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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to provide scholars with a robust, easy-to-follow structural model for
crafting compelling academic publications. Recognizing the diversity of research methodologies and genres,
the paper proposes the symmetry of specificity framework as a guide to maintaining coherence, depth and
relevance across different sections of an academic paper.

Design/methodology/approach — This paper presents a theoretical framework — “symmetry of
specificity” — through an iterative approach inspired by supervision and examination of theses, writing
and reviewing research papers and editorial work. The framework builds upon the established IMRAD
model and uses the concept of symmetry to explain the structural elements of academic publications. Its
unique contribution lies in elucidating the two-dimensional funneling process that takes place within
academic writing, and providing a nuanced understanding of how to maintain balance between different
sections.

Findings — The symmetry of specificity framework introduces a novel perspective on academic writing,
emphasizing the concept of “symmetry in specificity”. It shows how maintaining a balance in detail and focus
across different sections of a research paper can significantly enhance its coherence and relevance. By
elucidating the interaction between theory and data in research writing, it provides valuable insights into the
nuances of crafting a compelling academic paper.

Research limitations/implications — While the proposed symmetry of specificity framework may
not be universally applicable across all types of research, it provides a solid foundation for the development
of alternate structures tailored to specific research paradigms. There is ample opportunity for future
research to explore adaptations of this model for various types of academic writing, offering a
fresh perspective on structuring academic publications and potentially sparking new discussions and
innovations in this realm.

Practical implications — This framework can aid both novice and experienced scholars in structuring
their research papers effectively. By offering a conceptual roadmap, it guides the writer through the
complex process of academic writing, from crafting the methodology and analysis sections to articulating
compelling conclusions. Thus, it serves as a useful tool in enhancing the quality and impact of research
communication.

Originality/value — This paper presents a unique approach to structuring academic publications that goes
beyond the conventional IMRAD model. By offering a theory-based structural model, it contributes to an
underexplored area in academic writing and opens up new avenues for pedagogy and practice in research
communication.
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Figure 1.
Representation of the
IMRAD structure

1. Introduction

Writing an (academic) publication on any level puts several demands on the author. The
author needs to possess extensive knowledge in their field and the skills to conduct research
according to the field’s scientific requirements. The work also needs to be neatly presented
in writing, in a way that is suitable for the research area (Maedows, 1998). Teaching material
is available to show how different parts of the publication should be connected (Safsten and
Gustavsson, 2019). It is often suggested that a well-structured publication should be
analogous to “folding a paper in half’, implying a symmetry where the early sections
correspond with the later ones. This idea seems simple at face value, but the folding in half is
not a sufficient explanation for the symmetry. There is a second dimension to this symmetry
in academic writing, which is the level of specificity. This is to some extent included in the
popular IMRAD model (Day, 1989; Wu, 2011) (Figure 1). IMRAD outlines what should be
included in the different chapters of a publication (e.g. BSc, MSc, PhD thesis and research
paper). The model demonstrates a funnel approach where the publication begins with a
broad perspective and narrows down towards the main topic, only to broaden again
towards the end. How this is interpreted and communicated will differ depending on what
academic level the author is.

During a period of about 15 years, I have taken interest in this topic and have worked
with text production supervising thesis projects and teaching methodology on BSc, MSc and
PhD levels. This work has included several discussions with colleagues on how to teach
writing. During this time, I have encountered both students and colleagues who are unsure
about how to structure their academic writing. Students often learn that details specific to a
case should not be included in the introduction, yet they frequently hesitate to incorporate
theory when dealing with the case. In my experience, the confusion about what goes where
is a manifestation of poor understanding of level of specificity and how to treat symmetry in
a publication.

Students get help from supervisors who, depending on cultural norms, should be able to
give advice (Zhang and Hyland, 2021). However, supervisors are not a homogenous group,
and the experience and skills among supervisors vary greatly. Some supervisors have just
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completed their own degree, some supervisors completed their degree decades ago and spent
their time working in industry, and some supervisors are prolific authors. Consequently, the
level of assistance students receive from supervisors can vary, highlighting that supervisors
themselves require varying degrees of support in their supervisory roles. In such cases,
having established models for reference, like the IMRAD model, becomes crucial.

