
i 
 

 

Peace Research 
 

A Practical Guide and Stories from the Field 
 

 

 

 

Dr. Amr Abdalla, Ph.D. 

 

Heidi Resetarits 

 

Lilian Umir 

 

 

University for Peace 

May 2011 



i 
 

Table of Contents 
 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................................................... i 

Research Methods in the Field of Peace and Conflict Studies: A Working Guide for Research 

Development ................................................................................................................................................. 1 

INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................... 1 

Plan of the Practical Guide ........................................................................................................................... 2 

Research Methods for Peace and Conflict Studies ....................................................................................... 3 

Principles of Research in the Areas of Peacebuilding and Conflict Resolution ....................................... 3 

1. Purpose ........................................................................................................................................ 3 

2. Holistic Epistemology ................................................................................................................. 3 

3. Multiplicity of Disciplines. .......................................................................................................... 4 

4. Participation and Inclusiveness ................................................................................................... 4 

5. Cultural Appropriateness ............................................................................................................. 5 

6. Multiplicity of Research Methods. .............................................................................................. 5 

7. Replication and Sustainability. .................................................................................................... 6 

Steps in Research Design on Peacebuilding and Conflict Resolution .......................................................... 7 

Stage 1: Conceptualization ........................................................................................................................... 7 

1. Identify a Research Area ....................................................................................................................... 7 

2. Define Research Topic .......................................................................................................................... 9 

3. Focus and Narrow Research Topic; Define Hypothesis/Assumptions ............................................... 10 

4. Determine Purpose .............................................................................................................................. 16 

5. Do Literature Review; Develop a Theoretical/Conceptual Framework.............................................. 17 

6. Determine Type of Research: Exploratory and/or Explanatory; Descriptive, Causal, Comparative and 

Correlational ........................................................................................................................................... 18 

Stage 2: Design ........................................................................................................................................... 20 

7. Identify Initial Partners: Insure participation and inclusiveness and cultural input ............................ 20 

8. Develop and Operationalize Research Questions, Variables, and Constructs .................................... 21 

9. Identify Target Population and Samples ............................................................................................. 22 

10. Develop Participatory, Inclusive Qualitative and Quantitative Methods .......................................... 23 

11. Conduct Cultural Reality Check ....................................................................................................... 25 

12. Conduct Pilot Tests ........................................................................................................................... 26 



ii  
 

13. Make Adjustments Accordingly ....................................................................................................... 26 

Stage 3: Implementation ............................................................................................................................. 27 

14. Design Participatory, Inclusive, Culturally Appropriate Research Plans of Implementation ........... 27 

15. Gather, Code and Store Data Properly .............................................................................................. 28 

16. Conduct Qualitative and Quantitative Data Analysis ....................................................................... 29 

17. Write Report...................................................................................................................................... 30 

18. Disseminate Results to Appropriate Constituencies ......................................................................... 30 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................................... 32 

Glossary of Terms ....................................................................................................................................... 33 

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................................... 35 

 

 

 



1 
 

Research Methods in the Field of Peace and Conflict  Studies: A Working 

Guide for  Research Development  

INTRODUCTION 
By Dr. Amr  Abdalla 

Throughout my career in the field and with much travel to conflict zones, post-conflict societies, and to 

nations going through the peacebuilding process, I have discovered that there is a huge need for real, 

dedicated research in the field of Peace and Conflict studies. During my career and my work worldwide, I 

have found many positive examples and unfortunately, also many negative ones. Each of such examples 

seemed to impact people to a great extent; sometimes in healthy and constructive ways and sometimes the 

most devastating.  

I have also experienced many situations that defy common knowledge dictated by dominant media. For 

example, while briefly in Rwanda and for a few weeks in Burundi in 1998, I encountered a sizeable 

population of Muslims who lived among a majority of Christians. I was curious about the connection of the 

peopleôs ethnic and religious identities. I thought for a while that perhaps Muslims were made of ethnic 

groups other than Hutus and Tutsis. I was quickly corrected; Muslims too were mainly either Hutus or 

Tutsis.  This raised the question of how they handled themselves during the ethnic war in 1994. The 

response I received from Muslims in Rwanda and Burundi was that because they were Muslims they should 

not, and could not fight each other, or fight others, due to ethnic differences. Islam, they said, prohibited 

that sort of violence against each other. In order to validate this story, I asked professionals working with 

the United Nations and other Western non-government organizations if they knew about that situation, 

which to me seemed like a phenomenon. Everyone I inquired from responded positively: that it was true 

that the Muslim population refrained from participation in the war and those Muslim sections of Kigali and 

Bujumbura were safe havens during the war. 

This information seemed to be of great value to those interested in the role of religion in conflict resolution 

and peacebuilding-- especially given the fact that a vast literature on the subject assigns blame, especially 

to Islam, for instigating conflicts.  

