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Guidelines for preparing the research outline in preparation for applying for a 
Master’s or Doctoral degree
A research outline is a brief overview or description of the research project that you have in mind. You should use this document as a guideline if your research focus area does not provide its own guidelines. The research outline must align with the department's focus/niche area requirements. It is usually about 5 to 25 pages in length.
The outline must be in A4 format, using at least one and a half spacing (except footnotes and quotations, which may be in single spacing) and leaving a left margin of at least 2 cm. The recommended font is Arial size 12 and for footnotes size 10.
NB!
Failure to disclose AI use, plagiarism and/or lack of academic integrity may constitute academic misconduct under Unisa policies and can result in not being accepted into the qualification you are applying for.

	Items

	1. Proposed title
a. Should have fewer than 40 words
b. Should not be ambiguous and should convey the focus of the study
c. Should not contain acronyms, unless they are widely recognised and universally understood (e.g., HIV/AIDS).
d. Should be in sentence case. Only the first word (“The”) and proper nouns (e.g., South Africa) are capitalised. All other words are in lowercase.
e. Should not have a full stop at the end of the research title.

	2.	Name

	3.	Student number

	4.	Proposed qualification (and stream, if applicable)

	5.	College

	6.	Department

	7.	Research focus area

	8.	Contact details: Email address and cell number

	9. Unisa’s Catalytic Niche Areas

Can you identify a link between your topic and one or more of UNISA’s Catalytic Niche Areas? If you can, provide a brief explanation on how your research will contribute to knowledge and society in relation to the CNA(s) you identified. (For example: This study contributes to Environmental Sustainability by exploring renewable energy adoption in rural communities.)

UNISA introduced the following 10 catalytic niche areas as part of its strategic research agenda to ensure that postgraduate research aligns with national priorities, global challenges, and the university’s vision for impactful scholarship: 
	Marine Studies

	Aviation and Aeronautical Studies

	Automotive

	Energy

	Space Study and Square Kilometer Array

	Fourth Industrial Revolution and Digitalisation

	Natural Sciences (Biotechnological Studies)

	Health Studies/Medicine

	Feminist, Womanist, Bosadi Theorisations

	Student Support and Co-Curricular Activities



These areas reflect UNISA’s commitment to addressing pressing societal issues such as sustainability, digital transformation, health, and social justice. They align with South Africa’s National Development Plan and global frameworks like the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 

Please note that it is not compulsory to align your proposed project with a catalytic niche area, but you are encouraged to do so. You may explain how your project aligns to one or more of the catalytic niche areas. These catalytic niche areas can be conceptualised expansively, and we encourage multidisciplinary engagements with the niche areas. This means that all projects, regardless of the disciplinary space within which they are located, can potentially align with any number of these niche areas. For more information about aligning your study with the catalytic niche areas, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_GIJ7BRAINY

	10. Problem statement
a. The problem statement should define the extent of the problem, including its distribution and/or quantity
b. What is the current problem or opportunity which indicates the necessity for this research?
c. What is the gap in knowledge/ relevant scholarly fields?
d. For PhD applications, explain how the proposed study will constitute an original contribution to knowledge. You can demonstrate originality through  novelty or innovation in relation to  the topic, concepts, methodology, theoretical framework or any combination of these.

	11. Significance of the study
a. Why is it important to conduct this research?
b. Why does this research need to be conducted?
c. What are the consequences of not conducting this research?

	12. Aim and objectives
a. There should be one general aim starting with the word “To”
b. An aim explains clearly what you want to do research on
c. Objectives should be specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound
d. The objectives should b e b as e d on and clearly relate to the research problem or t i t l e
e.  The identified variables/constructs should be deduced from relevant theories or conceptual frameworks.



	13. Research questions
a. What are the main questions that flow from your problem statement?
b. State the unknown in terms of questions or in terms of solutions

	14. Literature review (this depends on the discipline)
a. Write reasons for choosing the topic
b. How is your study aligned to the chosen focus area?
c. What literature do you intend to review and why?
d. It should substantiate the identified gap of the study
e. It should be informed by the research: problem/questions/objectives/hypothesis methods/models employed by other researchers under similar circumstances may be covered

	15. Research design or Research or methodology or Theoretical
framework or Materials and methods or Procedures including the study
area
a. Methodologies are discipline specific – ensure you use a relevant methodology
b. Describe the methods that will be used to achieve the research objectives
c. How w i l l the study be conducted?
d. How will the data be analysed?
        Include the time f r a m e of all  planned research activities

	16. References or Bibliography
a. Research is built on existing knowledge. It implies that all research must have references.
b. Use only one of the prescribed referencing styles (for example APA, Harvard, Mendeley Oxford, IEEE, MLA). Check the research focus area document for departmental requirements.
c. Use original sources from accredited publications (reviewed journal, reviewed book etc.)

	17. Proposed Budget for the project and how the study will be funded

	18. Your outline must include the following declaration: 

I declare that ……... (insert proposed research title) is my own work and that all sources used, including AI tools, have been acknowledged and declared.  I also understand that failure to disclose AI use, plagiarism and/or lack of academic integrity may constitute academic misconduct under Unisa policies and can result in not being accepted into the qualification I am applying for.   

        Signed and date 
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