General guidance for the dissertation

Title

1. The title is usually very similar to, or the same as the broad aim of your dissertation.  It needs to include a higher order verb, e.g. ‘to evaluate critically…’ 
2. The final version of the title may vary throughout the dissertation, but it is essential to have a working title that is focused and based on your research aim and objectives.  This will serve to keep you within the topic you are researching and not get distracted into other areas that seem more interesting.

Abstract

The abstract is a summary of the entire dissertation (not an introduction), therefore you may write only when you have completed the dissertation. Keep it concise – no more than one page in length.  It should include :

· The overall aim.

· A brief mention of the subject and material.

· A synopsis of the methods used.

· A summary of the major findings.

· The conclusions based on the results.

Chapter 1 - Introduction

1. Define and explain your key topic issues. Definitions can be problematic and different authors have different viewpoints. Please adopt a workable definition of concepts or theories leant to allow your arguments to progress. It will enhance your analysis if you recognise that there are different implications for different organisations dependant on their size, sector or areas of activity, etc.

2. Identify early (on the first page) what this dissertation is about (and what it does not include).  Often, topics are broad but we take ‘an angle’ on them.

3. Introduce the themes of the dissertation (i.e. the topics covered by your objectives). Give background literature/statistics only – leave the in-depth analysis for chapter 2 (ROL).  
4. The themes or issues discussed throughout the Introduction chapter should relate clearly to the objectives which you will specify at the end of the chapter.  The issues should set the scene for the specification of your objectives; you are providing the rationale for this study, that is, why it is worth doing (possibly a new issue, or old issue but new context, or current, topical, problematic, etc.). You need a bit of background on each of your objectives to justify what you are going to do. 
5. Define the relationship between your research and previous research in related topic areas, stressing the similarities and differences.
6. Please remember that the Introduction and Review of Literature (usually chapters 1 & 2) are based on what you have read elsewhere – secondary research. Every paragraph should contain at least one reference (in fact, the more the merrier as it demonstrates the depth and breadth of your research). In the main body of your submission you MUST give credit to academic and industrial authors on whose research your work is based (numeric referencing system). For example: … Jones [1] suggests the Numeric referencing system works best. Append to your submission a bibliography (that indicates the books, articles etc. that you have read) or references list (the references you have quoted in order to complete the dissertation (initials & surname of author or organisation, title of book, edition, publisher: place of publication, year of publication). For example: [1] K. Jones, Referencing Made Simple, SIHE Publications: Swansea, 2007. 
7. Where applicable, specify the context of the research.  Are you using a case study organisation, for example?  If so, introduce the company and give some pertinent information about it and where it sits in its industry (a little competitive information, size, products, market share, etc).
8. Specify ONE broad aim – the overarching thing that you want this dissertation to achieve.  Then break the aim up into objectives – smaller, more precise and measurable things that you want to achieve 
9. The objectives should indicate WHAT you will achieve not HOW.  

10. Consider adding a sentence or small paragraph underneath each objective to show HOW you will go about achieving it (the process).  This might involve research strategies such as case study, experiment, questionnaire survey, etc. Indicate briefly WHO you will question (this forces you to confront issues of access.  If you can’t gather the data, you can’t analyse it). You might embolden the objective itself (WHAT) but leave in normal font the research strategy underneath (HOW).
11. The phrasing of objectives must include higher order verbs that indicate that this is level 6 standard of work.  For example, ‘to evaluate critically…’, ‘to analyse the…’, etc.  We don’t use verbs such as ‘list’, ‘state’ because they are too easy to achieve.
12. List the objectives by number. 
13. End the chapter with a ‘link’ paragraph that bridges the gap between chapters 1 and 2.  For example: ‘This chapter has outlined some of the implications of….  Chapter 2, the Review of Literature, explores the key themes’. 

