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Preface

The Australian Psychological Society (APS) is pleased to continue its association with the 
publication of Bruce Findlay and Leah Kaufmann’s How to Write Psychology Research 
Reports and Essays, now in its 8th edition.

Undergraduate psychology education aims to develop psychological literacy. 
Knowledge of research methods, critical thinking skills, and communication skills 
are valued competencies of psychology graduates. Undergraduate research projects 
and assignments are designed to help students master these skills; yet first- and 
second-year students may find writing research reports and essays daunting. 

Findlay and Kaufmann’s book is designed to make these learning tasks less challenging 
for students. It uses easy-to-read and student-friendly language. The book is intended to 
complement undergraduate textbooks and the current edition of the Publication Manual of 
the American Psychology Association (APA). The book will help students to plan and 
organise their research report, to express their ideas clearly, and to follow APA style. The 
book also alerts students to key issues, such as referencing sources correctly and avoiding 
plagiarism. It now includes information on electronic referencing, online sources, and 
submissions. Flowcharts, checklists, and sample reports provide further guidance on 
psychological writing. There are now additional examples for postgraduate students. 

I am pleased to recommend the new edition of this book as a valuable resource to 
students throughout their undergraduate studies. Students interested in a career in 
psychology are invited to explore the APS website and our resources for students, including 
Psych Student Headquarters (www.psychology.org.au). The APS website also shows the 
diversity of careers in psychology, opportunities to network, and resources provided for 
students and student subscribers by the APS. You can subscribe to the APS by visiting 
https://join.psychology.org.au. 

Sabine Wingenfeld Hammond, PhD, FAPS
Executive Manager, Science, Education, and Membership

Australian Psychological Society
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Introduction

Introduction to Students
If you’ve picked this up to see what it’s like – buy it! It’ll save you a lot of hassles in your 
undergraduate psychology career.

While most psychology students do not go on to become the sort of psychologists who 
publish journal articles, most psychology departments treat you as if you will! For exam-
ple, you will be expected to write research reports that differ from typical assignments and 
essays, and although they are not as long or complex as those an academic would write, 
they are designed to lead you towards that level. This book will give you all the informa-
tion you need about how to prepare and write psychology research reports and essays in 
psychology at the undergraduate level, without overburdening you with all those extra 
touches that are needed for publication.

There is a glossary of those words that are on the tip of your tongue but whose mean-
ing escapes you at the moment. There is an index that will lead you to the help you need 
for any particular feature of a research report or essay that is bothering you. There are 
flowcharts of the processes involved in writing a research report and an essay. There are a 
couple of good examples of research reports that you can use as a sort of graphical index, 
and a couple of examples of badly written reports to show you what to avoid.

If you want some global advice for undergraduate writing in psychology, it is – learn to 
plan ahead! It will save you a lot of anxiety of the sort that occurs when your computer 
fails at midnight and the assignment is due at 9 o’clock the next morning. This book will 
show you how to learn this valuable skill.

Good writing! It’s not nearly as difficult as you might think.
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Introduction to Staff Members
Purpose of the book. This book is intended to address the need for a set of guidelines 
for writing undergraduate-level psychology research reports and essays. It is aimed at 
first- and second-year students, although it may be useful to address weaknesses in prepa-
ration, writing, or even submitting assignments among more senior students. It is not, 
however, a guide to writing for publication. It does observe the conventions required by 
the 6th edition of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association (APA), 
and it includes the rationale for those conventions, as well as the steps to be taken in 
producing and presenting psychological research reports and essays. A student who 
grasps these concepts and learns the conventions will have a sound basis for presenting 
research in a professional manner, and writing well-argued essays, so that the later step of 
writing for publication should be an easier one to take.

Why such a book is desirable. Increasing student numbers and dwindling resources 
(especially, face-to-face teaching opportunities) in Australian universities often result in 
students spending less time in classes on the more basic skills and approaches to writing 
research reports and essays. It can also mean students get less guidance on this (assessed) 
aspect of their learning and are less able to understand or make use of feedback on what 
they have written. This is particularly true at first-year level. 

Many psychology departments produce handouts on writing research reports and 
essays which, however brief, are time consuming to develop, and are a further burden 
(beyond core content development) on the demands of increasingly burdened academics. 
They may also be produced by staff members who have been writing for publication for 
some time and who may take for granted a good deal of information that first-year stu-
dents, in particular, do not know. For this reason, many students find the conventions of 
psychological report writing especially difficult, since the requirements differ both from 
those of their other tertiary subjects and from their own previous experience. Moreover, 
when students are left to seek answers to very basic or seemingly obvious questions 
(which they can be too embarrassed to ask of staff members), they often find ad hoc or 
inaccurate answers (e.g., from the internet, other students, or even less experienced staff), 
and this can lead to complaints from students about what is expected in research reports.

