Detailed Content of a Dissertation

All dissertations are presented differently.  Research using only secondary research might place the methodology nearer to the beginning of the dissertation, while for primary research the literature review will often precede the methodology.  Thus, the following section outlines what the dissertation should include, rather than the order in which they should necessarily be presented.
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Title

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 hypothesis/question.  This will serve, to keep you within the topic you are researching and not get distracted into other areas that seem more interesting.

The final title also serves as a guide to those reading the dissertation.  The title will be the filter through which everything you tell the reader passes, thus, any information that is not relevant to the title will be dismissed and rapidly becomes an annoyance.  As at least two of the readers of your dissertation will be marking it, you are strongly recommended to avoid upsetting the readers.  It is often useful therefore to construct your title into two parts, one part that highlights the general context/theoretical  perspective of the topic chosen and one part that denotes the particular case eg an analysis of consumer buyer behaviour:  a case study of Nokia and the telecommunications industry in Finland/Wales.
Abstract

This will normally be the last part of your dissertation to be written.  It should offer a clear summary of your research question, methodology and findings.  The aim is to grant potential readers an insight into what the dissertation covers and particularly what the results showed, in order that the interest of the contents to another researcher can be determined.  During your search for secondary materials you will be grateful for the provision of abstracts by other authors and you should return the compliment in your dissertation.  The abstract should not normally exceed 500 words.

Introduction/Rationale

The title and the abstract will give the reader of your dissertation a clue as to where the research is going, but the introduction should remove all need for guesswork.  The introduction should begin with an explanation of why this research has come in to being and what is the rationale for this research.

The introduction should also put the research in context, whether that is a geographical context, and/or a conceptual context.  However, students should avoid the temptation to explain in depth the wonders of a particular location (usually their home region) or to lapse into “brochure-speak” about a particular business or organisation.  The opposite is usually the case for the conceptual context and there is often insufficient explanation  of where this topic sits within the various academic disciplines.   Thinking about this question will help to focus your literature review.

The overall aim and objectives of the research and the research questions to be answered should be clearly explained as should a brief explanation of the methods you have chosen to answer the questions.  In this respect you should list quite clearly 3-5 objectives of your study that will highlight the key questions you seek to answer.  These will then help ‘frame’ your Literature Review and the way in which you will present your results, conclusions and recommendations.  A research hypothesis or question which is a statement which needs to be proved or disproved, may be included. The final section to the introduction should contain a very brief review of the structure of the dissertation. Thus, somewhat paradoxically, the introduction will be the last chapter to be completed.

Literature Review

The aim of the literature review is to provide the conceptual background to your particular research topic. You should aim to show the reader that you understand the topic under consideration, but also to provide yourself with a point of evaluation for the final chapter. The dissertation as a whole must provide an analysis and critical evaluation of the topic, which is impossible if you only have your own research findings to base the conclusions on. Thus, the literature review shows what other people asking similar questions have discovered, and then once you have revealed your own findings, the conclusion can compare and discuss the similarities and differences between the findings. This will ensure that the dissertation is analytical and evaluative in outlook rather than simply being descriptive.
If the dissertation is descriptive, then the reader is left to make his/her own conclusions. It is the task of the dissertation author to make these conclusions based on the argument presented. Students often fail to be sufficiently analytical or evaluative and try to compensate with a greater amount of information instead. Quantity cannot substitute for the quality of analysis.

As well as providing the basis for analysis later, the literature review itself also needs to be critical and analytical.  This does not necessarily mean being negative and finding fault, but looking for commonality and themes, whether this be by perspective within geography or history or politics etc.   The review should not be a simple recitation of what other authors have written, it is essential that you compare and contrast the material and look for any trends or themes. The literature review is not a summary, or annotated bibliography and must not drive the reader to ask, "Why am I reading this?" The review should build up an argument for your particular research and not simply stop when you feel sufficient literature has been reviewed.

There is a mass of secondary material available and you should begin with general texts before moving to more specific material (macro and micro). Your supervisor may be able to help with specific references that provide a good starting point. However, while your supervisor can direct you as to what to read, a common weakness amongst students is the way that notes are taken whilst reading. The literature review is a critical stage of the dissertation and any errors made in your note taking will be transferred throughout the research. Sometimes it is often useful to divide your Literature Review into separate chapters that address ‘macro’ theoretical and contextual issues at one level and ‘micro’ or more applied detailed case scenarios at another.  It is also useful to separate each chapter into clearly headed sub sections which will help structure the literature in a logical and coherent review.  Always have clear summaries at the end of each chapter to highlight the key issues you wish to raise.   The steps to avoid mistakes and hours spent chasing references at the end of the dissertation are simple and obvious, yet often ignored.

1) 
Always keep notes tidy and file them systematically.

2) 
Understand what information you need to include in a bibliography and always put a full bibliographical reference, in the correct form, on every note taken. Include the page numbers of the reference. Keep a card index of all references.

3) 
If you copy a quotation into your notes for later use in your dissertation be sure to do so fully and without abbreviations, you can always abbreviate later. Check the quote thoroughly to make sure that you have not misrepresented the author's views. Remember to record the specific page number the quote comes from.

4) 
Be particularly careful when you copy statistical tables. Set them out



neatly in the notes and check every figure.

5)         If you are doing any statistical calculations, be particularly careful to set

out the worksheets tidily and with plenty of spaces.  Check all calculations when you first make them.

6)
Do not provide listing quotes from authors and always discuss quotes that you do use.

7)
Take time to clearly structure each chapter with a coherent and logical sequence of sub headings and summaries.

