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A Systematic Review of Introduction Approaches in Essay Writing 
Studies: A Comparative Analysis 

Abstract 

This article is a systematic review of various types of academic essay introductory sections, 
focusing on how these introductions engage readers and improve overall essay quality. The 
analysis centered on five commonly used introduction forms: the funnel technique, direct 
approach, anecdotal approach, question-based approach, and quotation-based approach. The 
study emphasized research published between 2010 and 2023 and involved a comprehensive 
search of scholarly databases, including JSTOR, Google Scholar, ERIC, and ResearchGate. The 
review was limited to peer-reviewed publications examining the significance, use, and contextual 
applicability of these introduction techniques across academic disciplines. 

The findings indicated that the selection of an introductory structure should take into account the 
academic discipline, the essay’s purpose, and the target audience’s expectations. The funnel 
technique emerged as the most commonly used approach, particularly in humanities and social 
sciences, where a gradual build-up of context effectively frames the thesis. The direct approach, 
emphasizing clear and concise presentation of the main argument, was especially effective in 
scientific writing, where clarity and precision are prioritized. The quotation-based approach was 
ideal for philosophical and reflective essays, as it helped establish authority and contextual 
relevance. Both the anecdotal and question-based approaches were found to be particularly 
useful in disciplines that value narrative engagement and critical inquiry, such as psychology 
and sociology. 

This study underscores the importance of training students to select the most appropriate 
introductory style based on the specific context of their writing. By choosing the most fitting 
approach, students can enhance reader engagement and strengthen the coherence and 
persuasiveness of their arguments. The practical implications of this study highlight the need for 
educators to incorporate explicit instruction on these various introductory techniques into 
writing curricula. Educators can empower students to refine their writing by providing the tools 
to analyze their writing context and strategically apply the most effective introduction style. 
Future research on the contextual use of these approaches could lead to the creation of more 
discipline-specific writing frameworks. The study also recommends further exploration of the 
relationship between writing approaches and student engagement across diverse academic 
fields. 

Keywords: audience engagement, introductory styles, funnel approach, direct approach, 
anecdotal approach, question-based approach, quotation-based approach. 
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The introductory section of any academic essay plays a crucial role in shaping the reader's 

understanding and guiding them through the writer's argument. As highlighted by Graff and 

Birkenstein (2018), the introduction serves as a framework that sets the stage for the entire essay. 

It not only presents the reader with the topic but also establishes the context for the arguments 

that will unfold. Swales and Feak (2012) further emphasize the importance of introductions, 

noting that they help provide necessary background information and establish the tone for the 

essay. A well-crafted introduction is a key component of effective academic communication, as 

it prepares the reader for the ensuing analysis, discussion, or argument. 

Given the significance of the introduction, it is essential for educators and academics to identify 

the most effective strategies to engage readers and foster a deeper understanding of the topic 

(Hyland, 2004). A strong introductory section can make a considerable difference in the clarity 

and impact of an essay, influencing not only how the content is perceived but also how the reader 

connects with the material from the outset. 

However, despite the general consensus on the value of a compelling introduction, there is 

considerable variation in the approaches used across different academic disciplines. This 

variation arises from differences in disciplinary norms and evolving perceptions of what 

constitutes an engaging and effective introduction (Thompson, 2001). For example, in scientific 

writing, introductions may focus more on succinct problem statements and research objectives, 

while in the humanities, introductions may delve more deeply into theoretical frameworks and 

provide extensive contextual background (Biber et al., 2021). These differences underscore the 

need for a comprehensive analysis of various introduction approaches and their impact on both 

reader engagement and the overall effectiveness of academic writing. 

A thorough investigation into these variations can offer valuable insights for educators who teach 

academic writing, particularly those who aim to help students refine their introduction-writing 

skills. By examining the various approaches of introductions commonly employed in academic 

essays, educators can better equip students with the knowledge to craft introductions that 

resonate with their intended audience. Additionally, understanding the impact of different 

introduction strategies on reader engagement and comprehension can inform teaching practices 

and enhance students' writing proficiency (Nesi& Gardner, 2012). 
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This review, therefore, seeks to contribute to the broader discourse on writing as a critical 

academic and professional skill. By systematically analyzing the types of introductions used 

across disciplines, it aims to highlight the elements that make introductions successful and the 

specific contexts in which certain approaches are more effective. The insights gained from this 

study will not only assist educators in teaching writing skills but also contribute to the 

development of strategies for improving writing outcomes in various fields and professional 

settings (Flowerdew, 2015). 

