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1. Introduction
Before a researcher begins collecting data, conducting interviews, or running surveys, they must
first prepare a clear plan — a blueprint — that guides every step of the research. This plan is
called the Research Design. Just as an architect draws a blueprint before constructing a building, a
researcher draws a research design before starting a study.
Without a research design, research would be unguided, unorganised, and unreliable. A good
research design ensures that the study is conducted systematically, that the right data is collected
from the right people, using the right methods, and that the findings are accurate and trustworthy.

2. Meaning and Definition of Research Design

Definition (Core)
Research design is a structured blueprint or strategy for a study, outlining how data will be
collected, measured, and analyzed to address research questions efficiently. It serves as a
framework, minimizing bias while maximizing reliability and validity. It is the logical and systematic
planning in directing the research. It is a plan of study which is generally tentative in nature — a
tentative strategy of the research process, which is most likely to be modified by new aspects,
new conditions and new interrelations between variables as the research progresses. It is a
detailed plan of laying down the points about how the research will be carried out.

According to William Zikmund (2009), research design is a master plan specifying the methods
and procedures for collecting and analyzing the needed information. It serves as a framework for
action, determining the structure of the research—exploratory, descriptive, or causal—and
detailing the sampling, data collection, and analysis procedures.

3. Key Questions a Research Design Addresses
A research design focuses on the following important questions that every researcher must answer
before beginning:

# Question What It Means

1 What is the problem under
study?

The exact social issue or research question to be investigated

2 What is the major research
question?

The central question that the entire study aims to answer

3 What is the area of study? The population — who or what is being studied

4 How many people will be
studied?

The sample size — how large the study will be

5 How will people be selected? Sampling method — random, purposive, stratified, etc.



6 What methods and techniques
will be used?

Interview, questionnaire, observation, schedule, etc.

4. Types of Research Design
Research designs in social work research are broadly classified into four major types based on the
purpose and nature of the study:

Type 1: Exploratory Research Design

Meaning
Exploratory studies aim to explore a phenomenon and develop an understanding of it, so that a
precise research problem can be formulated for some future study. An exploratory research
design is used when studying a new or unfamiliar phenomenon to generate insights and
understanding. It is often used when little is known about a topic, making it ideal for uncovering
new ideas, theories, or trends that require deeper investigation. They are undertaken when
relatively little is known about the phenomenon to be researched.

Purpose of Exploratory Research
• To collect facts which will help formulate a precise research problem
• To generate sound hypotheses for further research
• To get acquainted with a phenomenon the researcher wishes to study later
• To clarify concepts and establish future research priorities
• To gather information about actual conditions affecting an intended research study

What Falls Under Exploratory Research?
• Observational studies of unique or unusual situations
• First-hand knowledge gathering about radical or religious movements
• Clinical case histories of persons, groups, and events
• Anthropological accounts of least-explored tribal societies

Note: An exploratory study is just an initial step in a continuous research process — it is not a
self-sufficient, detached entity. It opens a door; it does not complete the journey.

Example: A social work researcher notices that many elderly people living alone in Aligarh face
serious mental health problems. Since this has not been studied before, she conducts an
exploratory study — interviewing 20 elderly individuals to understand the nature and extent of their
isolation, loneliness, and depression. This study will later help design a formal research project on
elder mental health.

Example: A social worker in Delhi observes that transgender individuals face severe
discrimination when accessing government hospital services. Since no systematic research exists
on this, an exploratory study documents their experiences for the first time — creating the
foundation for future advocacy research.



Type 2: Descriptive Research Design

Meaning
The objective of a descriptive research study is to describe some phenomenon, situation, event,
people, group or community. A descriptive study is basically a fact-finding exercise. Descriptive
research design is a structured, non-experimental methodology used to systematically observe,
record, and analyze the current characteristics, behaviors, or trends of a population or
phenomenon. It answers "what," "where," "when," and "how" questions rather than "why,"
focusing on providing a detailed, accurate picture without manipulating variables.

Key Characteristics of Descriptive Research
• Answers the question: 'What is the situation?' — not 'why' or 'what will happen'
• Measures and describes the present state of a social phenomenon
• Provides detailed numerical descriptions (frequencies, percentages, averages)
• Focuses on a well-defined population or community
• Estimates the proportion of people holding certain views or attitudes

Example: A social work researcher studying a slum community in Agra wants to describe its
demographic profile. The descriptive study reveals: 62% of residents are below 30 years old, 45%
are daily wage labourers, 38% of children have never attended school, and only 20% of women
have completed primary education. This factual picture helps design a targeted welfare
programme.

Example: A researcher undertakes a descriptive study of domestic violence in rural Uttar
Pradesh. The findings show: 78% of victims are married women aged 18–35, 65% belong to
lower-income households, and 80% have no formal education. This description helps an NGO
design a targeted intervention for this specific group.