Even though the IMRAD model was initially presented in 1989, the model has seen little
theoretical development over the years. A structured literature review (Gimenez and
Tachizawa, 2012) conducted for this paper was able to identify 44 papers explaining either
IMRAD or how to use IMRAD (Appendix). None of these papers intended to expand on the
IMRAD model itself. The journals in which the papers are published show that the
discussion about IMRAD is not targeting academics in areas such as business, management
and operations. It is possible that the ongoing discussion does not benefit academics in those
areas. There are papers aimed at helping authors by explaining what should be included in
different chapters of a publication. Sometimes expanding beyond the original four chapters
from IMRAD (Codina, 2022; Kumar, 2023). A common shortcoming across these papers is
their limited exploration of the theoretical principles that underpin the IMRAD model.

The focus of this paper is the symmetry of specificity throughout a publication.
Specificity refers to the scope in terms of how general or specific the publication is. For
example, if the publication is discussing competitive advantage in general, or the efforts of a
company specifically. Symmetry refers to the pattern of change in specificity throughout the
publication, such that the level of detail in the early parts aligns with that in the later
sections. Symmetry of specificity is an attempt to put an explanatory framework to the
notion of “folding a publication in half”. The purpose of this paper is:

To expand on the IMRAD model and elaborate on the concept of symmetry in publications.

This paper does not aim to explain how each chapter of an academic publication, such as a
bachelor’s thesis, should be written. Numerous resources already exist that discuss concepts like
“the funnel” in the introduction or how to formulate a research purpose. This paper focuses on
the level of specificity across the contents of the publication. This is done using the four chapters
as outlined in IMRAD. In academic writing, and as observed in other papers discussing IMRAD,
there can be additional chapters. To avoid confusion, the term “sections” will be used to refer to
the chapters of this paper. This paper seeks to contribute to an ongoing discussion on methods
and publication in European Business Review, such as Babin and Svensson (2012), editorial by
Svensson (2012a) (Brown, 2012; Rosenstreich and Wooliscroft, 2012; Svensson, 2012b; Wagner,
2012; Zutshi et al, 2012), Svensson (2013), Hair et al (2014), Johnston (2014), Eriksson (2015),
Svensson (2015), Ford (2016), Svensson (2018), the special issue hosted by Stentoft and Freytag
(2018) (Babin and Moulard, 2018; Bager, 2018; Bickstrom and Ahlgren, 2018; Grant ef al., 2018;
Hamet and Michel, 2018; Narasimhan, 2018; Zolkiewski, 2018), and Hair et al (2019). The
intended implications of this paper include providing a more comprehensive explanation on
structuring various chapters in a publication and equipping researchers and university teachers
with enhanced models to explain the structure of a publication.

2. Symmetry of specificity — achieving symmetry in topic and empirical width

This section will elaborate on how to organize an academic manuscript based on symmetry
in topic and empirical width. The proposed expansion of the IMRAD model is visualized on
a two-axis graph, with the y-axis representing a continuum from specific to general, and
the x-axis marking the progression from the start to the finish of a publication (Figure 1).
The remainder of this section will explore the various parts of a publication. It should be
acknowledged that the names of the chapters in a publication may vary. As such, the
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Figure 2.
Symmetry of
specificity: top part
illustrates how the
topic is narrowed
down leading up to
the research
questions and then
broadened when the
research questions
are answered; bottom
part illustrates how
the empirical width is
reduced in
methodology, and
then expanded in the
analysis

framework can be seen as an overlay on top of a chapter structure, where the exact lines
between chapters will be different from publication to publication (Figure 2).

