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1. BEFORE YOU START 

1.1 Choose a topic strategically (not just emotionally) 

Choosing a topic is the first and most important step of your thesis. A good topic will 

make the research process manageable and intellectually rewarding; a poor one will create 

unnecessary difficulties for months. 

Personal interest is important, but it is not enough. A thesis is an academic research 

project, not a general essay or an opinion piece. Your topic should therefore be selected on 

the basis of three criteria: 

 

1.​ Relevance: The topic should address a meaningful political, theoretical                         

or policy-related issue. Ask yourself: Why does this topic matter? What does it 

contribute to existing debates in Political Science or International Relations? 

2.​ Researchability: You must be able to find sufficient academic sources, data, and 

evidence. If reliable literature or data are not available, the project will be difficult to 

complete. 

3.​ Feasibility: The topic must be realistic given your time, skills, and resources.             

A Master’s thesis is not a book or a PhD dissertation. Avoid projects that are too 

broad, too ambitious, or that require inaccessible data. 

 

As a general rule, narrow and focused topics work better than broad and generic ones. 

(i.e. Too broad: “China and world politics”, “Migration in Europe”, “Terrorism and security” 

vs More appropriate: “China’s Belt and Road investments in the Western Balkans 

(2015–2024), “Why did EU member states fail to coordinate relocation policies after 2015?”, 

“The effectiveness of counter-terrorism cooperation between France and Germany”). 

 

For inspiration, you may consult the titles of theses I have supervised in previous years, 

available on my personal webpage on the University website. 

A focused topic allows you to ask clear questions, collect concrete evidence and develop a 

stronger argument. Before moving forward, make sure you can explain your topic in two or 

three precise sentences. If you cannot describe it clearly, it is probably still too vague. 
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1.2 Formulate a Research Question 

Once you have identified a topic, the next step is to turn it into a clear research question. 

●​ A topic defines what you are interested in. 

●​ A research question defines what you want to explain or understand. 

A thesis is not simply a description of a phenomenon. It should address a specific problem or 

relationship between variables. Your goal is not to summarize what happened, but to explain 

why, how, or with what consequences something happened. 

Good research questions are: 

●​ clear and specific 

●​ analytically focused (not purely descriptive) 

●​ answerable with evidence and data 

●​ realistic within the scope of a Master’s thesis 

 

Important: Avoid questions that are too broad or vague! 

(i.e. Too generic: “What is happening in the Middle East?”, “How does globalization affect 

politics?”, “What is the EU migration policy?” vs More effective: “Why did EU member 

states fail to coordinate relocation policies after 2015?”, “How have economic sanctions 

affected Russia’s foreign policy behavior since 2014?”, “Do international organizations 

influence democratic reforms in candidate countries?”) 

Notice that these questions imply explanation, comparison, or evaluation, not simple 

description. 

1.3 Define Your Objective (Type of Research) 

Once you have formulated a clear research question, you should clarify the objective of your 

study. In other words, what kind of contribution is your thesis expected to make? 

Not all theses pursue the same goal. Some aim to describe a phenomenon, others to explain it, 

compare cases, test a theory or evaluate policies.  

Being explicit about your objective from the start will help you structure your argument, 

choose an appropriate methodology, and avoid unfocused or purely narrative work. 
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In Political Science and International Relations, most theses fall into one (or a combination) 

of the following types: 

 

❖​ Descriptive: The goal is to map or document a phenomenon, process, or case. This 

may be useful as a first step, but description alone is not sufficient for a Master’s 

thesis. 

❖​ Explanatory: The aim is to explain why or how something happens, identifying 

causes, mechanisms, or relationships between variables. This is the most common and 

generally preferred approach. 

❖​ Comparative: Two or more cases are systematically compared in order to identify 

similarities, differences, or causal factors (i.e. why the same policy produced different 

outcomes in different countries). 

❖​ Theory-testing or theory-building: The thesis evaluates existing theories, challenges 

prevailing interpretations, or uses empirical evidence to refine or develop theoretical 

arguments. 

❖​ Policy-oriented or evaluative: The objective is to assess the effectiveness of policies 

or propose recommendations, supported by evidence and analysis. 

 

In most cases, strong theses go beyond simple description and aim at explanation, 

comparison, theory development, or evaluation. 

Before moving forward, try to state your objective in one clear sentence. For example: 

“This thesis explains why…” | “This study compares…” | “This research evaluates 

whether…” | “This project tests the argument that…” 

If you cannot clearly define your objective, your project may still lack focus. 

 

Regardless of the specific type of research, a Master’s thesis should always go beyond 

simply summarizing events or reporting facts. Your analysis must be grounded in 

concepts, theories, and clear analytical arguments. Even policy recommendations or 

predictions should be supported by solid theoretical and empirical evidence. 
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1.4 Check Feasibility Early 

Before committing to a topic, make sure your project is realistically feasible.                         

Many interesting ideas turn into problematic theses simply because they require data, time, or 

resources that are not available. 

 

A good thesis is not the most ambitious one, but the one that can be  

completed solidly and on time! 

