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Abstrac t 

Mainly, due to new scientific inquiries and technological advancements Knowledge 

becomes obsolete. So it creates a dilemma where the applicability of so called theories 

and models which we learnt in class can still be applied to solve problems? Thus, the 

scholars bring the notion of RESEARCH as a definite solution which enriches the existing 

understanding of a phenomenon. This can be either a theory testing or a theory 

extension (theory building) approach. In fact, gap identification and formulating a 

research problem are vital for a research project. The note details two approaches to 

identify research gap and thereby to formulate a research problem.     

What is Re se arc h?  

We  a s c o mme rc e  a nd  m a na g e me nt stud e nts, we  o fte n ta lk a b o ut La w o f De m a nd , 

The o ry o f ve nture  g ro wth, The o ry o f Re so urc e  Ba se d  Vie w, Inno va tio n The o ry, Big  

Five  The o ry, so  o n a nd  so  fo rth. The se  m o d e ls, the o rie s a nd  la ws a re  c re a te d  a s a  

re sult o f RESEARCH. As a c a d e m ic s we  d isse m ina te  kno wle dg e  utilizing  tho se  so  

c a lle d  the o rie s o r mo d e ls. But, tho se  the o rie s a nd  m o d e ls turn o ut to  b e  o utd a te d  o r 

o b so le te . The re fo re , the  a p p lic a b ility c a n b e  pro b le m a tic . Thus we  ne e d  a  so lutio n. 

Tha t is RESEARCH. Sim ply put, re se a rc h a tte mpts to  c re a te  ne w kno wle d g e . It c a n b e  

e ithe r a  the o ry te sting  a ppro a c h o r a  the o ry e xte nsio n a ppro a c h (the o ry b uild ing  

a ppro a c h). By m e a ns o f a  the o ry te sting  o r a  the o ry e xte nsio n a ppro a c he s ne w 

kno wle d g e  is c re a te d . Also , re se a rc h is no t a ll a b o ut c o lle c ting , c la ssifying , a nd  

a rra ng ing  me re  d a ta  a nd  info rm a tio n. It is a b o ut inte rpre ta tio n o f d a ta  a nd  

info rm a tio n. In fa c t, the o ry d e fine s pa ra me te rs a nd  po ssib ilitie s o f inte rpre ta tio n, 

(Uya ng o d a , 2011). Pe rha ps m o st no ta b ly, the se  inte rpre ta tio ns c a n le a d  to  e ithe r 

the o ry b uild ing  o r the o ry te sting . This is te rme d  a s the  va lid a tio n o f re se a rc h b a se d  

kno wle d g e , (Uya ng o d a , 2011).  

To  b e  m o re  c o nc ise , le t’ s ta ke  a n e xa m ple . Barne y (1991) po stulate d the  no tio n o f 

Re so urc e  Base d The o ry, whic h is o ne  o f the  se minal wo rks in the  c o nte mpo rary 

strate g ic  manag e me nt. He  state d that, ‘ [f]o ur e mpiric al indic ato rs o f the  po te ntial o f 

firm re so urc e s to  g e ne rate  sustaine d c o mpe titive  advantag e  – va lue , rare ne ss, 

imitab ility, and sustainab ility – are  disc usse d ’  (p .99). Thus a  partic ular re se arc he r may 

te st this the o ry in a  diffe re nt c o nte xt. He  may add mo re  variab le s o r c o nc e pts to  te st 

the  the o ry. Impo rtantly, he  may b uild  ratio na l re latio nships amo ng  variab le s. The se  
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re latio nships are  ac tua lly the o rist’ s g ue sse s ab o ut the  re ality. Suc h g ue sse s are  c alle d 

as ‘ Re se arc h Hypo the sis’  o r ‘ Pro po sitio ns’ . Fina lly, the  re se arc he r may te st the  

re se arc h hypo the sis and c o nc lude  the  va lidity o f the  the o ry. Thus, this is an e xample  

o f the o ry te sting  appro ac h.   