2.1 Introduction — specifying the topic
From a specificity perspective the introduction narrows the scope of what is to be examined.
This process, often referred to as “positioning”, “setting the context” or “defining the core”,
usually involves moving from a broad topic to a narrower one. However, the funneling starts
before the first word is written, when it is perhaps implicitly decided what to not include. For
example, it is possible to start with an explanation of the big bang, continue with how planets
came to be, why planets are heterogeneous, how humans evolved, how trade emerged and so
on all the way down to how blockchain may be used to track transportation (see “casing” in
Ragin, 1992). A more reasonable approach might be to start with the need for tracking and
how new technology is enabling improved tracking methods. The decision on where to start
is not always easy. But it sets the broader limit for specificity in the publication, and it is thus
important to consider at what scope it is reasonable to start. The broader level of specificity
will be important again at the end of the publication. Authors that are unsure of how broad
they should be at the start can benefit from going back to the start of the publication, once the
final parts are written. Determining the appropriate level of specificity might be easier at the
end of the publication, which can then be used to fine-tune the introduction.

When presenting the specificity of the publication, the authors should also argue what
the target audience is, and in what way the target audience will benefit from the publication.

Level of specificity
General P Topic funneling Conclusion

+ Research question(s)
s ;

Answer(s)

Specific

Progression through publication

Discussion/

Literature Conclusion

Introduction Methodology Case Analysis

Source: Figure by author



This will be echoed at the end of the publication, where contributions and conclusions
should be made for the same target audience.

The process of narrowing down the topic continues until the purpose of the research is
presented. It can be seen as if the introduction has an implicit goal of defining the specificity
to which the publication seeks to contribute. A research purpose is often written in
somewhat vague and broad terms, which is why it is often accompanied by a few more
specific research questions. The research questions are often slightly more specific than the
purpose, which makes the purpose tangible and possible to investigate.

2.2 Literature — the theory needed to investigate the research questions

In the literature review chapter, there is no requirement to narrow down the specificity. The
content of the literature review might range from more general topics to more specific ones.
The goal of the literature is to bring in the theory needed to perform the study and answer
the research questions. In practice, this might include going a bit general to explain context,
and it might include going a bit specific to make an example. However, the overall
specificity from the questions is what should guide the specificity of the literature chapter.

2.3 Methodology — going specific in three steps

The specificity throughout the methodology will be explained in three steps. This is done to
see how the publication becomes more specific and to understand why some information
ought to be included in the publication. It should be noted that the funneling here is not
about the topic, as is the case in the introduction, but about an empirical width. Purpose and
questions are specific about the topic, but general about the empirical area. The
methodology section involves narrowing down the general empirical area to a specific area
that will be investigated. This is like the interplay between all available data (events) and
studied data (events) in critical realism, abduction and systematic combining (Dubois and
Gadde, 2002; Danermark et al., 2003; Eriksson and Engstrom, 2021).

The first part of the methodology should be concerned with how a contribution can be
made. This is specific to the field of study, as well as to ontology and epistemology. This
part is important because it explains in what way it is possible to give a conclusion to the
purpose, and how such a conclusion may look. Granted, this is something which has been
overlooked even in PhD theses in some fields (Zachariassen and Arlbjern, 2010), so the
expectations on bachelor and master theses need to be on a level which is acceptable in the
specific field. Ontology and epistemology are often not included in research papers in
operations and supply chain management. This might be a consequence of a general lack of
attention to these dimensions in the field (Aastrup and Halldérsson, 2008). Nevertheless, if a
contribution to knowledge is made, it is reasonable to expect the author to discuss what is
considered knowledge, unless this is well established and agreed upon within the field.

The second part of the methodology is about making an argument for why a specific set/
source of data is suitable to answer the research questions and to reach a conclusion. In my
experience this part is often not sufficiently understood, which leads to issues during
analysis when findings are supposed to be generalized. Failure to justify why and how the
selected data can answer the research questions leaves the authors open to criticism when it
comes time to defend their publication. The argument for the data can often be separated
into two main categories. The first is a mathematical argument about statistical
generalization. The second is a qualitative argument about theoretical generalization (Yin,
2009). Exceptions to generalization exist depending on the author’s philosophical position.
Critical realism, for example, is not focused on generalization but explanation of generative
mechanisms (Bhaskar, 1978; Sayer, 1992). This part of the methodology often constitutes a
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dramatic tightening of specificity, starting at general questions sometimes ending up as narrow
as with, for example, the investigation of a single machine. If the selection of the specific
machine is not well justified, it will be difficult to argue for generalization later in the publication.

