[image: ]






Faculty of Business & Management
Dissertation Assessment Guidance 










Antje Cockrill & Caroline Jawad
September 2017

Topic Choice
For all dissertations:
Almost any business/management issue can be turned into a successful dissertation. All types of research approach such as descriptive, exploratory or causal are appropriate. However, unless a student is very strong, they should be steered away from causal research as this usually requires more statistical knowledge than the students have.
Some types of projects are more difficult to gain high marks with than others Generally more specific topics work better than very generic ones, a ‘strategic analysis of restaurants in Hubei Province’ is much less likely to get a high mark than ‘the impact of customer satisfaction on word of mouth for restaurants in Hubei Province’. A clear, distinctive research question provides a framework for the issues to be investigated.  
The use of SWOT and PESTEL analysis should be discouraged especially for PG dissertations or at least be supplemented with more sophisticated analysis tools.
International students should be encouraged to choose projects which they can do in the UK rather than requiring access to respondents in the home country. Access issues are difficult to address from the UK. 
Potential cultural issues need to be considered when the topic is finalised. For example, if a male student wants to look at shopping behaviour in Saudi Arabia, how is he going to get access to female shoppers?

	
	UG dissertation
	PG dissertation

	Introduction
	Introduction of topic and context. This should include a clear research question that frames the research.
	Introduction of topic and context. This should include a clear research question that frames the research.

	
	Introduction of research objective

	Introduction of research objective and research aims/questions

	
	
	

	
	Introduction to the structure of the dissertation
	Introduction to the structure of the dissertation

	Literature review/
context
	Present a structured, critical review of current and seminal literature review in the area chosen.

The purpose of a literature review is to provide:

A critical discussion and analysis of the framework, concepts, models, or specific theories that underpin the study. 

The identification of key (seminal) theorists in the field who have conducted research in the area.

A discussion of the relationship of each work to the others under consideration, including the exploration of conflicts amongst seemingly contradictory previous studies

An identification of new ways to interpret prior research.
    
The identification of any gaps that exist in the literature.

Clarity about why additional research is needed

Setting of own research within the context of existing literature [very important].



	Present a structured, critical review of current and seminal literature review in the area chosen.

The purpose of a literature review is to provide:

A critical discussion and analysis of the framework, concepts, models, or specific theories that underpin the study. 

The identification of key (seminal) theorists in the field who have conducted research in the area.

A discussion of the relationship of each work to the others under consideration, including the exploration of conflicts amongst seemingly contradictory previous studies

An identification of new ways to interpret prior research.
    
The identification of any gaps that exist in the literature.

Clarity about why additional research is needed

Setting of own research within the context of existing literature [very important

	
	Can include some secondary statistical data to give context but should not include any data that the student has collected themselves.
.
	Can include some secondary statistical data to give context but should not include any data that the student has collected themselves.


	
	Can include applied sample cases but the emphasis should be on academic underpinning of the research problem.
	Can include applied sample cases but the emphasis should be on academic underpinning of the research problem.

	
	Should use subheadings

Often structured from wider context to narrower focus. 
	Should use subheadings

Limited if any use of bullet points.

Often structured from wider context to narrower focus.

	
	Should not be a descriptive list of small unrelated sections.
 
Student needs to critique their own interpretation of material, presenting their rationale, so that the reader can follow their thinking.
	Should not be a descriptive list of small unrelated sections.

Student needs to critique their own interpretation of material, presenting their rationale, so that the reader can follow their thinking. Creating a synthesis is, in effect, like building interpretation upon interpretation and requires sufficient supporting evidence.

	
	Needs to have a recognisable logical order to subsections 
	Needs to have a recognisable logical order to subsections

	
	Should not be presented in report format but as a coherent, flowing body of text that ‘tells a story’.
	Should not be presented in report format but as a coherent, flowing body of text that ‘tells a story’.

	
	For quantitative work, the hypotheses need to be clearly stated in the appropriate sections of the literature review.
	For quantitative work, the hypotheses need to be clearly stated in the appropriate sections of the literature review.

	
	Should end with a clear identification of the research gap and research question

	Should end with a clear identification of the research gap and research question.

	Method-ology chapter
	At the beginning, the research question identified in the previous chapters needs to be developed into an overall research objective
	At the beginning, the research question identified in the previous chapter needs to be developed into an overall research objective

	
	Depending on the project, research aims or research questions need to be developed. An overall research objective is not sufficient, it’s too vague.

The method must be appropriate to fulfilling the overall aims of the study. 
   
	Depending on the project, research aims or research questions need to be developed. An overall research objective is not sufficient, it’s too vague.

The method must be appropriate to fulfilling the overall aims of the study. 


	
	A clear definition of the chosen research approach with a definition of exploratory, descriptive and causal research. 

	Identification of the research paradigm chosen, especially for dissertations which will receive high marks.

	
	
	A clear definition of the chosen research approach with a definition of exploratory, descriptive and causal research.

