
1

Periodic evaluation of the master program “Peace and Conflict Studies» 

University of Oslo

Sunniva Engh, Institute for Defense Studies

Eva-Maria Niedermeier, student UiO

Magnus Öberg, University of Uppsala

Bjørn Stensaker, University of Oslo (administrator)

Oslo, June 2015



2

1. Introduction

The Faculty of Social Science (SV) appointed in spring 2015 a committee to evaluate the master 

program «Peace and Conflict Studies» (PECOS) at the Department of Political Science. The committee 

consisted of: Sunniva Engh (Institute for Defense Studies), Eva-Maria Niedermeier (Student, PECOS), 

Magnus Öberg (University of Uppsala), and Bjørn Stensaker (University of Oslo). 

A periodic evaluation is part of the internal quality assurance system of the University of Oslo, and 

every program given at the university is exposed to this procedure every sixth year. The evaluation 

has mainly a formative purpose and the intention is to respond to and advise the program and the 

department on how to improve the program further, although critical comments with respect to the 

structure, organization and continuation of the program are welcome. 

As a basis for the external evaluation, the department prepared a self-evaluation report in which key 

statistics and data about the program was offered along with some student satisfaction surveys from 

students of the program, and a report on how graduates from the program are doing in the labor 

market. Thus, the current report builds on this material and is relatively focused on assessment on 

the key issues mentioned in the mandate for the evaluation, and on recommendations on the same 

issues. Those interested in more detailed information about PECOS should consult the other data 

sources available.  

2. Background and current profile of PECOS 

PECOS was developed after an initiative from the University of Oslo centrally in 2003. In principle, the 

program was originally intended as a broad and more inter-disciplinary program involving a number 

of disciplinary groups and entities, although formally based at the department of political science. 

This model was relatively challenging to coordinate as the study program director had little say 

towards staff from other units and departments, resulting in quite weak academic and administrative 

coordination. However, in 2011 the program was revised due to increasing difficulties in bringing 

different teachers and modules together, and the number of partners outside the department of 

political science was reduced to collaboration with history (IAKH) at the Faculty of Humanities. 

The current model seems to have addressed some of the issues related to coordination and control, 

and there seems to be a better balance between students with a history background and students 

with a background from political science. Currently, PECOS is thus based on collaboration between 

history and political science and accepts about 20 students annually. After the revising of the 

program in 2011, the ambitions concerning inter-disciplinarity has been reduced, and there is 

agreement that the program should be seen and profiled as a multi-disciplinary program in which 

insights from two different disciplines should provide students with a rich and multifaceted 

understanding of issues related to peace and conflict. 
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3. Assessment of key dimensions of the PECOS program 

Recruitment

The PECOS program aims to recruit high achieving students (an average grade mark of B), and 

program representatives (administrative and academics alike) argue that the programme 

consistently does so. At the same time, it is pointed out that self-financed students (SFSs) often are 

of a different, more uneven standard than the ones admitted through the regular recruitment 

(students with degrees from Bologna-compliant universities). The high number of applicants makes it 

difficult to ascertain each individual student’s actual academic level before an offer of a place is 

made, and thus the selection or non-selection must be made on more or less qualified assessment 

criteria by the administrative and academic staff. Letters of intention have been submitted with 

applications to the programme, and have been a way of assessing the students’ capabilities, however 

these will no longer be required submitted with the application to PECOS.

Most of today’s students say that they have gotten their information about the programme through 

the uio.no webpage instead of other channels. Students quoted that they did not expect the program 

to be as research-focused as it currently is. 

One of the major selling points for the programme is the good reputation of the program, especially 

in Norway. Other important issues for choosing the programme were the description on the web-

page and the international orientation of the program. Most students seems very ambitious and 

have chosen PECOS in order to qualify for jobs within the UN, Foreign ministry and NGOs etc., while a 

small amount seeks to go into academia. These ambitions indicate motivated and goal-directed 

students. 

Administrative coordination

The PECOS program has over the years experienced difficulties co-ordinating its activities among the 

two departments involved, however this seems largely to have been due to a frequent change of the 

staff involved, particularly on the part of IAKH. At this point, however, the set-up should be in a more 

permanent form, and this should provide greater stability and better administrative coordination.

