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QUICK ANSWER

Research writing is the discipline of turning verified evidence into a
structured document that lets a reader make a decision, form a
judgment, or take an action with confidence. It is defined by three
things working together: a defensible research process, transparent
sourcing, and a structure built around a question rather than a topic.
It is not the same as academic writing, content writing, or copywriting
— those are downstream categories that borrow research writing's
methods for different purposes.
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Type "research writing" into a search bar and you will get three incompatible answers on the same page:
essay-writing tips for students, marketing advice for content teams, and academic methodology guides
written for postgraduate researchers. None of them agree on what the term means, and most of them are
describing something narrower than the actual discipline. This guide exists because that gap needed to be
closed by people who do the work — not by summarizing what already ranks.

OASIS Research Writing produces research documents daily for law firms, NGOs, policy bodies, and
academic clients across jurisdictions. Everything below reflects how the process actually runs, not how it's
imagined to run.

1.WhatResearchWritingActually Is
Research writing is the process of investigating a question using credible sources, and then
communicating the findings in a structured document designed for a specific reader and a specific decision.
It has two inseparable halves:

• The research half: identifying the right question, locating credible primary and secondary sources,
verifying claims against those sources, and resolving or documenting contradictions between them.

• The writing half: organizing verified findings into a structure that a reader can follow, with every claim
traceable to a citation, and every conclusion visibly supported by the evidence presented.

Neither half alone is "research writing." A well-cited document built on shallow research is polished
misinformation. A rigorous research process that produces a disorganized, uncited document has failed to
communicate anything a reader can act on. The discipline is the intersection of both — evidence-gathering
and structured communication, done to a standard that survives scrutiny.

Aworkingdefinitionyoucanquote

QUICK ANSWER

Research writing is the practice of producing a document in which every material claim is
traceable to a verifiable source, organized around a defined question, and structured so a reader
can evaluate — not merely accept — the conclusion.

2.WhatResearchWriting IsNot
Precision here matters, because these categories get conflated constantly:

• It is not content writing. Content writing optimizes for engagement and search visibility first; research
writing optimizes for accuracy and defensibility first.

• It is not copywriting. Copywriting persuades toward an action. Research writing informs a decision —
and a professional research writer will present unfavorable findings even when a client would prefer
not to see them.

• It is not academic writing exclusively. Legal memoranda, policy briefs, due-diligence reports, and
white papers are research writing too, with different formats and audiences.

• It is not summarization. Research writing synthesizes multiple sources to answer a question none of
them individually answers, and flags where the sources disagree.
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3.WhyResearchWritingMatters
Every organization that makes decisions under uncertainty — which is every organization — depends on
someone turning scattered information into a document a decision-maker can trust. A board deciding
whether to enter a regulatory grey area, a law firm assessing exposure before litigation, an NGO building a
policy position, a founder deciding whether a market is real: all of these rest on a research document that
either holds up under scrutiny or doesn't.

Poor research writing doesn't just waste time. It produces decisions built on claims nobody verified, and by
the time the gap surfaces, the decision has usually already been acted on.

4. TheMainTypesofResearchWriting

Type Typical Purpose Typical Reader

Legal research
memoranda

Assess a legal question, precedent, or exposure
before a decision or filing

Lawyers, in-house counsel,
litigation teams

Policy briefs Summarize evidence and options behind a
proposed policy or regulatory position

Legislators, NGOs, think
tanks, boards

White papers Present an original position or framework
backed by evidence, for institutional audiences

Executives, regulators,
industry bodies

Literature reviews Map the existing state of research on a question,
identifying gaps

Academics, graduate
researchers, research
teams

Due diligence reports Verify facts about a company, individual, or
transaction before a commercial decision

Investors, acquirers,
compliance teams

Academic theses &
dissertations

Original scholarly contribution, following
institutional methodology requirements

Examiners, supervisors,
academic committees

Regulatory / compliance
research

Determine what a regulation actually requires in
a specific situation

Compliance officers, legal
teams

Market and industry
research

Establish facts about a market, competitor set,
or industry trend

Founders, strategy teams,
investors

5. TheResearchWritingProcess, StepbyStep
Professional research writing follows a repeatable sequence. Below is the process as OASIS Research
Writing runs it internally — the same eight stages regardless of subject matter or document length.

1. Requirement discovery. Establish what the client actually needs the document for — not just the
topic they stated. The intended use shapes tone, depth, and structure before any research begins.