	
	Students may find the use of a framework for research such as the research onion Saunders et al. (2007) helpful as it (or other research models) provide a pathway through which a research methodology can be designed. Students should not be penalised if they rely on one of these models, but could lose marks if they misuse the model chosen, e.g. pick and choose only some elements that they like.  

	Students may find the use of a framework for research such as the research onion Saunders et al. (2007) helpful as it (or other research models) provide a pathway through which a research methodology can be designed. Students should not be penalised if they rely on one of these models, but could lose marks if they misuse the model chosen, e.g. pick and choose only some elements that they like.

	
	Clear distinction between secondary and primary research, 

Clear distinction between quantitative and qualitative research methods. 

Clear statement which will be used - it may be several – and why the choices are best for the project

The focus should be on their chosen methodology rather than descriptions of all possible approaches as this section gets easily too long.

	Clear distinction between secondary and primary research.

Clear distinction between quantitative and qualitative research methods. 

Clear statement which will be used - it may be several – and why the choices are best for the project

	
	Clear identification of research tools that were used and justification of choices. Especially interviews and surveys need to be clearly differentiated and choices justified.
	Clear identification of research tools and justification of choices. Especially interviews and surveys need to be clearly differentiated and choices justified.

	
	Information on how the research instrument was developed, e.g. how were the questions for interviews developed, where do questionnaire questions come from etc. Detail is needed here, for example any problems that were anticipated and the steps that were taken to prevent them from occurring. 
	Information on how the research instrument was developed, e.g. how were the questions for interviews developed, where do questionnaire questions come from etc. 

Detail is needed here, for example any problems that were anticipated and the steps that were taken to prevent them from occurring.


	
	UG research instruments do not need to be piloted in all cases but students need to be aware that a lack of pilot may impact on research quality
	PG research instruments should be piloted in all cases, if no pilot – mark loss.

	
	Sampling: Clear information on sampling population and sample size must be given here and students must provide a justification for subject selection and sampling procedure

The choice of convenient sampling is acceptable but must be justified

If friends/families are used as a sample, a rationale must be provided 

Sample size must be appropriate for the chosen tool and level of study. 

Guidelines for UG:
(These are guidelines only – the quality of the sample may be more important than numbers) 

Focus groups: Organise at least four, with the expectation that only three will work.

General population interviews: 10-15 unless in-depth interviews 

In-depth or expert interviews: 3-5 (Try to steer UG students away from this unless they have prior experience in the field of study. For good expert interviews the interviewer needs some knowledge of the topic themselves)

Questionnaires:

No less than 40

For medium marks 50-100

For very good marks  100 +

	Sampling: Clear information on sampling population and sample size must be given here and students must provide a justification for subject selection and sampling procedure

The choice of convenient sampling is discouraged or must be well justified.

If friends/families are used as a sample, a sound rationale must be provided, convenience alone is not sufficient at this level.

Sample size must be appropriate for the chosen tool and level of study. 

Guidelines for PG:
(These are guidelines only – the quality of the sample may be more important than numbers
Focus groups: Organise at least five, with the expectation that only three or four will work.

General population interviews: 15 or more unless in-depth interviews

In-depth or expert interviews: 3-5
Interviews with government officials or very senior managers: 3 - 5

Questionnaires

No less than 40 (but this would be a very weak PG dissertation)

Strong PG dissertations should have 120 + respondents

Benchmark: A high end PG dissertation (75% +) should be of publishable standard for a peer reviewed academic journal.

	
	Details of the data collection need to be provided? Where? How? Hany problems? If there were problems, what was done about them?
	Details of the data collection need to be provided? Where? How? Hany problems? If there were problems, what was done about them?

	
	Students should avoid:

Irrelevant details

Unnecessary explanation of basic procedures

Problem blindness - It is very likely that students will encounter problems when collecting data. Students should not ignore these problems or pretend they did not occur. Documenting how they were overcame demonstrates to the reader that students can provide a cogent rationale for the decisions made to minimise the impact of any problems that arose.
	Students should avoid:

Irrelevant details

Unnecessary explanation of basic procedures

Problem blindness - It is very likely that students will encounter problems when collecting data. Students should not ignore these problems or pretend they did not occur. Documenting how they were overcame demonstrates to the reader that students can provide a cogent rationale for the decisions made to minimise the impact of any problems that arose.


	Methodology chapter cont.
	Data analysis methods need to be explained.
	Data analysis methods need to be explained.

	
	The limitations of the chosen methods need to be clearly stated

	The limitations of the chosen methods need to be clearly stated

	
	A brief section on Ethics needs to be included 
	A brief section on Ethics needs to be included
Ethical frameworks to be applied for the highest marks (see Seedhouse, Flinders or others.

	
	Strong UG dissertations will include a range of references to business/social science research methods.
	All PG dissertations need to include a range of references to business/social science research methods.

	
	Section on reliability - it is important to always provide sufficient information to allow other researchers to adopt or replicate the methodology. This information is particularly important when a new method has been developed or an innovative use of an existing method is utilised.

