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Challenges of Choosing Thesis Title in Postgraduate Nursing
Students: A Qualitative Study

Background: The process of conducting a student thesis has the
stages among which selecting the title is undoubtedly the most
important one. Students are faced with numerous challenges at this
stage. The aim of this study was to determine the challenges faced
by postgraduate nursing students regarding thesis title selection.
Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using the
conventional qualitative content analysis approach and purposive
sampling method in 2017. Postgraduate nursing students of Tehran
University of Social Welfare and Rehabilitation Sciences who were
willing to participate in the study were interviewed using semi-
structured interviews. Sampling was done using purposeful
sampling and continued until data saturation.

Results: Totally, 14 students with a mean age of 27.35% 3.43
participated in this study. All students were female. Following data
analysis, three categories, seven subcategories, and 245 cods
emerged. The main categories extracted in this study included
educational, systemic, and individual factors.

Conclusion: According to the results of this study, paying attention
to and alleviating educational, systemic, and individual challenges
in choosing the appropriate thesis title seems necessary in order to
accomplish the research process. Therefore, providing the
necessary training, practical guidance from professors and
advisors, explaining appropriate strategies in choosing the title,
and enabling students in this field can play an influential role in
eliminating these challenges.

Keywords: Nursing Education, Postgraduate, Research, Proposal,
Qualitative study
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INTRODUCTION

Research in the field of health improves lifestyle through
health promotion by producing new knowledge via
technologies and providing evidence-based decision making
and is, therefore, a necessity for economic and social
development (1). University theses, indeed, are the most
demonstrative instance of students’ research projects (2,3).
In this regard, the medical universities play an essential role
in the scientific progress of society by conducting basic and
applied research as student theses. A crucial part of this role
can be evaluated by reporting students’ research activities,
particularly the number of articles published (4). Students
demonstrate their knowledge, skills, attitude, strength,
initiative, confidence, perseverance, and the research spirit
throughout the research (5). The thesis is, in fact, effective in
students’ self-assessment of mental abilities, experimental
and clinical skills, as well as their level of scientific and logical
maturity; therefore, it provides a path for them to gain
knowledge on the research method and critical analysis skills
of published articles (6).

According to the educational protocol, nursing as a university
discipline in Iran includes 6 Master’s thesis credits and 20
Specialized Doctoral dissertation credits. The nursing thesis
is an essential part of graduate nursing students’ education,
by which they make their first systematic and scientific
attempt to learn the research basics. Articles extracted from
nursing theses contribute to the dissemination of science and
the development of the nursing profession as an important
field (7). Implementing a student thesis has steps, among
which choosing the title is undoubtedly the most
challenging. Students face numerous challenges at this stage.
Despite its importance, writing a thesis is often a source of
distress and anxiety for final-year students. Most students
refer to their thesis title as a cause of anxiety, worry, and
confusion in this educational step (6,7).

Studies in this field have shown that nursing students have
insufficient information about the process of conducting
research and thesis; therefore, they are required to utilize
numerous studies to choose their thesis title (7,8).
Students’ ability to identify and choose a title among
various titles causes anxiety while making decisions. In
such situations, students are overwhelmed by multiple
subjects, so their ability to decide on the appropriate thesis
title is reduced. The approach and limitations of the chosen
thesis are of the utmost concern for students; whether they
would have adequate time or find useful papers to
complete the thesis were also among their concerns (6).
According to most students, perfect topics for the thesis are
those that thoroughly reflect their interests. Some students
were anxious not to maintain their interest in their chosen
title throughout the thesis (8). In this regard, in a study
conducted by Amini et al., 65.9% of students felt compelled
to perform their thesis while lacking any interest. According
to the mentioned study, the most common criteria for
students to choose a thesis topic and the supervisor were
“straightforward and short-term topic” and “the
supervisor’s cooperation to accomplish the thesis,”
respectively. The students’ enthusiasm for preparing the

thesis, the time of choosing the thesis topic, and choosing
the topic by themselves were among the factors influencing
their selection criteria (4).