In c o ntra c t to  the o ry te sting , the o ry b uild ing  c a n b e  d e p ic te d  a s fo llo ws. Numb e r o f 

sc ho lars e xte nsive ly use s the  The o ry o f Re so urc e  Base d Vie w in o rde r to  disc uss 

ve nture  g ro wth. In fac t, this g ro wth variab le  is me asure d in te rms o f sa le s and 

e mplo yme nt g ro wth o f the  ve nture . Re c e ntly, Gayle n e t a l., (2009) c o ntrib ute d 

ano the r se minal pape r adding  Transac tio n Co st Ec o no mie s The o ry to  pre dic t whe n 

sa le s g ro wth will b e  o r will no t b e  ac c o mpanie d b y e mplo yme nt g ro wth. The se  two  

e xp lanatio ns (Re so urc e  Base d Vie w The o ry and Transac tio n Co st Ec o no mie s The o ry) 

de p ic t an o rig inal re se arc h g ap  whic h e ve ntua lly le ads to  the o ry e xte nsio n, (I.e . 

The o ry Building ). Simply put the re  is a  re se arc h g ap  to  amalg a mate  Re so urc e  Base d 

Vie w The o ry and Transac tio n Co st Ec o no mie s The o ry to g e the r. Thus, this is an 

e xample  o f the o ry b uilding  appro ac h.  

In the se  g ro und s a  wo rd  a b o ut Ac tio n Re se a rc h wo uld  b e ne fic ia l. This is b e c a use , 

c o mme rc e  a nd  m a na g e me nt stud e nts, whe n the y b e c o me  g rad ua te d  the y o p t to  

wo rk in m a na g e ria l po sitio ns. The y turn o ut to  b e  pro b le m so lve rs in c o m pa nie s. 

G ive n tha t, Ac tio n re se a rc h c a n b e  d e fine d  a s a n a ppro a c h whe re  a  re fle c tive  

pro c e ss o f p ro g re ssive  pro b le m so lving  le d  b y ind ividua ls wo rking  with o the rs in 

te a ms o r pa rt o f a  c o mmunity o f p ra c tic e  to  im pro ve  the  wa y the y a dd re ss issue s 

a nd  so lve  pro b le ms. This is a lso  c a lle d  a s pa rtic ipa to ry a c tio n re se a rc h.   

A pe rso n who  b uild s ne w kno wle d g e  is kno wn a s a  sc ho la r. Wha t the y a re  d o ing  is, 

the y a tte m pt to  e nric h o r a d just the  e xisting  und e rsta nd ing  o f a  phe no m e no n (i.e . 

the y e xte nd  o r te st the o ry). Sim ply sta te d  the y upd a te  the  kno wle d g e . The re b y, 

a b o ve  me ntio ne d  pro b le m o f a pplic a b ility c an b e  e lim ina te d .  

Re se arc h G ap and the  Re se arc h Proble m 

A we ll d e fine d  a nd  a  struc ture d  re se a rc h pro b le m  is the  he a rt o f the  re se a rc h 

pro je c t. Va g ue  re se a rc h pro b le m is the  we ake st po int in yo ur re se a rc h. Whe n yo u 

subm itting  yo ur re se a rc h pro po sa l fo r a  pro p o sa l pre se nta tio n o r g ra nt a pp lic a tio ns, 

the  e va lua to rs mig ht a sk, yo ur wha t yo u trying  to  inve stig a te ?  Yo u sho uld  b e  in a  

po sitio n o f c o nvinc ing  yo ur re se a rc h pro b le m to  e xa m ine rs. The n ho w yo u b uild  yo ur 

re se a rc h pro b le m pro pe rly?  Uya ng o d a  (2011) pro po se  puzzling  is use ful to  b uild  yo ur 

re se a rc h pro b le m. Le t’ s ta ke  the  e xa m ple  o f Sa fe  Driving  Ha b its in Sri La nka . This is 

