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1 General Information

1.1 Objective

The goal of completing a Bachelor’s Thesis or Master’s Thesis is to learn how to
write a scientific paper that addresses a specific research question. At our Institute, this
implies the following: a) Identifying a phenomenon that requires explanation and deriving
a research question from this situation; b) Developing three possible explanations for the
phenomenon; and c) an empirical investigation into which of these three explanations one
offers the most convincing account.

Why do we require these components? Because most analytical tasks demand that
you identify multiple potential explanations and then assess which of them best explains
the phenomenon (for examples, see here or here.)

These thesis guidelines in this document apply to both BA and MA theses, as our
requirements concerning structure, content, and analysis are consistent for both levels.
However, the expected depth and scope differ. You will be awarded 8 ECTS credits
for the BA thesis. The WU estimates that the workload for preparing the BA thesis is
approximately 200 working hours, equivalent to around 25 full-time working days. For
MA theses, this amounts to 20 ECTS credits, representing approximately 500 hours of
work, equivalent to around 62 full-time working days.

1.2 Eligibility

We are happy to supervise theses as long as they meet the following requirements.

1. Relevant Topic Your thesis should focus on the politics of money—that is, how
political processes influence investment, finance, trade, or debt, and how these eco-
nomic issues, in turn, shape politics.

2. Empirical Component Your research must include an empirical analysis, such as
statistical methods, qualitative interviews, or document coding. Please note that
purely theoretical discussions or literature reviews without empirical work will not
be accepted.

3. Language Requirement The thesis must be written in English.

4. Knowledge Sharing Upon completion, you are required to participate in a post-
thesis survey to help pass on insights and guidance to future students.

5. Prior Academic Engagement You should have attended at least one course with
your prospective supervisor. While exceptions can be made, students currently
enrolled in the specialization Politics and Money will receive priority consideration.
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1.3 The Process

Please follow the steps below when writing a thesis at our Institute:

1. Identify a research puzzle and derive a preliminary research question (see Section 2
for specific instructions). Send your proposal to ipe@wu.ac.at. We will determine
whether your proposed puzzle is a good fit and assign a potential supervisor.

2. The potential supervisor will contact you with feedback on your initial puzzle and
research question. You may need to revise your research question and/or the un-
derlying puzzle.

3. If you and your potential supervisor agree to proceed, your thesis must be officially
registered in the BACH system. Please email ipe@wu.ac.at with the preliminary
title of your thesis and your Matrikelnummer. You will be notified via your WU
email account once the thesis agreement has been registered.

4. Write your thesis proposal (see Section 3) and submit it to your supervisor. This
document outlines both the content and the timeline for your thesis.

5. Await feedback from your supervisor and incorporate any necessary revisions into
your proposal.

6. Begin working on your thesis (see Section 4). Once your draft is complete, you are
encouraged to submit it to your supervisor for feedback. Please note that we will
review and comment on a draft once prior to submission of the final version, but
not multiple times.

7. Integrate any feedback into the final version of your thesis.

8. Submit your final thesis online via myWU. Please note that the system will auto-
matically check your thesis for plagiarism and the use of AI tools at this stage.

9. After successfully uploading your thesis, you will receive a survey aimed at gathering
insights and advice to support future students. Where possible, we will collaborate
with you to ensure your work receives public recognition.

10. Your supervisor will grade your thesis within four weeks of submission. You will
automatically be informed of your grade via email.
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2 First Step: The Initial Email

Your first step should be an email to ipe@wu.ac.at that outlines a potential puzzle and
derives a preliminary research question.

2.1 The Puzzle

All significant research begins with identifying the variation you seek to explain. Develop-
ing an interesting research question often involves formulating a specific puzzle concerning
actors—such as countries, firms, politicians, or organizations—that choose divergent paths
when confronted with similar situations. Identifying such a puzzle is critical, though it is
also one of the most challenging aspects of research.

Puzzles focus on variation in outcomes. For example, consider the question: “Why did
peace hold in Mozambique, but Angola descended into war?” The outcome you are trying
to explain (in this case, whether peace held) is called the dependent variable. Examining
cases in which your dependent variable actually varies provides you with leverage to
answer your research question. You can then identify factors that remained consistent in
one set of cases (where peace held) but not in others (where it did not). These factors
that might explain the outcome are referred to as independent variables.

Puzzles can emerge from apparent contradictions or paradoxes. They may arise by
comparing two units of analysis—for instance, two countries that took different paths de-
spite very similar preconditions. Alternatively, puzzles may result from observing changes
within the same unit over time, such as actors who suddenly alter their actions or strate-
gies in ways that contradict their previous behavior patterns.

Some examples:

1. Colombia and Ecuador are two very similar neighboring countries. They are lo-
cated in the same geographical region, share the same political system, culture, and
language, and have a common colonial history. In 2013, China offered loans to
both countries. Yet only one of them, Ecuador, accepted these loan offers, while
Colombia explicitly rejected them.

2. Both Lithuania and Latvia joined the European Union in 2004. About a decade
later, on January 1, 2015, Lithuania introduced the Euro as its new currency. While
the European Union needed to approve this step, the initiative to adopt the Euro
originated from the Lithuanian government. In contrast, the government of neigh-
boring Latvia never requested permission from the EU to introduce the Euro as its
currency.

3. The majority of Nigerian provinces have populations comprising both Muslims and
Christians. Yet, incidents of interreligious violence between Christians and Mus-
lims do not occur in all provinces. Instead, violence appears to be concentrated in
provinces such as Jos, Barkin Ladi, and Riyom, but not in neighboring provinces
like Bassa or Bokkos, despite a very similar ethno-religious composition.