	Section on reliability - - it is important to always provide sufficient information to allow other researchers to adopt or replicate the methodology. This information is particularly important when a new method has been developed or an innovative use of an existing method is utilised.

	
	Section on validity

	Section on validity


	
	Section on triangulation if appropriate

	Section on triangulation if appropriate

	
	
	The difference to UG dissertations here lies in the level of detail provided and the more extensive use of references.

	Data analysis/
Findings (qualitative)
	The research objective and questions need to be restated at the beginning of the chapter.
	The research objective and questions need to be restated at the beginning of the chapter.

	
	Coding methods need to be explained.
	Coding methods need to be explained.

	
	Presentation of the findings according to the coding method chosen.

In qualitative dissertations, the Findings and Discussion chapters can be combined, this often flows much better.

The discursive elements should tie the results back to the literature review and include references.
	Presentation of the findings according to the coding method chosen.

In qualitative dissertations, the Findings and Discussion chapters can be combined, this often flows much better.

The discursive elements should tie the results back to the literature review and include references.

	
	The findings should include the presentation of selected interview excerpts – presented indented and single spaced.
	The findings should include the presentation of selected interview excerpts – presented indented and single spaced.

	
	All interview excerpts need to be identified by respondent (R1, R2, etc)
	All interview excerpts need to be identified by respondent (R1, R2, etc)

	
	There should be a table with demographic information of the respondents. This can be included in an Appendix.
	There should be a table with demographic information of the respondents. This can be included in an Appendix.

	
	A copy of the research instrument needs to be provided in an Appendix. If another language was used, both the original and the English versions need to be provided.
	A copy of the research instrument needs to be provided in an Appendix. If another language was used, both the original and the English versions need to be provided.



	Data analysis/
Findings (quantitative)
	This section should begin with descriptives
· A table of the demographics of the respondents with frequencies and percentages
· Tables of frequencies and percentages of any ordinal/categorical questions

Data analysis that only includes frequencies and percentages is weak at UG level but can be passed if it is well interpreted.(Before the introduction of a Research Methods module students need to be instructed by the supervisor in this area)

In order to establish significant differences between different respondent groups and any questions with multiple answer possibilities, use crosstabulations and chi-square analysis.  Encourage students to use an online chi-squre calculator e.g. http://www.socscistatistics.com/tests/chisquare2/Default2.aspx

Unless they had tutorials in it or prior knowledge, do not encourage the use of SPSS.
	This section should begin with descriptives
· A table of the demographics of the respondents with frequencies and percentages
· Tables of frequencies and percentages of any ordinal/categorical questions

Data analysis that only includes frequencies and percentages is not at PG level and such data analysis sections should be failed.

At the bare minimum, significant differences between different respondent groups and any questions with multiple answer possibilities should be analysed by using crosstabulations and chi-square analysis.  

Students should be encouraged to learn how to use SPSS or another statistical package, or for the minimum, they could use an online chi-squre calculator e.g. http://www.socscistatistics.com/tests/chisquare2/Default2.aspx

Across institutions it is a norm to require  tests such as t-tests, ANOVA, correlations and regressions or non parametric equivalents to be used for a distinction. Advice from additional staff members may need to be thought if these are to be used. 

	Discussion
	The discussion chapter critically interprets the findings and ties them back to both the literature and the research questions/ hypotheses.

A mere description of the findings makes a weak discussion.

For a high mark, this chapter should have both conceptual (academic) and applied elements.

The analysis and discussion of findings are normally separated into two chapters but can be combined into one chapter, especially for qualitative work.
	The discussion chapter critically interprets the findings and ties them back to both the literature and the research questions/ hypotheses.

A mere description of the findings is a fail for a PG dissertation

This chapter needs to have both conceptual (academic) and applied elements. If it is overly applied and lacks links to underpinning theory = mark down; if it lacks application and is only theoretical = mark down. The literature and theory used in this section should reflect the literature review rather than introduce entirely new areas, unless there were unexpected findings.

The analysis and discussion of findings are normally separated into two chapters but can be combined into one chapter, especially for qualitative work.

	Recommendations and Conclusions
	The order of these two elements can vary, sometimes people prefer recommendations followed by conclusions; other people prefer them the other way around. It is not important which order is chosen.

In this final chapter, the following elements should be included, order may vary:

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Recommendations for practice

· Contributions to theory

· Limitations of the study leading to areas of further research

· Conclusions

This chapter needs to show clearly if and how the research objectives have been achieved and what the contribution is.
	The order of these two elements can vary, sometimes people prefer recommendations followed by conclusions; other people prefer them the other way around. It is not important which order is chosen.

In this final chapter, the following elements should be included, order may vary:

· Recommendations for managerial practice

· Contributions to theory

· Limitations of the study leading to areas of further research

· Conclusions

This chapter needs to show clearly if and how the research objectives have been achieved and what the contribution is.



Refer students to marking criteria – if they work towards the marking criteria and the criteria set out in the handbooks, they should be able to achieve good marks. Do not give this guidance booklet to students, it is too detailed and likely to confuse rather than help.
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