The third part of the methodology is the presentation of the techniques used to collect
and interpret data in the specific study. This part is commonly included in theses but is
often written on a level that is more general than the specific study. While it might be
suitable to discuss these techniques in general terms, they should also be presented in the
context of the specific study.

2.4 Case — working with data in two steps
The term “case” is used here in the same vein as in Ragin (1992) and Dubois and Gadde (2002).
The “case” refers to the empirical delimitations made prior to or during the research. It is thus
not to be interpreted as a case company as is often done based on references such as
Eisenhardt (1989). The case is the most specific part of the publication. The case is best
understood based on its two integral parts. The first part involves presenting the collected
data. There are different arguments on how this should be done, but it is often done with a
presentation of the current state. The presentation may or may not be based on the literature
used. The second part is to work with the data to learn something about the specific case. This
may involve determining whether a solution works, understanding why it works, advising on
how a company should proceed and so on. This process can be inductive, working with data
toward theory; deductive, using data to test hypothesis, or abductive, reaching harmony
between theory and data to further develop theory (Kovacs and Spens, 2005; Eriksson, 2015).
A common error when handling the case is the lack of incorporation of theory. Students
and supervisors often believe that the case should not be intertwined with theory. The
assumption is that this part of a publication should only be about the case. To some extent
this is true, because the level of specificity should not extend beyond the case. A helpful
perspective to adopt is that the findings thus far are limited to the specific case under study.
It is often necessary to include theory to fully understand the case. For example, it is
acceptable to include theory of constraints when suggesting how a production line should
function. But, at this point, no inference should be made as to how production lines in
general should function. That is to be done in the analysis.

2.5 Analysis — leaving the case behind
The analysis broadens the specificity of the publication from the specific case to the same
specificity as the questions. Then, and only then, is it possible for the publication to give
answers to the research questions. Thus, the analysis is responsible for transitioning the
publication from being specific back to being general. Exactly where to draw the lines
between chapters are up to the author.

If the case selection was thorough, it should be possible during the analysis to argue why
and how the case findings are applicable in a broader context. The work with the case can be
summarized in three central steps (Figure 3). It is often said that analysis is the combination
of theory and data. However, as argued above, theory and data have likely already been
combined during the case study. The difference in the analysis is that theory should be used
to argue to what extent the findings are applicable in other contexts. To continue the
example from the previous section. If it was possible to suggest how a specific production
line should function, and the motivation for studying that line was properly argued in
methodology, theory can now be used to make a general model for other production lines.
While the model might not be specific to certain inputs, with some adaptations, it should be
feasible to apply it in another case. It should also be possible to use theory to explain or



theorize why the specific model worked. Explaining and theorizing is to be compared to the
final steps in induction, deduction or abduction, where the wider application of theory
development or hypothesis testing is central.

The three steps can be included in different chapters depending how the author decided
to write. Using what might be the original presentation of the IMRAD model (Day, 1989), it
is possible to place Steps one and two in a results chapter, and Step three in a discussion
chapter. It is also possible to place Step one in an empiric chapter, Step two in a results
chapter and Step three in an analysis chapter. The important takeaway is that there are
three steps, and the precise delineation between chapters can vary based on the author’s
approach and established conventions.

2.6 Discussion/conclusion — returning to a general level
Once the research questions have been answered, we can revisit the first step of the
methodology and draw conclusions. This should include explanations of how to interpret
the questions and any limitations of the methods in generating new insights and knowledge.
There are different ideas on how to order the following parts, but from a symmetry
perspective I argue that the next thing to present should be the conclusion, followed by
implications, and future research. The proposed structure creates a symmetry with the
introduction. The symmetry can be seen if looking from the case and out to the beginning
and end of the publication (Figure 4). In this approach, the purpose precedes the research
questions, and the conclusion follows the answers to these questions. Purpose is preceded by
a motivation of the research, which is often done in relation to theoretical, practical and
societal relevance. Per symmetry, this is mirrored with implications following the
conclusion. At the very start of the publication, the outer boundaries for the context are set,
which are mirrored for how to push the boundaries going forward, that is future research. In

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
Present collected data. Treat presented data. Treat presented data.
Theory can be used to identify Theory is used or developed. Method and theory is used to

what data to look for and how to
present it.

generalize findings.

