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The criteria social scientists utilize to evaluate scientific papers can be difficult to describe in a 
straightforward manner.  This is even more so the case when trying to describe what makes for 
a good research proposal in these fields. There are multiple reasons why this is the case. One of 
them is related to the fact that professionally solid pieces of work are often a combination of 
creativity and thoroughness (both empirical and logical); what we could describe as ‘disciplined 
or schooled’ creativity. It is not easy to specify where the optimal balance between these two 
types of creativity lies since this varies between disciplinary traditions. It is, however, often 
when one does an evaluation of each and every one of the criteria decided upon that a 
reasonable evaluation of the work as a whole can be made. It is that type of evaluation that 
guarantees some degree of transparency in the evaluation process and allows comparisons 
between pieces of work or proposal that are submitted for evaluation as it is done when one 
applies to a research program.  
 
Below we present the criteria we utilize in order to evaluate the theses – and research 
proposals - that applicants to our research program are expected to submit. A scale of 1-5 is 
used when performing this type of evaluation: 
 
Criteria for the evaluations of theses submitted with applications 
 

1) The use of previous research to formulate the research problem and aims – a good thesis 
departs from research gaps in sociological research and ongoing debates within the 
social sciences.  

2) Sociological relevance – this is intimately related to the criteria described above but has 
to do with the urgency of the chosen topic as far as the discipline of sociology is 
concerned. 

3) Methodological skillfulness – this is related to two issues: first the thoroughness with 
which the methodological point of departure is presented (i.e. sample, data collection, 
data analysis, validity/ reliability-related issues and ethics) and second of all the reflexive 
way in which this presentation is executed. 

4) Analytical depth and creativity – this is one of the criteria that can be difficult to 
describe a priori since it is contingent on the type of research problem, the scope of the 
aim formulated and the analysis that has been conducted. This is related, for example, 
to how results are presented (that the analysis preceding them is made tangible through 
the way in which the results are presented) or the cohesiveness between the theoretical 
point of departure and the empirical one.  



5) Aims are reached and conclusions are reasonable – this is probably self-explanatory but 
has to do with consistency between what the thesis claims to want to accomplish and 
what it actually accomplishes. 

 
Besides these criteria we highly value the clarity of the work (that the presentation is logical for 
example) and that the theses is characterized by an argumentative/ reflexive tone. Last but not 
least, it is worth noting that when applicants submit several theses we expect them to show 
progression. The work that is submitted must show, in other words, that the applicant – as a 
researcher in training during its undergraduate and graduate years – has made advancements 
as far as the widening and depth of his/ her research interests and skills. 
 
Criteria for the evaluation of the research proposal that applicants submit 
 

1) The research problem and its relationship to previous research – this is related to the 
first criteria listed above. It is, however, noted that sometimes creativity leads us to 
formulate a research problem that goes beyond the realm of ongoing debates.  

2) The feasibility of the work proposed – feasibility is intimately related with the solvency 
of the methodological point of departure chosen. This is about the choice of sample 
(population), data collection and data analysis (to name a few) in relation to the time 
doctoral students have at their disposal within the Swedish system (i.e. 4 years including 
the course load). 

3) Sociological relevance – which is the same as point #2 in the theses evaluation section. 
4) Language/ rhetorical ability – an applicant’s proposal must show that he/her is a 

capable scientific writer; a dissertation is not only comprised of the work that will be 
done but also of what will be written about it! 

 
Besides these criteria it must also be mentioned that an applicant’s potential ability and 
suitability to undergo a research program and complete dissertation work is also of outmost 
importance. This is why we value the use of interviews once the submitted work has been 
evaluated. We are namely interested in finding out if the applicant has a reasonable 
understanding of the long and arduous commitment that undergoing a research program 
entails (how the research program works, what is expected of doctoral students, what the 
demands are and also what it can lead to once completed). 
 
Last but not least, it seems worth noting that the departments’ research capacity amongst 
its senior staff also impinges in how dissertation proposals are evaluated. The successful 
completion of a research program requires some degree of ‘goodness of fit’ between the 
needs of doctoral students’ projects and the research expertise and ability of supervisors. 
This is also one of the reasons why interviews can be used. 


