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A	Visualisation	Approach	for	Pitching	Research	
	
Abstract	
Based on a simple template tool, Faff’s (2015, 2019) “pitching” framework provides a 
succinct and methodical approach to conveying a new research proposal to an academic 
expert. Some potential users are discouraged by a mistaken belief that it is just a “form 
filling” exercise. We argue that one fruitful way to make the proposed “pitching” process 
more inviting, support researchers thinking process and to enable a fruitful 
communication with others is to invoke a visualisation strategy.  Accordingly, we propose 
a visualisation enhancement through visual templates with a particular focus on a 
“canvas” technique – which we label the Pitching	Research	Canvas. 
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1. Introduction

In this paper, we are speaking to researchers at their most vulnerable time, namely, when 

they first embark on the “treacherous journey” of a new research project. At such a 

moment, as researchers we only have embryonic notions and, under-developed ideas – 

yet to be formally explored. These are incomplete and untested ideas/notions of which 

the researcher is genuinely unsure of the underlying academic merit.  In this context, for 

many starting out in research, even a simple tool itself – like Faff’s (2015, 2019) Pitching 

Research framework or its close second‐generation ally, Lodhia (2019) – might look too 

confronting or abstract, to be immediately useful (Bui, 2020, forthcoming). The question 

is: how can we make the proposed “pitching” process more inviting? We argue that one 

fruitful way to do this is to invoke a visualisation method or strategy.1 It is this 

visualisation enhancement through a “canvas” technique – which we label the Pitching	

Research	Canvas – that is the central focus of the current paper. 

Faff’s (2015, 2019) pitching research framework provides a simple, succinct and 

methodical tool – a pitching template – reproduced in Figure 1 in blank format.2 Using 

Faff’s (2015) pitching template, you (the “pitching” researcher) are challenged to 

concisely “populate” each section of the template with relevant, well-considered 

information. Emphasizing the notion that “less is more”, the task is to confine your efforts 

to just 2 pages (or 1,000 words). The basic logic is to provide essential, brief information 

across a focused range of key dimensions that any collaborator would need or prefer to 

have, to make a more reliable assessment of the potential quality of the research proposal. 

1  Other novel ways in which the first co-author of the current paper has experimented with engaging users 
are: (a) “fantasy pitching” – see e.g. Faff et al. (2017); (b) “reverse engineering” – see e.g. Hale et al. (2018); 
(c) “pitch sparring” – see e.g. Hale et al. (2018).
2 A softcopy WORD file of the pitcher’s cued version of the template is available from the first author’s
webpage: http://www.business.uq.edu.au/staff/details/robert-faff (please scroll down the webpage until
you find the download prompt). A web portal version is available at: PitchMyResearch.com
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For budding researchers who lack sufficient experience, this framework (despite its 

simple structure) might still represent a disengaging activity – perhaps even a daunting 

prospect for some, to the extent that it effectively (and paradoxically) forms part of a 

barrier to entry. The Pitching	 Research	 Canvas	 provides a rescue buoy for these, 

otherwise discouraged, novices.  

Making knowledge visible helps individuals and teams to support cognition and 

insight, create emotional engagement and social coordination with knowledge 

development (Sparrow, 1998). Visual thinking is widely used and accepted in domains 

such as the innovation method, “design thinking” (Kernbach and Nabergoj, 2018); the 

communication of business strategies (Kernbach, Eppler and Bresciani 2015); the 

management of meetings (Eppler and Kernbach, 2020); storytelling (Kernbach, 2018), 

and in overcoming the constraints of PowerPoint (Kernbach, Bresciani and Eppler 2015). 

Visual templates – such as, (in prospect) the Pitching Research Canvas, therefore provide 

established categories of research according to the theory of law encoding (Cheng 1996). 

Such visual templates help every researcher to support their intra-personal 

communication and thinking with themselves. Further, these tools enhance the ability to 

share one’s ideas and reasoning by providing representational guidance (Suthers 2001), 

thus allowing others to more readily and beneficially access the researcher’s thinking. 

Moreover, this visual process not only facilitates, but also crucially contributes to 

knowledge development which enables new insights and ‘aha’ moments, with minimal 

cognitive or other costs, in line with the free ride effect (Shimojima 1999). 

