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Three-paper Dissertations Guidelines 

Three-paper dissertations are becoming more common in social work and related fields. The UBSSW permits any 
dissertation format that suits the question, methods, and objectives of a particular project and that will result in work 
that meets requisite standards of rigor, depth, and originality.  

 In weighing the quality of the overall dissertation project, the committee should assess whether the individual 
papers are of publishable quality in their conceptualization, analysis, and composition. Committees should not 
judge or critique the dissertation according to the popular appeal of the topic or findings. As in the case of 
monograph dissertations, helping students work toward publication of their findings is important and should be 
included in feedback and post-dissertation support. However, this is not the metric by which the scholarly quality 
of a dissertation is judged. 

Those considering a three-paper dissertation should begin discussions of the suitability of this approach as early as 
possible. As in the case of typical monograph dissertations, expectations and specific aspects of the project should 
be planned and agreed to in advance by the student and her/his supervising committee. Below are questions to help 
guide these planning discussions. Answers to each should be arrived at by consensus and should be 
articulated in the dissertation proposal. 

Please also note that if a student wishes to alter the format of the dissertation from a monograph to a three-paper 
approach or vice versa after the project has already begun, the entire committee would need to be reconvened for a 
defense of the new proposal. It is advisable that students and committees discuss in advance of such a scenario 
what factors or events might justify such a format change.  

Guiding Questions: 

1. What is the reason for choosing a three-paper dissertation instead of a monograph? (Conversely, why 
advocate for a monograph instead of a three-paper format?)  

o This should have theoretical or methodological grounds, not just pragmatic or strategic ones. 

2. What are the parameters for each paper? How will they be distinct but also cohesive? 

o The final dissertation should begin with a general introduction of the entire project’s (i.e., all three papers) 
overarching framework or thematic throughline and end with a general discussion of the implications and 
conclusions that can be drawn from the project as a whole.  

3. Will each paper be able to stand on its own as an individual work? 

o It is critical that each paper stand as a distinct study. The three-paper format should not be used for a single 
study that is simply introducing different covariates, for instance.  

4. Is it acceptable for a conceptual paper to serve as one of the dissertation papers? 

5. If a student has a relevant paper that s/he wrote earlier in the program (or is in the midst of working on), 
will the committee allow that paper to count as part of the dissertation? 

6. What are expectations for the papers’ submission for publication in terms of timeline, targeted journals, 
etc.? 

7. What is the plan for authorship (i.e., credit, role, and extent of contribution) on any papers submitted for 
publication?  

o In all cases, students should warrant first, if not sole, authorship. 

Commented [U1]: i.e., not finding anything statistically 
significant shouldn’t be counted against a student. What 
matters is whether the student asked a smart question, 
tested it rigorously, analyzed it correctly, and came up with 
plausible, relevant interpretations of the findings.  

Commented [U2]: These need to be substantive and truly 
make the originally proposed format impossible or 
impractical. For instance, not getting results that you like 
(i.e., non-significant, unexpected, confusing results) are not 
adequate grounds to change formats midway… these are 
just facts of research life!  

Commented [U3]: i.e., don’t do in three what you could 
do in one! 

Commented [U4]: Other schools require that papers be 
submitted or even accepted. We do *not* require this since 
writing for publication introduces standards and priorities 
that are not necessarily related to the theoretical and 
empirical quality of a work (e.g., what reviewers and editors 
will “like,” discounting non-significant findings because they 
are not attractive to editors/reviewers, etc.). 


