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Applied Economics Research Course  

ECB3OKVECO 

Level: 3 (bachelor advanced) 

Version: 15 April 2024  

 

Guidelines writing a research proposal  

 

To complete your studies at the U.S.E. you need to write a research paper during the Applied 

Economics Research Course.  

In week 3/4 of the course, you need to submit a research proposal. The research proposal will inform 

your supervisors what research question you would like to answer, why it is relevant, and how the 

research will be conducted. The proposal must show that the research is feasible. . A good research 

plan covers criteria 1-3 of the evaluation form and roughly corresponds to the sections 1 

(introduction), 2 (literature review), and 3 (methodology) of the research paper. The advice is to draft 

the research proposal in such a way that it can be used in the research paper. The draft research 

proposal is thus a running text, with accurate and complete referencing, structured as an 

introduction, literature review and methods section would read.  Time invested in the research 

proposal is thus not foregone and actually used wisely. The sections you write for the research 

proposal will of course be updated when you write your draft and final paper.  

 

The research proposal consists of 

• Title page (see course manual for the format) 

• Abstract (optional)  

• Introduction  

• Literature review 

• Methodology  

• Time plan  

• If applicable: an appendix that helps the reader to understand the operationalization. For 

example, an observation scheme or questions from a questionnaire.  

 

Title page  

A good title contains the key concepts of the paper and covers the content of the paper. It should not 

be too long and it should closely connected to the central research question. Avoid copying the 

central question and pasting it as the title. You can modify the title later for the final version of your 

paper.    

Apart from the title, the title page should include: your name + student number, the name of the 

supervisors, the date, the name of the university and faculty, and the statement of originality.  Please 

use the format for the title page that is provided in the appendix of the course manual.  
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In case you want to use an image, use your own creation otherwise verify first whether its free from 

copy rights or whether you need written permission from the creator/author.  

 

Abstract (optional)  

The abstract generally contains the aim of the study, the central research question, most important 

theory or theories, hypotheses (if applicable), method of data collection, research approach, and  

expected or tentative outcomes and implications.  

 

Introduction  

The first section brings the reader into your research topic. According to Dudenhefer (2014, p. 48), 

the introduction provides your reader “a context, a frame, for ordering and understanding the 

information you present”. Generally an introduction progresses through four “moves” (Dudenhefer, 

2014, pp. 48-52), namely:  

1. The motivation behind the topic (why should researchers/ policy makers care about it)? 

What is the problem and why is it relevant (to whom)? This part can be seen as the first 

move of your research proposal, namely establishing a research territory. There are generally 

3 ways doing this:  

• start by describing a problem, reality, or phenomenon,   

• or start with statistical or historical background,  

• or start with a discussion.  

 

2. Place your study in the context of other studies (this is called move 2).  What do we know 

about the problem from academic literature? Identify what specifically has not yet been 

illuminated in the literature. You can expand this part later in the literature review.  

 

3. Derive and motivate your research question (if needed also sub questions) from this. Here is 

where you basically identify a niche (move 3). This is de added value of your study to the 

literature (theoretical relevance). To read more about finding a niche and making a 

contribution, see section 6 of Dudenhefer (2014, p. 22).  

 

4. Explain how you will carry out your research (methods very briefly). This is move 4: how will 

the niche will be occupied.  

 

 

Make sure that from the introduction it is clear what the research aim, and the social and theoretical 

(scientific) relevance are. Also consider the scope and delimitations of your research. Apart from the 

research aim and objectives1, the scope details what your study will explore (e.g. key concepts, 

relevant variables), the target population or units of research, the extent, the location or setting, and 

duration or timeframe. Delimitations refer to the boundaries of the research: what will be included in 

 
1 Aim is the overall purpose of your study while objectives refer to the steps that need to be taken to achieve 
that aim.  
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the research and what not? Thinking about these questions will help you to narrow down the 

research so that the research project is manageable.  

 

Literature review  

In this section you build further on theories mentioned in the introduction. Explain the theory 

(theories) and/or the mechanism(s) that can explain the problem or phenomenon that you are 

studying. In other words further elaborate/explain the relationship between the key concepts of your 

research. Make sure to define the key concepts and their relevance within the context of your 

research. If applicable develop and formulate hypotheses, propositions, or a conceptual model; make 

sure to underpin your hypotheses with literature, argumentation and/or logical reasoning.  

 

Make use of peer-reviewed journal articles in your literature review. Avoid writing about everything 

you come across during your literature search. Only include what is relevant for answering the 

research question and try to focus on how the literature can help you to answer the research 

question in a reliable and valid way. You may want to restrict yourself to 5-6 most important journal 

articles related to your topic.  

 

 

Methodology  

In this part you can elaborate in details of move 4 you mentioned in the introduction section. 

Consider whether your research will be of quantitative or qualitative nature. 

 

Describe and motivate: 

- the proposed data collection method  

➢ there are several data collection methods. Will you make use of secondary data, or 

carry out your own survey or experiment? Or will you collect data by doing 

interviews, observations, or will it be a desk research? Is the data collection 

(method) reliable (is there evidence of care and accuracy)?  Are the data collection 

instruments clearly named and explained?; 

- the sampling strategy, unit(s) of analysis, sample, and population. For example who will be 

the respondents, how many, how are (were) they selected? Is the sampling technique and 

sample size appropriate? Is the target population (human or non-human) clearly described; 

- the period the research covers and the area (for example countries); 

- the operationalizaton (how will you measure the key concepts? Consider the reliability and 

validity);   

- the proposed methods of data-analysis. For example: (non)parametric statistical tests, 

regression analysis, pattern matching, coding, and identifying relations, interview analysis, 

etc.);  

- the expected results (in case of testing hypotheses) 

When describing and explaining the above, consider the pros and cons of the choices you make so 

that choices can be justified. In addition, discuss the limitations of the proposed method(s) or 

technique(s). Address ethical issues such as the rights and confidentiality or anonymity of the 

research participants.  
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Activities and timetable  

Use the timetable of the course manual and personalize it. Break down the research paper into 

several parts or sections that you need to write and include these sections in the timetable. Include a 

deadline for each section.  

Make sure to include time for writing the draft versions of the results and conclusion. Include time 

for the plenary and individual meetings. Also plan ample time (a week at least) for collecting 

feedback, rewriting, and editing and final revisions.  

 

Writing tips and ethics 

Make sure that you write complete sentences and coherent paragraphs and that there is a logical 

sequence in the information presented. Avoid the use of bullet points.  

Write clearly and concisely. Your sentences should be easily understood. Avoid unnecessary 

repetitions and irrelevant information (information that does not contribute to finding the answer to 

the research question). Also avoid subjective wording (adjectives like: very, a lot, long time, etc.). 

Make sure to follow referencing conventions and to have a good structure and layout. For more 

writing guidelines, you can consult the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 

(2020). The manual can be found in the catalogue of the library of the UU.      

 

Note that presenting others' work as your own work is plagiarism and is not allowed. Submitted 

papers will be checked for plagiarism. Make sure that sources are referenced appropriately in your 

text. This includes using quotations, other people’s graphs, illustrations, or statistics, and citing your 

own work. Additionally, please be aware that copy-pasting AI generated text can also be considered 

as fraud. If you use AI to help you to organize your ideas and with grammar and academic writing, 

please mention it in the proposal/paper.  

 

Further reading 

Dudenhefer P. (2014). A Guide to Writing in Economics. Duke University.  

Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 7th edition (2020).  

 