The pitching research framework can appear a very “lonely”, “insular” or 

“singular” exercise. That is, the simple template design can induce a mindset of sitting in 

quiet contemplation and reflecting on the issues alone. While, of course, this is a 

perception only and there is nothing inherent in the design that requires this singularity 
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approach, the reality is – that is how many would see it and approach it (and it can work 

just fine that way!). However, in cases where this insularity inhibits innovative thought, 

we can adapt the framework to be more appealing. The visualisation method is one of 

several ways to break this unnecessary and unhelpful handicapping mindset. A core 

theme of our paper is simply stated: the Pitching Research framework is not just a tool 

for “singular” contemplative idea development. 

The remainder of the current paper evolves as follows. As a supportive 

background, Section 2 outlines existing smaller examples of metaphor and imagery 

techniques invoked by Faff (2013, 2015, 2019, and 2020) to engage users. Section 3 

provides basic insights into what is visualisation and what are the core principles that it 

exploits as a tool of familiarization and innovation. Section 4 proposes a simple Pitching 

Research Canvas and briefly illustrates a practical application.  The final section 

concludes. 

2. Visual Cues and Metaphoric Techniques in Pitching Research

Before moving on to consider our main goal – the complete blending of visual methods 

with pitching research – it is worth recognising existing use of imagery, metaphor and 

visual cues in the prior pitching research literature. While there is some variety in the 

“gimmick” used in each, the examples share a common logic/motivation – using a visual 

cue or metaphor to engage, entice and encourage users to try the template and, as a 

consequence, to have a “good” experience. To this end, the following sub-sections briefly 

discuss: (a) the “countdown” imbedded into the template structure; (b) the “IDioT’s” 

guide for emphasising the basic building blocks; (c) the original “cocktail glass” metaphor 

for filtering literature; (d) the “Mickey Mouse” diagram for depicting novelty; (e) the new 

“cocktail glass” overview depiction of the pitching research framework; (f) the “pitch 
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clock” pictorial that drives home the important twin messages of nonlinearity and 

recursivity; and (g) a “question” vs. “answer” dichotomy that portrays a simple mindset. 

 

2.1	“4‐3‐2‐1”	Countdown:	Launching	your	ideas	

The template is built around a “4-3-2-1” design – like a “countdown” – a useful “gimmick”, 

because it is easily memorable (while only a little contrived) and a relevant metaphor of 

“launching” one’s ideas. At the top of the template, the “4” part relates to four broad, 

essential ingredients of which the reader wants immediate knowledge: (A) working title; 

(B) the basic research question; (C) the key paper(s) and (D) motivation/puzzle. Together 

these four items can be viewed largely as an exercise of “framing” – or the “pre-pitch”. 

The core of the template tool is built around the next six elements, which constitute the 

“3-2-1” of the “countdown”. “Three” represents the three essential ingredients of the Idea, 

the Data and the Tools. “Two” represents the two basic questions that a successful 

researcher always convincingly answers: “What’s new?” and “So what?” And, finally, 

“One” represents the “holy grail” – the Contribution! Ultimately the merits of any paper 

must stand on both its actual and perceived contribution to the literature.  

	

2.2		IDioT’s	Guide:	Focusing	attention	on	the	basic	building	blocks		

A notable antecedent to Faff (2015) is Faff (2013). Faff (2013) proposes a “cheeky” 

acronym based on the first letters of Idea, Data and Tools – the so-called “IDioTs” guide 

to empirical research. This is a play on the once popular “fashion” of describing simple 

guide’s for those novice to a (usually) technical area – “the idiot’s guide to …” – poking 

harmless fun at starting out of one’s depth. As such, it is a metaphor designed to be self-

deprecating, while at the same time comforting – that practical help is at hand. 
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2.3	Original	Cocktail	Glass	Metaphor:	Filtering	the	literature		

Faff (2015, p. 325) makes the point that researchers need to apply a “smart” approach to 

how they deal with the literature.  This is especially the case for very mature research 

topics, where the literature can become overwhelming, very quickly – especially for 

novice researchers. To this end, Faff (2015) offers the “cocktail glass” metaphor – see 

Figure 5 in Faff (2015, p. 326), and reproduced herein as Figure 2. Footnote #12 in Faff 

(2015, p. 325) says it all: 