Research Questions 

This review addresses the following research questions to provide a deeper understanding of the 

role of introductions in academic writing: 

1. Which introductory types are frequently employed in scholarly essays? 

2. What effects do various formats have on the efficacy of essays and reader engagement? 

3. What contexts are more suited for some introductory approaches more advantageous? 

2. Literature Review 

i. Broad Discussion 

Academic writing, especially in essay construction, involves a range of techniques for crafting 

effective introductions. These introductions not only provide a starting point for the discussion 

but also serve to engage the reader, establish context, and introduce the central argument 

(Hyland, 2004). The challenge lies in selecting the right approach based on the discipline, the 

writer’s purpose, and audience expectations (Swales & Feak, 2012). As academic writing 

evolves, these challenges are compounded by the need for clarity, coherence, and relevance in 

the introduction. Different academic fields tend to prioritize distinct approaches to introductions, 

making it important to understand how these strategies vary across contexts (Bazerman et al., 

2020). Furthermore, cultural nuances and regional variations add another layer of complexity, as 

academic traditions differ across global settings (Canagarajah, 2002). This review delves into the 

most commonly used approaches to introductions, analyzing their efficacy and evaluating how 

they align with different academic expectations. 
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ii. Review of Existing Studies 

The existing literature presents a variety of approaches to crafting academic introductions, each 

tailored to different writing contexts. One commonly used method is the funnel approach, which 

begins with broad, general statements and narrows down to the specific thesis (Williams, 2019; 

Wicks & Thompson, 2021). This method is prevalent in the humanities and social sciences, 

where providing background information is crucial to understanding the topic. Studies in African 

contexts have found that the funnel approach is especially effective for addressing politically and 

historically complex issues (Zondi, 2020; Dlamini, 2019). Another widely employed strategy is 

the direct approach, which places the thesis statement at the beginning of the introduction, 

offering a concise and clear argument from the outset. This method is effective in disciplines 

where clarity and brevity are prioritized, such as in the natural sciences (Smith, 2020; Kongwa& 

Banda, 2020). 

Similarly, the anecdotal approach, which begins with a personal narrative or real-life story, has 

gained traction in disciplines like psychology and education, where emotional engagement is key 

(Lee & Johnson, 2021; Wilson, 2021). Additionally, the question-based approach—which opens 

with an intriguing question—encourages critical thinking and is commonly used in the 

humanities and philosophy (Reed & Miller, 2023; Mugumbate&Nyoni, 2021). Lastly, the 

quotation-based approach, which starts with an authoritative quote, is frequently seen in fields 

like political science and philosophy, where references to established authorities ground the 

argument (Johnson, 2023; Nyamnjoh, 2020). These studies collectively highlight the importance 

of selecting an approach that resonates with the audience’s disciplinary norms and intellectual 

expectations. 

iii. Identify Unexplored Areas 
Despite extensive research on the various introduction strategies, several gaps remain in the 

literature. One notable gap is the underexplored relationship between introduction methods and 

their effectiveness in different academic disciplines (Swales, 1990). While studies have 

highlighted the use of the funnel and direct approaches in general, there is limited research on 

how these methods perform in more specialized fields, such as the arts, engineering, or 

technology. Another underexplored area is the impact of cultural variations on the choice and 

effectiveness of introduction methods. Although existing studies from Africa provide valuable 
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insights, they focus predominantly on political and historical contexts and largely overlook other 

academic disciplines (Canagarajah, 2002).There is also a lack of research on how these 

introduction methods affect the overall structure of essays in more advanced academic writing, 

such as graduate theses or professional papers (Hyland, 2016). Furthermore, the role of audience 

engagement remains an area for further exploration, particularly in terms of how different 

introduction methods contribute to maintaining reader interest throughout the entire essay 

(Bazerman et al., 2020). 

 

iv. Theoretical Frameworks 
Several theoretical frameworks can provide a deeper understanding of how these introduction 

methods function. The Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 1988) suggests that approaches like the 

funnel method, which build up background information gradually, are effective in reducing 

cognitive overload for readers by easing them into complex topics. This theory supports the use 

of the funnel approach in disciplines that require substantial contextualization, such as history 

and political science. On the other hand, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Petty & Cacioppo, 

1986) highlights how direct methods can engage readers through the central route, appealing to 

their cognitive processing by presenting clear, direct arguments. This model is particularly 

relevant for disciplines like engineering and natural sciences, where clarity and directness are 

critical. 

The Socratic Method (Plato, The Republic) underpins the question-based approach, fostering 

intellectual engagement by encouraging readers to critically assess their own beliefs and 

assumptions, making it well-suited for disciplines like philosophy and social sciences (Reed & 

Miller, 2023). These theoretical frameworks not only explain the functionality of various 

introduction approaches but also emphasize their adaptability across disciplines. 

v. Research Gap 

While these theoretical frameworks provide valuable insights into the mechanics of each 

introduction strategy, a clear gap remains in understanding how disciplinary and cultural 

variations influence the effectiveness of these methods. Most studies have focused on specific 

approaches used in Western contexts, with little attention given to how these methods are applied 

or adapted in other global settings, particularly in African or other non-Western academic 
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traditions (Canagarajah, 2002). Moreover, the interaction between audience engagement and the 

structure of the introduction itself has not been fully explored. While previous studies have 

examined the individual effectiveness of different approaches, few have investigated how these 

strategies work together to engage the reader across a range of disciplines (Bazerman et al., 

2020). 

This study aims to fill these gaps by investigating how different introduction approaches impact 

reader engagement and essay effectiveness across a range of academic disciplines, with a 

particular focus on cultural differences and audience expectations. By examining how these 

methods are applied in both Western and African contexts, this research will provide insights 

into the cultural nuances of academic writing. Additionally, the study will contribute to the 

growing body of literature on academic writing by exploring the relationship between 

introduction strategies and the overall structure of the essay, offering practical implications for 

educators and students alike. Through this, the study will enhance the understanding of how to 

craft engaging, contextually relevant, and academically appropriate introductions, contributing 

valuable knowledge to the field of academic writing (Hyland, 2004; Swales & Feak, 2012). 

