
Social Research Design 
From problem statement to research project !

Instructor: 
Maurizio Pisati 

maurizio.pisati@unimib.it !!!!
Course objectives and contents !
The course provides a systematic introduction to social research design, with a special 
focus on quantitative research. After a brief  summary of  some fundamental questions in 
the philosophy of  science and the basic features of  scientific research, the course focuses 
on the phases of  the research process and their possible variations. First, research problem 
statement and research question formulation are discussed. Second, the definition of  the 
research conceptual framework is considered, with special attention to the notions of  
theory and hypothesis, as well as to literature review. Finally, three major research tasks are 
illustrated: definition of  the target population, selection of  sampling units, and data 
collection. Subsequently, attention is focused on the research project: possible forms, initial 
drafts, subsequent revisions, public presentation/defense. At the end of  the course, 
participants should be able to design their own research, to write the corresponding 
research project and to present/defend it in public. 

!!
Course organization and requirements !
The course consists of  eight two-hour lectures, plus a final four-hour session devoted to 
the public presentation and discussion of  participants’ research projects. Participants are 
required to complete a reading list before each lecture takes place, as indicated below. In 
addition, participants are generally expected to carry out a homework assignment for each 
lecture. 
!!
Course outline !
MONDAY 2 FEBRUARY 2015, 10:15-12:15 
1. Science and scientific research 
Contents 
What is this thing called science? – Scientific method – Description, explanation, prediction – Models – 
Scientific realism e anti-realism – Basic features of  scientific research 

Reading list 
Okasha, S. (2002) Philosophy of  Science: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford, Oxford University Press (ch. 1-4). 
King, G., Keohane, R.O. and Verba, S. (1994) Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research, 
Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press (section 1.1). 
Feynman, R.P. (2005) The Meaning of  It All: Thoughts of  a Citizen-Scientist, New York, Basic Books (ch. 1). 
Feynman, R.P. “Cargo Cult Science”, http://bit.ly/197Jkyg.  

http://bit.ly/197Jkyg


Homework for next lecture 
Write a short paper (1,000-1,500 words) on the applicability of  the scientific method to the analysis of  social 
phenomena. !!
MONDAY 9 FEBRUARY 2015, 10:15-12:15 
2. Phases of  the research process 
Contents 
Problem statement – Research question formulation – Conceptual framework definition – Hypothesis 
formulation – Observable implications of  hypotheses – Data collection – Data analysis – Result 
interpretation – Result communication 

Reading list 
King, G., Keohane, R.O. and Verba, S. (1994) Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research, 
Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press (sections 1.2 e 1.3). 

Homework for next lecture 
None. !!
MONDAY 16 FEBRUARY 2015, 10:15-12:15 
3. Problem statement and research question formulation 
Contents 
Choosing a research problem – Defining the research problem – Formulating research questions – Revising 
research questions 

Reading list 
Eco, U. (1977) Come si fa una tesi di laurea: Le materie umanistiche, Milano, Bompiani (ch. 2). 
Booth, W.C., Colomb, G.G. and Williams, J.M. (2008) The Craft of  Research, 3rd ed., Chicago IL, The University 
of  Chicago Press (ch. 3-4). 
Firebaugh, G. (2008) Seven Rules for Social Research, Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press (pp. 1-18). 

Homework for next lecture 
Choose a research area of  interest, pick a relevant research problem, and formulate one of  more pertinent 
research questions, motivating each decision. !!
MONDAY 23 FEBRUARY 2015, 10:15-12:15 
4. Conceptual framework I: Theories and hypotheses 
Contents 
What is a scientific theory? – Theories and models – The role of  theory in the social sciences – What is an 
hypothesis? – Deductive hypothesis formulation – Intuitive hypothesis formulation – Observable 
implications of  hypotheses – Empirical test of  hypotheses 

Reading list 
Laudisa, F. and Datteri, E. (2011) La natura e i suoi modelli: Un’introduzione alla filosofia della scienza, Bologna, 
Archetipolibri (ch. 2 and 7). 
Rosenberg, A. (2012) Philosophy of  Science: A Contemporary Introduction, London, Routledge (ch. 7-9). 
Stinchcombe, A.L. (1968) Constructing Social Theories, Chicago IL, The University of  Chicago Press (ch. 2). 

