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Abstract

Formulation of a good research question is a determinant to the quality and contribution of the research. Designing of questions
in a study helps to define the scope of inquiry in terms of design, methodology and the like. On the other hand, formulating the
research question can be frustrating and challenging for some researchers. As a result, it can deteriorate the quality of research.
The study used Google Scholars and Research Gate to perform systematic literature reviews from journal articles. The search
was conducted over two months, focusing on keywords including “features of good research questions,” “criteria for developing
a good research question,” and “formulation of research question”. Keywords, databases and Boolean operator strategies
(OR/AND) were utilised to target the relevant studies. A total of 30 journal articles were initially retrieved from the databases.
The inclusion criteria included: (1) Peer-reviewed journals, (2) English language publications, (3) papers discussing criteria to
be considered when developing research questions, (4) articles published between 2011 and 2025. Exclusion criteria were based
on duplication and articles that did not address how to develop research questions. As a result, 22 articles were excluded, and
only 8 articles were used for analysis. Furthermore, thematic analysis was employed to analyse the selected articles. Each article
was examined carefully and relevant sections was manually coded. The results indicated that the acronym (FINER) to represent
feasibility (F), interesting (I), novel (N), ethical (E), relevant (R) are the most essential criteria that should be taken into
consideration while formulating research questions. Other criteria are manageable, appropriate, publishable and systematic. To
make meaningful and impactful research, there is a need to consider essential criteria for developing quality questions.
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1. Introduction

Developing research questions is an essential thing to con-
sider before starting research [15]. The complexity of societal
structures, cultural phenomena and human behaviour requires
clear, precise and thoughtful questioning. With a focus on well
researchable and articulated questions, researchers will be
able to identify the gap, theoretical and practical contributions

to social issues. Moreover, research questions facilitate the se-
lection of design methodology and provide the overview on
the analysis of the whole study [17].

“A good research question takes time to create, but time invested

in this process is always worthwhile” [11].

Regardless of the importance of developing quality questions, it
has often been a challenge and difficult for the researcher to frame
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appropriate research questions from an investing idea [4, 6]. Even-
tually, overly ambitious questions have been resulting in unfocused
research, hindering the creation of clear hypotheses, objectives, and
data collection strategies [17]. Thus, building awareness to the re-
searchers on common pitfalls when formulating research ques-
tions can reduce unnecessary mistakes, and it increases the
quality of a research vacuum [1].

In order to fix the realised gap, criteria for developing re-
search questions need to be maintained. Therefore, the study
sought to identify criteria for crafting robust research ques-
tions in social science inquiry. A systematic literature was con-
ducted to analyse 30 articles published from google scholar
and research gate, between the year of 2011 and 2025. Draw-
ing from the analysis, the study discovered five (5) criteria that
researchers have to consider in formulating research questions:
These factors are feasibility, interest, novel, ethical and rele-
vant. Other criteria are manageable, appropriate, publishable
and systematic. Thus, before developing a research question,
essential criteria must be well observed for the quality of the
research.

2. Conceptual Background

This section provides information on the root about the
meaning and the origin of social science research questions
and its relevant components. Also, a variety of information
provided in this part dates back on the potentiality and genesis
of a research question while informing the researchers, acad-
emicians, policy makers and social science pioneers about the
necessities, usefulness and credibility with research questions
in their field.

3. Research Question

Research question refers to a concise, open ended and clear
question that guides research for a literature review, project
and paper. It lays down the foundations to guide the researcher
in conducting the entire research step by step [12]. Research
questions formulated altogether with a selected methodology
plays a key role in quality inquiry [9]. Not all questions we
ask are good questions, instead it is a specific, goal-oriented
query and clearly related to the research problem to be ad-
dressed [14]. Research questions are formulated based on the
nature of the research, which is categorically divided into
quantitative and qualitative research [2].

Quantitative research questions are classified into descrip-
tive, comparative and relationships research questions. When
research questions and hypotheses are not carefully developed,
they often result in unethical studies and undesirable outcomes
[2]. The descriptive type of question begins with ‘what is...?’
or ‘what are...?’ to quantify response to one or more variables.
Comparative often use words such as ‘compare’ when involv-
ing two or more groups for some outcome variable, but some-
times it can be written as what is the difference in (dependent
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variable) between (group 1) and (group 2), this mostly oc-
curred when it involves two groups. Furthermore, it can be
replaced with the word ‘between’ and with ‘among ‘when ex-
tended into three or more groups. Relationship types of ques-
tions often use words such as ‘trend’, ‘relate’, ‘association’
and ‘relationship’ when dealing with the trend between or
among two or more variables [5].

