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What is an MPP Dissertation? 

The dissertation is the most significant piece of coursework of your MPP. A 60 credit score 

suggests a workload equivalent to one full-time semester. The idea is that you conduct the 

research and complete this coursework after you have gained the research and analysis skills to 

produce a sophisticated project, combining original empirical and analytical insights. 

It is an opportunity for you to work primarily on your own – on a topic of your choice– but in regular 

contact with your supervisor to agree on a research question, plan, methods, and milestones. 

Dissertations provide an opportunity to develop and apply accumulated knowledge to a project 

that interests you. You choose your project, conduct the research, analyse the information and 

write the report. Successful completion requires you to demonstrate initiative and the ability to see 

a project through to completion.  

It also requires you to work with a supervisor to identify a feasible project. We expect you to 

maintain regular contact with your supervisor. The frequency, and type, of contact is not set in 

stone, although we are obliged to monitor attendance and identify at least one point of contact per 

month). Largely, you can decide how and how often to meet. However, one significant 

conversation per month is sensible, and more contact – as part of a group, one-to-one, and/ or via 

Zoom - can be useful. The initial meetings are crucial, to discuss your research ideas and firm up 

a research question. The more specific/ detailed the question, the better – since it gives you the 

focus to gather the most relevant information. Early meetings can focus on producing a half-page 

summary of the proposed work, and a one-page summary of how the chapters or sections fit 

together. Your supervisor can help with this planning stage. After that, you should have regular 

discussions about research methods and literature searches, and talk about your progress. Your 

supervisor should not be involved in the drafting of the dissertation but should, to some extent, 

read your early draft work to make sure that you are on the right track. You can expect your 

supervisor to give you some feedback on more polished draft work, as long as you leave enough 

time for your work to be turned around before the final deadline (plan for at least three weeks to 

receive and act on this feedback). 

You have taken a suite of modules designed to familiarise you with the methods and skills that will 

assist you in writing a dissertation. Your training allows you to pursue one of two types of 

dissertation (although option 1 is the most common): 

1. A piece of original research, using policy theory to help you ask and answer a research 

question. You would follow the same basic format as the MPP3 essay, but with more 

expectation that you provide a truly comprehensive account of your chosen policy theory 

and/or apply it to a new case study. 

2. An extended piece of policy analysis informed by policy theory. You would produce a research 

question that suits a practitioner audience. You still need the empirical and analytical rigour, 

but the added element is an ability to explain the results to a non-academic audience. For 

example, you may produce the dissertation in the form of a report, with a focus on the 

executive summary and substance. The theoretical element is still there, but as a 3000 word 
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annex (included in the word count) showing how policy theory informs the research design 

and discussion rather than taking up a dedicated section in the main report. In other words, it 

would be more akin to the policy analysis/ reflection of MPP1. 

In either case, the required coursework is similar: a 10,000-word dissertation (not including 

bibliography) and a 500-word blog post that explains the key points to a non-academic audience. 

Please do not proceed to writing the full dissertation until you have agreed your question and 

format with your supervisor. 

Assessed Work % of Final Mark Deadline 

Research dissertation 

Blog post (explaining policy 

change) 

80 % 

 

20% 

Friday 30th 

August 2019 

(12 noon) 

Policy Analysis dissertation 

Blog post (explaining a policy 

problem and its solution) 

80% (40% report, 40% 

theory reflection) 

20 % 

Friday 30th 

August 2019 

(12 noon) 

You should follow the same basic guidance as in MPP1 and MPP3 for 

submission. The referencing system should be Harvard. There is a link set up 

on canvas for MPPDS submission as a single document containing the 

dissertation and blog post. It would be wise to insert the blog post at the front of 

the document. You will receive your indicative grade and feedback in 

approximately two weeks following submission (followed by final confirmation of 

all grades in October) 

 

Dissertation planning and structure  

Here are some suggested steps, from initial idea to final dissertation, which you should adjust to 

suit your plans: 

1. Decide which type of dissertation – research or policy analysis – you will do. Please make 

sure that you understand the difference between them, and the expectations for each type of 

dissertation. For example, the research dissertation requires the more explicit review of the 

relevant literature, but the policy analysis dissertation still requires you to review relevant 

policy theory and show how they inform your analysis. In both cases, the required 

engagement with policy theories and concepts is higher than in MPP1 and MPP3. 
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2. Produce a research question. In general, you should avoid very broad research questions 

and concentrate instead upon a specific, manageable question. Try to produce an 

answerable question. It is generally not helpful (for you) to produce a broad title or topic.  

