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M.A.: Guidelines for term paper (“Hausarbeit”) and thesis (“Masterarbeit”) 

 in the area "Social structure and social inequality" (Research and teaching unit AB 5) 

 

1. Term Paper (“Hausarbeit“) 
 

PROCESS 

1. Develop a research question within the framework of the seminar. Make sure to consult 

with the lecturer on the suitability of the topic. 

2. Prepare a short exposé (approx. 1 page) including research question, theoretical 

framework, planned approach, and initial hypotheses.  

3. Make an appointment during office hours to discuss the exposé (via Zoom/on site) 

4. Write the term paper – individual consultation by e-mail/office hours if needed 

5. Term papers are generally due by the end of the semester in which the corresponding 

seminar was attended (submission format: PDF via e-mail) 

Note: If you are unexpectedly unable to meet the submission deadline for important 

reasons, please contact the lecturer as soon as possible! 

 

FORMALIA 

1. Length: 20-30 pages 

Note: The suggested number of pages are for guidance only. The content of the term 

paper is relevant for grading. Nonetheless, “Very good papers are not always very long, 

but very short papers are rarely very good.” is a good rule of thumb. 

2. Outline 

a. Cover page (name, e-mail address, matriculation number, degree program, 

semester, seminar title and course id, lecturer, date of submission) 

b. Title of the term paper  

Note: This title will later appear in your transcript that accompanies your degree 

certificate 

c. Table of contents 

d. List of figures and/or tables (if appropriate) 

e. Introduction 

f. Main body of text (for subsections, see detailed notes on the “Main body”) 

g. Conclusion (e.g. „Summary and discussion“) 

h. Bibliography 

i. Appendices (if applicable) 

j. Declaration of independent work „Eigenständigkeitserklärung“ (signed) 

3. Citation style: APA recommend, but all common citation styles with short references in 

the text (American citation style) are allowed (consistency and correctness are crucial!) 

4. Justified text with automatic hyphenation 
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5. Font: Times New Roman (12 pt), Calibri (12 pt), Arial (11 pt) 

6. Line spacing 1,5 

7. Page numbers 

CONTENT 

Title 

The title should describe the topic of the paper and, if suitable, the core elements of the 

research question. Do not choose a title that is “too big”, but rather narrow down your subject 

area. You are also welcome to include a subtitle, e.g. “Perception of intergenerational mobility: 

The role of meritocratic beliefs in the (mis)perception of upward mobility”.   

Note: "Term paper" is not a term paper title! The title of the paper will be included in your 

transcript. 

Introduction 

The introduction introduces the topic of the paper and should include the following points in 

particular:  

• Motivation/contextualization/relevance of the chosen topic 

• Introducing and narrowing down the specific topic of the paper/thesis 

• Derivation and identification of the research question: What question do you want to 

address and why is this question relevant? 

• What is the aim of the paper/thesis? 

• What approach have you chosen? (methodological approach, which literature are you 

referring to, limitation to certain theoretical perspectives, data sources) 

• Describe the structure of the paper 

Note: The introduction and conclusion provide the framing for the term paper/thesis and should 

be well aligned. 

Main body 

The main section – the “core” of your work – is divided into various subsections, which you 

divide up individually according to your approach. Make sure you create transitions between 

the individual sections in the text. Also use paragraphs to structure your text.  

In this section, you should first set out the theoretical background to your work. Describe and 

explain the theoretical considerations and concepts relevant to your research question and 

present the current state of research. It is important that you summarize, review, and discuss 

the research literature with regard to the research question you are working on. Hypotheses to 

be tested are also developed in this section. 

In the case of a paper/thesis without its own empirical part, the hypotheses are then analyzed 

on the basis of existing research. Make sure that you do not just “retell” the results of existing 
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research, but also make clear: What is your own contribution? In the context of an empirical 

paper, this is done, among other things, by independently analyzing empirical data. But even 

without “your own” empirical data analysis, it is important to make your own further 

considerations clear, e.g., by applying a theory-led question to a specific (possibly new) object of 

investigation, identifying and presenting research gaps, comparing and critically assessing 

competing theoretical approaches and empirical results. Another option is to summarize and 

review the current state of knowledge on a specific topic and to integrate these existing 

empirical research findings into a theoretical model. 

Regardless of the exact approach you choose: The main section answers the research question 

stated in the introduction.  

Required sections for papers/theses with own empirical analysis: Conducting your own empirical 

analysis means that you independently test hypotheses that you have previously formulated on 

the basis of theoretical considerations and the current state of research on the basis of primary 

or secondary data. In most cases you will analyze existing empirical data (e.g., survey data such 

as ESS, SOEP). You will curate the data, perform the analyses to test your hypotheses, present 

results and interpret your findings. Make sure you discuss the suitability of the data basis with 

the course lecturer during the consultation (see step 3 under the section “Process”). In principle, 

you can also carry out your own data collection, in which case you should also always consult 

the lecturer first. The empirical part of your paper/theses always begins with a description of 

the data you are using, the operationalization of all concepts that you use in the analysis (i.e. 

which variables were used to measure which contents of your hypotheses), methods and 

analysis steps (i.e. which analysis procedures were used to test your hypotheses). The results 

are then presented with reference to the formulated hypotheses. Please ensure that tables 

and/or figures are comprehensible even without reading your full text. In other words, make 

sure that tables/figures contain all the information necessary for interpretation. Which models 

were used? Which data was used? What information is shown (b coefficients, standard errors, 

confidence intervals ...)? Please create tables yourself using standard office programs. The 

unprocessed output of common statistical software is not sufficient for the presentation of your 

results. 

