&%

University of Tehran
Central Library
and Documentation Center

Academic Librarianship and Information Research

Online ISSN: 2783 - 4638

Homepage: https://jlib.ut.ac.ir/

A Systematic Review of Global Research on Research Questions

Mohammad Navid Asgari?

, and Gholamreza Heidari?*

1. Department of Knowledge and Information Science, Faculty of Social and Educational Sciences, Razi University,
Kermanshah, Iran. Email: mohammadnavidasgari@gmail.com

2. Corresponding Author, Department of Knowledge and Information Science, Faculty of Social and Educational Sciences,
Razi University, Kermanshah, Iran. Email: gh.heidari@razi.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Review Article

Avrticle history:

Received 24 September 2025

Received in revised form 16
November 2025

Accepted 09 December 2025

Available online 31 December
2025

Keywords:

research questions,
characteristics of research
questions,

criteria for evaluating research
questions,

formulation of research
questions

Objective: The aim of this study is to provide a systematic overview of global research
on research questions and to identify the main thematic axes, methodological approaches,
and existing gaps in this field. Despite the fundamental role of research questions in
shaping scientific inquiry, evidence suggests that this topic has received limited attention
in domestic scholarship and, even at the international level, lacks a comprehensive and
coherent classification.

Method: This study employs a systematic review methodology. In the initial stage, more
than 200 articles were identified. After applying inclusion criteria related to relevance,
methodological quality, and scholarly significance, 67 key studies were selected for final
analysis. The selected studies were first classified into three main categories and
subsequently organized into more specific subcategories.

Results: The findings indicate that research on research questions is primarily
concentrated in three areas: criteria for evaluating and formulating research questions,
disciplinary domains, and scholarly book-based resources. Within the evaluation criteria
domain, the FINER framework remains the most dominant model, while more developed
frameworks such as FINERMAPS and RIN.AFE are used far less frequently. In terms of
the formulation and structuring of research questions, no clear theoretical consensus
exists, with approaches ranging from linear models to dynamic and iterative processes.
Regarding disciplinary domains, medical sciences account for the largest share of studies,
and the development of structured frameworks such as PICO(T) reflects the specific
demands of clinical research. Other fields, including artificial intelligence and the
humanities, have adopted diverse but fragmented approaches.

Conclusion: The results suggest that the field of research questions is expanding and
evolving globally; however, it remains characterized by conceptual fragmentation and a
lack of comprehensive critical frameworks. While the formulation of research questions
constitutes the primary focus of existing studies, evaluation criteria have undergone
relatively limited theoretical development. By providing a coherent mapping of the
current state of the literature, this study emphasizes the need for greater attention within
the social sciences and humanities to the theoretical dimensions of research questions. It
further demonstrates that improving the quality of research questions plays a crucial role
in enhancing research methods education and advancing the production of scientific
knowledge.
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Introduction
Research questions constitute one of the core components of the research process across all

scholarly formats, including journal articles, research projects, proposals, and theses. The
overall quality and credibility of a study depend largely on how these questions are designed
and formulated. In alignment with research objectives and hypotheses, research questions not
only determine the direction of the study but also play a fundamental role in defining the scope
and boundaries of the research problem. Accordingly, they can be regarded as the primary
source of logical coherence and the cornerstone upon which the entire research process is built.

From an educational perspective, research questions in Iran have not yet attained an
appropriate status, and instruction in this area remains superficial and cursory. Although
graduate students continually engage with research questions, insufficient attention is paid to
their formulation, analysis, and evaluation. While strengthening education in this domain could
deepen students’ understanding of the research process and enhance the quality of scholarly
studies, the educational emphasis in many disciplines continues to focus on research content
rather than on methodological components, particularly the skill of developing research
questions. Therefore, integrating effective instruction on research questions as a fundamental
component of graduate curricula is an undeniable necessity.

