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QUALITATIVE DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

 

Note: While students can work on the proposal throughout the program, many students utilize  

           ORLD 620 to perform a pilot study for the eventual proposal.  This allows the student to  

           assess the feasibility of the study and adjust the research design.  For the capstone course,  

           ORLD 624, students often utilize that class to build their dissertation proposal.   

 

An official dissertation proposal cannot be submitted until all coursework has been 

completed with an A or B, the doctoral internship is complete, the comprehensive exams 

have been successfully passed, and a dissertation committee has been formed and 

approved.   

 

This Proposal becomes the foundation for the first four chapters of your  

dissertation. This document will be used for your Proposal defense. 
 

 

Notes on Title: The title should align with purpose of the study and research question(s).  The  

                           title should indicate the methodology, as well as location and population of the  

                           study.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

 

Introduction should include purpose and rationale for the study should be depicted with 

supporting research evidence.  The introduction is one of the most important aspects of the 

proposal, it is how you capture the attention the reader.   

 

Provides a high-level overview of background information supporting the study, a brief history 

of the subject matter, as well as a mini literature overview of the key areas of interest within the 

study.  It needs to be engaging and supported with citations.   

 

(THERE IS NOT A LEVEL ONE HEADING ‘INTRODUCTION,’ JUST THE CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION HEADER) 

 

Background of the Problem 

Describes the problem that the study is seeking to address.  Describes the history of the problem 

and how that led to the problem that is necessitating this research.  Think about what literature 

has revealed about the problem, what is missing in the literature, and why this study is important 

relative to the problem.  This section may address what needs to be improved in terms of 

research design.  This section must be supported with empirical research.   

 

Trend in the Literature 

Succinctly discusses the trends and foci of previous research.  Identifies the gap in the literature 

(What is missing?  How the study fills the gap?)  It addresses what has yet to be empirically 

explored or attempted.  This section should address how the study will add to the body of 

knowledge.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

A concise statement of the purpose of the study.  The purpose statement should align with the 

title and research question(s).   

 

Significance of the Study 

Describes how the study will contribute to the body of knowledge and who will potentially 

benefit from the results of the study.  Discussed in terms of how the study contributes to the body 

of knowledge related to organizational leadership.  This section is answering the “So What?”  

There are two main aspects of significance, scientific and practical.   

 

Scientific Significance (This includes theoretical and methodological significance.) 

• Theoretical Significance – Addresses how the study contributes to existing theory.   

• Methodological Significance – Addresses how the study employs innovative analysis that 

will enrich the methodological topography.   

 

Practical Significance 

• This addresses specifically how the study is relevant to organizational leadership 

• What are the leadership implications from the study? 

• How can findings from the study be utilized to address real world problems? 

• This section may also address policy and political implications and significance. 
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Scope of the Study 

Provides a general outline of what the study covers.  Defines the parameters and boundaries of 

the study.  Should have appropriate citations to support the scope.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Identifies and defines terms that are unique to the study. 

 

Organization of the Study 

Provides a high-level overview of what will be included in the remaining chapters, including 

appendices. 

  



4 

 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

This chapter should begin with an introduction describing an overview of the chapter. 

 

Body of Literature Review 

The level headings and design should be based on what makes the most sense relative to your 

argument.   

 

There is no hard and fast method of writing a literature review. 

• The format of the literature review will depend on the purpose or focus of your research. 

• If the focus of the research is to challenge the methodological process then your literature 

review may focus on the methodological process of previous research.  For example, if 

the topic of interest has only been studied quantitatively; then, for a qualitative study you 

must argue why the qualitative approach is important.  

• If the focus is a problem with theoretical applications in previous research then the 

literature review may focus on the strength and weakness of the use of theory in prior 

research. 

• If the focus of the research is to contribute to the existing body of knowledge, then the 

literature review could be written in a thematic or chronological style or both. 

• The literature review depicts a review of the relevant literature as it relates to topic of 

interest for the study.  Leave extraneous studies out of the review – make it exhaustive 

but focused! 

 

A dissertation literature review is considered a complex literature review (Machi & McEvoy, 

2016) 
• Purpose to review literature to reveal a research problem for the study: 

o Presents current state of knowledge about a topic.  
o Argues how the current knowledge leads to a problem or question that leads to 

performing original research.  
o Initially – Describes what current research has found regarding topic (what is 

known) 
o Then – Researcher presents the thesis that defines the issue for future study 

 
Gap in the Literature 

This section should summarize the gap in the literature that is driving the study. The researcher 

should summarize the literature review making sure to highlight the gaps or weaknesses in the 

literature. 
 

Summary 
A concise summary of what was covered in the chapter and presentation of the next chapter (1-2 

paragraphs).  
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CHAPTER THREE: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS  

 

This chapter should begin with an introductory paragraph describing the chapter and what will be 

discussed. 

