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Abstract

Writing a research paper is a fundamental academic skill in the social sciences. This article outlines a clear, step-by-step
process for planning, conducting, and writing a social science research paper. The process is presented in simple English
and is intended to guide students and new researchers. The steps include: (1) choosing a research topic and formulating a
question; (2) reviewing the existing literature; (3) designing the study and selecting methods; (4) collecting and analyzing
data; (5) structuring the paper using the IMRAD model; (6) writing the first draft; (7) revising and editing; and (8)
formatting and citing sources correctly using APA Style (7th edition). Following these steps helps ensure the research is
organized, credible, and clearly communicated.

Introduction

Research is the foundation of knowledge in the social sciences. A research paper allows scholars to explore questions
about human behavior, societies, and institutions, and to share their findings with others. However, for many students, the
process of writing a research paper can seem overwhelming. Breaking the process into manageable steps makes it easier
to plan, execute, and complete a high-quality paper. This article provides a practical, step-by-step guide to writing a
research paper in the social sciences. The steps are based on established academic practices and are presented in plain
language. The guide also includes instructions for using the American Psychological Association (APA) referencing style,
7th edition, which is the most common citation format in the social sciences (American Psychological Association, 2020).
By following this guide, researchers can approach the writing process with greater confidence and produce a well-
organized, properly cited paper.

Step 1: Choosing a Topic and Formulating a Research Question

The first step in any research project is to identify a topic that is both interesting and manageable. A good research topic
should be specific enough to be explored in depth within the available time and resources, but broad enough to find
sufficient existing literature. Social science research often begins with a general area of interest, such as "social media use
among teenagers." The researcher then narrows this focus into a specific research question, for example: "How does daily
Instagram use affect the self-esteem of high school students?" (Galvan & Pyrczak, 2014).

A strong research question should be clear, focused, and researchable. It often identifies the key variables or concepts that
will be studied and suggests the relationship between them. Many social science studies also include a hypothesis—a
testable prediction about the expected findings. For instance, a hypothesis might state: "Increased daily Instagram use is
associated with lower self-esteem scores among high school students." Formulating a clear question and hypothesis early
in the process provides direction for the literature review and research design (Adu & Miles, 2023).
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Step 2: Reviewing the Literature

Once a research question is established, the next step is to review the existing scholarly literature on the topic. A literature
review serves several important purposes. It helps the researcher understand what is already known about the topic,
identifies gaps in current knowledge, and demonstrates how the new study will contribute to the field. Additionally, a
thorough literature review provides context and theoretical grounding for the study (Kumar, 2019).

The literature review process involves searching academic databases such as PsycINFO, Sociological Abstracts, or Google
Scholar using relevant keywords. Researchers should focus on peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, and other
credible sources. As they read, researchers take notes on key findings, methodologies, and theoretical frameworks, and
they organize the information thematically. The literature review section of the final paper should not simply be a list of
summaries; rather, it should synthesize and critically evaluate the existing research, showing how the new study fits into
the broader scholarly conversation (Staines et al., 2008).

Step 3: Designing the Study and Selecting Methods

With a clear research question and a solid understanding of the existing literature, the researcher must decide how to
collect and analyze data. The research design is the overall plan for the study, including whether the approach will be
quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods. Quantitative research involves collecting numerical data and using statistical
analysis to test hypotheses. Qualitative research, on the other hand, explores meanings, experiences, and social processes
through methods such as interviews, focus groups, or textual analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

The choice of research design depends on the research question. For example, a study aiming to measure the relationship
between social media use and self-esteem might use a quantitative survey design, while a study exploring how teenagers
experience social media might use in-depth qualitative interviews. This step also includes defining the population of
interest, selecting a sample, and obtaining any necessary ethical approval from an institutional review board (Babbie,
2021).

Step 4: Collecting and Analyzing Data

After the research design is finalized and ethical approval is obtained, the researcher proceeds with data collection. This
may involve distributing surveys, conducting interviews, observing behavior, or analyzing existing texts or datasets. It is
important to follow the procedures outlined in the research design carefully to ensure the data are reliable and valid.