Most common mistakes:

1. Ensure that the outcome you are trying to explain genuinely varies across the units
of analysis. For example, proposing to explain why Country A had a growth rate of
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5.1% and Country B a growth rate of 5.2% does not constitute meaningful variation.
In other words, the dependent variable must exhibit substantial and meaningful
differences.

2. Make sure to compare units of analysis (such as countries, firms, politicians, or
organizations) that are as similar as possible. For instance, comparing Germany’s
growth rate to that of Antarctica is not meaningful, whereas comparing Germany
to France might be feasible.

2.2 Research Question

In the next step, you should derive your research question from your identified puzzle.
Consider why one unit (such as a firm, country, or organization) behaved differently from
another when faced with the same situation.

Importantly, your research question must be analytical rather than descriptive. De-
scriptive research focuses on identifying or explaining what is, while analytical research
seeks to establish why a phenomenon occurs in a particular way. As a general rule, “why”
questions are preferable to “how” or “what” questions. For example, the question “How
did the U.S. international trade balance fluctuate during the past decade?” is descriptive.
In contrast, “Why did the U.S. trade balance continuously deteriorate while Canada’s did
not?” is an analytical research question.

Some examples:

1. Why do some countries borrow from China while others do not? (Not: Why did
Ecuador obtain a loan from China while neighboring Colombia did not?)

2. Why did some countries introduce the Euro while others did not? (Not: Why did
Lithuania introduce the Euro while Latvia did not?)

3. Why does interreligious violence occur in some locations but not in others? (Not:
Why does interreligious violence occur only in Jos, Barkin Ladi, and Riyom, but
not in Bassa or Bokkos?)

Most common mistakes:

1. Ensure that you pose an analytical (rather than descriptive) question. The most
reliable way to confirm that your question is analytical is to frame it as a “why”
question. Continuing with the earlier examples, the following would not be appro-
priate research questions:

(a) How did the debt portfolio of Ecuador and Colombia change over time?

(b) What was the process by which Lithuania decided to introduce the Euro?

(c) What does interreligious violence look like in the Nigerian province of Jos?

2. Avoid research questions with predetermined answers. For example, comparing a
basketball team whose players are all 2.10 metres tall with another team of players
only 1.55 metres tall, and asking, “Why does team A always win against team B?”
is not meaningful. Your research question should reflect a genuine puzzle.
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3 Second Step: The Thesis Proposal

Your thesis proposal should be no more than 2,000 words. It represents your plan for
both the substance and the timeline of your thesis. The goal is for your thesis proposal
to be developed in such detail that writing your thesis becomes a matter of executing a
well-thought-out plan. Your proposal should include the following sections:

3.1 A Puzzle

As noted in Section 2, working on your thesis begins with identifying the variation you
wish to explain. This is achieved by formulating a puzzle involving actors who made
divergent decisions when faced with the same situation. Please incorporate the feedback
you received from your supervisor during your initial meeting when writing this section
of your proposal.

3.2 Your Research Question

As noted in Section 2, your research question should directly follow from your puzzle. You
must propose an analytical, rather than descriptive, research question for your thesis. As
a general rule, “why” questions are preferable to “how” or “what” questions. Please
ensure that you incorporate any feedback you received from your supervisor during your
initial meeting when preparing this section of your proposal.

3.3 Significance

You should explain why answering your research question matters for the real world.
There is little value in social science research that offers insights without practical rele-
vance.

Some examples:

1. Understanding the motivations behind why some countries accept Chinese loans
while others do not can help assess the potential impacts of these loans on economic
growth and development. Identifying these motivations is crucial for predicting
whether Chinese loans will help lift millions out of poverty or merely fuel corruption
among elites.

2. Many deadly wars have marked Europe’s history. A core idea behind the European
Union is that shared economic policies can foster lasting peace. Analyzing why some
countries embrace these policies while others do not offers valuable insights into the
prospects of this approach.

3. Understanding which types of institutions can mitigate conflict might help prevent
interreligious violence between Christians and Muslims. Such insights could inform
policy design by governments and foreign donors, potentially enhancing the effec-
tiveness of interventions aimed at reducing violence and saving lives.

Most common mistakes:
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1. Ensure that the significance of your research extends to broader societal issues.
Avoid staying narrowly focused on your specific thesis topic. For example, stating,
“Understanding why some governments borrow from China is important because
then we know why governments borrow from China,” is insufficient. Instead, explain
the wider implications of understanding how governments make such decisions.

3.4 Preliminary Overview of Existing Explanations

Provide a brief summary of at least two plausible existing explanations for your research
question. There is no need for a lengthy literature review at this stage. However, we
do expect you to demonstrate awareness of prior research that has attempted to address
your question.

Importantly, these explanations should focus on your general research question, rather
than only on the specific cases in your puzzle. For example, if your puzzle concerns why
Kenya exhibits better environmental performance than Tanzania, leading to the research
question, “Why is environmental performance better in some countries than in others?”,
your literature review should not focus solely on Kenya and Tanzania. Instead, it should
examine broader academic explanations for why some countries have better environmental
performance than others.

