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When you begin working on your master’s thesis you will soon face a number
of new challenges. You may ask yourself: ‘How do I find a topic? How do I find
a good advisor? Do I have the necessary skills for academic writing? Should
I take an additional writing course? What kind of literature should I read?’.
Most importantly, ‘What should I do first?’. It might seem as if all of these
challenges need to be solved immediately. Indeed, you should work on several
aspects of your thesis simultaneously. However, you must decide and initiate
a first step. We will begin by discussing a commonly accepted first step: finding the topic for your research.
Students face a variety of issues when they try to find a research topic.
Some have difficulties in finding a topic because of the seeming wealth of
possible research topics. This feeling is common during the early phase. Fortunately, you will quickly find that some topics appear to be more interesting than others on your list. Some students don’t have difficulties finding a
topic that can be developed into a research topic because they focus on an
issue they feel strongly about and they want to use the thesis to confirm
their beliefs rather than acquire new knowledge. Although it is a common
strategy in research to pose questions on the basis of existing knowledge,
this approach has an important premise, namely that the scientist is willing
to be proven wrong. You must distance yourself enough from a topic to be
able to consider that your research may prove you wrong. If this is difficult
for you, consider tackling another topic. Always keep an open mind as it
relates to the result of your research.
Some students look at the thesis as their ‘life project’ which will define
their identities and future professional opportunities. Most likely, you will
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conduct several projects during your career, so this is not your sole opportunity to write. It is more helpful to look at the master’s thesis as a project that
will give you the opportunity to learn how to do research and write about it
rather than seeing it as an ‘identity’ project.
And then there are the students who do not have a great interest in
research. They are not driven by curiosity, but look instead at the thesis as a
necessity to finish their degree. It is difficult to write a thesis with this attitude. If this is a description that fits you, try to look at the thesis as a source
of new learning and insight. You might be surprised.
Every student has a different point of departure when it comes to finding
a research topic. It is impossible to provide a detailed guide of how to go about
it, but we will offer some ideas and advice that hopefully will be useful during
this phase.

ïòï Ú·²¼·²¹ ¿ ¬±°·½
×²¬»®»-¬
What do you do if you are unable to come up with any ideas? Clearly, you are
unlikely to achieve much success if you pick a topic that does not interest you.
Which topic would you consider working on for a year or more? Are there
questions to which you do not know the answer? Curiosity and the ability to
constantly ask questions are useful qualities in finding and developing a
research topic. Furthermore, the reader of your research is unlikely to find
your thesis appealing if you, the author, do not find the topic interesting.

Ð®±¾´»³-ô ·--«»- ±® ½±²º´·½¬One possible strategy to find a research topic is to focus on specific problems,
issues or conflicts that evoke your curiosity. By taking a look at different topics that dominate debates within the sciences, you will often find that good
science has been inspired by social events (see section 7.2). One example is
the scholarly interest during the 1940s and 1950s as to why some people
became Nazis during the Second World War. Biologists, sociologists, political
scientists, psychologists and historians conducted several studies to address
this question from different perspectives. Another example is the interest in
religious extremism and violence among political scientists, sociologists, historians and scholars of religion that appeared after the attacks on the World
Trade Center in New York on September 11, 2001 and the bombings in London
on July 7, 2005. It is also reasonable to believe that the terror attacks in Oslo
on July 22, 2011 will result in new research. These examples show that science
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is closely related to the societies in which we live, which is also reflected in
the topics chosen by scholars and students. An illustrative example is a master’s thesis on electric car cultures. This student did an ethnographic study
of the everyday use of electric vehicles in the UK (Brady, 2010). It would have
been impossible to do this study only a few years ago. Many students find the
topic for their thesis by taking a closer look at events, conflicts and problems
in society.