 For example, you could revisit the guidance in How to write theory-driven policy analysis 

and focus on a dissertation that essentially asks: what is policy X, how much has it changed, 

and why? 

 You can build on previous work in MPP1 or MPP3, but please do not simply copy/paste this 

material. Your question or topic may remain the same, but the bar is now higher, and you 

need to restate the relevance of any piece of work. 

3. Produce a half-to-one-page plan that shows why the question is important and – in some 

detail - how you will answer it.  

 This planning includes a clear demonstration of the relevance of the policy concepts that you 

identify. 

 It also helps you identify the methods crucial to your dissertation. 

 When you have identified your methods, you can fill out the ethics application form (see 

below). 

4. Discuss with your supervisor if the question is appropriate, the plan is well structured, and – 

crucially – the dissertation seems to be feasible. Note that the word limit is tight and the topic 

that you plan to explore must be ‘doable’ in that context. Note the 4-6 week gap between 

ethical application and clearance if you plan to use methods such as interviews. 

5. Write a draft introduction. Other advice is available, and some people suggest that you should 

write the introduction at the end.  

 My advice is that a draft introduction represents an extended plan, in which you ask and show 

how you answer a question. It lays out the structure of the dissertation, including its rationale, 

the relevance of theory, and the methods. It explains how all elements of the dissertation will 

fit together into a coherent project.  

 You, and your supervisor, should be able to read it and conclude that you have embarked on 

an interesting, well designed, and feasible project. 

 You will need this plan if you intend to seek ethical clearance for research with people. 

 Your introduction for a policy analysis dissertation will be different, and the planning will 

appear to be less straightforward. At this initial stage, you should focus primarily on the 3000 

word annex, showing how policy theory informs the question and research design. Your focus 

is on explaining relevant aspects of the policy process, which help you identify a feasible 

question and feasible range of options to consider.  

6. Perform a comprehensive search for, and review of, the literature.  

 Conducting a literature review helps us define our research questions. By delving into the 

relevant literature, uncovering new leads, and spending  time  reading and thinking about the 

different research strategies, contrasting theoretical approaches, and cases under 

examination, we can gain a better understanding of what we should be asking in our own 

research. A literature review allows you to make a persuasive case to your readers that you 

have a sufficient grasp of the contours of existing relevant scholarship and that your chosen 

research question will allow you to build fruitfully on that existing literature. Your literature 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2017/11/13/how-to-write-theory-driven-policy-analysis/
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review should show that you have located, digested, evaluated, and synthesised sufficient 

literature to address the question at hand. While no one expects you to read everything, there 

is definitely an expectation that you acquaint yourself with the basic literature associated with 

your broad topic, as well as the more narrow literature directly relevant to your specific 

research question.  

 You should use an initial search – such a keyword search on Google Scholar – to identify the 

whole ‘population’ of texts relevant to your question. In many cases, you are likely to focus 

on one particular theory (say, social construction and policy design) and (a) read all of the 

theory-focused texts, and – crucially – (b) analyse the texts that are comparable to your study. 

The latter will help inform how you research and analyse your case study. For example, many 

will choose multiple streams analysis, but it will not be enough to read my summary or 

Kingdon’s original. There have been over 300 applications of MSA, many of which will be 

helpful to your analysis. In many cases, review articles are available, to help you identify the 

breadth and scope of existing applications.  

7. Produce a case study. In some cases, you will be relying on secondary literature. In most 

cases, students look at primary literature to conduct some documentary analysis (such as of 

government documents and reports, often as data on policy and policy change). In some 

cases, students conduct qualitative interviews or other methods to gather information directly 

from other people. The latter can be valuable, but is not necessary and requires more 

advance planning (to secure enough time for ethics consent). 

 Your dissertation should include a discussion of methods. It is not enough simply to state 

what they are. Rather, build on your training – such as in specialist methods modules – and 

reading on methods, to explain what the method is, what its advantages are, and why it is 

appropriate to your research design. You can explain methods as part of the introduction, a 

separate section (using the basic format ‘theory-method-application’), and/ or in an annex (if 

your discussion is necessarily long and/ or you want to include a codebook or equivalent). 

