
 

 

Information on how to write 
papers 

(at the Chair of International Relations and 
Sustainable Development) 

 

This document summarizes the most important 
information on requirements if you are 
planning to write a paper for a member of our 
chair 

1. GENERAL REMARKS 

The purpose of a paper is to answer a 
scientifically relevant question. The research 
process has to be based on concepts (or 
respectively theories) from the field of Political 
Science and needs a clearly defined objective. 
It is important that your paper follows a clear 
and coherent argument throughout. The 
research question should be discussed 
with and accepted by your supervisor, at 
an early stage. 

 

2. TOPIC AND RESEARCH QUESTION 

The following aspects should be considered 
when choosing the topic: 

 
 

i.  
ii.  
iii.  
iv.  
v.  
vi. The question has to be of scientific and 

societal relevance and justified accordingly. 
vii. The question has to be sufficiently precise: 

Generally, a good sign is the formulation of a 
question in one interrogative sentence (with a 
question mark at the end)!  

viii. The question should be of an analytical nature, 
i.e. it’s answer should require analysis rather 
than description. Typically, analytic questions 
are introduced with ‘WHY’ or ‘HOW’. 

ix. The question has to be treatable within the 
given time frame and with the information 
available. Do not try to explain the world. The 
more you narrow down your research 
objective, the easier the analysis will become. 

 

3. LINE OF ARGUMENT AND SYSTEMATIC 
APPROACH  

The development of an appropriate research 
design to answer your research question is 
pivotal for a successful research process. The 
question “What am I writing about, and does 
what I am just writing help answer my research 
question?” should always be kept in mind 
when working on the paper. This reflection 
may also be part of the written text. 

Please use classical and current literature 
from the field of Political Science for your  

 
 

x.  
 
analysis. Do not too easily use literature found 
on the Internet. In particular, be careful with 
non-scientific websites and literature that 
treats the subject superficially. Use specialized 
data banks in the field of Political Science 
(journals) and the library (ULB/Zweigbibliothek 
Sozialwissenschaften) for your research. 
Moreover, a central starting point is the 
literature used in the seminar as well as 
references in the readings for the seminar.     

xi. In the following, we outline an example for an 
appropriate structure of a paper: 

I.  
I. Introduction 

The introduction typically specifies the paper’s 
objective, demonstrates its relevance and the 
theoretical/methodological approach taken, 
and describes the organization of the rest of 
the paper. Start with a general introduction into 
the subject and – gradually - present your 
agenda: What will be analyzed, why and how? 

Please consider that analyzing a research 
question is not an end in itself. Rather, you 
have to explain and justify your research 
question. What is the concrete problem/the 
puzzle/the controversy that needs to be 
addressed (from a Political Science 
perspective)? Why is it important? Ideally, you 
can mention scientific (e.g. theoretical 



debates, knowledge gaps) and 
societal/political reasons here. You can even 
put forward a thesis regarding your expected 
results (which, in turn, should hold an element 
of surprise compared to the scientific state of 
knowledge, public opinion, or arguments 
typically made by 
politicians/governments/experts). Also, define 
the scope of your inquiry. In other words, you 
need to line out what is beyond the focus of 
this paper. In addition, briefly sketch the most 
relevant aspects of how you are going to 
proceed in your attempt to answer your 
research question. The introduction may close 
by delineating the further structure of the 
paper. 

 

II. BACKGROUND (IF NECESSARY)     

In some cases, your analysis will focus on a 
very specific event or theme and your readers 
will require a bit of background information to 
understand its context. If that is the case, you 
can include a short background section at this 
point. If you deem a background section 
necessary, you can use it to, very briefly, 
introduce  this background information. The 
section also can be used to demonstrate 
empirical gaps in the literature.  

Please consider carefully, which information is 
absolutely necessary to understand your 
paper and which is unnecessary! The more 
stringent the presentation leads to your 
analysis the better it is. A paper does not 
necessarily need a background section!  