Furthermore, the PECOS programme has experienced some difficulties regarding information flow 

between administration and students, and also between the administrations of the two departments 

involved in the programme, ISV and IAKH. This has been amongst others a feature of the first term of 

the 2014 PECOS class, however the students seem to think that things have improved considerably, 

much due to the personal efforts of the programme co-ordinator, Håvard Strand. Key challenges 

creating uncertainty among students include information on exam times and essay lengths, and 

other formal academic requirements, due to different and in part contradicting information which 

have been given in different channels and platforms. Part of the problem here seems related to the 

fact that information is available on different platforms such as programme web pages, in the 

Fronter and in StudentWeb. Not surprisingly, the students find this confusing and very frustrating. As 

different people and administrative units may be responsible for the different channels of 

information, this complicates matters further. 
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At the same time, there is also an impression from the administrative staff that PECOS students have 

higher expectations than other students as to the level of service and individual consultation. Here, 

there seems to be an information issue as well – more related to what students should and could 

expect from the program.   

In sum, unclear roles and responsibilities have been a key concern within the program, and the 

committee understands the challenges this has created for the students. Combined, these 

administrative challenges have in recent years created frustration and negative attitude amongst 

students and staff. 

Academic coordination

The content of the PECOS programme is very varied and contains both political science and history-

focused lectures. Although there seems to be a clear understanding among teachers that the 

program is to be seen as a multi-disciplinary program, it is less clear as to how this is communicated 

to the students, and students are describing the program in various ways; multi-, cross- or 

interdisciplinary. There are also few formal arenas where teachers can meet and discuss the 

coordination between the different modules. While the study program director seems to have a 

good overview of program content and activities, there seems to lack more informal meeting places 

for teachers to interact and link their activities. 

Since the political science department has the main administrative responsibility, many students 

perceive the programme as mainly political science-focused with a very limited history-content. This 

is especially visible in the shared method class (PECOS4021) but also in the introduction course 

(PECOS4010) as well as the history course (HIS4421). The PECOS specific courses seem at large to be 

internally consistent and academically challenging. However there seems to be a considerable 

overlap in content from course HIS4421 and PECOS4010, which creates confusion and frustration 

amongst students. In addition, the history department offers few courses taught in English which the 

students perceive as relevant for PECOS. 

The structure of the introduction course PECOS4010 in particular seems to be problematic, as 

students frequently pointed out that there is no red thread in order to create a coherent and 

compact course framework. In reaction to the student’s feedback, the programme has tried to 

adjust, offering two ‘sandwich’ lectures to set the individual expert lectures in a larger context. This 

has however not reaped the expected results as lecturers seem unaware of the other’s colleagues 

work, which creates a discontent and feeling of a highly fragmented course less appealing for 

students. 

Program design

The PECOS self-evaluation, as well as the student survey, points to a tension between the 

programme’s high academic aims and standards, and its aim to provide a work-relevant experience 

and skills. This is reflected both in the programme description on the program webpages and more 
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importantly in the teaching and examination methods of the programme. Also, it has been pointed 

out that it can be difficult to ascertain upfront that an ‘internship’ will become directly work-relevant.

The PECOS students follow the same programme and courses only in their first term, and from then 

on they are divided into a history track and a political science track. This has the potential to creating 

a low degree of belonging to distinct study program, or a common social science basis, both for the 

students and the PECOS programme as a whole. The fact that students share a reserved physical 

space for their self-study is a measure that may create a sense of belonging, but here the program 

seems to leave the responsibility for academic belonging only to the students themselves. 

PECOS is marked by a highly formalised first year and a considerable less formalised second year. This 

program design can indeed be seen as a sensible choice, however it might also create frustrations in 

the beginning and a lack of multi-disciplinary exchange and programme commitment, with a number 

of students ‘disappearing’ after the first half of the third term. This kind of commitment problem 

might further cause some problems with in-time completion. 

Although being a highly academic programme, students and programme staff appreciate the 

internship component of PECOS (PECOS4006). This enables graduates to be better prepared for a 

professional career, which most of the students choose instead of academic research. However there 

are a number of concerns regarding the sequencing of the internship, since a number of students 

that take the internship as proposed in the second or third semester often get job opportunities 

before finishing their thesis. In addition this might create difficulties regarding the Norwegian MFA 

internship, which a lot of students are taking, but for which they have to be registered as students. 