 

When evaluating your project, consider the following practical questions: 

 

❖​ Access to sources: Are academic books, articles and reliable documents actually 

available? Some topics may sound interesting but rely on materials that are 

inaccessible or classified (For example, research on intelligence agencies or secret 

services is often extremely difficult because primary data and official documents are 

not publicly available) 

❖​ Access to data: If your project requires statistics, datasets, interviews or official 

records, can you realistically obtain them? (For instance, designing a project based on 

confidential interviews with high-level policymakers or restricted governmental data may not 

be feasible within the timeframe of a Master’s thesis) 

❖​ Language skills: Are the main sources available in languages you can confidently 

read and analyze? (For example, a study of Russian strategic or military documents may be 

impractical if the key sources are only available in Russian and you do not speak the 

language) 

❖​ Time constraints: Do you have enough time to collect data, read the literature, and 

write the thesis? Fieldwork, interviews, or large quantitative datasets often take much 

longer than expected. 

❖​ Scope: Is your project appropriately scaled for a Master’s thesis? Remember that this 

is not a PhD dissertation. (i.e. A project such as “The evolution of China’s global strategy 

since 1949” is far too broad, while focusing on “China’s investments in one region during a 

specific period” is more realistic and manageable) 
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NOTE:  Some common warning signs include: 

-​ topics covering too many countries or decades 

-​ projects requiring confidential or hard-to-access interviews 

-​ very large quantitative datasets without adequate methodological training 

-​ themes with little or no academic literature 

-​ research designs that would require years rather than months to complete 

If you encounter these problems, simplify your design. Reducing the number of cases, 

narrowing the time frame or relying on more accessible sources often leads to a 

stronger and more convincing thesis. 

 

❖​ Planning and deadlines: Feasibility also depends on timing. Keep in mind that thesis 

supervision, feedback, and administrative procedures require time. Drafts cannot be 

corrected instantly, and feedback times may vary depending on the supervisor’s 

workload. Always plan ahead and allow sufficient time for revisions. 

 

In addition, you must respect the official academic deadlines for submission and 

graduation available on the University website .  

The final thesis usually has to be uploaded several weeks before the graduation session.             

This means that your complete draft should be ready well in advance. 

For example, if the upload deadline is late February for a March session, the thesis should be 

finished and sent to your supervisor at least a couple of weeks if not a month earlier to allow 

time for feedback and final corrections. 

For this reason, start early and work backwards from the official deadlines.                         

Last-minute writing almost always results in weaker work. 

In short, choose a project that you can realistically complete well, not an ideal project 

that you cannot complete at all. 

1.5 Identify Your Methodology 

Once your topic is clear and feasible, you need to decide how you are going to conduct your 

research. In other words, what methods will you use to answer your research question? 

Your methodology should always be consistent with your objective.  

Different questions require different tools.  
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There is no single “correct” method, but there must be a clear and coherent match 

between what you want to explain and how you plan to study it. 

In Political Science and International Relations, common methodological approaches include: 

➢​ Case study analysis: An in-depth examination of a single country, event, policy, or 

organization (For example, analyzing Italy’s migration policy between 2018 and 2022, or the 

role of NATO in one specific crisis) 

➢​ Comparative analysis: A systematic comparison of two or more cases to identify 

similarities, differences, or causal mechanisms (For example, comparing how France and 

Germany responded to the same EU policy, or why sanctions worked in one country but not 

in another). 

➢​ Qualitative methods (interviews, document analysis, field research): These 

approaches rely on texts, speeches, policy documents, or interviews with relevant 

actors (For instance, analyzing parliamentary debates, official strategies, or conducting 

interviews with policymakers or NGO representatives) 

➢​ Quantitative methods (data and statistics): The use of numerical data, datasets, 

surveys, or statistical techniques to test hypotheses (For example, studying voting 

behavior through survey data or measuring the economic impact of sanctions using 

macroeconomic indicators. 

➢​ Mixed methods: A combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches, often 

useful to strengthen the robustness of the analysis. 

 

When choosing your methodology, ask yourself: What kind of evidence do I need to answer 

my question? Do I have the skills required to use this method (e.g., statistics, interviews, 

language competence)? Is the necessary data actually available? 

Avoid overly complex designs that you cannot realistically implement. A simple and 

well-executed method is always better than an ambitious but poorly developed one. 

Finally, be explicit about your choices: your thesis should clearly explain what you did, how 

you collected your evidence, and why this approach is appropriate for your research question. 

Methodological transparency is a key element of good academic work. 
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1.6 Prepare a Short Proposal Before Contacting the Supervisor 

Before contacting the supervisor to request thesis supervision, you are expected to 

prepare a short, structured and properly formatted proposal. 

Supervision is more effective when you already have a clear and realistic project.                     

Vague requests (e.g. “I would like to write about international politics”) cannot be 

evaluated and will not lead to productive meetings. 

 

INITIAL REQUESTS SHOULD BE SENT BY EMAIL ONLY.  

A meeting will be scheduled after the material has been reviewed. 