Students will find this book useful because it is considerably more detailed than the 
typical departmental handout, but not as overwhelming as books advising on writing for 
publication, such as the Publication Manual of the APA. Some of the more advanced books 
are mentioned towards the end of Chapters 5 and 6.

Difference from the previous edition. Since the 6th edition of the Publication Manual 
of the APA was published in 2010, publishing in general has continued to change, espe-
cially in the accessibility and presentation of electronic resources. While the 6th edition 
of the Publication Manual updated some conventions to meet the changes in publishing, 
especially the use of the doi, the APA has also published, electronically, a more detailed 
style guide to electronic references. The latest edition of the current book includes some 
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of this material. In addition, we have updated guidance on issues like online submission 
and the use of online sources (e.g., online journals) and tools (e.g., Turnitin).

The examples of opening sentences, summaries of prior research, and referencing 
examples are fairly recent material from Australian and New Zealand academics. We hope 
your students are tickled to see the names of academics they may know used as glowing 
examples still active at the time of writing, and relevant. The occasional URL used as 
examples have been updated to ensure they are still active and relevant. 

In response to requests from third- and fourth-year students, who say they are finding 
the book useful in their higher years, we have also included some examples of more 
sophisticated tables and figures and how they should be reported in text.

Academics are encouraged to consider embedding and using this book in courses. It 
may save teaching time by recommending that students buy and frequently refer to this 
book. If you are using this book as an aid to your teaching and have any constructive 
criticisms to offer, especially about the newer sections, we would appreciate hearing 
from you.

Bruce Findlay
Senior Lecturer in Psychology

Swinburne University of Technology
PO Box 218, Hawthorn, Vic 3122

email: bfindlay@swin.edu.au

Leah Kaufmann
Senior Lecturer, School of Psychology

Australian Catholic University
Locked Bag 4115, Fitzroy MDC, Vic 3065

email: leah.kaufmann@acu.edu.au
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This book has a number of design features which we hope will make it easier to under-
stand the information you need to know. There are often good and poor examples cited. 
The examples will be in figures, because one of the conventions you need to learn is that 
illustrative material belongs in figures. The format of the figures and tables throughout 
this book is the format that you are expected to learn, but in addition there will be icons 
to remind you which are good and which are poor examples. They will look like this:

Good examples for you to follow will have this “tick” beside them.

Poor examples or formats that you should avoid using in your work will have 
this “cross” beside them.

Notes, which will often accompany tables, will have this little “notepad” icon 
beside them. Please read them carefully!

Finally, this icon will accompany comments or instructions that require even 
closer attention than usual. It will refer to things that are absolutely essential for 
you to be aware of.

Please be aware that the examples throughout the book illustrating the conventions 
you need to know about are not exhaustive. You should not get the idea that these exam-
ples are the only way to express those particular conventions, but they are certainly 
acceptable ways. As you become more comfortable with writing in this style, you will be 
able to be more creative within the existing conventions.

At the start of Chapters 4 and 6 there are flowcharts that indicate the sequence of activ-
ities for the successful writing of research reports and essays, respectively. These may 
serve as a useful summary and reminder of the process once you have familiarised your-
self with the details. There are also checklists for research reports and essays, at the ends 
of Chapters 5 and 6 respectively, that will help you to plan and mark off your achieve-
ments in your first few assignments. Feel free to photocopy them and use them to mea-
sure your progress.

There are good and bad examples of two research reports, starting on page 129. The 
first is a fairly straightforward one, such as you might expect in your first one or two 
assignments. The second is rather more complex, but you might encounter one like it late 
in first year or early in second year. They are not meant to be the only way you can write 
a research report, but they are acceptable ways; they can also be used as a sort of index, if 
you are looking for something but can’t think of the word that would allow you to use the 
normal index. You can look at the part of the report where you expect to find advice, then 
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be referred to the sections or pages where that advice can be found. The bad examples 
include many of the errors that students commonly make. Have a look at them, see if you 
can spot the errors, and check the answers on pages 147–149 and 172–174.

At the beginnings of Chapters 2 to 6 there are lists of keywords. Before reading each 
chapter, look up these words in the Glossary at the back of the book. This will ensure that 
when you first encounter them in the context of the chapter they will already be a little 
familiar. Their meaning should become even clearer as you read through the chapter.

