How to Write a Good Research Paper





Good research begins with a “do-able” topic.  Most students’ problems with research 


papers stem from their failure to focus their topic on an area small enough to cover effectively within the space limitations of a class paper.


	Take a look at the breadth of the topics chosen by authors in journals, such as the Academy of Management Review, and see how small and extremely specific these authors’ topics are.  If most of these articles were presented in typed and double-spaced format, they would be thirty to forty pages long.  This should give you some idea of how small and specific your topic should be, given the length of paper you will be writing.


	Topic choice is one of the most difficult aspects of writing good research, but time spent selecting a topic will pay for itself when you begin to write the paper.  The first step in determining a paper topic is to familiarize yourself with the area that you would like (or are required) to write about.  Go to the library, look up your interest area, and see what people are writing about.  If you are very thorough at this stage of your paper, you will begin to see that your subject area breaks out into smaller sub-areas, and that there are a number of topics discussed within each of these sub-areas as well.  If your are interested in international business, you will quickly see that there are articles about international finance, international accounting, international management, etc.  Then in any one of these sub-areas, there will be additional topic areas; in international management, there will be articles on international strategy, international business ethics and international human resource management.  Within any one of these topical areas, there will be further sub-topics in compensation, staffing, and planning and development.  Your paper topic should be focused at this level of your area of interest.


	Once you have reduced an area of interest down to a sub-topic of interest, it is time to decide what to write about.  If you have looked through enough articles in your sub-topic, you should be able to ask some interesting questions about it.  You now know a little about the topic and have a general idea about the layout of the literature available about you topic; it is now time to formulate the research question.


	Give some careful thought to this activity, and develop an interesting and answerable question about your sub-topic.  This research question will become the basis of your paper; your paper will essentially answer the research question.  


	Answering a question is what research papers are all about; even when someone writes an empirical paper, they are trying to answer a question (e.g., does the model work the way I think that it will?).  Developing a good and answerable question should be the first stage of your work on your research paper.





Gathering appropriate literature on your topic is the next major activity in your research 


process.  You have your question in mind, and now you need to come up with a comprehensive answer for it.  In writing research papers, we have very few original thoughts; what the research writer wants to do is lay out an answer based upon all of the work that has been done by other authors to answer this or similar questions.  Go to the library and find everything that you possibly can that helps to answer your question.  You should be able to find literature in both academic and practitioner journals about your topic; how much you find in each will depend upon your topic.  Sometimes you will find that empirical work (field or lab studies) has been done on your topic; make sure and find this work as well.  The most important thing is to find as much literature as possible.


Finding all of this literature is not terribly difficult if you know how to look.  Two very important sources are ABI Inform, a computer data base, and the Social Sciences Citation Index, a reference book system.  The Business Periodicals Index is a third, and very important reference source.  Other resources, such as Dow Jones or Infotrack, are not detailed enough nor do they cover enough appropriate literature to be of much use on a good research paper,  Learn to use the good resources, and get cop8ies of any articles that look like they might have information that will answer your research question.  Good research papers have dozens of citations; don’t be afraid to overdo it.





Sorting and organizing your literature so that you can write from it is your next activity.  


The simplest way to define your answer and to make sure that the literature is fully covered is to do the following:


Get all of your articles, some blank paper and a pencil.


Read through the first article, and see what the author says about your question 


about your sub-topic.  The author will probably focus on a few different things that will relate to your question.  For each of the different sub-sub-topics that the author discusses, draw a box on your blank paper.  Label the box with the sub-sub-topic, and write the author’s name in the box the way you will cite it in the paper (e.g., Brown (1988)).  Make the box plenty large, because you will probably have a lot of names to put in it.


Read through the second article, and see what sub-sub-topics this author covers 


that relate to your question.  If this author mentions some of the topics that the first author did, then put the new author’s name in the appropriate topic boxes already on your paper;  If the second author also (or only has) new sub-sub-topics, then draw boxes, label them, and put the citation in the box.


Continue this process for all of your articles.  Eventually, you will have several 


boxes with several authors in each of them and a few boxes with only one author.  Examine the boxes carefully and see if there are any boxes that need to be combined because they are extremely similar.


Once the boxes are finished, you now have the basis to lay out your paper.  Each 


box that you have filled-in will be the basis of a different section of your paper, where you will talk about what each of the authors in that box have said about your research question.  Sometimes it will take several paragraphs to cover a box, sometimes it will take only one.


You may also notice that your boxes can be sorted into groups of related 


sub-sub-topics; if this is possible, do so and write about them together in your paper.





All of this sorting and box-drawing may seem silly, but it really will save you time and make your paper substantially better.  Most students will not organize their information well.  This will make their papers difficult to read and will keep them from successfully answering their research question.





Writing the paper is pretty simple at this point.  You know what you have to write about 


(it’s all laid out in boxes) and you know how to tell your reader what your writing about (you have your research question, which you’re trying to answer).  Use an appropriate style (for this class, use the attached style sheet from the Academy of Management) and stick closely to its rules for layout (page length, title page, headers, footers, etc.).  Sticking to the style sheet assures that your paper will look right and will be in a style familiar to your reader (a faculty member who has to write this way too!).


	Research papers that review literature (like the one you will write), consist of three basic parts: an introduction, a literature review, and a discussion/conclusion.  The introduction is used to tell the reader what you will talking about (your research question) and why the topic is important.  Put your research question into a context that shows why it should be of interest and give the reader any background that he or she might need to better understand why the topic is important and what else the topic relates to.  At the end of the introduction, tell the reader how you intend to continue with the rest of the paper (e.g., what your larger sections will be) and that following the literature review, that the literature will be discussed.  The second part of the paper is the literature review itself.  You’ve lined up the boxes, now just tell the reader what each author says about the box-topic.  Repeat for each box.  Where boxes are very similar, bring the reader’s attention to this.  The final section of the paper is the hardest.  The discussion section is where you have to draw together what everyone else has said about your topic into a cogent answer to your research question.  Your should be pretty expert on the topic by now, and you will probably have a good idea what the answer is.  Lay it out for the reader and support it by referring back to literature that you discussed in the preceding section.  Make sure, too, that your answer logically follows the information that you presented in your literature review.  You will also want to talk a little about what you found to be missing in the literature and about questions that others should be pursuing.





Don’t hesitate to use lots of citations.  If you have a name in a box, use it.  Sometimes 


you will find that a number of people say exactly the same thing…cite them all!  If there are subtle differences, draw the readers attention to them.





When you are reporting what an author or authors said, it is better to paraphrase than to 


quote.  A lot of students are concerned about plagiarizing; plagiarizing only occurs when you report someone’s idea and don’t give them credit for it.  You really only want to quote when there is some reason to report precisely what the author said, and this is really seldom necessary.





Make sure and list all of your citations in your reference list.  The reference list tells your 


reader where your information came from; in a class paper, it gives your professor a sense of the quality of the resources that you used and can affect your grade.





Two final notes.  Many students complain that all of this structure stifles their creativity.  


This is not really true.  The structure of the research paper is the way that people communicate academic ideas back and forth.  As such, all of this structure is really little more than “grammar” that academics adhere to.  Within this structure, one is as free to create and to develop new ideas as one is in any other form of writing.  The structure of academic writing actually frees the writer from concerns of organization and lets the writer focus on the ideas that develop in the work.  The challenge, as in writing a haiku poem, is to express an idea in a framework that we all recognize.