Research Methodology

As with the literature reviewed, the methodology selected will stem from the research questions you have chosen to answer. In answering any questions, as researchers we must be concerned with the validity of the answers we receive. Validity can be described by considering if we received the answer to the question we actually asked, or the answer to another question. Thus, an underage teenage boy asked by his parents at the end of a Friday evening "Have you been drinking?" will provide a different answer than if asked the same question by his peers. While the real answer may lie somewhere between the two scenarios, we cannot know where exactly, and so the approach used to answer this research question (face to face interviewing) can be considered invalid. An approach that is more likely to yield the true answer would be to follow the teenager and watch his actions (non-participant observation), although this has ethical considerations, but the answer would be valid.

The validity of the research can be threatened throughout a dissertation, but can be divided into three areas;

1) The research design can be invalid, as described above, where there is an inappropriate method used to elicit information. Other notable examples include recent face-to-face interviews by the military command into attitudes amongst infantry towards homosexuals in the army, interviews conducted by whites into attitudes of racial minorities towards racial discrimination in the southern states of America, and questioning of women during the 1950s by men into their sexual proclivity. You should ask yourself if the research design enables the true answer to be revealed, or if other factors will distort and invalidate the answer received. Use the methodology chapter to explain why after considering other methods you settled for the one you did.

2) Validity can be threatened by the way the research is administered. A poorly constructed questionnaire can lead respondents to feel frustrated and give answers designed to end the interview as quickly as possible rather than the true answers. Inappropriate timing, asking the question of the wrong people and asking too much of respondents are all ways that validity is impinged upon. A pilot survey will often reveal if there are any such weaknesses and enable the research to be administered differently, strengthening the certainty of the worth of the final answers.

3) The final way that research can be invalidated is the research analysis techniques used. Most statistical tests are appropriate only if certain conditions are met. Thus, if the research produces parametric data, then using the non-parametric chi-squared test would invalidate your findings. Instead, the parametric analysis of variance (ANOVA) test may be appropriate if all other conditions are met. However, beyond the mechanics of statistical tests, common sense is required. If you have conducted a 50-person survey, then it is clearly invalid to conduct detailed statistical analysis and claim a spurious level of accuracy. You demonstrate a greater understanding of research by limiting your analysis to what can reasonably be supported. The same threat to validity exists in the conclusions that your dissertation draws. It is essential to acknowledge that your sample survey of four streets in Swansea for example, does not enable you to speak about all the residents of Swansea, or even all the residents of the streets you surveyed.   Be humble in your conclusions.

All of these issues should be covered in the methodology chapter. It is also worth reiterating the research questions and hypothesis to re-assert the focus of the dissertation.
Again, it is useful to divide your research chapter into clear sub headings which address and discuss the method chosen in both theoretical and applied contexts eg

i)
your aims and objectives.

ii)
your chosen research methods.

iii)
your chosen research techniques.

iv)
your chosen sampling framework.

v)
reliability, validity and research limitations.

vi)  diagrammatic representation of the research process you have undertaken.  
Results and Analysis

A common mistake of student dissertations is to include all the information that has been gleaned from the research process, regardless of its applicability to the research question. A good research methodology should help to limit the amount of extraneous information, but extra information will always arise, and while this may be invaluable to further research, you must be strict with yourself and exclude it from the current dissertation. The aim of the results chapter is to create an argument to accept or reject your hypothesis, or to answer positively or negatively to your research question. Therefore, only include the information that helps to develop the argument. The appendix should be used to present "raw data" if necessary.

In presenting the results, you should ensure that the approach you have used, whether it be pie charts, tables, or graphs, is the most appropriate. It is easier for the reader if there is consistency of approach throughout the chapter, thus, the same style is used wherever possible. Marks are awarded for the intellectual clarity of your presentation of results, as well as the visual clarity of presentation.  Always use the objectives you have set yourself in your introduction to help ‘frame’ and present your results.  In this context it is again useful to present your results in sub sections that relate to each of the objectives you have set.
Conclusions and Recommendations

These are usually the most difficult part to write, although if you have clear research questions then the task is simplified.  This may be a section within your results chapter or be a separate chapter depending on the nature of your research and personal preference.  The aim is to synthesise all the information presented throughout the dissertation in order to answer the research question, or to accept/reject the hypothesis.  Thus, the views of the authors presented in the literature review should be re-introduced along with the findings of your own research.  The reader should be able to clearly see that you have achieved what you said you would achieve (e.g. by each objective set).  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.

The final section should include recommendations, and discussion on the wider implications of your results and recommendations for further research.  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.

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. 
Bibliography and Referencing 

A bibliography of all the works you have consulted, and referenced in your text, is essential for a dissertation.  Anything that you include in the dissertation that is not referenced will be assumed to be your own work.  If this is not the case, then you are guilty of trying to pass off the work of another author as your own, this is plagiarism.  
Appendices

The aim of the appendices is to give the reader a chance to verify the conclusions that the author has reached. Thus, you could include detailed statistical work, copies of blank questionnaires (do not include all the completed questionnaires), lengthy quotations from either published works, or your own findings that would otherwise break up the flow of your dissertation. However, a common mistake is for students to use the appendices as a rubbish bin for pieces of information that didn't fit elsewhere. The same rule applies to the appendices as does to the rest of the dissertation, if it is not relevant to the research question or hypothesis, then it should not be included. The reader should be directed to relevant information in the appendices by way of a note at the appropriate point in the main body of the dissertation.  Often appendices will contain raw data from primary research (you will sometimes have to be selective), copy of the questionnaire and a list of the survey sample.
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