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Research Design Proposal

30% of your final grade is based on a research design proposal.  The proposal should be a maximum 
of 12 pages in length (typed, double-spaced, Times New Roman, 12 point font, Chicago style 
citations). Students will be allowed to choose the topic of their paper, provided it is related to 
American Political Development.  The instructor will be available during office hours for 
consultation.  The paper should feature a review of the relevant scholarly literature, a well developed 
theory, and a detailed discussion of a potential test of that theory.  The paper is due Friday, April 
24th at 5:00pm.  E-mailed papers will not be accepted. Papers will be docked a full letter grade for 
each day they are late.  A more detailed discussion of the paper project can be found on the website.

Students will be allowed fairly wide latitude in choosing their topic.  Again, do not hesitate to consult 
the instructor for ideas and/or suggestions.  The topic should be in some way related to American 
Political Development.  The most important aspect of choosing a paper question is that the topic be 
testable using data or methods that can be acquired and implemented.  

The final paper should require the following labeled sections:

Research Design Issues

• A research design is a plan that shows how a researcher intends to 
fulfill the goals of a proposed study

– A research design is the scheme that guides the process of 
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data

– It is a logical model of proof that allows the making of valid 
causal inferences

– It indicates what observations will be made to provide 
answers to the questions posed by the researcher, how the 
observations will be made, and the analytical and statistical 
procedures to be used once the data are collected

– If the goal of the research is to test hypotheses, a research 
design will also explain how the test is to be accomplished

Research Design Issues

• All research designs to test hypotheses are attempts by 
researchers to accomplish four main objectives:

– Establish a relationship between two or more variables

– Demonstrate that the results are generally true in the real 
world

– Reveal whether one phenomenon precedes another in time

– Eliminate as many alternative explanations for a phenomenon 
as possible
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Research Design Issues

• Many factors affect the choice of a particular research design
– One is the purpose of the investigation—whether the 

research is intended to be exploratory, descriptive, or 
explanatory will most likely influence the choice of a 
research design

– Another is the practical limitations on how researchers 
may test their hypotheses

• Some research designs may be unethical, others impossible to 
implement for lack of data or sufficient time and money

• Researchers frequently must balance what is humanly possible to 
accomplish against what would be ideally done to test a 
particular hypothesis

– Consequently, many of the research designs that 
researchers actually use are unfortunate but necessary 
compromises

Research Design Issues
Regardless of the specific purpose of a study, its research design 

should include the following basic elements:
1. An introduction, outlining the question, explaining its importance and a 

statement discussing the researcher’s argument

2. A statement of the purpose of the research
- This can contain a literature review

3. A statement of the hypothesis to be tested (if any)
- These are specified in the theory

4. A specification of the variables to be employed

5. A statement of how each variable is to be operationalized and measured

6. A detailed statement of how observations are to be organized and 
conducted

7. A general discussion of how the data collected will be analyzed
- These four points should be detailed in the methods section

8. A conclusion detailing the importance of the study and argument, as 
well as outlining potential problems, future work, generalizability and 
normative policy recommendations (if any).

Introduction

I.  Introduction – This section sets up the paper.  What is the question you’re seeking to answer?  
Why does it matter?  What is your argument?  Provide a brief outline of what you’re planning on 
doing in the paper. A clear introduction goes a long way towards motivating the research.

Students often have difficulties selecting a paper topic.  Feel free to contact the instructor for 
feedback on this.  Here is a listing of some broader ideas for paper topics that students have looked at 
in the past:

- How does <gender, the adoption of the 17th amendment, education, the Electoral College> 
affect <voting, turnout, etc.> in <presidential elections, congressional elections, state judicial 
elections, political primaries, etc.> in the United States?
- How does <term limits for elected officials, the line-item veto, campaign finance reform, the 
length of a member's term, negative campaign advertising, the Senate filibuster> affect <a 
representatives' voting, spending in congress/a state, the likelihood a member gets reelected>?
- How does <age, gender, the mode of selection> impact voting in <the United States Court of 
Appeals, trial courts, the United States Supreme Court, the U.S. House of Representatives, the 
U.S. Senate >?
- What factors influence <members of Congress, State representatives, governors> decision to 
<retire, seek higher office>?

