
METHODS BENCH
Problem Statement Template
Turn a broad topic into a clear, evidence-based research problem


	A strong problem statement does more than introduce a topic. It explains what is going wrong, who is affected, where it is happening, why it matters, what remains unresolved and how the proposed study responds to that gap.



SUITABLE FOR:
Academic proposals  ·  Ethics submissions  ·  Grant applications  ·  Concept notes  ·  Research planning


methodsbench.com


SECTION 1  Start with your broad topic
What general area are you interested in studying?
At this stage, the topic can be broad. The next sections will help you turn it into a specific research problem.
SENTENCE STARTER
My broad research topic is:
	




EXAMPLE
	Student mental health



	A topic is not yet a problem. It only tells the reader the area you are interested in.


SECTION 2  What is the problem?
What is the gap between what is happening and what should be happening?
A problem is an existing negative state — not simply the absence of your proposed solution. Good problem statements show what is going wrong, why the current situation is inadequate, and what should ideally be happening.
SENTENCE STARTER
Although [what should be happening], [what is currently happening / the problem].
	





EXAMPLE
	Although university students should have access to timely and appropriate mental health support, many students experience distress without receiving adequate care.



  Reviewer check:    Can the reader see what is wrong?


SECTION 3  Who is affected and where?
Who experiences this problem, and in what setting?
Avoid vague populations such as "people" or "communities" unless you define them clearly. Be specific about who is affected and where.
SENTENCE STARTER
This problem affects [population] in [setting / location].
	





EXAMPLE
	This problem affects university students in Uganda, particularly those studying in settings where campus-based mental health support is limited.



  Reviewer check:    Can the reader identify the population and setting?
SECTION 4  How big or serious is the problem?
What evidence shows the magnitude, distribution, severity or trend of the problem?
Use evidence where possible — published studies, survey data, programme data, routine records, policy reports or credible estimates. If you do not yet have evidence, write what kind of data you need to find.
SENTENCE STARTER
Available evidence shows that [statistic / trend / evidence], suggesting that [interpretation].
	





SOURCE / YEAR:
	



EXAMPLE
	Available evidence shows that [X%] of university students report symptoms of depression or severe psychological distress [source, year], suggesting that mental health concerns are a significant student wellbeing issue.



	Replace [X%] and [source/year] with verified data before using this in a proposal.



  Reviewer check:    Have you shown that the problem is serious enough to justify a study?


SECTION 5  What are the consequences?
What happens if this problem continues?
Explain why the problem matters. Consequences may affect individuals, households, institutions, health services, education outcomes, policy, equity, costs, programme performance or knowledge.
SENTENCE STARTER
If not addressed, this problem may lead to [consequences].
	





EXAMPLE
	If not addressed, poor student mental health may affect learning, academic performance, retention, social relationships and overall wellbeing.



  Reviewer check:    Have you explained why the problem matters?
SECTION 6  What contributes to the problem?
What factors, barriers or system issues may be driving or sustaining the problem?
Contributing factors may be social, economic, cultural, behavioural, institutional, health system-related, policy-related, geographic, informational or service-delivery related.
SENTENCE STARTER
The problem may be influenced by [factor 1], [factor 2] and [factor 3].
	





EXAMPLE
	The problem may be influenced by stigma, limited awareness of available support, inadequate campus-based mental health services and uncertainty about where students can seek help.



  Reviewer check:    Have you shown what may be driving the problem?


SECTION 7  What is already known or tried?
What evidence, interventions, policies, services or programmes already exist?
This does not need to be a full literature review. Briefly show what is already known, attempted or available — and where the limits of that knowledge are.
SENTENCE STARTER
Previous studies / programmes / policies have shown that [what is known or tried].
	





EXAMPLE
	Previous studies have documented high levels of psychological distress among university students, and some universities have introduced counselling or student support services.



