Publishable Research Paper Outline (about 25-30 pages not including references)
“Papers must focus on one main point. Do not attempt to enrich your paper with many asides.

Avoid comments that suggest implications not essential for the development of the central point.

It is far better to have a narrow, focused, and useful paper than a rich one that readers find confusing and therefore ignore.” Barry R. Weingast, Stanford University (2010)

The Structure of Your Paper 
Section 1: Introduction--Issue and Research Question (about 2-3 pages) 

This is the most important part of the paper.  A reader who is confused at the introduction is less likely to continue reading the paper. Moreover, the introduction should be self-contained.  Like a several-page abstract, and should clearly present your problem, argument, and insights to the reader.
(1a) State the Issue: What are you studying (issue)?  Why it is important?  
(1b) State the problem to be solved: Why is the issue unresolved? What is the general puzzle? Here you identify the key dependent and independent variables. 
(1c) Clearly state your research question: While part 1a may suggest general questions you narrow down the specific question from the puzzle presented in 1b. 
(1d) You tell the reader how you will answer the research question and your main argument.  This is a short overview of the theory, data, method, analysis and results. 
(1e) The last paragraph of your introduction provides a “road map”; for example: “This paper proceeds as follows. In section one ...” 
Section 2: Literature Review (about 5-6 pages)
Rather than presenting a list of authors or previous research on the topic, you should discuss the disagreements (or agreements) within the literature, particularly the variation in results regarding the topic and key debates.  
Rather than presenting a list of authors or previous research on the topic, you should discuss the disagreements (or agreements) within the literature, particularly the variation in results regarding the topic and key debates.  

(2a) Introduction: Here you provide the summary of the topic and your research question. This is a short background on the topic.  Avoid a long historical (descriptive) discussion. You describe the relationship between the outcome/effect (dependent variable) you are interested in and the main causes (independent variables).  This is about one paragraph or half a page.   

(2b) Body: Stay focused on your research question.  There are three key points for the body. (1) You should provide summaries of the article or books that include the theoretical or conceptual framework, research question and hypothesis, analysis and results and/or conclusion. (2) describe how each of these studies are related to each other and (3) how these studies are related to your research question.  This is about 2 pages. 

(2c) explain the difference between these studies. If you organize the literature chronologically, then how do these studies differ over time? If you organize the review based on the yes and no answer to your research question, then what are the key differences such as theory, variable choice or methods? Are the differences mostly due to competing theories or methods?    

(2d) How is your research design contributing to the existing studies? This does not have to be a major breakthrough or discovery in political science. Most studies make small contributions building off of previous studies. How will your research design address some of the differences you mention in 2c. What is your solution to the problem or puzzle (refer back to 1b). The goal is to give the reader a sense of how you solve the problem; provide some confidence that if she reads the rest of your paper, she has a chance of learning something. 
Section 3: Theory/Explanation (about 2-3 pages)
Express the basic logic of your approach.  Remember theory is the basic explanation for the expected relationship between your cause (independent) and effect (dependent) variables.  Often short examples or illustrations are useful. 

Here you may also reintroduce some of the literature review.  Are you retesting an original theory?  Are you comparing two theories (explanations) to see which one has the greatest explanatory power? Are you adding (filling in the gap) of a pre-existing theory?  Finally, are you presenting a completely new explanation (theory)? 
However, applied papers should not develop a theory for its own sake. Rather, the purpose is to develop just as much as needed to solve the problem posed in the introduction (the actual solving takes place in the next section). As a consequence, this section should NOT provide ALL the implications of the theory or approach.  Rather you should only provide the implications that are needed to make the main point of the paper. Even if your theory is very rich, be sparse with your asides and additional implications. The key is to provide the expected relationship between your cause (independent) and effect (dependent) variables. These are the hypotheses you plan to examine.  The key hypotheses and independent variables are typically connected to the theory (i.e. the expected or assumed relationship between the dependent and key independent variables). 
Section 4: Research Design (about 2-3 pages)
In this section, you will provide the hypothesis as well as the conceptual, variable and operational definitions.  This includes an explanation of data and cases you plan to use in the analysis as well as the methods you plan to use to evaluate the data. 

(4a) Clearly state the hypothesis (or assumptions) you plan to test in the study. Remember to connect the hypothesis to the literature review and the theory.     