Chapter 2 – Review of Literature (ROL)

1. Start each chapter on a new page.
2. Each chapter should have an introductory paragraph that describes what the chapter contains/will achieve and how it is organised/structured.  The introductory paragraph acts as a signpost to the reader.  Start the chapter by identifying what the chapter will do, i.e. this chapter will review critically the published literature pertaining to the research objectives.  Where did you get the lit?  Journals, texts, industry sources, etc.  Use a numbered LIST for the objectives or the themes drawn from the objectives. For example:

This chapter reviews critically the published literature on e-Business.  The literature sources include e-Business texts and journal articles, journals and organisations relating to the use and promotion of information systems and e-Business, governmental publications and the case study organisational literature.  The chapter is organised around three themes drawn from the objectives of the research:
1. Theme 1

2. Theme 2

3. Theme 3
3.   The main headings of the chapter should ideally match the objectives/themes of the 
study (but you can have many more sub-headings).  By structuring each chapter according to the objectives of the study you ensure that you keep focused on the achievement of the objectives and that you are discussing issues of relevance. It also provides a common thread that weaves through all the chapters: this will be reflected clearly in your table of contents.

4. Dissertations require an extensive overview of the literature, and must be scholarly. Reviews must be analytical and critical; cite reports that go against your research objectives/questions as well as those supporting them.

5. The chapter should contain reference to a wide-ranging number of theoretical models. However, don’t throw lots of theoretical models at the reader without saying why each model is relevant to your research. What it will contribute? Will you address each of the areas?  Do the models contribute to the achievement of your objectives?  A discussion about normative models tends to be largely descriptive (which we want to avoid); be critical of the models, don’t accept anything at face value.  You need to evaluate the usefulness and real-world application of the models for your research.  When discussing the models you might introduce some general industry examples regarding the application of the models in your sector.  You might append some of the models if they are peripheral to the discussion.  

6. Use real-life examples where possible, to illustrate the points you are making.  Theoretical issues and concepts can be dry topics, but examples bring them to life, and show that you can interpret the literature.  Good ROL’s achieve depth of analysis by addressing, for example, theoretical models and debate, industry standards and practices, statistical evidence and real-life examples (rhetoric vs. reality). 

7. What approach did other organisations/researchers take? Did they use the models you propose?  Any previous research? Any pitfalls, examples, lessons to be learned?

8. Ensure that you include in the ROL relevant issues only; try to relate much of the theoretical material in the ROL to your study. Focus on those issues that inform your investigation, and those to which you will return (in chapters 4 and 5) to compare critically with your findings.  This facilitates research validity.
9. You won’t be able to identify and discuss everything, so be selective.  For example, identify the key differences/issues relating to your topic.
10. References should be current.  Only include a dated source if it’s the seminal work in the field. 
11. Try to link similar ideas together into paragraphs to avoid a disjointed discussion (i.e. try not to jump from topic to topic.  Try to smooth the flow).  Link words help, such as however, therefore, thus, conversely, nevertheless. 

12. There will always be a little uncertainty about in which chapter to place things, but you can always ‘cut and paste’ later. 

13. Each chapter should end with a closing ‘bridge’ paragraph that links the previous discussion to the next chapter. End the discussion in this chapter with a conclusion regarding the themes drawn from your objectives.  In effect, you summarise the key issues that you will be investigating (a list of priority issues), which will provide a common thread through all chapters.  

14. Edit for conciseness and clarity.
Chapter 3 – Research Methods

1. As before, include an introductory paragraph that describes what the chapter contains/will achieve and how it is organised/structured.  For example:

This chapter describes and justifies the research design, data collection tools, the research process, and data analysis techniques employed to achieve the research objectives:

1. objective 1…

2. objective 2…

3. objective 3…

2.   Useful headings to help structure this chapter are: 
· Research Design (research philosophy and design strategy)

· Data Collection methods (selection of questionnaires, interviews, etc.)

· Research Process (in which you may discuss step-by-step how you conducted the research).
· Data analysis (how you will analyse the data you collect)

3.   Start by defining the terms ‘research’ and ‘research methodology’ 
(process/framework within which to work).

4. Explain that the research methods chosen are determined by their suitability to the objectives of the study, otherwise your findings are invalid and unreliable.

