
How to Choose a Strong Research Topic
A practical, step-by-step guide for students navigating the journey from confusion to clarity 4 from broad subject areas to 
focused, defendable research questions.
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Chapter 1: The Most Common Problem 
Students Face
Every year, millions of students begin research projects with excitement and ambition 4 only to find themselves paralyzed by 
a single instruction: Choose a research topic. Hours turn into days. Days turn into weeks. And the same thought keeps 
returning:

"I don't know what to research."

This is not a rare problem. Many students propose topics that are too broad, too vague, or impossible to study within the 
time available. Supervisors respond with the same feedback again and again:

The truth is that choosing a research topic is not a matter of luck or inspiration. It is a skill that can be learned. This book 
was written to teach that skill 4 providing a clear system for discovering, refining, and validating research topics.

"Your topic is too broad. 
Please refine it."

"This problem has already 
been studied many 
times."

"You may not be able to 
obtain the data needed."
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Self-Assessment: Are You Ready to Choose 
Your Research Topic?
Before learning how to choose a strong research topic, evaluate where you currently stand. Answer each question with Yes, 
No, or Not Sure.

The 10-Question Quiz
Do you understand the difference between a research 
topic, problem, and question?

1.

Can you identify research gaps when reading 
academic articles?

2.

Do you know how to narrow a broad subject into a 
specific topic?

3.

Can you determine whether data is available before 
selecting a topic?

4.

Do you understand how supervisors evaluate research 
topics?

5.

Can you convert a general interest into a clear 
research question?

6.

Do you know how to determine whether a topic is 
feasible?

7.

Can you explain your research idea in three clear 
sentences?

8.

Can you identify what problem researchers are trying 
to solve in an article?

9.

Do you know how to find reliable academic sources for 
your topic?

10.

Interpreting Your Score

8310 Yes answers
Strong foundation. This book will refine and 
strengthen your skills.

537 Yes answers
Some familiarity, but you may struggle to turn ideas 
into clear topics. This guide builds a structured 
approach.

Fewer than 5 Yes
Don't worry 4 many students begin here. This book 
guides you step by step through the entire process.

The ability to develop research topics is not an 
inborn talent. It is a skill built through practice and 
experience.
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Understanding What a Research Topic Really 
Is
When students are first asked to choose a research topic, many assume the task simply involves selecting a subject that 
sounds interesting. However, in academic research, broad subjects are not research topics 4 they are subject areas. 
Understanding the distinction between four key concepts is essential.

o  Too Broad 4 Subject Areas
Public health

Education

Social media

Malaria

Economic development

'  Refined 4 Research Topics
Prevalence of carbapenem-resistant Acinetobacter 
baumannii in ICU patients in Ghana

Impact of online learning platforms on student 
engagement at public universities

Relationship between daily social media usage and 
academic performance among undergraduates
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Chapter 2: Where Good Research Ideas 
Actually Come From
Most strong research topics are discovered through careful observation, reading, and critical thinking 4 not invented 
through sudden inspiration. Once you know where to look, generating research ideas becomes much easier.

Real-World Problems
Healthcare workers notice resistant infections. 
Teachers observe struggling students. Business 
managers see declining satisfaction. Each 
observation is a potential research problem waiting 
to be investigated.

Previous Research Studies
Researchers build upon the work of others. Articles 
often acknowledge limitations and suggest areas for 
further research 4 these suggestions are valuable 
inspiration for new topics.

Current Global & Local Issues
Public health crises, environmental changes, 
economic instability, and technological 
developments all generate important research 
questions relevant to many fields.

Data Availability
Governments and research institutions publish 
datasets that can be analyzed to answer important 
questions. Accessible datasets can inspire research 
topics based on what the data can reveal.

The most important lesson: research ideas are discovered, not invented. Instead of waiting for inspiration, actively 
search for problems, unanswered questions, and opportunities to expand existing knowledge.
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The Problem Notebook Technique & Case 
Study

{  The Problem Notebook Method
A Problem Notebook is a dedicated place to record 
problems, questions, observations, and ideas that could 
become research topics. It solves the pressure of finding 
the perfect idea immediately by allowing you to collect 
ideas over time.

What to record:

Observations from real life

Interesting findings from journal articles

Questions raised during lectures

Problems mentioned by professionals

Unexpected patterns in data or statistics

Example entries:

"Why do some students perform worse after switching 
to online learning platforms?"

"Are antibiotic-resistant infections more common in 
certain hospital wards?"

s  Case Study: Ama's Research Journey
01

Observing a Real-World Problem
Ama, a microbiology intern, noticed patient samples 
showing resistance to commonly used antibiotics in the 
hospital lab.

02

Recording the Observation
She wrote: "Possible increase in antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria. Could investigate prevalence or causes."

03

Exploring Existing Research
Literature searches revealed few studies focused on her 
specific region 4 a clear research gap.

04

Identifying a Specific Focus
She narrowed to Acinetobacter baumannii in ICU patients 4 
a dangerous, drug-resistant bacterium.