As my background and experience dictated, I knew there had to be more to the story: something that we 

could learn from the current situation to affect the future. I asked myself, does this story not deserve further 

research into the ñwhyò and ñhowò the Muslims there managed to play such a peaceful role in the middle 

of an ethnic genocide? Would not the result of such research inform us and guide us to develop similar 

approaches to reduce violent conflicts in other Muslim countries such as Iraq and Libya? Would not we be 

able to contribute to the knowledge about what can work in the mirth of violent ethnic conflict?  Could not 

we learn how to use religion in a constructive manner, instead of abusing it for the sake of war and violence? 

For these reasons and much more that span the possibility of building a more peaceful world, we have 

developed models for research in the field of Peace and Conflict studies. I consider us researchers who can 

make a difference, and researchers who have the possibility to change the world. We are researchers with 

an attitude: we search for answers in difficult situations, we give people a voice to tell their stories and we 

make sure that voices are heard.  



2 
 

Plan of the Practical Guide  
 

We prepared this practical guide to combine several elements.  First, we ensured that the Guide includes 

academic, conceptual models, and processes which comply with standards of research rigor and quality, 

and supported that with academic literature. Second, we set the Guide within a strong framework of Peace 

and Conflict studies, making it relevant to researchers and practitioners in the field.  Third, we used real 

stories from the field to illustrate how we use specific research principles and steps. During the reading of 

this Guide, you will find opportunities to read Stories from the Field in Dr. Abdallaôs voice and from his 

experience (boxes with the signature Dr. A.A.). There is a glossary of terms at the end of the guide, and 

you can find recommended readings in the following Link: 

https://1drv.ms/f/s!ApXwNFAET9955jEpxcLLRg0ui9xJ 

In the Link, you will also find an appendix of case studies, recommended readings, and a sample research 

paper from the field of Peace and Conflict Studies.  

The Guide includes two major sections:  Principles and Steps of Research.  The Principles provide the 

Peace and Conflict framework of research, emphasizing the purpose and the principles of inclusion and 

participation.  The Steps provide a systematic process for conducting research in areas related to Peace and 

Conflict, starting with the conceptualization stage and ending with implementation. 

  

https://1drv.ms/f/s!ApXwNFAET9955jEpxcLLRg0ui9xJ
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Research Methods for Peace and Conflict Studies 

Principles of Research in the Areas of Peacebuilding and Conflict 

Resolution  
 

The following 7 Principles were created to give you an outline of what is expected of a researcher in the 

field of Peace and Conflict Research. These principles should be used as a guide to help you frame your 

approach to finding and developing a research project in this field. It is our hope that these 7 Principles will 

create continuity for your projects as well as challenge you to think on a different level than other research 

projects so that you can maximize your impact on the field of Peace and Conflict Studies. 

1. Purpose: Understanding conflict causes and dynamics, and effective approaches to peace by 

deconstructing oppressive and destructive structures, institutions, attitudes and behaviors 

and through promoting and developing ones that foster justice and peace. 

 

Although the definition of peace itself differs depending on the sources, those who study peace agree that 

the research must be diverse in order to address different perceptions of the world. Historically, 

Peace and Conflict Studies have not been confined to the traditional educational settings but instead 

connected to people from different backgrounds who want to positively affect the world (Jeong, 

2000, p.41). This desire to work towards change helps breakdown previous structures that have 

confined and oppressed people in conflict area for centuries. 

The mission of research in the field of Peace and Conflict Studies is to advance the objective of peace and 

effectively address the causes of conflict and violence. Although our purpose is clear, our work must always 

focus on being objective and neutral. We must also conform to all guidelines and high standards of 

conducting fair and rigorous research.  If our research advances peace and addresses such causes, we can 

easily fulfill our purpose. To the extent that we do not, we must question the ethicality of our research.  This 

is a unique distinction in the field of Peace and Conflict.  Research which merely looks at a conflict situation 

to predict the recurrence of violent cycles and which does not provide tools for preventing such cycles from 

recurring would raise questions about the purpose. Alternatively, such research with a focus on the factors 

which would prevent the recurrence of said cycles and which offers recommendations on how to use them 

will help us fulfill our purpose: finding, building, and supporting peace. 

2. Holistic Epistemology:  Acknowledging the benefits and shortcomings of conventional 

research approaches with strong awareness and application of feminist, indigenous and 

cultural theories and methods. 

 

From a worldview, research is not immune from the influences of certain doctrines, ideologies, and agendas. 

