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Introduction to generation of research ideas.

Where do research ideas come from?

And where do they exist before you have them?

Sitting and thinking may not always  be enough. Ideas also exist out 
there in the community at large.

If you don’t already have an idea as you listen to me then try one or 
more of the following idea generation techniques. 



Generating research ideas

1. More thinking

 Every night, spend 3 – 5 minutes thinking about the main incidents 
of the day.

What happened that was significant or interesting which you might 
like to explore?

Make a note.
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2. Scanning the published literature

 Browsing through recent journals and published articles may be 
useful.

 Run through one or more online databases,  look at the abstracts of 
those that look particularly interesting.

 Your librarian should assist you navigate through the university 
repository and the electronic journals and publications.
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3. Scanning previous dissertations

 Ideas can be triggered by seeing what other students have done 
before.

 Find out the list of past dissertation topics or titles, skim through the 
titles and see what suggests for itself.

4. Discussion and negotiation

 Discuss possible research topics with your fellow students or 
colleagues at work.

Talk to your lecturer on the subject area you find interesting

 Have a discussion with your employer ( for part-time students) for 
gaps that needs to be studied.
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5. Brainstorming

Get together with 4 – 6 students following the same programme as 
yourself. Take turns in:

 Stating your interests as clearly as you can

 noting down all the suggestions the others provide, without making 
any judgements about the relevance, wisdom, or values to your own 
project.

 privately identifying the ones you want to take further.

 discussing each of these to clarify what is meant and how you might 
tackle it – here’s the place for critical thinking and not before.
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6. Relevance trees

 Start with the general title and branch out into three aspects of the 
general title that occur to you.

 Think about each specific branch and jot down a further three 
branches to that, at a more specific  level.

 Go through as many iterations as it takes to come up with an idea 
that looks promising.

 Refer to Buzan (2003) and his graphic, non-hierarchic technique of 
note taking.
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7. Morphological analysis

 Take the broad field that interests you.

 In three different columns write down three attributes of the field

 Using them as headings, write down as many examples of each 
attribute as you can

 consider different combinations of the examples, taking one from 
each column

What thought of topics suggest themselves with each combination?

 Refer to Sharp, Peters and Howard  (2002) for examples on 
morphological and relevance trees.
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8. Decision tables

 Go to the library and find 6 projects you like and write down your 
answers to the following questions in a column marked “ yes”: what 
you like about the project; what’s good about the project; why you 
feel it’s good. Do the titles and abstracts suggest anything to you?

 Next, do the same for a different set of six projects that you don’t 
like, putting the answers into a column marked “ no”: what you 
dislike about the project; what’s unsatisfactory about it; and why.

 Now sit back and look for  a pattern: what sort of thing do you feel 
comfortable with?

 Refer to Raimond (1993) for a detailed discussion on reflective 
analysis technique.



Conclusion

 Go ahead and try one or more of the methods discussed in 
generating research ideas.

This makes the initial journey in your research process and it is 
essential that you get it right.

 You will feel motivated and inspired to continue with your research 
journey if you get it right at this stage.



THANK YOU

Visit: www.aiscr.org.za for more 
information

http://www.aiscr.org.za/