2. Scope definition. Fix the boundaries of the question, the timeline, and the confidentiality terms in
writing before research starts. Undefined scope is the single most common cause of disputed fees and
wasted effort.

3. Research and analysis. Identify sources, verify claims against primary authority wherever possible,
and cross-check across multiple sources. Conflicting authority gets documented, not smoothed over.

4. Drafting. Convert verified findings into a structured draft, placing citations against each claim as it is
written — not retrofitted afterward.
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5. Internal review. An independent reviewer — someone other than the drafter — checks accuracy,
citation integrity, logical structure, and editorial quality before the client ever sees the document.

6. Client review. The client's own subject knowledge is incorporated through one consolidated
revision cycle, rather than open-ended back-and-forth that invites scope drift.

7. Final delivery. The document is formatted, proofread, and delivered with a short note explaining
what was done and why.

8. Post-delivery support. Clarification questions and minor revisions within the original scope are
resolved — new research requests are scoped as a new engagement.

Why the order matters: each stage exists to catch a specific failure mode before it reaches the reader.
Skip Requirement Discovery and the research answers the wrong question. Skip Internal Review and weak
citations reach the client undetected.

6. Anatomyof aStrongResearchDocument
Regardless of format, credible research documents share a structure:

• A clearly stated question — not a topic. "What is the regulatory exposure of X under Y" is a question.
"Regulatory landscape overview" is not.

• A stated methodology — what sources were consulted, what was excluded, and why.
• Findings organized by sub-question, not by source — a reader should never have to reconstruct the

argument themselves.
• Visible citation against each material claim — a reader should be able to verify any specific assertion

without asking the writer.
• Explicit treatment of contradictory evidence — acknowledging where sources disagree is a sign of

rigor, not weakness.
• A conclusion that follows visibly from the findings — not one that could have been written before the

research began.
• Stated limitations — what the research could not establish, and why.

7. CoreSkills aResearchWriterNeeds

Skill What It Looks Like in Practice

Source evaluation Distinguishing primary authority (statutes, judgments, official data) from
commentary, and weighting accordingly

Synthesis Combining multiple sources into one coherent answer, rather than
summarizing each in sequence

Structural discipline Organizing a document around the reader's question, not the order
information was discovered

Citation precision Attaching a verifiable source to every material claim, at the point the
claim is made

Intellectual honesty Reporting inconvenient or inconclusive findings rather than smoothing
them into a cleaner narrative
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Skill What It Looks Like in Practice

Domain literacy Enough subject fluency (legal, regulatory, technical) to judge whether a
source is actually on point

8.ResearchWriting vs. RelatedFields

Field Primary Goal Success Measured By

Research writing Answer a defined question with verifiable
evidence

Whether the conclusion holds
up under scrutiny

Content writing Engage a broad audience and rank in
search

Traffic, engagement, rankings

Copywriting Persuade toward a specific action Conversion rate

Journalism Report newsworthy events accurately and
promptly

Accuracy, timeliness, public
interest

Academic writing Contribute original scholarship within a
discipline's conventions

Peer review, institutional
acceptance

Technical writing Explain how a system or process works Clarity, usability, task
completion

9.HowAI IsChangingResearchWriting
AI tools have changed what research writers spend their time on, not whether the discipline is still needed
— arguably the opposite.

• Faster source discovery. AI-assisted search can surface candidate sources far faster than manual
searching, but every candidate still requires human verification against the primary source before it is
cited.

• Drafting acceleration. AI tools can produce a structural first pass, but unverified AI output routinely
contains fabricated citations and confidently wrong claims — a well-documented failure mode known
as hallucination. Any AI-assisted draft requires the same independent review stage as human-drafted
work.

• Rising reader expectations. Because AI-generated content is now abundant and often unverified,
credible, human-verified research writing has become more valuable, not less.

• New citation surfaces. AI answer engines (Google AI Overviews, ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini) now
summarize and cite research content directly, raising the premium on documents with explicit
definitions, clear structure, and traceable sourcing.

The rule OASIS applies internally: AI may assist the process at any stage, but the firm remains fully
responsible for the accuracy, originality, and verification of everything delivered.

10. CommonMistakes toAvoid
• Starting to write before the question is fixed. Research that isn't anchored to a specific question tends

to answer the wrong one, however good the sources are.
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• Citing a source without reading past its abstract or headline. Secondary summaries frequently
misrepresent the primary finding.