Postgraduate students’ lack of previous experience and
insufficient familiarity with the research and thesis
implementation has caused this process to become highly
stressful and challenging for students who enter the new
educational level. In this regard, identifying postgraduate
nursing students’ challenges and ideas in conducting
research activities and choosing the thesis title can help
educational planners reduce and resolve students’
complications throughout their studies and modify the
thesis-related research processes. It guides students toward
conducting useful and favored studies in the nursing field
with the least challenge, resulting in the promotion of
nurses’ level of education and research in the health field.
Since qualitative research method including content
analysis examines the views of individuals who have
experienced the phenomenon and understood the
problems in its cultural and social context (9-11), the
researchers of this study were determined to conduct a
study using content analysis approach to explain the
challenges of choosing a thesis title faced by postgraduate
nursing students of Tehran University of Social Welfare and
Rehabilitation Sciences.

METHODS

This qualitative study was conducted using the conventional
content analysis approach and purposive sampling method
in 2017. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
postgraduate nursing students of Tehran University of Social
Welfare and Rehabilitation Sciences who were willing to
participate in the study and selected their title thesis.
Interviews were carried out after coordination with students
at the end of the classes in one of the empty classes of the
Nursing Department. The questions were included in an
interview guide. The sequence of questions was not identical
for all participants and depended on the interview process.
At first the questions were general and led interviewees to
share their experiences. Sample questions were: What is the
process of choosing a thesis title at your university? How did
you choose the title of your thesis? What problems and
challenges did you have in choosing the title? According to
the interview flow, these initial questions were asked with
similar statements or continued with other exploratory
questions. Participants were selected using the purposive
method. The process of selecting participants continued
until data saturation was obtained and 14 postgraduate
nursing students were interviewed. The duration of the
interview depended on the participants’ condition ranging
from 30 to 55 minutes. The interviews were recorded by a
pocket recorder, and the full text was transcribed instantly
after each interview.

Data analysis

In order to analyze the data, conventional qualitative
content analysis was used according to the steps proposed
by Graneheim and Lundman (2004) (12). Using this
qualitative method and immersing herself in the data, the
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researcher, while refraining from imposing an opinion or
using pre-determined categories, tried to gain a new
understanding of the concept and extract the constituent
categories of the concept directly from the data resulting
from the participants’ experiences (9 ,12). The study
researchers read the transcribed content of the recorded
interviews several times to obtain a general and accurate
understanding. All interviews and observations were
considered as a unit of analysis. Words, sentences, and
paragraphs were considered as meaning units. Afterward,
the meaning units reached the level of abstraction and
conceptualization according to the embedded concept and
were labeled with codes. The codes were compared with
each other in terms of their similarities and differences and
classified into more abstract subcategories and categories
with a specific label (12,13). Data analysis was performed
using MAXQDA software ver. 2010.

Trustworthiness

To determine the trustworthiness of the findings, Guba and
Lincoln’s four criteria, including credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability, were used (13,14). To this
end, the interviews’ texts and the codes, as well as the
emerged categories were provided to several experienced
researchers to review the data analysis process and comment
on its accuracy. For credibility, prolonged engagement with
the research subject and data was used. Interviews, extracted
codes, as well as subcategories and categories, were shared
with some participants and qualitative research experts, and
their opinions were applied. The research steps and
decisions made during it were accurately recorded and
reported to establish data dependability and enable others to
follow up on the research if required.

RESULTS

Totally, 14 post graduated nursing students (6 students in
the fourth semester, 4 in the third semester and 4 in the
second semester) with a mean age of 27.35 = 3.43
participated in this study. All students were female.
Following data analysis, 3 categories and 7 subcategories, as
well as 245 cods emerged. The main categories extracted in
this study included educational, systemic, and individual
factors. The extracted subcategories included Insufficient
education, Lack of specific educational strategy, choosing a
title in a specific field, lack of specific educational strategy,
Obligation to choose a title in specific fields, Restricted time,
A shortage of professors, decreased motivation, Inability to
choose thesis title, and Unpreparedness.

Category: Educational factors

The first category extracted from participants’ statements was
‘Educational factors, which included two subcategories:
‘Insufficient education,” and ‘Lack of specific educational
strategy.’