 

III. STATE OF RESEARCH 

 

In this section, please present the current state 
of research and the relevant research 
literature. You have to use reliable scientific 
literature of high quality and link it to your 
research question. Beyond mentioning 
perhaps one or two “classic” publications in 
your theoretical and empirical focus (if those 
exist), please draw especially on recent 
publications in international scientific journals, 
accessible via different data banks of the ULB 
(e.g. Web of Science or Scopus). The central 
purpose of this section is to demonstrate the 
relevance of your inquiry, i.e. it should allow 
you to demonstrate the theoretical or empirical 
“gap in the literature”. In cases, in which the 
aim of your paper is the further development of 
theories or concepts, this section may be 
integrated in the theory section. 

 

IV. THEORTETICAL/CONCEPTUAL 
FRAMEWORK 

Theories are standpoints or perspectives 
permitting a systematic understanding of an 
object of research. They help you distinguish 
what is conceptually important for your paper 
and what is not. You do not necessarily have 
to choose one of the “big theories” (realism, 
constructivism, systems theory etc.), you can 
also refer to central concepts discussed in the 
literature. Most fundamentally, the 

theories/concepts are necessary to help you 
select and systematize information (e.g. 
discursive power, strong sustainability etc.). 
No analysis can capture every little piece of 
the complex dynamics associated with political 
and societal dynamics and developments. 
Thus, you need to select the factors and 
aspects that are most important for answering 
your research question and choose the 
appropriate theoretical/conceptual framework 
(and vice versa). The theoretical/conceptual 
approaches must be represented precisely, 
correctly, and critically (i.e. also in terms of 
their strengths and weaknesses), on the basis 
of the relevant scientific literature. Please 
consider that your theoretical contextualization 
will also serve to distinct your work from other 
possible approaches and from other studies, in 
order to overcome the ‘weaknesses’ that you 
see in them. At the same time, it is absolutely 
necessary to reflect critically on the strength 
and the weakness of your own approach, as 
well. 

Sometimes it can be useful to reflect upon the 
perspective you have chosen. Do you analyze 
the arguments of a political discourse and 
pursue an analysis that takes a constructivist 
perspective? Or do you primarily look at “hard 
facts”, no matter how they are presented 
linguistically? This meta-theoretical 
contextualization completes but does not 
substitute the conceptual frame.  

If you adopt a deductive research design, you 
may formulate hypotheses at this point. These 
hypotheses should fit to the theoretical 
perspective chosen. You would then use the 



methodological section to operationalize your 
hypotheses and the empirical section to 
plausibilize or test them. 

 

V. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

In scientific research, a clear methodological 
approach is key! Before you start the empirical 
analysis, you need to pay attention to the 
question how you are going to gather, 
systematize and analyze the relevant 
information. And you need to make this 
transparent to the reader, by describing and 
justifying the methodological choices you are 
making. This is so important, because how 
you gather and analyze your information has 
an impact on the reliability of your results, and 
the reader will want to know if your results can 
be trusted in the end. 

As scientists, we tend to call this information 
“data”, no matter which format it has. 
Methodological questions you need to ponder 
and answer are: Where will you get your 
information from (e.g. scholarly literature, 
official statistics, interviews, media 
publications)? How will you extract and 
analyze the data (e.g. interpretative research 
using contents or discourse analysis or other 
forms of qualitative analysis, such as 
comparative case studies; or quantitative 
analyses using statistical estimations and 
regressions)? This is also where you will 
operationalize your hypotheses, i.e. turn your 
variables (the relevant factors identified by 
your theoretical perspective) into indicators 
(again, these may be qualitative [categories, 

typologies] or quantitative). If you do not follow 
a deductive approach, you will still need to 
explain and justify how you have collected and 
are going to evaluate your material, be it 
scientific literature, primary texts or other 
material, in order to develop theses from it (>> 
inductive approach). In both cases, whether 
you adopt a deductive or an inductive research 
design, you will need to describe and critically 
discuss your data sources as well as the 
overall availability of relevant data. In sum, the 
section on methodology describes the “HOW” 
of your analysis during the phase of data 
collection and analysis in detail. It establishes 
the link between the theoretical/conceptual 
parts of your paper and the empirical section. 
Make sure to draw on relevant methodological 
literature both to improve and to justify your 
methodological approach! And again, make 
sure to also critically reflect on the strengths 
and weaknesses of the approach taken.  

