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• Taking a modular approach 
– Outlining the research problem 

– Making an inventory of theoretical perspectives 

– Designing new models 

– Collecting, analyzing, or interpreting data 

• Final destination: the manuscript 



• Ideally the results of these different tasks will 
be written down, for the simple reason that 
the dissertation itself will also be a written 
product. 



• What's more, such written reports really force 
you to spell out the argument as fully and 
strongly as possible, and, eventually, make it 
easy for other people to look at your work and 
criticize it. 

• ¿Y cuál es la mejor forma de que el trabajo 
sea criticado? 



• The most concrete example of the modular 
approach is the dissertation that consists of a 
number of--published or accepted--articles, 
and an introductory and concluding chapter. 



• Time planning 
• You should not strive for a railroad-like 

timetable, but aim for a loose, but 
nevertheless concrete, plan that clearly 
outlines the modules. 



• Expect all of these things--except your 
holidays--to take longer than you originally 
hoped for, so don't schedule them too tightly. 



• Writing/outlining the research problem 
• Training: skills courses 
• Teaching 
• Appointments with your (daily) supervisor and dissertation committee 
• Data collection/fieldwork 
• Analyzing data/reporting measurements 
• Writing papers/chapters/articles 
• Rewriting papers/chapters/articles 
• Congresses 
• Drafting and rewriting the manuscript 
• Finding a publisher/lay out 
• Administrative duties 
• Holidays 
• The unexpected! 



ECPR: European Consortium for Political Research 
APSA: American Political Science Association 







• Also be aware that the key to a good 
dissertation is rewriting, so make sure that 
there is ample time to do this, otherwise you 
will end up with what essentially constitutes a 
first draft. 



• For the short term you need, of course, a more 
specific plan that helps you keep track of daily 
activities, including appointments with 
supervisors and others, which you preferably 
integrate in your calendar. This makes it easier to 
block out certain mornings or afternoons for 
'vulnerable' activities such as writing, reading, or 
thinking. 



• Make sure that there is always enough time to recover 
and recharge your batteries, so never plan activities 
during the weekend (unless there is a conference you 
need to attend). Otherwise weekends spent working 
will usually be followed by one or more working days 
that are spent unproductively because you did not rest 
enough. Moreover, do not forget to take a holiday for 
two or three adjacent weeks every year, because 
otherwise serious burnout might lie ahead. 





• Organising Your Knowledge: Tables 
of Contents, Mind Maps, and Path 
Diagrams 



• My first suggestion is to start working on a 
provisional table of contents (TOC) as soon as 
you get started on your research project. The 
TOC provides the framework for the project: It 
shows how you will present the results to the 
reader. 



• It is wise to make a more extended TOC that 
connects your research plan to your writing 
plan. 



• Instead of writing a text, mind map aficionados 
start out with a single word or concept on a 
preferably-very-large piece of paper and simply 
engage in a brainstorming session that is as 
unrestricted as possible. By using arrows, words, 
pictures, and colours, thoughts and ideas around 
a common theme are literally envisioned. 







• Path diagrams are a third way to visualise 
parts of your work, by forcing you to specify 
relations between concepts. Put each concept 
in a box and build a (causal) model by 
connecting them with the appropriate arrows. 









• Saving Your Data: Databases and 
Folders 

• The first rule is to dare to throw things away: 
What you have not needed for months, you 
will probably never need again. 











• Electronic Files 
• ¿Cuál es la solución? 





• Good research is the result of communication. Talking 
to others is therefore the natural complement to your 
often lonely struggle with the material. In addition to 
spending a good deal of time reading, writing, and 
conducting experiments, it is at least as important to 
talk with others about what your are doing, because 
this can provide quicker and better solutions to 
problems that you may encounter. 

• ¿Dónde se puede hablar con gente de tu tema? 



• What to expect from your 
supervisor 
 



• Supervisor’s core business: 

– The emphasis here of course is on helping. First 
and foremost you will have to do the work 
yourself. Your supervisor is also the first one who 
will read work in progress. You should expect the 
supervisor to do this quickly and seriously, and the 
criticism to be fair and accurate. 