Qualitative research questions are classified into contextual,
descriptive, evaluation, explanatory, exploratory, generative,
ideological, ethnographic, phenomenological, grounded the-
ory and qualitative case study questions. Ethnographic re-
search questions provide clarifications on people, activities,
their associations and consequences of their actions in a par-
ticular setting. Phenomenological research questions often in-
vestigate a particular phenomenon that has impacted individ-
uals. Ground theory questions focus on assessing how the phe-
nomenon is influenced by its contextual situation using sev-
eral sources of data to answer “Why” and “How” [2]. Contex-
tual type of question describes the nature or form of what ex-
ists. Explanatory is often used to examine the associations be-
tween what exists. Evaluative is used to appraise the effective-
ness of what exists. Generative provides new strategies, ideas
and aiding development of new theories. Ideology extends or
advances the ideology of a position. Exploratory often makes
an inquiry to an area where there is insufficient knowledge.
Descriptive provides a description about a phenomenon [5].

Qualitative research is dominated by questions like what
why, who and how, as the questions think to explore the natu-
ralistic approach aimed at understanding phenomena related
to people's lives, experiences, and behaviours, including as-
pects of health, organisational dynamics, social movements,
and interpersonal relationships [3]. Additionally, researchers
aspiring to qualitative research questions must be confined
with Qualitative theoretical perspectives like constructivist-
interpretive, critical, post positivist, post structural/postmod-
ern, and feminist approaches. It aims to explore individuals'
experiences with phenomena in specific contexts, such as ill-
ness, addiction, loss, disability, and end-of-life; all of these de-
pend on quality and not number.

Moreover, characteristics of a sound research question
should meet the FINERMARPS criteria, which stand for fea-
sible, interesting, novel, ethical, relevance, manageable, ap-
propriate, potential value, systematic and suitability for publi-
cation. A research question may be structured depending on
the intended outcome [15]. Researchers have formulated a
proper guide on how to develop a good research question,
commonly expressed through the acronym PICOT, which
stands for population, intervention, comparator, outcome and
time frame, and FINER, which stands for feasible, interesting,
novel, ethical and relevant [6]. The criteria for developing ef-
fective research questions has been presented into multiple
perspectives. While some authors emphasise manageable, ap-
propriate, publishable and systematic, others focus on feasi-
bility, interest, novel, ethical and relevant. This creates an on-
going debate over which criteria exactly should be considered
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when someone is developing research questions. Thus, this
underscores the need for systematic literature review on the
most crucial criteria for crafting robust research questions in
social sciences.

4. Methods

The study used Google Scholar and ResearchGate to per-
form systematic literature review of journal articles. The
search was conducted over two months, focusing on keywords
including “features of good research questions,” “criteria for
developing a good research question,” and “formulation of re-
search question”. Keywords, databases and Boolean operator
strategies (OR/AND) were utilised to target the relevant stud-
ies. A total of 30 journal articles were initially retrieved from

the databases. The inclusion criteria included: (1) Peer-re-
viewed journals, (2) English language publications, (3) papers
discussing criteria to be considered when developing research
questions, (4) articles published between 2011 and 2025. Ex-
clusion criteria were based on duplication and articles that did
not address how to develop research questions. As a result, 22
articles were excluded, and only 8 articles were used for anal-
ysis. Furthermore, thematic analysis was employed to analyse
the selected articles. Each article was examined carefully and
relevant sections was manually coded. Related codes were
clustered into broader groups, which were then used to iden-
tify the main themes. Themes that appeared most frequently
across reviewed studies were highlighted to give a compre-
hensive understanding of the criteria for crafting robust re-
search question in social science research. Reliability was
carefully considered by reviewing the codes multiple times to
maintain consistency throughout the analysis.

Table 1. Summary of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria.