 

As with the literature review section, the layout of this chapter will depend on your specific 

study and the presentation that best supports making the argument for your study.  This chapter 

should include the conceptual framework, conceptual model, and the research questions and 

synthesizing questions.   

 

Some separate the sections, while others integrate the aspects together.  For example, you may 

discuss theory/concept A and how it connects to the study and then provide a synthesizing 

question or research proposition.  Then present theory/concept B and how it connects to the 

study, followed by a synthesizing question or research proposition.  Repeating as needed.  This is 

the format of many empirical articles.   

 

Conceptual Framework 

This section should address the theoretical or conceptual perspectives that inform the research.  It 

should compare and contrast competing theories or concepts and justify why the study is taking a 

particular perspective.  It describes how the conceptual foundation applies to the research 

problem.   

 

Conceptual Model 

This section may be integrated into the framework section.  It is a model of how one views the 

theories or concepts fitting together within the study.  It is a visual depiction of the theories or 

concepts that are framing the study. 

 

Research Questions 

As indicated, this section may be integrated with the conceptual framework throughout the 

chapter or it may be a separate section.  However, in some manner, within the chapter, the 

overarching research question(s) and synthesizing questions must be presented.   

 

Summary 

This should present a summary of what was covered in the chapter and introduce the following 

chapter.   

  



6 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  

 

The chapter should begin with a brief introductory paragraph regarding what will be covered in 

the chapter. 

 

Methodology 

Introduce overall approach (qualitative or quantitative) and provide justification for the 

approach.  Discuss the type of reasoning that will be utilized in the study (deductive or inductive 

logic) – many studies utilize both, see Loseke (2017). 

 

Research Design 

This section should indicate the type of qualitative tradition (ethnography, phenomenology, 

grounded theory, case study, narrative, interview study, etc.) that the study will utilize and the 

justification for that tradition.  It should be supported with citations.  This section should indicate 

that you have a strong understanding the tradition that will be employed in the study and how 

that tradition is the most appropriate for your study. 

 

Sample 

Describes the sample and participants.  It outlines the justification for sample selection and how 

the participants will be recruited.  It also discusses target sample size and the justification for that 

size.  The section should address target response rate and how you plan to manage recruitment 

challenges. 

 

Pre-Data Collection Protocols 

Addresses what will be done before data collection.  This should include gaining IRB approval 

and any other relevant pre-data collection issues that must be addressed. 

 

Data Collection 

Provide a step by step explanation on how you plan to collect your data. Discusses 

implementation by identifying the specific techniques that will be used to collect the data 

(interviews, focus groups, narrative analysis). Create study documents to operationalize the 

constructs of interest, and to answer your research question(s), (provide interview guide as 

Appendix). Discuss consent and other ethical issues in research as applicable.  The data 

collection procedures should align with the qualitative tradition’s data collection procedures. 

 

Data Analysis 

Describe how the data will be analyzed, analytical techniques to be applied, and what skills 

you will use to conduct the analysis (some examples but not an exhaustive list include: coding 

schemes, narrative analysis, qualitative software).  Should address how the data will be 

managed and stored, as well as how different types of data (when applicable) will be analyzed 

to generate results. 

 

Concepts and Measures 

Describes outcomes of interest and the explanatory factors for the study.  May be where you 

indicate timeline for the study and reference it in the appendix. 
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Reliability and Validity 

Should address how you plan to focus on developing reliability and validity in the study.  For 

qualitative research, this is often done by focusing on trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). 

 

Role of the Qualitative Researcher 

This section should discuss your role as a researcher and potential background information 

that may influence your interpretation of the results of the study.  Further, it should address 

your interpretive framework as a researcher.  

 

Limitations 

The section should include those characteristics of design or methodology that may impact or 

influence the interpretation of the findings from your research. They should be the constraints on 

generalizability and applications to practice. 

 

Delimitations 

In this section, you want to include characteristics imposed by you which define the boundaries 

of the study. You made conscious exclusionary and inclusionary decisions regarding the sample 

(including such information as geographic location), the concepts, and theoretical perspectives, 

which are aspects of the delimitations. 

 
Summary 

This should summarize what was presented in the chapter and make a final statement regarding 

why the methodology and research design are the best approach to address the purpose of the 

study. 
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Should be on a separate page(s) and APA formatted.  Make sure that all citations are listed in the 

Reference Section. 
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APPENDICIES 

 

This section should include any appendices that are referenced in the body of the proposal.  APA 

formatting must be followed.   

 

Common Qualitative Appendices Include: 

• IRB Review Board Training Certificate 

• IRB Application 

• Potential Recruitment Letter for Participants 

• Interview Guide 

• Timeline for the study (including proposal defense, IRB approval, data collection, data 

analysis, revisions of first part of study, write up of chapter 5 and 6, and dissertation 

defense) 

• Target Sample 

• Coding Scheme 

 

Please note that the order of the Appendices will be based on how they are introduced in the 

body of the proposal. 

 


