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The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics’ Scientific 
Integrity Principles Subcommittee under the Council 
on Research is dedicated to increasing awareness 
regarding conducting research and adhering to 
scientific integrity principles (SIP). This group also 
maintains SIP oversight over all Academy groups. 
The following interview is part of a Research 
Spotlight Series where different areas of research 
are highlighted. The purpose of these interviews is 
to discuss important questions and issues related to 
conducting research in a variety of settings. 
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interactions with peers may highlight a need for assessing 
clinical practices or the efficacy of nutrition interventions or 
treatments. For example, a researcher interested in diabetes 
management may want to find out about the health im-
pact of fruit and vegetable consumption patterns in people 
with diabetes. Routine reading of academic, research-based 
articles in professional journals could identify questions or 
gaps in knowledge about evolving healthcare concepts or 
clinical guidelines in a particular area such as the effect of 
gender identification on dietary choices.

2. Review current research on the general topic

An established principle of research builds on the work 
of other researchers and practitioners. A review of the 
literature is necessary to find out what research has already 
been done and what issues researchers are discussing about 
the general topic. The review will help identify relevant 
concepts and theories as well as significant controversies 
or inconsistencies in published findings. The researcher 
investigating the topic of fruit and vegetable consumption 
in people with diabetes may ask:

 • What types of research have been done on food pat-
terns of individuals with diabetes? 

 • Is there a unique or under-investigated population 
or method of nutrition data collection that could be 
investigated?

 • Is there a particular question in a published study 
that may be worth trying to replicate or conduct in a 
slightly different way?

A key purpose of a literature search is to ask, “What do we 
still need to know about the topic?” 

Continued on page 3

The research question is an essential framework  
for conducting a study

The point of research is to search for answers. Finding 
relevant answers depends on creating well-defined 
questions.  An appropriate question becomes the model 
for identifying a population of interest, accomplishing 
data collection, and even explaining the implications of 
the study results. Since the research question anchors 
the entire project, it is worthwhile to spend some time 
considering a plan of action to identify one that is suitable. 
Developing a research question requires several steps:

1. Begin with a general idea when choosing an  
area to investigate

Successful researchers focus on a topic they are genuinely 
interested in and one that is significant enough to justify 
spending time and other resources. The topic should 
be narrow enough to investigate within the context of 
research abilities but also should be broad enough to  
have practical application.1

Research ideas can come to mind as result of a personal 
or professional experience such as observations of a prob-
lem or issue that arises in the workplace. Discussions and 

Alexandra Kazaks PhD, RDN, graduate advisor 
for thesis students at Bastyr University, explains 
practical strategies for creating strong research 
questions for students or for anyone who has a 
research idea whether it is in academic, public 
health or clinical settings.  

In the second spotlight interview, BeiLi Chng and 
Hannah Amos, students in the Bastyr Nutrition 
Master’s Degree Program, discuss how they applied 
those strategies to create focused research 
questions that set up clear paths for carrying 
out their research studies.

Creating the Right Research Question: Nutrition Graduate Students Discuss Challenges and Solutions 
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3. Identify a specific issue on which to focus 

Based on unresolved questions found in the literature 
search, identify a particular issue as a way to narrow 
the initial broad topic to an interesting, relevant and 
manageable research problem to investigate. With a 
clearly defined topic, it is time to formulate one or more 
questions that target exactly what could be studied 
and answered in an objective way. The question might 
involve describing, comparing, evaluating, or explaining 
a research problem. The questions should clearly: 

 • specify the population to be studied,

 • be of interest to scientific and medical communities, 
and/or to the general public,

 • be important to the field of dietetics and nutrition,

 • conform to standards of ethical research.  

Practical method to formulate a research question

Writing a suitable research question can be challenging 
for any researcher.  A practical method to formulate a 
solid question is to use a research framework. One such 
framework uses the mnemonic FINER which encompasses 
five characteristics to consider when creating a good 
research question:  Feasible, Interesting, Novel, Ethical, 
and Relevant. Each characteristic can be a guide to 
evaluate the proposed research question.2

Feasible: A feasible question is based on realistic 
access to resources including time, expertise, or 
funding; include a sufficient number of participants 
to obtain results as well as adequate technical 
expertise and mentoring.

