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Course Description 
 
Summary 
In the planning of research projects, research objects are addressed based on theory, 
methodology, and research methods. And, pending on the research object’s empirical 
substance, specific research techniques are required to undertake fieldwork. While 
methodological ‘triangulation’ and ‘mixed methods approaches’ are possible, the choice of 
methodology requires careful consideration taking into account the researcher’s 
epistemological standpoint, ontological preference. Against that background, specific 
methodologies and methods are identified to pursue the research question. Several research 
objectives and types of research questions can be distinguished, including for example, theory-
based or problem-oriented research objectives, or ‘how possible’ and ‘why’ questions, 
respectively. To familiarise the students with these distinct perspectives and choices, this 
seminar on Research Design in the Social Sciences addresses the research process that leads 
scholars to the position from which problem-oriented research assumptions can be made and 
more particular research questions can be formulated.  
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Long Version  
Since research objects, theory, and research methods need to be interrelated productively, 
designing research projects becomes a matter of ‘reflexive methodology,’ which involves a 
well-balanced account to the variety of qualitative work in the social sciences, including 
hermeneutic and/or interpretive methods, critical theory, or ethnography, to name but a few.  
Research design is thus to be understood as a reflexive process during which entails the 
following for central premises: 
 

(1) An initial idea of a topic is embedded in a field of research to which the project seeks to 
contribute; 

(2) Theoretical assumptions are reproduced (or operationalized) with regard to the 
problematique involved in the research topic; 

(3) Concrete points of empirical observation are consolidated; and  
(4) Corresponding research methods of relevance for the empirical research are arranged.  

 
According to the rationale underlying a reflexive approach to the social sciences, the choice and 
operationalisation of specific empirical research methodology, method and techniques (such as 
for example, field-work, interviews or other empirical enquiries including data-generation 
and/or collection) must correspond with prior conceptual choices. In practice, this implies 
adopting a ‘reflexive research process’ that pays particular attention to this relation between 
concept and research methodology that is central to social science research. In turn, taking a 
reflexive research approach also implies that conceptual decisions may be revised in reflection 
of preliminary empirical results. A reflexive research process may hence stimulate conceptual 
change. Against this backdrop, the course seeks to help doctoral students (or graduate students 
more generally) to develop the research design for their respective projects including a sensible 
time-frame so as to make sure that the required steps towards completing their PhD 
dissertation correspond with and contribute to ongoing debates in their respective discipline.  
 
In particular, the course will enable students to  

- Incorporate their respective research topic in the relevant literature;  
- Identify a convincing research puzzle; 
- Become aware of the methodological disposition of their project (e.g. explanatory, 

explorative, normative methodology); 
- Operationalize research assumptions from the relevant body of theoretical literature;  
- Choose one or more cases that work with a view to address their projects’ research 

puzzle; 
- Locate their research within a given disciplinary field, and – if applicable – across 

various disciplinary fields;  
- Understand the benefits but also pitfalls of research methods. 

 
The course is organized as a two-day en bloc seminar in the second half of the summer term. To 
warrant a productive learning environment, preparatory meetings will be arranged earlier 
during the semester: the first will address administrative purposes, the second will focus on 
the thorough preparation of the in-depth discussion of the student’s research designs during 
the en bloc seminar. For the en bloc seminar, students will prepare proposals of their research 
design taking account of their respective project’s process-oriented reflexion as regards to their 



choice of theory, methodology, method and research technique. Recommendations for the 
preparation of the research proposal will be discussed during the semester at the second 
preparatory session.  
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