Ð»®-±²¿´ ·²¬»®»-¬- ¿²¼ »¨°»®·»²½»Some students draw from personal interest during the process of finding a
research topic. One example is a student with an interest in football. He used
his master’s thesis in social anthropology to study local Liverpool fans and
their experiences of the commercial changes in the industry (Gustavsen, 2010).
Another example is a student in North American studies who was interested
in African American blues and hip hop. Her thesis explored the expression of
dissent and social protest within these genres of music (Hansen, 2007).
It is also possible to begin by using your personal experiences to find and
develop a research topic. One example is a student in social anthropology who
grew up in an impoverished suburb of Buenos Aires, Argentina. She used her
background and experiences with socioeconomic inequality to write a thesis
that focused on the local responses to neo-liberal politics in a Uruguayan
rural locality where a pulp mill had been installed (Salinas, 2010).
Not every personal experience is suitable for a research topic. If the topic
becomes too personal and emotional, it might be difficult to create the necessary distance to write a good thesis. In some instances, fan studies, written
by students who are fans of music, literature, film, football and other sports,
tend to be implicit and positive, and often fail to ask difficult questions and
raise critique of those who they admire. It is important to have a certain
degree of distance so that perceptions are not clouded.

Ð®±º»--·±² ±® ©±®µ°´¿½»
Some students find topics that are related to their own profession or workplace. Many students in nursing, social work and teaching write master’s
theses based on their work experiences. One example is a student who used
to work as a secondary schoolteacher in London. She wrote a thesis on teaching methods developed for those working in caring professions (Nash, 2010).
Another example is a student who conceived the idea for his thesis from his
experiences both as a pupil and as a teacher in comprehensive schools in the
north-east of England. His thesis focuses on pupil resistance to authority and
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its implications for pedagogic practices (Fortune, 2010). The advantages of
this approach are that the student harbours knowledge of the field and has
local access and trust. There are, however, some disadvantages to this
approach as well. Students may lack critical distance and adopt the perspectives of the actors. They may also be tempted to consider colleagues and leaders to such an extent that scientific norms of truth and independence are
sacrificed.

Î»-»¿®½¸ ´·¬»®¿¬«®»
Another way to find a topic is to take a closer look at the research literature.
Is there a book or an article that impressed you? Does the literature discuss
topics you find interesting? Is this something you will consider spending more
time researching? Perhaps you think the author was limited in the way she or
he addressed the topic? You should ask several types of questions to research
literature (see section 6.3). Did the author leave out questions you think should
be included? Or should the author have offered different interpretations?
A common strategy is to address gaps in current research (see section 8.2).
Try to find phenomena that have received little or no attention by scholars.
One student found that aspects of secular culture in Britain were neglected
by sociological research. She used this gap as a reason to study the experiences of irreligion in individual lives (Lee, 2006).
Another strategy is to study the same phenomenon at different points in
time. One example is a student in political science who analysed five American
presidential elections between 1992 and 2008. By comparing different points
in time, he explored the role that foreign policy issues played in these elections (Lian, 2010). A similar strategy is to study the same phenomenon in
different contexts or in different key figures. For example, a student compared affirmative action in two different contexts, the US and the UK (Herron,
2010). Another example is a student who compared speeches delivered by two
major politicians, Tony Blair and George W. Bush, during the same time
period, from September 11, 2001 to the end of 2005 (Stenbakken, 2007). She
was able to detect their different rhetorical styles by comparing their ideologies, rhetorical devices and modalities. Indeed, the use of comparisons,
contrasts and differences are useful strategies when formulating research
questions (see sections 7.1 and 7.2).
There are also different ways to use the literature to find a research topic.
A common approach is to study two or more books or articles about a particular
topic that interests you and to ask how they differ and why (see Chapter 7). Do
they pose different questions? Do they use various types of data? Do they use
alternative interpretations or modes of explanations? Do they define or use
key concepts in different ways?
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It is a good idea to study encyclopaedias, handbooks, companions and dictionaries to see if the review articles give you ideas (see section 5.7). At this
early stage, skim reading is a must in order to avoid wasting time on topics
you will not pursue. If you spend too much time studying the research literature before you have decided on a topic, you may risk becoming too dependent
on the reading you have done. It is easy to be trapped into forming an opinion
too readily on the basis of your reading. Many students overestimate the
amount of knowledge needed to get started. Read some of the literature thoroughly and skim the rest. But read enough to be relatively well informed. You
do not want to select a topic, only to discover that others have gone over the
same ground before.

Ý´¿--»- ¿²¼ -»³·²¿®A good start in finding a topic is to make use of classes and seminars and talk
with the professors (see section 4.3). Most of them are helpful in finding a
topic. Some direct large research programmes and invite students to do a
thesis within the frame of the programme. Others form research groups,
where several students do their theses within the same or related fields.