Conclusion („Summary and discussion“) 

The concluding chapter (often entitled “Summary and discussion”) should once again address 

the question posed in the introduction and summarize the most important results and 

statements. In addition to summarizing the key results, the focus is on critically evaluating your 

own approach and discussing the limitations of the chosen approach. Make it clear which 

conclusions your work allows and which subsequent questions may arise.   

Note: The introduction and conclusion provide the framing for the term paper/thesis and should 

be well aligned. 
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NOTE ON THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN EMPIRICAL, NON-EMPIRICAL, AND THEORETICAL WORK 

Teaching in AB5 is theory- and empiricism-orientated. Only theories provide the conceptual and 

analytical tools for a scientifically sound description and explanation of social phenomena. At 

the same time, any description and explanation of social phenomena must be based on a 

methodologically sound and precise observation of the social world. According to this 

orientation, term papers can be written with or without their own empirical analysis or can be 

purely theoretical in nature. Purely theoretical papers represent the smallest proportion of term 

papers in the AB5. In most term papers that do not include their own empirical analysis (based 

on quantitative or qualitative research methods), existing empirical research is used instead or a 

theory is applied to an empirical phenomenon. 

2. MA-Thesis 

Goals of the MA-Thesis 

The aim of the master's thesis is to work independently on a clearly formulated research 

question using appropriate methods of scientific research. The formulation of own ideas, the 

discussion of these ideas and the coordination of a suitable research question with your thesis 

supervisors is expected as part of the preparation of the written thesis. In addition to 

formulating a precise research question, the methods of scientific research include in particular 

the use of suitable specialist literature as sources (e.g. articles from specialist journals, 

monographs, internet sources if necessary), the theoretical embedding using suitable 

models/theories, the evaluation of the relevant state of research, the description of the 

methodological procedure of the work, the presentation and interpretation of the results as 

well as the discussion and integration of the results with reference to the selected theory and 

the current state of research. It is also important to reflect on your own (methodological) 

procedure at the end of the thesis. 

 

What is the difference between a MA-Thesis and a term paper in the Master's 

programme? 

CONTENT 

A master's thesis is generally comparable to a term paper in AB5 and can also be seen as a "very 

extensive" term paper. Master's theses are expected to involve a higher degree of individual 

and independent contribution and a more comprehensive investigation of the subject matter 

and the specific research question. Firstly, this means that a high degree of personal initiative is 

expected when choosing and developing the research question. This also means, for example, 

that a deeper understanding of the theory/theories used should be demonstrated, the state of 

research should be presented and evaluated more extensively and competing arguments should 
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be compared even more thoroughly. Master's theses usually contain an empirical component, 

ideally an empirical work of their own. 

FORMALIA 

• Identical to formalities seminar paper, with the exception of the scope: Please check the 

specifications in your examination regulations. In the Master's Programme in Sociology, 

for example, a thesis comprises around 70 pages. 

• If you are unexpectedly unable to meet the submission deadline for important reasons 

(e.g. due to a prolonged illness), only the responsible examination office (“Prüfungsamt”) 

can grant an extension. 

PROCESS 

 

1. Arrange an appointment with potential thesis supervisor during office hours to discuss 

your own initial ideas for a question 

2. Familiarize yourself with the topic and research question, if necessary further 

appointments if required and by arrangement 

3. Preparation of an exposé including research question, planned theoretical framework, 

planned methodological approach, initial hypotheses (in consultation with thesis 

supervisors) 

4. Appointment with supervisor to discuss the exposé and the further procedure, if 

necessary further consultation appointments if required and by arrangement 

5. Coordinate with second supervisor (Please see notes on first and second supervisor) 

6. Register your master's thesis at the examination office (“Prüfungsamt”) 

7. Write your master's thesis, individual consultation if required by email/office hours 

8. Submit your thesis by the end of the deadline (format: PDF by email to the examination 

office AND to both supervisors) 

 

NOTES ON FIRST AND SECOND SUPERVISION 

In contrast to term papers, master's theses are assessed by two examiners/supervisors. One of 

the supervisors, must be a professor (or person with a completed habilitation). Please note the 

regulations for first and second supervisors. The AB5 Social Structure and Social Inequality 

consists of two working groups (“AGs”): AG Prof. Dr Anja Abendroth and AG Prof. Dr Carsten 

Sauer. 

The following combinations of supervision are possible: 

• First supervision AG Sauer & second supervision AG Abendroth (each including 

employees) 

• First supervisor AG Abendroth & second supervisor AG Sauer (each incl. employees) 
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• First or second supervision by AG Abendroth or AG Sauer & first or second supervision 

by another authorized examiner at the faculty 

It is NOT possible to have first and second supervision within the same AG (i.e. only AG 

Abendroth or only AG Sauer) 

You can find the current list of authorized examiners of the AG on the website: 

https://www.uni-bielefeld.de/fakultaeten/soziologie/fakultaet/arbeitsbereiche/ab5/personen/ 

 

Last update: May 2025 

 