DEFINE YOUR TERMS!
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Introduction

I.  Introduction – Your introduction 
should accomplish a couple things.  
First, sell me on the importance of your 
question.  Why should I care about 
media bias?  You can do this either by 
telling me or by using a case study/news 
story.  Regardless, you should try to 
hook your reader in.  Second, you 
should be clear in telling the reader 
what your argument is.  You don’t need 
to give me all the details (and you 
shouldn’t), but I should be aware of 
what your specific question/argument is 
from your introduction.  Finally, a 
roadmap paragraph is usually a helpful 
way to conclude your introduction.  This 
generally involves telling me what your 
argument is, how you plan on testing it, 
what conclusions you will draw and 
what the next section does.  

Literature Review

II.  Literature Review – The literature review section builds off of your introduction.  What does the 
most recent and relevant literature say about your question?  Is the current literature limited in any 
way?  Are there controversies or debates within it? In what way will your paper contribute to this 
literature?  

Your paper should cite at least five political science/scholarly resources.  This includes published 
articles, working papers or published books.  An invaluable resource to identify these papers can be 
found at www.jstor.org or through usage of Google Scholar.  Students looking for accessible political 
science research may also consider consulting articles discussed on the monkey cage – a political 
science blog.  The blog itself is not a source; however, the articles they discuss are often good fit for 
your literature review.

Articles published in law reviews are fair game to use in the paper, but that they do not count 
towards your five scholarly sources. Please don’t take this as an indictment of law reviews – they 
publish some fantastic research. However, they don’t go through the blind peer-review process and 
are often more normative than traditional social science research. Additionally, students will become 
familiar with law reviews as they go on to law school, etc., and as such, I’d like to them to use 
political science research while they’re here.

Wikipedia is open-source material and NOT appropriate for this paper.  Please do not cite to 
Wikipedia in any form in this paper.

III.  Theory – Again, this section should build off of your previous two sections.  It is typically the 
most difficult section for students to compose.  Your theory needs to be clear in addressing the issues 
and questions posed in your introduction and literature review sections.  Here’s a descriptive of a 
theory section I gave to a student in a previous course:

Your theory section needs to take your thesis statement from your introduction and build on it. For 
example, in the Moraski and Shipan paper, their thesis was that “political context is going to dictate 
the ideological location of Supreme Court nominations.” Their theory explained why this is in 
greater detail. It argued that when the Senate was located to the left of the president, who was to the 
left of the current court, than the Senate should allow the president substantially leeway in choosing 
a nominee. Moraski and Shipan explained why they felt this was the case in greater detail and then 
expanded on two other ideological scenarios.

Often times, students write weak theory sections because they don’t want to state anything they think 
is going to be obvious. Don’t make this mistake and don’t assume to much of the reader. Another 
common mistake is that students fail to anticipate and evaluate any counter-points to their 
argument. This is another issue that should be dealt with in your theory. Generally -- a good theory 
section is a page and half. If you’re not running that long, don’t kill yourself over it – you can still 
put together a solid paper even if the theory is weak.

Theory
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Theory

Theories are statements about the 
expected relationships between 
variables
• Expectations are formed by 

linking some variables to other 
variables in a series of logically 
connected arguments

• The logical connections 
stipulate the relationship between 
the variables

• Can think of a theory as a 
series of if…then statements

Ex. Median Voter Theory

• Series of assumptions about voters and candidates leads to 
expectations about candidate’s ideological positions

Dependent/Independent Variables
• All theories include dependent and independent variables

– A dependent variable is something we hope to explain (the “effect” 
in a cause and effect relationship)

– An independent variable is something that we think will provide us 
with all or part of the explanation of the dependent variable (the 
“cause” in a cause and effect relationship)

• Ex – Voters casting votes for the candidates closest to them on the 
ideological spectrum causes candidates to converge to the median of the 
electorate

• The relationships between independent and dependent variables implied 
by any theory constitutes its predictions

– These predictions are often referred to as hypotheses

– They are the empirical implications drawn from the theory’s logical 
connections between variables

– We then need to test the hypotheses

• Ex – The Median voter theory predicts that candidates will converge to 
the middle of the ideological spectrum

Theories

• Every theory has some core features in 
common
– Every theory contains a set of assumptions

