Exploring a research idea: the ‘hot seat’ exercise
The main purpose of this activity is to begin to develop a deeper understanding of an initial idea for a research project. The activity can also have an impact on the capacity of members of a research group or network to offer each other support and challenge, and to work collaboratively.

The person wishing to explore a research idea volunteers to sit in the ‘hot seat’, and answer questions presented by members of the group. It is valuable if one person takes on the role of recorder, to make notes of the questions, and the person’s responses to the questions – this helps the target person to keep a record of ideas and themes that emerge. Between 5 and 8 questioners is optimal. 
The person in the hot seat begins by offering a brief (5 minute) summary of their proposed project. This should include a statement of the research question or hypothesis, some ideas about methods and sample, and the person’s thoughts on the practical or theoretical significance of the study (i.e., why it is important). It can be helpful if these initial ideas are summarised on a flipchart page or whiteboard – this helps the questioners to retain a focus on the topic. 

The role of questioners is to respond spontaneously to the researcher’s ideas, in a way that expresses curiosity and interest. Examples of questions and statements that may be useful are:

· What makes you interested in this research topic?

· How do you define…?

· What do you mean by…?
· Can you give an example of…?

· *What other words might you use to describe that concept?

· What your ideas trigger in me is…

· The main images or metaphors you use when you talk about this topic are….

· Other images or metaphors that come to mind are…

· Have you considered….

· It might be useful to read….

· How are you using theory to help you to make sense of this question?

· What do you expect to find?

· How would you feel if your study showed the opposite of what you expect? 

The aim is not to enter into a sustained discussion around any one of these questions. That can come later. The hot seat exercise is intended to open up possibilities, to help the researcher to glimpse aspects of his or her idea that were not immediately apparent. A questioning period of around 15 minutes is usually sufficient to achieve this. The person in the hot seat has the option of closing down the exercise at any point, if they feel they have had enough.  
* This can be a particularly valuable question to pursue. Different words open up a topic in different ways. For example, a study of therapist ‘authenticity’ subtly changes as other terms are substituted, such as ‘transparency’, ‘congruence’, ‘honesty’, ‘willingness to be known’, ‘genuineness’, ‘style’, ‘discourse’, etc.