3. Methodology 

This section outlines the methodical and exacting methodology employed in the literature study, 

including everything from database selection and search tactics to data extraction and analysis. 

With regard to essay writing introductory sections, every methodological step was created to 

guarantee that the review would be thorough, trustworthy, and targeted the research issues. 

3.1 Research Design 

The study adopts a systematic review framework, integrating both qualitative and quantitative 

methods to critically evaluate and synthesize existing evidence on introduction approaches in 

essay writing.Systematic reviews provide a comprehensive approach to summarizing diverse 

studies, enabling the identification of trends, variations, and gaps in research.The PRISMA 

(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines were 

followed to ensure a structured and transparent review process (Moher et al., 2009). These 

guidelines facilitated the identification, screening, and inclusion of relevant studies, enhancing 
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the reliability and validity of findings.This methodology is particularly suited to educational 

research, where pedagogical practices vary across contexts, allowing for a thorough exploration 

of introduction approaches in essay writing. 

3.1 Search Strategy and Database Selection 

A focused search technique was carried out across many academic databases, selected for their 

coverage of educational and writing pedagogy literature, in order to guarantee a thorough 

collection of pertinent research. Among these databases were ResearchGate, ERIC, JSTOR, and 

Google Scholar. To gather a wide range of research on introduction styles in academic writing, 

particularly in educational contexts, a variety of keywords and Boolean operators were used as 

shown in table 1. 

Table 1: Search Terms and Boolean Operators 

Keywords Boolean Operators 
Introduction 
approaches 

“Introduction approaches” OR “essay introduction” AND “academic 
writing” 

Essay writing “Introduction approaches” AND “writing pedagogy” AND “education” 
Comparative analysis “Thesis statement” OR “writing effectiveness” 
Academic writing “Reader engagement” AND “writing structure” 

To ensure that fundamental and highly relevant literature was included, additional research data 

were obtained by citation chaining and snowball sampling on key papers. 

3.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Particular inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed to guarantee that the review 

concentrated on pertinent research. These standards were used to narrow down the selection of 

studies to those that were most pertinent to the study's goals throughout both the initial abstract 

screening and the full-text review phases. 

Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Criteria Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 
Date Range Published between 2010 and 2023 Published before 2010 
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Criteria Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Study Focus Focus on introduction approaches in 
essay writing 

Focus on unrelated writing approaches 
(e.g., creative, business) 

Type of Data Empirical evidence (qualitative, 
quantitative, or mixed) 

Lacked empirical evidence (e.g., opinion 
pieces) 

Peer Review 
Status Peer-reviewed journal articles Non-peer-reviewed sources, such as 

editorials or blog posts 

By using these criteria, the initial 342 papers were reduced to 45 studies for further analysis, 

guaranteeing a thorough and focused evaluation. 

3.3 Study Selection 

The study selection process was designed to ensure a rigorous, transparent, and reproducible 

approach. It was conducted in two stages: title and abstract screening followed by a full-text 

review. These stages were crucial for filtering studies based on predefined eligibility criteria, 

ensuring that only the most relevant and methodologically robust studies were included in the 

final analysis.  

The first stage involved the initial screening of titles and abstracts of articles identified through 

the database search. This step was intended to filter out studies that did not align with the central 

research question, which focused on introduction approaches in essay writing. Each study was 

assessed for its relevance based on whether it examined essay introduction approaches, was 

published in English, and whether it met the temporal and methodological criteria (i.e., 

publication within the last 14 years, peer-reviewed sources). Studies that did not meet these 

inclusion criteria were excluded at this stage. 

After the initial screening, the second stage involved a detailed examination of the full-text 

articles. This stage ensured that studies included in the final analysis met the inclusion criteria in 

terms of content, methodology, and quality. Studies were scrutinized for their methodological 

rigor, focusing on the type of research design used (qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods), 

sample size, and the clarity of their findings. Studies that did not specifically focus on 

introduction strategies, lacked methodological transparency, or were not accessible in full were 

excluded. This stage aimed to refine the selection, ensuring only those studies that could 

contribute meaningful data to the review were retained. Using the above criteria, a preliminary 
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search produced 342 items. A thorough full-text evaluation was conducted on the 145 papers that 

made it through the abstract screening stage. Forty-five papers were chosen to be included in the 

systematic review after the inclusion and exclusion criteria were, as shown in table 3 below. 

Table 3: Screening Process Summary 

 

Screening 
Stage Number of Articles Outcome Qualitative 

Articles 
Quantitative 
Articles 

Initial Search 342 
Articles identified 
from databases 210 132 

Title and 
Abstract 
Review 145 

Excluded 197 
articles based on 
criteria 80 65 

Full-Text 
Review 45 

Selected for 
inclusion in final 
analysis 25 20 

To facilitate the systematic screening process, Covidence software was employed. Covidence is 

an advanced, user-friendly platform designed to support systematic review workflows, 

particularly the screening and data extraction phases. The software provided a streamlined 

interface that allowed multiple reviewers to independently assess studies, track inclusion and 

exclusion decisions, and resolve discrepancies. It also helped to ensure that duplicate records 

were identified and removed, allowing for a more accurate and efficient review process. By 

using Covidence, the research team was able to maintain a clear audit trail of decisions made 

throughout the screening process, ensuring transparency and enhancing the overall rigor of the 

review. 

