
What should my research be about? 

Function of postgraduate research in your life 

Perhaps it is because I am strategically and coaching inclined that I should ask, but ‘Where are you 

going with this?’ What is it that this research should do for you? Does it solve an immediate need or 

question or, and, will it carry you some time into the future. Think of the research as building a 

home. Will you be able to live in that home, and for how long? 

While you do not have much control over what the degree is called at various universities, what you 

invariably end up researching and doing with that information is up to you. That is where a 

significant part of the credibility lies. If for instance you are thinking about a career in consulting 

then it would make sense to align your theme with that endeavour.  

Developing your research interests 

It is not uncommon to take months putting to paper a research proposal. But there is something 

very important that needs to happen so that the actual proposal writing do not take you longer than 

it is supposed to. That ‘thing’ is coming to grips with the ‘what’ of your research. What is your 

research going to be on? You see a research proposal, not all of it, has a lot to do with asking ‘how.’ 

How are you going to conduct research? Your dissertation or thesis is after all not just a book that 

you are writing and so the ‘how’ is extremely important. In fact you are being measured to a large 

degree on the construction and the execution of the ‘how.’ Before that, though, you need to get 

clarity on the ‘what.’  

I set out a process that will help you do just that - answering the ‘what.’ The process is a suggestion. 

Tailor it to what makes sense to you. It involves a process of developing your interests. Even though 

your research focus might change a couple of times, following the process will give you a head start 

should you deem such a change necessary. Here is an outline of the process. 

• Step 1: Compile an Interest-list 

• Step 2: Weighing interests through a relational-interest map 

• Step 3: Inquiry list (asking questions) 

• Step 4: Defining landscapes and action 

• Step 5: Refined version of your research interests 

• Step 6: Preliminary research working title 

For each of these steps you can use a program like Microsoft Word. I often start out on paper but do 

end up using both, sometimes transferring my ideas to Word. 

Step 1: Interest-list 

Fold an A4 paper in half (in its length). Simply make a list of things that you are interested in. Start at 

the left side and go down. Carry on from the top right. All in all you would have no more than a list 

of about 60 items. Force yourself to get to a large number of items. The idea of folding the paper is 

so that you are forced not to use descriptions or sentences. Rather write down one to three word 

interests.  



• Organisations  

• Language 

• New Economic Thinking 

• Values 

• Knowledge Management 

• Religion 

Try and stay clear at this stage of writing something in a way that conveys a relationship. Even 

though you might well be interested in how people use language in organisations to different ends, 

instead of writing ‘language in organisations’ write ‘language’ and ‘organisations.’ 

Step 2: Weighing interests through a relational-interest map 

Go through your A4 list and choose no more than 30% of the ideas that will make it onto your 

relational-interest map. Write the interests in circles. Larger circles convey the things that you regard 

as most important for you at this stage. Ideas that relate could be drawn closer to the larger circles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The above constellation of interests would be part of my relational interest map. It shows that my 

interest lies in the area of skilled helping which could include a number of activities (such as 

coaching). Doing it like this also reduces the long list (30% list) to a shorter list (albeit in drawing 

format). In all likelihood, my research is not going to be on coaching as such although it might have 

implications for coaching. I could also have drawn this in two steps: i) the first where the circles are 

all separate from each other and, ii) the second where I have realised that my interest is not in only 

one particular expression of skilled helping. If it was ‘i’ I might have ended up with ‘coaching’ and, 

for instance ‘discipleship’ 
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Step 3: Inquiry list  

Now you will return to your A4 paper and write on the back. It is important that your sentences are 

written in question format. The following drawing would still be part of the previous step. 

 

 

 

 

 

You can draw lines between the circles where you find yourself to be most curious. Now in this step 

you will write down the questions that relate to the various lines, the circles on its own or the 

smaller circles in relation to the bigger ones. Remember, ‘questions.’ 

• What is the difference between helping someone and doing it professionally? 

• How might one use stories in all professional helping practices (eg. spiritual directing, 

coaching) 

If you find yourself using ideas that is not somewhere on the relational-interest map, be sure to go 

back and include them. 

Step 4: Landscapes and action 

Defining the landscape and the action is about clarifying to yourself what ideas are part of the 

landscape/s you are on and between which concepts the action takes place. 

In the drawing above ‘professional helping’ may well be a landscape and I might end up with a bigger 

interest in professional facilitation. Depending on your research it might be necessary to say 

something about the landscape of professional ‘helping.’ This might include references to things like 

“How many consultants or consulting firms do we have in South Africa?” How big is the services 

industry (that would include accountants, consultants, etc.) in comparison to the products industry 

(some sources say that services trumps products nowadays). This kind of information is important as 

it accounts for the landscape of which professional facilitation is part even though your research will 

lead you more towards, for instance, the value of professional facilitation in non-profit 

organisations. 

So go through the circles and consider which interests or ideas forms part of the landscape and 

which ones will be part of the action. 

Step 5: Refined version of your research interests 

On a separate sheet synthesise the major circles and relationships into a short paragraph. If there 

are more than one major theme, write to separate paragraphs. All paragraphs should start with “I 

am interested in learning… (‘getting to know’ ‘finding out about’)” 
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Step 6: Preliminary research working title 

Now try your hand at a preliminary research title.  

Your title should include no more than three major concepts, preferably with the most important 

ones first. 

It should not be a question. 

  