Inclusion Criteria

Article published between 2011-2025 and English Language
publications

Papers discussing criteria to be considered when developing re-
search questions

Peered-reviewed Journal

Source: Authors, 2025

5. Ethical Considerations

Ethical principles are critical to guiding every step of the
research process to ensure high-quality work [7]. Although
human participants were not involved, as the study relied on
secondary data, the researcher strictly adhered to ethical
standards, including proper citation of all sources, avoiding
the use of unpublished data without permission, and prevent-
ing plagiarism.

6. Results

Based on the analysis done on the extant studies, the fol-
lowing are criteria to be considered for developing quality re-
search questions. Moreover, this section provides the summa-
risation of the factors in Table 2 for more clarifica-tions.

Feasible

Feasibility means that any research to be conducted should
be within the ability of the researcher to carry out. It should
cover the appropriate methodology, time, fund and right num-
ber of subjects to reach the conclusions [16]. One has to have
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Exclusion Criteria

Article published before 2011 and Non-English language
publications

Papers that do not discuss criteria in formulating research questions

Non-peered- reviewed Journal

access to statistics, documents, people and gadgets. One
should be having an ability to integrate the concepts of the RQ
to the indicators, variables and observables phenomena. Fur-
thermore, one should make sure that the data collection and
proceedings of projects can be completed within limited time
and resources available to the investigator [15]. The research
question is supposed to be answerable and practical within the
available resources, time and scope [13, 17]. The research
question should be formulated by prioritizing measurable out-
comes, achievable sample size, guarantees adequate funding,
adequacy of research design, recruits target population strate-
gically, opt for appropriate and affordable frame time [6].

Interesting

The research question should always be developed based
upon the interest of the researcher and to the broader academic
and professional community [16, 17]. The research question
should engage the interest of principal investigators, present
different perspectives of the problem and attract the attention
of the readers [6]. The question must be interesting and moti-
vating to the researcher [13, 10].

Novel

Copying and pasting of questions reduce the quality and at-
traction of the research. It may aim at refuting or confirming
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the already established findings, establish facts or find new
aspects of the established facts. The question has to be formu-
lated in a simple and clear manner. The complexity of the
question can confuse the research process [15]. The re-
searcher's question should bring new knowledge to the field,
whether by introducing a new angle to an existing issue or fill-
ing a gap in the literature [16, 17]. A good research question
should generate new hypotheses, provide different findings,
resolve a gap in the existing literature and improve methodo-
logical flaws of existing studies [6, 13].

Ethical

This is a mandatory and foremost requirement to be ob-
served during the entire process of research work, to get clear-
ance from relevant authorities before beginning research on
the question. Indeed, the RQ should not be harmful to the par-
ticipants in the research, maintain privacy and confidentiality,
and provide the room for the participants to withdraw from
research [16, 15]. The research question should not harm the
participants but remain ethical in terms of informed consent

and confidentiality [17]. A good research question should
comply with the local ethical committee, guarantees safety
and reversibility of side effects and safeguards the main prin-
ciples of ethical research [13, 6].

Relevant

The question preferably should develop or arise from issues
raised in the current literature, situation or in practice. It
should provide a clear direction of the research in relation to a
respective field of study. For instance, making analysis of pro-
fessional practices or academic assumptions, filling a gap in
knowledge, monitoring a development in practices, testing
theories and comparing different approaches within a specific
population are some of the relevant RQs [15]. The research
should be relevant to academic issues, current social and ad-
dressing pressing gaps in knowledge [16, 17]. A good research
question should generate new knowledge, stimulate further re-
search, contribute to improving clinical research and provide
accurate answers to a specific research question [6, 13].

Table 2. A Framework for Writing Effective Research Questions-FINER.

1) Will the study meet the sample size requirement?

2) Will the recruitment strategies reach the intended population?

Feasible

3) Does the study have the relevant expertise?

4) Will the funding cover the costs of the study?

5) Are the study objectives too broad (scope creep) for the study?

1) Is the research question interesting to the researcher?

Interesting

2) Is the research question aligned with the researcher’s motivations?

1) Does the research question have a degree of novelty?

2) Does it advance the current literature?

Novel

3) Does it address some shortcomings of the literature?

4) Does it explore an innovative topic?

1) Can the research study obtain ethical approval?

Ethical

2) Does the research study impose unnecessary harm to participants?

1) Is the research question relevant to the literature?