When sending your request from your official university email address, please use the 

following subject line: 

Subject: Thesis request – Name Surname – Topic 

 

YOUR EMAIL MUST INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING ATTACHMENTS: 

 

1.​ Student information sheet 

Please include a brief information sheet containing the following details: 

​ FULL NAME 

​STUDENT ID NUMBER 

​DEGREE PROGRAMME 

​YEAR OF STUDY 

​PROVISIONAL THESIS TOPIC 

​REMAINING EXAMS (if any) 

​CURRENT GRADE AVERAGE 

​LANGUAGES SPOKEN/READ (especially for research purposes) 

​EXPECTED GRADUATION SESSION 

​CONTACT DETAILs (email) 
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2.​ Short thesis proposal 

A brief document (approx. 1–2 pages) including: 

​PROVISIONAL TITLE 

​RESEARCH QUESTION(S): One main question (or two closely related 

questions) that your thesis aims to answer 

​SHORT ABSTRACT (150-200 words): Briefly explain the topic, the objective 

of the study, and why it is relevant 

​PRELIMINARY OUTLINE (TABLE OF CONTENTS): A tentative structure 

of chapters and sections 

​PRELIMINARY BIBLIOGRAPHY: A short list of key academic sources 

(books and journal articles) demonstrating that relevant literature exists and 

that you have already started your research 

​PROPOSED METHODOLOGY: A brief explanation of how you plan to 

conduct your research (e.g., case study, comparison, interviews, statistical 

analysis, document analysis, etc.) 

 

Requests that do not follow these instructions or include incomplete documentation will 

not be considered. 
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2. WORKING WITH YOUR SUPERVISOR  

2.1 Communication rules  

Clear and professional communication is essential for effective supervision.  

All thesis-related communication must take place via your official university email 

address only. Messages sent through other channels (such as personal emails, messaging 

apps or social media) may not be answered. 

Emails should be concise, polite, and informative. Always specify the purpose of your 

message and provide the necessary context or attachments. Avoid vague requests such as 

“Can we talk about my thesis?” without explaining the issue or sharing written material. 

Use clear subject lines that indicate the content of the message ( Thesis draft – Chapter 

1/Request for feedback/Meeting request). This helps organize communication and ensures a 

faster and more effective response. 

Before writing, ask yourself whether your question can be answered by consulting these 

guidelines or by revising your own work. Supervision is most productive when emails 

concern specific and concrete issues rather than very general questions. 

Professional and well-structured communication will make the supervision process smoother 

for both you and the supervisor. 

2.2 Meetings 

Meetings are scheduled by appointment only and normally take place after the supervisor 

has reviewed written material. 

Meetings are most productive when you come prepared with specific questions, drafts or 

concrete issues to discuss. General or exploratory conversations without prior preparation are 

usually not useful. 

Please send relevant documents in advance and allow sufficient time for review before 

requesting a meeting. 

IMPORTANT: Meetings are intended to discuss your work and provide feedback, not to 

replace independent reading, research or writing. 
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2.3 Submitting Drafts 

Drafts should be submitted only when they are complete, revised and properly formatted. 

Please avoid sending partial notes or unfinished paragraphs. Incomplete or very rough 

materials do not allow for effective supervision. 

When submitting a draft, please follow these rules: 

●​ Use your official university email address only 

●​ Use a clear and informative email subject line (e.g. Thesis draft - Surname - Chapter 2) 

●​ In the body of the email, briefly specify: 

○​ what you are submitting 

○​ what has already been revised 

○​ any specific questions or aspects that may require particular attention 

●​ Attach the document in Word format only. PDFs or other formats cannot be edited 

and will not be reviewed 

●​ Name the file clearly and consistently (e.g. Surname_Chapter1.docx, 

Surname_FullDraft_v2.docx) 

IMPORTANT: If you choose to submit individual chapters rather than a single full draft,    

each submission must still include an updated and coherent set of materials, namely: 

​Title page (Frontespizio) with the current thesis title 

​Updated table of contents 

​Chapter(s) submitted for revision 

​Updated bibliography 

​Appendix if relevant 

This ensures that the supervisor can always evaluate your work within the overall structure of 

the thesis. 

NOTE: The supervisor’s role is to provide academic guidance on content and argumentation,                      

not to correct basic language issues or incomplete work. Please proofread carefully before 

submission. 
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2.4 Feedback and Timelines 

NOTE: Feedback requires time and cannot be provided immediately. 

Drafts are reviewed according to the supervisor’s teaching, research, and administrative 

workload. Response times may therefore vary during the semester. Please plan 

accordingly and allow sufficient time for comments and revisions. 

As a general rule, do not expect last-minute feedback. Material sent only a few days before an 

administrative or graduation deadline may not be reviewed in time.   

For this reason, always work backwards from official deadlines. Your full draft should be 

completed well in advance to allow time for corrections, revisions, and final adjustments. 

Starting early and submitting regularly will lead to more effective supervision and 

significantly better results. 

 

2.5 Student Responsibilities 

Writing a thesis is primarily the student’s responsibility. The supervisor provides 

guidance, feedback, and methodological support, but the quality, integrity, and timely 

completion of the work ultimately depend on you. 

You are expected to: 

-​ work independently and take initiative 

-​ respect deadlines and agreed timelines 

-​ submit well-prepared and carefully proofread drafts 

-​ rely on academic and reliable sources 

-​ revise your work based on feedback 

NOTE: Academic integrity is essential. Plagiarism is strictly prohibited. 

All sources must be properly cited and referenced. Copying or closely paraphrasing texts 

without attribution, using other people’s work as your own, or submitting material produced 

by others constitutes academic misconduct. 
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Please note that the final thesis will be subject to mandatory plagiarism checks through 

the University’s anti-plagiarism software. Suspected cases of plagiarism may lead to 

serious academic consequences and the suspension of supervision. 

