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Background 

 

The purpose of research is to extend existing knowledge. To fulfil this purpose, researchers must identify 

and formulate relevant research problems. The problem formulation, in turn, guides the researcher in 

the generation of research questions and intended contributions. For doctoral students, it is essential to 

learn how to formulate problems within his/her research field in order to contribute to knowledge 

development. Furthermore, to develop skills in problem formulations is an important prerequisite for 

publications in high quality outlets. Thus, such skills are important not only for accomplishing a 

successful PhD thesis, but also for a future career development.  

 

 

Aim 

The overall aim of this course is to enable doctoral students to formulate well-motivated research 

problems and research questions within their fields of interest. The course covers discussions on 

scientific perspectives and how these relate to problem formulation. The course therefore aims to 

increase students’ understanding of how the problem formulation process may differ across various 

disciplines. Furthermore, the course focuses on the purpose of problem formulation, how research 

problems may be formulated, and how the doctoral student can apply these skills in the formulation of 

their own research problems.  

 

Course content  

The course consists of the following main components:  

• Review of scientific perspectives and different approaches to problem formulations 

• Analyses of problem formulations in previous research within various disciplines  

• Formulation of own research problem, research questions, and contributions   

 

Learning outcomes 

Upon successful completion of the course, the student should be able to: 

 

1. Understand the purpose and features of problem formulation in the context of academic 

writing. 

2. Understand how problem formulation is related to scientific perspectives. 

3. Critically assess claims of research contributions in published and unpublished work. 

4. Develop problem formulation skills in order to craft a significant and substantial research 

contribution.   

  



Teaching and learning activities 

The course is structured as a combination of lectures, seminar discussions, individual and group 

exercises, student presentations, and written assignments. The language of instruction and examination 

is English. 

  

Before the first course meeting, each participant should deliver a short thesis idea paper (approx. 1,000 

words) outlining the main research topic/idea/context of the dissertation (or article). Year of 

enrollment in the PhD program should also be indicated. The course mainly targets first (and second) 

year doctoral students, but senior doctoral students are also welcome. 

  

 Assessments 

 

• Active participations during lectures and seminars (Assessing learning outcome 1 and 2) 

• Reflective essay on the course literature (Assessing learning outcome 1, 2, 3)   

• Final essay (Assessing learning outcomes 1, 2, 3,4)  

  

Participation in all activities is compulsory. Performance on the course is assessed individually and 

graded according to a two-level scale (Pass or Fail). In order to pass the course, the student must have 

participated in all scheduled course meetings, and passed all assignments.  

 

  

Readings 

 

A complete list of reading material will be posted 1 months before the course starts.  

  



Course Schedule  

The course starts with the first series of lectures in January. It includes 5 Lectures (all at Stockholm 

Business School) and 3 seminars (all via Zoom). Depending on the composition of the class/student 

seminar 2-3 might be run in split parallel format lead by each teacher where different students will be 

allocated based on their discipline.  

Activity  Preparation  Content  

Lecture 1 

Jan 28  

13-16  

Short thesis idea paper (approx. 1 000 

words)  

Common lecture  

Problem formulation and its different 

approaches 

Lecture 2 

Jan 29  

10-12 

Read assigned material  

Common lecture  

Problem formulation and scientific 

perspectives  

Lecture 3 

Jan 29  

13-15 

Read assigned material 

Common lecture 

Problem formulation in prior research 

 

The relevance of the literature review 

Seminar 1 

(zoom) 

Feb 16 

13-16  

Reflection on problem formulation in 

published work 

Common seminar 

Discussion of reflection essays  

Lecture 4 

Feb 19 

10-12 

Read assigned material 

Andrea or Sara 

Problem formulations in different 

disciplines   

Lecture 5  

Feb 19 

13-15  

Read assigned material  

Andrea or Sara 

Problem the contribution in different 

disciplines   

Seminar 2 

(zoom) 

March 11  

13-16 

Draft 1 of problem formulation 

Peer reviews 

Discussion of draft 1 

Seminar 3 

(zoom) 

March 23  

13-16 

Draft 2 of problem formulation  

 

Peer reviews 

Discussion of Draft 2 
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