Empirical width: Specific.
Topic width: Specific.

Empirical width: Specific.
Topic width: Specific.

Empirical width: General.
Topic width: Specific.

Source: Figure by author

Level of specificity
General“ Wide scope start Future research
Relevance for target audience Implications
Purpose Conclusion
Research question(s) Answer(s)
Specific Case

Progression through publication'

Source: Figure by author
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Figure 3.
The three steps of
case and analysis

Figure 4.

Order of contents in
first and final parts of
a publication based
on the specificity of
the parts
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Figure 5.
IMRAD model
updated with two
views to illustrate
funneling in both
topic and empirics

the symmetric approach, implications are viewed as consequences of the conclusion.
Conversely, in the asymmetric approach, the conclusion is perceived as the cumulative
contribution of the entire publication.

3. Concluding discussion
This paper set out to present a framework for symmetry in publications. This was achieved
by introducing a framework of symmetry in specificity.

The symmetry of specificity framework provides a tool for academics to understand
what should be included in the different chapters of a publication and why these parts
belong in certain places. The framework gives an answer to common questions, such as why
it is allowed to include theory in the case part of the data, and why a case company should
not be presented in the introduction. By visualizing and presenting a logic for dealing with
symmetry in publications, this paper contributes insights and supports theory building by
organizing these insights (Svensson, 2013). This paper does not intend to argue that the
structure presented here is the one correct structure, but it is a structure supported by theory
based on dual symmetry. This includes symmetry in specificity and a symmetry wherein
the start of the publication corresponds to its end.

The model, symmetry of specificity, builds on the IMRAD model (Figure 5) in two
significant ways. First, symmetry of specificity explains what is being funneled, and what is
allowed to do at various stages of width. As such, the model addresses an explanatory
shortcoming of the IMRAD model. Second, the symmetry of specificity framework
elucidates how additional parts of the publication contribute to funneling. In the IMRAD
model, the methodology section is depicted with equal width, but symmetry of specificity
presents how the methodology acts as a funnel and how that is important for analysis and
answering research questions. The two-dimensional funneling is visualized in Figure 4.

The case for symmetry has been developed through supervision and examination of
theses, writing research papers, reviewing research papers, editorial work, but most
importantly by teaching methodology at various stages of education for BSc, MSc and PhD
students, and courses needed to qualify for assistant and associate professorship. Driven by
the need to develop a model that could guide students in structuring their theses, Figure 1 is

Topic Empirics

I I

M M

R R

D D

Source: Figure by author



created based on supervision experiences. The symmetry of specificity model has since been
used in teaching methodology at the BSc, MSc and PhD levels. The positive feedback from
students has motivated the presentation of this model to a wider audience. What is novel
with the model here presented is that it presents a clear basis from which the structure of a
publication can be argued. Competing structures are encouraged, but for them to gain merit,
it is important to theorize about their foundations.

The model here presented is created mainly based of empirical investigations. It follows
that the model might not be as suitable for other types of research, and that the contributions
made in this paper should be seen as cumulative, and not final. Just as research is context-
dependent, so too is the model presented here.

Perhaps counter intuitively, I would like to end by encouraging authors to find other
approaches to writing (Brown, 2012). Many of the works cited to argue for this specific paper
are written in ways which break the mold. Suddaby (2006) proposed that publications often
follow a specific structure due to expectations from editors and positivistic influences, but
there are examples of publications written to specifically highlight an abductive approach
(Eriksson, 2014), or to present an argument in a colorful manner (Brown, 2012). If you feel
compelled to break the mold, ensure you do so with clear intent and purpose. And while you
are at it, consider writing a paper about it to continue this discussion.
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