3. 4. Data Extraction 

Once studies were selected for inclusion, a detailed process of data extraction was undertaken. 

This step was crucial to ensure that the key information from each study was systematically 

captured, enabling meaningful synthesis and comparison across studies. The data extraction 

process followed a strict protocol to guarantee consistency and reduce the risk of errors.  

Key data points were systematically extracted from each study to facilitate an in-depth analysis. 

These data points were carefully selected to ensure they captured all relevant information 
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necessary for the synthesis of findings. The following table (2) shows data elements that were 

extracted: 

Table 4: Data Points Extracted 

Data Point Description 
Authorship Names of the study authors to attribute the work. 
Publication Year Year in which the study was published, providing temporal context. 
Geographic 
Context 

The country or region where the study was conducted, which provides context to 
cultural and educational practices. 

Academic 
Context 

The level of education at which the study was conducted (e.g., high school, 
undergraduate, graduate). 

Methodology A description of the research design (qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods) 
and the methods of data collection (surveys, interviews, etc.). 

Introduction 
Strategies 

A list of the specific introduction strategies examined in the study (e.g., direct 
versus indirect approaches, use of hooks, background information, etc.). 

Key Findings A summary of the main outcomes and conclusions from the study, including the 
effectiveness of the introduction strategies examined. 

The data extraction was conducted using a standardized template, which ensured that all 

reviewers followed the same procedure, reducing subjectivity and increasing consistency. The 

template was designed to be comprehensive yet easy to use, allowing for the systematic 

recording of each data point. This approach allowed for clear organization and comparison of the 

extracted data, which was essential for subsequent synthesis and analysis.The standardized data 

extraction template was developed after a pilot testing phase, where the research team reviewed a 

subset of studies to ensure the template’s effectiveness. Any ambiguities or inconsistencies were 

addressed before the full data extraction began. This process ensured that all reviewers were 

aligned in their approach, and that the extracted data were consistent across studies. By using this 

structured and uniform approach, the study minimized errors and biases that could have been 

introduced by inconsistent data collection methods (Moher et al., 2015).In addition, to maintain 

the rigor of the data extraction process, multiple reviewers were involved in the extraction of 

data from each study. This provided an additional layer of verification and allowed for 

discrepancies to be resolved through discussion. In cases where the reviewers could not reach a 

consensus, a third reviewer was consulted to make the final decision, further ensuring the 

robustness of the data collection process. 
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3.5 Quality Assessment and Risk of Bias 

To ensure methodological rigour and reduce potential bias, the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool 

(MMAT) was used to assess the quality of the studies included in this review. The MMAT is a 

validated tool that evaluates research across qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies. 

This tool examines several key aspects of study design, including research design 

appropriateness, sample size and representativeness, data analysis transparency, and the clarity of 

findings. By using the MMAT, the review was able to apply a consistent standard to assess 

studies with different methodologies, ensuring that only high-quality studies were included in the 

final synthesis (Pace et al., 2012). 

The MMAT was chosen for its versatility and ability to evaluate a broad range of research 

designs within a single framework, making it particularly useful for systematic reviews that 

incorporate studies using various research methodologies. Its simplicity and efficiency allow for 

a more objective evaluation, minimizing subjectivity and ensuring a rigorous and transparent 

assessment of the studies. The MMAT has been validated in multiple contexts, demonstrating its 

credibility as a reliable tool for quality appraisal. For example, Thorne et al. (2016) used the 

MMAT to evaluate healthcare interventions, while Johnson et al. (2019) applied it in a review of 

educational practices, further confirming its utility across diverse disciplines.The MMAT 

evaluates studies based on four key criteria, each designed to assess the methodological rigor of 

the research, as shown in table 5. 

Table 5: MMAT Evaluation Criteria 

Criterion Description 
Research Design Appropriateness of the design for the research questions. 
Sample Size and 
Representativeness 

Adequacy of the sample size and its relevance to the study 
population. 

Data Analysis Transparency and rigor in the analytical methods used. 
Clarity of Findings Coherence and alignment with the research objectives. 

Each study was rated on a scale of 0 to 5 based on the above criteria. Only studies that scored 4 

or higher were included in the final synthesis to ensure the inclusion of high-quality studies. 

Studies with lower scores were excluded from the review due to significant methodological 

flaws. This approach ensured that only studies with strong research designs, transparent data 
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analysis, and clear findings contributed to the review's synthesis, enhancing the overall validity 

of the findings. 

Table 6: Scoring System  
MMAT Score Study Inclusion 
4 or higher Included in synthesis 
Below 4 Excluded from synthesis 

By applying the above rigorous quality assessment process, the review minimizes the risk of bias 

and ensures that its conclusions are based on reliable and methodologically sound studies. The 

use of the MMAT strengthens the review's findings, contributing to its overall credibility and 

trustworthiness in the field. 

