PhD Research Topic Selection
A systematic, iterative 14-step process
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Step 1 — Self-reflection - Shortlist of broad areas
Interests - strengths - career aspirations
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Step 2 — Identify broad research areas
Coursework - experience - conferences - policy docs

-> 2-5 domains
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Step 3 — Preliminary literature scoping
Journals - reviews - databases: Scopus, PubMed, ERIC

-> Potential gaps
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Step 4 — Identify research gaps
Knowledge - population - geographical - methodological - theoretical - practical

Gap types at a glance

Knowledge Limited evidence on a topic
Population Certain groups unstudied
Geographical Research lacking in specific regions
Methodological Previous studies used limited methods
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Step 5 — Generate potential topics
Topic area + population/context + variables/phenomenon

—> 3-5 candidates
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Step 6 — Evaluate with FINER criteria
Feasible - Interesting - Novel - Ethical - Relevant

-> Strongest topics

<_ Feasible ) (Interesting) ( NOVI' ) < Ethical > < Relevant >

Step 7 — Assess practical feasibility
Access to participants - funding - software - timeline

- Eliminate impractical topics

1

pu
Step 8 — Consult potential supervisors 5> Refined idaas
Originality - scope - methodology - publication potential
Step 9 — Formulate a preliminary research problem  _, o fined problem
What is known - unknown - why the gap matters
Step 10 — Develop preliminary research questions > Clear direction
Main question + sub-questions
Step 11 — Define scope and boundaries - Manageable scope
Population - setting - timeframe - variables
Step 12 — Comprehensive literature review - Confirmed novelty
Seminal studies - frameworks - methodologies - definitions
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Step 13 — Draft concept note / research proposal - Supervisor draft
Background - problem - aims - questions - methodology
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Step 14 — Refine and finalise the topic
Incorporate feedback - check originality, feasibility
significance, and alignment with career goals
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< v Final PhD research topic >

Tip: this is iterative — you may revisit earlier steps multiple times before settling on your topic.

The sweet spot: your interests + knowledge gaps + feasibility + supervisory expertise + impact.
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