Ì¿´µ ¿¾±«¬ ·¬
Finally, it is helpful to discuss your ideas with other students. ‘To talk about
it’ actually helps. Ask the other students about their topics and outline your
own ideas (see section 4.2). Use social media and blogs by master’s-level students to find more information about possible topics and discuss your ideas
(see section 4.1). Later, use the social media and the blogs to present the
findings from your study. When you have clarified your interests, paid attention to public debates, discussed with students and professors, studied literature and participated actively in class, you will find that these activities
assist you in finding a research topic. This phase may take some time and it
has its frustrations. Generally, students hope that good ideas will just appear
out of the blue, but this is not how it works. Good ideas come when you search
for new information and ask critical questions (see section 6.3).

ïòî Ü»ª»´±°·²¹ ¿ ¬±°·½
After you have found a topic that’s caught your interest, it must be specified
and developed further. The process of developing a topic will eventually lead
to the formulation of research questions (see Chapter 7). During the early
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phase of this process, it is a good idea to work with several topics or several
aspects of one topic. This will expand your ideas to include related topics.
Eventually, you will find a topic you want to pursue. The aim here is to present a few useful techniques for developing topics.

Þ®¿·²-¬±®³·²¹
One method that will help you to find new ideas is brainstorming. This is
a technique that will help you to find different ideas. Later, you go back
and evaluate the suggestions you found. What you actually do is to sit
down at your computer and write ideas without stopping. It does not matter whether you believe the ideas are good or bad, the issue for now is just
to write them down. Before you start, make a decision to write, for example, for a period of five to ten minutes. When the time is over, go back and
evaluate what you’ve written. Delete the ideas you do not like and keep the
ones you believe can be developed further. With these new ideas in mind,
repeat the process.
A common mistake among students is trying to be creative and judging
new ideas simultaneously. You cannot come up with new ideas and label
them as good or bad at the same time. This approach tends to limit creativity. Remember that finding ideas and evaluating them are two different
processes. By letting yourself write down your ideas without stopping, and
then going back and selecting the good from the bad, you are allowing
yourself to be creative. This is the central structure in creative writing (see
section 3.2).

ß²¿´±¹·»Another method for developing a topic is the use of analogies. Models that are
proven to be useful in one field of study can sometimes be transferred to other
fields. An example of the use of analogies is when theories about negotiations
between political parties are applied to interpretations of negotiations
between partners in the area of domestic work and childcare. Another example is when theories of decision making on the economic market are applied to
other areas of decision making, such as participation in social movements.
The method of using analogies requires familiarity with the literature in the
field. You need theoretical knowledge to develop this application. Before you
make serious efforts to use this method, ask your advisor if this is a good
approach, otherwise, you may risk losing valuable time studying the wrong
type of literature.
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Ó·²¼ ³¿°
Further, you can develop a topic by making a mind map. A mind map consists of
mapping key concepts that are related to each other. In order to come up with
ideas for relevant concepts, use the brainstorming method described above. You
will find electronic tools for mind maps, brainstorming and planning for groups
and individuals on Web 2.0 sites, and several are open source and free (e.g. see
https://bubbl.us/). Some even provide opportunities for a group of students to
share a mind map and work on it together to develop ideas. Let us say, for example, that the topic of your interest is ‘social inequality’ as shown in Figure 1.1.

×²½±³»

Û¼«½¿¬·±²

Û¬¸²·½·¬§

Ð´¿½» ±º ®»-·¼»²½»

Í±½·¿´ ·²»¯«¿´·¬§

ß¹»

Ð®±º»--·±²

Ù»²¼»®

Ú·¹«®» ïòï

×²·¬·¿´ ³·²¼ ³¿°

This mind map gives you an overview of possible topics for a thesis (it is possible to add more ideas than shown). Develop the mind map further by selecting some concepts you think are related, and group them (see section 7.1). This
group of ideas will, perhaps, create a conceptual starting point for a thesis.
Draw arrows between the concepts you think constitute causal relationships.
When you have completed your groupings, find one key concept and then
repeat the process.
In our example, we have selected the concepts of income, education, ethnicity,
age, gender and profession. These concepts can be the beginning of a study of
educational performance among high-school students, as shown in Figure 1.2.
The method of drawing mind maps, as demonstrated in Figures 1.1 and
1.2, will help you to choose topics that can be developed further. By selecting
some concepts and omitting others, you are specifying your research topic
(see section 7.4). You may not readily understand why one concept is more
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developable than the other or why you have selected it. At this point, it is not
important. The important issue is that you have begun. Defining your
research questions will come later.

