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A short breakdown of the sections in a research paper, what they 
mean and how to approach them. 

Reading Time: 8 - 10 minutes 

Reader Level: Moderate  
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• A basic overview of the different
sections in all research studies.

• What the different sections need to
include, how they need to be presented
and how to approach them

• The sections (methods, results) that are
the most important aspects of the
paper.

INTRODUCTION 

What will I learn? 

In the last instalment we learned about the 
different types of research studies that are 
available. For the most part, all these types of 
studies will be similar in their structure and 
sections. For example, in a randomised 
controlled trial (RCT) methods would include 
giving the supplement to the people, while in a 
meta-analysis it would be searching and 
collecting the available studies. Very different 
methods, but methods all the same. This is the 
single most important aspect of any study, ANY 
study. 

Let’s Dive In! 

What are the different parts? 

In any study you will have the Abstract, 
Background and/or Introduction, Methods, 
Results, Discussion and Conclusion.  

Abstract 
This is a brief section that unfortunately serves 
as a 300-word advertisement for the study. 
While it is technically used as a summary of all 
the above sections, too often the most 
attention-grabbing aspects of the study are 
featured here. I promise not to be negative in 
this article, but many fitgrammers and 
influencers that say "In one study..." have simply 
typed in their question into google and found an 
abstract that fit their assumption. This is not 
science.  

Introduction / Background 
In many studies only one of these will be used 
and they are often interchangeable. All the third-
level students reading this will be very familiar 
with this section. It is important not just in 
research studies but school reports, projects, 
theses, etc. It is used to set the stage and fill in 
the reader on the current status of the area into 
which your study is delving. You know the 'Which 
Piece of the Puzzle is This?' section in our 
reviews? This is our background of sorts. 
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Before conducting the study, it is imperative to 
show the reader why the research is needed. In 
addition, you also need to show the reader what 
you will be contributing to the current body of 
evidence.  

Methods 
As mentioned, this is THE most important 
aspect of a research study. The level of trust you 
can place in the results and overall findings will 
be 100% based on the quality of methods used 
and the transparency of the researchers. You 
know what I'm saying?  

So for example, a study finds a revolutionary 
finding that changes life as we know it. However, 
they took shortcuts in the protocols, fudged 
some numbers. How do we know that the 
condition/drug/supplement in question was the 
reason for the finding? We absolutely don't! You 
want to hear a more tragic scenario? What if in 
this study, the researchers took the utmost care 
and executed all the protocol steps perfectly, yet 
they failed to report them completely. Although 
the finding might actually be revolutionary and 
have truly occurred, how can we trust it? So 
while some may think results are the most 
important aspect, everything hinges on the 
methodology 

Results 
Definitely the second most important part of a 
study. A positive finding is known as something 
occurring in the direction of the hypothesis. For 
example, Dr. Bob wanted to test his low-fat 
seaweed extract on inflammation in overweight 
participants. If, at end of the study, 
inflammation was significantly reduced - this 
would be a positive finding. A negative finding 
could be either no change or a change in the 
opposite direction i.e. Dr. Bob's magical 
seaweed actually increased inflammation! 

Unfortunately, skipping over the primary 
outcome can occur in some studies, when it 
does not align with the agenda. This is not 
entirely the fault of the researchers, because 
many journals will not accept manuscripts with 
negative findings! Saying all of that, there are 
many other research studies that are 
immaculately reported on and presented as 
such. 

In this fictitious example, the impact of the 
seaweed on inflammation is known as the 
primary outcome. Any study worth its salt must 
declare what their primary outcome is before 
beginning the project (and register it here) and 
then should report on this first off. Now take the 
latter example of Dr. Bob's seaweed leading to 
increased inflammation - that is not going to 
help sales! So Dr. Bob gets the bright idea of 
selectively ignoring it, and looks to his 
secondary outcome, subjective feelings of the 
participants. And hey, it just so happens that 
80% of the participants felt that their 
inflammation was reduced. I wonder if it had 
anything to do with the fact that they were eating 
seaweed three times a day. Of course, you 
would get the notion that it must have some 
benefit!  
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Discussion 
This is a less important aspect of a study. This is 
where researchers share their thoughts toward 
the results. They also use this section to 
compare the current findings to those previously 
reported in the area and to share potential 
reasons for the alignment or differences 
between theirs and those.  
 
I hate to get negative again, but this section can 
sometimes be used as an excuse section. While 
it is important to consider the reasons why a 
predicted finding did not occur in reality, 
sometimes these can be taken too far. And if you 
take a novice researcher e.g. undergraduate 
student, they can fall victim to the authors' 
convincing arguments. If you are learning to 
read research and interpret correctly, I would 
recommend reading methods and results and 
making your own assumptions. Then you can 
turn to the more subjective sections such as the 
introduction and discussion. But if you go here 
first, a seed will be planted before you have a 
chance to decide for yourself.  
 
 
Conclusion 
This is a section that is slightly more objective. 
Usually, researchers will state their findings with 
respect to the primary outcome. They can caveat 
a negative finding with a more specific positive 
finding, which is OK. It is very important to 
understand however, that the conclusion is very 
short in length and so is a summary. One should 
not use the conclusion as a takeaway for an 
entire research study. The results will explain the 
entirety of the findings, and the discussion will 
explain it in further detail. 
  
 

So, what did we learn today? Well, we learned 
how pessimistic Pa can be. Trust me though, I 
have only recently established this sceptic 
disposition as a result of being burned several 
times from studies. Anyway, here are some 
clear-cut takeaways from PART II - 
 

• Introduction/background sections are 
crucial to paint a picture and provide 
rationale for the study 

• Methods section is the most important in 
a research study. Everything hinges on it.  

• Results are also important and there are 
best-practice methods of reporting these, 
which are sometimes ignored 

• As a qualified reader (maybe not yet), you 
should build your own opinion based on 
the objective sections of a study, before 
moving on to the subjective areas.  

• Always be sceptical and question 
everything 

• Ensure you are not being told what to 
think in the discussion and conclusion 

• Remember an article is only as good as 
it's methods. sometimes these can be 
taken too far.  




