How to write a discussion section

Purpose: 

Explain the meaning of your findings


Explain the importance of your findings


Make the reader think “That makes perfect sense… why didn’t I think of that?”
Remember: the purpose of research is to DISCOVER not to prove

1. First paragraph: begin with a statement of the major findings of the study

a. Direct, declarative, succinct

b. Do not include data (this should be in the results section)

c. Do not refer to the study design (this should be in the methods section)

Examples: 

“Our results suggest that extraversion has no statistically significant relation to academic achievement.”

“Our findings confirm that physical appearance has a significant impact on assessment of intelligence.”


Next, expand on your first point.


Examples: 


“It is important to note also that these results were consistent across all tested ages 

and genders.”


“As such, the original hypothesis was not supported for this sample.”

2. Second paragraph: explain your results!

Why is this important or interesting?  

What struck you most about your findings?  

Were they as expected or not?  If not, can you suggest why not?


-Here is where you can possibly discuss limitations… also see below

3. Consider alternative explanations!
Especially important if your results were NS or opposite to expectations

Example: 

Hypothesis: GPA would have a positive relation to happiness

Results: no significant relation

Results: negative correlation between GPA and happiness

Why?

4. All studies have limitations!!

a. What would you have done differently?

b. This can lead to suggestions for further research.

i. How can future researchers improve on your study?

ii. What could a follow-up question be?

iii. What is unclear in your study that could be addressed later?

5. Conclusion: the take home message!

Things to avoid in your discussion section

1. overinterpretation of results (stick to the data!)

2. Unwarranted speculation 

a. (e.g., if you studied college students, your results apply to that population…)

b. If you do speculate, be sure to label it as such (“We speculate that..”)

3. Inflating the importance of your findings

4. Tangential issues (focus on your hypothesis and study results)

5. Conclusions that are not supported by the data