3.5 Preview of Your Explanation

Briefly present your preliminary answer to the research question. In this section, you
should outline your proposed explanation for the variation in outcomes observed. Impor-
tantly, you should first state your argument in the abstract (e.g., “I propose that factor X
can explain why ABC happens.”). Next, illustrate your explanation with reference to the
specific puzzle that motivated your research. For example, “Factor X was present in one
country, which led it to adopt ABC. However, factor X was absent in the other country,
which is why it did not adopt ABC.” Some examples:

1. I argue that Chinese loans have distinct distributional consequences across different
constituencies within recipient countries. For instance, Chinese loans often fund
specific infrastructure projects, which can create job opportunities for workers, even
if not all positions are filled locally. Consequently, I expect workers to support
Chinese loans. In contrast, the domestic financial sector is likely to be negatively
affected, as domestic banks previously financed most infrastructure projects but
now face strong external competition. As a result, I expect the financial sector to
oppose governments seeking Chinese loans. Against this background, I hypothesize
that governments will implement the preferences of the most politically influential
societal group. Therefore, if labor holds more political influence than finance, I
expect politicians to borrow from China. Conversely, if finance is politically stronger
than labor, I expect politicians to reject Chinese loan offers. I propose that this
explanation applies to Colombia and Ecuador, where finance is dominant in the
former, and labor is more politically influential in the latter. This dynamic explains
why Colombia turned down Chinese loan offers, while Ecuador accepted them.

2. My theoretical argument assumes that politicians respond to voters’ preferences.
Politicians will initiate the process of joining the Euro if the public supports adopt-
ing the currency. However, this means we must explain why public opinion in some
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countries favors joining the Euro, while in others, it does not. I argue that pub-
lic discourse emphasizing economic arguments for joining the Euro—such as the
ease of doing business or lower price levels—does not significantly increase public
support. Instead, discourse highlighting the historical and geopolitical benefits of
closer European integration (e.g., reducing the likelihood of future wars) leads to
higher support for adopting the Euro. I suggest that Lithuania’s tumultuous history
of wars with neighboring countries contributed to a public discourse emphasizing
these non-economic benefits, whereas in Latvia, public discussion focused primarily
on economic arguments. This difference helps explain why support for joining the
Euro was significantly higher in Lithuania than in Latvia.

3. Previous explanations have focused on the actions of politicians, suggesting that
some may use interreligious hatred as an electoral strategy. However, not all politi-
cians in Nigerian districts adopt such tactics. To explain these differences, I point to
institutional factors. For example, in some regions, electoral laws require two can-
didates from different ethnic and religious groups to run together on a joint ticket.
In such cases, it is unlikely that either candidate would use hateful rhetoric, as
their mutual electoral success depends on attracting support from both groups. In
contrast, where electoral rules permit candidates to run individually, using divisive
language may be an effective strategy to consolidate support from one’s own ethnic
or religious group. I argue that variations in interreligious violence across Nigerian
districts correspond to differences in electoral laws. Specifically, laws in districts
like Bassa and Bokkos mandate joint candidacies, promoting relative peace, while
districts such as Jos, Barkin Ladi, and Riyom, which allow single-ticket candidacies,
experience higher levels of interreligious violence.

Most common mistakes:

1. Ensure that your summary of your argument remains concise. There is no need
to elaborate on every nuance of your explanation in this section. Leave detailed
discussion for the body of the thesis. Instead, focus on conveying the key points
that provide readers with a clear overview of your proposed explanation.

3.6 Plan for Adjudicating Among Explanations

You should summarize the evidence you intend to use to determine which of the three
explanations—the two existing ones and your own original explanation—is the most con-
vincing. Your evidence may take the form of a qualitative case study, statistical analysis,
survey experiment, focus group results, qualitative interviews, or another suitable method.
Please consult with your supervisor to ensure that your chosen empirical approach is ap-
propriate for your topic and feasible given your skills and resources.

3.7 Timeline

Please include a preliminary timeline for completing your thesis. This timeline should
reflect your personal circumstances, goals, and availability, and should be both realistic
and achievable. Keep in mind that this schedule is provisional—we understand that
unexpected delays can occur. Nevertheless, it is important to establish a clear plan to
guide your progress.
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4 Third Step: The Thesis

4.1 Overall Structure of the Thesis

The thesis must include the following sections:

• Cover Sheet: It is mandatory to complete, date, and sign either the German or
English cover sheet and submit it along with your thesis. Both versions are provided
at the end of this document.

• Abstract: Your abstract should be a brief summary of no more than half a page. It
typically begins with the research question, outlines the competing hypotheses ana-
lyzed, describes the methods and data used to answer the question, and presents the
main findings. The abstract usually concludes with a few remarks on implications
and policy recommendations.

• Table of Contents: The manuscript must strictly follow the structure outlined in
the table of contents. All section titles listed in the table must be present in the
manuscript.

• List of Figures and Tables: List all figures and tables, including the page numbers
on which they appear. Note that each figure and table in the manuscript must be
introduced and discussed in the text. To maintain readability, limit the number of
figures and tables in the main body and place additional supporting material in the
appendix if necessary.

• List of Abbreviations (if any): Use abbreviations only if they enhance read-
ability. In the text, define each abbreviation at its first occurrence and then use it
consistently throughout.

• Introduction: The introduction presents your research topic, with particular em-
phasis on the specific research question your thesis addresses. It should closely
follow your thesis proposal (see Section 3). Typically, it begins by describing the
puzzle you identified in your proposal and demonstrates the significance of the re-
search question. This section should also explain the gap in the existing literature
that your thesis seeks to fill and specify the intended audience (e.g., policymakers).
Conclude the introduction with a brief overview of the structure of your thesis.

