Research Problem Statement Worksheet
Work through the six steps in order. By the end you will have a drafted problem statement.
Most weak problem statements are weak because they were written before the literature was read. Do not skip to Step 5.
Step 1  ·  The broad area
One sentence. The field, not the problem. 'Customer retention in Indian retail banking', not 'why customers leave banks'.
My broad research area is …
Step 2  ·  What is already known
Name three recent studies in this area and what each established. If you cannot fill all three rows, you have not read enough to define a problem yet.

	Author and year
	What this study established

	
	

	
	

	
	



Step 3  ·  What those studies left unresolved
Look at the limitations and future-work sections of the three papers above. Quote or paraphrase what each one said was still needed. This is where real research gaps come from — not from guessing.

	Source
	Stated limitation or future work

	
	

	
	

	
	



Step 4  ·  Why the gap matters
Who is affected by this gap being unfilled, and what goes wrong because of it? A gap with no consequence is a curiosity, not a research problem.
This gap matters because …
Step 5  ·  Draft the problem statement
Assemble Steps 1–4 into one paragraph using this shape:
•  Context — one sentence on the area and why it matters
•  What is known — one sentence summarising existing work
•  The gap — 'However, … has not been established'
•  Consequence — what the gap prevents
•  Purpose — 'This study therefore investigates …'

Draft problem statement
Step 6  ·  Test it
Answer each honestly. A 'no' means go back, not forward.
☐  Specific — could someone else tell whether I had solved it?
☐  Researchable — can it be answered with data I can actually collect?
☐  Original — does it address something the three sources said was unresolved?
☐  Significant — does something change if it is answered?
☐  Feasible — can it be done with my time, access and resources?
☐  Scoped — is it narrow enough for one thesis rather than a career?
☐  Supported — does every claim in it trace to a source I have read?
A Worked Example
Weak version
"There is little research on employee retention in the IT sector. This study will examine employee retention in IT companies."
Why it fails: 'little research' is unverified, no gap is named, no consequence is stated, and the scope is the whole sector.
Stronger version
"Attrition among mid-career software engineers in Indian IT services firms has been studied largely through compensation models. Recent work has established that pay accounts for a declining share of the variance in retention, and has called for examination of non-financial factors. However, the role of perceived career-path clarity has not been tested in the Indian IT context. Without this, retention interventions continue to be designed around compensation alone. This study therefore investigates the relationship between perceived career-path clarity and retention intention among mid-career engineers in Tier-1 Indian IT services firms."
Why it works: the area is specific, the existing work is characterised, the gap is named and traced to a stated call for research, the consequence is concrete, and the population is bounded.
Common Mistakes
1.  Writing the problem before reading the literature — the commonest cause of a rejected synopsis.
2.  Claiming 'no research exists' — reviewers read this as 'I did not search properly'.
3.  Stating a topic instead of a problem. 'Social media marketing' is a topic. A problem contains a tension.
4.  Scope too broad to finish. If it would take three teams five years, it is not a thesis.
5.  A gap with no consequence. Something must change if you answer it.

Stuck on Step 3? That is usually a literature problem, not a writing problem. Zonduo helps scholars locate and validate research gaps — zonduo.com/problem-writing.html
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