“Imagine a fancy cocktail glass that is very broad at the top, narrows down 
to a small diameter – say, a third the way from the bottom and then fans 
out at the base – but much less so than the top. Such a glass is depicted in 
Figure 5 [Figure	2]. Symbolically, drinking from the full cocktail glass is 
like beginning the literature search on a broad topic – there is typically a 
big literature to traverse, characterized by the big diameter at the top of 
the glass. As you spend time reading, filtering of the papers takes place, 
coincident with the refinement of the potential topic – quite likely an 
iterative process. Like the slow consumption of the cocktail (savouring the 
taste), the drink level descends toward the narrow part of glass – 
analogous to the narrowing in ones thinking about which papers within 
the relevant literature are the most important and critical foundation 
stones for your research topic. When you get to the narrow part of the 
glass, you have identified the small set of papers that really help you focus 
your attention on what is currently ‘known’ and what is still unknown. 
These are the ‘key’ papers. Later, should the project advance, an expanded 
set of the most relevant papers is identified as your reference list – like the 
cocktail glass, these represent the foundation upon which the paper 
(glass) rests.” [emphasis	added] 

 

2.4	Mickey	Mouse	comes	to	the	Rescue:	Novelty	and	so	much	more	…	

Faff (2013, pp. 954-5) emphasises a simple device to help assess research novelty – the 

so-called “Mickey Mouse” diagram (i.e. Venn diagram) – see Figure 3. The idea is that 

based on a characterisation of the relevant literature, you define (e.g. three) circles of 

research attention that meaningfully overlap, in ways that have not been completely 

explored in the extant literature. There is no fixed requirement for what these circles 

might represent – they might be any combination of idea(s); data; tools; or relate to 
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market features, regulation, … anything that makes sense. There is no right or wrong 

answer here – it is simply a matter of whatever works. 

In a sense, the Venn diagram device helps stimulate our thinking toward 

“innovation” rather than “invention”. The concept of innovation that I have in mind here 

is not unlike the famous suggestion by Steve Jobs that creativity comes from “seeing 

connections” that have not been seen before:  

“Creativity is just connecting	things. When you ask creative people how they 
did something, they feel a little guilty because they didn't really do it, they 
just saw something. It seemed obvious to them after a while.”3  [emphasis	
added] 

 
Think of the sweet spot in the Venn diagram as a pictorial reflection of making 

such new connections. While few would argue that “inventing” something that is very 

new and path-breaking is not highly valued, for most researchers major “inventions” are 

purely aspirational and beyond reach. In contrast, innovating with guidance from our 

friend Mickey is very broadly attainable – and can still deliver fantastic and highly 

influential outcomes.4  

	

2.5	New	Cocktail	Glass	Metaphor:	An	overview	of	the	pitching	exercise	

There is alternative cocktail glass metaphor that can be used to characterise the entire 

pitching research framework – see Figure 4. The top half of the glass is essentially an 

inverted pyramid, that embeds the “4-3-2-1” countdown. For example, the row of “4” is 

the big picture elements of: “WT” (Working Title); “RQ” (Research Question); “KP” (Key 

Papers); and “MOT” (Motivation). The wedge shape helps to portray a progressively more 

                                                            
3 Source: “The 14 Best Steve Jobs Quotes to Inspire Your Inner Creative Genius” 
https://www.inc.com/business-insider/14-most-inspiring-steve-jobs-quotes.html (accessed 22 October, 
2020). 
4 In the context of doctoral study, the sentiment I convey here is consistent with Mullins and Kiley (2002) 
– it’s a PhD, not a Nobel prize! 
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challenging task, ultimately “balancing” on “holy grail” of Contribution (CONT).  The base 

of the glass is the “+1”, depicting the “other considerations”. The many multiple arrows 

are meant to represent the non-linear and connected way that the whole process should, 

and inevitably does, take. 

 

2.6	The	“Pitch	Clock”:	Embracing	a	non‐linear	and	recursive	pathway	

A possible misconception of the pitching research framework is that in its construction, 

one must always start at the top, work through each item in order systematically, once, 

get to the end and then stop. As argued by Faff and Lodhia (2020), this is a VERY poor 

strategy and is likely to deliver disappointing outcomes. Rather, the task is best thought 

of as a dynamic and iterative process, in which the “path” to a completed pitch is non-

linear and unpredictable.  