• Existing Explanations: This section constitutes your literature review. You
should identify existing explanations that address the same research question as
your thesis. Summarize the existing literature in the form of hypotheses. Detailed
instructions for developing and writing this section are provided in Section 4.2.

• Your New Explanation: In this section, you introduce your original explanation
for the phenomenon described in your motivating puzzle. Your explanation must be
new and distinct from the hypotheses discussed in the literature review. Additional
guidance for writing this section is provided in Section 4.3.

• Search Strategy or Methods: The remainder of your thesis aims to determine
which explanation is the most convincing. This requires empirical evidence. In
this section, you should clearly and transparently describe how you collected your
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empirical evidence, including the sources used and your search strategy. This section
must detail your data collection procedures and data analysis methods, enabling
readers to replicate your research and evaluate potential biases.

• Empirical Evidence or Results: Present your empirical findings in this section.
Begin by describing the sources you used (e.g., databases, newspaper articles, in-
terviews). Then, use your evidence to test each hypothesis’s ability to explain your
puzzle. Your objective is to assess which explanation most convincingly accounts
for the phenomenon under investigation.

• Conclusion: This section restates your research question and summarizes your
main findings, specifically identifying which explanation is most convincing and
why. Additionally, the conclusion should relate your findings back to the initial
puzzle that motivated your research. Highlight the contribution of your thesis to
the academic understanding of the issue, while also acknowledging its limitations.
Finally, propose policy recommendations based on your findings (e.g., if the third
explanation is most convincing, then factor X is crucial. Policies A, B, and C could
be implemented to strengthen factor X).

• Reference List: All sources listed here must be cited in your manuscript, and all
citations in the manuscript must appear in the reference list. Please use APA style
for formatting references.

• Appendix (if any): This section includes any supporting materials (e.g., survey
questionnaires) that are not presented in the main text to preserve readability.

• Acknowledgment: Mention any funding you received for your research. Addition-
ally, thank individuals or organizations who provided support or assistance during
your thesis work.
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4.2 How to Write a Literature Review Introducing Existing Ex-
planations

In your introduction, you identified a puzzle and developed a research question. For
example, you might have observed that Colombia and Ecuador are two neighboring coun-
tries with many similarities: they are located in the same geographical region, share the
same political system, culture, language, and colonial history. Yet in 2013, when China
offered loans to both countries, only Ecuador accepted these loan offers, while Colombia
explicitly rejected them. This leads you to ask: “Why do some countries accept Chinese
loan proposals while others do not?”

It is very likely that you are not the first scholar to explore this research question;
many others may have already offered explanations, and that is perfectly acceptable. The
purpose of your literature review is to identify the main types of explanations that exist
and briefly summarize them.

To develop an overview of the existing work on your research question (and to under-
stand how best to summarize it), I strongly recommend following the process outlined
below.

1. Find relevant journal articles or books
First, you must obtain a clear overview of existing explanations that scholars have pro-
posed. A common and effective strategy includes:

• Identify an “anchor” article. This means finding a journal article A that is directly
related to your topic—a near-perfect match for your research question. Do not settle
for an article that only tangentially addresses your topic; take the time to locate a
piece of scholarship that explicitly aims to answer your specific research question,
even if it uses different case studies for illustration.

• Once you have found your anchor article, use it as a springboard to identify further
relevant literature. Start by “going back in time.” Examine the references cited in
article A. This may lead you to additional relevant articles B and C.

• Next, “go into the future” by finding articles that cite article A. One way to do
this is to search for the title of article A on scholar.google.com and click on the
link labeled “Cited by XX” beneath the search result. This can help you discover
articles D and E that are also relevant to your research question.

• Repeat steps 2 (examining references) and 3 (exploring citing articles) for articles
B through E to identify further literature that addresses your topic.

2. Classify the journal articles
Step 1 should yield approximately 30 relevant articles. At this point, there is no need to
review hundreds of papers. Read these articles carefully and take notes on the different
explanations they propose. Once you have a solid understanding of the explanations “out
there,” classify them into broader “schools of thought.”

• For example, the explanations in articles A and C might be quite similar, as both
argue that the self-interested decisions of domestic politicians best explain the out-
come. In contrast, articles B, F , and D might focus on the influence of international
actors, attributing the outcome to external interventions. Meanwhile, articles E and
G could propose an institutional explanation.
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• In short, group the articles you have collected according to the type of explanation
they represent.

3. Evaluate the types of explanations
Step 2 should result in approximately three to four schools of thought, each representing a
distinct type of explanation found in multiple articles. Each school of thought has its own
strengths and weaknesses. Your literature review should briefly discuss these limitations,
as this provides an entry point for introducing why your new explanation is either superior
to, or at least complementary to, existing theories.

• For instance, you might find that institutional explanations are ill-suited for explain-
ing the phenomenon you are investigating. Institutions tend to be slow to change
and often persist over time. However, if the behavior of actors has shifted multiple
times within the period you are studying, and the institutional context has remained
constant, institutional explanations may be inadequate for explaining variation in
the dependent variable.

• Alternatively, you might discover that most explanations for an international phe-
nomenon (such as international war) focus exclusively on external factors, like mi-
gration flows, security alliances, or economic sanctions. In light of this, you might
argue that existing literature neglects the role of domestic politics. Perhaps internal
political dynamics, with certain groups benefiting from war while others do not,
could influence a country’s decision to enter a conflict, regardless of international
factors.