• The assumptions of a theory are its 
crucial building blocks

• Assumptions are the principle means by 
which theorists simplify reality

• Ex – Median Voter Assumptions
– Only Two Candidates/Parties

– Everyone votes

– Candidates only care about winning office

– Movement on the ideological spectrum is 
costless
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Theories

One of the most important questions to ask about any theory is 
whether its assumptions limit the domain of circumstances that 
the theory is capable of addressing

A good theory will be general enough to apply to many events

The more events or facts a theory can explain with a limited set of 
assumptions, the more useful the theory will be (parsimony)

• Thus, a theory of elections that does not require you to 
distinguish between primary and general elections has greater 
potential value for the study of elections than does a theory that 
only explains primary elections or general elections but not 
both

Theories

• Beware of the straw man.  A 
straw man argument is based on 
either misrepresentation of an 
opponent's position or the 
creation of an argument to which 
few or no credible support exists.

– Attacking a straw man can involve creating the illusion of having 
refuted a proposition by substituting a superficially similar 
proposition (the "straw man"), and refuting it, without ever having 
actually refuted the original position. -- Wikipedia

– The end result is to bolster one’s theoretical claim or personal 
standing. 

– If you can’t address the entirety of an argument (it happens), say so –
and ALWAYS cite.  

Theories

• How we judge predictions from 
theories is certainly open to some 
dispute

• Some theories do not allow any 
possibility that evidence can show 
them to be wrong

– Such theories are not falsifiable
(they cannot be proven 
inaccurate or wrong)

– They may be true (or not), but 
we have no way to be confident 
they are true or useful, short of 
faith



6

IV.  Methods - Once you have made your theory 
clear, you should begin thinking about how you will 
test it.  What are your hypotheses/expectations?  
What variables will you use?  How will you acquire 
them?  What do you expect to find when you test 
them?  What will you use to test your expectations?  
You can keep the technical aspects of this section as 
simple as you would like.

You do not need to specify or include a working 
statistical model -- and one is not expected for this 
paper. Your methods section should focus on (1) 
identifying where you would get the data from the 
test your hypothesis, and then, for you to (2) identify 
your dependent and (3) any independent variables in 
your analysis. You can feel free to write your 
conclusion section as if you ran the model and that 
your results confirmed your hypotheses.

Methods

V.  Conclusion – Assuming your 
results hold, what conclusions 
can you draw from your research?  
Can your findings be generalized 
to other areas?  Can you make 
any normative recommendations 
based on them?  What future 
work is necessary?

Conclusion

1. 3 am six page illegible rant about Obama/Republicans/hippies/etc…
• It’s a research paper, people

2. The student who cites wikipedia exclusively…
• Cato institute and Daily KOS are also not appropriate cites.

3. 8 page lit review, half a paragraph of theory…
4. The “is this a good topic?” the weekend before its due e-mailer…

• You can wait until the last minute, just don’t advertise
5. The four page paragraph composer…

• It’s even worse if it’s all one sentence.
6. The scared writer…

• Suck it up and make an argument!
7. The overly confident writer...

• You haven’t “conclusively proven” anything.
8. The student who never rereads…

• There’s a big difference between “assess” and “asses”
9. The perfectionist…

• Two types of papers: Good and finished
10. The plagiarizer and the paper buyer

• I know how to work google
11. The creative writer

• I’m not asking you to recreate “A Tale of Two Cities.” 
Be direct.

12.  The never picks up the paper student
• I hold onto them for several years.  Pick them up or I will 

find you…

Don’t be this Student…
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13.  The conversational writer
• “Sick and tired,” “that being said,” “line in the sand”

14.  The student who Doesn’t capitalize Consistently
• Use the find command…

15.  The “over-quoter”
• Use your own words…Show me you’ve done the 

reading  
• Block quotes and page numbers!

16.  The policy paper writer
• Political science and public policy are separate fields

17.  Captain Jargon
• Define your terms

Don’t be this Student…

18.  The rambler
• Be on point and stay on point.  Don’t shy away from footnotes.
• Shorter sentences!

19.  The car salesman
• Cut the adjectives and adverbs.  Let the reader decide if something is tremendous or very interesting

20.  The fact fudger
• Check your dates and background information.  When in doubt – cite!