8. Produce a full draft of the dissertation. I recommend that you produce a full draft 4 weeks 

before the submission deadline (if possible). It allows you to get some feedback on your work, 

and identify major gaps or areas for improvement, in enough time. 

9. Note the difference in dissertation formats (although you have the discretion to choose an 

appropriate format). 

 The research dissertation is likely to have this format: title, abstract, introduction, theory, 

method, case, conclusion. 

 The policy analysis dissertation is likely to have this format: title, executive summary, policy 

analysis, separate section on theory. There is no traditional introduction/ conclusion. 

10. Produce the blog post. Note that it commands 20% of the final mark (of a 60-credit module). 

Follow the format suggested in MPP3 for a research dissertation (in which you seek to explain 

policy change) and MPP1 for a policy analysis dissertation (in which you describe and 

perhaps try to solve a policy problem).  
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Indicative group meetings and planning according to these stages: 

1. 24th April 11am-1pm Room TBC Module guide and general discussion.  

Call for question and half-page plan. 

2. 29th April, 2.30-4.30pm Pathfoot D3 Discussion of final question and initial plans. 

3. 13th May 10.30am-12.30pm Room TBC Complete draft introduction and full plan. 

Discuss literature review planning 

4. 11th June 11am-12.30pm Room TBC Complete draft of literature review. 

Discuss case study planning 

5. 1st July 10.30am-12.30pm Room TBC Discuss progress in case study. 

Discuss full draft writing. 

6. TBC (indicative: 5th August 10.30am-

12.30pm) 

Plan to have produced a first full draft for 

discussion 

Discuss blog post writing. 

After the main meeting in August, keep in 

touch via email and Zoom. 

Final feedback on written drafts. 

 

ETHICS APPROVAL  

All students are required by the university to complete a Student Dissertation Ethics Checklist (see 

Appendix 1 and download the Word file here: http://bit.ly/2oXJJRF). Ethics checklists must be 

submitted to the relevant email address (ethics@stir.ac.uk) as soon as possible – but after 

obtaining your supervisor’s agreement and electronic signature. 

In some cases – primarily when you plan to conduct interviews - the checklist will not be 

sufficient and you should instead fill in a Student Research/Project Ethical Approval Form and 

send it to the relevant email address (ethicsFAH@stir.ac.uk). It is available here: 

http://bit.ly/2p8RQXq  

You can find further information on research ethics here:  

https://www.stir.ac.uk/research/research-ethics-and-integrity/student-dissertations/  

https://www.stir.ac.uk/research/research-ethics-and-integrity/ethics-forms/  

Research with clear ethical implications (e.g. interviews, surveys) cannot be conducted before 

approval has been granted – which can take between 4-6 weeks. 

http://bit.ly/2oXJJRF
mailto:ethics@stir.ac.uk
mailto:ethicsFAH@stir.ac.uk
http://bit.ly/2p8RQXq
https://www.stir.ac.uk/research/research-ethics-and-integrity/student-dissertations/
https://www.stir.ac.uk/research/research-ethics-and-integrity/ethics-forms/
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SUBMISSION OF THE COMPLETED DISSERTATION 

 

I will confirm separately if there is a requirement to submit a bound hard copy. 

More importantly, please submit the blog post and dissertation in a single Word document via 

the MPPDS Canvas page. The deadline is Friday 30th August 2019 (12 noon). 

 

PLAGIARISM 

The University has an agreed policy setting out procedures and penalties for dealing with 

plagiarism. This policy can be found in the University’s Academic Standards and Quality 

Handbook, copies of which are held in the Library, in Divisional offices, and at 

http://www.stir.ac.uk/academicpolicy/handbook/assessmentincludingacademicmisconduct/. For 

further details (incl. help & advice) also see: http://www.plagiarism.stir.ac.uk/.  

SUPERVISORY ARRANGEMENTS 

Cairney will supervise most MPPDS students, with the exception of students who have secured 

primary supervision from another lecturer. The supervision will be in three formats: (1) regular 

group discussion, combined with (2) time for face-to-face discussion before or after each group 

meeting, and (3) email or Zoom exchanges in between meetings. It is the responsibility of each 

student to request appointments and consultations with the supervisor(s) when help and guidance 

are required. You should see your supervisor at least once per month, but keep in touch and seek 

advice more frequently. 