4. Write up
Once you have completed the steps above, you are ready to write your literature review.
Be sure to include the following points for each identified school of thought:

• Provide a concise summary of the main argument of the school of thought (e.g.,
“This approach argues that political outcomes are driven primarily by self-interested
politicians.”).

• Present the fundamental assumptions and starting points common to all articles in
this school of thought (e.g., “This perspective assumes that politicians are motivated
by personal office-seeking rather than representing their constituencies. Rather than
faithfully reflecting voters’ preferences, politicians pursue their own goals, which
might include...”)

• Clearly explain the causal mechanism. Show how this school of thought theorizes
that a leads to b, ultimately resulting in c.

• Cite articles A and C as examples of this school of thought, including a single-
sentence summary for each article to illustrate how it contributes to this approach.

• Provide evidence showing that the two units of analysis forming your research puz-
zle differ with respect to this explanatory factor—and that the variation in the
dependent variable aligns with this hypothesis.

Most common mistakes:
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1. Avoid simply listing the different articles A through F without classifying them.
The purpose of this section is to identify underlying types of explanations. Your
grade will be based less on how many articles you locate and more on the intellectual
work involved in identifying shared starting points, assumptions, and patterns across
different studies.

2. Always summarize the type of explanation first, and then use articles A, B, and E
as examples of the broader schools of thought. Do not simply summarize individual
papers and leave it to the reader to infer connections between them.

3. The weakest approach to writing a literature review is merely listing articles, for
example: “Article A says X. Article B states Y. Article C notes Z.” Instead, your lit-
erature review should synthesize existing scholarship by identifying common themes
and arguments, rather than presenting isolated summaries.

13



4.3 How to Write a Theory Section Introducing Your New Ex-
planation

Social science is fundamentally about expanding the boundaries of knowledge. In other
words, our discipline is dedicated to discovering new answers to important questions. The
primary reason for requiring a thesis at the end of your studies is to encourage students
to transition from the role of passive “consumers” of existing ideas to active “producers”
of new ideas. While the literature review requires you to engage with and “consume” the
current scholarship, the theory section challenges you to become a “producer.”

In your literature review, you identified several types of existing explanations and
highlighted potential shortcomings in those explanations. Your theory section should aim
to address at least one of these gaps. Crucially, it must present your own original expla-
nation—an idea that other scholars have not previously proposed. This third hypothesis
must be new; it should represent a unique contribution that has not appeared in the
literature. Developing a new theory is challenging, but it lies at the heart of (social)
science.

Your theory section should consist of two main parts. First, you should outline your
theoretical framework. Describe the fundamental assumptions underlying your argument.
For example, do you assume that the individual decisions of leaders determine state behav-
ior, or do you view the state primarily as a contested arena where politicians implement
the preferences of the most powerful interest groups? Do you assume that actors are
primarily motivated by economic incentives and make decisions by rationally evaluating
the expected utility of various options? Or are individuals driven by a logic of appropri-
ateness, adhering to moral and normative expectations even when such choices are not
strictly rational? In this part, you should describe the overarching factors that you believe
drive the explanation for your research question.

After outlining the broader theoretical context, you must derive specific, observable
implications from your theory. In other words, you need to specify the causal mechanism
that links the independent variable in your theory to variation in the dependent variable.
Explaining this causal process is essential: explicitly show how a leads to b, which in turn
results in c.

In this context, refer back to your motivating puzzle. Provide evidence that the two
units of analysis forming your research puzzle differ with respect to the key factor identified
in your theory—and that corresponding differences in the dependent variable align with
your hypothesis.

Finally, you should clearly state your hypothesis using the following format:

In comparing [unit of analysis], those having [one value on the independent
variable] will be more likely to have [one value on the dependent variable] than
will those having [a different value on the independent variable].

Most common mistakes:

1. There must be variation in the independent variable across the units of analysis.
For instance, it is ineffective to explain differences in growth rates between countries
A and B using institutional quality as the independent variable if both countries
have high institutional quality.

2. There must be a plausible connection between variation in the dependent variable
(DV) and the independent variable (IV). Two general patterns are acceptable:
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• If IV is high, then DV is high; if IV is low, then DV is low.

• If IV is high, then DV is low; if IV is low, then DV is high.

3. The independent variable must be conceptually distinct from the dependent vari-
able. For example, hypothesizing that growth-promoting policies result in growth
is tautological and offers no new insight.

4. Ensure that your hypothesis presents a plausible and substantive answer to your
research question.
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4.4 How to Write an Empirical Section Introducing Your Evi-
dence

In this section, introduce and analyze the evidence you have collected to adjudicate among
the competing hypotheses. Briefly explain to the reader the methods you used (e.g., a
qualitative case study, statistical analysis, survey experiment) and summarize the key
findings you uncovered.

Some examples:

1. In this study, I conduct a 2x2 “most similar” case study comparing four countries:
Ecuador, Peru, Colombia, and Bolivia. The analysis primarily relies on interviews
I conducted with experts in Vienna in person, as well as interviews conducted via
Zoom with individuals from Ecuador, Peru, Colombia, and Bolivia. I find that the
relative strength of societal interest groups plays a decisive role. Chinese loans gen-
erally have positive effects on domestic labor but adverse effects on domestic finance.
Consequently, in countries where workers hold greater political influence, politicians
are more likely to implement the preferences of labor and thus borrow from China,
as seen in Ecuador and Bolivia. In contrast, countries where the financial sector
dominates typically avoid borrowing from China, as demonstrated by politicians in
Colombia and Peru rejecting Chinese loan offers.

