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Nuts and Bolts

A Basic Glossary of Research 
Terms from A to Z – A B C
Inés M. Anchondo, DrPH, RD, LD, CSP 

Abstract – a brief summary of 
the research that appears at the 
beginning of a peer- reviewed 
journal article. It is usually no more 
than 500 words including objectives, 
methods, results, and conclusion

Attrition – loss of study participants.  
When attrition is high, the results 
of the study cannot be generalized/
applied to the rest of the population.  
The researcher needs to understand 
why some participants remained 
in the study and why some left to 
determine whether selection 
bias occurred.

Assent form – a written document 
reflecting agreement between a 
researcher and study participant 
who is a mentally incapacitated 
individual, minor, child, or teenager. 
The assent form has to be written 
using very simple language, first 
grade level or lower. The assent form 
explains the purpose of the research, 
the requirements for participation, 
the potential side effects, and the 
researcher’s name and contact 
information. It also contains 
information about whom to contact 
to learn more about the research, 
to stop participation, and to report 
side effects. The assent form has to 
be in the language the participant 
understands or prefers. Participant’s 
parents need to receive a copy of the 
assent form after child or teenager 
signs it. 

Assumption of normality – assuming 
that the data in a study follows the 
normal distribution or Bell curve, 
which means that the variability 
within groups is similar. Parametric 
tests such as Pearson correlation, 
t-test or a ANOVA, depend on the 
assumption of normality.

Bias – any influence that can obscure 
an existing relationship among 
study variables (e.g. selection bias) 
happens when there is a ‘systematic’ 
difference between individuals 
participating (in either the control or 
intervention group) and individuals 
not participating in the study (from 
the general population). 

Case-Control Study – a type of 
study design that is observational 
to examine cases and controls.  
Cases are individuals with the 
condition or disease of interest  
while controls are individuals 
without the condition or disease  
of interest. Controls are matched 
with cases on characteristics that  
are thought to cause the condition 
or disease of study. 

Causal relationship – a relationship 
between the 2 variables in which the 
presence or absence of one variable 
determines the presence or absence 
of the other.

Cohort Study – a study design 
where participants are followed 
prospectively (into the future) to 
identify which characteristics or 
risk factors are associated with the 
disease or condition of interest.

Confounding variable or 
confounders – a variable or 
variables that can ‘obscure or 
exaggerate existing associations’ 
between variables. It can occur 
when a factor or number of factors 
happen in a non-random manner in 
the study participants and also in the 
‘source population’ from which the 
study participants were recruited.

Consent form – a written document 
reflecting agreement between 
a researcher and an adult study 
participant. The consent form has to 
be written using simple language, 
2nd to 3rd grade level. It contains 
information about why is the study 
being conducted, what would 
happen with participation, potential 
side effects, researcher name and 
contact information, and who to 
contact to learn more about the 
study, stop participation, or report 
side effects. A consent form has 
to be in the language participant 
understands or prefers. Participants 
need to receive a copy of the 
consent form after signing it. 

Continuous Variables – a type of  
variable that has a numerical value; 
the space between values is defined 
and can be measured like height  
and weight. 

Cross-sectional study – a study 
design that collects data at a single 
point in time for the purpose of 
inferring trends over time.

Note: this writing was inspired by 
Mary Easaw, a clinical dietitian in a 
cardiothoracic hospital in Malaysia


