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How to get going  
in research
Although most health professionals appreciate that research 
is important for the very survival of their profession, not 
many clinicians understand that they can get involved in 
the research endeavours of their own profession. Often, 
clinicians want to engage in research, but don’t know 
how. Taking that first step can feel overwhelming and 
insurmountable when you’re running a busy practice. This 
article suggests some simple ways for practitioners to dip 
their toe in the water to get involved in research, experience 
the joy of discovery, and become an even better clinician!

Research approaches
In-practice research. It is often 
easiest and simplest to research 
the kind of conditions and 
patients that you see in your 
own practice. Added to the 
advantages in terms of time and 
relevance, both you and your 
patients will benefit directly.

Answering big health questions. 
Research about big health 
questions is rarely conducted by 
a single profession or university. 
Most funding bodies now 
fund large trials that involve 
multidisciplinary teams and many 
universities or institutions.

WHY RESEARCH IS 
IMPORTANT
No one can escape the need to prove 
our value in healthcare. We also 
can’t escape the call by funders for 
‘greater efficacy, safety, economy, and 
sustainability in healthcare [resulting 
in] an evidence-based movement 
worldwide’ (Osteopathy Australia 
Strategic Plan, page 29). This Strategic  
Plan further states that: ‘Evidence 
establishes a scientific basis for the 
profession, influencing government 
and third-party funding, education, 
stakeholder engagement, and ultimately 
consumer choice. After a history of 
relying on evidence from related 
healthcare professions, osteopathy 
must establish a specialised body of 
knowledge with direct relevance to its 
practices and philosophies.’

Furthermore, research underpins the 
practice of every health profession. 
Clinicians rely on evidence showing 
which treatment approaches are most 
effective for a particular problem and 
which are harmful.

RESEARCH STRATEGIES
Everyone can get involved in research in 
some way to help build and implement 
the evidence base for the osteopathy 
profession. It is common to be fearful  
of the prospect of carrying out research 
for the first time. There are very real  
time pressures, but also a lack of 
knowledge about what it actually  
entails, and sometimes even a lack of 

interest driven by the misunderstanding 
that research is not relevant to being  
an excellent clinician. In fact, there 
are now many clinician-scientists in 
recognition of the critical role they  
play in constantly improving health 
outcomes for patients.

Here are a few strategies to get 
you started. These range from those 
demanding very little time and  
cognitive load through to becoming 
fully immersed in research. These 
options also include ideas for joining 
a team or for engaging in scholarly 
work in your own practice with 
whatever time you have available. 
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Dip your toe in the water
You can become involved in research 
without being an expert in either research 
design and statistics or in the hypothesis 
the researchers are exploring, by:

    Recruiting participants for a clinical trial;
    Providing treatment for a clinical trial.

Engage in your own 
scholarly work in practice
When you are running a busy practice, 
you can engage in research in a number 
of ways:

    Each patient is a small research 
trial! If you use reliable and valid 
measurement tools, structure your 
intervention, and accurately record 
the whole clinical process, you can 
successfully measure your outcomes 
for each patient. This allows you to 
build a database for the conditions 
you commonly treat, and evaluate your 
assessment and the intervention.
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    Read current research. Be prepared for 
your beliefs to be challenged and to 
sometimes sit uncomfortably as new 
knowledge is created and you change 
your daily practice!

    Approach your own practice in a 
scholarly way. Many researchers first 
become interested in engaging in 
research when they audit their own 
clinical notes. It is interesting to 
explore outcomes in your practice and 
compare these with other osteopaths 
and with research. Conducting such 
audits often leads clinicians to think 
about whether there are better ways to 
approach their interventions.

Engage substantially
If you are enthusiastic about becoming 
more involved in research but are quite 
time-poor, you will need to accept that 
this will require greater engagement and 
you must be willing to learn more about 
research methods. You can do this by:

    Joining a team of researchers. 
Researchers are always happy to 
include clinicians in their team. 
Clinicians bring realism to the 
research with their understanding of 
the value of the question posed and 
the practicality of any interventions 
proposed. These researchers are not 
necessarily osteopaths. In fact, most 
research teams are multidisciplinary, 
so you would bring a welcome and 
different perspective and knowledge 
base to the team;

    Helping to supervise honours students 
in your practice. Researchers also value 
clinicians as associate supervisors 
for honours students. Many research 
questions require access to a patient 
cohort, and so clinicians are essential 
to such research. Note to supervise a 
research student, you need to have a 
degree at least at the same level as 
that in which the student is enrolled;

    Engaging in a systematic review. You 
can do this with a researcher on a topic 
of interest to you or your practice.

Immerse yourself and 
become a researcher
The ultimate research experience is 
to immerse yourself in research. This 
involves engaging in research education 
by enrolling to undertake a PhD. For 
real enthusiasts, enrolling in a research 
degree is the ultimate opportunity! It is 

a privilege to be able to fully engage 
in research and to provide pioneering 
knowledge for the profession. Through 
a PhD, you can demonstrate the value 
of your profession, or discover new 
knowledge, or test a new treatment, or 
design a critical measurement tool.

THE VALUE OF A  
MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
APPROACH
The profession is faced with two 
important questions: is it that we want 
osteopaths to engage in research, or that 
the research has to be about osteopathy? 
Both questions are valid and can coexist 
and contribute to the reputation and 
knowledge base of the profession, as 
well as highlight the value of osteopathy.

As more osteopaths engage in 
research and more of them go on to 
enrol in a research degree, the need for 
more research supervisors will increase. 
However, other professions have 

supervisors from different backgrounds 
because the most important questions 
in health require multidisciplinary teams 
to answer them. Today, multidisciplinary 
approaches are highly valued.

In some contexts, it is useful to 
establish a large study in which many 
clinicians could be involved by collecting 
data. Such a study could be led by an 
experienced osteopath researcher. There 
are several examples of this, such as 
the 1000 Genomes Project (The 1000 
Genomes Project Consortium, 2015) 
and the 1000 Norms Project (McKay 
et al, 2016), both of which have made 
significant contributions to knowledge. 
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Getting started in research while studying
As a student, it can feel quite daunting to try to engage in research. But 
remember, most researchers appreciate the energy, new knowledge and different 
way of thinking that students bring to a team, and they always appreciate the 
extra pair of hands! Here are a few ways students can get involved in research:

    Join a team of researchers as a Research Assistant (paid or volunteer);
    Start (or join) a journal club;
    Ask if you could attend the meetings of a research group;
    Invite a researcher to present their work to a group of interested students. 

Early Career Researchers (someone who has just finished a PhD from any 
relevant health profession) would be delighted to receive an invitation to 
present to a group of enthusiastic students. They could talk about their 
research findings and/or their research journey (e.g. what piqued their 
interest, how did they start, what obstacles did they face, etc.).