2. This thesis presents the results of a survey experiment conducted in a pedestrian
zone. I designed the experiment to assess how respondents’ attitudes toward the
adoption of the Euro change when exposed to different types of information about
the monetary, historical, and political aspects of the monetary union. I find that
respondents become significantly more supportive of their country joining the Euro
when informed that closer economic integration could reduce the likelihood of wars
between European countries. In contrast, providing purely economic arguments—such
as increased efficiency or lower prices—does not significantly increase support for
adopting the Euro.

3. To answer these questions, I compiled monthly data on instances of interreligious
violence by coding Nigerian newspaper articles published between 2015 and 2022.
I then combined these data with information on ethnic composition, political dy-
namics, institutional characteristics, and the economic conditions within Nigerian
districts during this period. I subsequently analyzed how features of the electoral
system correlate with interreligious violence. I found that districts with electoral
laws requiring two candidates from different ethnic groups to run on a joint ticket
are significantly less likely to experience interreligious violence than districts allow-
ing single-ethnicity candidacies. This likely stems from the fact that candidates in
joint campaigns are less inclined to use inflammatory rhetoric against other ethnic
groups, as doing so would undermine both candidates’ electoral prospects.

Most common mistakes:

1. Ensure that your summary of your findings remains concise—there is no need to
describe every detail of your empirical strategy in this section.

2. Make certain that you present both the data you collected (e.g., interviews, sta-
tistical results) and your interpretation of those findings. In other words, clearly
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explain to the reader what your evidence means; they should not be left to draw
these conclusions on their own.
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5 Submission and Grading

5.1 Formatting Rules

Please adhere to the following formatting requirements:

• Language: English is mandatory.

• Gender-neutral wording: Follow WU’s guidelines for fair and inclusive language.

• Length: Approximately 30 pages, excluding the reference list and any appendices.

• Page format: DIN A4, with 2.5 cm margins on all sides.

• Font: Times New Roman, 12-point font for the main text. Use 10-point font for
figures and tables.

• Line spacing: 1.5 lines.

• Alignment: Justified (block text) with hyphenation.

• Page numbering: Use Roman numerals for preliminary sections (e.g., table of
contents, lists of figures), and Arabic numerals starting with the introduction.

5.2 Submission

Submit your final thesis online via myWU. Please note that the system will automatically
check your thesis for plagiarism.

If your research involved statistical analysis of quantitative data, you must also email
your data and code to your supervisor. If your research involved qualitative analysis,
please email your interview transcripts or other qualitative materials to your supervisor.

5.3 Grading

Your thesis will be graded within four weeks of submission. The grading process can be
expedited if you provide a revision memo outlining the changes you made to your draft
based on feedback from your supervisor.

The main assessment criteria include:

• Identification and clear description of a research puzzle.

• Quality of the research question, particularly whether it is analytical rather than
merely descriptive.

• Articulation of the topic’s significance.

• Demonstrated knowledge of the relevant literature and appropriate identification
and summary of existing explanations.

• Plausibility and originality of your explanation.

• Quality and relevance of the evidence used to adjudicate among competing expla-
nations.

18

https://www.wu.ac.at/fileadmin/wu/h/structure/about/publications/aktuelle_Brosch%C3%BCren/fair_und_inklusiv.pdf
https://bach.wu.ac.at/mywu/


• Independence of your work, ensuring that your arguments are clearly distinguished
from ideas sourced from other materials. All sources must be properly cited to avoid
plagiarism.

• Coherence of thesis structure, maintaining a consistent focus on addressing the
research question.

• Logical consistency of arguments throughout the thesis.

• Objectivity of argumentation, ensuring that conclusions are supported by evidence
and that personal opinions are clearly distinguished from factual statements.

• Correct use of language, grammar, and spelling.

• Accurate and consistent citation of sources.
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6 Publicity

6.1 Survey

Between submitting your final thesis and receiving your grade, you are expected to com-
plete a short survey reflecting on your thesis-writing experience. Completing this survey
is an important part of the process at the Institute for International Political Economy.
Over the course of your thesis, you have gained valuable insights into how to plan, re-
search, and write a substantial academic work. You have learned what strategies help
overcome challenges and how to stay motivated.

Through this survey, we aim to collect your tips, lessons learned, and practical advice
to support future IPE students as they embark on their own thesis journeys. Your feedback
also helps us improve how we advise and guide thesis writers in the future. We appreciate
your contribution to making the thesis experience even better for those who come after
you.

6.2 Website and LinkedIn

We want to ensure that your hard work translates into valuable opportunities. Writing
an excellent thesis on an engaging topic can be an important first step toward launching
your professional career. For this reason, we are committed to helping you showcase your
work on both the Institute’s website and the Institute’s LinkedIn page. We will draft a
preliminary text for publication based on the information you provide in the survey.

6.3 IPE@WU Theses Video

We also offer students the opportunity to collaborate with us on producing two short
videos that showcase your thesis experience. These videos serve different purposes and
can be a valuable addition to your professional and academic portfolio.

1. Communicating your findings to the public. In this video, you present the
key results of your thesis in a clear and accessible way. It allows you to demonstrate
your research skills and ability to engage with a broader audience—qualities that
are highly valued by potential employers.

2. Sharing your thesis experience. In this video, you reflect on the process of
writing your thesis and pass on practical tips and insights to future students. By
sharing your experiences, you can make the path easier for those who will follow.

