
 

 

 

NARROWING TOPICS and FOCUSED QUESTIONS

BROAD TOPICS are, in general, phrases that describe a big idea or thing: 

• Gun control 
• Immigration 
• Global warming 
• Healthcare 

RESTRICTED TOPICS may only be one part of the broad topic or they may link two different ideas. In the 
examples below, “water pollution” is a particular type of pollution; “Nutrition and pregnancy” links the broad 
topic of nutrition with pregnancy to focus it. 

NARROWED TOPICS give your research more focus.  In the examples below, “Pollution in San Francisco Bay” is 
still looking at “water pollution” – but only water pollution in a specific location.  “Commercial salmon fishing” is 
looking at the salmon fishing industry, rather than at sport fishing. 

When narrowing down a topic, it may be helpful to go through this process suggested by the University of 
Kansas (http://writing.ku.edu/narrowing-topic): 

• Is this topic consistent with the assignment? 

• What is interesting about the topic? 

• What do I know about the topic? 

• What do I want to know? 

• What do I need to know? 

FOCUSED RESEARCH QUESTIONS: As you do your research, you need to ask very specific, focused questions to 
find out the information for your project. 

• You will usually need to ask a lot of questions – not just one or two! 
• Your questions should ask for facts, not opinions (if your questions start with “Should”, you’re asking for 

an opinion!) 
• Remember: Who?  What?  When? Where? Why? How? These are contextual questions that can help 

determine if a resource can lend quality information to a research topic. 

• Your research question should not be so complex that it only suggests a narrow range of answers or 
limits your resources. 

• A broad research question may have too many points of view and sometimes conflicting information. 
Focus on one aspect of a research topic. 

• Can you develop a hypothesis from the research path your question takes you? 

• Can you think of ways others can challenge your hypothesis? 

http://writing.ku.edu/narrowing-topic


Rev. 5/20 

• Can you provide evidence to support your hypothesis (an experiment conclusion, survey feedback, 
collected data, or an incident report) from a reputable source? 

 

Who = People or animals 

What = Facts; Relationships such as 
causes/effects or problem/solution 

When = Time 

Where = Place(s) 
Why = Reasons, motives 

How = Methods (How many, How much = 
Statistics, amounts) 

Broad Topic Restricted Topic Narrowed Topic Focused Research 
Question #1 

Focused Research  
Question #2 

Pollution Water pollution Pollution in San 
Francisco Bay 

What is the most common 
pollutant in the bay? 

Where does the pollution 
come from?  

Fishing Salmon fishing Commercial salmon 
fishing 

When can fishermen 
legally catch wild salmon? 

Why don’t people only eat 
farm-raised salmon? 

Nutrition Nutrition and 
pregnancy 

Vegetarian diets 
and pregnancy 

How much protein does a 
pregnant woman need to 
eat daily? 

What foods will provide the 
most protein in a vegetarian 
diet? 

TOPIC LIMITERS: Broad topics can have limits set to help the focus of the research. These can lead to 
comparative arguments that can give supportive evidence for a research hypothesis. 

• Time Frame – If the topic focuses on salmon breeding populations in the Columbia River, focusing on the 
population within the last 10 years would limit the research. A defined time frame can also be helpful 
when comparing to another time frame. An example of this might be the population of salmon that 
return to breed in the Columbia in the last 10 years compared to a ten-year time frame in the past (for 
example: 1980-1990). 

• Culture/species – Choose a species of salmon breeding in the Columbia River.  Choose a tribe (Perce Nez 
or Yakama, for example) that fishes in the Columbia River. 

• Country/region/biome – Fishing rights for native/First Nation people in the United States or Canada. 
Rights for salmon fishing in the ocean or a river system.  

• Population group – Diet of senior members of a native/First Nation tribe or current diet of younger 
members of the tribe. Does a group that eats more salmon live longer or have fewer health issues? Are 
other factors involved in the life expectancy or overall health of an age group? 

Do keep in mind that although narrowing a research is good practice to write a focused paper, narrowing a topic 
too much can lead to a lack of reference materials or even become so focused that only a limited audience 
would be interested in the topic. Who is your audience? Are you presenting your paper to experts? Does your 
audience need definitions, background information, or comparisons to understand why your hypothesis is 
important? 
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