The use of generative AI tools (e.g. ChatGPT or similar systems) must be approached with 

caution. These tools may assist with brainstorming or language revision, but they cannot 

replace your own research, analysis, or writing. AI-generated content must not be presented 

as original academic work. You remain fully responsible for the accuracy, originality, and 

authorship of everything you submit. 

Maintaining high standards of honesty and independence is a fundamental requirement of 

academic research. 

 

2.6 Suggested Workflow 

Although every project is different, the thesis process usually benefits from a clear and 

gradual progression. Working step by step helps avoid last-minute pressure and allows for 

more effective feedback. 

A typical workflow may look like this: 

●​ Initial proposal and approval of the topic 

●​ Preliminary bibliography and literature review 

●​ Detailed outline and research design 

●​ Methodology and data collection 

●​ Writing individual chapters 

●​ Full draft of the complete thesis 

●​ Revision and final editing 

Whenever possible, submit your work regularly rather than waiting to send everything 

at the end. Short, steady progress is more effective than last-minute writing. 

Starting early and planning realistically will significantly improve both the quality of your 

thesis and the supervision process. 
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3. WRITING YOUR THESIS 

The overall structure of the thesis should follow a clear and logical order.                         

A typical table of contents may look like the following: 

 

​ FRONT PAGE (i.e. the official “Frontespizio”) 

​DEDICATION (optional) 

​ TABLE OF CONTENTS 

​ INTRODUCTION 

​CHAPTER 1 – Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

​ 1.1 Section 

​ 1.2 Section 

​ 1.2.1 Subsection 

​ 1.2.2 Subsection 

​CHAPTER 2  

​CHAPTER 3  

​CONCLUSION 

​APPENDIX (optional) – i.e. Appendix A – Figures; Appendix B – Tables; Appendix C – 

Interviews 

​ACRONYMS (optional) 

​GLOSSARY (optional) 

​BIBLIOGRAPHY 

​ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS (optional) 

 

NOTES ON STRUCTURE: 

●​ The number of chapters is flexible. Three main chapters are common, but this is not a 

strict rule. 

●​ Chapters should be balanced in length and importance. Avoid very short or 

disproportionately long sections. 

●​ Use sections (1.1) and subsections (1.1.1) to improve clarity and readability. 

●​ Include in the table of contents only chapters (1) and main sections (1.1; 1.2; etc.) 

Subsections (1.1.1) may be omitted for simplicity. 
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The structure presented here should be followed unless specific alternatives are 

discussed with the supervisor. 

IMPORTANT: Major sections should always start on a right-hand (odd-numbered) page, as 

in printed books. This applies to: 

-​ front page 

-​ table of contents 

-​ introduction 

-​ the first page of each chapter 

-​ the first page of each appendix 

Note on chapter organization: 

It is strongly recommended to open each chapter - and, when appropriate, major sections - 

with a short introductory paragraph that: 

-​ briefly contextualizes the topic 

-​ explains the objectives of the section 

-​ anticipates the internal structure of what follows 

3.1 Front page (Frontespizio) 

The front page should appear not only on the cover, but also as the first internal page of the 

printed copy of the thesis. 

3.2 Dedication (optional) 

If you wish to include a dedication, place it after the front page and before the table of 

contents. Leave one blank page before and one blank page after the dedication. 

3.3 Table of contents 

The table of contents may be created manually or generated automatically using Word’s table 

of contents function. In either case, headings and page numbers must be accurate and 

consistent. 
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3.3 Introduction  

The introduction serves to orient the reader. It explains what the thesis is about, why the topic 

has been chosen, and how the work is structured. It is one of the most important and most 

frequently read sections of the thesis. 

It should not be excessively long. As a general indication, it may range from 2–3 pages up 

to around 10 pages, depending on the overall length of the thesis. 

The introduction should clearly address the following elements: 

●​ the research topic and main themes of the thesis 

●​ the relevance of the topic (theoretical, empirical, or policy relevance) 

●​ the state of the art: what has already been written on the topic and what gaps or 

limitations exist 

●​ the research question(s) and, where appropriate, the main hypothesis or argument 

●​ the methodological approach and main sources (e.g. case studies, documents, datasets, 

interviews) 

●​ a brief overview of the structure of the thesis 

The introduction should not provide a detailed account of all arguments, but rather offer a 

clear roadmap of the thesis: for the reader, the introduction provides a quick overview of 

the content, allowing them to understand the main argument even without reading the entire 

thesis in detail. 

A practical note 

It is common that the initial idea of the thesis evolves during the research and writing 

process. Having a clear introduction from the outset helps to maintain focus and coherence, 

and avoid going off-topic. Once the thesis is completed, it is advisable to revise the 

introduction to ensure that it accurately reflects the final structure and content of the work. 

3.4 First chapter: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework   

This chapter presents the main academic literature relevant to the research topic and provides 

the theoretical framework of the thesis. 

It should: 

-​ review the key contributions and debates in the literature 

-​ identify gaps, limitations, or unresolved questions 
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-​ clarify the concepts and theoretical approach adopted in the thesis 

A solid literature review is essential to develop research hypotheses or expectations, which 

should guide the entire research process. 

Students should move from a general understanding of the topic to a more focused and 

specific research problem, identifying the key dimensions of the phenomenon under study. 

3.5 Second chapter: Methodology and Research Design   

This chapter explains how the research is conducted. 

It should clearly describe: 

●​ the research design 

●​ the methods used (e.g. case studies, comparative analysis, document analysis, datasets) 

●​ the selection of cases or sources 

The research should be guided by clear hypotheses or expectations, derived from the 

literature and defined at an early stage of the project. 