ß-µ·²¹ ±°»²ó»²¼»¼ ¯«»-¬·±²Finally, develop your topic by asking a few open-ended questions (see section 6.3).
The different questions suggested below will, in some cases, indicate what
type of methodological approach you will have to use in order to answer them
(Barnes, 2005). These questions will vary somewhat within different fields of
study:
É¸¿¬ ·- ¹±·²¹ ±²á øÍ«®ª»§-ô »ª¿´«¿¬·±²-ô ¼±½«³»²¬¿¬·±²ô º¿½¬-÷
×- ¬¸·- ¬®«»á øØ§°±¬¸»-·- ¬»-¬·²¹ô ½®·¬·¯«» ±º -±«®½»-÷
É¸¿¬ ¸¿°°»²- ·ºá øÌ®·¿´-ô »¨°»®·³»²¬-ô ²»© ³»¬¸±¼±´±¹§÷
É¸¿¬ ·- ¬¸» -±´«¬·±²á øÐ®±¾´»³ -±´ª·²¹÷
Ø±© ½¿² -±³»¬¸·²¹ ¾» ·³°®±ª»¼á øÛª¿´«¿¬·±²ô ¿½¬·±² ®»-»¿®½¸ô ¿°°´·»¼ ®»-»¿®½¸÷
É¸§ ·- ¬¸·- ¸¿°°»²·²¹á øÛ¨°´¿²¿¬±®§ô ¿²¿´§¬·½¿´÷ò øÞ¿®²»- îððëæ ïðè÷

In some instances, a thesis will consist of one of these questions, and in other
instances, a combination of two or more questions (see section 7.4). For
example, if you want to answer the question ‘What is going on?’ you will
search for documentation. To follow our example, we would like to map
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educational performance among high-school students. This might provide a
basis for questions such as:
× ¬¸· ¬®«»á
ø× ·¬ ¬®«» ¬¸¿¬ ½¸·´¼®»² ±º ©»´´ó»¼«½¿¬»¼ °¿®»²¬ ¹»¬ ¾»¬¬»® ¹®¿¼» ¬¸¿²
±¬¸»® -¬«¼»²¬-á÷
É¸§ · ¬¸· ¸¿°°»²·²¹á
øÉ¸§ ¼± ½¸·´¼®»² ±º ©»´´ó»¼«½¿¬»¼ °¿®»²¬ ¹»¬ ¾»¬¬»® ¹®¿¼»
¬¸¿² ±¬¸»® -¬«¼»²¬-á÷
É¸¿¬ · ¬¸» ±´«¬·±²á
øÉ¸¿¬ · ²»»¼»¼ ¬± ·³°®±ª» ¬¸» ¹®¿¼» ±º ½¸·´¼®»² ©¸±»
°¿®»²¬- ¸¿ª» ´±©»® ´»ª»´- ±º »¼«½¿¬·±²á÷

Ý¸¿²¹»- ¿´±²¹ ¬¸» ©¿§
By developing your topic the way we have described here, changes will take
place (see section 7.5). Perhaps you end up with a different topic than the one
you initially found. Or perhaps you choose to focus upon issues you had not
considered before. If you use this approach of specifying your topic several
times, you will eventually develop a research topic.
Once you have an idea for a topic, be careful to avoid two common mistakes. One is selecting a topic that is too broad to be researchable: two examples are ‘The role of the family in post-industrial society’ or ‘The significance
of Islam in the Western world’. Be aware, though, that both topics can be
developed further into research topics (see section 7). The other mistake is
to select an ‘overpopulated’ topic: two examples are ‘New analyses of the
classical sociology of Max Weber’ or ‘The development and meaning of the
concept “identity”’. There are topics within every field that have been
researched to the extent that it is nearly impossible to present new and
valuable information.
At this point, you should begin to consider if relevant data are available or
if you must produce the data (Chapter 8). Ideally, a topic may be researchable
even if it is impossible to collect relevant data. For example, it is theoretically
possible to study the process of lobbying members of parliament, even if it is
highly unlikely that you will collect a complete set of data.
When you have found one or more topics you would like to develop further,
it is time to talk to your professor. She or he will help you to specify and
develop your topics even further (see Chapter 4).
Finally, once you have selected a research topic and your professor agrees
that it is viable, try to stick to your decision, unless you have good reasons to
switch to another topic. It will help you avoid wasting time. It is difficult to
write a thesis, and you will make it even more difficult for yourself if you
change an agreed-upon topic (see section 7.5).
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ïòí Î»-»¿®½¸ »¬¸·½All research, including student research, is regulated by ethical norms and
standards. Ethical concerns are relevant in several phases of your thesis. We
will discuss these issues throughout the book. In the social sciences, several
decisions are made which have an ethical dimension, including: the collection
of data (section 8.3), writing (section 9.6), referencing different sources of
information (section 11.4), and the student–advisor relationship (section 4.4).

