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INTRODUCTION

This brief, introductory guide was created to assist Arkansas Tech political science students in the reporting of results based on quantitative research.  In most cases, there is no uniform standard for presenting research findings.  There is an old adage that a picture is worth a thousand words.  In a similar fashion, a good table presenting statistical findings should save a thousand words (about 4-5 pages of text!).  Good figures and tables reveal “the big picture” to your readers that a textual description may not.  Your reader should be able to grasp your key research findings in either of two ways:  1) by reading your text or 2) by examining your tables and figures.  This isn’t to say, however, that the tables and text should duplicate, rather they should be complementary.   Presentation of your findings should be holistic, that is, a combination of tables and text should inform your reader better than the sum of knowledge gained by tables and text independently.  

As you write your research findings, you should keep several things in mind.  First, the purpose of Political Science research is to advance knowledge of political relationships and processes.  A good report does not merely describe phenomena; it should inform the reader not only of the events and associations in your study but should lead your reader to expectations of relationships in other contexts.  Second, your research must be original.  Plagiarism—reporting another’s words, results, or ideas as one's own—is of course academic theft and is totally unacceptable.  But originality demands more than avoiding stealing from others.  Original research requires you to think problems through, analyze the relationships and process that you study, and add your contribution to our knowledge of politics and society.  (You might note that few of us can be original the night before a paper is due!)  Third, you should expect to revise, revise, revise.  Gone are the freshman days where you could expect to dash of a quick draft and submit it to a round of applause.  Good research is drafted, edited, and revised again.  Submission of an unrevised paper demonstrates disrespect for your reader and for the importance of your own contribution.

Finally, as you prepare you research findings, you should consider your audience.  You may need to check with your professor regarding the intended audience for course-related papers.  Often, your intended audience should be an informed reader who is familiar with the literature generally but who knows nothing about your research specifically.  Writing research papers with the goal of communicating to your professor is usually a bad strategy.  Your educational goals are to acquire and improve skills that will stay with you after you leave school.  You are a scholar, even at this moment an apprentice scholar.     

For example, in POLS 2513, you are expected to report your findings for an informed political scientist who knows about data and statistics generally but nothing about your data, statistical tests, and results.  Your paper for 2513, on the other hand, should go into greater detail on the data as collected, manipulated, and analyzed and on the interpretation of statistical findings than you would report generally.  This is because the primary purpose of your research paper in 2513 is to show that you know how to conduct and interpret quantitative analysis effectively.

OUTLINE

Your research paper should be divided explicitly or implicitly into several sections.

First, you should have an introduction which proposes the primary research question(s), presents the data and methods, outlines the paper, and points to the general findings.  Note that research paper is not a mystery novel.  The reader of political science research should not be expected to plunge into your work with anticipation of “whodunit” in the end.  Researchers often work under time constraints, you should demonstrate to your reader why your manuscript is worth reading.  That usually means presenting the payoff—your findings—at the beginning, if not in the first paragraph at least on the first page.  (This holds true for honors papers, theses, and dissertations too.  There is no one more cranky than a faculty member who asks, at the end of reading a lengthy tome, “that’s it?”)

The following section is usually the literature review, a discussion of previous work on the research question.  Discussion, however, is usually preferable to repetition.  A good review of the literature should also convince the reader that your analysis is the appropriate and logical extension of current knowledge.  (POLS 2513 students should de-emphasize the literature review, although placing your research question in the context of current knowledge is relevant.)

Next, you should present your data and methods.  Often these are two separate sections, depending on whether your data collection and/or manipulation efforts (or methodology) are original, innovative, or unusual.  Much of your work at ATU may be secondary data analysis:  some other person(s) or agency(ies) collected the data that you are using.  In describing the data (particularly for 2513), you should provide the source(s) of all the data:  referencing all sources and describing how the original data was collected originally.  You should detail how you manipulated the data, if appropriate.  Did you create new variables, combine variables in some fashion, standardize measurements, recode to dummy (or 0-1) variables, or the like?  How did you deal with missing data?  If you created new variables, describe the process and coding scheme used.

As you describe your data, you should distinguish between the concepts you want to measure and the variables (and values) actually utilized.  There is a difference between wealth of a nation and UN estimates of per capita GDP.  Likewise, political partisanship and survey responses to a seven-point party identification scale are distinct.  We must be cautious not to reify our variables; often, variables are proxy measurements for the concepts we truly want to study.  Naturally, you should clearly identify the dependent or response variable(s) from the independent or explanatory variables.
A table of summary statistics may be appropriate (and should be considered expected for POLS 2513 papers).  A table reporting variable descriptors with sample means and standard deviations (and perhaps minimums and maximums) can be good for interval or ratio variables.  Frequency or contingency tables may be appropriate for nominal or ordinal data.  Data descriptions in the text could be combined with an appendix reporting these summary statistics.

Your section on methods should describe the model and statistical procedures used.  Focus on any innovations you introduce but assume general knowledge of common procedures.  Again, for a manuscript in 2513 you should go into greater detail than you would in most research reports.  A statement such as “multiple regression was used to predict [Y] from [X1, X2, X3, AND X4]” might be enough in some contexts, but not for a paper where your goal is to demonstrate your statistical prowess.  

No matter how you conducted your quantitative research, your reader should be able to take your manuscript, find the same data you used, replicate your procedures, produce the same output, and reach the same conclusions you did without the slightest error.

