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     Objective: 

This presentation explores the reasons why you 
may need to fine-tune your research question.

It also uses illustration examples to show different 
ways that you can fine-tune your thesis question.



Defining “fine-tuning” If your supervisors ask you to 
fine-tune your thesis question, there 
is no need to be alarmed. This request 
is common. They are not asking for 
you to make a major modification to 
your research project.

The vast majority of scholars who successfully 
complete a doctoral dissertation fine-tuned their 
original thesis research question at least once. 
The majority of successful thesis candidates 
fine-tuned their research question multiple times. 

Fine-tuning is similar to minor work 
done on an engine in satisfactory 
condition so that it runs smoother.



Scenarios associated with ‘fine-tuning’
If your supervisor asks you to adjust your research question, there are four scenarios that may 
confront you: fine-tune, major revision, abandon and recommence, abandon outright.

Raewyn Connell
Raewyn needs to fine-tune 
her thesis question so that 

her definition of ‘gender’ 
includes intersex persons..

Michel Foucault Barbie Kent
Michel needs to make a major 

revision to his thesis on 
Bio-power to acknowledge that 
it is not universal. It does not 

apply to hunter-gatherer 
indigenous nations.

Barbie will abandon her 
research that looks at waste in 
public hospitals as data is not 
available. She shall examine 

waste in public aged care 
nursing homes.

  Thomas Tanker
Thomas was advised 
to abandon his thesis 
as he has insufficient 
time to complete due 
to lack of progress.

These examples are fictitious for illustrative purposes



Multiple fine-tune and amend scenarios
The scenarios that I examine in this slideshow are not mutually exclusive.

There are numerous combinations that might arise. Consider this situation:

Bertha commences her thesis that compares expenditure on public health in Canada 

and the United Kingdom since 2000. One month later, the British Government classify 

this data and remove it from the public record and it is not available under any 

circumstances. She revises her question and compares Australia and Canada due 

to their numerous similarities. She discovers that Australia has only declassified data 

since after 2004. She fine-tunes her analysis: 2005 to 2015.



Reasons to abandon or action a major revision

There are thousands of unforeseen ‘no-fault’ reasons that 
might explain why research scholars may need to revise or 
abandon their research question. It is not possible to list them 
all in this slideshow. Consider these plausible scenarios that 
might cause someone to abandon their research:

● A major earthquake destroys original records that you are 
using for your research and there is no back-up copy;

● A change of government occurs after you commence your 
research and they cancel your access to public data. 



     Abandon thesis
The objective of this presentation centres on completion and success. I have 

every confidence that  you will succeed and graduate with merit. One reason why 

you may be asked to abandon your project is due to lack of progress. There may 

come a point where experienced  supervisors conclude beyond reasonable doubt 

that you cannot complete your thesis within the maximum allowable time-frame 

even if you are granted maximum extensions. For details about how to avoid this 

scenario please see the School’s YouTube presentation about avoiding failure.



     Abandon and recommence thesis

Sometimes it is necessary to abandon your research question and start again. This will 

normally be permitted by your host institution if there is sufficient time to complete a new 

doctoral thesis research question within the time limit remaining on your candidature.

.

Sometime a thesis question comes to a ‘dead-end’ and this is no fault of any party.

It is normal practice for Faculty staff to approve a PhD dissertation project based on 

assumptions that are reasonable but turn out to be incorrect after a project commences.



     Abandon and recommence thesis  (continued)

Consider this fictitious scenario which is a plausible situation. Thomas aims to measure 

public waste in Canada’s Armed Forces. He receives a security clearance and a letter of 

support from Canada’s Defence Minister prior to enrolling in his PhD.

The Minister of Defence does not have a military background and had been in this role for 

only 3 months at the time that he approved Thomas’s project. This Minister does not realise 

that his Department uses five independent accounting databases procured in the 1980s: 

one for Navy, Air Force, Army, Defence Contracting and the Ministry of Defence.



Abandon and recommence a new thesis question  (continued)

It would take a doctoral scholar a decade to work with these manual systems which use MS 

DOS code that is not compatible with data manipulation files such as MS Access. Thomas 

decides to analyse one service (e.g. the Navy). He next discovers that Canada’s Armed 

Forces has chronic understaffing problems in all of its accounting units. Most of the staff are 

trainees. It would be a security risk to deploy skeleton staff away from their core duties. 

Thomas must abandon his question. His literature review draws heavily on the Military 

Industrial Complex and Military Sociology literature that centres on financial efficiency. This 

literature has minimal overlap with other public agencies. Thomas lacks time required to 

gain approval from another nation’s military Executive.



Major revision to your research question

Sometimes you may need to make a major change to your 

research question and this dramatic change should not 

undermine your ability to finish your thesis on time. This 

positive outcome is more likely if you identify that your research 

question is not feasible early into your project.



Major revision to your research question (continued)

Barbie aims to quantify wasteful expenditure in Ireland’s public hospitals since 2005. After starting her 

PhD, Barbie discovers that this data is not available because the Irish Government refuse to release 

these records. This is a surprise as it is rare for the Irish Government to classify public expenditures.

