Cognitive and Intellectual Skills: Evaluate critically current research
· Knowledge and Understanding Skills: Demonstrate critical awareness of current problems
Individual Activity 2: Gap Analysis
Take 7 minutes to complete this gap analysis template:
· Current knowledge in my area includes: [list 3-4 key established findings]
· What remains unknown/unclear is: [identify 2-3 specific gaps]
· This gap exists because: [explain why this hasn't been addressed]
· The consequences of this gap for theory are: [theoretical implications]
· The consequences of this gap for practice are: [practical implications]
· Evidence from literature that confirms this gap: [cite 2-3 sources]

3. Research Questions/Objectives (Approximately 400-600 words)
Purpose: To specify exactly what your business research aims to investigate.
Key elements:
· Clear primary research question appropriate for investigation
· Supporting sub-questions that break down the main question
· Specific, achievable research objectives
· Alignment between questions and objectives
· Questions that are answerable within your research framework
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Cognitive and Intellectual Skills: Deal with complex issues systematically
· Practical Skills: Plan professional tasks with clear direction
Individual Activity 3: Research Question Refinement
Take 5 minutes to:
· Write your primary research question
· Develop 2-3 sub-questions that help address different aspects of the main question
· For each question, ask yourself: 
· Is it clear and specific?
· Is it aligned with my research problem?
· Is it answerable through research?
· Is it appropriate for doctoral-level inquiry?
· Revise your questions based on this assessment

4. Significance of the Research (Approximately 500-750 words)
Purpose: To establish why your business research matters theoretically and practically.
Key elements:
· Theoretical contributions to business and management knowledge
· Practical applications for organizations and management practice
· Benefits to specific stakeholders in business contexts
· Advancement of methodological approaches in business research (if relevant)
· Policy implications for business and management (if relevant)
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Cognitive and Intellectual Skills: Provide sound judgments and convincing arguments
· Transferable Skills: Communicate arguments effectively for various audiences
Individual Activity 4: Stakeholder Impact Analysis
Take 7 minutes to complete this stakeholder analysis:
· Academic community: How will your research advance knowledge in your field?
· Practitioners: How might your findings improve practice?
· Organizations: What benefits might specific types of organizations realize?
· Policy makers: Are there policy implications of your work?
· Society: Are there broader societal benefits?
For each stakeholder, identify at least one specific, concrete benefit of your research.

5. Literature Review (Approximately 1,500-2,000 words)
Purpose: To demonstrate understanding of the business and management literature and position your research within it.
Key elements:
· Comprehensive coverage of relevant business and management literature
· Critical evaluation of key works and approaches in the field
· Thematic organization relevant to your business research focus
· Identification of debates, contradictions, and consensus in the literature
· Clear articulation of gaps that your research addresses
· Integration of at least 50 high-quality sources, primarily from peer-reviewed business journals
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Engagement with Literature Skills: Use of scholarly material relevant to the task
· Knowledge and Understanding Skills: Demonstrate systematic understanding
Individual Activity 5: Literature Organization
Take 10 minutes to create a literature map for your topic:
· Identify 3-5 major themes in your literature review
· For each theme, list 5-7 key sources
· Identify potential contradictions or debates within each theme
· Note how different themes connect to each other
· Highlight where gaps exist within this literature landscape
· Consider how your research fits into this map

6. Theoretical Framework (Approximately 1,000-1,200 words)
Purpose: To establish the theoretical foundation for your business research.
Key elements:
· Identification of relevant theories in business and management literature
· Explanation of how theories inform your research questions
· Critical evaluation of theoretical strengths and limitations for your context
· Justification for theoretical choices in relation to your research problem
· Integration of theories if using multiple frameworks
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Knowledge and Understanding Skills: Understanding of techniques applicable to research
· Cognitive and Intellectual Skills: Evaluate critically current research and advanced scholarship
Individual Activity 6: Theory Evaluation
Take 8 minutes to analyze the theories underpinning your research:
· List 2-3 key theories relevant to your research question
· For each theory, identify: 
· Core premises and assumptions
· Key strengths for your research context
· Potential limitations or criticisms
· How it specifically informs your research questions
· How it connects to your methodological choices
· If using multiple theories, explain how they complement each other

