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Overview

What is a research paper?

What is a good research paper?

How can I write a good research paper?
– Clarity in writing

– Structuring the research paper



Caveat

The notion of research will be discussed 
in the context of 

“academic research”

“the goal of academic research is to publish” 

“contributions to theory and practice” 



What is a research paper?

Analysis
Qualitative (e.g. of oral, written, and visual data)

Quantitative (e.g. of categorical and numerical data)

Data driven
Uses primary (new) or secondary 

(existing) data

Empirical
Makes direct and indirect observations

Reports research undertaken by

authors

End product

Research procedure/structure: 

e.g. brief (introduction) and extended (literature review) description of problem, 

question/objective, method/design, findings, implications (theory, practice) 



Source: http://www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/products/journals/author_guidelines.htm?id=ejm

Generally 
NOT

considered as 
research paper

(or types of original article)



What is a good research paper?

Good research paper > Good research

Depth and scope

• Single versus multiple theories;

• Single versus multiple experiments;

• Simple versus multiple regression;

• Basic versus expanded content and 

thematic analysis;

• Singular versus triangulated 

approach;

• See MasterResearcher Seminar 

Series I and II.

Structure

• Adhere to author guidelines;

• Comprehensive, systematic, 

and meaningful headings, 

sub-headings, and content.

Contribution

• Ground breaking, by 

introducing a new theory;

• Incremental, by challenging 

and/or extending an existing 

theory;

• Alternative solutions for 

practice;

• See MasterResearcher 

Seminar Series I and II.

Clarity

• Can the research paper 

be easily read and 

understood?

MasterResearcher Seminar Series III



How can I WRITE a good research paper?



Clarity in writing

1. Write in an interesting, readable manner with
varied sentence structure.

• Academic
Phrasebank:
Phraseological
‘nuts and bolts’ of
academic writing
organized
according to the
main sections of
a research paper.

• http://www.ph
rasebank.manc
hester.ac.uk/

http://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/


Clarity in writing

2. Use active voice.
• Using active voice in your sentences makes your meaning clear

for readers, and keeps the sentences from becoming too
complicated or wordy
• Active voice: performer-verb-receiver - e.g. this study presents xxx.

• Use as little passive voice as possible
• Passive voice: receiver-verb-performer - e.g. xxx is presented in this

study.

Learn more about active voice at Purdue Online Writing Lab: 
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/539/02/



Clarity in writing

3. Avoid using technical terms that few readers are
likely to understand.
• If you use these terms, include definitions.

• Papers should be designed to be read, not deciphered.

4. Keep sentences short so the reader does not get
lost before the end of a sentence.

Source: 
https://www.ama.org/publications/JournalOfMarketing/Pages/jm-submission-guidelines.aspx



Structuring the research paper—and here’s a 
template for you to write a (really) good 

research paper (quickly)!
• Around 4,000 to 8,000 words for most journals (can go up to 12,000, but

very rare)

• Abstract

• Introduction

• Theoretical background

• Method

• Findings

• Discussion

• Conclusion

• References



Abstract

• Word limitation is between 150 to 200 words, so to be safe, keep it at 150
words.

• Reason for study: 1 to 2 sentences

• Purpose/objective: 1 sentence

• Design/methodology/approach: 1 sentence

• Findings: 2 to 3 sentences on key findings

• Originality/value: 1 to 2 sentences

• Keywords: 3 to 6 keywords

Tip: 

Write the abstract in a structured format first (e.g. Emerald journals), 
then put them into a paragraph (e.g. non-Emerald journals).

Follow the style of writing based on target journal
(e.g. this article/paper/study aims; is first person language acceptable in the journal – e.g. I, we?)



Introduction

• Around 500 to 800 words in total

• Research gap/issue/problem based on theory AND practice: 350 to 500 words

• Research question/objective: 50 to 100 words

• Expected theoretical and practical contributions: 100 to 200 words

Tips: 

Research gap/issue/problem based on theory AND practice should be positioned at 
the global level (and not at the local level)—unspoken rule at top journals!

Having the research gap/issue/problem and expected contributions summarized in a figure 
can help to accentuate the importance and novelty of the paper.



Theoretical background

• Around 1,500 to 3,500 words in total

• Theoretical lens (qualitative and quantitative; one or multiple sub-sections named after
theories): around 350 (single theory) to 1,000 words (multiple theories)

• What is the theory about (definition and core tenets) and why is it important?

• How has the theory been used in existing studies (and explain any irregularities if present)?

• How does the theory guide the current study?

• How does the current study advance/extend/add value to the theory?

• Literature review (qualitative and quantitative; multiple sub-sections named after key
concepts): around 1,000 to 1,500 words

• Introduce, define (including core tenets), and explain the importance of key concepts.

• Explain what existing studies have found about those key concepts.

• Explain more extensively the research gap/issue/problem of (e.g. limitation of insights from) existing
studies on those key concepts.