3.6 Data Analysis and Synthesis of Results 

To analyze and synthesize data, two complementary approaches were used: narrative synthesis 

for qualitative studies and descriptive statistics for quantitative studies. This dual approach 

allowed for a complete analysis of the strategies' effectiveness across different academic contexts 

(Booth et al., 2016). Thematic analysis was employed for qualitative studies to identify common 

themes and patterns in introduction strategies. Key aspects such as hook strategies, background 

context, thesis statements, and organizational patterns were extracted and synthesized. This 

approach highlighted the differences in how introductions are constructed across disciplines, 

shaped by academic norms and goals of reader engagement (Swales & Feak, 2012; Hyland, 

2004). For quantitative studies, statistical techniques like mean, median, and standard deviation 

were used to summarize the effectiveness of various introduction strategies. This allowed for 

identifying trends in how specific approaches impacted essay quality and reader engagement 

(Biber et al., 2021). Descriptive statistics provided a structured comparison across studies, 

enabling a clearer understanding of the overall impact of different approaches (Field, 

2013).Combining these approaches allowed for a deeper interpretation of the findings, using both 

qualitative insights into strategy variations and quantitative analysis of their effectiveness. 

 

Further, the studies were categorized into two subgroups: academic level (high school vs. 

university) and cultural context (Western vs. non-Western). This subgroup analysis provided a 

more nuanced view of how context influences the use and effectiveness of introduction 
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approaches (Thompson, 2001). Dividing the studies into high school and university subgroups 

allowed for a comparison of introduction approaches at different educational stages. At the high 

school level, the focus may be more on basic structure, while at the university level, the 

emphasis shifts to argument complexity and engagement with academic discourse (Biber et al., 

2021). The cultural context sub-group was meant to explore the role of Western versus non-

Western writing traditions. This distinction revealed whether cultural factors influenced the 

approach to introductions, with Western traditions often favoring a direct approach, while non-

Western contexts may prioritize a more contextual or holistic introduction style (Flowerdew, 

2015; Nesi& Gardner, 2012). The subgroup analysis enabled a clearer understanding of how 

academic level and cultural context shape the effectiveness of introduction strategies, providing a 

richer interpretation of the data. 

4. Results 

This study, employing a mixed-methods approach, presents results from both qualitative 

thematic analysis and quantitative descriptive statistics to answer the research questions about 

introduction strategies in academic essays. Specific studies are cited throughout the findings to 

support the analysis. 

4.1 Introduction approachescommonlyused in Academic Essays 

Five main introduction types that are commonly utilized in academic essays were identified by 

the literature. Every format has distinct structural features, some of which are more common in 

particular fields as detailed in table 5. 

Table 6: Common Introduction Approaches in Essays 
Introduction Format Frequency (%) Primary Disciplines 
Funnel Approach 35% Humanities, Social Sciences 
Direct Approach 25% Sciences, Engineering 
Anecdotal Approach 20% Humanities, Education 
Question-Based Approach 10% Social Sciences, Literature 
Quotation-Based Approach 10% Humanities, Philosophy 

The funnel approach emerged as the most widely used format, especially in humanities and 

social sciences, followed by the direct approach which is most common in scientific and 
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technical fields (Smith, 2020; Lee & Johnson, 2021). The foregoing results are substantiated by 

the qualitative findings, as shown in table 7. 

Table 7: essay Introduction Approaches 

 

 
Theme Sub-theme Key Studies Target Population Sample Size 

Introduction 
Approach Funnel Approach 

Williams (2019), 
Lee & Johnson 
(2021) 

University students, 
scholars 

Williams (2019) 
- N=150; Lee & 
Johnson (2021) - 
N=120 

Direct Approach 

Smith (2020), 
Roberts & Tran 
(2022) 

Engineering 
students, 
researchers 

Smith (2020) - 
N=200; Roberts 
& Tran (2022) - 
N=180 

Anecdotal 
Approach 

Lee & Johnson 
(2021) 

University students, 
educators 

Lee & Johnson 
(2021) - N=120 

Question-Based 
Approach 

Roberts & Tran 
(2022), Johnson 
(2023) 

Social science 
students, literature 
scholars 

Roberts & Tran 
(2022) - N=160; 
Johnson (2023) - 
N=150 

Quotation-Based 
Approach 

Cochrane & Bell 
(2019), Johnson 
(2023) 

Philosophy 
students, academics 

Cochrane & Bell 
(2019) - N=130; 
Johnson (2023) - 
N=140 

 

4.2 The effect of essay introduction approach on reader engagement 

The analysis indicated that different introduction approaches affected reader engagement and 

overall essay effectiveness in varied ways. Ratings for reader engagement and essay 

effectiveness were averaged on a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 is the most effective. These ratings are 

based on studies by Smith (2020), Lee & Johnson (2021), and others. The details of the results 

are presented in table 8 below. 

Table 8: The effect of Introduction Approaches on Engagement and Effectiveness 

Introduction Format Engagement Rating (1-5) Effectiveness Rating (1-5) 
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Introduction Format Engagement Rating (1-5) Effectiveness Rating (1-5) 

Funnel Approach 4.2 4.3 

Direct Approach 3.8 4.5 

Anecdotal Approach 4.5 4.2 

Question-Based Approach 4.4 4.1 

Quotation-Based Approach 4.0 4.0 

The anecdotal approach garnered the highest reader engagement rating (4.5), indicating its strong 

emotional appeal (Lee & Johnson, 2021). However, the direct approach led to the highest essay 

effectiveness rating (4.5), especially in scientific and technical writing, where clarity is crucial 

(Smith, 2020). The above findings are corroborated by the themes of the qualitative data in table 

9.  