• Resolving contradictions by omission. Leaving out an inconvenient source undermines the entire
document if the omission is later discovered.

• Treating formatting as an afterthought. A rigorous document that is poorly structured will be misread
or ignored.

• Skipping independent review. Writers cannot reliably catch their own errors, especially citation errors,
in their own work.

• Using AI output without verification. Unverified AI-generated citations and statistics are a leading
source of credibility failures in current research documents.

11. Best PracticesFollowedbyProfessional ResearchWriters
• Fix the question and scope in writing before research begins.
• Prefer primary sources — statutes, judgments, official data, peer-reviewed studies — over secondary

commentary.
• Attach a citation to a claim at the moment it is written, not after the draft is finished.
• Have someone other than the drafter perform the final accuracy and citation review.
• Document contradictory evidence rather than resolving it artificially.
• State the limitations of the research explicitly, rather than implying completeness.
• Treat every AI-assisted claim as unverified until checked against a primary source.

12.Real-WorldExamples

Example1—Policybrief foraninternal boarddecision
A client requests a brief on a proposed regulatory amendment. Requirement discovery clarifies the brief is
for an internal board decision, not public circulation — which changes tone and depth. Research surfaces
conflicting regulatory guidance, which is documented rather than smoothed over. Internal review catches
an outdated citation before the client sees the draft.

Example2—Legalmemorandumonprecedent
A law firm needs to know whether a specific precedent applies to a client's fact pattern. The research writer
identifies the governing cases, distinguishes the client's facts from the precedent's facts point by point,
and states plainly where the analogy is strong and where it is weak.

Example3—Literaturereviewforagraduate thesis
A doctoral candidate needs to establish what is already known about a research question before proposing
original work. The review is organized by sub-theme, not by publication date or author, and explicitly
identifies the gap the candidate's own research will address.

13. FrequentlyAskedQuestions
Is research writing the same as academic writing?
No. Academic writing is one output format for research writing, governed by institutional conventions.
Research writing also produces legal memoranda, policy briefs, white papers, and due-diligence reports.

Can AI replace a research writer?
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AI can accelerate parts of the process — source discovery and first-draft structuring — but it cannot
independently verify claims against primary sources, and AI-generated citations are frequently fabricated.

What makes a source "credible" in research writing?
Primary authority — legislation, court judgments, official government data, peer-reviewed studies — carries
the most weight. Secondary commentary can support interpretation but should not stand alone.

How long does a research writing project typically take?
It depends on scope, not just length — a two-page brief with a narrow, well-defined question can take less
time than a twenty-page report with an ambiguous one.

What is the difference between research writing and a literature review?
A literature review is one specific type of research writing — it maps existing research on a question.
Research writing as a discipline also covers original analysis where no single existing body of literature
answers the question directly.

14.KeyTakeaways
• Research writing is the combination of verified evidence-gathering and structured communication —

neither half alone qualifies.
• It spans far more formats than academic writing: legal memoranda, policy briefs, white papers, due

diligence, and compliance research all count.
• A repeatable, staged process — not individual talent — is what makes research writing reliable across

different writers and subjects.
• Every material claim in a credible research document should be traceable to a specific, verifiable

source.
• AI has changed the speed of research writing, not its need for independent human verification.

15.WorkingWithOASISResearchWriting
OASIS Research Writing produces legal research, policy briefs, white papers, literature reviews, and institutional

documentation for law firms, NGOs, think tanks, and academic clients — following the eight-stage process
described above on every engagement, regardless of size.

START A CONFIDENTIAL CONSULTATION

Internal LinkingRecommendations
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• /insights/legal-research-process-explained — companion deep-dive (anchor: "how legal research is

verified")
• /insights/ai-in-research-writing — companion deep-dive (anchor: "how AI is used responsibly in

research")
• /about — firm background (anchor: "about OASIS Research Writing")
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• /global-research — sister initiative (anchor: "OASIS Global Research")
• /disclaimer — scope of advice (anchor: "informational use only")

ExternalReferenceRecommendations
• Purdue Online Writing Lab (OWL) — research and citation methodology guidance
• Government legislative and judiciary portals relevant to the reader's jurisdiction (e.g., india.gov.in,
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• University library "primary vs. secondary sources" guides (e.g., Harvard Library, Oxford LibGuides)
• Peer-reviewed journal databases (JSTOR, SSRN, Google Scholar) for academic-format research

writing
• National and international standards bodies relevant to compliance-related research writing
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