Faff et al. (2019) capture some accumulated pitch completion data from the web 

portal (PitchMyResearch.com), that confirms the above ideas to some extent – though, 

there is a significant degree of linearity too. As a convenient visual devise, Figure 5, 

characterises the 11 elements of the pitch template as a pitch completion “clock”. Item 1, 

Working Title, is at 12 o’clock, and then the remaining template items are listed off “in 

order”, as we move in clockwise direction.5 Linear behaviour in using the web portal, is 

reflected by the thick black lines joining the items (presumably, travelling clockwise) 

around the outer edge of the pitch clock. However, a nontrivial incidence of iterative and 

non-linear behavior is manifested in the prevalence of many “cross lines” in the figure. 

The size of the dark outer edge circles denote average time spent on template items – and, 

                                                            
5 Figure 5 is reproduced (with permission) from Faff et al. (2019). 
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based on a sample of observations drawn from the web portal usage, Figure 5 suggests 

that the idea, motivation and data, present the three most time-consuming elements. 

 

2.7	Question	vs.	Answer	Dichotomy:	Understanding	the	role	of	each	element		

We offer a final visual example introduced by Faff and Lodhia (2020, Figure 2) 

reproduced here as Figure 6. This figure maps the pitching research template elements 

in a binary question vs. answer mindset, built around four basic concerns: “what?”, 

“how?”, “why?” and “why not?”. 

 

3.	Visualisation	Techniques	–	A	Primer	

Making knowledge visible so that it can be better accessed, discussed and further 

developed has been a long standing objective in knowledge-intense environments such 

as consulting, management and research (Sparrow, 1998). More specifically, the use of 

visual templates has become prominent to better deal with information overload, to 

support collaboration and enable further insights (Eppler and Burkhard, 2007). A visual 

template provides a graphical structure onto which information and knowledge can be 

meaningfully mapped, related, and put into perspective (Eppler and Platts 2009). Visual 

templates can support face-to-face and virtual conversations and meetings by 

documenting the participants’ inputs to the templates themselves (Eppler and Burkhard 

2007). Very well-known examples of visual templates are the BCG matrix, the SWOT 

diagram, Porter’s five forces diagram or more recently the development of Canvases such 

as the Business Model Canvas, the Meeting Canvas and – of central focus in the current 

paper – the Pitching Research Canvas. 

The graphical structure of visual templates, made up of boxes, arrows and labels, 

offers ‘affordances’ (Demir 2015; Gibson 1986; Jarzabkowski and Kaplan 2015) – i.e., cues 
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as to how the visual template could be used in practice (Eppler and Kernbach, 2016). For 

example, empty boxes on a research canvas afford the filling in of research issues, 

whereas arrows afford reflection on relationships between such issues. Those 

affordances stem from the constitutive features of visual templates (Gibson 1986; Kress 

2010), which enable and constrain potentials for action and meaning-making realized 

between the visual template, its producer and its recipient (Meyer et al 2018).  

Meyer distinguishes three types of constitutive features of visuals based on social 

semiotic theory. First, there are semiotic features enabling meaning construction. Second, 

there are cognitive features helping understand how visuals are perceived and processed 

by individual cognition. Third, there are cultural features concerning the social 

organization and regulation of visuals within a specific social setting (Meyer et al 2018).  

In terms of the semiotic features, visuals structure information, and thereby 

suggest meaning, primarily in a spatial manner (Tversky 2005) while verbal’s structure 

principle is sequential and linear (Jewitt and Oyama 2001). In terms of the cognitive 

features, visuals have a more immediate effect on perception and comprehension than 

verbal (Barthes 1991). Perceptual information is assigned equal importance (Coltheart 

1980) and material is stored in our visual short-term memory in the form of coherent 

objects (Luck and Vogel 1997). This makes the perception of visuals much more 

immediate than verbal. In terms of the cultural features, the character of visuals is 

influenced by their status and social regulation within a specific community (Kress 2010). 

For example, in the community of creativity and innovation, the use of visuals in the form 

of sketches as well as visual templates, such as the Business Model Canvas, is more 

accepted than in other communities such as banking and finance. 

Based on those constitutive features, a set of affordances can be distilled for 

visuals. Social semiotics borrows the concept of affordances from Gibson (1986) to 
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denote the potential of visual and verbal in representation and communication. 

Affordances, which are derived from the constitutive features of visuals and verbal, are 

relational rather than inherent. They manifest themselves only in specific interactions 

between audiences, particular modes (visual or verbal), and contexts (McDonnell 2010). 

The potential of affordances for meaning-making can be both enabling and constraining. 