Global studies indicate that diverse approaches to the teaching and study of research
questions exist across different academic disciplines. For instance, some sources emphasize
instruction in the procedural stages of formulating research questions, whereas in fields such as
medical sciences, psychology, and clinical studies, greater emphasis is placed on framing and
structuring research questions based on evaluative criteria. In practice, these approaches tend
to orient research questions toward testable, hypothesis-driven statements. In contrast, evidence
from searches conducted in Iran reveals a substantial gap in both education and research in this
area. Although the contribution of research methodology textbooks to the teaching of research
questions should not be overlooked, it is nevertheless evident that this field requires
significantly greater scholarly and educational attention.

The primary objective of this study is to develop a systematic mapping of research related
to research questions and to identify and examine the key themes within this field. By focusing
on the classification, comparison, and differentiation of diverse approaches, this study seeks to
present a clear and structured overview of the current state of research on research questions.
Despite the pivotal role that research questions play in the research process, existing evidence
indicates that this topic has received limited scholarly attention in Iran. At the international
level, although a substantial body of literature has addressed this area, its full scope has not yet
been comprehensively articulated, and many of its conceptual, functional, and classificatory
dimensions remain insufficiently explored. In particular, the absence of an integrated and
comprehensive study consolidating existing classifications and typologies of research questions
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is clearly evident. This study aims to partially address this gap and to take a modest step toward
advancing understanding in this domain. Furthermore, by adopting an analytical and critical
approach to prior studies, this research facilitates the identification of gaps, knowledge
deficiencies, and underexamined areas, thereby providing deeper insight into the evolutionary
trends and development of this field over time. Such analysis has the potential to delineate new
directions for future research and to contribute to the coherence and enrichment of existing
work on research questions.

The aim of this study is to provide a relatively comprehensive mapping of the most
significant topics related to research questions. Although at first glance this field may appear
narrowly focused on how research questions are formulated, closer examination of these “how”
aspects reveals not only the existence of multiple approaches to the process of question
formulation but also substantial differences across academic disciplines. For example, the
formulation of research questions in the medical sciences has a distinct character and may be
examined as an independent area of inquiry. It is evident that future research requires a more
nuanced understanding of these subtleties and the diversity of existing approaches; this study
seeks to facilitate such efforts by offering an integrated and coherent overview of the field.

Method
This study drew on over 200 sources, all selected from the most recent and credible literature

relevant to the research questions. The materials were identified through searches on Google
Scholar, ScienceDirect, and the Consensus Al tool. The initial retrieval focused on relevant
titles and abstracts. Whenever a specific claim needed verification such as the observation that
most sources on research question criteria pointed to the FINER framework the author
conducted in-text searches through Google Scholar. Search terms included "developing
research questions,” "formulation research questions,” and "how to write a research question."
From the initial pool, 67 of the most relevant records were chosen, organized using EndNote,
and given preliminary labels at that stage. Early reviews suggested that research questions could
be grouped into four broad categories: evaluation criteria, formulation and phrasing, medical
sciences, and subject areas. However, because of some conceptual overlap, the final
classification collapsed these into three main categories (presented in Figure 1). The first covers
evaluation criteria for research questions and includes three structured frameworks (FINER,
FINERMAPS, and RIN.AFE), along with the formulation and phrasing of research questions.
The second focuses on subject areas and has three subcategories: (1) medical and clinical
studies (including both how research questions are formulated and framed), (2) artificial
intelligence and smart systems, and (3) other topics. The third category gathers records that
discuss research questions within scientific and research books. Once the categorization was
complete, the findings and key points from each record were extracted and placed into tables