You should then describe your results.  This section should include a discussion in the text as well as tables necessary to communicate your findings to the reader.  You probably want to identify significant results and place them in perspective of expectations and the previous literature.  The magnitude of influence, however, can also be important.  How much of an effect does the independent variable have?

Be cautious about how you interpret your findings.  For instance, it would be incorrect to “accept” the null hypothesis that some independent variable has no influence.  Moreover, in multivariate models, other variables are controls when you compare on i.v. to the d.v.

In many contexts, your results section may advance from introductory models to the more advanced.  For POLS 2513 papers, for instance, you may want to report results from a simple regression predicting Y from a particular independent variable (or variables), Xi of interest.  Then you may progress to intermediate models and finally to a full multiple regression model.  Likewise, you might want to discuss correlations or cross-tabulations between pairs of variables before proceeding to the full model.  (This may be important if you discard certain variables due to multicollinearity, for instance.)  As an alternative, research may report results in the opposite direction—moving from a full model with all independent variables derived from literature and expectations and reducing to a core set of theoretically strong variables.  The ideal research paper might be limited to a single, complete, theoretically-strong statistical model (with a discussion in text or footnotes of misleading paths abandoned, if any).  

You should end with a discussion of your results and how they advance social scientific knowledge.  Many identify this final section as conclusions or findings.  This section should not be merely redundant, although you may want to recapitulate the major findings from your results section.  It is more important to place your results in a broader context.  What does your research mean for your understanding of the political world?  How do you advance theory?  It is quite reasonable to include a discussion of the implications of your results on future research.  

Be sure to include references, as well as end notes and appendices as appropriate.  For POLS 2513 papers, you must attach copies of your SAS programs, logs, and listings along with original data and/or files (as appropriate).  Do not print out ICPSR surveys, codebooks, etc.; these will, however, need to be referenced in your paper.     

TABLES

Tables or figures may be attached at the end of your paper, on separate pages.  If you are a gifted word processor, you may insert tables and figures within the text of your paper, otherwise this wastes time on a fruitless endeavor.  As noted above, you should expect to review and revise your work, which also means, for most word processing programs, your tables would shift onto other pages, requiring reformatting, etc.  This is useless work!  You may, however, decide to include a line such as

[Table 1 about here]

Telling your reader to look at Table 1 on a page following the paper.  Of course, within the text, you discuss the tables or figures by referring to them (not ignoring them).  “Table 1 presents the estimated coefficients and t-scores for the full multiple regression model” informs your reader in a way that leaping into a discussion of unidentified numbers does not.

[Table 3 about here]

The following page is one example of a table reporting two multiple regression models, the first with seven independent variables, the second with eight.  It is not a particularly notable example, but it provides a context for discussion.  The Table should be numbered (presuming you have more than one) and it should have a title that describes the dependent variable (vote margin) and the unit of analysis (counties).  Of course, reading the text tells much more, but looking at the table gives the reader some idea of what is presented.

The independent variables are identified by brief descriptors.  Do not identify independent or explanatory variables by generic names (such as X3, X4), by codebook identifies (V227, Q13a) nor by SAS varnames (ILLIT, PCTURB)—these mean nothing to your reader!  Such hieroglyphics are not the Tech Way of reporting results!  Each i.v. should be labeled in a manner that the reader can interpret what it means, particularly by glancing through the data description section.

You should always report estimated coefficients (standardized if appropriate).  In addition, clarity suggests you should report either standard errors (preferred) or t-statistics.  Standard errors allow a devoted reader to estimate confidence intervals; t-statistics provide the reader with an easy standard (significant at .05 if t is larger than 2).  Why not report both?  That would be redundantly repetitious…since t = b/s.e.(b).  

Also, you want to identify significance tests, usually by asterisks and a note at the bottom of the page.  In some contexts, it may be appropriate to report actual p-values.  For most linear models, this procedure is effective for identifying certain statistical associations.  

In addition, multiple regression models usually include reports of r2 as a goodness of fit measure, adjusted r2 (although not covered in POLS 2513), and the F statistic (not universal as it is a weak test of a broad hypothesis).  

You should also notice what Table 3 is not.  It is not a SAS printout stapled to your paper.  It is not a SAS listing cut and pasted into a word processing file.  It is an attempt to summarize your research findings and to communicate them to your reader.  

Table 3

Demographic Characteristics Relating to Vote Margin

for Referendum on Statewide Prohibition,

County-level Percentages, 1911

	
	Model 1

Estimated Coefficient

(Standard Error)
	Model 2

Estimated Coefficient

(Standard Error)

	Intercept


	51.46
	31.21

	Illiteracy(%)


	-0.65***

(0.12)
	-0.41***

(0.12)

	Tenant Farmers (%)


	0.23

(0.32)
	0.47

(0.35)

	Crops ($ per capita)


	0.10***

(0.03)
	-0.02

(0.04)

	Urban Dwellers (%)


	-0.15***

(0.04)
	-0.15***

(0.04)

	Catholic (%)


	-0.10*

(0.06)
	-0.03

(0.05)

	German County (1=yes, 0=no)


	-31.57***

(3.60)
	-21.12***

(3.43)

	Progressive (%)

  Initiative & Referendum


	0.14**

(0.06)
	0.17***

(0.06)

	Prohibition – 1887 (%)


	--------
	0.43***

(0.06)

	r2
	.62
	.70

	(adjusted r2)
	(.61)
	(.69)

	F
	53.47***
	52.09***


*
Significant at .10 level

**
Significant at .05 level

***
Significant at .01 level