A materialist secular viewpoint, for example, has dictated for centuries a view of the world which solely 

focuses on the economic, material, business, and utilitarian elements. This standpoint has dominated the 

culture of the developing world, which also assumes a predestined path for humanityôs salvation. The 

modern worldview has also influenced social sciences with a strong quantitative outlook which narrowly 

focused on variables which reflected the elements of such worldview, mainly materialism and economy 
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(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Fortunately, over the past 30 to 40 years such worldview has been challenged 

on feminist, indigenous, and cultural basis. The feminist approach has uncovered much of the contradiction 

and ñincompletenessò of social science research which focused on those who controlled the material and 

economic realms: men. In the past processes, womenôs realities and voices were hardly included in such 

research. This exemption also excluded the voices of minorities, indigenous people, people with specific 

resource, and physical limitations. Fortunately, the world of research is changing and minority views are 

starting to be recognized as not only important but invaluable. Feminist researchers have been able to 

introduce suitable approaches to capture data from the womenôs perspective, which had up to then been a 

neglected world (Reinharz, 1992).  Eventually, with the entry of researchers from non-Western worlds into 

the field of social research, especially the field of Peace and Conflict, a renewed appreciation for culture, 

traditions, and religion has seeped into the field of social science research. The influences from feminist, 

cultural, and minority perspectives have inspired a trend towards more holistic approaches to research in 

the field of Peace and Conflict. These new perspectives have widened the reach of research in general and 

have had a special impact to those suffering in silence in conflict areas. This field has now expanded into 

an area that includes material and economic components among other elements such as culture, spirituality, 

and different understandings of development, peace, and modernity.  

 

3. Multiplicity of Disciplines :  Informing research from various disciplines, such as sociology, 

cultural studies, communication, political science, economy, and law. 

 

The field of Peace and Conflict is relatively new. It owes its existence to several other fields in the area of 

humanities--yet it is not confined to just one of them. From the beginning, this field benefitted from the 

contribution of scholars from different fields: political scientists, international relations scholars, 

sociologists, economists, psychologists, social workers, cultural and communication studies experts and 

many others. 

 

Since there is not only one discipline claiming full rights to the field of Peace and Conflict, it has attracted 

scholars from all disciplines, with each providing her/his contribution from their fields.  This has made the 

multidisciplinary aspect an integral part of the foundation of Peace and Conflict studies. This means that 

research in this field should not confine itself to one or another of the established fields of humanities, and 

instead to make the diligent effort to incorporate various approaches from different disciplines.  The 

assumption underpinning this element is that conflict and peace are complex phenomena which run the risk 

of being distorted if viewed from one angle (psychological for example) without considering the 

implications of other angles such as sociology or culture. 

 

4. Participation and Inclusiveness:  Making all research aspects inclusive of all those affected 

by a conflict, especially groups that have been traditionally marginalized, such as women, 

children, the indigenous, and the socio-economically disadvantaged. 

 

Participation and inclusiveness are key principles in the field of Peace and Conflict. This applies to all 

practices of peacemaking and peacebuilding, and also to all aspects of conflict assessment and analysis.  

Therefore, when conducting research in the area of Peace and Conflict it is prudent to understand who the 

various groups are as well as the individuals who are affected by the situation. You must especially make 
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the effort to reach out to those who are traditionally excluded, as they often hold key factors to the situation 

at hand.  This may become a difficult task as it would challenge the status quo and considerations of power 

balances in different settings.  However, without it, we would be compromising important principles of our 

work that could later continue to re-produce conflict and violence. 

It is necessary here to also realize that reaching to populations which have been traditionally excluded, 

especially the illiterate and socio-economically disadvantaged, would raise questions about how to reach 

them. Here the methods of research must adapt to the capabilities of such groups, and to best collect 

information which reflect who they are, not who we are. 

 

5. Cultural Appropriateness:  Ensuring active cultural input and participati on in all aspects of 

research design, implementation, analysis and reporting 

 

Conflicts do not take place in a vacuum. They always take place within a context and are usually due to 

elements in that context. A strong, always-present element in each context is culture.  This is perhaps the 

most significant element which has influenced all aspects of research, from conception to design to 

implementation. Culture is also a significant content variable (which you will learn about in the Steps 

section) as it influences context, attitudes, feelings, behavior, relationships, and interventions. 

 

If you are not aware of cultural influences in your research it can be easy to slip into making faulty 

assumptions on which to build research design and implementation.  This is why it is crucial to always 

compose research teams that include various cultural perspectives, and which are grounded in the context 

in which research is carried out.  To effectively create a team, these individuals must be engaged in the 

research effort from the beginning, through its design, implementation, and during the analysis and report-

writing stages. 

 

6. Multiplicity of Research Methods:  Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches in 

order to thoroughly answer the What, How, and Why questions. 

 

It has become a standard practice in almost all fields of research in the social sciences to recognize the 

mutual benefit of combining quantitative and qualitative research methods to reach a thorough objective.  

Although now it is normal, it has actually been a long struggle to reach such point, as the resistance to the 

use of qualitative research as inferior to quantitative measures persisted for many years. Meanwhile, 

advocates of qualitative research continued to undermine or underestimate the benefits of using quantitative 

research in the field of Peace and Conflict, and almost demonized as patriarchal, ñWesternò and pro-

establishment.  This hostility is sometimes explained by the fact that many researchers in the field of Peace 

and Conflict lack any basic understanding of quantitative research, and therefore prefer to dismiss it than 

to be seen as unable of using it! Fortunately, the resistance from both sides is diminishing. 

