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To develop a research
question, follow
these five steps:

If you’ve watched our introductory video on Developing a Research Question, you’ll know that to create a
research question we suggest you follow five basic steps:
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One, pick a topic; two, narrow the topic; three, list some questions; four, pick a question; and five, focus the
question. You may wonder, "how does this work in practice?"

To answer this, we’ll follow the case of Jill, a Geography student, who used this method to pick a topic and
develop a question for her research paper.
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Recently, Jill took the Coastal Processes and Landforms course. The course had a research paper assignment. Jill knew after
reading the chapter in her textbook that covered beach environments that she wanted to write her paper on this topic

That's because lJill loves the beach.

Page 3 of 13



Picking a Topic and Developing a Research
_Question in Geography and Environmental Studies

Jill'is from Fort Erie, Ontario. All her life, Jill has loved going to the beaches in the area, like Crystal Beach,
Waverly Beach, and Pleasant Beach, and she was very interested in these specific beach environments.

each environment

Coastal erosion

She knew that her initial topic was too broad, so she decided to narrow it by looking at one issue mentioned in
her text, coastal erosion.

Page 4 of 13



Picking a Topic and Developing a Research
Question in Geography and Environmental Studies

2. Narrow the topic

Coastal erosion

But that topic was still very broad, so the next step in Jill's approach was to narrow the topic further.

To do this, Jill started to write out some different aspects of the topic.

2. Narrow the topic

Processes that lead to

- Supply of sand

- gea level rise

Coastal erosion

- human cauges

- atorm action

From her textbook, she listed out some processes that lead to coastal erosion, such as supply of sand, and sea
level rise.
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2. Narrow the topic

Processes that lead to

- supply of cand

- gea level rise

Coastal erosion

Prevention of

- human causes

- atorm action

- geawall
- tidal barrier

- groyne
- beach nourichment

- dredging
- breskwater

She listed some methods that are applied to prevent erosion, such as seawalls and tidal barriers...

2. Narrow the topic

Management of

- by policy
Processes that lead to y
- by planning
- supply of sand
- gea level rise - by practice

Coastal erosion

Prevention of

- human cauges

- atorm action

- geawall
- tidal barrier

- groyne
- beach nourichment

- dredging
- breakwater

...and she listed some management strategies that have been implemented to deal with erosion, such as policies
or planning.
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2. Narrow the topic

Processes that lead to

Management of

- by policy

- by planning
- supply of cand

- gea level rise - by practice
Coastal erosion
- human causes

- storm action

Prevention of

Occurring at

- seawall
- Lake Erie - tidal barrier
- North Shore
- groyne

= Gryakdl Bsach - beach nourichment

- Waverly Beach

- dredain
- Pleasant Beach org

- breakwater

Another way Jill narrowed the topic was by adding a specific geographical component - the north shore of Lake
Erie near Fort Erie.

3. List some questions

What morphological changes are occurring on the
Lake Erie coastline?

How have fluctuating water levels in Lake Erie
impacted coastal zone processes in the Fort Erie
area?

What coastal management strategies have been
developed for the beaches around Fort Erie?

Then, lill listed out some questions on these aspects, such as: What morphological changes are occurring on the
Lake Erie coastline and what coastal management strategies have been developed for the beaches around Fort
Erie? Jill decided to focus on the management of coastal erosion in the Fort Erie area.
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388 INTRODLCTICN TO COASTAL PROCESSES & GEONMORPHCLOGY

coast depends mare on socioeconamic and poltica’ factos than on physical
factors. For example, Tol et al, (2008) examine tae adeptive canacity of differznt
European countrizs to sez-level rise. They argue that, irrespective of coastling
typz, policy responses vary considerably between countries, which means that
the impacts of fatura cea-level rise will ba more strongly detesmired by coastal
management policy rether than coastal processes and geomorphology.

12.4.4 Coastal menagement policy for the twventy-first century

Coastal management covers three broad areas (Carter, 1588):

¢ Tolicy relates te the political and administrative framework through which
woastal management s egulated, princizally taough legisation and
edueation

Planning is the process of allceztion of environmental, ecological, social
ar acoromic resourzes. Plarning may be negative n that it d scourages
development, cr pasitive in that it encoureges it

Practice covers the :echnigues needed for implementasien of planning

decisions, or tor undertaking restorative or remedial worgs. Fractices range

from building coestal protection s:ructures to plancirg marram grass.

