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Outline of “Rationale and background”  

• Opening paragraph: 
–  A teaser, a succinct summary, or your key 

argument 
 

• Rationale / background 
– Problem or proposition 

– Theory or key concepts 

– What we know (i.e. mini-literature review) 

– Knowledge gap or new hypothesis 

This section should make apparent WHY your work 

is important (why is it a problem that people 

should/do care about) 



Framing (explaining) a problem 

 

• Many different ways of understanding and explaining 

a problem … leading to different narratives 

– Different values, experiences, interests… 
 

• Diversity of framings of                                     

system structure and                                         

function 

– Politics of knowledge 

– Politics of scale 



 



 

Shell faced minor delays in bringing online its new oil field to 

reduce oil prices and meet US energy needs when 

ecoterrorists illegally blocked its rig.  

Despite minor delay, Shell steps surely towards 

opening major oil field for US energy security 



Framings and Narratives 

Choice of elements 
 

• Scale 

• Boundaries 

• Key elements and 

relationships 

• Dynamics at play 

• Outputs 

Subjective 

judgments 
 

• Perspectives 

• Interests 

• Values 

• Notions of relevant 

experience 

• Goals 



Mini-literature review: What we 

know… and what we don’t know 

• Relate the literature to your research 
 

– This should be a CRITICAL REVIEW 

– It is not a treatise on the field itself! 
 

• Identifies knowledge gaps in the field 
 

– Tension, conflicts or contradictions 

– Assertions (or critiques) of cause and effect 
 

• Exploring an observation (induction) 

• Exploring a hypothesis (deduction) 
 

– A new comparative analysis 

– Application of an existing theory to a new context 

– A new topic! (or at least useful new data!) 

 
 

 



What are you key concepts?  

• The conceptual 

framework will help: 
 

– Guide and 

structure your 

analysis and 

presentation of 

findings 
 

– Help make 

assumptions 

explicit 

• What are the key concepts (or 

School of Thought) that you will 

work with? 
 

• “Sustainable Development” 

• “Food security” 

• “Water governance”… 

• “Gender and marginalization”  
 

• Explain why you use this theory, 

and also identify if you are using 

a particular school of thought 
 

• You may also identify key 

“independent” and “dependent” 

variables as a “model” 



A useful exercise: State Your Purpose! 

What is it that your research will do? 

Lebel, 2012 



A frame for the Nu-Thalwin-Salween Basin? 

• Nu-Thanlwin-Salween river supports livelihoods of 6 million 
 

• Recent conflict transformation processes, regional economic 
integration, and socio-economic changes are all reshaping 
the development trajectory of the river basin.  

 

• 20 large dam projects as well as large-scale agricultural and 
infrastructure investment are at various stages of planning/ 
construction.  

 

• There are also various projects, such as industrial 
developments, with significant but more local impacts on 
water resources and wider landscapes 

 

• To date no comprehensive impact assessment has been 
undertaken of these planned projects, and there remain 
large gaps in knowledge on water, land and energy use, 
management and governance in the basin 

 



A frame for the Nu-Thalwin-Salween Basin? 

• To strengthen governance and increase the likelihood of 

sustainable and fair decisions, there is considerable need to 

build knowledge and research capacity within the basin, and 

to support research networks capable of informing the rapid 

changes underway in the basin using research. 



Individual and group exercise 

 
• Review your “Rationale & background ” section 

individually 

 

• Have you clearly stated the problem that you will 

address? 

• Have you explained why it is important? 

• What are the key elements of your framing? Are they 

satisfactory? 

• What do we need to know now to help with this 

problem? (i.e. what is our current knowledge gap that 

your research will address?) 

 

• After reviewing your work and editing a little, present to 

each other in your small groups and discuss 


