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Few of us enter general practice with
the intention of leading research –

something that seems to be an ‘ivory
tower pursuit’ far removed from the prac-
tical, everyday business of medical
practice. We may not know what we want
to research, or how to find out how to
actually do research. 

Yet sometimes we get an irksome
question about something clinical, and
want to find an answer. If we are inexpe-
rienced at formulating and answering
research questions, and isolated from
those that are, we may find the whole
exercise difficult, frustrating and unre-
warding. Getting research published in
peer reviewed journals seems very hard
and far off. 

Although serendipity and persever-
ance are helpful, it is more reliable to
adopt a methodical approach. We hope to
provide a basic guide for general practi-

tioners and other health care providers
who wish to have a stab at a small prac-
tice based research project. Remember
that the belief that you need to be incred-
ibly intelligent to do research is a
complete myth!

Common pitfalls and 
useful tips

What do you want to know and why do
you want to know it? These are two
useful questions that should prevent you
collecting unnecessary data: the first
question should be translatable into one

or more research questions. 
A research question is a clear, unam-

biguous question able to be addressed
through your research project. For
example, a rural GP has become intrigued
about her patient’s understanding about
gout after recognising they are often quite
different to hers. One possible research
question arising from this research
problem could be ‘where do patients in
my practice with a diagnosis of gout get
information about their disease?’ This
question could be further refined to
reflect the research methods selected for
the project. 

Collecting too much data is like using
a huge trawling net, catching every fish
indiscriminately, so that you have an
impossibly large mess to pick over. Much
more parsimonious and elegant is the cor-
rectly chosen fishing fly; targeting exactly
the large brown trout that is wanted.

Grassroots research: How to have a stab at 
your first project and succeed

Edi Albert, Emily Hansen, Clarissa Cook

Edi Albert, MB, ChB, MSc, MRCGP, FRACGP, is Senior Research Fellow, Department of Rural Health and 
Discipline of General Practice, University of Tasmania.

Emily Hansen, PhD, is a Research Fellow, Discipline of General Practice, University of Tasmania.
Clarissa Cook, PhD, is a Research Fellow, Department of Rural Health, University of Tasmania.

BACKGROUND Current initiatives are aimed at building the capacity within Australian primary care to undertake high
quality research and evaluation, including clinicians who are not primarily researchers. 
OBJECTIVE To provide a simple guide to encourage practice based research projects.
TIPS AND ADVICE Be parsimonious with the amount of data collected, ensure the literature is searched first, keep the
project as simple as possible, invest time in planning and managing the project, readily ask for help and advice, and
make every effort to publish the results.
DISCUSSION A modest, carefully supported and systematic approach is recommended for increasing the chance of
success and quality of the research.

COMMON PITFALL 1: Diving straight
into collecting lots of data and 
then attempting to extract something
meaningful from it afterward
USEFUL TIP: Define explicitly and
concisely what you want to know and
why you want to know it
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Asking research questions is iterative.
Initially all you need is a starting point.
Later these are refined following your lit-
erature search and through discussion
with colleagues. 

Spending hours sitting at the computer
and reading is not appealing to every-
one. But a literature review can become
your best friend. It can help you refine
the question, and identify information,
tools and other resources to make the
project easier. It will almost certainly
increase your knowledge and under-
standing of the area; an educational
activity worth QA&CPD points! It is
also an essential prerequisite for gaining
approval from an ethics committee for
your project. Sometimes is saves even
doing the project; it may have been
already done before (although it might
need re-doing if there are reasons for
doubting the generalisability of previous
work to a local setting). 

You may actually find that what you
want to do has been done before, and you
can act on it immediately!

There are several resources (both arti-
cles and web resources) that can be helpful
to undertaking a literature review.1–3

The initial list of potential research ques-
tions is often like small child’s Christmas
present list. It can be disheartening to dis-
cover that a research question is too
complex to answer in one neat little
project. Yet honing the question down to
something manageable is essential. 

This is also the moment to address
how much time will be needed. Projects
undertaken in spare time with no support
or funding need to be small to succeed. So
they should stick to answering just one or
two research questions. ‘Thinking small’
is often ‘thinking smart’. There are often
data that have already been collected that
can be analysed. If data must be collected
it is worth making this as efficient as pos-
sible, for example, routinely during
clinical practice. 

Poorly planned projects take up more
time. It is therefore very useful to draw
up a research proposal with clearly stated
objectives, methods and time line,
remembering to not be over ambitious
(Figure 1). It is worth factoring in two or 

COMMON PITFALL 2: Not bothering
with a literature review 
USEFUL TIP: Find out what has been
done in this field, and when, where
and how 

COMMON PITFALL 3: Trying to
change the whole world at once
USEFUL TIP: Keep the project to a
realistic and manageable size

COMMON PITFALL 4: Assuming the
project will magically fit together and
be finished when you need it to be
USEFUL TIP: Spend time managing
and planning the project

Identify a research
problem/area 

Develop your preliminary  
research questions

Conduct a literature review of  
your chosen topic/area 

Refine your research questions  
and develop a project plan  
(update plan as appropriate) 

Obtain ethical clearance from  
relevant bodies, eg. hospital, university  

or college ethics committee(s) 

Undertake data collection and 
analysis and associated tasks 

Disseminate your findings 

PRIORITIES

Finding a problem that 
‘captures your imagination’ 

Familiarising yourself with 
what, where and how similar 
research has been conducted