Û¬¸·½- ¼«®·²¹ ¬¸» ®»-»¿®½¸ °®±½»-- ¿²¼ º±®
¬¸» ½±²-»¯«»²½»- ±º ®»-»¿®½¸
Research ethics relate to norms for behaviour during the research process and
the responsibility of researchers for the consequences of their research (Hart,
2008a: 277–311). First and foremost you must have a fundamental respect for
the people you are researching. Respect for people is relevant when you are
deciding on a topic, during the research process and in communicating the
research results.
When you are searching for a topic, consider the possible ethical issues
involved. If you plan to use people as sources of information, you must know
the laws and regulations that guarantee the right of privacy. The research
process must demonstrate respect for individual liberty and autonomy, which
means that you cannot begin data collection before you have the consent of
the people involved. The research participants shall not be exposed for injuries or pain because they participate in your study. You must provide participants with all the necessary information to get a reasonable understanding of
your project in order to give their informed consent to participation. They also
have the right to withdraw their participation at any time without facing any
form of negative consequences. Finally, you have an obligation to make the
results of your research known by communicating them (e.g. by publishing
them) in an understandable way.

Î»-°±²-·¾·´·¬§ ¬±©¿®¼- -±½·»¬§
As a researcher, you also have a responsibility towards society, meaning that
your study somehow should benefit society, either directly or indirectly.
Based on the premise that research implies a search for new and better
knowledge, research should not be affected by the interests of those who initiate the study. The funding institution should always be known to the public.
As a master’s student, you must adhere to the same ethical rules, regulations
and reflections that established scholars do.
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Ethics is not left to the individual. Therefore, several professional organizations have outlined formal codes of conduct so that all researchers, including
students, can be aware of what is acceptable and what is unacceptable. Below
are a few examples of ethical principles and codes of conduct for various groups
of social scientists, as defined by some British and American organizations:
ß³»®·½¿² Ó¿®µ»¬·²¹ ß--±½·¿¬·±²æ ©©©ò³¿®µ»¬·²¹°±©»®ò½±³ñß¾±«¬ßÓßñÐ¿¹»-ñÍ¬¿¬»³»²¬
ûîð±ºûîðÛ¬¸·½-ò¿-°¨
ß³»®·½¿² Ð±´·¬·½¿´ Í½·»²½» ß--±½·¿¬·±²æ ©©©ò¿°-¿²»¬ò±®¹ñ°«¾-ñ»¬¸·½-ò½º³
ß--±½·¿¬·±² ±º Í±½·¿´ ß²¬¸®±°±´±¹·-¬- ±º ¬¸» ËÕ ¿²¼ ¬¸» Ý±³³±²©»¿´¬¸æ ©©©ò¬¸»¿-¿ò±®¹ñ
»¬¸·½-ñÛ¬¸·½¿´Á¹«·¼»´·²»-ò°¼º
Ì¸» Þ®·¬·-¸ Ð-§½¸±´±¹·½¿´ -±½·»¬§æ ©©©ò¾°-ò±®¹ò«µñ©¸¿¬ó©»ó¼±ñ»¬¸·½-ó-¬¿²¼¿®¼-ñ»¬¸·½-ó
-¬¿²¼¿®¼Ì¸» Þ®·¬·-¸ Í±½·±´±¹·½¿´ ß--±½·¿¬·±²æ ©©©ò¾®·¬-±½ò½±ò«µñ³»¼·¿ñîéïðéñÍ¬¿¬»³»²¬±ºÛ¬¸·½¿´
Ð®¿½¬·½»ò°¼º

Before you begin working on your thesis, get to know the ethical principles
and codes of conduct that are relevant for you.