The three areas are dosely related, and develcpmentsin one area tend to inform
\lL’\v‘L‘I.)},lIIL‘I\lh in the otler tvo.

In the pas: coastal managemeni was often concerned with single issues
tha: could be dealt with by a single authority. This Is no lorger the case due to
increased compleity of zoastal management issues and the sparial and -empao-
ral scales at which they operat2. Integrated coastal management (ICM) refers

RS 3 ; Y

As Jill continued to read in her textbook, she came across a discussion of the integrated coastal management
approach, a relatively recent approach to coastal zone management that takes into account a fuller range of
factors and issues affecting a stretch of coastline.

In the past, coastal management was often concerned with single issues
that could be dealt with by a single authority. This is no longer the case due to
increased complexity of coastal management issues and the spatial and tempo-
ral scales at which they operate. [Integrated coastal management [ICM) refers
to the management approach that considers the range of scientific and human
issues affecting a coastal stretch, different coastal users (including administra-

tive authorities, environmental organisations, industry and other interest groups),
available legislation, engineering and expertise, and which effectively integrates
policy, planning and practice. As such, ICM is a dynamic process in which a coor-
dinated strategy is developed and implemented for the allocation of resources to
achieve the conservation and sustainable use of the coastal zone. Geographically,

She decided to include the integrated coastal management approach into her research topic.
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Once lJill had some preliminary questions, she began to conduct some initial research using one of the library’s
research databases - GeoBase. She used GeoBase because she knew it would help her find peer-reviewed
research articles, and that it focused specifically on geography and environmental studies research.
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She used the keywords “coastal zone management” and “Lake Erie” to get an idea of how much scholarly
research has been done on this topic.
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She found a number of articles that seemed relevant and read their abstracts and conclusions.
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Jill downloaded and saved the citations of these papers so that she could later indicate where she got her ideas
from when formulating her research question and thesis statement.
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that all needed management elements are incorporated into linal watershed plans within
the coastal zone of Lake Eric in Ohio.

Similar issucs oceur within the Long Point region of Lake Erie in Ontario, Canada.
Although several planning arrangements are in place—with @ watershed plan. shoreline
management plan. and regional land use plan—coordination and a focus effort on the Fake
[irie coast is lacking. Lifforts need to be taken in order to bring together the variety of
agencies and responsipie bodies [0 develnp a more eiiecive and coordindied approach so

thal watershed and coastal planning can be seen as a single, more unilied, comprehensive

svalem I'or decision nmking. Such progress as exhibited in Ohio, and called Tor in Onlario,
cun only advance the ¢llorts within the Great Lukes basin o ensure that the intended aims ol
both watershed und coastal planning can be mel through achieving a strong teurn approach
in order t meet the challenges and opportunitics facing a socicty plucing such increasing
importance to the wisc usc and sustaincd management of these eritical environments.

Some of these preliminary findings even indicated to her the direction her own research might take.

Jill’s research question:

“What integrated coastal management
principles have been implemented along
the Lake Erie North shore to manage
coastal erosion?”

At this point, Jill was able to formulate her research question as: “What integrated coastal management
principles have been implemented along the Lake Erie North Shore to manage coastal erosion?”
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Jill’s thesis statement:

“Integrated coastal management
principles have not been implemented in
the Lake Erie North Shore region due to
lack of coordination between various
levels of government responsible for
shoreline management, watershed
planning, and land use planning’’

Using some of the research she already found, Jill was also able to turn this question into a thesis statement.

Her thesis basically stated that: “Integrated coastal management principles have not been implemented in the
Lake Erie North Shore region due to lack of coordination between various levels of government.”

Jill was then able to proceed with a more comprehensive literature review, and undertake the rest of her
research.
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Questions?

library.wlu.ca/help/askus
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If you have any questions, ask us at library.wlu.ca/help/askus

Help us improve

> o How helpful was
CD a7 thisvideo?

- Click to Give
Feedback

Iell LAURIER ¥

Let us know whether or not this video was helpful.

Go to fluidsurveys.com/s/videofeedback to give us feedback and help us improve.
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