Getting feedback from your 
peers and research experts 

about your project

  Becoming clear about what 
you are trying to achieve and 

how you will go about it

Letting others know about  
your research processes and 

outcomes

Maintaining your motivation 
and high research standards 

Document your research 
processes and results 

  Designing and undertaking 
an interesting, ethical and 

‘do-able’ project

PROCESSES

Figure 1. How to do a practice based research project: processes and priorities
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Table 1. PHCRED contacts

State/ State coordinator General practice Rural health
territory

NSW Vanessa Traynor Deborah Saltman Frances Boreland
SYDNEY BALMAIN BROKEN HILL
Phone: 02 9385 1448 Phone: 02 9818 1400 Phone: 08 8080 1208
Email: v.traynor@unsw.edu.au Email: deborah@gp.med.usyd.edu.au Email: fboreland@doh.health.nsw.gov.au
http://www.gp.med.usyd.edu.au/ http://www.gp.med.usyd.edu.au/ http://www.drh.med.usyd.edu.au/

NT John Wakerman John Grundy
ALICE SPRINGS ALICE SPRINGS
Phone: 08 8051 4700 Phone: 08 8951 4712
Email: john.wakerman@flinders.edu.au Email: john.grundy@flinders.edu.au
http://crh.flinders.edu.au/ http://crh.flinders.edu.au/

QLD Julie Parison Deb Askew Phillip Entwistle
TOWNSVILLE HERSTON MT ISA
Phone: 07 4781 5629 Phone: 07 3365 5144 Phone: 07 4745 4500
Email: julie.parison@jcu.edu.au Email: d.askew@sph.uq.edu.au Email: enwistlep@micrrh.qld.edu.au
http://www.jcu.edu.au/school/medicine/ http://www.sph.uq.edu.au/cgp/ http://www.micrrh.qld.edu.au/

SA Karin Ried Nigel Stocks Judy Taylor
ADELAIDE NORTH TERRACE WHYALLA NORRIE
Phone: 08 8204 3255 Phone: 08 8303 3460 Phone: 08 8647 6127
Email: karin.ried@flinders.edu.au Email: nigel.stocks@adelaide.edu.au Email: judy.taylor@unisa.edu.au
http://som.flinders.edu.au/generalpractice http://www.generalpractice.adelaideuni.org/ http://sgrhs.unisa.edu.au/sacrrh_frameset.htm

Raechel Waters
BEDFORD PARK
Phone: 08 8204 5884
Email: raechel.waters@flinders.edu.au
http://som.flinders.edu.au/generalpractice

TAS Emily Hansen Clarissa Cook
HOBART HOBART
Phone: 03 6226 4769 Phone: 03 6226 4743
Email: emily.hansen@utas.edu.au Email: clarissa.cook@utas.edu.au
http://fcms.its.utas.edu.au/healthsci/ http://www.ruralhealth.utas.edu.au
medicine/research.asp

VIC Ann Ng Sandra Davidson Bridget Hsu-Hage
MELBOURNE EAST BENTLEIGH SHEPPARTON
Ph: (03) 8344 9042 Phone: 03 9579 3188 Phone: 03 5823 4517
Email: nga@unimelb.edu.au Email: Sandra.Davidson@med.monash Email: bhhage@unimelb.edu.au.
http://www.gp.unimelb.edu.au/ edu.au http://www.medfac.unimelb.edu.au/

ruralHealth/
Jane Sims
MELBOURNE
Phone: 03 8344 4547
Email: j.sims@unimelb.edu.au
http://www.gp.unimelb.edu.au/

WA Doug Pritchard Ann Larson
CLAREMONT GERALDTON
Phone: 08 9384 Phone: 08 9956 0200 
Email: lockgp@cyllene.uwa.edu.au Email: alarson@cucrh.uwa.edu.au
http://www.meddent.uwa.edu.au/gp http://www.cucrh.uwa.edu.au/
/index.htm
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three months to gain ethics clearance.
Coordination and administration 
(eg. record keeping, maintaining confi-
dential documentation, telephoning and
making appointments with subjects) takes
longer than expected by new researchers.
Make a ‘guestimate’ and then double it!

Despite having a plan, expect hic-
coughs from unforseen events, and try not
to be too disheartened if you fall behind in
it. Instead, update your plan periodically,
balancing optimism with realism.

We GPs are good at defining and solving
our own problems quickly. This can be
disastrous for research. Even small
research projects need benefit from the
critical reflections of other researchers. 
It is worth making and maintaining
contact with them, even if they appear to
be strange and intimidating. 

To do this, the Primary Health Care
Research Evaluation and Development
(PHCRED) Program, has given
researchers within departments of general
practice and rural health in each state a
role to provide just this help (Table 1).
The Royal Australian College of General
Practitioners also provides a range of
support services to its members. There
are now an increasing range of bursaries,
scholarships and fellowships available to
GPs who are undertaking research.

General practitioners often do not
attempt to publish the results of practice
based research. If the problem was worth
researching in the first place, it is defi-
nitely worth letting others know. 

There are many different ways to do

this. Start small and local: verbal presen-
tations at practice or divisional meetings
or articles in newspapers or community
newsletters. You might seek out the
opportunity to then present your work at
a local research seminar or as a poster
presentation at a conference. If feedback
is constructive and positive, submit it to a
refereed journal such as Australian
Family Physician. Circulating drafts to
colleagues for critical review improves the
success rate.4 Good luck!
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COMMON PITFALL 5: Not asking for
other people’s help or ideas
USEFUL TIP: Bounce your ideas off
others

COMMON PITFALL 6: Not publishing
or sharing your results 
USEFUL TIP: Disseminate your results
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