To ensure that this process is smooth and manageable, we will provide support at each
step:

1. Support with scripting. Based on your survey responses, we will draft a prelim-
inary script for each video. You are free to adapt, expand, or completely rewrite
this draft according to your own preferences.

2. Recording the videos. You will then record your video. If you are not comfort-
able appearing on camera, you may choose alternative formats—such as voice-over
presentations with slides, graphs, or animations.
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3. Assistance with visuals. We are happy to support you in creating animations or
other visual materials, though you are also welcome to develop them independently
if you prefer.

Participation in this video project is voluntary but strongly encouraged, as it highlights
your achievements, increases the visibility of your work, and can strengthen your career
prospects.
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7 Examples

7.1 Investor Friendliness Across Countries

7.1.1 Initial Email

Indonesia and Malaysia are two highly comparable countries. Geographically, both are
neighboring nations located in Southeast Asia. They share cultural roots, partly due to
a common history of colonization by European powers (Richardson, 2007). This shared
colonial legacy resulted in similar political institutions, which exhibit little variation in
terms of form and quality (Acemoglu and Smith, 2017). Both countries gained indepen-
dence at roughly the same time, following the Second World War. Historically, they have
also been exposed to similar economic factors, as both lie along major trade routes con-
necting East Asia to the rest of the world. Today, this geographic positioning provides
both countries with comparable access to trade and opportunities for economic liberaliza-
tion (Albrecht, 2012). Additionally, they are similar in terms of resource endowments. For
example, the U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016) reports that proven crude
oil reserves in Indonesia stand at 3.7 billion barrels, while Malaysia holds approximately
3.6 billion barrels. Importantly, Sovacool (2010) found that both Indonesia and Malaysia
have managed to avoid the so-called resource curse, indicating that their natural resource
wealth has not been detrimental to economic growth in either country.

Given these similarities, many observers expected Indonesia and Malaysia to follow
parallel paths of economic development. However, this has not been the case. Instead,
the economic trajectories of the two countries have diverged significantly over time, lead-
ing to notable differences today. This divergence is particularly evident in investment
friendliness, a key factor underpinning economic growth. Malaysia is considerably more
investment-friendly than Indonesia, ranking higher in areas such as registering property,
obtaining credit, and paying taxes, among others. As a result, the World Bank (2017)
ranks Malaysia 24th globally in ease of doing business, while Indonesia ranks 72nd. Data
from the UN Conference on Trade and Development (2017) further shows that, in 2016,
Malaysia’s inward FDI stock accounted for 41% of GDP, compared to only 25.2% in
Indonesia.

This divergence between Malaysia and Indonesia represents a significant puzzle: Why
has Malaysia succeeded in developing a more investment-friendly economy, while Indone-
sia—despite having similar oil reserves, geographic advantages, and colonial history—lags
considerably behind? Accordingly, my research paper will seek to answer the following
research question: Why are some countries more investment-friendly than others?

7.1.2 Thesis Proposal: Example Significance

The similarities noted above serve as ceteris paribus conditions. This implies that ex-
planations based on factors such as geographic location, colonial history, institutional
quality, exposure to trade, and resource endowments cannot account for the observed dif-
ferences in investment friendliness between Indonesia and Malaysia. Since these factors
do not vary between the two countries, they cannot explain the divergence. This raises
the crucial question of what alternative explanations do exist that might account for these
differences. Finding answers is significant for two main reasons.

First, Malaysia’s greater investment friendliness and the resulting economic disparity
have led to substantial differences in GDP per capita between the two countries. Accord-
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ing to the IMF (2017), Malaysia’s GDP per capita stands at USD 10,490, while Indonesia’s
is less than half that amount, at USD 4,120. Understanding the reasons behind this diver-
gence could help policymakers identify factors that hinder economic growth in Indonesia,
with the potential to lift millions of people out of poverty. Furthermore, this research
could provide insights into best practices for economic development in resource-rich coun-
tries, helping these nations avoid growth-inhibiting obstacles and promoting investment
security and economic stability.

Second, answering the research question has broader implications beyond the specific
cases of Indonesia and Malaysia. Existing academic literature offers several explanations
for variations in investment climate, primarily focusing on differences in political insti-
tutions, the quality of governance, levels of exposure to international trade, or natural
resource endowments. However, none of these conventional explanations apply in this
context, as Indonesia and Malaysia do not differ significantly in these respects. The
puzzle identified in this research highlights a gap in the existing literature. Given the
cultural, geographic, and economic similarities between these two countries, uncovering
new hypotheses to explain their divergent economic paths could be crucial for identifying
effective developmental strategies that may be applicable to other contexts as well.

7.1.3 Thesis: Example Literature Review

The divergence between Malaysia and Indonesia represents an intriguing puzzle: Malaysia
has managed to develop a more investment-friendly economy than Indonesia, despite
both countries possessing similar oil reserves, geographic locations, and colonial histories.
Accordingly, my research paper aims to answer the following research question: Why does
Indonesia lag behind Malaysia in terms of investment friendliness? More broadly, why
are some countries more investment-friendly than others?

Numerous studies have examined the factors underlying differences in investment cli-
mates across countries. A prominent type of explanation focuses on the quality of political
institutions. Institutions are commonly defined as the “rules of the game” (Nordhaus,
1993) that structure economic interactions among actors. Explanations based on insti-
tutional factors assume that institutions shape individuals’ incentives—for instance, by
generating trust among market participants (Ross, 2003) or by providing legal recourse
in cases of disputes (Mahane, 2014).