05

Final Research Topic
Prevalence of carbapenem-resistant Acinetobacter 
baumannii among ICU patients in a tertiary hospital in 
Ghana.
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Chapter 3: How to Find Research Gaps in 
Published Articles
A research gap is an unanswered question or an area not sufficiently explored in previous research. Identifying gaps allows 
students to develop topics that are meaningful, original, and academically relevant.

Knowledge Gaps
Researchers simply don't have 
enough information yet. Common 
in emerging fields where new 
technologies or social trends 
create new questions.

Methodological Gaps
Previous studies relied on one 
method (e.g., surveys only). Using 
interviews or experiments instead 
can reveal new perspectives on the 
same problem.

Population Gaps
Research focused on one group 
while neglecting others. Different 
groups may experience the same 
issue in very different ways.

Geographic Gaps
Studies conducted primarily in developed countries. 
Studying the same issue in underrepresented regions 
can uncover new insights.

Contradictory Evidence
Studies produce conflicting results. New research with 
larger samples or improved methods can clarify which 
conclusions are more accurate.

The 5-Step Method for Identifying Research Gaps

Intro Scan
Read for 

unresolved 
questions

Recommend
ations

Note authors' 
future research 

ideas

Search
Use Google 
Scholar or 

PubMed

Compare
Look for 

inconsistencies 
across studies

Discussion
Identify stated 

study limitations

Each article becomes a potential source of research ideas. Over time, this approach builds a deeper understanding of your 
field and reveals opportunities for meaningful contributions. Key platforms to use: Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, and 
ResearchGate.
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Chapter 4: Narrowing a Broad Idea Into a 
Clear Topic
The Topic Funnel Method helps researchers gradually narrow a broad subject area into a focused research topic. Just as a 
funnel becomes narrower toward the bottom, the research idea becomes more specific at each stage.

Level 1
Broad Field Public Health

Level 2
Subfield Infectious Diseases

Level 3
Specific Issue

Antimicrobial
Resistance

Level 4
Research
Problem

Increasing 
carbapenem 

resistance
in hospital infections

Level 5
Final Research Topic

Prevalence of carbapenem-resistant
Acinetobacter baumannii among ICU

patients in a tertiary hospital in Ghana

The 5-Question Topic Test

1

Is the Topic Specific?
Clearly defines the population, 
setting, and measurable outcome 
being studied.

2

Is the Topic 
Researchable?
Can be investigated using 
evidence and systematic methods 
4 not purely abstract or 
subjective.

3

Is Data Available?
The necessary data can be 
collected through surveys, 
records, experiments, or existing 
datasets.

4

Is the Topic Relevant?
Addresses an important issue within the academic field 
or contributes to solving a real-world problem.

5

Can It Be Completed in Time?
Data collection, analysis, and writing can all be 
realistically finished within the available deadline.
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Chapter 5: Turning a Topic Into a Research 
Question
A research topic alone is not enough to guide a study. It must be transformed into a precise research question that defines 
exactly what the researcher wants to investigate. The research question determines data collection, methods, and analysis.

Common Research Question Frameworks

Prevalence Questions
"What is the prevalence of [condition] among 
[population]?"

Relationship Questions
"What is the relationship between [variable A] and 
[variable B] among [population]?"

Factor/Influence Questions
"What factors influence [outcome] among 
[population]?"

Comparative Questions
"What differences exist between [group A] and 
[group B] in relation to [variable]?"

Impact Questions
"What is the impact of [factor] on [outcome] among 
[population]?"

Weak vs. Strong Research Questions

o  Weak '  Strong

How does social media 
affect students?

What is the relationship 
between daily social 
media usage and 
academic performance 
among undergraduates?

How does climate 
change affect 
agriculture?

What is the impact of 
climate variability on 
maize production among 
smallholder farmers in 
northern Ghana?

Why are students 
stressed?

What factors contribute 
to academic stress 
among first-year 
university students?

A strong research question is clear, specific, 
researchable, analytical, and relevant. Review 
every question against these five criteria before 
finalizing it.
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Chapters 6 & Final: Feasibility, Presentation & 
Your Research Journey

'  The Feasibility Checklist
Before committing to a topic, answer these five questions 
honestly:

1 Do I have access to the necessary 
data?
Confirm data sources, accessibility, and required 
permissions or ethical approvals.

2 Can I reach the research population?
Ensure participants are contactable, willing, and 
reachable within your resources.

3 Do I have the required skills and 
methods?
Choose methods that match your current skill level 
or that can be learned in time.

4 Can the research be completed in 
time?
Ensure data collection, analysis, and writing fit 
within the submission deadline.

5 Are the necessary resources available?
Confirm access to equipment, materials, and any 
financial resources required.

ù  Presenting Your Topic to Supervisors
Summarize your research idea in three clear statements:

The Problem
"Antibiotic-resistant 
infections are becoming 
increasingly common in 
hospital environments."

The Focus
"This study will examine 
the prevalence of 
carbapenem-resistant 
Acinetobacter baumannii 
among ICU patients."

The Importance
"Understanding prevalence can help hospitals improve 
infection control strategies."

Your Final Exercise
Write down your subject area

Define your research topic

Formulate your research question

Identify your data source

Define your target population

Research begins with curiosity. Ask questions. Observe 
carefully. Think critically. Every great research project 
starts with a well-chosen research topic.
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