7. Conceptual Framework (Approximately 700-900 words)
Purpose: To outline the key concepts and relationships that will guide your business study.
Key elements:
· Definition of key concepts and constructs relevant to your business research
· Specification of relationships between concepts in business context
· Visual model illustrating these relationships
· Alignment with theoretical framework and business literature
· Foundation for methodology in business research
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Practical Skills: Deploy models to assess situations
· Transferable Skills: Use appropriate media to effectively communicate
Individual Activity 7: Conceptual Framework Sketch
Take 7 minutes to create a rough sketch of your conceptual framework:
· Identify 3-5 key concepts or constructs central to your study
· Write a brief definition for each concept
· Draw arrows showing relationships between concepts
· Add notes explaining the nature of each relationship
· Consider how your theoretical framework influences these relationships
· Think about how your methodology will investigate these relationships

8. Research Methodology (Approximately 1,500-1,800 words)
Purpose: To explain and justify your research approach and methods for business and management research.
Key elements:
· Discussion of research paradigms and philosophical assumptions
· Justification of methodological approach for your research question
· Detailed data collection methods and procedures in organizational contexts
· Sampling strategy and access considerations for business participants
· Data analysis approach appropriate for your research design
· Quality criteria appropriate to methodology
· Consideration of Creswell's five qualitative approaches
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Cognitive and Intellectual Skills: Evaluate methodologies and develop critiques
· Practical Skills: Understanding of how established techniques are used
Individual Activity 8: Methodology Alignment
Take 10 minutes to work on your methodological alignment:
Paradigm Selection
· Which research paradigm best fits your research question? 
· Positivism
· Interpretivism
· Critical Theory
· Pragmatism
· For your selected paradigm, note its: 
· Ontological assumptions
· Epistemological assumptions
· Axiological assumptions
· Methodological implications
Creswell's Approaches Assessment
· Rate each approach's suitability for your research (1-5, with 5 being most suitable): 
· Narrative Research: [ ]
· Phenomenology: [ ]
· Grounded Theory: [ ]
· Ethnography: [ ]
· Case Study: [ ]
· For your highest-rated approach, justify why it's most appropriate

9. Ethical Considerations (Approximately 400-600 words)
Purpose: To identify and address ethical issues relevant to your business research.
Key elements:
· Identification of key ethical issues specific to business research
· Discussion of informed consent process in organizational contexts
· Confidentiality and data protection measures for business participants
· Consideration of participant wellbeing in business settings
· Strategy for managing dual roles or conflicts of interest in organizations
· Approach to sensitive topics in business contexts
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Practical Skills: Act with personal responsibility in complex environments
· Transferable Skills: Demonstrate qualities necessary for professional environments
Individual Activity 9: Ethical Risk Assessment
Take 6 minutes to conduct an ethical risk assessment:
· Identify 3-4 potential ethical risks in your proposed research
· For each risk, rate its severity (low, medium, high)
· For each risk, identify 1-2 specific mitigation strategies
· Consider special ethical concerns related to: 
· Organizational access and permissions
· Participant confidentiality in workplace settings
· Power dynamics in organizational research
· Sensitive business information
· Potential conflicts of interest

10. Limitations (Approximately 400-600 words)
Purpose: To acknowledge potential limitations and how they will be addressed in business research.
Key elements:
· Honest assessment of methodological limitations for business research
· Discussion of scope limitations in organizational contexts
· Acknowledgment of researcher limitations in business settings
· Strategies for mitigating identified limitations
· Reflection on transferability of findings to other business contexts
Alignment with assessment criteria:
· Cognitive and Intellectual Skills: Deal with complex issues to make sound judgments
· Transferable Skills: Demonstrate sound judgment and initiative
Individual Activity 10: Limitations Matrix
Take 6 minutes to create a limitations matrix:
	Limitation Type
	Specific Limitations
	Potential Impact
	Mitigation Strategy

	Methodological
	
	
	

	Scope
	
	
	