Barbie is committed to a career that eliminates waste in the public healthcare sector. She discovers that a 

full set of data is available for Ireland’s public nursing homes. She decides to examine this sector.

The vast majority of groundwork that Barbie has done can be used to switch her analysis from hospitals 

to nursing homes. She draws on the same set of economic efficiency and public policy theory from her 

original research questions. She needs to expand her literature review to explore the political economy of 

nursing homes and she needs to omit some material she has that only relates to public hospital studies.



Fine-tuning your research questions
There are likewise thousands of reasons why a research scholar may need to fine-tune 

their research question. These changes are incremental - they are relatively minor by 

definition. The reason/s that may cause you to fine-tune your research question tend to be 

less dramatic than the earthquake and change of government examples shown on a 

previous slide (i.e. abandon/major revision).

Fine-tuning occurs in response to discoveries that you make as you progress. Consider this 

example. Trixie aims to analyse healthcare expenditures in all European Union states since 

2000. After starting her thesis, she discovers that Latvia does not make this data available 

to any external party. She refines her thesis question to examine “all EU states exception 

Latvia” and explains the reason for this exclusion in her Introduction Chapter.



An obvious way to fine-tune your research question is to reset 
the parameters that define the scope of your study. These are 
normally determined by time, place, institutions (e.g. national 
governments) and memberships (e.g. ethnic groups).

Mid 1940s
Emergence of the postmodernism 
movement in the social sciences.

1960s
Emergence of the 
post-structuralism movement.

1980s

Maturity of the second wave 
feminism movement literature.

1990s
Emergence of the risk society 
thematic literature.

New millennium

Emergence of the new 
age literature: 2012+.

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec

In this illustration example, Roxanne excludes an analysis of New Age literature. Most of these works are 
not written in English. It usually takes a decade for English language translations to be published.



Morphing PhD question: real life example  (slide 1)

Hillary commences her PhD thesis with the research question and thesis title:

“Mandatory age retirement in the armed forces: Is this policy unjust?”

One year later, Hillary is appointed a new supervisor, a Professor, who does not 
support this question. He argues that yes/no doctoral questions are too simplistic.

Hillary aims to contextualise the issue of mandatory age retirement in the military 
against other forms of discrimination such as racism and sexism.

Hillary discovers that the issue of mandatory age retirement has largely been 
neglected in the scholarly literature and in popular discourses. She concludes that she 
does not have time to commence a study in a neglected field from the ‘bottom-up’ as 
she lost one year of progress with her original research question.



Morphing PhD question: real life example  (slide 2)

Hillary reviews her body of theoretical literature and her collection of prior studies that 
centre on equality in the armed forces. She discovers that there is much debate on the 
issue of gender discrimination in the military. This is a topic which she is passionate 
about. She identifies a gap in the literature that is feasible and worth pursuing. Hillary 
decides to make a major revision to her original research question.

Hillary makes a calculated decision to pursue a question about women in the military. 
Taking this course of action means she has not lost a full year of work on a ‘dead-end’ 
question that explores mandatory age retirement in the armed forces. 

The gender and mandatory age retirement in the military literature both draw heavily on 
military sociology and the human rights literature. Hillary can recycle most of the literary 
arguments from her first literature review. Most defence case studies that examine 
discrimination based on age also look at equality issues such as gender and race. 



Expanding your analysis in a revised chapter
Hillary’s new research question is:

“Those who openly defend 
the exclusion of women 
from military combat service
- what are the dominant 
themes that they appeal
in the public domain?”

The blue squares
represent the literature
she used for her age
retirement question. The
white squares represent
her expanded literature review chapter.

 New literature 
review

Slide 3



Morphing PhD question: real life example  (slide 4)

Hillary makes substantial progress with her new literature review chapter and 
her analysis of public content data.

She decides that her question, which looks at all nations armed forces is far 
too open. The question itself is feasible, but would take more than a decade to 
complete her analysis of all nations. 

Hillary now only has two years to complete her doctoral thesis. Staying with 
her current research area, she fine-tunes her research question as follows:

“Those who openly defend the exclusion of women from military combat in 
Russia’s Armed Forces - what are the dominant themes that they appeal in 
the public domain?”



Morphing PhD question: real life example  (slide 5)

Hillary makes substantial progress with her refined thesis question.

She discovers that defenders of Russia’s Gendered Combat Policy have been 
doing this for over a Century. This timespan is too large. Most records dated 
before the Afghanistan War (pre 1980) have been lost. Remaining data may 
not be representative of the original population of evidence.

Hillary now only has 18 months to complete her doctoral thesis. Staying with 
her current research area, she fine-tunes her research question as follows:

“Those who openly defend the exclusion of women from military combat in 
Russia’s Armed Forces - what are the dominant themes that they appeal in 
the public domain? Russia 1989 to 2016.”
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