The causal mechanism underlying this explanation is relatively straightforward: strong
institutions establish reliable rules of the game, creating a stable and predictable envi-
ronment for economic activity. Specifically, good institutions have two key effects. First,
they enhance transparency, enabling market participants to access reliable information
and reducing the likelihood of fraud or misconduct. Second, they provide enforcement
mechanisms—such as the rule of law and functioning judicial systems—that allow parties
to enforce contracts and protect their rights if agreements break down. Consequently,
robust institutions foster trust among market actors, improving both the conditions nec-
essary for business transactions and mechanisms for resolving disputes.

In relation to my research question, strong institutions help cultivate a dynamic busi-
ness environment and bolster investor confidence, thereby attracting both domestic and
foreign investment. Good institutions are characterized by an efficient regulatory frame-
work, protection of property rights, and effective governance, all of which help minimize
political and regulatory risks for investors. Several studies support this perspective. For
example, Daude and Stein (2007) found that excessive regulation, unpredictable poli-
cies, and weak property rights deter foreign direct investment. Similarly, Waheed (2015)
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showed that improvements in the rule of law stimulate domestic private investment in
both the short and long term. Morrissey and Udomkerdmongkol (2011) also found that
good governance and political stability increase both domestic and foreign investment
across a sample of developing countries. Differences in institutional quality therefore offer
a plausible explanation for divergences in national investment climates.

This explanation could potentially account for the differences observed between Malaysia
and Indonesia. Data from the World Bank’s Database on Political Institutions indicates
that, on average between 2014 and 2017, Indonesia’s institutional quality score was only
34.7, whereas Malaysia scored significantly higher at 76.3 during the same period. This
suggests that Malaysia’s superior institutional environment may contribute to its more
favorable business climate compared to Indonesia.

A second line of explanation focuses on domestic financial market conditions as de-
terminants of investment friendliness. This approach assumes that economic inputs, par-
ticularly financial resources, play a crucial role in shaping investment decisions. It fur-
ther assumes that the availability and cost of local financial products primarily influence
whether investors choose to invest in a specific country, rather than conditions in foreign
financial markets.

The causal mechanism proposed by this perspective posits that better availability of
financial resources creates the necessary conditions for investment by reducing the cost of
capital and facilitating economic activity. A well-developed domestic financial market also
serves as a venue for information exchange and networking among market participants,
thereby reducing uncertainty. Investors who have easier access to credit are more inclined
to invest because such access lowers financing costs and mitigates risks.

Several studies have demonstrated the importance of favorable financial market con-
ditions in attracting investment. Jongwanich and Kohpaiboon (2008) found that limited
credit availability hindered the recovery of Thailand’s private investment sector after the
global financial crisis of 2007–2009, underscoring the significance of credit access as a de-
terminant of domestic investment. Similarly, Ibrahim (2011) found that rising real stock
prices correlate positively with aggregate investment, while stock price volatility corre-
lates negatively, suggesting that stable and healthy financial markets promote investment.
Ndikumana (2000) examined financial market development across sub-Saharan Africa and
found that higher levels of financial sector development were associated with increased
domestic investment. Thus, differences in financial market conditions across countries can
substantially influence their investment environments.

This explanation also provides a possible account for differences in investment climate
between Malaysia and Indonesia. Data from the International Monetary Fund’s Interna-
tional Financial Statistics indicates that the average interest rate on bank loans—a key
measure of capital availability for domestic businesses—was 8.5% in Malaysia between
2014 and 2017, while Indonesia reported a lower average rate of 4.6% during the same
period. This suggests that, despite Malaysia’s higher institutional quality, the cost of ac-
cessing finance was relatively higher there than in Indonesia, potentially influencing overall
investment dynamics. Nonetheless, given Malaysia’s stronger investment climate overall,
these data imply that institutional quality may outweigh financial market conditions in
determining investment friendliness, or that additional factors are at play.

7.1.4 Thesis: Example New Explanation

I propose a third, novel explanation for differences in investment climate across countries.
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Specifically, I argue that the magnitude of government-sponsored fuel subsidies can
influence a country’s investment friendliness. The proposed causal mechanism is as fol-
lows: High government spending on fuel subsidies diverts resources away from investments
in national public goods, thereby hindering economic growth and the development of a
business-friendly domestic market. Based on this logic, I hypothesize that higher levels
of government fuel subsidies are likely associated with lower investment friendliness.

There is preliminary evidence suggesting that this mechanism may be relevant in the
cases of Indonesia and Malaysia. Recall that Indonesia has a less favorable business
investment climate compared to Malaysia. According to my hypothesis, this difference
could be attributable to Indonesia’s substantially higher fuel subsidies relative to Malaysia.
Data from the International Energy Agency (2016) show that energy subsidies in Indonesia
amounted to approximately USD 11,212 million, whereas Malaysia’s subsidies totaled only
USD 511 million. This significant disparity may help explain why Indonesia exhibits a
less investment-friendly environment, suggesting that higher government fuel subsidies
are associated with a less favorable business climate.

In summary, differences in investment environments across countries may be explained
by variations in institutional quality, financial market conditions, and government fuel
subsidies. Specifically, I will examine the relative merit of the following three competing
explanations:

• When comparing countries, those with stronger institutional quality are more likely
to be investment-friendly than those with weaker institutions.

• When comparing countries, those with more robust financial market conditions are
likely to be more investment-friendly than those with less developed financial mar-
kets.

• When comparing countries, those with lower government fuel subsidies are likely
to be more investment-friendly than those with higher levels of government fuel
subsidies.
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