We insist here that the use of both approaches is necessary for a complete comprehensive understanding of 

a research topic. We believe that if fear of quantitative research, on one hand, and doubt about the 

objectivity of qualitative research, on the other hand, are factors hindering the development of such quality 

research in the field of Peace and Conflict, then our task is to break into such fear and misconceptions by 
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educating and training more people in both approaches. This is vital in the field of Peace and Conflict, as 

many people (as discussed in Principle #4) without voices are quietly depending on us to speak for them. 

 

7. Replication and Sustainability:  Exploring approaches to replicate effective peacebuilding 

efforts, and to sustain existing ones. 

 

Related to the first principle (Purpose) this principle assumes that the knowledge we gain from research in 

the field of Peace and Conflict should be of benefit to people, communities, organizations, nations, states, 

and not only to the specific context in which it was carried out.  Therefore, the design and reporting of such 

research must take into consideration the need to develop mechanisms for sustaining peaceful approaches 

as well as explore how such approaches may be implemented somewhere else. 

 

These objectives relate more to the area of reporting and information dissemination. Therefore, researchers 

in the field of Peace and Conflict need to be aware of their greater purpose. They have the responsibility to 

share their research approaches and findings and to realize their responsibility in this regard beyond the 

basic academic requirement to publish for the purpose of receiving promotions, tenure and raises. 

 

Ą For more information about the following topics find these resources in the Link (PAGE 2): 

Principle 1 

¶ The history and definition of Peace and Conflict Studies read: Peace and Conflict Studies: An 

Introduction by Ho-Won and Jeong (2000), included in the Link (PAGE 2). 

¶ The History of Research in Peace and Conflict Studies read: The Global Review of Ethnopolitics 

Vol. 2 no. 2, January 2003, 75-82, Peace and Conflict Studies Today by Stephen Ryan, University 

of Ulster. 

Principle 2 

¶ Feminist research perspective read: Feminist Methods in Social Research by Shulamit Reinharz 

(1992). Conclusions are included. 

Principle 4 

¶ A specific case study on a marginalized group read Women and Warfare in Ethiopia: A Case Study 

by Minale Adunga.  

Principle 6 

¶ History of the resistance to combining qualitative and quantitative research: Denzien & Lincoln 

(2005), The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research.  
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Steps in Research Design on Peacebuilding and Conflict Resolution 1 
 

The Steps reflect common elements in the design and implementation of research in social sciences 

specializing in the field of Peace and Conflict. Although similar to most research method books, these steps 

also reflect actual field experiences and are the product of numerous research projects conducted in relation 

to Peace and Conflict studies in different countries. 

The Steps are organized into three major stages: Conceptualization, Design, and Implementation.  

Conceptualization is the process of identifying a specific research area, understanding the purpose of the 

research, developing assumptions and/or hypothesis, and establishing a theoretical/conceptual framework.  

The Design stage includes the operationalization of the conceptual elements into concrete researchable 

variables, with a clear design of research methods and techniques.  The Implementation stage refers to the 

actual conduct of the research in the field, the analysis, and reporting of data. 

Stage 1: Conceptualization  

Step 1- Identify a Research Area  
 

The field of Peace and Conflict is wide and diverse. 

There will always be a limitless amount of topics 

which need thorough research, especially by 

someone who is specialized in Peace and Conflict 

research. Of course a research area must be of 

interest to the researcher or must be an area that a 

donor, or an organization is interested in learning 

about, and for which the researcher has interest and 

experience. Therefore, research areas may include 

investigations of conflict causes and dynamics, 

peace processes, post conflict reconstruction, 

conflict prevention, and so on.  Regional and 

geographical areas are always of interest within any 

of the thematic areas mentioned above (Gall, Borg, 

and Gall, 1996). 

It is important to remember that in selecting a 

research area one must ensure that it is indeed 

                                                           
¹Copy Courtesy:  Dr. Amr Abdalla, 2003 (updated 2010).  University for Peace, Costa Rica.  Please share and 
duplicate with appropriate credit. 
 

Story from the field : A World of Experiences 

As an expert in the field of Peace and Conflict 

Studies, I have been fortunate to have been 

asked to conduct research in several countries 

in all continents. For example, in Bangladesh, 

one research I conducted focused on the 

dynamics of primary Madrasas (religious 

educational institutions) on childrenôs progress. 