Where relevant, students may clarify: 

-​ the main variables or factors considered 

-​ possible causal relationships explored in the analysis 

The objective is to simplify and make sense of the phenomenon under study, by breaking it 

down into its key components and identifying the factors that shape it. 

The aim is not to cover all methodological debates, but to explain how the research is 

structured and how it addresses the research question. 

3.6 Third chapter: Empirical Analysis / Case Studies / Findings   

This chapter presents the empirical analysis of the thesis. 

It should: 

-​ apply the theoretical framework and methodology developed in previous chapters 

-​ analyze the selected cases, data, or empirical material 

-​ assess whether the initial hypotheses or expectations are confirmed, partially 

confirmed, or not supported 

 

The analysis should be clearly structured and directly connected to the research question. 
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3.7 Conclusions   

The conclusions should be concise and roughly comparable in length to the introduction. 

They serve to bring together the main findings of the thesis, without introducing new 

topics or arguments. 

They are one of the most important sections of the thesis, as they provide the reader with a 

clear and synthetic overview of the work. 

The conclusions should: 

●​ briefly recap the structure of the thesis and the research path followed 

●​ return to the research question(s) and objectives outlined in the introduction 

●​ clearly present the main findings of the research 

●​ assess whether the initial hypotheses or expectations have been confirmed, partially 

confirmed, or disproved 

●​ highlight any limitations of the research 

●​ identify open questions and possible directions for future research 

The conclusions should remain consistent with the premises outlined in the introduction and 

should reflect the analysis developed throughout the thesis. 

The conclusions may also briefly reflect on the broader implications of the research and 

situate the findings within a wider academic or empirical context. 

They should provide a sense of closure, while at the same time opening possible avenues 

for further investigation. 
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3.8 Appendix A – Figures (optional) 

The Image Appendix may be introduced by a brief paragraph explaining the selection criteria 

and the organization of the materials, in order to help the reader navigate the section.  

Including images is not mandatory, but they may be useful to support the analysis and 

provide additional context to the research. 

If included, images should be organized according to a clear and consistent order, for 

example: 

●​ chronological (e.g. following the phases of the research) 

●​ thematic (e.g. places, actors, activities, materials) 

Each image must include a descriptive caption.  

(Font: Times New Roman, size 10 or 11; justified; single spacing, see Formatting and 

Editorial Standards) 

Images should be numbered progressively (Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3, etc.).                         

Automatic captioning tools in Word may be used, but the numbering should always be 

checked for accuracy and consistency. 

The following format should be used: 

Figure X. Title and brief description. Source. 

 

Sources of Images: 

-​ If the image is taken from a website, include the full link and add:                         

Source: link (accessed Day Month Year). 

The source should also be included in the online sources section of the bibliography. 

-​ If the image is your own, indicate this in parentheses: 

Source: author’s own image, year. 

If the image is taken from Wikipedia or similar platforms, its use should be justified, and 

students should always verify the license and reliability of the source. 
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3.9 Appendix B – Tables and Graphs  (optional) 

As with images, the inclusion of graphs, tables, or diagrams is not mandatory, but it may 

be useful to present data, comparisons, or complex information more clearly than in the text. 

If this appendix is included, it may be useful to open the section with a brief note explaining: 

-​ how the materials were produced (e.g. original data, author’s elaboration, external 

sources) 

-​ whether they are original or adapted from other sources 

-​ what they illustrate and how they relate to the analysis in the main text 

 

Each element should be numbered progressively (e.g. Table 1 or Graph 1) and include a 

caption with: title, brief description, source. 

Graph X. Title and brief description. Source. 

Practical Note: to avoid unnecessary formatting issues, graphs and tables may be created 

using external tools (e.g. Excel) and then inserted into the document as images, ensuring 

clarity and consistency of formatting. 

3.10 Appendix C – Acronyms and/or Glossary (optional) 

Including sections for Acronyms and Glossary is not mandatory, but it may be useful when: 

●​ acronyms are used frequently throughout the text 

●​ specialized terminology is used that may not be immediately clear to all readers 

 

These sections help improve the readability and accessibility of the thesis.                         

Entries should be listed in alphabetical order. 

To organize entries clearly (e.g. term and definition), it is possible to use a table in Word, 

which can then be formatted by removing visible borders. 

 

Example: 

ACRONYMS   

AU = African Union 

ECOWAS = Economic Community of West African States 
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GLOSSARY   

Coup belt = Informal term used to describe the group of Sahelian countries 

that have experienced successive military coups since 2020 

(e.g. Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger) 

Griot = Traditional West African storyteller and oral historian 

3.11 Bibliography 

The bibliography should be written in Times New Roman, size 11, with single line spacing 

and justified alignment (see 4.1 Formatting and Editorial Standards). 

All sources cited in the text (including footnotes) must be included in the bibliography. 

Entries must be listed in alphabetical order by the author’s surname. 

To improve readability, students may use uppercase for authors’ surnames                 

(Example: NYE Joseph S., …) and/or a hanging indent. 

IMPORTANT NOTES 

●​ All references must be accurate and complete 

●​ Only sources actually cited in the thesis should be included 

●​ A consistent format must be used throughout the bibliography 

●​ Avoid the use of symbols, dashes, or abbreviations 

●​ Each bibliographic entry should end with a full stop 

3.11.1 Types of references: 

BOOKS  

SURNAME, Name, Year, Title in italics, Place of publication, Publisher. 