(4b) State the key dependent and independent variables, and justify your variable choice based on the literature and theory. Remember, we cannot just pick variables, but we need to provide clear theoretical or empirical (previous literature) justification for the variable choice.  Also provide the conceptual and variable definitions.  The definitions are also connected to the literature.      
(4b) Provide the operational definition for your variables.  What kind of data do you plan to sue to conduct the analysis?  For example, will you use survey questions, World Bank data, historical archives, interviews…?  This includes being explicit in the type of data you will use such as qualitative or quantitative. 
(4c) Discuss the data source and data collection methods.  This includes the sampling method and cases you choose to examine. Will you collect primary data, or will you use secondary data? Are you conducting a survey or interviews, or will you be using existing (someone else’s) data?  In this part, you need to be explicit about the methods you are using for data collection. 
(4d) How do you plan to evaluate the data?  Here you explain the qualitative or quantitative (or both) analysis. There is no need to go into too much detail because you will do the analysis in section 5 but provide the reader with an overview of your data analysis methods. 
Section 5: Empirical Evidence/Analysis (about 8-10 pages)
This is the heart of your paper. Here you must show how well the theory holds up to empirical data.  Put simply, this section resolves the problem stated in the introduction.
**It is important to remember that theory is the providing a possible explanation and the expected relationship between variables.  However, it is the data not the theory that is providing the answer to your research question.  That is, let the data tell the story.  The data may or may not support the expected relationship or results.  In fact, the most interesting publications in social science are the papers that provide counter intuitive and unexpected results.      

(5a) This is where you present the descriptive data you have collected and your analysis.  This includes statistical data, in-depth interviews, documents, recordings and observations in the field (field notes).  You may have collected a large amount of data but stay focused and only use the information needed to resolve the stated problem (i.e. answer your research question).  
For quantitative data/analysis, the descriptive data includes the univariate analysis (examining how the single variable varies) and bivariate analysis (relationship between dependent variable and key independent variables).  You can look for outliers and general distribution of the data.  It is important to know your data.  Provide tables and figures, but no need to provide a table or figure for every variable, only the key variables and relationships. You may use a table or figure for key variables and then write out the description for other variables. 
For qualitative data, the descriptive data includes individual cases and conditions. What do the cases look like and how do you plan to compare them? This can be text material (content analysis) or complex cases such as countries and firms (comparative case studies).
What is the descriptive Data Story?   
(5b) The data analysis and answer to the research question.  For quantitative data analysis, this will include the statistical tests such Chi2 and correlation for bivariate tables and simple or more complex regression analysis for multi-variant analysis.  For qualitative data, this includes the results of the comparative case studies, text analysis and evaluation of interviews.   
What is the whole Data Story? Does it differ from your descriptive data story? 

What is the answer to your research question?  
Do the results from your data analysis support the hypothesis and theory? 

Here you connect the literature review (previous findings) to your results. 
How do your results differ from the previous research? 
Be explicit and clarify identify your contribution. 
Section 6: Conclusion (2-3 pages) 
State the main point of the paper.  Return to the issue and puzzle stated in the introduction and explain the resolution to the problem.  This is simply a short discussion of the problem, your research question and your answer. “In this paper, we have shown that...” Summarize for the reader what your main insight is and why you were able to do something that no one else has. You may also wish to point out some of the limitations of your argument or some of its additional implications.  Moreover, the conclusion should be self-contained.  Like a several-page abstract, and should clearly present your problem, argument, and insights to the reader.
Some additional tips from Barry Weingast:
(a) “…write with ‘clarity and conviction.’ If you fail to be clear, you will confuse the reader. If you fail to write with conviction — e.g., using ‘woulds,’ ‘coulds,’ ‘mights,’ and ‘maybes’ — you will sound like you’re not sure of your argument. And most readers will not waste their time reading such an argument.”

(b) “Dierdre McCloskey provides a useful aphorism you should remember: “write not merely so that the reader can understand but so that he cannot possibly mis-understand.” 

(c) “A final rule of thumb is to write and rewrite. And then rewrite again. Every argument can be improved, and as you argue your points with your colleagues, you should revise your papers with what you’ve learned.” 
This is a modified and extended version of the “Caltech Rules” by Barry Weingast at Stanford University.  (see https://weingast2023.sites.stanford.edu/caltech-rules-writing)
