To Study or Not To Study, What is the Question?

"Half of science is putting forth the right questions." – Francis Bacon (22 Jan 1561 - 9 Apr 1626), English philosopher
"For every complex question there is a simple answer–and it's wrong." – anonymous
"It is better to stir up a question without deciding it than to decide it without stirring it up." – Joseph Joubert (7 May 1754 - 4 May 1824), French philosopher
"The real question is not whether machines think but whether men do." – B.F. Skinner

Where do clinical questions come from?
· Attending physicians
· Medical conferences
· Flashy news stories on the latest “hot topic”
· Something that bothers you

Research/clinical questions have “parts” (PICOT)1
· Population (P)
· Intervention / Exposure (I/E)
· Comparison (C – sometimes)
· Outcome (O)
· Time-frame (T)

PICOT  helps you focus your question so it leads to the right observations (measurements) for answering your question

Research/clinical questions have “attributes” (FINER)2
· Feasible – enough patients? Additional costs? Valid EMR data? Loss to follow-up? Etc.
· Interesting – to you and others
· Novel – has this question been adequately addressed in the peer-reviewed literature?
· Ethical – Patient safety? Rights? Legal issues?
· Relevant – Will the results enhance practice?  i.e., “So what?”

FINER  a filter for making sure this is a question you should (can) be asking

Literature Reviews Are Essential
· Research questions do not spring out of your head like Athena sprang out of Zeus' head
· Literature reviews are iterative – start with a more general topic, do some reading, learn what is known and not known  helps narrow your topic, fill in PICOT
· Do some background reading – understand some basics thoroughly
· Don’t rely on meta-analyses or guidelines alone – they hide flaws (e.g., recommendations based on flimsy evidence, outdated articles, studies done in dissimilar locations/environments)
· Do use meta-analyses (in addition to PubMed searches) to find original studies that are most appropriate for your clinical context
· Consider other sources of information such as clinicaltrials.gov, OhioLink (dissertation repository)
· Use the expertise of the librarians at your institution’s health sciences Library



Literature Review Benefits
· Helps you avoid asking a question that's already been answered
· Gives clues for type of patients to study (inclusion/exclusion)
· Prompts outcomes you may want to measure
· Other data items you may want to include

Tips:
· Research and QI are iterative  don’t try to answer too many questions (solve too many problems) at once
· Ask questions about things that are measureable
· A good question prevents "re-work" 
· Expect a project to take more time than expected – may influence what question you ask
· Consult with others in specifying your clinical question (e.g., attending physicians, people who would extract or collect data, statistician)  you don't get extra credit for doing everything yourself
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