Seven common errors in the process of framing a research question and study objectives
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1. Poor statement of the local problem
The problem statement is absent or poorly defined. Identifying a local problem to be solved with local data will increase the probability that a public health manager will (1) take interest in the project and (2) use the information generated at a later stage. This local problem statement is different from the background in terms of global, regional and national burden of disease.
· Lay out the problem in all its components (What? When? Where? Who? How?) and from a local perspective.

2. Lack of specificity, quantification and documentation 
The research question is introduced on the basis of information elements that are vague. They lack specificy (e.g., use of the words “problem” or “issue”), quantification (e.g., use of the words “large” or “major”) or documentation (e.g., no precise figures nor clear sources). The absence of specificity, quantification or documentation gives the impression that the topic was insufficiently researched at the background stage. Lack of background research suggests expose to a risk that the proposed research will re-examine issues that have been already well studied.

· Use specific statements, provide quantified figures and refer to the source of information. 

3. Poor analysis of the problems, its consequences, its determinants and possible interventions.
The analysis of the problem through the causal web is weak or absent. The author has not explained the consequences or the determinants of the problem. The points that are accessible to interventions are not pointed out. This prevents a systematic review of what needs to be explored to understand the problem in its full context. Identification of determinants and contributing factors will suggest risk factors to identify. Identification of possible interventions will suggest prevention opportunities to consider. Identification of the consequences underlines the burden.
· Construct a causal web diagram to present the problems in its context, with determinants, contributing factors, consequences and points that are accessible to interventions.

4. Absence of a critical review of ongoing intervention(s) 
The description of the programmes that are planned, ongoing or completed is poor or absent. A baseline description of what is already being done allows determining whether (1) the problem comes from a failure to implement a solution that is known to work (in which case a programme evaluation might be in order) or whether (2) the problem comes from a lack of knowledge (in which case research might be in order).

· Review what is already been done, the strong and weak points of the programme and those that may gain from additional information.

5. Lack of review of current knowledge and its implementation 
The description of what is known and what is unknown on the topic is insufficient or missing. A review of the evidence, including but not limited to published studies, must map out the areas of knowledge and the areas of missing information.  In the absence of that information, the study may be redundant (i.e., “re-invent the wheel”) or may address an area that is not key.

· Review the literature to prepare a list of the points that are established and of the question marks. 

6. Lack of focus in the research question 
The research question is framed in terms that are too general or that do not even contain a question mark. This prevents the identification of research objectives that would address the question.

· Ask a real question that focuses on a specific aspect of the problem.

7. Lack of anticipation of the expected benefit
There is no documentation of the process by which the researcher has envisioned what could be done with the results of the study in hand. This decreases the probability that the product of the research will be of any use. A clear description of the practical decisions that could be made on the basis of the information that will become available is needed. A case must be built throughout that answering the research question will lead the availability of a specific piece of information, that this piece of information will be used and that the use of this information will lead to less death, disability and / or economic burden.
· Describe the programmatic options that are considered and how the results of the research will help making a choice.

See the proposed checklist overleaf

Research question checklist

For use before submission of any proposal of research question

· The local problem is described in terms of what, when, where, who and how.


· Statements are specific, quantified and documented.


· A causal web describes the problem, its consequences, its determinants, its contributing factor and the possible interventions.


· The interventions that are already in place are described and analyzed.
 

· A review of the evidence available spells out what is known and what needs to be known. 
 

· The research question is specific and uses a question mark.


· The programmatic options that will be available once the information will be available are described.