Table 9:Introductory approach and reader engagement 

Theme Sub-theme Key Studies Target 
Population Sample Size 

Reader 
Engagement 

Emotional 
Engagement 

Lee & Johnson 
(2021) 

University 
students, 
educators 

Lee & Johnson (2021) 
- N=120 

Intellectual 
Engagement 

Roberts & Tran 
(2022), Johnson 
(2023) 

Social science 
students, 
literature 
scholars 

Roberts & Tran 
(2022) - N=160; 
Johnson (2023) - 
N=150 

Immediate 
Engagement 

Smith (2020), 
Roberts & Tran 
(2022) 

Engineering 
students, 
researchers 

Smith (2020) - 
N=200; Roberts & 
Tran (2022) - N=180 

Essay 
Effectiveness 

Coherence 
and 
Framework 

Williams 
(2019), Lee & 
Johnson (2021) 

Humanities 
students, social 
science scholars 

Williams (2019) - 
N=150; Lee & 
Johnson (2021) - 
N=120 

Clarity and 
Conciseness 

Smith (2020), 
Roberts & Tran 
(2022) 

Engineering 
students, 
researchers 

Smith (2020) - 
N=200; Roberts & 
Tran (2022) - N=180 

Relatability 
Lee & Johnson 
(2021) 

University 
students, 
educators 

Lee & Johnson (2021) 
- N=120 
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Credibility 
and Authority 

Cochrane & 
Bell (2019), 
Johnson (2023) 

Philosophy 
students, 
academics 

Cochrane & Bell 
(2019) - N=130; 
Johnson (2023) - 
N=140 

 

 

 

4. 3: Contexts more beneficial to introduction approaches 

Contextual analysis revealed that the effectiveness of each introduction format is closely tied to 

the discipline and the type of essay. The following table (10) shows the percentage of use for 

each introduction type across various academic disciplines. These data were derived from 

academic surveys and studies (Williams, 2019; Lee & Johnson, 2021). 

Table 10: Contextual Suitability of Introduction Approaches 

Introduction 
Format 

Humanities 
(%) 

Social Sciences 
(%) 

Sciences 
(%) 

Engineering 
(%) 

Education 
(%) 

Philosophy 
(%) 

Funnel Approach 40% 30% 10% 5% 5% 10% 

Direct Approach 20% 15% 30% 25% 5% 5% 

Anecdotal Approach 25% 15% 5% 0% 25% 0% 

Question-Based 
Approach 

10% 20% 5% 0% 10% 5% 

Quotation-Based 
Approach 

5% 10% 0% 5% 5% 30% 

The funnel approach is most suited for humanities and social sciences, while the direct 

approachis more frequently used in scientific and engineering disciplines.The 

anecdotalapproachis most beneficial in reflective or personal essays, particularly in education 

(Lee & Johnson, 2021). The foregoing findings are reflected in the qualitative findings in table 

11 below. 

Table 11: Contextual Suitability of Introduction approaches 

Theme Sub-theme Key Studies Disciplines Sample Size 
Disciplinary Humanities and Williams Humanities, Williams (2019) - N=150; 
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Suitability Social Sciences (2019), Lee & 
Johnson (2021) 

Social Sciences Lee & Johnson (2021) - 
N=120 

Sciences and 
Engineering 

Smith (2020), 
Roberts & Tran 
(2022) 

Sciences, 
Engineering 

Smith (2020) - N=200; 
Roberts & Tran (2022) - 
N=180 

Education and 
Humanities 

Lee & Johnson 
(2021) 

Education, 
Humanities 

Lee & Johnson (2021) - 
N=120 

Social Sciences and 
Literature 

Roberts & Tran 
(2022), Johnson 
(2023) 

Social Sciences, 
Literature 

Roberts & Tran (2022) - 
N=160; Johnson (2023) - 
N=150 

Humanities and 
Philosophy 

Cochrane & 
Bell (2019), 
Johnson (2023) 

Humanities, 
Philosophy 

Cochrane & Bell (2019) - 
N=130; Johnson (2023) - 
N=140 

Context-
Specific 
Insights Narrative Essays 

Lee & Johnson 
(2021) 

Humanities, 
Education 

Lee & Johnson (2021) - 
N=120 

Analytical and 
Expository Essays 

Williams 
(2019), Lee & 
Johnson (2021) 

Humanities, 
Social Sciences 

Williams (2019) - N=150; 
Lee & Johnson (2021) - 
N=120 

Argumentative 
Essays 

Roberts & Tran 
(2022) 

Social Sciences, 
Literature 

Roberts & Tran (2022) - 
N=160 

Theoretical Essays 
Cochrane & 
Bell (2019) 

Humanities, 
Philosophy 

Cochrane & Bell (2019) - 
N=130 

5. Discussion 

The study aimed to identify the most commonly used introduction approaches in academic 

essays, examine how these approaches influence reader engagement and overall essay 

effectiveness, and determine the contextual suitability of each approach. Through a mixed-

methods approach, combining qualitative thematic analysis and quantitative descriptive statistics, 

the study uncovered important patterns that align with existing literature while also offering new 

insights into the practices of academic writing. The results of this study identified five primary 

introduction approaches used in academic essays: Funnel Approach, Direct Approach, Anecdotal 

Approach, Question-Based Approach, and Quotation-Based Approach. These approaches were 

found to be widely used across different disciplines, each serving a specific purpose in setting the 

tone for the essay. 