SOURCES AND METHODS 

The difference between a dissertation and your regular coursework is quite important. Writing a 

dissertation involves formulating your research question and working out the best method of 

tackling it. You also need to locate the necessary material. There is no reading list.  

Alongside secondary material (such as published books and journals), the dissertation should also 

involve, as far as possible and where relevant, primary sources such as archival documents, 

government publications, and/ or published surveys. It may also be useful to conduct interviews 

or focus groups (or, if you have received sufficient training, quantitative data-gathering such as 

via a survey). The exact mix of sources and the research method used for the dissertation will 

very much depend on the topic. Dissertations can be predominantly theoretical or empirical: most 

http://www.stir.ac.uk/academicpolicy/handbook/assessmentincludingacademicmisconduct/
http://www.plagiarism.stir.ac.uk/
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will include elements of each. In other words, do not assume that your dissertation will be 

inadequate simply because it does not contain (for example) interview data. 

In addition to the sections below, you can find further advice on dissertations on a dedicated 

university webpage: http://www.stir.ac.uk/is/student/writing/dissertations/ 

THE STUDENT-SUPERVISOR RELATIONSHIP 

Student Responsibilities 

 It is important to understand that the dissertation is your project. Your supervisor is there to 
provide you with guidance, support and encouragement, but full responsibility for the style and 
content of the dissertation rests with you. 

 It is a primary responsibility of the student to proof-read carefully all assignments or drafts and 
present them in a legible typed format. 

 You should take responsibility for key deadlines. 

 You should also make notes during your supervision meetings and do the work in between 
meetings that you have agreed to do.  

 

Supervisor Responsibilities 

At the commencement of the proposed programme of work, your supervisor should have a 

detailed discussion with you, to explain the advice in this module handbook. This discussion will 

normally cover: 

 The scope of the proposed programme of work and an initial definition of the subject of research 
and the standard of work expected. 

 A provisional timetable for the planning and completion of the programme of work including any 
period of preliminary reading. 

 Guidance about literature and other sources of information. 
 

Your supervisor will make a reasonable attempt to stay informed of your progress: 

 Comments will refer to the content, structure and writing style (in other words, big picture 
suggestions, not line-by-line ‘forensic’ commentary). However, it is your responsibility to revise 
the manuscript and decide when it is ready for submission, since the thesis must be seen as the 
record of your own judgement and contribution to the subject. 

 Supervisor will alert students to any conceptual or presentational weaknesses and will identify 
students in need of remedial assistance and take appropriate measures. 

 The supervisor should be available for consultation about once every three weeks. The 
supervisor is expected to see the student for up to five hours during the course of the supervision 
(via group and individual meetings) but you have more time available to you if you need it. Please 
ask for help or advice when you feel you need it, rather than according to a norm you anticipate. 
If your supervisor is Cairney, note his statement that students often do not get in touch because 
they think he is too busy to bother. He is busy, but it is no bother.  

http://www.stir.ac.uk/is/student/writing/dissertations/
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APPENDIX 1 

Research Proposal Ethics Checklist   

To ensure integrity and safeguard the interests of researchers, participants and funders, all 

research conducted at or through the University of Stirling by members of staff, students and 

collaborators is subject to internal ethical scrutiny prior to the commencement of research (Figure 

1).  

If you are aware that your research requires ethical approval by one of the Research Ethics 

Committees (RECs), completion of this checklist is not required. Please complete a Research 

Proposal Ethical Approval Form for the appropriate committee (see below) and submit this, 

along with any supporting documentation, via email to the committee secretary: 

 Animal Welfare and Ethical Review Body (AWERB) – for research involving animals in any 

way (all non-human vertebrates and invertebrates). 

 NHS, Invasive or Clinical Research (NICR) – for health/patient research requiring approval by 

the NHS Research Ethics Committee and other research involving physically invasive procedures 

or intrusive interventions on human participants. 

 General University Ethics Panel (GUEP) – for all other research (social, digital, environmental 

etc.). 

 Ethics Checklist - If you are unsure about the ethical implications of your research, please 

complete the following Checklist. A completed and signed Checklist is required for all research 

proposals that have not been submitted for ethical review to one of the above committees. Once 

complete, this Checklist should be submitted to ethics@stir.ac.uk.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:ethics@stir.ac.uk


         

10                                        Course Handbook   

 

Figure 1: Ethics Decision Tree 

 

 