Again this creates challenges with respect to completion of studies. 

Many history students remark that they have problems finding PECOS-relevant courses for their 

elective 20 ECTS. Especially in regards to courses thaught in English, history students have large 

problems electing relevant specialisation courses. Another difficulty that was remarked on is the 

incompatibility of the political science term system with the rest of the university.  

Regarding the structure of the master thesis, there seems to be an issue of dividing students 

according to their discipline. In addition, many students remarked that the work on their thesis 

started way before the third semester, which is however not reflected in the ECTS-balancing and 

therefore not officially recognized as a student’s work load. This might create the wrong expectations 

amongst students concerning when to start working on their thesis.  

Teaching and examination methods

The program largely uses ‘traditional’ types of examination, i.e. school exams and take-home exams. 

The PECOS self-evaluation mentions that IAKH seems to use more ‘modern’ forms of examination 

compared to ISV, presumably this points to the ‘lecture’ variety of the oral exam (prøveforelesning).

Teaching of the PECOS courses is largely done in lecture series, some of which are supplemented by 

seminar series where students participate with written and oral work.
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However, PECOS attracts a vast number of individuals with very varied backgrounds and knowledge. 

Especially for the methods and statistics courses, this represents a major challenge. Due to the 

admission procedures of students with a non-European background, it is sometimes difficult to know 

the prior level of knowledge in methodology which may create challenges for the current 

introductory course in methods.

Many students also noted a slight imbalance of the examination for the history and political science 

method classes. Where political science students have to complete a highly challenging statistics 

course on the A-E character scale, history students only have a pass-fail seminar. 

Internationalization

The PECOS program comprises one of UiO’s most international student groups. This may be the 

reason why few PECOS students choose to spend terms outside Norway, as many have come to Oslo 

from abroad. Due to the current and relative tight programme structure it is nearly impossible to 

have international exchange. The program administration perceives the international nature with a 

large number of non-Norwegian students as an important international dimension. 

Completion and drop-out

A comparatively high number of PECOS students submit their MA theses late, or they drop out of the 

program altogether. The main reason for this seems to be that they become engaged in work, some 

already during their internship period. While the links to the labour market is highly valued, it is a 

problem for the program and for the financing of the program if drop-out rates are continued at the 

same level. 

The committee has noticed a strong commitment and repeated focus and pressure from the program 

director and the administration to finish in time. Whether this attention has solved the problem is 

questionable and some students interpret the focus on completion on time as not very constructive. 

In regards to supervision it was noted that supervisors have been attributed very late or sending 

contrasting messages to the students about the trade-off between completion and quality. It was 

further remarked that a number of students felt left alone when finding a relevant topic/ supervisor 

as well as the timing of finding a supervisor (before vs. after the summer break).   

Relevance

The PECOS program seems highly successful according to the main criterion that the programme 

staff has held up: its ability to secure their candidates work after graduation. 100 per cent of the 

PECOS candidates seem to be in paid work upon completion of the programme. Given the focus of 

the program, most students seem also satisfied with the recognition of the program by potential 

employers. 
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4. Recommendations 

Recruitment 

In order to give a sensible and realistic outlook on the programme and what students can expect, it is 

very important that the webpages are updated and coherent. It is also important that expectations 

students might have about the program, its profile and its relevance are responded to (especially the 

career prospect section). Issues to be dealt with include underlining the profile of programme with 

respect to the distinction between inter-/ multi-disciplinary, and the balance between being a 

professional vs. an academic program. Since there are some misperceptions on the side of the 

students, it might be a good idea to increase the dialogue with students in order to see if the 

perceptions might change. 

A review of the main program-orientation and clear message on how the different parts of the 

program are intended for both professional and academic working life will be useful in order to 

convey a realistic picture, and attract the right students. 

