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Activity: Setting Hypotheses and Research Questions

· Hypotheses

Whether you state a hypothesis or ask a research question depends on the type of research that you are doing.  If you are conducting purely experimental, quantitative research, where the knowledge acquired from studies conducted previously has led you to expect a certain relationship to exist between two or more variables, you are in a position to state a hypothesis, ie. to make an assumption based on what is already known.
The purpose of your research then is to find out if your hypothesis is supported or not.  It is always important to remember that you are setting out to test and not to prove the truth of the assumption you have made.
A hypothesis must have the following characteristics:
1. A specific/directional relationship posited between two or more variables;
2. Unambiguous variables;
3. A relationship that can be empirically tested.

Examples:
(a) Drug X causes nausea and migraines when used for a period of more than 6 weeks.
(b) Sex education classes in the upper forms of secondary school decrease the incidence of sexually transmitted diseases amongst the students.

Note that the verb tense used when stating a hypothesis is the present simple because you are stating the assumed relationship in the sentence as a fact, not as a prediction or condition.
· Research Questions
If you are carrying out qualitative, exploratory research or conducting a study which has both qualitative and quantitative aspects, it may not be possible to state a hypothesis; there may be insufficient evidence from the existing studies to allow you to assume a definite relationship between the variables you are interested in.  In this case, you must pose a research question that you wish to answer.
The purpose of your research then is to find the answer to the question.  You are not testing an assumption, as with a hypothesis, but making a discovery.  For example, if you have no idea what the side effects of a drug that you are testing might be, you want to ask the following question:
What are the potential side effects of drug X?
Or you may want to distinguish between a short-term and long-term effects, so you will have two separate questions:
1. What are the potential side effects of drug X when used for no more than two weeks?
2. What are the potential side effects of drug X when used for long term therapy?
The nature of a research question means that it allows for a wide range of answers, unlike a hypothesis, which can only be supported or unsupported.


Remarks:
Some disciplines do not adopt this practice and insist that students always state a hypothesis that will be tested in their research.  Please check with your principle supervisor what the convention is in your field.


Exercise 1
Turning a hypothesis into a question.
	Hypothesis
	Research question

	1. Drug X causes nausea and migraines when used for a period of more than 6 weeks.



	

	2. Sex education classes in the upper forms of secondary school decrease the incidence of sexually transmitted diseases amongst the students


	





Exercise 2
Using the same method, could you highlight any examples from the journal articles that you have reviewed?

	Hypothesis
	Research question
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