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1. INTRODUCTION

Aims and Learning Outcomes

Why are we running workshops?


- The purpose of the workshops is to assist you in working towards the successful completion of a dissertation for your Masters degree.  The dissertation is the ultimate piece of work in the programmes and contributes decisively to the decisions as to whether a Masters degree is awarded.
What we will be doing in this workshop:
This workshop deals with the initial process of formulating a dissertation: the dissertation planning stage.

In particular we will focus on the process of developing a topic / research question.
We will also discuss the role of the supervisor.

2. CHOOSING AND DEVELOPING A TOPIC

The process of framing a challenging yet answerable question is an important skill.

A well designed dissertation should comprise a clear, original, interesting and answerable research question or problem which is: 
• focussed and clear; 

• answerable; 

• addressing one main question, not many; 

• related to a topic which has sufficient existing material i.e. a literature; 

• interesting and challenging; 

• draws from, and relates to, issues raised in the taught component of the degree programme;
· original in the evidence brought to bear on a particular debate 
Don’t be too ambitious!  A question with a fairly small scope is best; this can be built on and explored.  If your question is “too large” then you may get overwhelmed by it.

What is an original contribution?
• Using your own knowledge and judgement to argue a case in an original way. Note that if you do not clearly distinguish between your own argument from the sources you are using, you not only risk plagiarism but your argument will be structurally incoherent. 

• Linking theory to particular contexts or problems in an innovative way. 

• Exploring the (artificial) borders between two literatures. 

• Critiquing assumptions in a mainstream     approach using a particular context to support your argument. 

• Combining two conceptual approaches in a novel way and using them to analyse a particular case or cases.
An original contribution can be to apply an existing technique to a new (or updated) data source or consideration of different observation units (countries, firms, households or individuals).  Alternatively you could apply a different technique to an existing dataset.  

Essentially you need to ask yourself what you could do differently from existing research in this area.

Preliminary Reading

When deciding an area for a literature review check to see if the field in question has already been surveyed.

A good starting point is to look at journals which publish review papers (e.g. Journal of Economic Literature and Journal of Economic Surveys).

Planning and undertaking a Literature Review 
• Construct a bibliography as you go 

• Write down sources as you find them (including page numbers) so you can go back to them. 

• Plan a system from the start e.g. index cards, computer based notes. 

• Use the range of online and library materials (journal articles, working papers, monographs, textbooks, online sources)  - see library handouts.  Common bibliographical search engines are EconLit, JSTOR, Web of Science, EBSCO Business Premier. 

• Talk to the Librarian, lecturers and researchers working on your topic. 

• ‘Snowball’ from recent articles and reports. 

Try not to get bogged down in the literature
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Specify an angle of investigation from the outset.  Look for elements in the existing literature which can be brought into an unusual conjunction, or different bodies of literature which might usefully be synthesized (for example, those of different countries, or different theoretical approaches, to a common topic). 
Quantitative Assessment of Literature: Meta Analysis
Literature reviews can be very influential but are ultimately subjective.  The reviewer not only has control over which studies to cite but can also control how much weight to attach to a particular study and is able to speculate on the importance (or otherwise) of the key findings.  

Meta analysis, on the other hand, increases the scope of objectivity into the analysis and in this sense allows us to look over our own shoulders (Stanley and Jarrell, 1989).  

A meta-analysis study is something that could be considered providing there are sufficient amount of studies in the literature – in order for the results to be meaningful.
The basic starting point for a meta analysis study is to determine the variable of interest.  Following Stanley and Jarrell (1989), a common approach is to estimate:     
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Yj is the reported coefficient estimate or test statistic in study j from a total of N studies.  Zjk represent a vector of meta-explanatory variables which attempt to capture study-to-study variation in the coefficient estimates.
What is usually included in Zjk?

· Sample size

· Year of study

· Characteristics of the sample

· Total number of variables considered; type of variables considered

· Functional form

Sources of Data and Other Primary Material 

Most dissertations have an empirical component.
Most use secondary data sources.  

Key questions you will need to address in determining the feasibility of the data associated with the research question are:

· How readily available is the data?