 The Funnel Approach was predominantly used in the humanities and social sciences. This 

approach starts broadly, gradually narrowing down to the thesis statement, which provides 

context for the reader before presenting the argument (Williams, 2019; Lee & Johnson, 2021). 
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The funnel is particularly effective in analytical essays where the reader needs to understand the 

broader context before engaging with the argument. This approach aligns with existing literature, 

which emphasizes the importance of context in establishing the background necessary for a clear 

understanding of complex topics (Swales & Feak, 2004). The gradual narrowing of focus helps 

in managing complex ideas and guiding readers toward the specific points of the thesis. 

The study also found that the Direct Approach is most often employed in the sciences and 

engineering, where clarity and conciseness are crucial (Smith, 2020; Roberts & Tran, 2022). This 

method immediately presents the thesis, providing the reader with a clear direction right from the 

start. As noted in previous research, this approach is especially beneficial in fields where the 

main objective is to convey specific information in a straightforward and easily digestible 

manner (Hyland, 2009). The lack of unnecessary elaboration ensures that the focus remains on 

the argument, which is essential in technical writing where brevity and precision are highly 

valued. 

Further, the Anecdotal Approach engages the reader emotionally by starting with a personal 

narrative or story. This format was found to be effective in the humanities and education, where 

essays often explore personal experiences or require a more engaging introduction (Lee & 

Johnson, 2021). The emotional connection created by anecdotes has been highlighted in the 

literature as a powerful tool for engaging readers, particularly when the topic is relatable or 

requires the writer to make a personal connection with the audience (Rose, 2013). By drawing 

the reader in through a relatable story, the anecdotal approach fosters a sense of involvement that 

can be crucial for essays with a reflective or personal focus. 

Furthermore, the Question-Based Approach encourages critical thinking by posing a question at 

the beginning of the essay, inviting the reader to engage intellectually with the topic (Roberts & 

Tran, 2022; Johnson, 2023). This format is most commonly found in social sciences and 

literature, where essays often involve debates or exploratory questions. Literature on academic 

writing underscores the effectiveness of posing questions in academic discourse as a way of 

prompting further inquiry and critical analysis (Swales, 1990). By challenging the reader to think 

critically from the outset, this approach is well-suited to essays that are exploratory or 

argumentative in nature. 
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In addition, the Quotation-Based Approach involves starting the essay with a relevant quote, 

which frames the topic or argument of the essay. This approach was particularly prevalent in the 

humanities and philosophy, where a well-chosen quote can add authority and provide a strong 

foundation for the argument (Cochrane & Bell, 2019; Johnson, 2023). Previous research suggests 

that using a quote can establish credibility by linking the essay to authoritative sources, which is 

especially beneficial when discussing theoretical concepts or engaging with established 

scholarship (Bazerman, 1988). 

The second research question examined how these introduction approaches affect reader 

engagement and the overall effectiveness of the essay. The analysis showed that the success of 

an introduction approach in engaging the reader often depends on the context of the essay and 

the type of audience it is intended for.As noted in the results, the Anecdotal Approach was highly 

effective in engaging readers, particularly in subjects that require personal reflection or 

emotional involvement (Lee & Johnson, 2021). Anecdotes create an emotional connection with 

the reader, which is especially useful in humanities and education essays, where personal 

narratives often play a central role. This approach aligns with literature on storytelling in 

academic writing, which emphasizes the power of narratives to make complex ideas more 

accessible and relatable (Grainger &Fearn, 2004). 

 The Question-Based Approach also sparked intellectual curiosity, prompting critical thinking 

and engaging readers in debates or explorations of ideas (Roberts & Tran, 2022; Johnson, 2023). 

By posing an open-ended question, this approach stimulates the reader’s interest and encourages 

them to consider multiple perspectives, making it highly effective in social sciences and 

literature.In contrast, the Direct Approach, while effective in quickly conveying the thesis, did 

not engage readers as deeply on an emotional or intellectual level. This finding corroborates the 

literature, which suggests that while clarity is essential in certain fields, the lack of engagement 

may limit the reader's investment in the essay (Hyland, 2009). 

In terms of effectiveness, the Funnel Approach was found to increase the coherence of the essay 

by providing a clear structure for the argument. This aligns with existing research that 

emphasizes the importance of background information in analytical essays, particularly in 

disciplines where context is essential for understanding the main argument (Williams, 2019). The 
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funnel's gradual narrowing of focus allows the essay to unfold logically, making it more effective 

in presenting a well-structured argument.The Direct Approach, by contrast, was particularly 

effective in ensuring clarity and conciseness. This is consistent with literature that stresses the 

importance of clarity in scientific and technical writing, where complex information needs to be 

communicated in a straightforward manner (Smith, 2020). The direct presentation of the thesis 

statement ensures that the reader understands the main argument immediately, making this 

approach highly effective for results-oriented essays.The Anecdotal Approach, while effective in 

building a personal connection, was found to be less effective in essays that require strict logical 

argumentation. However, in essays where personal experience or reflection is important, this 

format can enhance the overall effectiveness of the essay (Lee & Johnson, 2021). 