In Kenya, I looked at the effectiveness of media-

based peacebuilding programs on changing the 

populationsô attitudes and behaviors.  In 

Rwanda, I researched the effectiveness of an 

economic development project combined with a 

conflict resolution component on the relations 

between Hutus and Tutsis in rural areas. All of 

these experiences have led to a rich and 

colorful career that has allowed me to be a part 

of many peacebuilding projects. ïDr. A. A.  
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researchable and that it bears no potential harm to people or the environment. Usually the selection of a 

research area starts broad and wide. For the rest of this text we will talk about our research using the example 

of the Arab-Israeli conflict. If you have interest in researching this conflict, you must be thoroughly 

educated on the topic, and then begin to go deeper.   Obviously this is a very wide area, and without 

delimitations we would not know where to start and where to end. The Conceptualization stage will 

naturally bring you to other steps which will bring the research area to a manageable level. 

Youôll be spending a lot of time on your research paper so it is particularly important to select a topic that 

you really enjoy working with. There are several pitfalls which could prohibit you from a successful 

research project, so it is important to try to identify them early in order to avoid them. It is also important 

to be clear about the difference between educational research and other types of research. ñResearch is not 

haphazard data gathering. It is not a process in which the researcher knows the outcome before the study is 

completed. It is not the selective or biased interpretation of results. It is not verifiable by independent, 

nonbiased research. Conversely, true research is guided by an identified topic or issue. It describes a plan 

to carry out the research. It collects pertinent data in a systematic and unbiased manner. It analyzes the data 

and makes it available to other researchers for examinationò (Gay, L. R. & Airasian, 2000, p. 40). In order 

to impact the field you should be clear in understanding what your topic isðand if it is strong enough to 

carry through a complete research project. 

Below are a few ways to find out if you have a strong topic before you begin the hard work. 

1. Is there already research on the subject? 

As much as you may like your topic, you should make sure you have some literature review to back it up. 

This will help you get a start on creating your thesis, which you will learn how to do in Step 3. 

2. Does the research that exists support my thesis? 

There is nothing wrong with coming up with intriguing and exciting ideas, in fact, that is how a lot of new 

information is realized in the field. However, if you are doing a research project that completely contradicts 

all the current research, you could find yourself in a bind. Make sure you are not trying to create a thesis 

that refutes evidence, as you would be wasting yours, and other peopleôs time. 

3. Have I looked at more than one thesis option? 

Give yourself several options of research topics so that you donôt go too far and get stuck. Do minimal 

research on each topic and then decide what you will do for your final project. The preliminary search will 

help you narrow and focus your topic so that you have a strong and feasible project to begin with. 

Preliminary search steps: 

¶ Search several databases 

¶ Look for books, not just internet articles 

¶ Look for academic research. Base your thesis on a topic that has strong background information, 

previous academic research, and existing literature to reference. This will help you create a thesis 

topic that is strong, relevant, and interesting. 
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Step 2- Define Research Topic  

 

Once a research area is selected, the next logical step is to try to identify specific topics to conduct research 

on. This step is best accomplished by identifying the interests of the researcher, donors, or organizations. 

Ideally, researchers and those interested in the research will engage in a process to define the topics they 

are interested in. However, the research topic should not only be about your interests. As discussed above, 

availability of resources dictates the content and limits the topics to be researched. The amount of money 

available for research, the time availability of researchers, and the risks associated with conducting research 

in a conflict zone may force the selection of certain topics. 

Despite the motives, identifying research topic sets the parameters for a roadmap to follow, so it is 

incredibly important to do this in the Conceptualization Stage. Once researchers agree on certain topics, 

this implies that there are other topics within the same research area that will not be considered. It is prudent 

that researchers stick to selected topics and to restrain from the temptation to venture into more topics.  

There are limitless topics to cover in Peace and Conflict studies, but as a researcher you will have limited 

time (and possibly funding) and having too much data will force you out of focus. Keep in mind that if you 

stray too far off your strategic path, you could eventually lose funding or miss an incredible opportunity to 

help a certain minority demographic in need of your specific research. 

In the book entitled Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design, Creswell identifies several ways in which 

you can gain insight on your topic to help you discover if your topic will work for your research goals. 

¶ Write a brief title for the project. 

-This can ground you and help you focus and refocus as your project continues. 

¶ Write your project topic as a brief question. 

-This can help you expand your topic in the future. 

¶ Ask yourself if the topic adds to the current research and literature on the topic. 

¶ Decide whether or not the topic will enhance your future career goals, help you get published, or 

further your education. 

¶ Finally, seek advice from advisors, colleagues, and members of the field of research in question. 

They will give honest feedback on whether or not your topic ófloats.ô 
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As you will see, a major objective of the 

Conceptualization Stage is to make the research project 

manageable within the existing resources and to make it 

conceptually coherent so that you can truly reach your 

audience and make a difference in the field of Peace and 

Conflict studies. 

 

ĄFor more insight on refining your topic, Creswell 

(1998-9, pp 94-112, Chapter 5) Qualitative Inquiry 

and Research Design in the Link (PAGE 2).   

ĄFor more information on creating a hypothesis, read 

Gay, L. R. & Airasian, 2000, Chapter 2, Educational 

Research in the Link (PAGE 2).  