In regards to the selection of non-European students there are a number of possible application 

requirements the programme could use to make sure to admit qualified students. In addition to the 

formal criteria, the programme could use a graduate aptitude test (e.g. GRE), provide a copy of the 

bachelor thesis/earlier term papers as well as having online interviews with the short-listed 

candidates. A graduate aptitude test could be employed to inform the ranking of students from 

widely different university systems using a common metric. The evaluation committee wonders 

whether use of interviews (e.g. via Skype or other similar technical solution) might be a way of 

determining future students’ academic potential. Interviews may be a relatively low cost solution to 

the assessment problem, especially if interviews are made after a preliminary ranking of the SFS 

applicants to reduce the number of interviews. Skype, or even live interviews, are used in other 

academic institutions, with positive results. 

Administrative coordination

Regarding flow of information, misunderstandings regarding exam times and essay lengths could be 

avoided by either reducing the number of channels/platforms for information or by centralising the 

responsibility for distributing this type of information. Perhaps the program administration at ISV 

should have the main responsibility for ensuring that IAKH and all involved teaching staff are given 

term-relevant and specific information each term? This would ensure that the administrative and 

teaching staff at least are co-ordinated and have the relevant information regarding exams, and 

provide the same answers when approached by students. Alternatively, the responsibility to respond 

to all such questions from students could be given to one part of the administration; however this is 

complicated by the fact that the course offers two types of specialisation (history, political science) 

and therefore need to relate to subject-specific requirements.

The different teaching schedules in ISV and IAKH create problems as clashes occur. Here, the 

provision of information to all involved teaching staff may help with minimising the chances of 

clashes. 
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The PECOS program arranges information meetings at the beginning of each term for their students, 

however the attendance at these is low. It could perhaps be an idea to make attendance at these 

meetings compulsory, and to encourage the teaching staff to attend as well? This would provide 

students and staff with an opportunity to get acquainted, perhaps even to start thinking about future 

supervisors/thesis topics, and the information would reach both students and staff.

Academic coordination

While the current program board of PECOS have very resourceful and skilled people on board, it 

could still be questioned whether their competence and experience is most utilized in this setting. 

One possible suggestion is to improve academic coordination by making teachers responsible for key 

modules in the program also to sit on the program board, and rather create a separate “advisory” 

board which could take on a more strategic role with respect to identifying future links between the 

program and the professional field. In this way, the program board could be made into a body for 

internal coordination and operational management of the program, while long-term development is 

a matter for discussion in the advisory board.

A program board made up of key teachers would also be a natural forum for developing a joint idea 

or vision for the program. What knowledge and skills should every student with a PECOS degree have? 

What should they know about the causes of war, the dynamics of conflicts, and conflict resolution for 

example? What academic and professional skills should they possess? And so on.

The program in general but also between the different departments might be advised to review the 

course content of some of their courses (PECOS4021, PECOS4010, HIS4421), especially in regard to 

the multi-disciplinary approach the program effectively wishes to take. HIS4421 has received 

criticism on a number of grounds, and the course is presently being changed. When planning the new 

course it seems advisable to aim to cater for students with a broader knowledge base than the 

previous course did, and to keep in mind that approximately half of the students will already have a 

basic knowledge of political science. In order to align the program better it might be important to 

create informal/ formal meeting spaces for external and PECOS-internal lecturers to better 

coordinate and construct a coherent program. The committee would especially underline the need to 

“bring into” the program all the external lecturers and supervisors that are linked to the program. 

These people also constitute a valuable resource for the whole program, and the department should 

think about ways to utilise this expertise in a more systematic way. Also in regards to the informal 

interaction between teachers and students, it might be interesting for PECOS to create a meeting 

space in order to start a communication about relevant research topics for the master thesis or to 

attract students to go further in academia. 

Program design

Program alignment could be improved for PECOS in general. This includes the way the program 

description is written (e.g., to what extent are the multi-disciplinary profile of the program based on 

history and political science visible in current descriptions?), the course portfolio, and the way 

assessments and examination take place. The committee would like to underline that our emphasis 
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on coordination is as much about developing academic and cultural bonds as it is about 

administration.

Hence, a potential for creating a common meeting ground between the students and also the staff 

on the two tracks of the program has been identified in the potential for thesis seminars. Students 

could here present work in progress and receive feedback from their peers. 

As a way to handle the problem of inter- or multidisciplinary working during the second year, it might 

be sensible to consider a joint design/ project seminar for all students in the third term. In addition it 

might be sensible to add a second gathering in the fourth semester in order to create a larger 

institutional frame for students to exchange and interact in regards to their thesis.

