Some guidelines for writing a bachelor’s or master’s thesis

Developing an appropriate structure:

· Writing becomes much easier once you set the basic structure for your thesis. A structure helps you when assessing what information the thesis should contain. The same is true for the structure of a chapter. Writing a thesis is all about ‘seeing the light’ (seeing the pieces of the puzzle come together), which is much easier to do when you know what the pieces of the puzzle are.

· The best start to finding such a structure is in your research question. By formulating 1 key research questions and then modelling that question graphically, you will be able to define the necessary steps to finish your thesis.

An example: Suppose you are asked by the Nijmegen School of Management to assess the inflow of students into the masters in International Management. The school would like to know how it could perhaps attract more students. 

STEP 1: You then formulate the research question: “What factors explain the number of applications for the masters of International Management at Nijmegen School of Management?” This implies that your dependent variable (or Y) is the number of applications. This is where your research starts.

STEP 2: You, together with NSM, try to come up with a number of general categories that could be important here. NSM will use its practical knowledge while you use the literature (theory) concerning the attractiveness of a training programme. As the student, you are normally more informed theoretically and solid theory should be the basis of your thesis. In this instance you come up with the following categories: demographic and demand factors; characteristics of the programme; nature of competition; marketing of the programme. These are your explanatory or independent variables (X1 through Xn).
STEP 3: You are now ready to portray this model graphically, putting on the right-hand side the dependent variable and on the left-hand side the independent variables. The model will more or less look like this:
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STEP 4: Now that you have assessed the main features of the model you can commence with the table of contents of your study. Usually this will look more or less like this:

· Introduction

· Theoretical chapter(s)

· Methodological chapter(s)

· Empirical chapters

· Conclusions and recommendations

But other structures are possible too, depending on the topic and how you exactly take it on.

STEP 5: You can now start the work on the theoretical part of your thesis by further specifying your framework into specific variables. In this example these could be number of potential students; demand for IM masters, willingness of students to move (as demographic & demand conditions) breadth and scope of the programme, quality of the lecturers, reputation of the school  (as programme characteristics), similarity of competitors’ programmes, reputation of competitors (as nature of competition), marketing spending, channel choices, and positioning (as programme marketing). Note that this step is optional: sometimes your very first model already contains all the key variables. At this point it is useful to again make a graphical model, now featuring all the specific variables.

STEP 6: Now that you have found your model, you can look for ways to measure it with empirical data. There is no a priori difference between qualitative and quantitative methods here: for both you need substantial theoretical understanding and for both you need to find a way to measure things in practice. There are small differences though: in some instances qualitative work is done to come up with a better theoretical understanding. If so, the specification of the model may be hard to find or you may have wrongly specified the model. If you use quantitative methods, like multiple regression you need to go beyond just defining relations in the model and must specify hypotheses concerning the expected effect. Thus: a high quality of lecturers positively influences the number of applicants at NSM. For a more qualitative study this is optional, it may help to guide your thinking. You now come up with a number of measures for the variables you have specified and test whether these are reliable and valid measures.

STEP 7: Now that you know what you are going to measure you can go out and do the measurement, subsequent analysis and conclusions and recommendations.

Concerning literature:

· Either do not provide a list of references or provide a complete one for intermediary versions. Always provide a correct list for the final version. Some examples of proper references:

Rangan, S. (2000). The problem of search and deliberation in international exchange: Microfoundations to some macro patterns. Journal of International Business Studies, 31(2), 205-222.

Rugman, A. M. (2000). The End of Globalization. London: Random House Business Books.

Semlinger, K. (1993). Small firms and outsourcing as flexibility reservoirs of large firms. In G. Grabher (Ed.), The embedded firm: On the socioeconomics of industrial networks (pp. 168-178). London: Routledge.

Some definitions:

· Please do not use the word ‘theory’ every two sentences. A theory is an unusual thing to find in social science (management) research. Michael Porter’s work on five forces is a framework; Bartlett and Ghoshal’s transnational corporation is a concept etc. Do not refer to ‘the theory’ but rather to ‘the literature’ or ‘the work’.

· A research model provides the contents of the research, not the process. The latter we refer to as a timetable, a process model or something the like. A research model discusses the X’s (independent variables) and the Y (dependent variable) the research addresses (see above).

Concerning language:

· Prior to handing in any part of your thesis, always check for language mistakes using Word and / or an external person. Reading thorugh misstakes is verily annoing!

· Try to make an honest assessment of your own grasp of English prior to the writing process. This will help you determine whether you could ask somebody to help you look at your work.

· Always be consistent in the use of your English. Either refer to ‘How some managers favor organizations that center on the Asian market’ (American). Or refer to ‘How some managers favour organisations that centre on the Asian market (British). 

Practical matters:

· Files of more than 1 MB are best zipped for data transfer purposes.