· How appropriate is the data in terms of answering the research question?  
· What type of data is available (quantitative: time-series, cross-sectional, panel; qualitative)?

· What barriers might this impose in terms of statistical (econometric) techniques?

Sometimes, say when secondary data does not exist or is deficient, primary data can be collected.  In terms of gathering primary data, questionnaires can be simple and effective.  However great care needs to be taken in developing a questionnaire that encourages respondents to be co-operative and does not lead to biased results.  

Some guidelines:
1. Keep it short

2. Use simple, clear, unambiguous language

3. Check for unwanted assumptions implicit in your questions

4. Word your questions in such a way that do not give clues about preferred or more desirable responses

5. Check for consistency

6. Determine in advance how you will code the responses

7. Keep the respondent’s task simple

8. Provide clear instructions

9. Make the questionnaire attractive and professional looking

10. Above all, make sure every question is essential for you to address the research problem.

Gathering primary data in the form of a questionnaire contributes to the originality of the dissertation BUT are potentially very time-consuming.  Careful planning is required.
3. SUPERVISION
Initial Contact

Each member of staff is allocated a fixed number of students, based on teaching allocation.  However please be aware that NOT ALL staff in the department will be involved in dissertation supervision.

As far as possible students are supervised by appropriate specialists, but this will clearly depend on the chosen topic.

Some members of staff have provided details on topics they wish to supervise (detailed on separate handout).  These tend to be closely related to the staff member's research interests.  Further information on staff research interests can be found via the departmental homepage.

Alternatively students can choose their own topic but will need to write their own proposal and find their own supervisor.  If a topic is chosen that does not fall within the research interests of academic staff you may be asked to select another topic for which supervision can be provided.
To prepare for your first meeting with your potential supervisor you will be expected to complete the Topic Choice Pro-Forma (see handout).  This will form the basis of the initial discussion and the feasibility of the proposal.

This meeting has to take place by the end of April.  Students approach staff on a first-come first-served basis.
Final Allocation

Once a title has been agreed, and registered with Sandra Swaby (using the Registration Form), the match is binding and the allocation is deemed filled.
Following allocation to a supervisor, each student is required to submit a dissertation outline (see handout) based on a topic agreed (and drawing upon ideas developed in the topic pro-forma document).  

This should consist of the agreed dissertation (working) title; 200-300 words outlining research objectives and methodology. In addition, each student should provide a list of key references, sources of any data required and an assessment of their availability. 
A research plan is also prepared at this point, which should identify: efforts required to obtain primary or secondary data; assistance/instruction required (e.g. in bibliographic search techniques or specialist computer software); and an allocation of time to be devoted to library searches and reading, data collection, analysis, writing, reading and commenting on drafts by supervisor, revision of initial drafts, preparation of final manuscript, binding and submission.
The deadline for submission of the dissertation outline and research plan is 4 May 2007.
Supervisor and Student Responsibilities 
You may expect your supervisor to provide approximately five hours direct supervision (face-to-face meetings, emails, comments on drafts etc).  Supervisors will generally discuss the following matters with students:

· choice of topic, including its feasibility and disciplinary content; 
· sources of information; 
· outline of dissertation; 
· general substance and structure of argument;
· advice about required techniques (econometric analysis etc);

·  timetable for completion;

· standard of work expected. 
They will review plans and outlines, and may read elements of the draft dissertation.  Supervisors will not normally be available during August.
They are NOT responsible for the quality of the dissertation.  They cannot “approve” the work. 

 
It is YOUR responsibility to:

· Arrange meetings with your supervisor, and attend them;
· to develop a research plan and timetable for completion;
· maintain progress and meet deadlines;
· take the initiative in raising problems.
Further details are provided in the Programme Handbook.

PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT WORKSHOP

In order to get the most out of the next session I would like each of you to begin to think about your dissertation.  Using the topic pro-forma tentatively identify up to three areas of research you would like to work on.  These can be you own ideas, ideas generated from previous dissertations, or ideas developed from the topics suggested by members of staff.  

Examine each area of research in more detail using the nine questions listed on the pro-forma, paying close attention to the feasibility of the study.  
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