It might further be an idea to create larger flexibility regarding the sequencing of the internship 

component. If students could have the possibility to add their internship after the completion of the 

thesis, they might find it easier to enter a first relevant job. This would imply a re-think of the 

sequencing of the master thesis components (maybe in regards to switching 10 ECTS with the 

internship-course towards the end), in order to reflect the work load of the students but also to get a 

head-start on the thesis work, which would positively influence the completion rate. 

IAKH would gain more students if the department could provide more courses taught in English, and 

also courses that cater to the topical interests of PECOS students, i.e. courses on contemporary, non-

European history. The suggestion from the IAKH administrative staff regarding compensating for the 

lack of teaching staff who can teach in these areas with ‘realhistorisk leseemne’ seems like a less 

good alternative as this will simply provide the students with less teaching/course work and more 

self-study. Besides, if IAKH does not have teachers who hold the relevant competence, who will be 

academically responsible for these ‘realhistorisk leseemne’? Hence, the history department should 

offer more relevant PECOS courses in English in order to fulfil the promises made to history-PECOS 

students. It is of major importance to also clearly communicate these specific PECOS-relevant 

courses to history students, so that they are aware that they exist. 

Finally, sponsoring extracurricular activities can be an effective and inexpensive way of enriching the 

PECOS experience and creating a more integrated learning environment while allowing students to 

gain new skills and build their CV’s. One suggestion is to sponsor a student organization and/or a 

speaker series for practitioners run by students (here is an example of what it may look like 

http://paxetbellum.org/activities/). To have students arrange a speaker series is also a way to market 

the program and students to practitioners.

Teaching and Examination methods

Regarding the balance between academic and work-relevant skills, the evaluation committee would 

like to suggest the inclusion of more work-relevant forms with respect to examination and 

assessment. Forms of examination that allow for the development of professional as well as 

academic skills would also create a greater resemblance to the type of working environment the 

PECOS students seem to aim for (e.g. working in groups, making oral presentations, applying theory 

to empirics, combining theory and practice, making and critiquing policy recommendations based on 

research, engage base-line study and evaluation methods in method class, etc). One example is to 
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have the students write, present and debate policy briefs that are anchored in the course literature 

and based on real world scenarios. Other examples include writing op-eds, speeches, and grant 

proposals (for fieldwork or thesis-publication). Such exercises are well suited to work in in small 

groups, and allow students to develop more work-relevant skills without compromising academic 

rigor.

The introduction class, PECOS4010, consists of a lecture series comprising several experts as well as 

an initial introductory lecture and a summary lecture. The committee’s impression is that this class 

could gain from a stronger co-ordination between the different teachers involved, for example 

through instructions to each teacher regarding scope, topic and presentation. While it is admirable 

that these experts can provide various takes on the peace and conflict topics based on their 

individual research efforts, it might be a bit early for the students to analyse their contributions and 

their individual angles/inroads in their very first term. Given the current fragmented structure of this 

module, one should consider to employ teaching and learning methods that give the students a more 

active role in making sense of the curriculum, not least as part of a team effort. This could also be 

beneficial for developing stronger links among students.

Examination methods of the two method courses should be more comparable and therefore 

adjusted to similar standards. 

Internationalisation

There are thoughts of developing more systematic exchange with relevant universities abroad, for 

example Uppsala, in order to increase possibilities for international exchange. These efforts should 

be upheld in order to offer Norwegian students the possibility of an international academic 

background. At the same time, it should be underlined that PECOS is a nice example of 

“internationalization at home”, providing an interesting opportunity for Norwegian and foreign 

students to be enrolled in the same program.

Completion 

With respect to completion, the committee acknowledges that this problem is multifaceted, and may 

be related to a number of issues, not least related to the characteristics of the students and their 

situation. While underlining the complexity of this challenge, the committee would suggest that 

possible actions may be found both concerning the structure in supervision work and how students 

are followed throughout the thesis writing process, and issues related to program design.  