• Splendid supervisors: 

– They help you to get in touch with the academic community by opening their 
networks for you. 

– They will teach you the tricks of the trade: how to write good abstracts for a 
conference and submit funding proposals that are promising.  

– They closely monitor your progress and protect you against too much 
distraction that may take the form of teaching obligations, research for other 
projects, or administrative duties. 

– They are around most of the time and very accessible: Their door is always 
open and they like to chat about the discipline with a cup of coffee. 

– They also walk into your office from time to time to see what's going on.  

– Finally, they are empathetic. 



• What not to expect from them 



• The first is a fascination for your research. If you don't believe in it, nobody 
else will, so don't expect your supervisor to excite you about your 
dissertation topic. 

• You should not expect the supervisor to be a kind of headmaster who 
hands out orders and expects you to report back every week. You yourself 
are responsible for the planning and progress of the project. 

• Although a pat on the back from time to time would be nice, most of them 
don't hand out compliments too often. They are task-oriented and tend to 
focus on things that can be done better, not on the things that are OK. 



• Strange as this may sound, you should be 
happy about all these don'ts because they 
ensure that ownership of the project remains 
with you, and such ownership is a crucial 
success factor for your project. 



• What your supervisor can expect from 
you 



• The first and most important thing is that you take 
appointments seriously, show up on time, and make sure that 
there is something to talk about. 

• They expect you to take their advice seriously, especially 
when they have gone great lengths to give it to you. Use it, 
and more importantly, if you do not think it is useful, tell them 
why you are unable to do something with it and try to find a 
solution.   

• Finally, be interested in the things they do. 



Type Description 
Unavailable Is hardly around, and when around inaccessible because he is 'busy, busy, busy'. 

Magnum opus 
writer 

Does not worry about the few years that you have to finish your dissertation: 'look at me, I 
took 10 years myself to get the thing done'. 

Critic Tells you in painstaking detail what is wrong with your work, but does not have any clue how 
to make it right. 

Nitpicker Copy edits your first draft (preferably with red ink) but is silent on content or structure. 

Structuralist Emphasizes structure, forgets about substance. 

Indifferent Does not have very strong opinions, likes everything. 

Hyperactive Sends you in new directions every week and forgets about consistency and the clear direction 
a dissertation should possess. 

Conservative Sticks to everything he learned in grad school and is scared of anything new, which he tends 
to dismiss as rubbish. 

Talker Usurps your precious appointment time to recapitulate what your dissertation was about, 
leaving no room to deal with the questions that are really pertinent. 

Imposer Forces you in his direction, no deviations permitted. 

Competitor Feels threatened by your wit and tries to slow you down. 

Splendid Accessible, reads your work quickly, makes sensible comments, inspires you, and combines 
the roles of coach, mentor, and referee ingeniously. 





• Not knowing when to stop 
• Doing good research is an endless process. 

• But at the same time it is unavoidable as the 
results of our research only count if they are 
written down and eventually published. 



• Also be ready to accept the practical 
limitations of your research and communicate 
these to your reader by letting them know 
about limited the time and funds that have 
restricted the breadth and/or depth of your 
analysis. 



• Distraction 
• This means that you have to actively organize a 

working environment in which these are held at 
bay. Show your colleagues that you do not want 
to be disturbed by closing your door, tell 
passersby to come back later, and answer your e-
mails at the end, rather than the start, of the day. 

 



• You yourself are probably the biggest source 
of distraction.  

• Really, when it comes to the nitty-gritty of 
getting it done, even doing the dishes may be 
more attractive than working on the 
manuscript. 



• The seduction of a new job 
• If there is an attractive job opening even before your 

dissertation is finished, you should of course apply for it.  
• Ideally you should only start a new job if all of the 

substantive work for your dissertation is done. We all know 
quite a few former graduate students who landed a new 
job too early on and are still struggling to get their 
dissertation done, or even had to abandon their project. 



• Family life, moreover, may make it harder and 
harder to spend weekends working at the 
book. 