Subcategory: Insufficient education

Participant No. 2: “I hadn’t already been educated in this field
as I entered Master’s degree. I didn’t know how to search.
When the first semester ended, they told us to choose the
title. I was really confused. I was just looking for someone to
guide me; I met senior students. They should teach first and
then ask students to choose a title. The title is very important.
Because I think the future of our career depends on it.”
Subcategory: Lack of specific educational strategy
Participant No. 4: “I didn’t know how to choose a title. If
there’s a specific method and structure in choosing a title,

Table 1. Extracted categories, subcategories and codes

Codes

courses

a thesis title

of defending the title

advise students, senior students’ delayed defense process

by professors

research steps

preparation

Lack of a specific program to choose the title, lack of a specific educational strategy to choose

Limited time to implement the thesis, postgraduate students’ employment, prolonged process

A shortage of faculty members, a large number of theses, a shortage of professors to guide and

Postgraduate students’ unfamiliarity with the thesis process, insufficient knowledge on
choosing a title, not taking courses in the title selection method, insufficient knowledge on the

Unpreparedness to enter the Master’s course, entering the new stage without sufficient

Subcategories Categories

Insufficient education on writing research papers in the undergraduate course, insufficient
education to search for references, the difference between postgraduate and undergraduate Insufficient education

Educational

. factors
Lack of specific

educational strategy

The compulsion to choose a title in the fields introduced by professors, professors’ disinterest

in students’ preferred fields, choosing a title according to the supervisor’s or advisor’s opinion, Obligation to choose a
the unfeasibility of conducting research in some topics selected by students, ignoring titles in title in specific fields
some cultural and gender issues, inadequate samples on some topics

Systemic factors
Restricted time

A shortage of
professors

Lack of aspiration and motivation to do research, lack of interest in the selected title, entering
anew level and dealing with the problems of continuing education, disinterest in the title chosen Decreased motivation

Inability to choose a  Individual factors
thesis title

Unpreparedness
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it'll be clear for the student how to do it. Universities should
have a specific planning strategy so that the students won’t
be confused.”

Category: Systemic factors

The second category was ‘Systemic factors,” which
consisted of three subcategories: ‘Obligation to choose a
title in specific fields,” ‘Restricted time,” and ‘A shortage of
professors.’

Subcategory: Obligation to choose a title in specific fields
Participant No. 1: “In the very first days, they told us to specify
the supervisor; each professor had a scope specific to
him/her, and they told us to choose a title only in that field...”
Subcategory: Restricted time

Participant No. 2: “they told us that we had to defend the
proposal before the third semester, so we needed to choose
a title quickly. It was very stressful for me because we had to
choose a title to do the research quickly, and also we had to
choose the title in a very short time .....”

Subcategory: A shortage of professors

Participant No. 6: “The number of professors was also small.
I had to choose one of those professors as a supervisor. I
couldn’t find a professor whose scope I was interested in. [
had to choose the one that was closer to the field I liked.”

Category: Individual factors

The third category was ‘Individual factors’ consisting of three
subcategories: ‘Decreased motivation,” ‘Inability to choose a
thesis title,” and ‘Unpreparedness.’

Subcategory: Decreased motivation

Participant No. 10: “Master’s course is very different from
Bachelor’s. There're subjects in Master’s course that I hadn’t
gained any knowledge about in Bachelor’s course; so when I
realized that research and thesis are very important in
Master’s course, I lost my motivation ...”

Subcategory: Inability to choose a thesis title

Participant No. 13: “I had no knowledge of the thesis,
choosing the title, and doing research; as if I had entered a
new world...”

Participant No. 5: “Bachelor courses are very different from
Master’s. If you want to study a Master course, you must be
prepared to do research and thesis. Students usually don’t
know anything the first days; professors should hold some
classes and teach them. At first, they just tell students to
choose a title. We were all looking for a title in different
magazines and articles. Well, it’s hard; not everyone can do
this, know what to do, or where to search.....”

Subcategory: Unpreparedness

Participant No. 2: “I wasn’t completely prepared... because in
Bachelor’s course, all courses were specialized, and I knew
very little about statistics and research. I think they should
plan a preparation course so that we know how to look for a
good title.....”

DISCUSSION

As the present study was conducted to determine
postgraduate students’ challenges in choosing a thesis title,
educational, systemic, and individual factors were
considered by students to be the challenges of choosing a