• Explain how the current study advance/extend/add value to the extant literature on those key
concepts.

• Conceptual framework (quantitative; one sub-section): around 1,000 to 1,500 words
• Explain what existing studies have found about EACH proposed relationship (if any).

• Explain the rationales/reasons behind EACH proposed relationship (3 to 5 strong
rationales/reasons)—extremely important!

Tip:

Having a theoretical lens (e.g. social identity theory, theory of planned behavior) is strongly 
encouraged (with the exception of qualitative studies using grounded theory)!



Method

• Around 1,000 to 1,500 words in total

• Research design (one sub-section): around 200 to 300 words
• Quantitative (e.g. experimental or survey approach) or qualitative (e.g. critical or grounded theory)

• Instruments (e.g. design and source of questions in interview guide, questionnaires, and/or secondary
sources)

• Manipulation check (e.g. pilot or pre-test)

• Data collection procedure (one sub-section): around 400 to 600 words
• What is the sample population (and why did you choose it)?

• Where is the location of the sample population (and why did you choose it)?

• Which sampling method did you choose (and why)?

• What is the exact data collection procedure that you used based on that sampling method?

• How did you minimize potential bias of/in sampling method/population (especially if non-random)?

• Data analysis procedure (one sub-section): around 400 to 600 words
• Explain data analysis method(s) (i.e. what it is, what it can do, and why did you choose it) and

procedure(s).

• Explain method and procedure to demonstrate rigor—quantitative (e.g. reliability, validity), qualitative
(e.g. authenticity and trustworthiness).

Tip:

Information (e.g. definition, importance, rationale) provided in research design and data collection and 
analysis procedures needs to be substantiated with citations and references from reputed journals 
(e.g. those published by reputable publishers, such as Emerald, Elsevier, Sage, and Taylor and Francis)!



Findings

• Around 1,000 to 1,500 words in total

• Describe the characteristics of the sample population (one sub-section)

• Background of sample—i.e. primary (respondents), secondary (data).

• Explain the key findings (one or multiple sub-sections)

• Quantitative—i.e. direction and significance of relationship, hypothesis supported or
not supported, graphical models, tables.

• Qualitative—i.e. themes, sub-themes, excerpts.

• Explain whether key findings meet standards/thresholds of rigor (can be combined in
sub-section on key findings)

• Quantitative—i.e. reliable, valid.

• Qualitative—e.g. authentic, trustworthy, data saturation (note: may be placed in
methods section depending on target journal).

Tip:

Only report key findings that help you to answer your research question, meet your 
research objective, and/or verify your hypothesis!



Discussion

• Around 1,000 words in total

• Theoretical implications (one sub-section)

• Are the findings in line or in opposition to extant literature (and why)?

• How does the findings advance and contribute to theory in the area?

• Practical implications (one sub-section)

• How does the findings advance and contribute to practice in the area?

• What are your recommendations, based on your findings, for specific
communities/practitioners (and policy makers, if relevant)?

Tip:

Most important part of the paper—editors and reviewers will scrutinize this section to 
determine novelty and value of the study!



Conclusion

• Around 500 words in total

• Reintroduce the goal of the paper and link it to a summary of key findings:
Around 100 to 150 words.

• Limitations and future research directions (one sub-section)

• What are the main limitations of the current study (three to five)?

• How does the main limitations pave way for further research to advance the findings of
the current study (note: should appear after and correspond with each main limitation)?

Tip:

Limitations should be as unique as possible to the study (e.g. conceptual limitation [e.g. B2B 
perspective only included suppliers but not agents], single context [e.g. accommodation or 
ridesharing services only in sharing economy)—avoid limitations that are too general (e.g. 

culture, cross-sectional versus longitudinal study) or that you can actually deal with in the 
study (e.g. non-random sampling method, student sample)!



References

• Around 1,000 to 3,000 words – about 50 to 100 references.

• Check author guidelines of target journal (and Tips):

• Follow closely and never take shortcuts—this is an indication to the editor
on whether submitting authors are serious about submitting to the journal
(even if the author guidelines allows you to submit your paper in your own
way—e.g. Elsevier journals).

• Remember to cite papers (especially most recent ones) from target
journal—as editors are likely to approach the authors of cited and recent
papers as reviewers.

• Avoid citing papers published more than 10 years (with the exception of
key papers in the field—e.g. highly cited papers [e.g. few hundred to few
thousand citations] on Google Scholar).

• Remember to cite most recent papers in the area—15 to 20% of total
references should be within the last two years (including in press articles).

• Cite papers from reputed journals—avoid predatory journals (see Beall’s
list) at all cost, and minimize non-academic sources (e.g. blogs, websites).



Concluding remarks

3 key takeaways!



Key takeaway 1:

A good research paper is more than 
a good research.



Key takeaway 2:

Good research papers are designed to be 
read, not deciphered.



Key takeaway 3:

Good research papers have clarity in writing 
as well as a comprehensive, systematic, and 

meaningful structure.