Example: 

KEOHANE, Robert O., 1984, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political 

Economy, Princeton, Princeton University Press. 

If the cited work is a later edition, it is advisable to indicate the year of first publication in 

parentheses: 
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Example: 

WALTZ, Kenneth N., 2010 (1979), Theory of International Politics, Long Grove, Waveland Press. 

If the cited work is a translation, include the details of the original edition: 

Example: 

BOURDIEU, Pierre, 1990, The Logic of Practice, Stanford, Stanford University Press (original ed. 

1980, Le sens pratique, Paris, Minuit). 

If an author has two or more works published in the same year, they should be distinguished 

using letters, as follows: 1980a, 1980b, etc. 

BOOKS WITH MULTIPLE AUTHORS (UP TO THREE) 

SURNAME, Name, SURNAME, Name, Year, Title, Place, Publisher. 

Example: 

FEARON, James D., and LAITIN, David D., 2003, Ethnicity, Insurgency, and Civil War, Cambridge, 

Cambridge University Press. 

BOOKS WITH MORE THAN THREE AUTHORS 

SURNAME, Name et al., Year, Title, Place, Publisher. 

Example: 

COLLIER, Paul et al., 2003, Breaking the Conflict Trap, Washington, DC, World Bank. 

EDITED VOLUMES 

SURNAME, Name (ed.), Year, Title, Place, Publisher. 

Example: 

ACHARYA, Amitav (ed.), 2014, The End of American World Order, Cambridge, Polity Press. 

CHAPTERS IN EDITED VOLUMES 

SURNAME, Name, Year, “Title of chapter”, in SURNAME, Name (ed.), Title of book, Place, 

Publisher, pp. XX-XX. 

Example: 

BARNETT, Michael, 2011, “Humanitarianism Transformed”, in Reus-Smit, C. and Snidal, D. (eds.), 

The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, Oxford, Oxford University Press, pp. 423-445. 

JOURNAL ARTICLES 

SURNAME, Name, Year, “Title of article”, Journal Name, Volume (Issue), pp. XX–XX. 
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Example: 

ACHARYA, Amitav and BUZAN, Barry, 2019, “The Making of Global International Relations”, 

International Studies Quarterly, 63(3), pp. 449-460. 

Journal articles included in the bibliography should refer to peer-reviewed academic 

publications (scientific journals). 

If the article is accessed online, it is possible (but not mandatory) to include the DOI (Digital 

Object Identifier) at the end of the reference. 

Example: … pp. 449-460. https://doi.org/xxxxxx 

NEWSPAPER ARTICLES 

A consistent format should be adopted when citing newspaper articles. 

SURNAME, Name, Year, Month Day, “Title of article”, Name of newspaper, page number 

(for print) or link (for online sources). 

Example: 

O’DEA, William, 2006, January 10,“Irish Role in Battle Group Concept”, The Irish Times, p. 16. 

For online articles, include the URL at the end of the reference: 

Example: 

KINGSLEY, Patrick, 2015, April 15, “Risking death in the Mediterranean: the least bad option for so 

many migrants”, The Guardian, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/apr/17/death-mediterranean-africans-migrant-sea-libya  

If no author is indicated, the reference should begin with the title of the article: 

Example: 

“Mali Tuareg and Islamist rebels agree on Islamist state”, BBC News, 2012, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-18224004 

ONLINE SOURCES 

Online sources should be listed clearly and consistently. It is important to provide sufficient 

information to identify the source. 

SITE NAME . DOMAIN, year, Title of the page consulted, link. 

Example: 

WORLD BANK.ORG, 2023, World Development Indicators, https://data.worldbank.org  

If available, you can also include the site subtitle, usually indicated below the main title/logo: 

SITE NAME . DOMAIN _ SITE SUBTITLE, year, Title of the page consulted, link. 
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If multiple pages from the same website are cited in the same year, letters may be used: 

Example: 

WORLD BANK.ORG, 2023a, … 

WORLD BANK.OTG, 2023b, … 

Online sources may be organized in a separate section within the bibliography (e.g.  “Online 

Sources”), provided that a consistent format is used throughout. 

 

 

OTHER TYPES OF SOURCES 

Other types of sources (e.g. audiovisual materials, podcasts, or images, etc.) may also be 

included in the bibliography when relevant to the research. 

There is no single standard format for these sources. However, once a citation format is 

chosen, it must be applied consistently. 

Entries should include all relevant information, such as: 

author or creator + year + title + platform or production context + additional details (e.g. 

episode, season, format) + link (if available) 

The type of source should be indicated in square brackets. 

Example: 

NBC, 2001, “Two Cathedrals”, The West Wing, Season 2, Episode 22 [TV series], written by Aaron 

Sorkin. 

Images included in appendices (and similarly, graphs or figures) and taken from online 

sources should be properly referenced. The type of material should be indicated in square 

brackets. 

