
How to Read Empirical Articles 
  

Reading empirical articles for the first time can be daunting.  Technical jargon, 
statistical analyses, and discussions of theories and findings you know little about 
(at least initially) all contribute to feelings of paralysis when you begin reading an 
article.  However, it need not be this way!  The following tips can help to get you 
through an empirical article.   
 
Before reading an article ask yourself “Why am I reading this and what do I want 
to get out of it?" By first identifying why you are reading the article you can better 
target how you read the article. 
 
Remember that you are not reading a novel where you have to start at the first 
word, end at the last and read every word in between.  Based on your needs, focus 
on the relevant sections.  
 

• Are you looking for research ideas?  
o Read the introduction to see what's been done, the discussion to see what 

questions remain and read the design/methods critically to look for flaws 
in the logic or design or for alternative hypotheses.  Recent topic 
overviews (e.g., Current Opinion in Neurobiology) can be a great place to 
start.          
  

• Are you reading the article for crucial information you need to plan your own 
experiment?  

o Pay particular attention to the methods section.  Take notes.   
        

• Are you reading the article to advance your general knowledge. 
o Think about how it fits into your existing understanding and whether there 

is anything that changes "your view of the world."      
      

• If you are reading it for a course, what do you think the instructor wants 
you to get out of it (e.g., general knowledge of the field, a critical 
evaluation of an idea)?  How much other reading has been assigned and 
how much time can you devote to each paper?  Don't spend 3 hours 
reading the first 2 papers and 10 minutes reading the last 8.  Don't assume 
that short papers are easier to read than long ones  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1.  Understand the purpose of each section in an empirical article.  This will 
help you know what to expect in each section, and where to find specific 
information you’re seeking.  The major sections are as follows:  abstract, 
introduction, methods, results, and discussion.  The APA manual describes theses 
sections (pp. 10 – 29).  Here are the basics: 

  
Section Function Use this to: 
Abstract Brief summary of study.  

Includes hypotheses, 
methods, results & 

implications 

Get a general sense of the 
article.  Is it what you’re 

looking for? 

Introduction Introduces phenomenon of 
interest, provides background 

research leading to 
hypotheses 

Identify the hypotheses, 
source for related-research 

upon which the 
investigation builds upon 

Methods Describes the mechanics of 
the study, including 

participants, measures used, 
and procedure 

Understand the design of 
the experiment – how was 

the hypothesis tested? 

Results Describes what was found in 
the study and whether the 

hypotheses were 
disconfirmed or confirmed.  

Uses both numbers (statistics) 
and should include 

explanations in prose. 

Know what they found. 

Discussion Describes the implications 
and weaknesses of the study. 

Understand how the study 
extends/changes our 

understanding of 
phenomenon X 

  
2.  Get the core ideas first.  Read the abstract, and the first and last few 
paragraphs of the introduction and discussion section.  This will give you a good 
idea of what to expect from the piece as a whole (phenomenon of interest; 
hypotheses; main results; implications).  Be especially attentive to the hypotheses 
of the article.  What are the authors trying to test?  Identify the independent 
variable (the “cause”) and the dependent variable (the “effect” of interest). 

  
3.  Read for detail.  Once you feel you have a general sense of the article’s 
direction, read the introduction and discussion more deeply.  What led them to 
their hypothesis?  What did they find?  How does this contribute to our 
understanding of phenomenon X?  Note any statements by the authors (or your 
own thoughts) about how this article changes or augments the original theory. 

  
3.  Put yourself in the participants’ shoes.  While reading the methods section, 
try to imagine, as vividly as possible, being a participant in the experiment.  This 



will help to make more concrete the actual experiment.  Understand how the 
conceptual independent and dependent variables were actually manipulated and 
measured in the study (i.e., operationalized). 

  
4.  Don’t get bogged down in the statistics, but do understand what was 
found.  If you feel comfortable with statistics, by all means puzzle through all the 
analyses in the results section.  For the less experienced/confident, know that most 
good articles will 1) first present the numbers, then 2) talk about what the results 
mean in regular prose.  Focus on extracting the meaning of the results.  Also, look 
at any tables and graphs, and how they are described in the text. 

  
5. At least one more read through.  A little while after initially reading the 

article, go back and skim through everything again.  See if it all “fits together” 
now that you’ve had time to reflect on the piece.  Note anything new you 
noticed or realized about the article. 
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