• But above all, and whatever your personal 
demon, do not kill the project by being too 
much of a perfectionist. When it comes to 
getting it done, tell yourself repeatedly that, 
as Joan Bolker said, "the best dissertation is a 
done dissertation." 



• Voltaire: Lo mejor es enemigo de lo bueno 





• Repetitive Strain Injury 
• RSI is ultimately a problem of bad physical 

posture. The problems in the neck, arms, and 
hands are a result of using one's body 
improperly, most notably the back, which is 
permanently too curved and often 
imbalanced. 



• Burnout 
• Symptoms including apathy, emotional 

instability, indifference, and extreme fatigue 
are a sure sign that you are getting 
overworked and overstressed. 



• Don't get sick of the research that you love so 
much! 





• The worst supervisors share three 
unforgivable characteristics: 

1. They do not read your writing 

2. They never attend supervisory meetings 

3. They are selfish, career-obsessed bastards 



1. The key predictor of a supervisor’s ability to 
guide a postgraduate to completion is a good 
record of having done so 
2. You choose the supervisor. Do not let the 
institution overrule your choice 
3. Stars are attractive but may be distant. Pick a 
well-regarded supervisor who does not spend too 
much time away 



4. Bureaucratic immunity is vital. Look for a 
supervisor who will protect you from ‘the 
system’ 

5. Byline bandits abound. Study a potential 
supervisor’s work 

6. Be wary of co-supervisors 



7. A supervisor who is active in the area of your 
doctorate can help to turbocharge your work 
8. A candidature that involves teaching can help to 
get a career off the ground 
9. Weekly supervisory meetings are the best 
pattern 
10. Invest your trust only in decent and reliable 
people who will repay it, not betray it 





What we expect from you 
1. Take responsibility for your thesis – in the end it is your work, and supervisors are 
here only to help you accomplish your research objectives, not to do the thinking for 
you! 
2. Work hard– PhDs cannot be accomplished with only a 9-5 effort. Imperial College 
London is a top ranked University and we expect that students will strive to 
accomplish good work; 
3. Display initiative – ultimately, the person who drives the process and strives to 
understand the research area is you. We expect you to be curious about your work 
and to think about how other ideas/work have an impact on the work you are doing. 
4. Write reports, notes and hopefully one or more papers before you have submitted 
your thesis. The process of writing enables you to develop writing skills which are 
useful when writing up your thesis, 
5. Be self-critical of your own work and results and use these skills in being sceptical 
of results in the literature; 



What we expect from you 
6. Help younger colleagues to learn through discussions and demonstrations; 
7. Keep up with the literature in your field through searches on the computer 
every few months and by reading current papers; 
8. Write progress reports at least twice a year detailing your results – to this 
end, you should be conscientious about keeping a record of your work and 
results, e.g. in a laboratory notebook or by regularly entering all your data 
into tables and Excel spreadsheets; 
9. Be aware of safety at all times and follow safety procedures, especially if 
you are working in a laboratory; 
10. Develop your skills and learn new ones by attending the transferable 
skills courses 



What you can expect from your 
supervisor 

1. Be supportive of you both intellectually and personally, 
2. Set up a viable project and ensure that you have a clear idea of 
aims and objectives and an initial work-plan, 
3. Provide an adequate work space for you, 
4. Be available (or provide an identified substitute) to talk about 
research problems at relatively short notice although, at certain times 
of the year, you may need to give a few days notice, 
5. To review progress periodically, including discussion of 
requirements for MPhil-PhD transfer and submission of the PhD, 



What you can expect from your 
supervisor 

6. Help and guide you extensively in your first year; help you in your second 
year; and be a sounding board in your third year. The help is tapered as you 
develop confidence in your own abilities and research skills, to enable you to 
learn to work more on your own and to make more of your own decisions, 
7. Help develop your skills in technical writing, oral presentations, problem 
definition, statistical data analysis and critical literature reviews, 
8. Help enable you to attend at least one conference to present a paper, 
9. Provide adequate funds and/or facilities for your research project, 
10. Read your thesis thoroughly and make constructive comments on both 
style and intellectual content. 