Relevant

2) Does it contribute to knowledge, clinical practice, or policy?

Source: Adopted from Majid [10]

Manageable

The research question should be manageable in terms of
scope and complicity. It should be calculated that the study
will be completed within a given time [17]. The researcher
should formulate the research questions which are researcha-
ble and manage to utilise the available expertise and resources
[8]. For instance, can you assess the behaviour change of a
student before enrolled into primary school up to tertiary level?

Appropriate

The research question should be formulated to reflect the
study field and integrate primarily with the objective and

method (e.g., quantitative, qualitative or mixed method)
planned to be used for data collection and analysis [17]. In-
deed, the appropriate question should be formulated in a logi-
cal and scientific manner for the institution and community
[8]. Example, what are appropriate methods used for moni-
toring and evaluation of effective implementation of Public
Employee Performance Management Information System
(PEPMIS).

Publishable

The research question should be disseminated after the
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completion and add value in the body of knowledge or profes-
sional practices [17]. The appropriate selection of journal or
publisher is very necessary to influence the significant impact
of the study in health and community practices [8]. For in-
stance, are the findings on the influence of emotional intelli-
gence on job satisfaction among the selected local government
authorities in Tanzania enough to contribute to academic or
policy makers?

Systematic

The research question should follow a systematic approach

to ensure a clear and logical flow of inquiry [17]. A well-de-
fined set of rules should be clearly followed when structuring
research, with specific steps arranged in a defined sequence.
Even though research is organised and follows a set process,
creative thinking is still essential when formulating research
questions and interpreting data. In fact, it is unacceptable to
assume something is true or to draw conclusions without evi-
dence [8]. For instance, how can a systematic approach used
for the effective implementation of strategic human resource
management impact organisational performance in higher
learning institutions?

Table 3. Summary of criteria for developing research questions.

S/N Criteria Authors

Covvey et al. (2023); DHIR et al. (2018); Willis (2023); Waldt (2025); Fandino (2019); Doody and Bailey

Covvey et al. (2023); Ratan et al. (2018); Willis (2023); Waldt (2025); Fandino (2019); Doody and Bailey

Covvey et al. (2023); Ratan et al. (2018); Willis (2023); Waldt (2025); Fandino (2019); Doody and Bailey

Covvey et al. (2023); Ratan et al. (2018); Willis (2023); Waldt (2025); Fandino (2019); Doody and Bailey

Covvey et al. (2023); Ratan et al. (2018); Willis (2023); Waldt (2025); Fandino (2019); Doody and Bailey

! Feasible (2016); Majid (2017);
2 Interesting N
(2016); Majid (2017)
3 Novel (2016): Majid (2017)
4 Ethical .
thica (2016): Majid (2017)
Rel ..
> clevant (2016); Majid (2017)
6 Manageable Waldt (2025); kishore et al. (2011)
7 Appropriate Waldt (2025); Kishore et al. (2011)
8 Publishable Waldt (2025); Kishore et al. (2011)
9 Systematic Waldt (2025); Kishore et al. (2011)

Sources: Author, 2025

7. Conceptual Framework

Criteria

Feasibility
Interesting
Novel
Ethical
Relevant
Manageable
Appropriate
Publishable
Systematic

Source: Author, 2025

Figure 1. The criteria for developing research questions.

———————»[Research Question

The conceptual framework provides an overview of the cri-
teria for developing an effective research question

8. Conclusion

The study aimed to examine the criteria for crafting robust
research questions in social science inquiry. Nine criteria were
identified through a systematic literature review. The five cri-
teria among the nine seemed to be emphasised and most fre-
quently cited in the reviewed studies and directly linked to
quality formulation of research questions as compared to the
other. These factors include feasible, interesting, novel, ethical
and relevant. The other factors are manageable, appropriate,
publishable and systematic. This study contributes to the qual-
ity formulation of research questions which result in valuable
and trusted research work.
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Abbreviations

FINER

FINERMARPS

Feasible, Interesting, Novel, Ethical and
Relevant

Feasible, Interesting, Novel, Ethical,
Relevance, Manageable, Appropriate,
Potential Value, Systematic and
Suitability for Publication

PICOT Population, Intervention, Comparator,
Outcome and Time Frame,

RQ Research Question

PEPMIS Public Employees’ Performance

Management Information System
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