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Abstract
The planning stage of any research project is one of the most important 
stages in the research process. This article offers insight into the 
important issues a researcher needs to consider when planning his or 
her research, including how to develop a research protocol, obtaining 
research funding, seeking academic, peer and social support, gaining 
research ethics and governance approval and planning a research 
schedule. Careful planning ensures that the research project is 
achievable and can be completed on time, with the funding available.
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funding in future, and reflect badly on his or 
her institution.

Careful planning allows the researcher to 
manage his or her time more effectively and helps 
to ensure the quality of his or her research. The aim 
of this article is to consider the main issues that a 
researcher should consider when planning their 
research, including developing a research protocol, 
research funding, academic, peer and social 
support, gaining research ethics and governance 
approval, and developing a research schedule.

Developing a research protocol
The most important stage in planning a research 
project is developing a research protocol. This is 
a document that describes what the proposed 
research is about, what the researcher is trying to 
find out, how the research will be done and what 
may be learned from the research (Cryer 2006). 
The terms ‘protocol’ and ‘proposal’ are often 
used interchangeably, but for the purposes of this 
article, the term ‘protocol’ is used throughout. 
Many researchers consider developing a research 
protocol to be the most important phase in the 
research process because it requires the researcher 
to clarify his or her intentions and communicate 
these to others (Punch 2006). The researcher 
should present a reasoned argument outlining the 
need for the research and a clear description of 
how the research will be conducted (Taylor 2010). 
The time taken to develop a thorough research 
protocol is never time wasted, and can help to 
ensure timely completion of a project.

Research protocols may be written for different 
purposes. A student may be required to prepare 
and submit a research protocol before he or she 
can begin his or her research project. This enables 
those supervising or advising the student to ensure 
that the proposed research design is sufficiently 
rigorous, that the proposed project meets the 
requirements of the course and that the research 
project is achievable in the time available to the 
student (Monteith and Foster 2008).

More experienced researchers should submit 
a protocol when applying for research funding. 
This allows the funding body to decide if the 
proposed research meets its criteria. It also 
requires the researcher to demonstrate that the 

UNDERTAKING A RESEARCH project is a 
complex and time-consuming process. The project 
may have many elements, conducted over a 
prolonged period of time. Successful research 
projects result from researchers taking the time 
to plan each stage of the research process in 
advance of starting the research itself. For student 
researchers, such planning can make the difference 
between completing a project within the limited 
time available and the need to seek an extension 
for their research, or even failing their course. 
For more experienced researchers, poor planning 
may result in poor research or flawed results. 
This may damage the researcher’s reputation, 
reduce his or her chances of obtaining research 
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research is scientifically rigorous, and that his or 
her research team has the necessary skills and 
experience to undertake the research (Punch 2006). 
All researchers need to seek research ethics and 
governance approvals before they can access the 
research site. A research protocol is usually required 
as part of such applications. The review board seek 
to ensure the safety of participants, but also require 
reassurance that the research will be conducted in 
an appropriate and scientific way (Gelling 1999, 
Garrard and Dawson 2005). Whatever the purpose 
of his or her research protocol, the researcher should 
offer a clear rationale for wishing to conduct the 
research and a clear description of how the research 
will be conducted.

The exact format of the research protocol 
may vary depending on its primary purpose. 
However, most research protocols share 
common elements (Box 1). The format of the 
research protocol reflects that of the research 
process, as described in the first article in the 
research series (Gelling 2015). Searching and 
critiquing the literature, research ethics approval 
and disseminating research findings will be 
considered in more detail in later articles in the 
research series. Writing a research protocol may 
appear time consuming, but a clear description of 
how the research will be conducted benefits the 
researcher and others involved in the research, 
so that everyone involved is clear about what is 
required of them at all points throughout the 
research process (Punch 2006, Thomas 2013).

It is important to note that research protocols 
can be amended when necessary. The ability 
to be flexible – and to adapt the protocol 
when a research project does not progress 
as described in the original protocol – is an 
important skill for a researcher (White 2012). 
For example, the strategy for recruiting research 
participants may not have worked as effectively 
as anticipated and a different strategy may be 
required. Such changes are known as ‘protocol 
amendments’. These may need to be considered 

and approved by the research ethics committee 
and/or other bodies, before the proposed changes 
can be implemented.

A well-written and thorough research protocol 
is an important starting point for any research 
project. The success of a research project is likely 
to reflect the extent to which the researcher has 
planned the various aspects of his or her research. 
The remainder of this article considers the main 
(non-methodological) elements of the research 
protocol. Methodological aspects of the research 
protocol will be considered in later articles in the 
research series.

Research funding
All research has associated costs and it is important  
to consider the costs when planning a research 
project. Costs may vary between relatively small 
projects, which may receive £1,000-5,000 in 
funding, and larger research projects funded by 
national funding bodies where costs may exceed 
£1,000,000. Some researchers will need to seek 
research funding and others will not. For example, 
undergraduate and postgraduate nursing students 
undertaking research projects as a requirement 
of their courses are not expected to seek funding 
to undertake their research. Such projects are 
usually relatively small, time-limited research 
projects. Their primary objective is to development 
knowledge and skills for undertaking research 
rather than to publish groundbreaking new 
research evidence (Gelling 2010a).