Educator Resource – Test Bank
The Test Bank provides a wealth of testing material. Updated for the new edition, each 
chapter offers a wide variety of question types, arranged by section. Questions can be 
integrated into Blackboard, Canvas or Moodle Learning Management Systems.
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1.1  Why Write Reports and Essays?

IN ANY SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLINE, the structure of established knowledge is, on rare 
occasions, shaken up by people of the stature of Einstein or Freud. More usually, 
knowledge is added to, brick by brick, by well-reported studies in some relatively spe-

cific area. When taken together, these all make up what we know – in the case of psy-
chology – about how people think, feel, and behave. Hopefully, some of you will go on 
to contribute to this knowledge. This will involve considerable training in psychology, in 
research methods, and in publication.

You may have begun psychology because you were interested in learning how to help 
other people, or perhaps in understanding yourself better, and so may not anticipate that 
you will publish research articles in your professional life. However, even if you don’t 
publish studies, you will have to read many published reports while completing your 
studies in psychology. Knowing the conventions and being able to critically evaluate 
these works will aid in this. Specifically, you will need to develop skills that allow you to 
decide whether the material you read is useful to your own area of work, as well as 
strengths and weaknesses within the work itself. You will need to understand how authors 
reached their conclusions, and to decide how sound or applicable those conclusions are, 
all of which require a familiarity with the conventions of psychological reporting.

The majority of students who study an introductory psychology subject, or even 
complete a three-year degree with a major in psychology, do not go on to become psy-
chologists. To become a psychologist, you will need to complete six years of training; 
that is, an accredited undergraduate major, a fourth year called an Honours year or a 
Postgraduate Diploma, and two more years which may be a Master’s degree, or profes-
sional supervision and training. In contrast, most students with an undergraduate 
degree in psychology find themselves working in management, human resources, 
human services departments, market research, journalism, the travel industry, or simi-
lar areas. This is because a degree with a major in psychology is well regarded in the 
commercial and industrial world, partly because of the experience of quantitative anal-
ysis that goes with writing research reports, but mainly because psychology graduates 
have had excellent training in the critical, disciplined, and concise reporting of the 
work they do.

There are therefore three good reasons why you need to learn to write good research 
reports:

•	The first and most pragmatic reason is that you are expected to do so as part 
of an undergraduate degree in psychology and will be assessed on your 
ability to do so. It is something you need to know in order to complete your 
course successfully.

•	A better reason is that as a potential psychologist you need to appraise 
what other people have written and to report your own research in order 
to communicate to the community of scientists/practitioners and 
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academics what you have learned from your study of human, or perhaps 
animal, behaviour.

•	Finally, even if you do not intend to become a psychologist, any occupation 
will have its own conventions for preparing and writing reports of the work 
you do. Learning the conventions of psychology research reports 
demonstrates your ability to master the conventions of a discipline to 
potential employers. In addition, the generic skills of synthesising material 
requiring high levels of theoretical and conceptual understanding, as well as 
reporting your conclusions concisely and on time, are skills that will stand 
you in good stead in any professional career.

Many undergraduate psychology students are also asked to write essays. In con-
trast to a research report, which expects you to describe a piece of empirical research, 
essays usually expect you to argue a point of view in some area of psychological 
interest. Essay writing is also a valued skill, since it also gives you an opportunity 
to demonstrate the generic skills of assembling and summarising relevant informa-
tion, critically evaluating it, and coming to a considered conclusion about it in a 
succinct way.

1.2  What Is a Research Report?
A research report (sometimes called a laboratory report, or lab report for short) is a summary 
of a research project, presented in a specific form including: (a) why you undertook this 
particular research; (b) what you expected to find; (c) how you actually did it; (d) what 
you did find; (e) what you think the results mean; and (f) the theoretical and practical 
implications of the conclusions you drew from those results.

Like most disciplines, psychology has conventions for the reporting of research find-
ings. This means that readers who are familiar with these conventions can quickly and 
easily find the information they need and evaluate the quality of this information. From 
there they can decide whether they want to read the report in more detail. As a result, the 
format of psychological reporting is very useful to readers and can help authors commu-
nicate with their audience.

The reason that the conventions used in psychology conform to a “more or less” 
standard format is that the research presented differs in a number of important ways 
(e.g., number of studies, number and type of samples, use of apparatus, analyses), which 
results in slightly different information being presented. We encourage you to look 
through some of the major psychology periodicals in your library or browse through 
them on the web (and we encourage you to do so in the very near future), such as: 
Australian Journal of Psychology; Brain and Cognition; Child Development; Journal of 
Experimental Psychology; Journal of Personality and Social Psychology; or Psychological Science. 
You will find many articles in formats that are somewhat different to what is usually 
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taught in first- or second-year psychology, mostly as a result of more complex designs or 
methods than you encounter in your first couple of undergraduate years. Another rea-
son is that a journal article expects a greater familiarity with existing research in the area 
than that expected of an undergraduate report, which means that some information may 
not be fully described, although you will do so in your early reports. However, by your 
third year you should be approaching a professional understanding of prior research, 
and your understanding of the conventions of presentation will conform more to the 
journal article standard.