5. Discuss and justify the research philosophy that underpins what you are trying to achieve (positivism vs phenomenology, quantitative vs. qualitative data, etc.). You not only describe the theory, but state which you have selected and analyse WHY (because it suits the objectives of your study).  You must JUSTIFY your research design choices within the context of your research, using the theory to validate/back up the discussion (you must integrate theory with practice). Give benefits and limitations of your chosen strategies.  Use references to respected authors to substantiate your decisions.
6. In what context is your research?  What is your broad approach?  You need to discuss and justify your choice of research design, which might be:

· Case study (e.g. descriptive/illustrative/experimental/explanatory, etc.)
· Experiment

· Survey

· Content analysis, etc.

You not only describe the theory, but state which you have selected and analyse WHY (because it best meets the needs of your objectives).  You don’t need to explore the alternative methods in any depth, but you must JUSTIFY your research design choices within the context of your research, using the theory to validate/back up the discussion (you must integrate theory with practice). Give benefits and limitations of your chosen strategies.  Use references to respected authors to substantiate your decisions.
7. Link the theory to your own study.  It is your objectives that determine which research strategies should be used, so your discussion on research methods must justify what’s best for the achievement of your objectives.  For example, you might mention multiple methods for data collection are used in your study, so go on to use the theory to justify this decision.  Don’t be general in the discussion, for example, why case study?  Because the objectives/questions require an in-depth evaluation rather than a broad sweep, because you have access to an organisation, but would be unlikely to find sufficient other firms to co-operate given the time and resource constraints, etc. 

8. Don’t forget to address the reliability, validity and generalisability of your chosen research design.  Case studies, for example, because they are an in-depth view of perhaps one organisation at a moment in time, have low reliability (can’t be repeated easily by other researchers), high validity (answer the right questions due to in-depth knowledge gained) and generalisability (characteristics and findings cannot necessarily be attributed to a wider population). How important is it though, that the study is replicable in the positivistic sense?  Often, it is not important for objectives linked to case studies as they are not trying to prove statistical significance.  Questionnaire surveys, conversely, have high reliability (a questionnaire is easily replicated), low validity (a pretty questionnaire does not necessarily ask the right questions – to overcome this, questions must be derived from the literature in the ROL) and are generalisable to a wider population (if the sample is appropriate). 
9. How will you gather the data for analysis?  Discuss and justify your choice of data collection techniques, which might be:

· Questionnaires (quantitative, linked  with positivistic philosophy and survey research strategy - but not always), 

· Interviews (qualitative, linked with phenomenological philosophy and case study research strategy - but not always),

· Observation,

· Document review (linked with content analysis, eg. of websites) etc.

You not only describe the theory, but state which you have selected and analyse WHY.  You don’t need to explore the alternative methods in any depth, but you must JUSTIFY your research design choices within the context of your research, using the theory to validate/back up the discussion (you must integrate theory with practice). Give benefits and limitations of your chosen strategies.  Use references to respected authors to substantiate your decisions.

10. If you use interviews: what objective(s) does the interview data address? How many interviewees? What’s the population? On what basis were the sample selected? Semi-structured interviews? Why were interviews the best data collection technique (depth, allows you to probe interesting responses, etc.)? Justify your decision to use interviews to gather data for your objectives/study by referencing the respected authors in the field. What were the drawbacks?  Returning transcripts to interviewees for corroboration is known as triangulation – explain what it is and say why it’s good.  Any problems in telephone and e-mail interviews? 
11. Interview design considerations?  How did you come up with the questions, where did they come from (the literature – to ensure validity).  For each of your objectives give one or two examples of questions and the theory/theorist they link to. 
12. If you use questionnaires: what objective(s) does the questionnaire data address? How many respondents (sent and returned)? Will you chase up non-responses? What’s the population? On what basis were the sample selected? Fully structured design? Why are questionnaires the best data collection technique for your study (allow standardised questions to a large number of respondents, easy to analyse, etc.)? Justify your decision to use questionnaires to gather data for your objectives by referencing the respected authors in the field. What are the drawbacks?  
13. Questionnaire design considerations?  What types of question are you asking (closed, open, dichotomous, multi-choice, scaling, ranking, etc.)? Why? How did you come up with the questions, where did they come from (the literature – to ensure validity).  For each of your objectives give one or two examples of questions and the theory/theorist they link to. 