Their relational character and cultural quality imply that the properties of visuals invite, 

but never determine, possibilities for interpretation and action in relation to these texts 

(Hutchby 2001). Inspired by Kress (2010, p. 96), identifying the affordances of visual 

templates is equivalent to answering the questions ‘what can be done with visual 

templates?’ (Meyer et al 2018). 

The affordances of visuals are labelled as verbs as they suggest particular 

processes of interpretation and possibly action. Visuals carry, according to Meyer and 

colleagues, four particular affordances: infiltrate, spatialize, captivate, and materialize 

(Meyer et al 2018). Infiltrate means that visuals are subjected to less scrutiny than verbal 

due to the weaker social regulation that applies to visuals in Western culture (Kress and 

van Leeuwen 2006). Spatialize means that visuals are especially well-suited for 

communicating complex and multidimensional relationships, in addition the spatial 

setup of visuals allows for bridging of individual elements through composition and 

positioning (Höllerer et al 2013). Captivate means that the immediacy of perception of 

visuals has the potential to captivate audiences, more specifically, visuals are perceived 

rapidly, attract attention quickly, and have the potential to express attitudes and 

emotions with powerful impact that surpasses a purely cognitive processing of its content 

whereby audiences become affectively, aesthetically and corporeally engaged (Hill 

2004). Materialize means that visuals give novel ideas tangibility and shape (Meyer et al 
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2018). The materialization of visuals helps overcome language barriers and establishes 

visuals as a kind of ‘global language’ (Machin 2004). 

Looking at all three types of constitutive features and their corresponding 

affordances, visuals are characterized by their own ‘grammar’ (Kress and van Leeuwen 

2006), but those rules of expression are less explicit compared to verbal which makes the 

interpretation of visuals more open-ended. Elaborate rules exist on the use of verbal 

arguments, however, rules for visuals are less elaborate on how and when to use them 

(Meyer et al 2018). This calls for a development of a visual “syntax” for visual templates. 

In addition, those affordances make visuals and particular visual templates good 

candidates to support individual and group cognitive processes as they support the 

structuring and spatial arranging of complex information, allowing for immediacy of 

perceiving and processing content, and communicating attitude and emotions which 

engages audiences affectively, aesthetically and corporeally. 

In fact, the use of visuals in management, research, and organizations is increasing 

rapidly over the past ten years (Bresciani and Kernbach, 2020; Rehnert & Kernbach, 

2020; Kernbach, 2019; Bresciani and Kernbach, 2019). Visual artefacts are omnipresent 

in modern societies and are not just add-ons to verbal but have become elementary for 

the construction, maintenance, and transformation of meaning (Kress and van Leeuwen 

2001). Visual artefacts materialize, organize, communicate, store, and pass on knowledge 

(Raab 2008) and are objectified within social groups and communities in order to enable 

mutual and shared ‘readings’ (Raab 2008). It is surprising that visuals and their mode of 

meaning making has remained largely unexplored in research, organization and 

management science (Meyer et al 2013). A better understanding of the role and the 

effects on visuals in general is necessary. However, visuals should not be investigated in 

isolation, especially since their function is only realized in the interactive contexts in 

This is the peer reviewed version of the following article: Faff, R. W., & Kernbach, S. (2021). A visualisation approach for pitching research. Accounting and Finance, 
 which has been published in final form at https://doi.org/10.1111/acfi.12753 .  

This article may be used for non-commercial purposes in accordance with Wiley Terms and Conditions for Use of Self-Archived Versions 



12 
 

which they are embedded and by the verbal expressions that might accompany them 

(Van Leeuwen 2007). 

To fully understand how an individual and group can benefit from using visual 

templates in research and innovation, we need to understand the role of visual templates 

through different theoretical lenses. The human brain processes visual information more 

efficiently compared to written information: when the same information is provided both 

in written and visual form (such as with a key-word and a corresponding icon), 

performances are enhanced. According to Dual Coding Theory (Clark and Paivio 1991) 

this effect is due to the fact that our brain processes visual information and verbal/textual 

information in two different areas of the brain. Visually displaying ideas through a visual 

template offers the benefits to enable participants to externalize thoughts and their 

connections using both their verbal and visual channel (Paivio 1978), thus making it 

easier for the discussants to build on each other’s ideas (Mengis and Eppler 2008) and to 

remember the discussed topics better (Mengis and Eppler 2006). Mapping the dialogue 

visually can help overcome cognitive constraints, such as information overload (O’Reilly 

1980) and the finite amount of working memory claimed by cognitive load theory; visual 

templates help to unload our working memory to have more capacity for sense making 

(Simon 1972).  