Example: 

WIKIMEDIA COMMONS, 2023, “Geographical map of the Sahel” [map], 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sahel.svg    

If images are taken from books or academic articles, they should be referenced as standard 

bibliographic entries.  
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4. WRITING AND REFERENCING GUIDELINES 

4.1 Formatting and Editorial Standards 

​GENERAL DOCUMENT FORMATTING 

Page format: A4 

Margins: 2.5 cm on all sides 

Page numbering: centered at the bottom of the page 

​Main Text Formatting 

Font: Times New Roman 

Font size: 12 

Line spacing: 1.5 

Alignment: Justified 

​Block Quotations (Long Quotations  separated from the main text): 

Font: Times New Roman 

Font size: 11 

Indentation: standard Word indentation 

Line spacing: 1.5 

Alignment: Justified 

​Footnotes 

Font: Times New Roman 

Font size: 10 

Line spacing: single (1.0) 

Alignment: Justified 

​Appendices 

Font: Times New Roman 

Font size: 11 

Line spacing: single (1.0) 

Alignment: Justified 
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​Bibliography 

Font: Times New Roman 

Font size: 11 

Line spacing: single (1.0) 

Alignment: Justified 

​Captions for Figures and Tables 

Font: Times New Roman 

Font size: 10 

Line spacing: single (1.0) 

Alignment: Justified 

Tables, Figures and Graphs 

All tables, figures, maps, and graphs included in the thesis must be clearly numbered and 

titled. Numbering should follow the chapter structure where possible. 

Example: 

Figure 3.1 - Map of migration routes in the Central Mediterranean 

Table 2.3 - Military expenditures of Sahel countries (2010–2022) 

Each table or figure must include: 

-​ a title or caption explaining the content 

-​ a source, if the material is taken or adapted from another publication 

Examples of source indication: 

Source: World Bank (2023). 

Source: Author’s elaboration based on ACLED data. 

Tables and figures should be referenced in the main text (e.g., “see Figure 2.1”). 

Titles and Headings 

Chapter titles should be written in uppercase and should not end with a full stop. Subsections 

may be written in either uppercase or lowercase, but formatting should remain consistent 

throughout the document.  

Headings should follow a numbered hierarchical structure. Recommended formatting: 

-​ Level 1 – Chapter titles (1.): Times New Roman, 16 

-​ Level 2 – Section titles (1.1): Times New Roman, 14 

-​ Level 3 – Subsection titles (1.1.1): Times New Roman, 12 

It is generally advisable not to go beyond the third level of headings. 
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4.2 Academic Writing and paragraph structure 

A Master’s thesis must be written in clear, precise, and structured academic English. The 

goal of academic writing is not to sound complicated, but to communicate arguments 

effectively and rigorously.  

Good academic writing in International Relations should be: 

●​ Analytical, not merely descriptive 

●​ Clear and structured, with a logical progression of ideas 

●​ Evidence-based, supporting claims with academic sources or empirical data 

●​ Precise, avoiding vague or overly general statements 

Students should avoid informal language, rhetorical expressions, and unnecessary jargon. 

Short and clear sentences are generally preferable to long and complex ones. 

 

Example: 

❖​Non-academic style: 

Global politics is super complicated and a lot of things are going on at the same time. 

❖​Less effective academic sentence: 

Global politics has always been extremely complicated and full of many different dynamics 

that interact with each other. 

❖​More effective academic sentence: 

Global politics involves multiple interacting dynamics that shape state behavior and 

international institutions. 

Each paragraph should develop one main idea and contribute to the overall argument of the 

chapter. A clear paragraph typically includes: 

●​ Topic sentence introducing the point 

●​ Analytical explanation 

●​ Supporting evidence (literature or data) 

●​ Link to the broader discussion 

●​ Paragraphs should remain focused, concise, and logically connected. 
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4.3 Citations and referencing 

Academic research requires strict adherence to academic integrity and proper use of sources. 

Students must always acknowledge the sources of ideas, arguments, data, or quotations used 

in the thesis. 

All material derived from other authors must be properly cited. Failure to acknowledge 

sources constitutes plagiarism. For this reason, theses must adopt a clear and consistent 

referencing system throughout the document. 

IMPORTANT: A thesis must use one citation style consistently throughout the entire 

document. It is not acceptable to switch between different citation systems. Once a style is 

chosen (e.g. author–date or footnotes), it must be applied from beginning to end. 

 

The following guidelines refer to the author–date citation system,                                            

which - unless otherwise agreed -is the preferred style for theses supervised by myself. 

 

The author–date system places bibliographic references directly in the text, in 

parentheses, rather than in footnotes (as in footnote-based citation systems). In the text, 

citations appear as follows: 

 
 

The source must be inserted in the body of the text, in parentheses, immediately after the 

concept or quotation to which it refers. If the reference relates to a quotation, it should appear 

AFTER the closing quotation marks and BEFORE the full stop. 

 

●​ DIRECT QUOTATIONS � reproduce the exact words of the author.                         

They must always appear within quotation marks in the text (or without and separated 

from the text as a block quotation if long, see 4.1 Formatting and Editorial Standards / 

Block Quotations). They are accompanied by an author–date reference including the 

page number. 

●​ INDIRECT QUOTATIONS � reformulate the author’s argument using one’s own 

words. They do not require quotation marks, but they must still include an 

author–date reference without the page number. 
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EXAMPLE OF DIRECT QUOTATION IN THE TEXT 

 

EXAMPLE OF DIRECT QUOTATION AS A BLOCK QUOTATION 

 

EXAMPLE OF INDIRECT QUOTATION 

 

For example, the same citation of “Deciphering a Meal”, an article by the anthropologist 

Mary Douglas published in Daedalus in 1972, would appear in the text as follows: 

➢​ (Douglas 1972) or (Douglas, 1972) � indirect citation 

➢​ (Douglas 1972, 61) or (Douglas 1972, p. 61) � direct quotation 

➢​ (Douglas 1972a), (Douglas 1972b), etc. � if the same author has multiple works 

published in the same year 

Special cases: 

-​ The initial of the author’s first name should be used only when necessary to 

distinguish between authors with the same surname. 