 

VI. EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 

In the empirical part of your work, you analyze 
the object of research with the help of the 
concepts from you theoretical/conceptual 
framework by using the methodological 
approach described in the respective section 
of your paper. Always remind yourself: Use the 
terminology of your theory and its 
methodological translation to make sure that 
you analyze your data in a systematic and 
stringent fashion. A typical mistake in the 
empirical part is to follow a descriptive 
rather than an analytical approach!  

Of course, you need to demonstrate your 
knowledge on the case analyzed, but this has 
to be done with close reference to your 
research questions, hypotheses, and 
methodological approach. Never lose sight of 
these aspects! In the end, of course, you will 
need to discuss and critically reflect on the 
extent to which your empirical results conform 
to your hypotheses (in the case of a deductive 
approach) and/or allow you to generate 
insights that can help the further development 
of theories and concepts or generalizable 
empirical insights (in the case of an inductive 
approach). Especially (but not only) if you are 
following an inductive approach, you can also 
divide your empirical section into a section on 
findings and another one on discussion. In that 
case, the section on findings would offer more 
detail, and the discussion would draw broader 
results and embed your analysis in the 
literature. 

ATTENTION: The confirmation (or rather lack 
of falsification) of your hypotheses by your 
analysis is not a quality factor! If your 
theoretical frame leads you to a well-founded 
assumption and your investigation leads to a 
differing result – this is still a scientific result 
that should be presented as such. Scientific 
research is always open to finding differing 
results. Theories are helpful for testing the 
empirical facts, not for the proving of 
previously defined answers! 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 



At the end of the paper, you should briefly 
summarize your research interest, approach 
and results, highlighting in particular the 
answer to your research question. It is also 
necessary to reflect on the limits and 
weaknesses of your own research: what could 
you not show or can you not be certain about 
(because it was beyond the scope of the 
analysis, you did not have the relevant data, 
…)? In addition, you should discuss the 
societal and scientific implications of your 
results. You may also formulate questions that 
arise from your analysis and will require further 
research.  

In sum: While the introduction tells the reader 
what you intend to do and why and the middle 
parts of your paper do that, the conclusion 
reminds the reader what you have done, why, 
what you have found and what that means. 
Thus, make sure that the different parts of 
your paper speak to each other! 

 

4. FORMALITIES 
4.1 Language and argumentation 

In scholarly writing, great precision in the use 
of language, a stringent line of argument, as 
well as an overall structure that guides the 

reader are very important! Please pay 
attention to transitions between the sections, 
but also between the individual paragraphs. 
Use topical sentences. Please use footnotes  

only when they contain important 
information that would impair the reading 
flow in the main text. Moreover, you should 
use a language style that is either gender 
neutral or that promotes gender equality as 
recommended by a decision of the senate 
of the WWU.1 

.

2 

 

4.2 Quotations 

Respecting the rules for correct quotations 
(direct and indirect) is a basic requirement for 
scientific papers! You have to indicate ideas 
not developed by yourself via citations and 
references. Make sure to clearly identify the 
sources you draw from. Failure to 
appropriately reference the work of others 
breaks the rules of scientific research and will 
cause you to fail. There are different quotation 
styles (e.g. the Harvard-Style). It is very 
important that you use the chosen style 
homogeneously during the whole paper. 
References are a central part of your 

                                                            
1 http://www.uni-
muenster.de/imperia/md/content/gleichstellung/senat
_gleichstellungskommission_empfehlungen_geschlecht
ergerechte_schriftsprache.pdf  

argumentation; never hesitate to indicate 
them! 

 

4.3 Formal Elements 

Front page: Name of the course, lecturer (with 
academic title/degree), semester, title of the 
paper; name, address, telephone number, 
email-address and matriculation number of the 
author, study program, semesters of study, 
handover date, number of words/symbols. 

Table of contents: The table of contents shows 
all sections, subsections as well as registers 
and appendixes of the paper (if existing). The 
titles of the individual sections should reflect 
their content shortly and precisely. 