	

4.	Application	of	Visualisation	–	Pitching	Research	Canvas		

4.1	Some	Background	

The pitching research framework is an application of visual templates in the context of 

research and innovation. Starting from the original pitching template that embodies 

knowledge in the form of a table (Figure 1), as it turns out, the further depictions 

represent various genres of visual templates. Specifically, the Cocktail glass works as 
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visual metaphor (Figure 2); the Mickey Mouse in the form of a light-hearted Venn diagram 

(Figure 3); the cocktail glass (Figure 4) and the pitch clock (Figure 5) represented as 

conceptual diagrams. And finally, as the main exhibit and visual offering of our paper we 

have the pitching research canvas (Figure 7).  

These visual templates represent two genres of visual templates in line with the 

taxonomy of visual formats established by Eppler and Burkhard (2007) which have two 

formats: conceptual diagram and visual metaphor, especially as they are omnipresent in 

innovation, creativity and research. The main functions of conceptual diagrams are: 

compilation, consistency check, roadmap, insight enabler. Conceptual diagrams come in 

two main variants – “process” versus “structure”: 

o Process diagram – examples include Value-chain-template, cocktail glass. 

o Structure diagram – examples include Venn diagram (Eppler and Kernbach 

2016), Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2010), Research 

Canvas). 

The main functions of visual metaphors are: compilation, perspective and level switch, 

insight enabler. We have process versus structure visual metaphors: 

o Process metaphor – examples include mountain trail, river, cocktail glass. 

o Structure metaphor – examples include iceberg, temple, tree. 

Visual templates in the form of conceptual diagrams and visual metaphors can 

help individuals and groups to support cognition, emotional engagement and social 

functions. Through the evaluation of the empirical use of visual templates in individual 

and team contexts (see for example Eppler and Platts, 2009), visual templates carry the 

12 cognitive functions supporting divergent and convergent thinking. These functions 

are outlined below. 
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Support of divergent thinking is largely about generating	ideas	and	options. There 

are three associated cognitive functions: 

1. Associate, lateral thinking (connecting unrelated information), talking, and 
deliberating through visually provided categories, cues and visual structures. 
2. Configuration (recombination, playing, simulating, and experimenting) for idea 
composition. 
3. Perspective and level switches. 

 

Support of convergent thinking is then primarily about selecting	ideas	and	options. 

There are nine associated cognitive functions: 

4. Compilation space for data, opinions, and experiences. 
5. Roadmap for deliberating future options. 
6. Insight enabler by making patterns visible. 
7. Showing missing information and data needs. 
8. Filter function, selector, and separator. 
9. Conflict mediator (contrasting opposing views). 
10. Testing and feedback space. 
11. Consistency check. 
12. Documentation, summary, tracking device. 
 

 In addition to these cognitive functions, visual templates carry the potential for 

social functions, such as integrating different perspectives, assisting mutual 

understanding, and showing interdependencies as well as emotional functions, such as 

creating involvement and engagement, providing inspiration and providing convincing 

communication (Eppler and Platts 2009). Since research and innovation are not only 

concerned with cognitive content-related outcomes but also with the emotional 

engagement of researchers with the research topic and with each other, visual templates 

provide a meaningful support for high-quality and relevance of innovative research 

output and supporting the researcher in its research process along the way. 
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4.2	Basic	Setup	of	the	Pitching	Research	Canvas	

A canvas displays all relevant aspects of one topic on a single page, so that the viewer can 

see everything in ‘one eye span’ (Tufte and Robins, 1997), which reduces cognitive load 

and enables more cognitive capacity for sense-making, deriving insights and knowledge 

development (Eppler and, Kernbach, 2016). The underpinning structure of the elements, 

e.g. order, hierarchy, is represented in the spatial positioning of the elements in space. 

Those elements are represented in graphical shapes, e.g. rectangles, and connected 

through elements such as lines and arrows. 