The qualitative difference between journal articles and undergraduate research reports 
is that the research report is primarily an exercise in communication and only secondar-
ily, if at all, a contribution to research. It is important that the information you communi-
cate to your marker reflects your knowledge and understanding of the topic. It is 
important that as an undergraduate you become expert at producing the standard format, 
and once you are completely in control of it then you can decide whether it is appropriate 
to “bend the rules” in particular cases.

The basic rules are that a research report consists of the following sections in the 
sequence indicated:

•	Title Page
•	Abstract
•	Introduction (section does not include this title)
•	Method
•	Results
•	Discussion
•	References
•	Appendices (often not used in undergraduate reports)

The Title Page clarifies what the report is about and contains information about you. The 
Abstract is an overview of the report. The rest of the report is the presentation of the full 
details of the research, using an hourglass structure (Kidder & Judd, 1986). Your Introduction 
should begin broadly, introducing the topic under study and why it is being studied. This will 
then begin to narrow down as you describe the work of previous researchers whose results 
have led to your own study. The end of the Introduction is like the approach to the waist of 
the hourglass, where you state the aims of your study and the specific hypotheses, which are 
predictions of what results you expected from your study. The Method and Results sections 
are the most specific sections of the report, since they state precisely what was done and what 
results were obtained. The Discussion is where the hourglass begins to spread out again. It 
starts with a description of results in relation to the hypotheses (i.e., were they supported?); 
your interpretation of the results; then broadens this to discuss how those results relate to 
previous work. Finally, you describe the implications of your research, including strengths 
and limitations, and finish at the broadest point with a general conclusion about the meaning 
and contribution of this research to the literature. The References allow others to check the 
accuracy of your assertions, and the Appendices contain additional material that doesn’t need 
to be included in the body of the report but is specifically referred to (e.g., in your Method).
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1.3  Writing Essays at University
An essay in psychology is no different in basic structure from the essays you will 
encounter in other tertiary humanities subjects, such as literature or social sciences 
like sociology. Unlike research reports, they are not usually divided into sections. They 
follow the standard essay pattern of having an introduction, a body or discussion, 
which is the bulk of the essay, and a conclusion. However, psychology essays may also 
need a Title Page, Abstract, and References. Essays at tertiary level are somewhat differ-
ent from those many of you will have experienced at school. The basic difference is that 
at university you will be expected to be more critical of the material you use in your 
essays and systematic in your approach to creating an argument or viewpoint. 
Psychology essays typically ask you to discuss some research, to compare and contrast 
particular theoretical perspectives on some area of behaviour, or to critically evaluate 
some area of research.

Chapter 6 describes what is required of each of these sorts of instructions, but in 
essence they expect you to read people’s work with a critical eye, and assess the strengths 
and weaknesses of a body of work. What is needed of you as a student with a major in 
psychology is that you demand particular standards of evidence for the assertions that 
researchers make before you give any weight to those assertions. This requires critical 
thinking on your part, and we describe some ways in which you can apply critical think-
ing to psychological articles in Chapter 2.

1.4  Chapter Summaries
The following chapters will deal with: (a) where to look for appropriate references; informa-
tion on critical evaluation of earlier research; and the process of producing an assignment, all 
of which are common to both research reports and essays (Chapter 2); (b) the expected 
conventions of referencing in text and in the Reference list (Chapter 3); (c) what you do to 
get started when assigned to write a research report (Chapter 4); (d) detailed instructions on 
what sort of material goes in which sections of a research report, and the conventions for 
presenting it (Chapter 5); and (e) advice about essay writing for psychology (Chapter 6). At 
the end of the book are examples of good and poor research reports, which you may find 
useful if looking at specific aspects, but can’t think of the word that will allow you to look it 
up in the normal index.
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THERE ARE SEVERAL ELEMENTS and processes that are common to research 
reports and essays. Most notably, assignments that receive the best marks are those 
that not only follow the conventional format but are also written clearly and con-

cisely. Importantly, get the best marks also meet the requirements of the instructions 
given, including word limits, and are submitted on time.