Once the data are collected, they must be analyzed. In quantitative studies, this typically involves using statistical software
to calculate descriptive statistics (such as means and standard deviations) and to conduct inferential tests (such as t-tests
or regression analyses) to determine whether the findings support the hypothesis. In qualitative studies, analysis often
involves coding the data—identifying recurring themes, patterns, and categories—and interpreting their meaning in
relation to the research question (Saldafia, 2021). The analysis should be systematic and transparent, allowing other
researchers to understand how conclusions were reached.

Step 5: Structuring the Paper (The IMRAD Model)

Most social science research papers follow a standard structure known as IMRAD: Introduction, Methods, Results, and
Discussion (American Psychological Association, 2020). The IMRAD model helps ensure that the paper is logically
organized and that readers can easily follow the research process. The introduction section presents the research question,
explains the significance of the study, and includes a concise review of relevant literature. The methods section describes
in detail how the study was conducted, including the participants, materials, procedures, and analytic strategies. The results
section reports the findings of the study without interpretation, often using tables and figures to present data clearly. The
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discussion section interprets the results, connects them back to the research question and existing literature, acknowledges
limitations, and suggests implications for theory and practice (Pyrczak & Bruce, 2017).

In addition to the four core IMRAD sections, a complete research paper also includes a title page, an abstract, and a
reference list. Some papers may also include appendices for supplementary materials such as questionnaires or interview
protocols.

Step 6: Writing the First Draft

With a clear structure in place, the researcher begins writing the first draft. The goal at this stage is to get ideas down on
paper without worrying too much about perfection. Many writers find it helpful to start with the methods and results
sections, as these are often the most straightforward. The introduction and discussion can be more challenging and may
be written later (Silvia, 2019).

When writing the first draft, it is important to use clear, concise language. Social science writing should be precise and
objective, avoiding unnecessary jargon or overly complex sentences. Each paragraph should have a clear topic sentence
and should develop one main idea. Direct quotations should be used sparingly; paraphrasing is generally preferred in APA
style, and all sources must be cited appropriately (American Psychological Association, 2020).

Step 7: Revising and Editing

Revision is a critical step that distinguishes a good research paper from an excellent one. After completing the first draft,
researchers should set the paper aside for a day or two before reviewing it with fresh eyes. During revision, attention
should be paid to the overall organization and flow of ideas. Researchers should ask themselves: Does the introduction
clearly state the research question and significance? Are the methods described in sufficient detail? Are the results
presented clearly and objectively? Does the discussion connect the findings to the broader literature? Editing involves
checking for grammar, spelling, punctuation, and adherence to APA style guidelines. It can be helpful to read the paper
aloud or to have a colleague or writing tutor review it. Many universities offer writing support services that can assist with
this process (Swales & Feak, 2012).

Step 8: Formatting and Citing Sources in APA Style

Proper citation is essential in academic writing. It gives credit to the original authors whose work informed the study and
allows readers to locate the sources used. The social sciences primarily use APA Style, which is outlined in the
*Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association* (7th edition). APA style includes specific guidelines for
formatting the paper (such as margins, font, and line spacing) as well as for citing sources in the text and in the reference
list (American Psychological Association, 2020).

In-text citations in APA style follow the author-date method. For example: (Smith, 2022) or Smith (2022) argued that...
When quoting directly, a page number is also required: (Smith, 2022, p. 45). For works with two authors, both names are
included each time: (Jones & Garcia, 2021). For works with three or more authors, only the first author's name is given
followed by "et al.": (Williams et al., 2023).

The reference list is double-spaced, uses a hanging indent, and is arranged alphabetically by the first author's last name
(American Psychological Association, 2020).
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Conclusion

Writing a research paper in the social sciences is a multi-step process that requires careful planning, systematic research,
and clear communication. By following the steps outlined in this guide—choosing a focused topic, conducting a thorough
literature review, designing a rigorous study, analyzing data systematically, and presenting findings using the IMRAD
structure and APA style—students and new researchers can produce scholarly work that contributes meaningfully to their
field. While the process demands time and effort, approaching it step by step makes the task manageable and ultimately
rewarding.
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