It should be acknowledged that the empty version of Faff’s (2015, 2019) template 

design, as reproduced in Figure 1, can be viewed itself as a very rudimentary (and, 

arguably, somewhat uninspiring) version of a basic visual canvas.6 As such, recognition 

of a canvas interpretation drives home an important point – that even without creating a 

new second-generation tool (as we are about to unveil in the current paper), identifying 

an alternative form of use for an existing tool is in itself a step forward. That said, we 

argue that it is potentially worthwhile going beyond the proforma version to develop a 

more appealing receptor, especially in the context of group work exercises and multi-

researcher settings. For example, a move beyond the original template as a canvas is 

justified because the original template is likely to “score” poorly on many of the 12 

cognitive functions supporting divergent and convergent thinking, discussed in Section 

4.1. As such, a visually more appealing canvas offers the real prospect of inducing a 

greater level of creativity. 

Figure 7 displays the vanilla version of the Pitching Research Canvas – i.e. a 

(structured) “blank canvas” designed for researchers. The underpinning structure of the 

                                                            
6 Indeed, the first co-author of the current paper has used the original template exactly in this way for group 
work exercises, as part of a PhD course at the University of Queensland. 
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Pitching Research Canvas follows a top‐down logic, in parallel with the cocktail glass 

visual metaphor discussed earlier (see Figure 4).7 The visual design starts with the four 

elements of the context (displayed as “A” in the canvas), namely ‘working title’, ‘research 

question’, ‘key papers’ and ‘motivation / puzzle’ which are connected through arrows 

suggesting that the user should obey (but not necessarily “follow” in the construction 

phase) a left-right-logic which is in line with the visualisation convention of time 

representation. Additionally, the number “4” is prominent to emphasise a sub-grouping 

of elements and, as would become evident to the user early in their encounter with the 

canvas, the beginning of the “countdown” metaphor (see Section 2.3).  

This first part connects with a downward-facing arrow to the concept part 

(displayed as “B”) of the Canvas with the three elements ‘idea’, ‘data’ and ‘tools’ which are 

linked through two circular arrows representing the notion of an iterative process 

between those three elements. The number “3” is now prominent to signify another sub-

grouping of elements and, a continuation of the “countdown” metaphor.  This second part 

then connects with the third part again through a downward-facing arrow continuing the 

top-down-logic. The last part (displayed as “C” in the canvas) represents the bottom line 

of the Pitching Research Canvas with the elements ‘what’s new’, ‘so what?’, ‘contribution’ 

and ‘other considerations’ and with that also literally the bottom of the Canvas. This third 

part combines the “2” and “1” elements of the countdown (with both numbers as 

prominent markers on the canvas), whereby the transition from “2” to “1” is reflected by 

a further downward-facing arrow. 

	

	 	

                                                            
7 While we identify here a top‐down	design, as Faff and Lodhia (2020) are at pains to argue, this “visuality” 
should not be seen to necessarily imply anything about how one attacks completing the canvas. 
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4.3	Experiences	from	the	Field		

The second-coauthor of the current paper has extensive experience running intensive 

visualisation workshops since 2012. Starting with a single workshop at the Swiss 

Summer School while he was a PhD student himself, he continued to teach it in many 

places from the African Doctoral Academy to the Central University of Beijing to the 

Institute of Design at Stanford where he teaches “Research as Design” and “Creativity in 

Research Scholars” (Ulibarri, Cravens, Nabergoj, Kernbach & Royalty, 2019). The 

underlying philosophy of this course is fully in line with the ideas and concepts outlined 

above in Section 3 and subsection 4.1. In a nutshell the broad structure of the course uses 

different visualization techniques to support researchers in their research journeys with 

the objective to derive insights, get clarity and ultimately enables progress. To date, more 

than 1,000 participants have been through his program across more than 50 cohorts and 

an important element of the course is based on the Pitching Research Canvas.8 

Given the above, we have first-hand access to extensive experience using the 

Pitching Research Canvas as a visualisation tool. From our experience, researchers (are 

likely to) use the Pitching Research Canvas in a variety of ways during their early careers. 

Some use it to anticipate a research project with a desirable output; some use it in the 

middle of the research project to focus on the core elements and get an overview – or, in 

a way, to re-“calibrate” a project’s evolution; while others use it at the “end” of a project 

to summarize the key components e.g. in order to give a presentation at a conference or 

university workshop. 