Academic Librarianship and Information Research, Volume 59, Issue 4, 2025 4

under the appropriate category. To do this, the abstracts were first translated and read to get a
sense of each article’s main goals. Then the full texts, especially the findings and conclusion
sections, were carefully reviewed to pull out the necessary information as accurately as
possible. The extracted content was summarized around the most important and prominent
points, generally the parts most directly relevant to research questions. After the categories and
tables were set up and the selected information entered, the collected data were analyzed
critically, paying attention to the strengths and weaknesses of each category. For non-analytical
tasks like translating abstracts and full texts, summarizing content, refining sentence structure,
and improving overall coherence the author used DeepSeek-V4-Pro and ChatGPT based on the
GPT-5.1 model as language-based Al tools. Although GPT-5.1 is very good at making text
clearer, more coherent, and better structured, language models can sometimes produce
inaccurate or unverifiable information. For that reason, all suggested terms were reviewed and
confirmed. These tools served only a research-assistance function and played no role in
designing the overall study, developing the categories, or analyzing the content.

Results
The results show that global research on research questions tends to cluster around three

main areas: (1) how research questions are evaluated and formulated, (2) the role of different
academic fields, and (3) scholarly books and research-focused publications. The first area
breaks down into two key subdomains. One looks at evaluation criteria, where three main
frameworks stand out. The FINER criteria (Feasible, Interesting, Novel, Ethical, Relevant) has
been the go-to checklist since the 1990s and is still the most widely used. Then there is
FINERMAPS, a more detailed version that adds criteria like Manageability, Appropriateness,
and Systematicness but it has not caught on as much, probably because it is more complicated
to apply. More recently, the RIN.AFE framework has appeared; it reworks FINER and
introduces a new idea Alignment which focuses on keeping the conceptual and methodological
sides of a research question consistent. Still, even with these frameworks around, people run
into real-world problems when trying to formulate good research questions. Common issues
include not properly addressing actual knowledge gaps and struggling to apply the frameworks
correctly. The second subdomain is about the actual formulation and structure of research
questions. Unlike the evaluation side, there is no real theoretical agreement here. Approaches
vary a lot. Some models suggest structured three or four step processes, while others prefer
more reflective, back-and-forth methods. Some even see research questions as a product of
critical thinking. Overall, the global trend has moved away from treating the research question
as a fixed starting point it is now seen more as something that evolves along the way. The
second major category covers different disciplinary fields, mainly medical sciences, artificial
intelligence, and a few others. Most existing studies are in medicine and clinical research.
Within medical sciences, this splits further into two areas: framing research questions, and
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structuring them specifically for medical research. In terms of frameworks, 38 structured
models based on PICO(T) have been developed. These came about because clinical research
demands precise, evidence-based questions, and the original PICO framework did not always
cover every component well enough. In Al, studies tend to focus on generating research
questions using large language models and Al-based methods. In other fields, research
questions are looked at from epistemological, methodological, and qualitative/quantitative
angles.The third category is scholarly books and research-oriented publications. These sources
cover the topic most thoroughly not just the usual themes you see in journal articles, but also
less common dimensions of research questions that do not get as much attention elsewhere.

Conclusions
Global research on research questions has been growing and changing quite a bit in recent

years, but the same cannot really be said for our country, where the topic has not gotten much
attention. Looking across the existing studies, there is a lot of variety in terms of what people
focus on. That said, one thing stands out as the core of the field: how research questions are
actually formulated and structured. This holds a key position, even within medical sciences.

When it comes to evaluation criteria for research questions, even though there is no shortage of
studies, not much has really changed. Most of them still stick to the FINER framework, which
shows there is a clear lack of any thorough or critical checklist out there. The topics covered in
these studies are pretty diverse, but medical sciences dominate the literature and kind of lead
the way. The humanities and social sciences, on the other hand, still have not really tapped into
their potential when it comes to digging into the theoretical and conceptual sides of research
questions. Scholarly books and research-oriented publications, which lay out the basics and
principles of how to formulate questions, are also among the most useful learning resources in
this area. To wrap it up, this study points out the existing gaps, sorts out the different
dimensions, and gives a broad picture of where the field currently stands. In doing so, it helps
set the stage for future work. It makes it clear that research questions are not just a standalone
or emerging topic, they also have a key role to play in improving how research methods are
taught and in boosting the overall quality of scientific work.
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