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Your research proposal is an important part of your PhD application to Henley Business School. Without a strong proposal, it is likely that your application will be rejected. 
This guide explains what we expect and how to meet that standard.
What Henley Business School Looks for
A strong proposal shows that your ideas are focused, interesting and realistic and that you have the potential to become an independent academic researcher. Five things matter most.
1. A Proposal is not a Business Plan: Henley Business School PhD programmes train researchers hoping to obtain a career in academia and academic publishing. We therefore encourage students to plan their thesis as a series of publishable outcomes (chapters or papers). If you want a doctorate that helps you to become an academic professional, please consider our Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) programme, which has a more practical focus – which will include mandatory training to support research proposal writing.
1. A proposal must have a Strong Theoretical Foundation: It is critical that you show a solid grasp of the conceptual and theoretical issues in your chosen field of research. Your proposal must include a critical literature review covering both seminal works and the most recent studies. Proposals without a strong theoretical background are likely to be rejected.
1. Your PhD Proposal Should Fit with Henley Business School’s Research: It is important that you clearly demonstrate why your being a part of the Henley Business School doctoral community will add value. Accordingly, read the current and past publications of academics in the department you are applying to, and try to link your proposal explicitly to their work. If nobody in the department works on a topic close to yours, then your application is likely to be rejected, as supervision capacity is limited and we only accept projects we can supervise well.
1. The Proposal Must be Written for Us: Please do not send us a generic proposal that has obviously been written for another university. Moreover, please do not send a brief outline asking for comments - it is not your potential supervisor's job to do the thinking. When an applicant says ‘I don’t mind what I study’, we hear ‘I am not willing to invest the time and energy to do this’ – and, accordingly, we are not willing to engage with this applicant.
1. The Proposal Should Demonstrate Critical, Independent Thinking. We want to see that you analyse the literature critically. We welcome applicants who disagree with our work, as well as those who agree, and who hope to extend it in a new direction!
Approaching a Potential Supervisor
You must write the research proposal yourself, but discussing it with relevant academics first usually makes the application stronger. Accordingly, it is well worth taking the time to identify one or two potential supervisors whose published research is closest to your topic of interest. Please do not send your proposal to every member of a department indiscriminately. A proposal that demonstrates familiarity with the work of a specific academic will likely be more positively received than a generic document. We do encourage you politely contact a potential supervisor – to develop a relationship and/or possibly gain feedback on your proposal – before applying formally. Please, however, do not assume that your potential supervisor will have capacity to engage with you. If they don’t engage after a number of emails, please move on.
Length and Format
Most good PhD proposals are about 1,000–2,000 words. Before you finalise your proposal, please check the "How to apply" information for your specific Henley Business School PhD programme, which may set a different length or format. Funding and scholarship applications often also have their own proposal requirements; where they do, follow those instructions or your proposal may be rejected.
Your project must be achievable within a standard research degree duration i.e. three years of full-time study or four years of part-time study.
Recommended Structure
Maybe use the standard structure below unless your programme or funder asks for something different. Headings make it easy for reviewers to find what they are looking for.
	#
	Section
	What it must show