Figure 8 shows an actual completed example of the Pitching	Research	Canvas. The 

example shows the efforts from an anonymous young researcher at the very beginning of 

                                                            
8 Indeed, one of these workshops was hosted by Macquarie University in early 2019, in which there were 
about 50 participants. Apart from the second coauthor’s home institution of St Gallen, other locations of 
these workshops include: Cape Town, Stellenbosch, Oslo, Munich, Beijing, and Stanford. 
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their career applying the Canvas to map out the core components of the vision of the 

research project. The example shows that the researcher is interested in applying the 

innovation method of design thinking to the context of crisis, such as the Covid pandemic, 

with the aim to overcome feelings of isolation, anxiety and uncertainty, especially in the 

home office. The Canvas pushes the researcher to think about the content of the research 

in a structured fashion and also consider issues beyond the content – such as, with 

funding opportunities or reaching out to someone who is an expert in the experience 

sampling methodology (ESM) to get advice. Finally, the Canvas helps the researcher to 

anticipate the outcomes, implications (so what?) and contributions of their research 

project. This overview enables the researcher to structure their thinking, see the physical 

evidence of their brainwork and also make it easier to share their thinking in a structured 

way and invite other (more experienced) scholars to contribute to their research idea 

expressed through the Pitching Research Canvas.	

	

5. Conclusion	

Faff’s (2015, 2019, 2020) pitching template framework, is designed to allow a researcher 

in virtually any academic discipline, on any conceivable topic, to identify and succinctly 

convey the core elements of a viable and worthwhile empirical research proposal.  

However, some potential users will be discouraged by a mistaken belief that it is just a 

“form filling” exercise.9 In the extreme, form filling is seen as mind-numbing and pointless 

– it just gets in the way of the exciting and real (research) work. The current paper argues 

that one fruitful way to make the proposed “pitching” process more inviting – especially 

to support individual cognition and also in the context of collaborative group work – is to 

                                                            
9 Faff and Lodhia (2020) identify and debunk seven “misconceptions” relating to what is and how to use 
the “pitching research” template – a “form filling” mindset is misconception #4. 
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invoke a visualisation method or strategy. We outline the main features of visualisation 

and how this approach can encourage and facilitate creativity – both generally and in the 

narrower context of research. Further, we propose a visualisation enhancement through 

a “canvas” technique – which we label the Pitching	Research	Canvas. As our final message 

here, we challenge readers to push the boundaries – to think more laterally about 

extended applications of visualisation techniques, via the canvas, that can provide utility 

to many diverse planning or brainstorming scenarios. 
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Figure	1:	Faff	(2015)	Pitching	Research	Template	

Pitcher’s	Name	  FoR	category	 	 Date	Completed	  
FOUR	 Four aspects of BIG picture framing 
(A)	Working	Title	  
(B)	Basic	Research	Question	  
(C)	Key	paper(s)	  
(D)	Motivation/Puzzle	  
THREE		 Three core aspects of any empirical research project i.e. the “IDioTs” guide  
(E)	Idea?	  
(F)	Data?	  
(G)	Tools?	  
TWO	 Two key questions 
(H)	What’s	New?	  
(I)	So	What?	  
ONE	 One bottom line 
(J)	Contribution?	  
(K)	Other	Considerations		  
Source: Faff (2015) – reproduced with permission. 
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Figure 2: Cocktail Glass Metaphor for Filtering the Literature  

 

Source: Faff (2015, Figure 5, p. 326). 
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X 

Figure 3: What’s New Mickey Mouse? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Faff (2013). 
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Figure 4: Cocktail Glass Representation of Pitching Research Framework 
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Figure 5:  The “Pitch Clock”10  

 

 

Source: Faff et al. (2019). 
	 

                                                            
10 We thank Keith Godfrey for generating this pictorial based on anonymous usage of the web portal 
PitchMyResearch.com. 
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Figure	6:	A	Simple	QUESTION	vs.	ANSWER	Mindset	

Asking the  QUESTION    PUSH	vs.	PULL			 Getting the ANSWER 

=> WHAT is the question? 
(B) Research	Question

(A) Working	Title (flag key Q
elements) 

WHAT?	 => WHAT is the potential ANSWER? 
(E) IDEA

HOW?	 => HOW can we get the ANSWER? 
(F) DATA
(G) TOOLS

=> WHY this question? 
(C) 3	Key	Papers (“micro”)
(D) Motivation (“macro”)

WHY?	 => WHY do we need the ANSWER? 
(H) What’s	New?
(I) So	What?

(J) CONTRIBUTION

WHY	NOT?	 => Feasibility of the ANSWER? 
(K) Other	Considerations

Source: adapted from Faff and Lodhia (2020). 
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Figure	7:	Pitching	Research	Canvas	

Figure	8:	An	Example	of	the	Pitching	Research	Canvas	
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