	Researcher
	
	
	

	Contextual
	
	
	



Part 3: Research Paradigms in Business and Management Research
Understanding and articulating your research paradigm is crucial for doctoral-level research in business and management. This section explores key paradigms and their philosophical foundations.
The Importance of Paradigmatic Clarity
A research paradigm represents a researcher's worldview and guides all aspects of the research process. For doctoral-level proposals, you must explicitly articulate your paradigmatic stance, including its ontological, epistemological, axiological, and methodological assumptions.
Key Research Paradigms in Business and Management
1. Positivism and Post-positivism
Ontology: Realist – Reality exists independently of human perception and can be discovered through research.
Epistemology: Objectivist – Knowledge is discovered through objective observation and measurement; researcher remains detached.
Axiology: Value-free research is possible and desirable; researcher sets aside personal values.
Application in Business Research: Often used in studies seeking to identify causal relationships or test theories, such as examining factors influencing employee performance or customer behavior.
2. Interpretivism / Constructivism
Ontology: Relativist – Multiple realities exist, constructed through social interaction and individual perception.
Epistemology: Subjectivist – Knowledge is created through interaction between researcher and participants; understanding is co-constructed.
Axiology: Research is value-laden; researcher's values influence the inquiry and must be acknowledged.
Application in Business Research: Well-suited for exploring how organizational members make sense of their experiences, how corporate cultures develop, how stakeholders interpret business practices, or how managers construct decision-making processes.
3. Social Constructionism
Ontology: Reality is socially constructed through language, shared meanings, and social processes rather than existing independently.
Epistemology: Knowledge is created through social exchanges, dialogue, and shared interpretations; focus on how knowledge is constructed through social interaction.
Axiology: Research acknowledges the socially constructed nature of values; the researcher and participants co-create meaning through interaction.
Application in Business Research:
· Studying how organizational realities are constructed through discourse and communication
· Examining how business concepts (leadership, strategy, performance) are socially negotiated and constructed
· Exploring how organizational identities emerge through interaction
· Analyzing how market trends and consumer behaviors are socially produced
· Investigating how business problems are framed and defined through language and social processes
Methodological Approaches:
· Discourse analysis of organizational communications
· Narrative analysis of organizational stories
· Ethnomethodology examining how social order is maintained
· Conversation analysis of business interactions
· Action research focusing on collaborative meaning-making
Key Theorists: Berger & Luckmann, Gergen, Shotter, Weick, Cunliffe
Social constructionism is particularly valuable in business research for examining how organizational realities are created and maintained through social processes. This paradigm recognizes that concepts central to business research (markets, leadership, strategy) are not objective realities but socially constructed phenomena that gain meaning through shared interpretation and negotiation. As Cunliffe (2008) notes, this perspective challenges researchers to examine how "organizational realities are ongoingly constructed in conversation and embodied in everyday actions."
4. Critical Theory
Ontology: Historical realism – Reality is shaped by social, political, economic, and cultural values that crystallize over time.
Epistemology: Transactional – Knowledge is mediated by power relations and values; research aims to critique and transform.
Axiology: Value-mediated research; explicitly acknowledges and leverages values to promote emancipation and change.
Application in Business Research: Appropriate for examining power dynamics in organizations, critiquing management practices, exploring workplace inequalities, or studying sustainability and corporate social responsibility through a critical lens.
5. Pragmatism
Ontology: Non-committal – Reality can be understood in terms of practical effects and what works.
Epistemology: Practical – Knowledge is derived from experience and what proves useful in practice.
Axiology: Value-oriented toward solving practical problems; values inform inquiry but practical utility is paramount.
Application in Business Research: Useful for practice-oriented research such as exploring effective management strategies, organizational problem-solving, or business improvement initiatives.
Individual Activity 11: Paradigm Reflection
Take 10 minutes to reflect on your paradigmatic position:
· Complete the following table to assess which paradigm most closely aligns with your research:
	Paradigm
	Alignment with my research question (Low/Medium/High)
	Compatibility with my personal worldview (Low/Medium/High)
	Key methodological implications

	Positivism
	
	
	