-​ If a direct quotation comes from an introduction or section using Roman numerals, the 

original numbering should be maintained. 

Note: All bibliographic references cited in the text must be included in the Bibliography. 
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4.3.1 What can footnotes be used for? 

In the author–date system, footnotes are not used for bibliographic references. Citations must 

appear directly in the text using the author–date format. Footnotes should therefore be used 

only as a support to the main text, to add useful information without interrupting the flow of 

the argument. 

The footnote should be inserted using the dedicated footnote tool in Word, placed after the 

relevant word and before any punctuation. N.B. Each footnote should end with a full stop! 

 

Footnotes may be used to: 

➢​ provide clarifications or conceptual explanations, for example to briefly explain a 

specific concept, technical term, or foreign word. 

Example: 

A discussion of regional security dynamics in the Sahel may refer to G5 Sahel cooperation. 

A footnote can briefly explain the organization and its member states. 

➢​ add additional information that enriches the discussion but would interrupt the flow 

of the main argument if placed in the body of the text. 

Example: 

When discussing the evolution of EU migration policy, a footnote may briefly mention 

related agreements or policy initiatives that are not central to the argument but provide 

useful background for the reader. 

➢​ provide contextual information about institutions, organizations, events, datasets, or 

policy initiatives mentioned in the text. 

If the thesis refers to a conference or academic event, a footnote may briefly provide 

contextual details such as the date, location, and organizing institutions. 

Example of footnote: 

International conference “Così lontani, così vicini. Italia, Mediterraneo e Africa fra XIV e 

XX secolo”, Rome, 19-21 October 2026, organized by the Italian Ministry of Culture 

(Department for the Valorization of Cultural Heritage), the National Roman Museum, the 

Colosseum Archaeological Park, and VIVE – Vittoriano and Palazzo Venezia. 

➢​ indicate additional readings or supplementary sources that may be useful for the 

reader but are not central to the argument. 

Example of footnote: 
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For a broader discussion of regional security governance in Africa, see Williams (2011) 

and Coleman (2017). 

➢​ clarify methodological or translation choices, when relevant to the interpretation of 

sources or empirical material. 

Example of footnote: 

The term griot (or djeli in Manding languages) refers to traditional West African 

storytellers and oral historians, who play an important role in preserving historical memory 

and social narratives. The term appears in italics the first time it is introduced and will be 

used in regular font in the remainder of the thesis due to its frequent use. 

➢​ IMPORTANT: reference online sources (websites, reports, databases, or digital 

materials). When citing web sources in footnotes, it is good practice to introduce the 

link with a brief explanatory sentence. The link should be hyperlinked and followed 

by the date of consultation, indicated as: (accessed Day Month Year). 

Example of footnote: 

For updated data on conflict events in the Sahel, see the Armed Conflict Location & Event 

Data Project (ACLED) database: https://acleddata.com (accessed 12 March 2026).
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Good luck with your work! 
 

 

 

 

32 


	Master’s Thesis Guidelines – International Relations 
	1. BEFORE YOU START 
	1.1 Choose a topic strategically (not just emotionally) 
	1.2 Formulate a Research Question 
	1.3 Define Your Objective (Type of Research) 
	1.4 Check Feasibility Early 
	1.5 Identify Your Methodology 
	 
	1.6 Prepare a Short Proposal Before Contacting the Supervisor 

	2. WORKING WITH YOUR SUPERVISOR  
	2.1 Communication rules  
	2.2 Meetings 
	2.3 Submitting Drafts 
	2.4 Feedback and Timelines 
	2.5 Student Responsibilities 
	2.6 Suggested Workflow 

	3. WRITING YOUR THESIS 
	3.1 Front page (Frontespizio) 
	3.2 Dedication (optional) 
	3.3 Table of contents 
	3.3 Introduction  
	3.4 First chapter: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework   
	3.5 Second chapter: Methodology and Research Design   
	3.6 Third chapter: Empirical Analysis / Case Studies / Findings   
	3.7 Conclusions   
	 
	3.8 Appendix A – Figures (optional) 
	3.9 Appendix B – Tables and Graphs  (optional) 
	3.10 Appendix C – Acronyms and/or Glossary (optional) 
	3.11 Bibliography 
	3.11.1 Types of references: 
	BOOKS  
	BOOKS WITH MULTIPLE AUTHORS (UP TO THREE) 
	BOOKS WITH MORE THAN THREE AUTHORS 
	EDITED VOLUMES 
	CHAPTERS IN EDITED VOLUMES 
	JOURNAL ARTICLES 
	NEWSPAPER ARTICLES 
	ONLINE SOURCES 
	OTHER TYPES OF SOURCES 



	4. WRITING AND REFERENCING GUIDELINES 
	4.1 Formatting and Editorial Standards 
	4.2 Academic Writing and paragraph structure 
	4.3 Citations and referencing 
	4.3.1 What can footnotes be used for? 



