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How to choose a topic?

How to choose an interesting angle to the topic?

How to choose the right design for exploring the topic?

Agenda



How to choose a topic? 
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Aspiration – choose an Ikigai (生き甲斐) topic

What I
love

What I can be
paid for

What I’m
good at

What
the world

needs

Passion Mission

Profession Vocation
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Reality – choose a value-adding topic

Hilb 2020

Personal
value

Professional
value

Access to
insights

Access to
expertise
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What keeps me up at night?

What do I really like to explore further?

What topic is likely to be relevant for my personal 
development?

1. Personal value
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How can I add most value to my company?

How can I utilize the project to explore a new
venture idea?

How can I use the project to market my expertise?

2. Professional value
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What organizations do I have access to?

Which networks can I tap into to gain access?

What kind of data am I able to access?

3. Access to insights
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How can I best utilize the knowledge gained in the
program?

How can I best tap into the expertise of my
supervisor?

How can I best leverage the value of scientific
analysis to address a practical challenge?

4. Access to expertise



10Prof. Dr. Michael Hilb hilb.com

The role of research in bridging theory and practice

Theory

Systemic
explanation

Practice

Reflective
action

Research

Reflective
inquiry

Informs Advises

Generates
Provides

data
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Academic philosophy

The opportunity of a scientific approach to address a business challenge

Hilb 2001

Theme

Theory

Social scientific inquiry

Natural scientific inquiry

Scientific inquiry

Non-scientific inquiry

Lower boundary

Upper boundary

Sphere of 
social 

scientific 
inquiry

Technique

Relevance
Action

Application

Rigor
Thinking

Knowledge
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Rigor/Thinking: Knowledge Taxonomy

1. Remembering knowledge
2. Understanding knowledge
3. Applying knowledge
4. Analyzing knowledge
5. Evaluating knowledge
6. Creating knowledge

Six stages of thinking and five stages of action

Daggett 2016

Relevance/Action: Application Model

1. Acquire knowledge in one discipline
2. Apply knowledge in one disciplines
3. Apply knowledge across disciplines
4. Apply knowledge to real-world predictable

situations
5. Apply knowledge to real-world unpredictable

situations
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The relevance rigor matrix

Daggett 2016

Project

Relevance
Action

Application

Rigor
Thinking

Knowledge



How to find an interesting angle to the topic?
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That's Interesting!

Davis 1971
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Try to be thought-provoking

"It has long been thought that a theorist is 
considered great because his theories are true, but 
this is false. A theorist is considered great, not 
because his theories are true, but because they are 
interesting." 

Try to challenge the established truths

"An interesting proposition was always the negation 
of an accepted one."

That's Interesting!

Davis 1971
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1 Organization
what seems to be a disorganized (unstructured) phenomenon is in reality an 
organized (structured) phenomenon. 
what seems to be an organized (structured) phenomenon is in reality a 
disorganized (unstructured) phenomenon.

2 Composition 
What seem to be assorted heterogeneous phenomena are in reality composed 
of a single element. 
What seems to be a single phenomenon is in reality composed of assorted 
heterogeneous elements. 

3 Abstraction 
What seems like an individual phenomenon is in reality a holistic phenomenon. 
(sociologizing) 
What seems like a holistic phenomenon is in reality an individual phenomenon. 
(psychologizing) 

The characterization of a single phenomenon

Davis 1971



18Prof. Dr. Michael Hilb hilb.com

4 Generalization 
What seems to be a local phenomenon is in reality a general phenomenon. 
What seems to be a general phenomenon is in reality a local phenomenon.

5 Stabilization 
What seems to be a stable and unchanging phenomenon is in reality an 
unstable and changing phenomenon. 
What seems to be an unstable and changing phenomenon is in reality a stable 
and unchanging phenomenon. 

6 Function 
What seems to be a phenomenon that functions ineffectively as a means for the 
attainment of an end is in reality a phenomenon that function effectively. 
What seems to be a phenomenon that functions effectively as the means for 
the attainment the attainment of an end is in reality a phenomenon that 
functions ineffectively.

7 Evaluation 
What seems to be a bad phenomenon is in reality a good phenomenon. 
What seems to be a good phenomenon is in reality a bad phenomenon. 