A small number of experienced researchers 
will undertake unfunded research. However, 
most researchers are expected to obtain research 
funding before they begin a new research project. 
A researcher can submit funding applications to a 
variety of funding bodies, including charities and 
large government-funded research bodies, once he 
or she has developed a research protocol (Haigh 
2010). It can be challenging to obtain research 
funding and there may be intense competition for 
funding awards. It may be helpful to start a research 
career by applying for smaller sums, with the aim 
of establishing a track record in research and a 
reputation for successful project completion and 
effective dissemination of findings, before applying 
for larger sums. It may also be helpful to collaborate 
with experienced researchers and research teams to 
learn more about submitting successful applications 
for funding (McCann et al 2011). It is important 
to ensure that adequate funding is available to 
complete a project to avoid time and other resources 
being wasted on an incomplete project. Therefore, 
research funding is an important consideration in 
planning a research project.

Common elements of a research protocol

BOX 1

 Title
 Summary
 Background and context
 Literature review
 Justification for the research
 Research question, aims and objectives
 Design
 Research team
 Ethical considerations
 Budget
 Dissemination of findings
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Academic, peer and social support
Research is seldom undertaken in isolation; 
some of the best research is undertaken through 
partnerships or collaborations with others 
(Gelling and Chatfield 2001, Northway et al 
2001). Most funding bodies expect applications to 
come from teams of researchers rather than from 
individuals. When planning a research project, it is 
important to create an atmosphere where everyone 
within the team can contribute to the success of the 
project. For example, if quantitative data analysis 
is required then it may be advisable to include a 
statistician. It is also important for inexperienced 
researchers to gain research experience as part 
of an effective team. When asked what advice 
they would offer to nurses new to research, 
experienced researchers repeatedly place an 
emphasis on getting involved with, and learning 
from, experienced researchers (Butterworth 
2009, McKenna 2009). Thus, it is important to 
ensure that the appropriate academic support and 
collaborations are in place for any research project, 
early in the planning process.

For student researchers, such partnerships 
are clearly defined. The university delivering the 
student’s course provides an academic mentor, 
who provides support and guidance for the duration 
of the research project. For those undertaking 
research at undergraduate or master’s level, this is 
often a brief relationship because of the relatively 
short duration of the research (Haigh 2010).

The relationship between the doctoral student  
and their supervisor is a different one, with full-time  
doctoral students being supervised for around 
three years and part-time doctoral students being 
supervised for up to six years, and sometimes more 
(Petre and Rugg 2010). Doctoral supervision also 
differs from other types of academic supervision, 
because the doctoral student has an important 
role in identifying who should supervise his or her 
research (Lee 2010). Finding the right doctoral 
supervisor is challenging, since locating someone 
with both the necessary methodological expertise 
and topic expertise is seldom straightforward 
(Haigh 2010). Some universities adopt a team 
approach to doctoral supervision, where members 
of the team provide the necessary expertise 
collectively. Irrespective of the level at which 
student research is undertaken, it is important that 
students identify an appropriate supervisor as soon 
as possible to guide them in planning their research.

The relationship between the student and their 
academic supervisor should be a formal one, 
with clear boundaries (Lee 2008). Students should 
therefore seek other forms of support, including 
peer and social support, during their research 
(Haigh 2010). Peer support usually comes from 

fellow students, who share many of the same 
experiences and may be able to offer solutions 
to some of the challenges of being a research 
student. Social support from family and friends 
is also important because it provides ‘downtime’ 
from the research project. This allows student 
researchers to refocus and retain their commitment 
and enthusiasm for the research in a different 
environment, away from pending deadlines. 
Peer and social support are important for both 
novice and more experienced researchers.

Research should not be undertaken in academic 
or social isolation. A researcher who does not have 
appropriate collaborations and support in place 
may falter, his or her enthusiasm may wane and his 
or her research project may never be completed. 
Therefore, it is important to give thought to the 
composition of the research team and the need 
for professional support as early as possible when 
planning a research project.

Gaining research ethics and 
governance approval
The researcher needs to obtain the necessary 
research ethics and governance approvals before 
any research involving human participants can 
begin. This is also needed before he or she can 
access the research site, approach potential research 
participants or begin collecting data. The time 
required to obtain these approvals should not 
be underestimated. Researchers should allocate 
sufficient time in their research project schedule 
to prepare applications for research ethics and 
governance approvals and to wait for the outcomes 
of any reviews (Gelling 2010b). This should not be 
considered wasted time. Preparing applications for 
research ethics and governance approvals requires 
the researcher to ensure they have a thorough 
understanding of how they will conduct each 
stage of the research process (Smajdor et al 2009). 
For example, the research ethics committee will 
require details on how research participants will 
be identified, how they will be informed about the 
research and how they will be recruited. Other 
important research activities may be progressed 
meanwhile. For example, students can develop their 
literature reviews or begin writing the methodology 
chapter for their projects while waiting for research 
ethics and governance approvals.