Type 3: Diagnostic Research Design

Meaning
Diagnostic studies are concerned with discovering and testing whether certain variables are
associated with a particular thing. Diagnostic research design is a structured approach aimed at
identifying the root causes of a specific problem, phenomenon, or anomaly. It goes beyond
description to analyze why something is happening by examining the relationship between
variables, often utilizing surveys, interviews, and data analysis to provide actionable insights for
solutions.

Purpose of Diagnostic Research
• To find out whether certain variables are associated with each other
• To determine the frequency of occurrence of a social phenomenon
• To understand the ways in which one phenomenon is connected to another
• To 'diagnose' the root cause or contributing factors of a social problem



Example: A researcher asks: 'Do people belonging to a particular caste usually vote for a
particular political party?' The diagnostic study examines the association between caste (variable 1)
and voting behaviour (variable 2) — testing whether a relationship exists.

Example: A social work researcher wants to diagnose why school dropout rates are so high
among girls in a district of Rajasthan. The diagnostic study examines the association between
dropout rates and variables like: household income, distance to school, parental education, and
early marriage. The study reveals that early marriage accounts for 58% of girl dropouts — directly
pointing to where intervention must focus.

Common Features: Descriptive and Diagnostic Studies
Both descriptive and diagnostic studies share important similarities:

• Both differ considerably from exploratory research — their design is much more structured
• Both presuppose much prior knowledge about the nature of the research problem
• In both, the unit of analysis is clearly specified in advance
• The researcher must be clear about what they want to study and how
• Decisions about variables, observations, evidence, and tools are made beforehand

Type 4: Experimental Research Design

Meaning
The central feature of the experimental method is to draw inferences by observation of human
relations under controlled conditions. Experimental studies are primarily concerned with testing
causal hypotheses. The significance of experimental research is that it allows the investigator to
draw causal inferences and observe with relatively little difficulty whether or not the independent
variable caused change in the dependent variable. In experimental research design, you
manipulate one or more variables to observe the effect on another variable. This design allows
you to establish cause-and-effect relationships, helping you draw solid conclusions about how
changes in one factor impact another.

Example: A social work researcher wants to test whether a new life-skills training programme
reduces aggression in juvenile offenders. Two groups are formed: Group A (receives training —
experimental group) and Group B (receives no training — control group). Aggression is measured
before and after. If Group A shows significantly lower aggression scores while Group B does not,
the researcher can conclude that the training caused the reduction. This is comparison +
manipulation + control in action.

Example: A researcher at AMU tests whether group counselling (independent variable)
improves social adaptability (dependent variable) in children with intellectual disabilities. One
group receives 12 weeks of group counselling; the other receives standard care. Comparing
adaptability scores before and after, the researcher draws causal inferences about the
effectiveness of group counselling.

5. Key Principles for Designing Research Studies
The following principles must be kept in mind while designing any research study — especially
descriptive and diagnostic ones:



• Objectivity: The research design must demand strict adherence to objectivity to eliminate
any chances of personal bias. The researcher must remain neutral.

• Economy: The design must be prepared with utmost care keeping in view research
economy — collecting sufficient data without wasting time, money or effort.

• Accurate Problem Formulation: The first step is always to formulate the research
problem accurately. A vague problem leads to a vague study.

• Clear Conceptual Definitions: All concepts must be clearly defined and operationalised
— converted into measurable, observable indicators.

• Appropriate Data Collection Methods: The researcher must select the right method —
observation, interview, schedule, or mail questionnaire — keeping in mind each method's
advantages and disadvantages.

• Sampling: Since it is impossible to study every single person in a population, a
representative sample is drawn so that relevant information is gathered with research
economy.

6. Quick Comparison of All Four Types of Research Design

Feature Exploratory Descriptive Diagnostic Experimental

Main Purpose Explore unknown
areas

Describe
phenomenon

Find associations Test cause-effect

Prior
Knowledge
Needed

Very little Moderate Moderate to High High

Structure Loose / Flexible Structured Structured Highly Structured

Type of
Question

What is going on? What is the
situation?

What is related to
what?

What caused
this?

Key Output Hypotheses, new
areas

Facts, profiles,
statistics

Associations,
frequencies

Causal
inferences

Social Work
Example

Study gig workers'
problems for the
first time

Profile of slum
community by
age, income,
education

Does caste affect
voting? Does income
affect dropout rates?

Does group
therapy reduce
aggression in
juveniles?

7. Conclusion
Research design is the backbone of any research study. Just as a building cannot be constructed
without an architect's blueprint, no meaningful research can be conducted without a carefully
planned research design. It gives direction, structure, and credibility to the entire research process.
The four types of research design — Exploratory, Descriptive, Diagnostic, and Experimental —
each serve a distinct purpose. Exploratory research opens new doors; descriptive research paints



a detailed picture; diagnostic research uncovers associations and causes; and experimental
research tests cause-and-effect relationships under controlled conditions.
In social work research, where the goal is to understand human suffering and design effective
interventions, choosing the right research design is not merely an academic decision — it is a
moral responsibility. A poorly designed study may lead to wrong conclusions, wasted resources,
and — most critically — ineffective or harmful interventions for the most vulnerable people in
society.

— End of Answer —


