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Abstract

Background: Master’s level education could strengthen the efforts to sustain and retain professionals in health
and social care by providing possibilities of career development. The master’s education thesis process allows
students to demonstrate their research competence, which could be one answer to enhancing research
competence in clinical practice. This research examines what kind of research methods have been used in
the master’s level health care education theses in Finland.

Methods: 1056 master’s theses in health care educations in Finland in 2017-2018 were analyzed with the document
analysis and categorized as qualitative, quantitative, literature reviews and other methods.

Results: 30% of theses were conducted with qualitative and 12 % with quantitative methods. 6 % were
literature reviews while the most were categorized in the other methods (52%). Different surveys were the most
widely used method (32%) and interviews (20%) for data gathering among this category but several others,
like workshops, Learning Cafes, observations, SWOT analysis, benchmarking, and brainstorms were mentioned.

Conclusions: Results could be partially explained with the context of the study, but at the same time they raise a

critical question and need for future research.

Keywords: master’s degree, health care, thesis, methodology, higher education

Background

In health and social sector, the shortage of
professionals, especially nurses,! as well as problems
with recruitment and retention have been reported in
several countries. These problems were spotlighted
by the pandemic although many of them exist

already before.? Possibilities for career development
has been mentioned as one key to make this sector
more appealing. Master education is proving one
opportunity to increase one’s competence in several
areas of health and social care while increasing
academic competence. The request for an increase
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in academic competence lies in various levels of
education and is highlighted by the requests of the
evidence-based practice. But at the same time there
are worries about the reality with this demand.?
Independently conducted, but supervised master
thesis is the most common way to demonstrate
one’s competence in research. Courses on research
methodology are included in the master’s degree
programs curricula, but there is very limited
knowledge on which research methods students are
applying in their master’s theses. Previous studies
have provided information about master thesis in
certain disciplines,*° within certain frameworks,®®8
according to certain methods’ or by interviewing
students on their methodological choices.!’ The
aforementioned studies on the master’s theses are
conducted in the context of universities.

However, the results from the university context
might not describe the situation of the methodological
choices in universities of applied sciences. In some
countries, so called dual model in higher education
with universities and universities of applied sciences
(in some countries university colleges or polytechnics)
still exists while master’s degree program might be
available in both. The presented study was conducted
in Finland where 13 universities and 22 universities
of applied sciences are providing master’s degree
programs. In universities, the master’s programs are
at least 120 credits (European credit system) while
in the
master's

sciences the
health
educations are 90 credits. Degree programs for

universities of

applied
degree  programs in care
doctoral students are available only in universities.
Difference between the master’s degree exist on the
requested work experience; only applicants for at
least two years of working experience are applicable
for universities of applied sciences, but for master’s
programs in universities this request does not
exist.! Previous working experience of master’s
students in universities of applied sciences enables
students often to conduct their studies with the
focus on developing their work or practice.

The Rectors’ Conference of Finnish Universities
of Applied Sciences (Arene), have described the

cross-discipline competence of a master student as
1) produces new information and reforms operating

methods, combining competence in different fields,
2) is able to implement research, development and

innovation projects and apply different research and
development methods, 3) is able to develop new
customer-oriented, sustainable and economically
viable solutions, anticipating the future, 4) is able
to analyze the current situation and anticipate the
future of their field and changes in the operating
environment.!? Even though competence in research
is clearly stated in these recommendations, the
knowledge on the applied research methods in the
master’s thesis in universities of applied sciences
is missing. This research aims to fulfil this gap of
knowledge from the viewpoint of one country,
Finland, as a pilot, by answering to the research
question: what kind of research methods have been
used in the master’s level health care education thesis
in Finland?

Method

Document analysis'® was adapted in this
descriptive research. The open repository service,
called Theseus, provides online access to all

bachelor’s and master’s theses published in
universities of applied sciences in Finland. Finnish
health care educations” master’s theses published in
this repository 2017-2018 (N=1056) were included in
data. The information on permanent link (URL) to
each of the thesis, their titles, fields of education in
health care, publication year, and applied research
methods were gathered. First level of examination
of the applied research methods was based on the
information on abstracts and if the research methods
were not mentioned, the content of the thesis was
checked. However, the primary level was the abstracts
because of the high number of theses. Research
methods were categorized into four -categories:
qualitative, quantitative, literature reviews, and
other methods according to both data gathering
and the analysis methods mentioned in the theses.
Results are presented as frequencies and percentages.
Comparison between Finnish universities of applied

sciences is excluded from this report.1

Results

Out of 1056 master’s theses 30% were categorized
as qualitative and 12 % as quantitative (Table 1).
Majority (52%) of the theses were categorized as other
methods. Six percent of the theses were literature
reviews.
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Table 1. Research methods of Health Care Master’s

theses (N=1056)

Method Frequency Percentage
(f) (%)
Qualitative 315 30
Quantitative 132 12
Literature review 65 6
Other 544 52

As the number of the other methods was the
more detailed analysis was conducted in this
category. In this category, the most popular data
gathering methods were different surveys (32%) and
interviews (20%), but several others, like workshops,
Learning Cafes (World Café), observations, SWOT
analysis, benchmarking, and brainstorms were
mentioned (Table 2). Further analysis showed that in
22% (N=120) of theses in this category were reporting
the use of at least three kinds of data gathering
methods in one thesis. Similarly, in every fifth theses
at least two research methods were mentioned.
They were named for example as action research,
development activity, research-based development,
and development project.

Table 2. Data gathering methods among other
methods of Health Care Master’s theses (N=544)

Data gathering Frequency | Percentage
method (f) (%)
Survey 175 32
Interview 110 20
Workshop 45 8
Learning Cafe 36 7
Observation 35 6
SWOT 14 2
Benchmarking 12 2
Brainstorm 11 2
Other 223 41
Discussion

The results describe the research methods applied
in master’s level health care educations’ theses at
certain time in Finland. Because of the dual model in
higher education in Finland, more fully picture would
be possible only if the master’s theses in universities
would be examined in a similar manner. Therefore,
this research should be considered as a pilot and start
of the discussion on research education in higher
education institutions.

Previous studies on the subject are
sparse. Literature review has been found as the most
common method in the Master of Nursing degree
program at The University of Washington
Tacoma'® and survey as the most common in the

social workers” masters’ level education in Turkey.1®

Also in Turkey, in master’s level nursing
education 83,2% has been reported as experimental
and 16,8% as descriptive, major of theses being
quantitative.'’The results of the presented study
do not follow these trends, but the difference in the
context as well as the age of the studies might have
an influence.

The result revealed not only the amounts of
qualitative and quantitative methods as well as
literature reviews, but also the strong emphasis
on other methods. It could be argued that more
detailed analysis would place some of these in the
aforementioned categories, but still the category is
large and also includes theses with several different
methods mentioned. Although acknowledging that
for example action research is an approach which
could include several different data gathering
and analysis methods, this observation raises a
critical question of the methodological competence
and mastery with variety of data gathering and
analysis methods in limited time and invites further
research on curricula and course contents of the
methodological studies as well as studies to evaluate
the research competence of master’s students. As the
previous knowledge on the subject is very limited, we
hope this pilot study would encourage
international colleagues for similar research also in

different disciplines in different countries.

Conclusions

The results of the presented study give an
overview of the methods used in master’s theses in
health care education provided by universities of
applied sciences in Finland. Interesting finding was
the wide use of several methods which also raised
research

concern about the competence and

masterity of several methods in this level of
education. This pilot study also showed that
previous studies on the topic are very limited and
further

master’s level education also from this viewpoint.

therefore research is needed on the
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