A researcher needs to answer the following three 
questions, before making his or her application for 
research ethics approval:
	Is this project research?
	Which research ethics committee should review 

the application?
	How many applications are required?
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The first question – ‘Is this project research?’– 
is important because some forms of investigation, 
such as service evaluations and audits, may not 
require ethical review. In the UK, only projects 
defined as ‘research’ require ethical review (National 
Research Ethics Service 2010). This question 
should be resolved as early as possible to ensure that 
valuable time is not spent preparing and submitting 
an application for ethical approval, when this 
may be unnecessary. Guidance on this is provided 
by the National Research Ethics Service (2010). 
The Medical Research Council (MRC) Regulatory 
Support Centre in the UK, in partnership with 
the NHS Health Research Authority (HRA), 
has produced tools to help the researcher determine 
whether his or her study is research (MRC and 
HRA 2014a) and whether the project requires 
ethical review (MRC and HRA 2014b).

The second question – ‘Which research ethics 
committee should review the application?’ – is  
important because there are different types of 
research ethics committee available to researchers. 
For example, research involving NHS patients is 
reviewed by an NHS research ethics committee, 
using the Integrated Research Application System  
(IRAS) (tinyurl.com/m2qo462) but research 
involving NHS staff is not usually reviewed using 
the same process. Students who wish to collect 
data from NHS staff, through questionnaires 
or interviews, may seek the necessary research 
ethics approvals through their university ethical 
review process. It is important not to waste 
time applying to the wrong research ethics 
committee. The HRA has published a useful tool 
for identifying what type of ethical review you may 
require (HRA 2014).

The third question – ‘How many applications 
are required?’ – is important to avoid wasting time 
by preparing too many applications for research 
ethics approval. In the NHS, only a single NHS 
research ethics committee review is required for 
research undertaken in the NHS, regardless of the 
number of research sites involved in the research. 
Many universities also have a single research 
ethics committee review policy for projects 
involving multiple research sites. Some university 
research ethics committees may also accept the 
outcome of a NHS research ethics committee 
review. They would not then expect students to 
make a further application for ethical approval 
to the university research ethics committee. 
Students should follow their university’s ethical 
review procedures.

Researchers may be required to seek research 
governance approval or permission to access 
the research site, in addition to seeking research 
ethics approval. The requirements for research 

governance approval will vary depending on the 
type of research and the research participants 
involved in the research. Research undertaken 
in the NHS involving patients and/or staff 
usually requires approval from the research and 
development department at each of the research 
sites. Other types of research may simply need 
written approval from an appropriate authority.

The processes for ethical and governance review 
and the number of reviews required may vary 
between institutions and differ between countries. 
These processes are often complex. Appropriate 
advice should be sought from academic supervisors 
or from experienced researchers who are familiar 
with local requirements as early as possible, 
to avoid unnecessary delays.

Planning a research schedule
A realistic schedule and timeline should be 
included in every research protocol: ‘If you can 
see the time available and the time needed for 
the various elements of your project it will be 
easier to make sure that you have enough time 
for each’ (Thomas 2013). For almost all research 
projects, there are clear expectations for when 
the research project will be completed and when 
the findings will be written up. There are clear 
submission deadlines for students and there may 
be completion deadlines provided by funders of 
research for established researchers. It may be 
possible to extend these deadlines but this can 
create problems for students or affect a researcher’s 
reputation adversely. Therefore, the researcher 
should ensure the schedule included in his or her 
research protocol is realistic.

Researchers, even those who are experienced, 
often try to include too much in their research 
projects and research protocols. For example, 
a student with nine months available to plan, 
conduct and write up their research project would 
not have time to undertake postal questionnaires, 
followed by one-to-one interviews, followed 
by multiple focus groups. A realistic research 
schedule should allow time for research ethics and 
governance approvals at the start of the research 
project and leave sufficient time for writing up 
the research project towards the end. In the 
example given, this would leave only a relatively 
small period for data collection and analysis in 
the middle of the research project. Therefore, 
the student would have time to undertake only  
one of the research elements described.

Experienced researchers may write too many 
elements into their research protocols, with the 
aim of impressing the funding body and obtaining 
a research grant. However, the effect may be the 
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opposite, as funding bodies are increasingly aware 
of what can be achieved in the time available and 
within the funding sought.

The research schedule, sometimes prepared 
using a Gantt chart, provides the researcher with 
a clear and realistic plan of what can be achieved 
and when. The researcher should be alert to any 
aspect of his or her research project overrunning 
the research schedule, and make the necessary 
adjustments to get the research project back on 
schedule, before the end of the research project. 
Researchers should be flexible and able to respond 
to problems encountered during their research, 
since research seldom progresses as planned.

Conclusion
This article provides an insight into the practical 
issues a researcher should consider when planning 
his or her research. All researchers, from students 
and novice researchers to experienced researchers, 
should take time to plan each stage of the research 
process and be able to present each clearly within 
their research protocol. Taking time to thoroughly 
plan a research project is valuable preparation  
for a research project. Research projects are often 
limited by time and/or by the budget available. 
Poorly planned research projects can overrun or 
miss crucial deadlines, which may have important 
consequences for the student or nurse researcher  NS
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