This chapter addresses key issues in getting started: (a) the thorny problem of collab-
orating versus copying; (b) the question of the sort of material you should gather to sup-
port your research report or essay; (c) how to evaluate internet resources; (d) critical 
thinking and how to apply it to the material you read; (e) writing style, including the 
appropriateness of personal pronouns, fluency of expression, and punctuation; (f) the 
use of the correct tense; (g) inclusive language; (h) the need for proofreading and redraft-
ing; and finally (i) the physical presentation of your assignment.

2.1 � Collaborating Not Copying –  
The Distinction

Collaborative study has many benefits. It is good practice for your professional life, 
and it will make your university life more enjoyable and fruitful. However, collabora-
tion in the production of assessable assignments can be confusing and even risky. You 
should always check what the expectations of your lecturer or tutor are regarding col-
laboration in the preparation of assessable work, but even when you work with another 
student or students, you should never produce one work which is submitted by multi-
ple students. Instead, you might talk about the resources, your understanding of them, 
and the expectations of the task, and then you will write your own assignment.

It is desirable for first- and second-year undergraduate students faced with writing 
research reports and essays to collaborate in study groups. For example, when working 
on research reports, it may help you to discuss hypotheses, if these were not already given 
in the instructions, and to discuss which references logically lead to them, and do or do 
not support the hypotheses. You may also like to discuss the results, and the strengths 
and weaknesses of the research, because sharing ideas can help your understanding of 
the material. Collaborating on the preparations for a research report also allows you to 
debate your ideas and opinions, and hopefully, that will give you a taste of the intellectual 
excitement to be experienced in academic research that makes much of the grind worth-
while. However, it is always important to check with your tutor or lecturer about what is 
acceptable and what is not acceptable at your institution.

If your assignment is an essay, the possibilities for collaboration may be much more 
limited. Most lecturers would probably be happy for you to share resources, such as ref-
erences. However, the essay probably needs to be a structured argument for your point of 
view, and your marker will expect that what you have written is your argument. If you 
want advice about whether you are on the right track with your essay plan, it is wisest to 
consult with the lecturer who set the essay topic, or your tutor.
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So, as we have discussed, there are benefits to collaborating with your fellow students, 

especially on the preparatory aspects of the research report or essay. In contrast, when it 
comes to the final written work, your marker needs to be confident that what is written is 
your own work, reflecting your own research and understanding, except where explicitly 
acknowledged. Using other people’s ideas, argument, or expression without acknowledg-
ment is considered plagiarism. If you and a fellow student work too closely together, 
which leads to you both developing (or co-authoring) material, this is considered collu-
sion. Both plagiarism and collusion are very serious matters and will typically mean a 
loss of marks, perhaps zero, for that report or essay, and a meeting with your lecturer or 
tutor to discuss issues of academic honesty. At worst, plagiarism and collusion can, and 
have led to expulsion from Australian universities. For more information about your uni-
versity’s approach to academic honesty (or dishonesty), consult the university handbook 
or web page (e.g., code of conduct or student responsibilities) of your institution and any 
course guides produced by individual departments for subjects you are studying. Ignorance 
of these policies and procedures is not an acceptable excuse if you are caught submitting 
unoriginal material developed with or by a fellow student, or from books, journal articles, 
or the internet. It is also more detectable due to the use of originality-checking software 
such as Turnitin. There is more information about plagiarism from books, journals, and 
the internet in Chapter 3.

If you have checked that collaboration is acceptable, there are several things you can 
do to make sure you stay on the right side of the collaboration versus collusion divide. 
First, collaboration is probably best in the planning and early (e.g., reading) stages of a 
research report or essay. For example, this will allow you to share practical information 
like planning your approach and sharing references. You may also like to discuss your 
understanding of such shared references once you have read them to clarify your compre-
hension. However, when it comes to writing the report or essay it is essential that it is 
your own work. For this reason, you should never share your drafts, or work on writing 
your reports or essays with another student(s). Also, while we will repeatedly stress the 
value of getting assignments proofread, your proofreader should not be a student com-
pleting the same assignment. You should be writing for an intelligent layperson, which 
means a non-psychology student is ideal as a proofreader.

2.2  Information Gathering
All undergraduate essays and research reports in psychology will require you to read 
some material on the chosen topic. You need to decide what to read, and how much. 
There is an enormous amount of information available within the discipline of psychol-
ogy and related areas. There are two important considerations that should help guide 
your thinking on this issue. First, the information you are given about your research 
report or essay is the best guide to the topic and scope of the project. Second, undergrad-
uate psychology majors and graduate psychology training in Australasian universities is 
based on a scientist/practitioner model of psychology. The aim of these programs is the 

Copyright © Pearson Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) 2019 — 9781488618437 — Findlay & Kaufmann/How to Write Psychology Research Reports and Essays 8e




