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Guide: Writing the Perfect Discussion 
Section of a Scientific Paper 
 
In a top-tier journal, the “Discussion” is where you stop being a data collector and start 
being a philosopher. This is the part of the paper where you explain what your results 
mean for the rest of the world and how they change the "status quo" you identified in the 
introduction. 
Using the PRL Letter and the Acta Materialia paper, we can see two distinct ways to 
conclude a scientific argument. 

 
The Executive Comparison: Discussion & Conclusions 

Feature The Letter (e.g., PRL) Full-Length Article (e.g., Acta Mater) 

Format Often combined as "Results and 
Discussion." 

Separate, detailed "Discussion" followed 
by "Conclusion." 

Logic 
Immediate Impact: How this 
specific discovery solves the 
mystery now. 

Broad Implications: How this finding 
changes our understanding of materials 
at large. 

Tone Punchy and definitive. Reflective and nuanced. 

 
Part 1: The "Letter" Discussion 
Example: Cold Self-Lubrication of Sliding Ice 
In a Letter, you don't have room for a long philosophical debate. You must tie your result 
directly back to the "Gap" you started with. 

1. Closing the Gap: The authors immediately link their "amorphization" result back 
to the missing thing posed in the introduction. They state that because 
amorphization occurs at 10 K, thermal melting cannot be the sole driver of 
slipperiness. 

2. The "So What?": They explain that "low friction" isn't just about having water; it's 
about how that water interacts with the surface (hydrophobicity). 

3. The Final Word: The paper ends by redefining the "slipperiness of ice" not as a 
thermal event, but as a mechanical one. 
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Part 2: The Full-Length Discussion 
Example: Plasticity of metallic glasses... 
In a full-length article, the Discussion is where you show how your work fits into the "Big 
Picture." 

1. Mechanism Explanation: The authors discuss why the fragile glass is more 
ductile. They relate it to the "Energy Landscape"—a deep theoretical concept. 

2. Addressing Limitations: Unlike a Letter, a full-length article has the space to 
discuss why their results might differ from others or what the limits of their 
simulations are. 

3. The New Rule: They propose a new way to think about BMGs: it’s not just about 
the cooling rate, but about which "state" (fragile vs. strong) the glass was in at the 
transition temperature. 

 
Part 3: The "Perfect Discussion" Guide 
1. The "Reverse Hourglass" 
If the Introduction was an inverted pyramid (Broad to Specific), the Discussion is a regular 
pyramid (Specific to Broad). 

• Step 1: Re-state your main finding in one paragraph (don't repeat the results, 
summarize the meaning). 

• Step 2: Compare it to previous work. (e.g., "Unlike Author et al., we find that...") 
• Step 3: Explain the "Why." What is the underlying physics? 
• Step 4: State the "Universal Application." How does this affect other materials or 

fields? 
 
2. Avoid the "Summary" Trap 
Students often just repeat the results. A Discussion should provide new insight. 

• Result: "The friction coefficient dropped by 50%." 
• Discussion: "This 50% drop suggests that the interface has transitioned into a 

low-viscosity amorphous state, fundamentally altering our understanding of..." 
 
3. The "Future Work" Hook 
Top journals like to see where the field goes next. End with a "visionary" statement about 
what your discovery enables (e.g., "cold manufacturing" or "unbreakable electronics"). 

 
Final Checklist for the Lab 

• [ ] First paragraph: Does it state the primary discovery without using the word 
"Figure"? 

• [ ] The "But": Does it explain how this work differs from the most famous paper 
in the field? 
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• [ ] The "Why": Is there a clear physical mechanism proposed for the 
observations? 

• [ ] The "Broad View": Does the conclusion mention an application outside of this 
specific experiment? 

• [ ] The Mic Drop: Does the final sentence sound like a definitive statement of a 
new truth? 
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