Interesting: An interesting question generates new 
awareness and perspectives about the topic.

Novel: A novel question may introduce new methods 
or populations or confirm, refute or extend previous 
findings.

Ethical: An ethical question is based on awareness of 
the need to protect the rights and welfare of humans 
participating in the research and is a study that an 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) will approve.

*Please refer to The Digest Summer 2021 edition for 
more details on IRB in our first spotlight interview3

Relevant: A relevant question is one that is worth 
pursuing to extend and emphasize new aspects 
of scientific knowledge for researchers, health 
professionals, students, and the general public.

Nutrition graduate students discuss how they 
applied FINER to their research questions

To illustrate how the FINER technique works, graduate 
students BeiLi Chng and Hannah Amos explain how 
they used components of the framework to assess the 
applicability of these research project questions: 

Hannah Amos (HA) Question: What are perceived 
barriers to maintaining a gluten-free diet in people with 
celiac disease?

BeiLi Chng (BC) Question: What are the levels of 
knowledge and orthorexia-related behaviors among 
three target populations: the general public, nutrition 
students, and registered dietitian nutritionists?

Feasible--Is it possible to conduct this experiment? 

HA: Yes. I will be using an online survey design as a 
practical way to collect data from people with celiac 
disease (PWCD).  

A challenge to feasibility was HA’s unease about her 
ability to adequately statistically analyze the data. 
Though HA was taking an applied statistics course, the 
need for outside help to conduct the analysis was still a 
matter of concern.

BC: Conducting a workshop to collect data about 
orthorexia was my initial idea, but it was not feasible 
because of COVID-19 restrictions. As an alternative, the 
CDR RDN research listserv, website survey exchanges 
and social media groups such as fitness, CrossFit and 
health and wellness groups could provide de-identified 
responses to the study questionnaires.

BC was also concerned about which statistical tests were 
appropriate for data analysis and wondered, “Will I 
actually be able to use the data I collect?” 
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Interesting—Is anyone interested in the answer to 
this question? 

HA: I am a person living with celiac disease, so it is of 
significant personal interest as well as for the celiac 
community. 

BC: I was interested in the concept of orthorexia since it 
is a condition that is not well-defined; not many people 
know about it, but it may have vital impact on a person’s 
healthful relationship to eating and food.

Novel—Has this experiment already been done? 

HA: There have been previous surveys about barriers 
for people with celiac disease but no published surveys 
by RDNs. Previous studies have assessed quality of life 
factors related to a gluten-free diet, but I didn’t find 
any that focused on specific barriers to maintaining a 
gluten-free diet.

BC: Many studies about orthorexia focus on college 
students with limited information about RDNs and 
just a few on the general public. I didn’t find any 
studies that described tools to measure the level of 
understanding about orthorexia among these three 
population groups.

Ethical—Can this experiment be conducted 
without physical and/or psychological harm to 
participants? 

The questions that both Hannah and BeiLi created qualify 
for an Exempt status (de-identifiable participants and low 
level of risk) approval from the IRB.

Relevant—Are the results of this experiment 
going to have an impact? 

HA: Since celiac disease diagnoses are becoming more 
common and the only treatment is to follow a gluten-
free diet, assessing barriers to maintaining such a diet 
is essential to people with celiac disease.

BC: Studies based on research questions such as 
mine could show how to help people understand 
what orthorexia is as well as ways to increase 
awareness about the condition. It could provide a 
new opportunity for RDNs to help support clients to 
achieve healthful relationship with food.

Next steps in organizing a research study

Once the research question is firmly defined, the next 
step is to develop research objectives or aims that lay 
out the specific tasks and methods that help answer the 
research question. 

For more support and information about creating 
research questions, objectives and aims, investigate these 
Academy resources and references.

Nutrition Research Network Steps to Developing a 
Research Project: Resources to Help https://www.
eatrightpro.org/research/projects-tools-and-initiatives/
nutrition-research-network/steps-to-developing-a-
research-project-resources-to-help

Research Dietetic Practice Group Research 101 Research 
Methodology Resources https://www.researchdpg.org/
page/research-101
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