ïòì É®·¬·²¹ ¿ ®»-»¿®½¸ °®±°±-¿´
Writing a research proposal is essential for all research. Often advisors and
research committees require that you write a proposal for your work. If you
want someone to fund your research, which is typically the case for any
researcher, the research funding bodies require an excellent proposal in
order to do so.
A research proposal is a plan for your work (for more information, see Hart,
2008a: 365–405). It is a map that outlines what you want to do, why you want to
do it, how you want to do it, what you expect to find, and a plan that shows your
ability to deliver what you promise. Remember to discuss your proposal with
other students and, most importantly, with your advisor (see section 4). Your
advisor knows what a research proposal should look like and will be able to guide
you. If you have never written a proposal before, try to get the advice of someone
who has been successful and ask if you can see a copy of their proposal. Also look
at the Economic and Social Research Council’s website (see www.esrc.ac.uk),
which gives advice on ‘How to write a good research proposal’. All of this will help
you to understand what you are about to do, and save you time and effort.
Your research proposal will be a guide for your work, based on your design
for your thesis (Chapter 8). This research design is related to the definition
of your topic and your research questions (Chapters 1 and 7), a search and
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tentative description of the research literature (Chapters 5 and 6), your
research methods (Chapter 8), plan for the analysis (Chapter 9), and ethical
issues (sections 1.3, 8.3, 9.6 and 11.4).
You may ask why we discuss writing a research proposal here and not later
in the book. It takes time to prepare and draft a research proposal because you
will have to consider all aspects of the thesis. First, you need to know what the
requirements for such a proposal are at your university. Then, you need to know
something about a possible topic, the research literature, research methodology,
research ethics and analysis before you begin your proposal. In order to find
information that might help you, you can use this book actively by going back
and forth. Finally, as you begin to work on your proposal, drafting and editing
several times, you will begin to develop an outline of the work that lies ahead.
This will help you in the planning process. There is also a certain excitement in
anticipating what you might find and envisioning your work, accomplishment
and future success (see Chapter 2). As you see, there are several reasons why it
is a good idea to start the process of writing a research proposal early.
The main elements of a typical research proposal are outlined below. We
have included references to where you will find relevant information in this
book. In many ways, the structure of a research proposal is similar to a classic thesis structure (see section 11.1). One important difference is the length
of the research proposal. The question of how long it should be depends on the
requirements of your university, so do check this. A typical research proposal
varies between 6 to 20 pages, which means that you have very little space to
explain what you are going to do. While keeping spatial limits in mind, do not
worry if your first drafts are too long; you will go back later and edit several
times before you submit your proposal (see section 3.4 and Chapter 11).
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As soon as you get started, make a plan for your work. Perhaps you will
object and say that making a plan is a waste of time because you will never
stick to it anyway. The purpose of a plan is not necessarily to stick to it for
the sake of doing it: the purpose is to give you an overview and help you
structure the work you are about to take on.
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When you start making your plan, write a detailed list of all the things
you need to do to finish your thesis. Include everything you remember, from
finding a research topic to reviewing the research literature and contacting
people. Then, structure your list according to deadlines. What do you need
to do first, and what can wait? Organize the various tasks according to each
semester you plan to use on your thesis. What are the things that need to be
done each semester? Organize the first semester month by month. When the
first semester is over, make a monthly plan for the next semester. You might
find that you spend more time than you planned to do, but this is not a valid
reason for avoiding to plan the next semester. During the last few months
and weeks before you submit the thesis, careful planning is a must (see
section 12).
It is a good idea to go over your plans at the end of every month. What
did you do and what remains to be done? If you did not accomplish all the
things you planned, what were the reasons? Did you make unrealistic
deadlines for yourself? Did some of the work take more time than you
thought? Or were there other factors outside your control that delayed
your work? Equally important, are there areas where you spent too much
time? Your original plan will be adjusted on a regular basis. Some things
will, perhaps, be moved. Others will be taken out, and some new things
will be added. By setting deadlines for your work, you put pressure on
yourself to finish. You may need this pressure, especially when you are
going through a difficult phase.
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