222 http://www.uni-
muenster.de/imperia/md/content/gleichstellung/senat 
_gleichstellungskommission_empfehlungen_geschlecht
ergerechte_schriftsprache.pdf 

Bibliography: List all cited sources completely 
and in the same style, ordered alphabetically 
after the name of the author. 

Appendix: additional graphics or tables; 
questionnaires, codification schemas etc. 

Declaration of honor: You have to declare on a 
separate page that the paper was written by 
nobody but yourself and only with the sources 
indicated. This declaration has to be confirmed 
with your signature. 

 

5. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN 
BACHELOR/MASTER THESIS AND 
PAPERS 

 

http://www.uni-muenster.de/imperia/md/content/gleichstellung/senat_gleichstellungskommission_empfehlungen_geschlechtergerechte_schriftsprache.pdf
http://www.uni-muenster.de/imperia/md/content/gleichstellung/senat_gleichstellungskommission_empfehlungen_geschlechtergerechte_schriftsprache.pdf
http://www.uni-muenster.de/imperia/md/content/gleichstellung/senat_gleichstellungskommission_empfehlungen_geschlechtergerechte_schriftsprache.pdf
http://www.uni-muenster.de/imperia/md/content/gleichstellung/senat_gleichstellungskommission_empfehlungen_geschlechtergerechte_schriftsprache.pdf


The rules for a written paper and a Bachelor or 
Master thesis are very similar. The object of a 
thesis is to answer an original and relevant 
question from the field of Political Science with 
the help of the current state of research and 
your own conceptual or empirical contribution 
within a given amount of time. The emphasis 
of the individual contribution may be more on 
the theoretical or more on the empirical side. 
The main difference lies therefore not in the 
structure, but in the aspiration and extent of 
the work. 

 

6. FURTHER LITERATURE 

There are many websites (as well as books) 
giving advice on how to write social science 
papers. Examples are: 

https://www.una.edu/writingcenter/docs/Writing-
Resources/Writing%20in%20the%20Social%20S
cience%20Format.pdf 

https://pages.ucsd.edu/~keferree/Writing%20a%
20Good%20Social%20Science%20Paper.htm 

https://www.sowi.hu-
berlin.de/de/studium/studienbuero/downloads/
how-to-write-a-scientific-paper.pdf 

 

7. TIPS FOR SUCCESSFUL PAPERS 

Realize that research is an open process: You 
may have an idea about the answer to your 

                                                            
3 http://www.uni-
muenster.de/IfPol/sic/abschlussarbeiten.html 

research question, but it should not be certain 
or common knowledge! 

Read good papers by other students and thus 
use the opportunity to learn from them. You 
can find good final papers on the website of 
the Service- and Information office (SIC).3  

Use literature administration software like 
CITAVI (a free license is provided by the 
WWU) that helps you to cite correctly and to 
create the bibliography. Furthermore, you will 
have the literature used ready at hand for 
further papers!  

Let your paper be proofread! Generally, this 
increases the quality of your paper very much. 
Take the feedback concerning content and 
language from your proofreading fellow 
student or friend into account and plan enough 
time for revisions. It is worth it. 

 

8. SUMMARY OF THE EVALUATION 
CRITERIA 

The paper is evaluated based on the following 
criteria: 

1. Research question 
• Precision 
• Relevance and originality 
• Feasibility 

 
2. Structure 
• Clarity 
• Stringency of the line of argument 

• Suitable introduction- and final 
chapter 

3. Theoretical frame 
• Detail and correctness of the 

description of the 
theoretical/conceptual approach 
chosen 

• Justification of the chosen 
concept/theoretical perspective 

• Selection and use of relevant 
literature 

• Critical reflection 
4. Methodology 
• Detail and correctness of description 
• Adequacy for answering the 

research question 
• Precise operationalization 

(connection of theory and 
empiricism) 

• Justification of case- and data 
selection (sampling) and method of 
analysis 

• Use of relevant literature 
• Critical reflection 
5. Empirical analysis 
• Stringency of theory application 
• Knowledge of the case 
• Critical reflection 
6. Presentation 
• Language and grammar 
• Layout, illustrations, tables 
7. Formal requirements 
• Referencing 
• Bibliography (correctness, 

completeness) 
• Declaration of honor 

 
  