  Reviewer check:    Have you shown that you understand the current evidence or response?
SECTION 8  What gap remains?
What is still unknown, insufficient, unresolved or poorly addressed?
This is the gap your study responds to. It may be an evidence gap, service gap, implementation gap, policy gap, contextual gap or methodological gap. Avoid vague gaps such as "there is limited research" unless you explain exactly what is limited and why.
SENTENCE STARTER
However, little is known about [specific gap], particularly among / in [population or setting].
	





EXAMPLE
	However, little is known about how university students in Uganda seek, use or avoid available mental health support, and what barriers shape these decisions.



  Reviewer check:    Is the gap specific enough to justify your study?


SECTION 9  Why this study?
How will your study respond to the gap?
Do not overclaim. Your study does not need to solve the entire problem. It should make a clear contribution to understanding, improving, evaluating or addressing part of the problem.
SENTENCE STARTER
This study will [explore / examine / assess / evaluate / document] [focus of study] in order to [intended contribution].
	





EXAMPLE
	This study will explore barriers to seeking and using mental health support among university students in Uganda in order to inform more responsive student support services.



  Reviewer check:    Have you explained why the study is needed now?
SECTION 10  Build your problem statement
Now combine your answers into one clear paragraph. Use the structure below as a guide.

	1. CONTEXT
	In [setting], [population] experiences [broad issue / problem area].

	2. NEGATIVE STATE + DATA
	Evidence shows that [data / trend], indicating [nature / extent of the problem].

	3. CONSEQUENCES
	This matters because [consequences].

	4. CONTRIBUTING FACTORS
	The problem may be shaped by [key factors / barriers].

	5. WHAT IS KNOWN
	Although [existing evidence / intervention / policy], [limitation].

	6. GAP
	However, [specific gap] remains poorly understood or insufficiently addressed.

	7. STUDY PURPOSE
	Therefore, this study aims to [study purpose] to [contribution / use].



YOUR FULL PROBLEM STATEMENT
	








	Your problem statement does not need to be long. It needs to be logical, specific and clearly linked to the study purpose.




SECTION 11  Weak vs stronger example

	WEAK EXAMPLE
	STRONGER EXAMPLE

	"Depression among university students is increasing."
Why it is weak:
•  Does not say where
•  Does not define which students
•  Does not show magnitude
•  Does not explain consequences
•  Does not identify a gap
•  Does not explain why the study is needed
	"Among university students in Uganda, [X%] report symptoms of depression or severe psychological distress [source, year]. Poor mental health can affect learning, academic performance, retention and overall wellbeing. Although universities may offer some forms of student support, access to campus-based mental health services remains limited, and little is known about how students seek, use or avoid available services. This study explores these barriers to inform more responsive student mental health support."
	WHO + WHERE
	University students in Uganda

	MAGNITUDE
	[X%] report depression or severe distress

	CONSEQUENCES
	Affects learning, performance, retention and wellbeing

	NEGATIVE STATE
	Campus mental health services remain limited

	GAP
	Little known about how students seek or avoid support

	STUDY PURPOSE
	Explore barriers to inform more responsive support






	Replace [X%] and [source/year] with verified evidence before using this example in a proposal.




SECTION 12  Before you submit, ask:

□  Have I shown the gap between what is happening and what should be happening?
□  Have I named who is affected?
□  Have I located the problem in a specific setting?
□  Have I shown magnitude using evidence, or stated what evidence I still need?
□  Have I explained the consequences?
□  Have I identified contributing factors or barriers?
□  Have I shown what is already known or tried?
□  Have I clearly stated what gap remains?
□  Have I explained why this study is needed?
□  Is the problem statement linked to my study purpose?
□  Is the problem statement concise and focused?

	Do not just introduce the topic. Make the problem visible.


SECTION 13  Quick self-score
Score your current problem statement from 1 to 5.

1  Mostly a broad topic — no specific problem, population or gap.
2  Topic plus some background — beginning to show the problem.
3  Problem is partly visible but still vague in population, evidence or gap.
4  Clear problem, but some evidence, consequences or gap needs strengthening.
5  Specific, evidence-based, located, consequential and linked to study purpose.

MY SCORE:
  1       2       3       4       5     

MY TOP THREE REVISIONS:
1.
2.
3.
2