 

 

 

 

Step 3- Focus and Narrow Research Topic ; Define Hypothesis/Assumptions  
 

Even after identifying research topics within the selected research area, the development of a good research 

design may require more delimitation and specification. This is what we refer to as focusing and narrowing. 

Focusing and narrowing is a process intended to bring the research area and topics finally to a state of 

being researchable--meaning that we can at this point identify specific topics which may translate into 

specific variables and researchable elements with clear outcomes. 

Story from the field: Different Topics of 

Research 

The research in Kenya about the effects of 

media-based peacebuilding efforts was 

intended to affect the population on 

different levels: attitude, knowledge and 

behavior.  However, the donor (in this case 

DFID) was mainly interested in changes 

that happen regarding governance in the 

wider sense of the term. Therefore, my 

research team and I selected topics of 

research which would lead to making 

conclusions about whether the media-based 

efforts affected actual governance on the 

ground.  As you can imagine, this had 

implications about whom to interview, what 

questions to ask, and what to look for and 

what to disregard. -Dr. A.A.  

EXAMPLE CASE: Define Your Research Topic 

In the Arab -Israeli conflict example, selecting topics may lead to a focus on the effects of 

the second Intifada versus the first one; or the relations between Palestinian factions 

since 2000; or the significance of the Lebanese war of 2006. By selecting such topics, the 

researchers exclude several other topics, but end up with a manageable research project.  

Of course they will have to draw  on other elements of that conflict (such as history, 

internal dynamics, etc.), but these would be treated as elements (variables) to consider 

within the research without being the core focus.  



11 
 

The delimitations of a study are those characteristics that limit the scope (define the boundaries) of the 

inquiry as determined by the conscious exclusionary and inclusionary decisions that were made throughout 

the development of the proposal. Among these are the choice of objectives and questions, variables of 

interest, alternative theoretical perspectives that could have been adopted, etc. 

Remember that every research always starts big and then it gets more focused as we get further into the 

project. 

This example was used in a report about education in the United States to explain delimitations:  

ñImagine a cross-case comparison study of state-level education policy systems that broke entirely 

new conceptual ground in the field of policy studies by exploring for the first time the role of 

political cultures and prevailing public values in policy making. This study generated detailed 

profiles of political cultures and public values and vice versa, how they differentially shaped 

education policy choices in each of the states included in the study. There were a number of 

interesting research questions that could have been asked but were not pursued, such as, "how are 

the public schools affected by different policy choices on the same educational issues?ò or "Do 

these differential policy choices evidence themselves in different educational outcomes among 

public school students?" These questions were not pursued in this particular study because (a) the 

focus of the inquiry was on developing a new theory of how policy systems work, not on their 

outcomes, and (b) the inclusion of these questions, while interesting, would have been beyond the 

reach of the research team, given limited time and money for conducting the study,ò (Mitchell, 

Wirt, and Marshall, 1986). 

Delimitation is used to make study better and more feasible and not just for the interest of the researcher. It 

also identifies the constraints or weaknesses of your study which are not within the control of the researcher.  

The limitations  of the study are the characteristics of design or methodology that set parameters on the 

application or interpretation of the results of the study; that is, the constraints on generalizability and utility 

of findings that are the result of the devices of design or method that establish internal and external validity 

(Cline, education.asate.edu). 

This example was used in a research paper discussing examples of limitations: 

ñThe most obvious limitation would relate to the ability to draw descriptive or inferential sample 

data about a larger group. For example, a study of alcohol consumption among native French, 

Italian, Russian, and European Jewish males, based on data from a truly representative sample of 

these groups, would allow the researcher to make generalizations about the consumption behavior 

of all other native French, Italian, Russian, and European Jewish males that were not included in 

the study, assuming the sample is large enough and randomly selected. If the study included a 

finding that differences in consumption across groups were strongly predicted by specific cultural 

values and beliefs, it might be legitimate for the researcher to speculate that similar findings would 

accrue from a study of other ethnic groups with similar cultural characteristics, such as Germans 

or Bulgarians, but such an inference would be purely speculative. The researcher, however, could 

not generalize the findings to next generation American Jews, French, Italians, or Russians of the 

male gender. Certainly, the researcher would be foolish to draw conclusions from the data about 



12 
 

the drinking behavior of females of any nationality, or of native Japanese or Japanese-American 

malesò (Cline, education.astate.edu). 

Here is where researchers ponder over what they really want to know. A topic or topics may be specific 

within a certain research area, but the question of what do you want to know is what leads to producing a 

narrowed and focused research concept.  It is that type of question, and similar ones, that begin to set the 

research project on the direction from a mere concept to a researchable project. This is because once we 

ask what do you want to know we tend to formulate questions to the effect of why, how, and what certain 

elements of the research topic lead or donôt lead to something. This becomes the foundation for developing 

hypotheses and assumptions. 

