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QUICK ANSWER

Academic research is conducted to contribute new knowledge to a
scholarly field and is judged by peer review and institutional
methodology standards. Professional research is conducted to
support a specific real-world decision — legal, commercial, or policy
— and is judged by whether it holds up for that decision, on that
timeline, for that client. The methods overlap; the purpose, audience,
and standard of "done" do not.

Table of Contents

O N R~

9.

Defining Both Terms Precisely

The Core Differences, One by One

Side-by-Side Comparison Table

Who Reads Each, and Why It Changes Everything
Methodology: Where They Overlap and Where They Split
Timelines, Fees, and Constraints

When the Two Overlap

Common Mistakes When Crossing Between Them

Best Practices for Each

10. Frequently Asked Questions
11. Key Takeaways
12. Working With OASIS Research Writing

A graduate student writing a thesis chapter and a law firm commissioning a memorandum on regulatory
exposure are both "doing research." They may even cite some of the same primary sources. But hand the
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thesis committee's standard of evidence to the law firm's deadline, or the law firm's brevity to the thesis
committee, and both fail immediately.

1. Defining Both Terms Precisely

QUICK ANSWER

Academic research: a systematic inquiry conducted to generate new knowledge or test existing
theory within a scholarly discipline, evaluated through peer review and institutional
methodological standards, with the primary audience being other scholars.

QUICK ANSWER

Professional research: an investigation conducted to answer a specific, bounded question in
service of a real-world decision — legal, commercial, regulatory, or policy — evaluated by
whether it gives the client's decision-maker a defensible basis for action, within an agreed scope
and timeline.

2. The Core Differences, One by One
Purpose

Academic research exists to extend what a field collectively knows — even a null result is a valid,
publishable contribution. Professional research exists to resolve a specific question for a specific decision-
maker.

Standard of completeness

An academic literature review aims to be comprehensive within its scope. A professional research brief
aims to be sufficient — enough verified evidence to support the decision at hand, within the time the client
actually has.

Evaluation mechanism

Academic work is evaluated by peer reviewers and examiners applying disciplinary conventions.
Professional work is evaluated by whether the decision-maker can act on it and whether it withstands
scrutiny later.

Format freedom

Academic formats are largely fixed by institutional and journal conventions. Professional formats vary by
need — shaped by what the reader needs to decide, not by disciplinary tradition.

3. Side-by-Side Comparison Table

Dimension Academic Research Professional Research

Primary goal Contribute new knowledge to a field Support a specific real-world
decision

Audience Peers, examiners, journal reviewers Executives, lawyers, boards,
policymakers
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Dimension Academic Research Professional Research

Success measure Peer review acceptance, Decision-usefulness, defensibility
methodological rigor under scrutiny

Format Fixed disciplinary conventions Shaped by the client's need

Timeline Months to years Days to weeks, occasionally

months

Citation style Strict discipline-specific style (APA, Matched to the reader's
Bluebook, etc.) convention, often less rigid

Tolerance for inconclusive High — a null result is a valid Lower — findings must still

findings contribution narrow the decision

4. Who Reads Each, and Why It Changes Everything

A thesis examiner is reading to assess mastery of the discipline's methods. A board member reading a
policy brief is deciding whether to greenlight a position by next week. An academically-styled brief with a
ten-page literature review will lose a board's attention before reaching the recommendation. A
professionally brief-styled thesis chapter will fail a viva for lacking engagement with existing scholarship.

5. Methodology: Where They Overlap and Where They Split

Both share the same foundational obligations: verify claims against credible sources, distinguish primary
from secondary evidence, and avoid unsupported assertions. Academic methodology often requires
explicit theoretical framing and engagement with competing schools of thought. Professional research
typically folds methodology into a shorter "how this was researched" note.

6. Timelines, Fees, and Constraints

Academic research operates on institutional timelines with funding fixed in advance through grants or
tuition. Professional research operates on commercial timelines set by the client's need, priced per
engagement, with scope and fee agreed in writing before work begins.

7. When the Two Overlap

Some work sits between the two: a policy think tank publishing peer-reviewable research that also needs
to be usable by a legislator next month, or a corporate legal team commissioning academically rigorous
analysis of an unsettled area of law. In these cases, the deliverable should state explicitly which standard it
is held to.

8. Common Mistakes When Crossing Between Them

+ Delivering an academically exhaustive document when the client needed a two-page decision brief by
Friday.

+ Delivering a thin, decision-oriented brief to an academic committee expecting engagement with
existing literature.

+ Applying the wrong citation convention for the reader's context.
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+ Treating "professional" as license to skip verification rigor — it still requires primary-source verification,
just packaged differently.

9. Best Practices for Each

+ Academic: engage explicitly with existing scholarship, justify methodology, and follow the discipline's
citation convention without exception.

+ Professional: confirm the decision the document needs to support before drafting begins, and match
length and format to what the reader will actually use.

+ Both: verify every material claim against a primary source, and disclose the limitations of what the
research could establish.

10. Frequently Asked Questions

Is professional research less rigorous than academic research?
No — it applies the same verification standard to a different scope and format.

Can academic research be commissioned professionally?
Yes — think tanks, consultancies, and research firms regularly produce academically rigorous work for
institutional clients.

Which citation style should professional research use?
Whatever convention the reader is used to, agreed at the scope stage.

11. Key Takeaways

+ Academic research is judged by peer review and disciplinary convention; professional research is
judged by whether a decision-maker can act on it.

+ Format, timeline, and depth should follow the reader's actual need, not a default template.

+ Both disciplines share the same non-negotiable obligation: verify claims against credible, primary
sources.

12. Working With OASIS Research Writing

OASIS Research Writing produces both academically rigorous and professionally scoped research — matched

to what the reader actually needs to decide, act, or publish.

Internal Linking Recommendations

+ /insights/what-is-research-writing — foundational companion piece
+ /insights/legal-research-explained — professional research deep-dive
+ /insights/thesis-writing — academic-side deep-dive

OASIS Research Writing - Page 4



+ /research-writing — primary service page
+ /insights/research-methodology — shared-methodology deep-dive
+ /about — firm background

External Reference Recommendations

+ University graduate school guidelines on thesis/dissertation standards
+ Peer-reviewed journal author guidelines (discipline-specific "instructions for authors")
+ Professional research/consulting industry standards bodies relevant to the reader's sector
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