	Interpretivism
	
	
	

	Social Constructionism
	
	
	

	Critical Theory
	
	
	

	Pragmatism
	
	
	


· For your highest-rated paradigm, reflect on: 
· How does this paradigm influence how you see the nature of reality in your business research context?
· What relationship does it suggest between you (the researcher) and what can be known?
· How does it shape the role of values in your research?
· What methodological approaches naturally flow from this paradigmatic position?
· Write 2-3 sentences articulating your paradigmatic position that could be included in your proposal

Part 4: Creswell's Five Qualitative Approaches for Business and Management Research
Creswell's five qualitative approaches provide established methodological frameworks that can be applied to business and management research. Understanding these approaches helps you select the most appropriate methodology for your research questions.
1. Narrative Research in Business and Management
Core Focus: Explores individual stories and lived experiences, often chronologically, to understand personal and organizational journeys.
Business Applications:
· Career development trajectories of executives
· Organizational change stories from different stakeholder perspectives
· Entrepreneurial journeys and sense-making
· Leadership development narratives
· Workplace identity construction during transitions
2. Phenomenology in Business and Management
Core Focus: Examines the lived experience and essential meaning of a phenomenon from the perspective of those who have experienced it.
Business Applications:
· The experience of leadership during crisis
· Remote work experiences across different organizational contexts
· Customer experiences with products or services
· The lived experience of organizational restructuring
· Experiences of work-life boundary management
3. Grounded Theory in Business and Management
Core Focus: Develops theory grounded in systematic analysis of data, particularly suited for understanding processes and actions.
Business Applications:
· Developing models of organizational decision-making processes
· Understanding how businesses adapt to technological disruption
· Explaining leadership development processes
· Theorizing customer engagement journeys
· Modeling crisis management responses
4. Ethnography in Business and Management
Core Focus: Studies cultural patterns, behaviors, and shared meanings within a defined group or organization over an extended period.
Business Applications:
· Organizational culture studies
· Team dynamics in specific business contexts
· Cross-cultural management practices
· Customer communities and brand cultures
· Workplace rituals and routines
5. Case Study in Business and Management
Core Focus: Provides in-depth exploration of a bounded system (organization, event, process, or program) using multiple data sources.
Business Applications:
· Examining organizational change initiatives
· Studying strategic responses to market disruption
· Analyzing successful or failed innovation projects
· Investigating leadership approaches during specific events
· Exploring unique organizational practices or models
Individual Activity 12: Approach Selection
Take 8 minutes to evaluate which of Creswell's approaches is most suitable for your research:
Create a comparison table with the following:
· Your research question: _____________________________________
· For each approach, evaluate:
	Approach
	Alignment with research question (High/Medium/Low)
	Key advantages
	Potential limitations
	Feasibility considerations

	Narrative
	
	
	
	

	Phenomenology
	
	
	
	

	Grounded Theory
	
	
	
	

	Ethnography
	
	
	
	

	Case Study
	
	
	
	


· Consider how your selected paradigm (from Activity 11) influences your methodological choice
· If you selected Social Constructionism, which methodological approaches are most compatible?
· Conclusion: Write 3-4 sentences explaining which approach you've selected and why it's the most appropriate for your research question and paradigmatic stance

Part 5: Participant Selection and Sampling in Qualitative Business Research
Purposeful Sampling Strategies for Business Research
Unlike quantitative research that often aims for random, representative samples, qualitative research in business and management relies on purposeful sampling—the deliberate selection of participants who can provide rich, relevant information about the phenomenon under study.
Key Purposeful Sampling Strategies:
1. Criterion Sampling
· Selecting cases that meet predetermined criteria of importance
· Business Application: Studying managers with specific experience
2. Maximum Variation Sampling
· Deliberately selecting a diverse range of cases to document variations and identify common patterns
· Business Application: Examining how phenomena affect employees across different departments
3. Extreme or Deviant Case Sampling
· Focusing on unusual or special cases that offer insights through their distinctiveness
· Business Application: Studying exceptionally successful or failed business initiatives
4. Snowball or Chain Sampling
· Using initial participants to identify additional relevant participants
· Business Application: Accessing informal networks within organizations
Individual Activity 13: Sampling Strategy
Take 6 minutes to develop a sampling strategy for your research:
· Identify which sampling approach(es) are most appropriate for your research
· Specify your inclusion criteria - what characteristics must participants have?
· Determine appropriate sample size with justification
· Consider practical access strategies for reaching participants
· Identify potential challenges in participant recruitment and retention
· Outline how your sampling strategy aligns with your selected methodology