b e c a use , so m e  d rive rs c o nsume  liq uo r b e fo re  d riving , the y d o n’ t kno w ho w to  pa rk 

e ve n tho ug h a  se pa ra te  pa rking  slo t ha s b e e n g ive n, the y use  to  thro w tra sh o ut o f 

the  c a r wind o w, so me  d o  no t o b e y d riving  rule s, tra ffic  lig hts e tc . Eve ntua lly, unsa fe  

d riving  ha b its inc re a se  a uto -a c c id e nts. This is a  ve ry g o o d  e xam ple  o f a  re se a rc h 

puzzle . Ha ving  a  puzzle  yo u c a n simply c o nve rt the  sc e na rio  into  a  re se a rc h 

pro b le m. So lving  this kind  o f a  puzzle  will ine vita b ly a dd  va lue , a nd  pe rha ps mo st 

no ta b ly it will p ro vid e  a  na tio na l impo rta nc e  a s we ll.   
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Ne xt, I will d e ta ils my o b se rva tio ns o n ho w to  fo rm ula te  a  re se a rc h pro b le m b y 

fo rm ing  a  re se a rc h g a p . First, the  re se a rc he r sho uld  ha ve  to  ha ve  a  “Pra c tic a l 

Pro b le m” a nd  a  “Co ntra d ic tio n in Lite ra ture ” . Pra c tic a l p ro b le m is mo re  o r le ss e q ual 

to  the  re se a rc h puzzle  whic h Uya ng o d a  me ntio ne d . In c o ntra st, the  c o ntra d ic tio n in 

lite ra ture  is a  phe no me no n whic h ne e d s a  sc ho la rly inq uiry. Whe n yo u ste p  in to  

d ra ft yo ur re se a rc h pro po sa l, it is ind ispe nsa b le  to  re a d  lite ra ture . The n yo u will c o me  

to  kno w, the re  a re  so m e  a re a s tha t ha ve  b e e n re se a rc he d  nume ro usly a nd  the re  

a re  so me  a re a s tha t d o  lac k in re se a rc h. Furthe r, yo u will c o me  to  kno w, so me  

sc ho la rs in re fe re e d  jo urna ls the y o ffe r hunc he s fo r stud y furthe r. Tho se  hunc he s will 

p ro vid e  a n inte ntio n to  the  re se a rc he r to  fo rmula te  his re se a rc h g a p  a nd  re se a rc h 

pro b le m. Fo llo wing  d ire c t q uo te  is suc h a n e xam ple ; 

“Curre nt g lo b al e c o no mic  c risis se e ms to  b e  e sp e c ia lly hard fo r la rg e  c o mp anie s. 

The re fo re , SMEs a re  fa c ing  stro ng  e xp e c ta tio ns fo r the ir ro le  to  b e  ke y p la ye rs whe n 

e c o no mie s will b e  re c o ve ring  fro m the  p re se nt g lo b al re c e ssio n. Pre vio us re se arc h 

ha s a lso  wide ly inve stiga te d the  firms’  c hara c te ristic s c re a ting  pro fita b ility. Ho we ve r, 

the  re sults o b ta ine d a re  inc o nc lusive  o r e ve n c o ntradic to ry. Co nse q ue ntly, ma ny 

re se a rc he rs ha ve  c o nc lude d tha t mo re  re se arc h is ne e de d in tha t are a ”  (So inine n e t 

a l., 2012, p . 614) 

Ab o ve  e xam ple  sta te s re sults o b ta ine d  a re  inc onc lusive  o r e ve n c ontradic tory  with 

re g a rd  to  the  c ha ra c te ristic s c re a ting  pro fita b ility in SMEs. Sim ply sta te d , this is a n 

im plie d  g a p  to  the  re se a rc he r. Tha t is b e c a use  if the re  is a  c o ntra d ic tio n in lite ra ture , 

the re  is a  pre re q uisite  o f furthe r inve stig a tio n. Re a d ing  mo re  a nd  mo re  in this a re a  

wo uld  e ve ntua lly re a c h to  a  re se a rc h pro b le m whic h a lso  re q uire s a  sc ho la rly 

inq uiry. Ano the r d ire c t q uo te , whic h im plie s furthe r inve stig a tio n, c a n b e  d e p ic te d  a s 

fo llo ws; 

