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A step-by-step worksheet for identifying and naming the exact gap
your study will address in Chapter 2 (Literature Review Chapter).
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Why This Worksheet Exists
Every PhD proposal needs a clear, specific answer to one question: what exactly is missing from the existing literature, and how will your study address it? Vague answers like "not much research has been done on this" are one of the most common reasons examiners send proposals back for revision.
This worksheet walks you through identifying your gap using three categories — Conceptual, Scope, and Methodological — so that by the end, you can state your research gap in one or two precise sentences that belong directly in Chapter 2.
Use this alongside your Literature Synthesis Matrix: fill in the matrix as you read, then come back here once you've read 15–20 sources to work out what they collectively point to.

The Three Types of Research Gaps
Most research gaps fall into one (or a combination) of these three categories.
	1. Conceptual Gap
A variable, factor, or angle on the topic that hasn't been studied at all.
Example: Most maternal health studies focus on pregnancy and delivery, but not the postpartum period specifically.

	2. Scope Gap
The topic has been studied, but not in the specific context (place, time, or population) you plan to study. This has three common sub-types:
• Geographical — a different country, region, or urban/rural setting
• Time — existing studies are outdated relative to current conditions
• Demographic — a different age group, gender, or income level was studied

	3. Methodological Gap
The topic has been studied, but using a different research design, data collection method, or analysis technique than the one your study will use.
Example: Existing studies on the topic are almost entirely quantitative; a qualitative or mixed-methods design could surface different insights.







Your Turn: Find Your Gap
Work through these five steps. Be as specific as possible — vague answers here lead to vague gap statements later.
STEP 1 — What is your general research topic?
Write it as a phrase, not a full sentence yet. E.g. "Access to prenatal care among rural mothers."


STEP 2 — List the 3–5 recurring themes across the sources in your synthesis matrix.
These are your candidate "Theme" tags from the matrix — e.g. facility distance, income, education level, social support.




STEP 3 — For each theme, where do the studies agree, and where do they disagree or fall silent?
Silence is often more useful than disagreement — it points straight at a conceptual gap.





STEP 4 — Which gap type best fits what you found? Tick one or more and explain briefly.
	☐ Conceptual
	☐ Scope
	☐ Methodological



Explain why:



STEP 5 — Self-test: does this gap matter?
Answer each question honestly before finalising your gap statement.
☐  Would filling this gap change how the problem is understood or addressed in practice?
☐  Is this gap narrow enough to be addressed within the scope of one thesis?
☐  Can you name at least 3 sources that support the existence of this gap?
☐  Have you checked that no very recent study (last 12 months) has already filled it?


Write Your Research Gap Statement
Combine your answers above into 1–2 sentences. This is the sentence (or close to it) that will anchor both your Chapter 2 synthesis and your Chapter 1 justification.
Use this structure:
"While existing studies have examined [what has been studied], [none / few / no recent studies] have examined [your specific gap] in the context of [your population / setting / method]. This study addresses that gap by [what your study will do]."
Your gap statement:






Next: use this statement to complete the Research Objectives Worksheet, and to write the "gap in knowledge" section of your Chapter 1 problem statement.
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