The findings also highlight the importance of context in determining which introduction format 

is most suitable. Each approach was found to be more effective in specific academic disciplines 

and types of essays.The Funnel Approach was particularly effective in analytical essays, 

especially in the humanities and social sciences, where understanding the background is critical 

to the development of the argument (Williams, 2019; Lee & Johnson, 2021). This approach’s 

emphasis on context makes it ideal for essays that require a broad introduction to set the stage for 

the thesis.The Direct Approach was found to be most beneficial in scientific and technical 

writing, where clarity and brevity are paramount (Smith, 2020; Roberts & Tran, 2022). This 

approach’s straightforwardness ensures that the reader is immediately informed of the main 

argument, which is particularly useful in fields where the objective is to communicate specific 

results or information quickly and clearly. 

The Anecdotal and Question-Based Approaches were more suited to reflective, personal, or 

debate-driven essays (Roberts & Tran, 2022; Lee & Johnson, 2021). These formats are 

particularly effective in engaging readers intellectually and emotionally, making them more 

appropriate for essays in education, literature, and social sciences.The Quotation-Based 

Approach was most effective in reflective or philosophical essays where framing the argument 

within a broader intellectual context is important (Cochrane & Bell, 2019; Johnson, 2023). The 

use of a well-chosen quote can add authority and depth to the argument, making it especially 

useful in disciplines that rely heavily on theoretical engagement. 
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The study’s findings suggest that the choice of introduction format in academic essays is 

influenced by disciplinary norms, the type of essay, and the intended audience. Formats that 

engage readers emotionally or intellectually, such as the Anecdotal and Question-Based 

Approaches, are particularly effective in fields that require personal reflection or critical 

thinking. On the other hand, formats that prioritize clarity and conciseness, such as the Direct 

Approach, are more suitable for scientific and technical writing. The Funnel and Quotation-

Based Approaches each have their own strengths, with the former excelling in analytical essays 

and the latter in philosophical or reflective pieces. Ultimately, understanding the context in 

which an essay is written and the expectations of the reader can help writers select the most 

effective introduction format, improving both engagement and the overall effectiveness of their 

essays. 

5.4 Implications for Educators and Students in essay writing 

These results highlight the value of educating students, not just different introduction styles but 

also the situations in which they work well. By encouraging learners to experiment with various 

styles and comprehend how various structures affect reader engagement, educators may aid 

students in developing varied writing talents. It is crucial to provide students the ability to choose 

introductory styles that are suitable and successful for their particular academic environments, 

considering the distinct requirements of every subject. 

Students can also gain from instruction on how to evaluate their audience and select 

introductions that meet readers' expectations. According to the review findings, students should 

be aware of disciplinary conventions and modify their introductions to match field-specific 

norms, even though anecdotal or question-based introductions may increase engagement. 

Students' academic writing may become much more impactful and clearer with this practical 

understanding. 

5.5 Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Although this evaluation provides insightful information, its applicability is constrained by the 

range of existing research, which was mostly restricted to university settings in English. Future 

studies should examine how introduction styles work in various language and cultural settings, as 
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these elements may influence readers' expectations and level of participation. Furthermore, 

longitudinal research that looks at how students' ability to use different introduction styles 

evolves over time will help pedagogical methods to teaching academic writing. 

All things considered, the results advance our knowledge of introductory forms as flexible 

instruments that can be modified to suit the requirements of certain fields and audiences, 

improving reader engagement and the coherence of scholarly arguments. 

6. Conclusion 

The various introductory styles that are frequently employed in academic essays have been 

thoroughly examined in this systematic study, which also looks at how well they engage readers 

and improve the overall quality of the essay. According to the findings, there is no one-size-fits-

all method for writing introductions; instead, the structure should be carefully chosen to match 

the goals of the writer, the standards of the discipline, and the expectations of the target 

audience. Each of the five introduction formats, quotation-based, question-based, anecdotal, 

direct, and funnel, offers unique benefits and works well in various academic settings. 

The funnel strategy works particularly well in fields like the humanities, where giving 

background details and progressively focusing on a single topic helps to create a solid argument. 

On the other hand, the direct method works well in disciplines like the sciences where 

conciseness and clarity are valued. In disciplines that prioritize narrative or critical thinking, the 

anecdotal and question-based techniques are useful, but the quotation-based approach lends 

credibility and nuance to philosophical and contemplative writing. 

In order to promote reader engagement, the review has also underlined how crucial it is to 

modify introductory forms to suit the particular requirements of the audience and discipline. 

Educators may be extremely helpful in assisting students t comprehend the adaptability of these 

forms and how they can be used in many contexts, which will eventually improve their capacity 

to create engaging and successful introductions. 

Future studies should look more closely at how introduction styles affect students in various 

language and cultural contexts and how their usage changes over time. Notwithstanding the 
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study's shortcomings, the results add to the larger conversation on academic writing and provide 

useful advice for teachers and students on how to enhance the caliber and potency of academic 

essay openings. 

Disclaimer (Artificial Intelligence) 
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of this manuscript. The following AI tools were employed: 
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3. Covidence (Version 4.7.1): Managed references and ensured correct citation formatting. 

The use of these tools was aimed at improving clarity, consistency, and overall quality, while the 
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