In re c e nt ye a rs the re  ha s b e e n an inc re a se d fo c us o n the  re la tio nship  b e twe e n firm’ s 

stra te g ic  o rie nta tio n and firm p e rfo rmanc e  (Ma dse n, 2007). Prio r studie s ha ve  

g e ne rally fo und a  po sitive  re latio nship b e twe e n Entre pre ne urial Orie ntatio n (EO ) a nd 

firm p e rfo rmanc e  (Ja ntune n e t a l., 2005; Wiklund and She p he rd, 2005; Ma dse n, 2007). 

Ho we ve r, the re  are  also  studie s whe re  suc h a re latio nship has no t be e n fo und  (Sma rt 

a nd Co na nt, 1994). One  re a so n might b e  tha t the  me a sure  tha t ha s b e e n use d to  

a sse ss the  firm p e rfo rmanc e  ha s typ ic a lly b e e n a  c o mb ina tio n o f b o th p ro fita b ility 

a nd g ro wth me a sure s (Co vina nd Sle vin, 1989; Wiklund, 1999; Avlo nitis and Sa la vo u, 

2007). 

Ab o ve  e xam ple  o nc e  mo re  c o nfirms the  pre re q uisite  o f furthe r inve stig a tio n 

b e c a use  re sults a re  c o ntra d ic to ry (I.e . po sitive  re la tio nships a nd  no  re la tio nships). This 

is a n im plie d  g a p  sta te d  d iffe re ntly. Like wise , ha ving  a  c o m ple te  se t o f lite ra ture  the  

re se a rc he r c a n sim ply fo rm  a  g a p . Ha ving  c o ntra d ic tio n in lite ra ture  the  re se a rc he r 

will a lso  fo rm a  re se a rc h pro b le m whe re  Ho w Entre pre ne uria l Orie nta tio n (EO) 

a ffe c ts firm  pe rfo rm a nc e ?  Whe the r EO a ffe c ts po sitive ly o r ne g a tive ly?  The  

re se a rc he r inte nd s to  inve stig a te  this b e c a use  re sults b e twe e n EO a nd  firm 

pe rfo rm a nc e  a re  inc o nc lusive  in na ture . Whe n he  c o nc lud e s his stud y he  m ay a lso  

sta te  the re  is a  po sitive , ne g a tive  o r no  re la tio nship  b e twe e n EO a nd  firm  
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pe rfo rm a nc e . Wha te ve r the  re sult he  g e ts, it a d d s ne w kno wle d g e  to  the  e xisting  

lite ra ture . Like wise , within fo re se e a b le  future  sc ho la rs ma y a lso  c o nfirm  tha t the re  is a  

po sitive , ne g a tive  o r no  re la tio nship  b e twe e n EO a nd  firm pe rfo rma nc e . In tha t 

sta te , the  re se a rc h g a p  fills. No  sc ho la rly inq uiry is re q uire d . Ha ving  a  po sitive , 

ne g a tive  o r no  re la tio nship  a  ne w the o ry c a n b e  b uilt. Le t’ s sa y, the re  is a  po sitive  

re la tio nship  b e twe e n Entre pre ne uria l Orie nta tio n a nd  Firm Pe rfo rma nc e .   

Ab o ve  e la b o ra tio ns sta te  two  a ppro a c he s to  fo rm ula te  yo ur re se a rc h g a p  a nd  the  

pro b le m. So  o nc e  mo re  I’ m ke e n o n sta ting  tha t a  g o o d  a nd  a  re se a rc ha b le  

re se a rc h pro b le m is the  ke y to  suc c e ss in a  re se a rc h pro je c t.  
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