14. Questionnaires should be piloted (asking say five people to test-run the questionnaire to identify flaws).  Using Bell’s (1999) framework, for example, each respondent might be invited to comment on the pilot questionnaire in terms of: completion time; clarity of instruction; unclear or ambiguous questions; ‘sensitive’ questions; major omissions; and layout.  

15. How will you minimise bias?  For example, to ensure reliability and minimise subject error within the study, were questionnaires distributed at a neutral time and interviews scheduled at the interviewee's convenience?  To avoid subject bias and encourage honest responses, was anonymity/confidentiality of the study’s participants’ responses guaranteed? Incorporating a degree of structure to the questionnaire and interview schedule reduces interviewer error.  Finally, to minimise interviewer bias, were all interviews taped and/or transcribed, with the transcripts returned to the interviewees for corroboration and/or amendment?  Furthermore, if the study combines methodologies, and the conclusions are the same, there is greater validity and reliability than a single methodological approach (Denzin, 1970).
16. Consider structuring the data collection methods around the objectives of the study (i.e. the data for objective 1 was gathered using…).

17. If you are entering organisations to conduct your research, you must get the informed consent of management prior to the commencement of the study.  You should also get the informed consent of the respondents in the sample group, which is usually sought at the time they were approached to participate in the study (e.g. for permission to interview or asking them to complete a questionnaire).  Where possible, treat all data in a way that protects the confidentiality of the respondents involved. For example, number coding, rather than participant names, might be used during the gathering and processing of questionnaires.

18. To acknowledge the strengths and weaknesses of the study, add a section called ‘Limitations of the Study’. In this section, show that you recognise any variables that might influence the study and will control them in the research design or properly measure them.
19. Some studies have ethical implications (e.g. if your study involves access to children, or is covert, or confidential data).  Ensure that you discuss these ethical dilemmas, and show how you have addressed them.
20. Data analysis of questionnaires: will you analyse quantitative questionnaire data using a computer?  Hand tallied? Using a package such as SPSS or Excel?  Any statistical tests?

21. Will you use diagrams to explore, understand and present the questionnaire data (e.g. Tukey’s (1977) exploratory data analysis approach)? Tables to summarise individual variables’ data, indicating frequencies and percentages? Cross-tabulation tables to examine interdependence between variables? 

22. Data analysis of interviews: will you examine the qualitative data from the interview transcripts for emergent patterns or themes, and classify data into meaningful categories?  Perhaps you might identify and label units of data (sentences, paragraphs, etc.) in the margin of the transcript, and photocopy and transfer them into category files of related data. This has the effect of reducing and rearranging the data into a more manageable and comprehensible form.  

23. If using multiple data collection methods: will the material collected through interview be connected to the data collected via the questionnaire?  Will you test patterns that emerge inductively from the data by seeking alternate explanations and negative examples that do not conform to the model being tested?  Such triangulation allows the development of valid and well-grounded conclusions (Saunders et al, 2000).

Chapter 4 – Analysis of Results

1. As before, include an introductory paragraph that describes what the chapter contains/will achieve and how it is organised/structured.  For example:

This chapter presents and analyses the results of the primary research conducted at [case study organisation].  It is organised around the three objectives of the research:
1. objective 1…

2. objective 2…

3. objective 3…

2.   In this chapter you will report coherently the results of your research. Set out your 

results using tables and graphs as appropriate, but ensure that you use graphs only where appropriate (i.e. for a clear visual comparison/impact).  Keep tables as simple as possible.

3.   As well as reporting your results you must analyse them.  Relate your findings to the 

aim and objectives of the study and compare your findings with the findings of similar studies and the literature.  Do your results differ to the research of authors in the field?  Why? Look for alternate explanations.