The characterization of a single phenomenon

Davis 1971
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1 Co-relation 
What seem to be unrelated (independent) phenomena are in reality correlated 
(interdependent) phenomena. 
What seem to be related (interdependent) phenomena are in reality 
uncorrelated (independent) phenomena.

2 Co-existence 
What seem to be phenomena which can exist together are in reality 
phenomena which cannot exist together. 
What seem to be phenomena which cannot exist together are in reality 
phenomena which can exist together. 

3 Co-variation 
What seems to be a positive co-variation between phenomena is in reality a 
negative co-variation between phenomena. 
What seems to be a negative co-variation between phenomena is in reality a 
positive co-variation between phenomena.

The relations among multiple phenomena

Davis 1971
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4 Opposition 
What seem to be similar (nearly identical) phenomena are in reality opposite 
phenomena. 
What seem to be opposite phenomena are in reality similar (nearly identical) 
phenomena. 

5 Causation 
What seems to be the independent phenomenon (variable) in a causal relation 
is in reality the dependent phenomenon (variable). 
What seems to be the dependent phenomenon (variable) in a causal relation is 
in reality the independent phenomenon (variable). 

The relations among multiple phenomena

Davis 1971



How to choose the right design for exploring the topic?
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The research design cycle

Riley and Martin

Clear
research questions

Relevant
theory

Appropriate
methodology

grounded in

informs

to answer



23Prof. Dr. Michael Hilb hilb.com

Choose as few research questions as possible.

Be as specific as possible.

Apply the rule of thumb: You should be able to
answer your question in the conclusion section of 
your paper on one page. 

1. Research Questions
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Don’t be driven by theories but use them to build a 
strong case.

Explore multiple options of applicable theories.

Choose one or max. two theories as a foundation for
your project.

2. Theories
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2. Theories – there is a multitude of theories to choose from 
(sample: strategy) 

Mintzberg and Lampel 1999
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Ensure that you overall approach, i.e. induction, 
deduction or abduction, is best suited to address
your resarch questions.

Understand the implications of your choice in terms
of choosing the appropriate methods.

Choose appropriate methods which are feasible and 
realistic to realize.

3. Methodology
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Induction

3. Methodology – choose your appraoch

Deduction Abduction

Induction
Theory generation

Theory

Practice

Deduction
Theory testing

Abduction
Theory elaboration
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3. Methodology – choose your approach Easter edition

Rule: 
All the eggs in this
nest are colored.

Result:
These eggs are
colored.

Case:
These eggs are from 
this nest.
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Induction

Case: 
These eggs are from this nest.

Result: 
These eggs are colored.

Rule: 
All the eggs in this nest are
colored.

3. Methodology – choose your approach Easter edition

Deduction

Rule:
All the eggs in this nest are
colored.

Case:
All the eggs are from this nest.

Result: 
These eggs are colored.

Abduction

Rule:
All the eggs in this nest are
colored.

Result: 
These eggs are colored.

Case: 
These eggs are from this nest.
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3. Methodology – the Peirce triangle

Peirce 1877



31Prof. Dr. Michael Hilb hilb.com

Ensure that you overall approach, i.e. induction, 
deduction or abduction, is best suited to address
your resarch questions.

Understand the implications of your choice in terms
of choosing the appropriate methods.

Choose appropriate methods which are feasible and 
realistic to realize.

3. Methodology
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3. Methdology – find the right methods

Wynekoop and Conger 1990
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To summarize – follow the research design cycle

Riley and Martin

Clear
research questions

Relevant
theory

Appropriate
methodology

grounded in

informs

to answer
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Due care has been used in preparation of this presentation and Michael Hilb endeavors to provide accurate and up-to-date 
information. Nevertheless, this presentation may be subject to technical inaccuracies, information that is not up-to-date or 
typographical errors.

Michael Hilb does not assume liability for relevance, accuracy and completeness of the information provided. Michael Hilb reserves 
the right to change, supplement, or delete some or all of the information on this presentation without notice. The layout, graphics 
and other contents in this presentation are protected by copyright law and should not be reproduced or used without Michael Hilb’s 
written permission.

Disclaimer
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