thesis title. Students often pointed to the lack of appropriate
training courses, the educational system’s problems in
choosing the title, unpreparedness, and reduced motivation
to deal with complications. Similarly, in the study by
Khorsandi et al., educational, structural, and human
resources barriers were the most critical challenges of
choosing the thesis title reported by GP graduates (15). In his
study, Behzadi indicated that participation in a training
course on research skills can provide students with positive
knowledge and performance (16). Similarly, Wayne stated
that obtaining necessary knowledge on the studied concept,
selecting methods of measuring and interpreting the results,
and identifying the relationship between hypotheses in order
to develop therapeutic interventions is a necessity for
students, and they are required to be trained in this field
(17). Likewise, Flint et al. showed that in order to involve
medical assistants in the research process, they must first be
trained in clinical research (18). According to this study and
other study results, it seems necessary to hold educational
courses for postgraduate students on research methods of
choosing a title, writing a thesis, and conducting research.
Regarding systemic barriers, selecting a title in a specific field,
lack of specific educational strategy on choosing a thesis title,
restricted time to implement the thesis, and a shortage of
professors to guide and advise students were among
challenges of thesis title selection. Most students complained
about being obliged to choose a title in professors’ field of
work and the ambiguity of choosing a title and referred to it
as major challenges. Supervisors play a motivating role in
students’ research activities and can improve their research
spirit by taking their interests into account (18). In the same
vein, in Khorsandi’s study, most students faced challenges
such as a lack of time and implementation problems
throughout their thesis (15). Likewise, in several other
studies, students needed one more semester and more time
to accomplish their thesis (18,19). However, in another study
in Germany in 2012, most of the graduates stated that thesis-
related activities did not prolong their course of study (20).
The number of professors is the fundamental point in the
accurate process of thesis implementation and the reduction
of related problems. In the study done by Khorsandi, the
students mentioned restricted access to supervisors and
statistics consultants, the lack of guidance from supervisors,
inadequate student support, and lack of professional
communication between supervisors and students as some
of the supervising barriers. According to the participants, the
supervisor plays a crucial role in advancing, directing, and
conducting the research, preparing the final report,
preparing the student to defend the thesis, and extracting the
article from the thesis. A busy schedule and inconvenient
access to supervisors were among the barriers to thesis
implementation (15). Radafshar et al., in their research,
similarly mentioned the supervisor’s cooperation and easy
access as essential factors in the thesis process (6). Therefore,
a high number of supervisors, accurate guidance provided
for students to choose the title, not imposing an obligation
on students to choose the title in a specific field, and
considering students’ preferences can result in choosing the
title fast and alleviating related challenges.
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Regarding individual barriers, lack of ambition and
motivation to conduct research, inability to choose a thesis
title, and unpreparedness to enter the Master course were
considered by the participants as challenges in choosing the
Master thesis title. From nursing students’ point of view, due
to the dramatic difference between the undergraduate and
the postgraduate courses, their motivation and enthusiasm
to do research were ignored. Regarding the unpreparedness
of students and their unawareness, they initially underwent
a decreased motivation.

In the study by Khorsandi et al., ‘lack of motivation’ was
extracted from individual barriers. Most students acknowledged
that research conducted in Iran is not practical and that their
thesis results would be disadvantageous if not published. In
addition, in their opinion, the thesis was barely influential on
their occupational and scientific future and was not
considered. Furthermore, from students’ perspective,
implementing a thesis does not provide supervisors with
material or spiritual rewards, causing them to be reluctant
(15). Likewise, in other studies, the role of students’
motivation and enthusiasm to implement the thesis is
accentuated (21-23). Changiz et al., in their study on the
problems in the dissertation process, pointed to the students’
low motivation as a deterrent in the process of thesis
implementation (23). Therefore, paying attention to
informing, preparing, and providing postgraduate nursing
students with the necessary motivation will help raise their
enthusiasm to conduct research, choose an appropriate and
practical title, and perform the subsequent steps of the thesis.
Identifying the challenges of postgraduate nursing students
and their viewpoints about systemic, educational, and
individual problems in choosing the title and topic of the thesis
can help educational planners reduce students’ complications
in their studies and guide them to conduct favored and
beneficial studies in the field of nursing education. As a result,
the quality of this process can be modified, and the level of
health-related research in the country be improved. According
to the categories extracted in this study, paying attention to
systemic, individual, and educational factors in choosing the

appropriate thesis title and implementing the research process
with the least challenges in postgraduate students seems
extremely necessary. Therefore, providing the necessary
training, professors’ and consultants’ practical guidance, and
allocating financial resources and an efficient educational
system in this field can effectively remove these obstacles.

The limitations of this study are specific to qualitative research,
the most crucial point of which is the transferability of the
research findings. The researcher’s responsibility is to provide
sufficient descriptive data in the research report for the readers
to enable them to evaluate the application of the data in further
fields. Therefore, a detailed description and samples of
participants’ quotations and the researcher’s close attention to
expressions and taking notes during the interviews can lead to
the transferability of the research. An attempt was made to
provide transferability of the findings for further evaluation
and judgment by using the purposive sampling method and
recruiting participants of maximum variety.
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