	1
	Working title
	What you intend to study, in one clear line

	2
	Introduction
	The area, the problem or gap and why it matters

	3
	Literature review and theoretical background
	Command of seminal and recent work, critically analysed

	4
	Research question(s), aims and objectives
	A focused question that follows from the gap

	5
	Methodology and data
	How you will answer the question, and where the data will come from

	6
	Expected contributions
	Your original contribution to knowledge and theory

	7
	Managerial or policy implications
	Why the findings matter to organisations or policymakers

	8
	Limitations
	The boundaries and risks of the study, and how you will manage them

	9
	Timeline
	That the project is achievable in the time available

	10
	References
	The key sources you cite, in a consistent style


Section by Section
1. Working Title
Give a clear title that signals what you want to study. It is a working title: so you can change it (as required) once your studies begin.
2. Introduction
Set the scene by stating the general area you will work in and the specific aspect you will focus on. Explain the problem, shortcoming or gap you want to address, and why it matters, both theoretically and practically.
3. Literature Review and Theoretical Background
This is where most weak proposals are weak. Your review should:
1. cover seminal works from your domain and/or reference recent studies in your field
1. (ideally) engage with the research done by Henley Business School faculty in your area
1. analyse the literature critically rather than just summarising previous work
1. clearly justify where research gap exist – i.e. the focus of your research
1. identify the theories you will draw on, and why they allow are relevant
4. Research Question(s), Aims and Objectives
State your main research Question, your overall aim, and the specific objectives that are required to achieve a successful outcome. One main question is usually best, with two or three sub-questions (at most). Each should follow logically from the gap you identified in the literature. If you are testing hypotheses, then maybe state them here.
5. Methodology and Data
Explain how you will answer your research question, and why your approach is appropriate. Cover:
1. the research design and methods (for example surveys, interviews, experiments, case studies, archival or secondary data analysis, modelling)
1. how these methods will give a reliable answer to your question (supported by literature evidence)
1. your intended data source(s), and how you will gain access 
1. your relevant skills and experience with these methods, and any training you will need
1. any collaboration with other researchers or organisations
1. ethical issues: all research involving human participants needs ethical approval
1. foreseeable practical problems, such as delays in gaining access to organisations or participants
Data access is critical, so you need to demonstrate clearly that access to the required PhD is possible. If you have access to firms, private datasets or archives, say so, but you might need to get written confirmation of data access - as this strengthens your proposal considerably.
6. Expected Contributions
A PhD must make an original contribution to knowledge. Explain what your research will add to theory and to the literature you reviewed. Be specific! Which debate will it advance, which assumptions will it test, which gap will it close? If your contribution is mostly practical in nature, then consider whether our Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) programme, which has a more practical focus, would be a better fit for your study needs.
7. Managerial or Policy Implications
Henley Business School doctoral students often work on real-life business and management challenges. If this is relevant then please include a section explaining the implications of your expected findings for managers, organisations or policymakers.
8. Limitations
Acknowledge the boundaries of your study, such as scope, the potential sample, generalisability and data constraints, and say how you intend to minimise the risks that the limitations pose. Recognising limitations demonstrates a high level of research maturity and awareness – it is unlikely to weaken your proposal.
9. Timeline
Include a rough timetable demonstrating that the research project can be completed within the given time, which is three years (full-time) or four years (part time). This timetable should outline the main stages. For example: literature review and research design; ethical approval and data collection; analysis; writing up publishable outcomes (chapters and/or papers) and the thesis. A simple table or list is enough.
10. References
Include a list of the referenced that you cite in the main text. Use one consistent referencing style, such as Harvard, and check every reference is accurate.
Writing and Presentation
We are mainly interested in your ability to communicate clearly and argue logically.
1. Write in plain, precise English. Avoid overly long sentences and unnecessary jargon.
1. Use clear headings that follow the structure above.
1. Keep the layout simple and professional i.e. consistent fonts, clearly identifiable headings and captions linked to figures and tables (and linked to the main text). Do not spend lots of time on complex colour graphics.
1. Proofread carefully for typos, spelling, consistency of style and accuracy of references.
1. Ask someone to read it before you submit: ideally your potential supervisor, or otherwise an academic at your current or previous institution.
1. Do not assume that an artificial intelligence generated proposal will be of high quality, as content mistakes can normally be identified by experts in the subject field.


Why Proposals are Rejected
The most common reasons we turn proposals down are:
1. weak or missing theoretical background and literature review
1. no fit with the research of academics in the department
1. a generic proposal, or one that has been written for another institution
1. a practitioner or practical focus (without a theoretical contribution) 
1. no credible plan for obtaining data
1. an unfocused or over-ambitious question that cannot be answered within the time available
1. careless writing, typos or inaccurate references
1. a very brief summary of intent in place of a developed proposal
Checklist Before you Submit
1. I have read the "How to apply" page for my programme and met any length or format requirements
1. My proposal is written for Henley Business School, not copied from another application
1. I have identified a potential supervisor and linked my proposal to their published work
1. My literature review covers seminal and recent work, and it is critical - not descriptive
1. My research question addresses a clearly justified gap in the literature
1. I have explained my methods and exactly how I will access my data
1. I have addressed ethics and foreseeable practical problems
1. I state my original contribution to knowledge
1. I include managerial or policy implications
1. I acknowledge the possible study limitations
1. My timeline shows the project fits within the given PhD duration
1. My references are accurate, relevant and in one consistent style
1. The proposal has been proofread and, ideally, also read by a relevant academic
Further information
1. Henley Business School PhD programmes
1. Doctor of Business Administration (DBA)
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