
How to Write a Master Thesis
Part I

ALL ECON PROGRAMMES 



Plan of the Session
• Structure of the thesis & practical information

• Getting an idea: thesis forum

• First steps to start your thesis

• Data support

• Example of thesis from past years (DIAL)

• Recall of the timeline



Typical Thesis Structure
• Motivation: why is the topic important? 

• Literature review on the related topic

• Critical perspective on strengths and weaknesses of 
the literature.

• Theoretical and/or empirical analysis of the problem 
studied

• Presentation of the results with regards to the research 
question (interpretation of the results)



Practical Considerations
see Vademecum – intranet

• Thesis must be submitted before the end of the academic
year (of the last year for the 2-year programs)

• Length: Max. 70 pages (Master 120), Max. 40 pages 
(Master 60), Around 20 pages (Research Masters)

• See Evaluation criteria (Vademecum)

• See information on the layout (Vademecum)

https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Thesis_Vademecum_UK_final_24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Thesis_Vademecum_UK_final_24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Thesis_Vademecum_UK_final_24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Thesis_Vademecum_UK_final_24.pdf


How to start (1)
Thesis Forum



How to start (1)? Thesis Forum On-Line
November 3th – 14th



How to start (1)? Thesis Forum On-Line
November 3th – 14th



How to start (2)
Finding a good research idea



How to start (2): 
Finding a good 
research idea?





What is original research?

• The frontier advances in tiny steps

• Small incremental changes are the norm

• Seminal contributions are scarce

Examples:

• New evidence and data on an old issue/problem:
• Different countries, updated data
• Sensitivity of existing results

• New methodology for an old problem

• Established method for a new problem



How to find the right topic?

• There is “no right topic”

• Much more important is to find something that is important to you 
and genuinely interest you

• There are great papers/dissertations to be written in almost all 
fields

Three important rules:

1) Interesting-relevant

2) Innovative

3) Feasible



Interesting?

• “Why should we care?”

• How am I going to convince sceptics that they should pay attention 
to my research?

• Talk to people in the profession (e.g. supervisors, peers) as much as 
possible about your idea. Do not restrict yourself to people in your 
field

• Go from general to specific. No need for the paper/dissertation “That 
explains Everything”



Where to start?
No magic recipe but a good starting strategy:

• If you want to write theory, read empirics

• If you want to write empirics, read theory

Read popular books, magazines, … make connections

Aim is to know where is the “research frontier” (again talk to your supervisors, lecturers), look at 
recent review or papers

Go seminars, events, …

Read the working papers of the intellectual leaders in your narrowly focused research area, 
follow their blogs, follow them on twitter

Read the best journals selectively 

Talk, talk, Talk! Write, Write, Write!



How to start (3)
Steps to start writing



How to start (3)?
• Get familiar with the scientific literature about 
the thesis subject

• Your supervisor might give you some first readings on 
the subject

• Search economic literature databases for scientific 
literature on the subject (EconLit, IDEAS RePEc, Google 
Scholar, etc)

• Once you have identified a relevant article, browse 
through the bibliography to get additional references



Steps to start to write
Think hard about your economic question

• What do you want to show in your thesis?

• What is the original part?

• What are the intuitions you have?

• How does this relate to the existing literature?

• What might be the difficulties you may encounter in 
your analysis?



Steps to start to write
• Get organized

• Make a planning of your steps (e.g. make a first 
literature review by the end of the first year, do the 
original analysis in the first semester of the second year, 
etc.). How much time do you need for each step? At 
what point do you need a feedback from your 
supervisor?

• What data do you need for your analysis? How can you 
get them?

• What other resources do you need?



Steps to start to write
Get feedback from your supervisor

• There is no standard supervision process

• However, getting regularly the feedback from your 
supervisor is critical

• Define expectations with the supervisor

• Do not make important steps/changes in your thesis 
without his/her approval

• Do not wait the end of your thesis to ask for feedbacks



WRITING OF THE THESIS: CAREFUL ABOUT 
PLAGIARISM

Cheating is considered as a fraud, 

Taking inspiration from an author without citing 
him/her is an intellectual theft. 

If the citation is literal, even if translated, it is 
mandatory to place it between commas. 

Every citation, literal or not must be followed in the 
text by the correct reference.

The university takes very seriously plagiarism issues



DIAL: 
Possible to consult the thesis subject of the previous years via the next link: https://dial.uclouvain.be/memoire/ucl/

You have to select the Faculty of Economic, Social and Political Sciences and Communication and then you can filter
your search on the supervisor, degree label, … to consult the thesis.

https://dial.uclouvain.be/memoire/ucl/


Data Analysis

• Website: Thomas Eisfeld

• https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis

1. Software
2. How to?
3. Database
4. Support
5. Bootcamp Tools & Methods

mailto:thomas.eisfeld@uclouvain.be
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis


Timeline & Regulations



Timeline: Steps 1-year 2-year
1. Research interests of ESL-ESN professors ASAP ASAP

2. Personal discussions with professors & Definition of a thesis topic ASAP ASAP

3. On-line submission of the thesis topic and supervisor From November 24th until December 12th , 
2025
(1-year programmes: ECON2MA (direct 
access), ECON2M1, ETRI2MA, Double Degree 
and QEM programmes )

From November 24th until March 27th, 2026
first year of two-year programmes 
ECON2MS/G – ECON2MD – ECON2MA

4. Approval by the jury + Designation of the reader End of February End of April
first year of 2-year programmes ECON2MS/G 
– ECON2MD – ECON2MA

5. Writing of the thesis February - June/August September – 
June (2nd year )
2-year programmes ECON2MS/G – ECON2MD 
– ECON2MA

6. Thesis Interim Report April 28th March 1st (2nd year) & QEM
2-year programmes ECON2MS/G – ECON2MD 
– ECON2MA

7. Submission of the thesis First day of the exam session: January, June or September

8. Oral defense  (except for ECON2M1) January, June or September (only in June for some DD + QEM)



Special Regulations
• ETRI2MA – 2-year program (regular students): 

2 thesis:

• 1 Essay Paper to submit at the end of the 1st year

• 1 Thesis (first PhD chapter) to submit at the end of the 2nd year

• ECON2MA – 2-year program

• Thesis Part I – LECON2910A (5ECTS)= Assignement

• Thesis Part II – LECON2910 B (15ECTS) – Thesis

• ECON2M1: NO oral defense (only thesis submission without defense)

• Check special regulation for Double and Joint degree students

• QEM students: have to defend in June (TBC)

https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf
https://cdn.uclouvain.be/groups/cms-editors-esl/documents-types/Master%20Thesis%20requirements%20DD_OCT24.pdf


More

• ESL - Thesis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/thesis

• Useful Documents, Thesis Covers & Vade Mecum
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/writing

• Dial (DIAL.mem)
https://thesis.dial.uclouvain.be/home

• Data Analysis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis

https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/thesis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/writing
https://thesis.dial.uclouvain.be/home
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis
https://www.uclouvain.be/en/faculties/espo/esl/data-analysis
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