 

Formulating hypotheses/assumptions is a major step towards moving the research project from the 

conceptual stage to the design and operationalization stage.   It is the guide for the rest of the research, as 

every step of the project will be determined by the hypothesis (Gay & Peter, 2003). 

Hypotheses/assumptions are the scientific formulations of what we referred to earlier as the question: ñwhat 

do you want to knowò by doing this research?  In natural science research and in quantitative research in 

general, the notion of hypotheses is very important.  It is so because when we are dealing with numbers as 

the base of research, we need to be precise on exactly how we expect certain numbers (representing a 

specific variable) to relate to other numbers (other variables). Some of the questions we might ask are: Is 

the first set of factors affecting another set (independent/dependent variables)?  Is this a causal effect or a 

correlational one?  Can we be confident about the relation between the variables based on the number 

relations? In order to do all this, we must start with a clear hypothesis stating what we expect from the inter-

relation of variables. 

It is important to note here the difference between a hypothesis in qualitative vs. quantitative research. 

Researchers in qualitative studies do not generally state a formal hypothesis before the study. They are 

much more likely to generate a new hypothesis as a result of their studies. Meanwhile, quantitative research 

produces a hypothesis (Gay & Peter, 2003). We will talk about this when we discuss grounded research.  

EXAMPLE CASE: Focus and Narrow  

In the Arab -Israeli conflict research project, we now look at the topic of the significance of 

the Lebanese War ÏÆ ςππφȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ ×ÈÅÒÅ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÁÓË ÔÈÅ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎȡ Ȱ7ÈÁÔ ÄÏ ×Å 

×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ËÎÏ×ȩȱ  -ÁÎÙ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÁÌÌ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÍ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÌÅÁÄ ÎÁÔÕÒÁÌÌÙ ÔÏ ÌÉÍÉÔÉÎÇ 

what we are looking for to answering the specific question.  So, for example, we may want 

to look at the effect of using cluster bombs or other weapons of mass destruction on the 

long-term health of the population of Lebanon.  

 Now we can see how far we have come with the preceding three Steps: we started with an 

interest in the Arab -Israeli confli ct, and moved towards a more specific topic: the Israeli -

Lebanese war of 2006, and now we are looking at the effect of weapons of mass destruction.  

This is what narrowing and focusing is about: providing us with specific questions upon 

which to formulate our research.  
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Qualitative (or assumption-based) research is not as 

verifiable in quantitative (or countable) terms. 

Qualitative research has more of a general trend, 

which can allow you to see improvement or change in 

the research area as a result of the interaction of some 

variables.  

In qualitative research there is still a form of 

hypothesis, but it is not as countable. It was our hope 

that if we taught the women to work together, there 

would be less likelihood of them fighting again, but it 

was much less verifiable. (See ñStory from the field: 

Qualitative Hypothesisò) 

 

Fortunately, as researchers in Peace and Conflict studies, you can and should use a combination of both 

types of research. This liberty will give your research not only scientific data, but stories of real people who 

have been affected by conflict. This could be an opportunity to bring awareness to an area that is in great 

need of resolution. 

What is a hypothesis? 

A hypothesis is a logical supposition, a reasonable guess, or an educated conjecture. It provides a tentative 

explanation for a phenomenon under investigation (Gay & Peter, 2003). ñBy formulating a series of 

reasonable guesses of cause and effect, we are able to understand and explore the events in our surrounding 

Story from the field: Quantitative 

Hypothesis  

From 1998 to 2003, I worked with the school 

system in Prince William County, VA, United 

States. We conducted a workshop with school 

students evaluating the school attendance, 

assistance, truancy, and anger management. 

In our workshop we defined truancy as students 

who have trouble coming to school on time or at 

all. These students were identified as needing 

help so we created a program to talk to them to 

learn about their specific needs, then we took 

actions depending on those needs. During this 

program we had a clear objective of improving 

the truancy rate. Therefore, our hypothesis was: 

óTruancy intervention with the students will 

improve the overall attendance rate at school by 

a certain percentage because of the program.ô 

Our assumption was that there was truancy 

before the program, and we measured truancy 

without program (control group) as well as 

truancy in the intervention group. Then we 

monitored attendance rate to see if it improves 

and compared it to the other group. 

This hypothesis led to quantitative and verifiable 

data because it was such a logical question. Due 

to the depth of our study and the access to the 

information, our program was very successful, 

and did lead to better attendance rates at the 

school. -Dr. A.A.   

Story from the field: Qualitative 

Hypothesis  

During an evaluation of a peace building 

effort in Burundi, I was involved in a 

program called ñPositive Solidarityò which 

asked women from opposing villages to 

reconcile, rebuild, and reintegrate together 

after massive violence and tragedy between 

them. The hypothesis was: óIf these women 

are given the chance to go through the 

reconciliation program, the propensity for 

such violence will be reduced.ò -Dr. A.A. 