One possible way forward to achieve significantly higher completion rate is to structure the thesis 

writing more. We base our suggestions on the experience from a similar master’s program at Uppsala 

University that has increased completion rates from around 50-60% finishing on time to well over 

90% finishing on time while at the same time improving the quality of the submitted theses. The key 

was to switch from a lassie faire supervision process organized in much the same way as at the 

PECOS program, to a much more structured and rigorous supervision process. We believe that a 
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more structured process could improve completion rates significantly and that the program in 

Uppsala could serve as a model/inspiration/source for ideas.

Thesis writing at the program in Uppsala is currently organized as follows: A designated team of 

supervisors supervises 2-3 students In order to achieve a significantly higher completion rates the 

thesis writing need a more structured process. We base our suggestions on the experience from a 

similar master’s program at Uppsala University that has increased completion rates from around 50-

60% finishing on time to well over 90% finishing on time while at the same time improving the quality 

of the submitted theses. The key was to switch from a lassie faire supervision process organized in 

much the same way as at the PECOS program, to a much more structured and rigorous supervision 

process. We believe that a more structured process could improve completion rates significantly and 

that the program in Uppsala could serve as a model/inspiration/source for ideas. Each (students may 

also have assistant supervisors outside of this group if needed). Each student gets a maximum of 6 

hours of face time with their supervisor. Most of the supervision takes place early in the process to 

help students formulate a fruitful research question, developing theoretical propositions and coming 

up with a workable research design. At the beginning of the course a couple of introductory lectures 

are offered covering the steps in the research process and looking at role models. In parallel with the 

supervision five workshops are organized covering the steps in the process towards a final thesis. The 

students work on their own projects in small groups under the supervision of a teacher who also 

provide general advice on the topic at hand. These workshops cover topics like specifying a research 

problem, building theory, research design, empirics and analysis; revising the main body and drafting 

the introduction and conclusions. Since these workshops require students to submit work in progress 

for peer discussion it ensures that they make progress – or if they are not making progress, that the 

supervisors are alerted to the problem at an early stage. Finally, at mid-term (after the first three 

workshops) students hand in a draft covering the research question, theory, previous research and 

the proposed research design. The drafts are then discussed at seminars with designated peer as 

discussant (again under supervision of a teacher). After mid-term most students need very little if 

any supervision to finish their projects on time and many students end up using less than 6 hours of 

supervision since they like to save some time to the end in case they should need it. A course 

convener is needed to arrange the workshops and coordinate the whole process.

A different solution that also might be considered is to re-configurate the master thesis courses 

earlier into the second semester. This re-configuration might offer a greater PECOS-relevant 

researcher and lecturer network for students in order to make it easier for students to find smart and 

interesting topics and supervisors for the thesis.  

The fact that the PECOS students carry out their internships before they complete their MA theses, 

directly results in several leaving the programme for paid work. While this is understandable from 

the students’ perspective, the programme administration understandably would prefer it if students 

completed the course. A possible solution would be to move the internship to the last term of the 

programme, and move the thesis writing forward somewhat (this has the disadvantage of creating 

difficulties for students who apply for the Foreign Ministry’s internship programme, as you have to 

be enrolled in a programme both before and after you are an intern). However it would 

simultaneously be important to ensure that the students have time to complete all required courses 

in research methods before or at least in parallel with the writing of the thesis.
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Relevance 

The programme is successful according to its own main criterion of ensuring the candidates are 

qualified for work. Regarding its aim to have one potential PhD candidate per year, this seems 

unfulfilled so far, and it could also be seen as a quite modest ambition in a program that currently 

want to uphold a profile as an academic offering. The program board need to be more explicit about 

the balancing between being a multi- vs. an inter-disciplinary program, and between professional 

and academic ambitions.

5. Final remarks

In general, PECOS is a program that is well established, enjoying a good reputation, recruit good 

students, and where links to the labor market seems well developed. While critical remarks can be 

made concerning internal coordination of the program, information to students, the design and 

sequence of modules, and with respect to completion and drop-out, the main impression is still that 

the program is highly relevant and has successfully filled a niche in the study portfolio of the Faculty 

of Social Science. The program have also developed some innovations that seems to be highly 

successful, and the committee would especially like to highlight the teaching and learning methods in 

the PECOS 4110 on international negotiations/conflict resolution and the idea of “internship” as part 

of the study program. These elements constitute significant strengths of the program that should 

provide the department with ideas on how to develop the program further in the future.  