Homework for next lecture 
Choose a reference theory (formal or informal) for the analysis of  your research questions, formulate 
pertinent hypotheses, specify the observable implications of  your hypotheses, and define one or more 
possible ways to empirically test your hypotheses. !!



MONDAY 2 MARCH 2015, 10:15-12:15 
5. Conceptual framework II: Literature review 
Contents 
What is literature review for? – White and gray literature – Bibliographic sources – How to build up a 
reference bibliography – Kinds of  literature review – Writing a literature review 

Reading list 
Eco, U. (1977) Come si fa una tesi di laurea: Le materie umanistiche, Milano, Bompiani (ch. 3-4). 
Booth, W.C., Colomb, G.G. and Williams, J.M. (2008) The Craft of  Research, 3rd ed., Chicago IL, The University 
of  Chicago Press (ch. 5-6). 
Machi, L.A. and McEvoy, B.T. (2012) The Literature Review: Six Steps to Success, 2nd ed., Thousand Oaks CA, 
Sage. 

Homework for next lecture 
Write a selected literature review (1,500-2,000 words) relevant to your research problem and questions. !!
MONDAY 9 MARCH 2015, 10:15-12:15 
6. Population, sampling e data collection 
Contents 
Target population – Units of  analysis – Sampling designs and sampling unit selection – Data collection 
techniques – Nobody’s perfect: stochastic and systematic errors 

Reading list 
King, G., Keohane, R.O. and Verba, S. (1994) Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research, 
Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press (ch. 4). 
Firebaugh, G. (2008) Seven Rules for Social Research, Princeton NJ, Princeton University Press (pp. 18-30, 
90-110). 

Homework for next lecture 
Define the target population, sampling design, and data collection techniques most relevant to the 
investigation of  your research questions. !!
MONDAY 16 MARCH 2015, 10:15-12:15 
7. Research project I: First drafts 
Contents 
What is a research project – Contents and structure of  a research project – Drafting a research project – 
Working index 

Reading list 
Willet, J.B. (2006) “Structure of  a Thesis Proposal”, http://bit.ly/1u3PLdu. 
Pajares, F. (2007) “Elements of  a Proposal”, http://bit.ly/1vdQ3yM. 

Homework for next lecture 
Participants will be divided into pairs. Each pair member is expected to (a) write the preliminary draft of  their 
research project (2,000-2,500 words); (b) send the draft to the other pair member – as well as to the instructor 
– by March 21, 2015; (c) develop a critical analysis of  the other pair member’s draft, and prepare to present it 
to the class. !!
MONDAY 23 MARCH 2015, 10:15-12:15 
8. Research project II: Critical analysis and revision 
Contents 
Critical analysis of  research projects – Revising the first drafts – Writing up the final project 

http://bit.ly/1u3PLdu
http://bit.ly/1vdQ3yM


Reading list 
None. 

Homework for next lecture 
Write the revised and extended version of  your research project (4,000-5,000 words) and prepare to present it 
to the class. This version of  the project should be sent to the instructor and all the other participants by April 
10, 2015. Each participant is expected to read all the research projects and develop critical comments on each 
of  them. !!
TUESDAY 14 APRIL 2015, 14:15-18:15 
9. Research project III: Public presentation and defense 
Contents 
How to present a research project – Receiving and responding to criticism – Logic and rhetoric in scientific 
argumentation 

Reading list 
Chivers, B. e Shoolbred, M. (2007) A Student’s Guide to Presentations: Making Your Presentation Count, Thousand 
Oaks CA, Sage. 
Duarte, N. (2008) Slide:Ology: The Art and Science of  Creating Great Presentations, Sebastopol CA, O’Reilly. !!!
Participants’ assessment !
Participants’ will be assessed throughout the course based on class discussion, readings and 
homework completion. 
!!!