(see Appendix A for the full Positive 

Solidarity Case Study) 

.  
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environment, these individual hypothesis are generated in the human mind on a constant basis to help us 

understand day-to-day activities,ò (Leedy & Ormrod, 2001). In your research, you will use your hypothesis 

to guide your research.  Hypothesis should also: 

¶ Move towards a solution 

¶ Help you collect data 

¶ Help you determine the ósub-problemô 

Below are assumptions that can be turned into hypotheses: 

¶ Assumption: Hunger may cause conflict 

Hypothesis: In a post-conflict situation between two villages, in which one has less access to 

abundant food and water, the less advantaged will suffer from hunger and will start to have more 

cases of assault and murder among themselves than the groups that are receiving adequate amounts 

of food in the same situation. 

¶ Providing women with a micro-finance loan can lift them out of poverty 

Hypothesis: A comparative study of two villages in the same area with the same demographics, 

measuring their poverty rates according to a recognized poverty index at a baseline (before 

introducing the micro finance to women in one village) will show an improvement in the index to 

those who receive the microcredit vs. those who do not. 

 

Consider the assumptions below and practice creating your own hypothesis: 

¶ Homelessness might increase crime in urban areas 

¶ After school programs can increase the GPA of at-risk youth 

It is important to remember that a hypothesis is never proved or disproved. Instead, as a researcher, you 

should ósupportô or órejectô the hypothesis. If you are led to reject it, then you will be led to a new hypothesis 

to explain the situation. If it is supported, it could eventually evolve into a theory. 

 

Assumptions are also hypotheses but are formulated differently. Instead of an ñif-thenò format as expected 

in natural and quantitative research, assumptions are for qualitative research where numbers and 

frequencies of cases are not the backbone of tests. In qualitative research, and also in exploratory research, 

EXAMPLE CASE:  Hypothesis 

The hypothesis for our Lebanon case is: More use of cluster bombs during the war on 

Lebanon in certain villages resulted in more cancerous diseases compared to using 

conventiona l weapons. So in this case, the research would focus on accounting for the 

amounts of weapons used in different villages, and try to determine if this was related to 

certain cancerous diseases. As you can see, the hypothesis here helps us to be very specif ic 

about what to research, and not to get lost.  
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even quantitative, the use of assumptions is not as strict as with hypotheses, and lends itself to wider 

varieties of research approaches. 

 

Both hypotheses and assumptions are tools that are necessary to focus and narrow our research and to ensure 

that the research is conducted within certain parameters, and that it would not go awry. As you can imagine, 

the more you are clear and precise about your assumptions or hypotheses, the more you are clear on what 

to look for during the research and what not to look for. 

Here it is important to 

refer to grounded 

research because it is 

relevant to this particular 

field. Often researchers 

do not start from a 

specific hypothesis 

because they cannot 

develop anything before 

they do the research.  

Therefore, grounded 

research assumes that a 

researcher starts her/his 

research without any 

assumptions or 

hypotheses. Instead, they 

let the information on the 

ground produce its own 

assumptions or 

hypotheses (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2000). 

Of course, there is 

always a debate about 

grounded vs. hypothesis 

research. Often, in óreal 

life,ô our research will be 

a mix between both. As a 

  Story from the field: Grounded research  

 In 2004, a research team went to an all-girl Madrasa (Muslim religious 

school) in a very rural area 2 hours away from a major city, Chittagong. 

There is a common stereotype that Madrasas were known to be extreme in 

religious dogma and previously only for certain poor segments of Muslim 

society. We were working with them to learn more about this important 

system and to dispel myths about these schools. During this visit the team 

went to two schools, one for boys (with 2000 student) and one for girls 

(with 800 students) to learn about their needs to improve the educational 

experience in the school. It is important to note here that the team did not 

start with any assumptions about the schools except for that they had 

needs. If we had started saying: óBecause itôs a girlôs school in a village 

and they need money,ô then our research would be guided by this question. 

Then, we would be trying to figure out how much money they need based 

on this assumption and infrastructure. Instead, what we actually did was 

go there without knowing the specific needs, so our question was very 

general. 

When we asked ówhat do you need?ô we were extremely surprised when 

the girlôs school asked for a basketball court and also asked for musical 

instruments. Of course, this was not what we expected and against pre-

existing notions about Madrasa systems. Our research team came back to 

the US with our findings, and our work helped give positive exposure to 

these very relevant school systems in Bangladesh. As a result of our 

reporting, 40 children from the Madrasas received scholarships to learn 

English in addition to their schooling and 3 teachers were sent on an all-

expense paid tour of the US education system to educate them on other 

teaching methods. -Dr. A.A. 

EXAMPLE CASE: Assumptions 

 The effects of using cluster bombs on civilian population are worse than when 

conventional weapons are used vs. If there were less cluster bombs used in Lebanon, there 

would be les s cancerous diseases. 








