Part 6: The Evaluation Process
Assessment Criteria
Your proposal will be evaluated on five key criteria:
1. Engagement with Literature Skills
· Use of scholarly material relevant to the topic
· Evidence of wide reading (minimum 50 sources)
· Proper citation and referencing
· Critical engagement with sources
2. Knowledge and Understanding Skills
· Systematic understanding of the field
· Critical awareness of current problems and insights
· Comprehensive coverage of relevant theories and concepts
· Meaningful interpretation of information
3. Cognitive and Intellectual Skills
· Critical evaluation of research and scholarship
· Evaluation and critique of methodologies
· Logical, analytical thinking and synthesis
· Sound judgments supported by evidence
4. Practical Skills
· Originality in applying knowledge
· Understanding of research techniques
· Application of concepts to real-world situations
· Deployment of models and methods appropriately
5. Transferable Skills for Life and Professional Practice
· Professional presentation and organization
· Clear communication of complex ideas
· Independence and initiative
· Effective structure and coherence
Individual Activity 14: Self-Assessment Planning
Take 5 minutes to create a self-assessment plan:
· For each of the five assessment criteria: 
· Rate your current confidence (1-5 scale)
· Identify specific areas needing improvement
· Note 1-2 specific actions to strengthen these areas
· Create a timeline for completing your proposal with specific checkpoints for self-assessment

Part 7: Bringing It All Together - Structure and Organization
Ensuring Coherence and Flow
A strong proposal demonstrates:
· Clear alignment between sections
· Logical progression of ideas
· Consistent terminology throughout
· Smooth transitions between sections
· Direct connections between research questions, theory, and methodology
Structuring Your Proposal
Recommended structure:
1. Title Page
2. Abstract (250-300 words)
3. Table of Contents
4. Introduction (incorporating Background and Context)
5. Research Problem Statement
6. Research Questions and Objectives
7. Significance of the Research
8. Literature Review
9. Theoretical Framework
10. Conceptual Framework
11. Research Methodology
12. Ethical Considerations
13. Limitations
14. Timeline and Resources (if required)
15. Conclusion
16. References
17. Appendices (interview protocols, consent forms, etc.)
Individual Activity 15: Structure Check
Take 5 minutes to create a structural outline for your proposal:
· Create a skeleton outline with all major sections and subsections
· Allocate approximate word counts to each section based on guidelines
· Check for logical flow between sections
· Identify key transitional points between sections
· Note where you'll need to explicitly connect different elements (e.g., linking theoretical framework to methodology)

Part 8: Workshop Conclusion
Key Takeaways
· Doctoral-level proposals demonstrate sophisticated critical engagement, theoretical understanding, and methodological rigor
· Each component of the proposal serves a specific purpose in building a coherent argument for your research
· Alignment between research questions, theoretical framework, and methodology is essential
· Critical engagement with literature goes beyond description to evaluation and synthesis
· Clear structure and precise language enhance the scholarly quality of your proposal
Next Steps
· Review your current draft using the criteria and examples discussed
· Develop a revision plan that prioritizes the most substantial gaps
· Schedule regular check-ins with supervisors to review progress
· Consider forming a writing group with peers for regular feedback
· Set a timeline with specific milestones for completing each section
Individual Activity 16: Action Planning
Take 5 minutes to create a concrete action plan:
· List 3-5 key insights from today's workshop that will improve your proposal
· Identify your proposal's current strengths and areas needing development
· Create a detailed timeline with specific completion dates for each section
· Note specific resources you'll need to access (literature, methods guides, etc.)
· Set 3 SMART goals for the next week to advance your proposal
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