4. You do not have to present and analyse all the data that you collect.  Be selective and use only the data that progresses your argument and contributes to the objectives (whether negatively or positively). 

5. Similarly, you do not have to present the data in the order of the questions on your questionnaire or interview schedule. It is generally beneficial to organise your results in a thematic context, i.e. in relation to the aim and objectives you have set.  Your supervisor will be able to advise you on this.

6. Include the data central to your dissertation in the text; consign other material to appendices. Any ‘raw’ data such as questionnaire frequency results and interview transcripts should be consigned to the appendix. The appendix should also contain a clean copy of the pilot and distributed questionnaire and/or interview schedule (not completed questionnaires).

7. End with a link paragraph.

Chapter 5 – Conclusions and Recommendations
1. As before, include an introductory paragraph that describes what the chapter contains/will achieve and how it is organised/structured.  For example:

This chapter synthesises the published literature relating to [your topic] with the primary research conducted at [your case or survey]. It evaluates …[your objectives] The chapter is organised around the three objectives of the research.

2. In this chapter you need to synthesise (draw together) all the information presented throughout the dissertation in order to answer the research objectives.  Thus, the views of the authors presented in the literature review should be re-introduced along with the findings of your own research. You don’t just repeat earlier discussions though, try to evaluate the wider implications of your results; ask yourself questions such as 'so what?', 'what does this mean?', 'what are the implications for the organisation…industry…the future…etc.?
3. The reader should be able to clearly see that you have achieved what you said you would achieve. Therefore, it is a good idea to use the objectives of your study as headings, which will allow you do discuss their achievement. 
4. Where applicable, you should include recommendations.  However, these recommendations should not be just listings, but should be derived from your arguments and explained fully.  Too many students end their dissertations with a “shopping list” of recommendations and this is a poor way to conclude.

5. This is an academic study that should ‘draw’ broad theoretical conclusions and should not be a study that is solely based upon recommendations for a particular company. 
6. It is conventional here to include a measure of self-criticism in this section, indicating what you might do differently if the research were to be repeated (with hindsight, what you see as the limitations of your study and how things might have been different).  All research is flawed so don’t be fearful of pointing out the faults, but try to suggest alternative solutions.  If you don’t acknowledge the limitations, the reader will think you don’t recognise them.
7. You should also identify prospects for future work/recommendations for further research.
General points
1. It is normal for your supervisor to give you a list of suggestions for improvement. The more critical we are at each draft version, the more improved the final document.  
2. If you are unclear about anything, ask your supervisor. 
3. If you send your supervisor a draft chapter before you next meet, s/he will try to feed back to you during the next meeting (though remember that lecturers have other work pressures and might need more time). 

4. Every time you make changes to your dissertation, back up your work onto a memory stick. You could also e-mail a copy to a family member or your supervisor (not for reading, just for storage).
5. Organise the document logically.  Clearly delineate sections, and ensure that they contain appropriate content.
6. Create an attractive layout. 
7. Write in an appropriately academic style.
8. Ensure that the submission is structured not disjointed, indicating a systematic approach.
9. Employ accurately a suitable referencing system with bibliography.
10. Write a fluent, coherent submission, with correct spelling and grammar
11. Write in the third person.  For example, rather than ‘ I found…’ you should say something like ‘It was evident…’.

12. Use a formal style of writing. Do not use contractions, for example, (it’s should be it is), and avoid clichés (such as 'if you pay peanuts, you get monkeys').

13. Be concise, don't belabour points.  You don't have to use 'big' words or long sentences; the aim is to be understood. A writing style that is clear, simple and direct usually works well.

14. Always, always, always SPELLCHECK your work.  Also grammarcheck.  Get somebody to proof-read your work where possible.

15. Where you use diagrams, graphs, tables, etc., label them (e.g. figure 1, table 1, etc.).

16. Use non-discriminatory language (s/he - managers are not always men!). 
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