Writing up research

Before any piece of research can be disseminated, there needs to be an ‘output’ – a vehicle for communicating the research to relevant audiences.  In most cases, this will be a written report which contains, not least, the findings as well as broader discussions of methodology, conclusions, and so on.

Guidance for writing up research

There are dangers in the term writing up research.  First, it implies that writing is something you do at the end of a research project – little more than an add-on to the ‘real’ work of doing the research itself.  But until your research is written up, nobody will know of it.  A second danger is that the idea that writing is only done at the end of a project can undermine the need to write throughout the project.  Getting feedback on a proposed investigation calls out for a paper, conference or workshop presentation at the start of a project.  There are also pilot studies or work-in-progress reports that provide that all so necessary feedback as a project progresses.  Take these as real opportunities to develop and hone your writing skills and style. 

Organising research writing

Reporting research can take many forms, from conference papers, blogs, wikis or reports through to a dissertation or thesis.  Particularly for a large work, such as a report or dissertation, it is useful to start by putting together an outline.  List the section headings and say what each of these will contain and how they will develop the work’s ‘storyline’ (in other words, where things will be at the beginning of the section and where they will be at the end). One useful way to develop a structure for each section or chapter can be to develop it as a powerpoint presentation or some other ‘storyboard’ format. Once you find a basic flow and sequence that works, you can then fill in the detail.

For a thesis, research report or major article, the structure could involve:

1. 
Analysing the research question you are addressing: explain the questions or issues involved.  Defining the research question or questions you are answering is vital to understanding your research, yet this is often skimped leading to considerable problems. 

2. 
Reviewing what others have done: in any type of research paper you have to show that you know where your research fits with what others have done on your subject.  Structure this review of existing knowledge into arguments and themes.  Do the ideas of others make sense to you?  Are there conflicts or contradictions – or do you detect undue bias?  If so, is there a reason (for example, do writers approach the subject from the viewpoint of different stakeholders)?  Do these ideas relate to the ‘real world’ that you know?  Work towards an end point that shows your research is about something that needs investigating.

3. 
Your research project and method: explain your project and the methods used to gather and analyse data.  Do not forget to report the logic behind the research method used.  It is crucial to explain how you researched an issue as well as presenting your results.

4. 
Reporting your research results: a ‘classic’ approach in writing up research is first to report results and then to have a separate section on discussion and conclusions.  This can work well, but ensure you develop a ‘storyline’ that takes their reader into an exploration of what they have discovered.  For example, if there is a key argument that someone else has put forward, the new findings are structured around this, showing if the new information supports or contradicts viewpoints within this debate.  

5. 
Analysis, discussion, conclusions and recommendations: this is the most important part of your writing.  Whatever you do, do not just say ‘the facts speak for themselves’ and leave it at that.  The whole thing about research writing is demonstrating your ability to analyse, discuss and contribute to your community of knowledge.  If you have integrated discussion and evaluation as you reported your results, the boundary between reporting and this section could seem arbitrary.  However, it is here that you might pull together observations and basic analysis that took place while reporting results and draw a bigger picture.  You might also want to discuss the weaknesses and limitations of your research.

Relating findings to the established body of knowledge
Once you have your results, it is useful to think through the strategic ways your own research relates to existing knowledge.  Is your research:


1
An extension of the existing way of understanding and researching this topic? For example, a study of health inequality that has applied an established theory and research approach to a new group of people or a new situation.


2
Comparing or challenging the results of other studies? For example, you may have found that important factors were missing in other studies and you have sought to fill that data gap.


3
Comparing or challenging the method of measurement or evaluation indicators used? This is not just about adding new information, but questioning the form of the information.  For example, you may say that, as a measure of ‘success’, your research has shown that a particular indicator is misleading. 


4
Challenging the research methodology used? This is further on from challenging a measure used, saying that a different methodology is needed.  For example, using a qualitative approach assessing residents’ perceptions of road safety rather than a quantitative approach. 


5
Challenging a theoretical approach to the subject?  Your research may throw doubts on a particular theoretical approach, or provide evidence to support one theory y rather than another.


6
Challenging a policy response? The above points will inevitably have policy and practice implications, but research can focus on policy formulation and implementation itself.  However, it is important to explain the research justifications (such as data, method and theory) behind a policy response recommendation.

You may find it useful to make a list of the ways in which your research relates to existing knowledge.  The list above is not exhaustive, so use it as a starting point.  However, it is important to establish a sequence or structure in relating your results to existing knowledge.  You may start by comparing your research at the level of the data and information it contains, and then move on to how that relates to measurement and meaning, which could go on to a discussion of methodology and possibly theory.  So, having made a list of the strategic ways your research relates to existing knowledge, see if you can then structure this into a sequence that allows you to make comparisons to existing knowledge at different levels – from data, to indicators, to techniques, to method, to theory (or any other level that you identify yourself).  Policy implications may be picked up at any of these levels. 

Of course, in structuring your discussion, you are not starting from scratch.  Your topic or literature review should have started to set up the broad approach of your research and this will have informed your research project design.  You could return to that and pick up the discussion and debate where you left off.  Equally, in reporting your results, you may have started to make some initial comparisons to existing knowledge.  This is most likely at the level of comparing data, such as to existing studies, and you may have already pointed out some areas where there are similarities and differences.  You might also have provided some comments on some implications of the results. 

Seek to build up a picture that relates your findings to what others have done in your subject area.  Think through a ‘storyline’ that will guide your reader.  You could start by summarising what were the crucial issues that had resulted in you undertaking the research in the first place.  In undertaking the research you may have changed your understanding and modified the information that you sought to gather.  Explain this, and why.  You can then pick up key results (particularly if you had highlighted them already when reporting your results) and work your way towards what you see as your most strategic findings.  Invite your reader to join you in your research journey and share with them how you have built up a picture of your discoveries. As mentioned above, one useful way to scope out your structure may be to put it together as a presentation.
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