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Goal Setting Questions: A Basic Guide for Interdisciplinary PGRs 

Overarching goal-setting questions 

• Why am I doing this PhD? 
• What audience is my PhD for? 
• Where do I want/need it to lead me? 
• What is the purpose of my PhD specifically? 
• Will this PhD be my life, or does it need to fit around other commitments? 

 
With the answers to these questions in mind, set your overarching goals. 
 
Questions to help identify subgoals  

• What methods, skills and techniques am I particularly interested in? Is there a 
technique that I really need to know about to fulfil my ambitions? 

• Do I want to focus on academic teaching, mentoring, or other professional 
experience related opportunities (internships, placements)? If so what sort of 
thing am I looking for? 

• Is there an aspect of interdisciplinarity to my research? Where and how? Do I 
want to combine two unusual topics? How will is explain my interdisciplinary 
approach?  

• Do I want to be able to evidence leadership or working in a team through my 
PhD? If so, when, and how? 

• What about creative thinking? Do I want to develop a new technique or 
method? 

• How do I want to communicate my research and ideas to be communicated? 
Scientific papers? Industrial partnerships? Social media? Or just my thesis? Do 
I want to write a book or a chapter? Consider when you would like to 
communicate your research, if via academic journal, where would you like to 
publish?  

• Do I want to show how good I am at getting funding and writing grant 
proposals? If so, how much and where? 

 
Please now set out a research timeline (for the year and/or entire PhD) with 
goals/milestones included. You may want to include when and how you will review 
this timeline both personally and with your supervisory team.  
 
If you are able, you might want to lead a group of PGRs to do this as a shared ‘Rivers 
of Life’ exercise (see page 2 for a brief guide). 
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Brief Guide: Rivers of Life Exercise  

Rivers of Life is a reflective and creative activity which can be used to help PhD students 

visualise their research journey, clarify their goals, identify potential challenges, and think about 

the resources they will need to complete their research. It is best when done as a group but can 

also be undertaken individually. This exercise encourages students to think holistically about 

their research and personal development, fostering clarity, motivation, and collaboration. 

Materials Needed: Large sheets of paper. Pens, coloured pencils. Enthusiasm.  

1. Introduction 

• Begin by reflecting on the metaphor of a river: it flows through different landscapes, 

encounters obstacles, and draws strength from tributaries. Encourage students to think 

of their PhD journey as a river that starts from motivations and flows toward aspirations 

and outcomes. 

2. Drawing the River  

On the paper, draw your “river of life” as it relates to your PhD. 

• Start Point (Source): Represent the start of your PhD journey. What motivated you to 

pursue a PhD? Why this topic? Think about prior experiences. 

• Middle Course: What will the stages of your PhD look like, what will you need be doing 

at each stage? What challenges might you expect to encounter? What people or 

resources might you need to support you (e.g., supervisors, peers, training, tools, skills). 

Might you need anything specific to support your interdisciplinarity 

• Future Course: Illustrate where you want your river to flow in the future. What are your 

goals for your research, personal development, and career? 

3. Adding Details  

• Use symbols, drawings, and notes to represent: 

• Rapids and Rocks: Challenges or obstacles (e.g., writer’s block, funding issues). 

• Tributaries: Sources of support or inspiration (e.g., collaboration opportunities, 

mentors). 

• Calm Waters: Times of stability or clarity in your research. 

• Deltas: Where your journey may lead (e.g., graduation, publications, impact). 

4. Reflection and Sharing (if in a group)  

• In pairs or small groups, share your rivers. Discuss: 

o What excites you about the journey ahead? 

o What concerns or uncertainties do you have? 

o What strategies might help you navigate challenges? 

•  Alternatively, if done individually, write a short reflection answering the above 

questions. 


