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Professional Development for the Practicing Pharmacist: 
Using the FINER Criteria to Evaluate Your Research Question

Introduction
In a previous article, Drs. Graham & Richards outlined a process to 
formulate research questions.  In this installment, we discuss applying the 
brief and descriptive acronym “FINER” criteria to appraise your proposed 
research question.  Given the limited time and resources in our daily roles, 
ensuring your research question is actionable, will generate interest, and 
advance patient care is critical. The FINER criteria guide you through the 
process of creating the “elevator speech” and foundational material to 
justify the importance of conducting research.
 
Feasible
In any pharmacy setting, every day is a busy day. Therefore, it is important 
to consider the project’s feasibility, both for time and available resources. 
Having previously described your PICO question, ask yourself “How will I 
collect the data and outcomes, and what skills do I need to do so?” If the 
information is already collected and stored electronically, it may be easy to 
acquire.  However, if the data is handwritten, not documented 
electronically, stored in multiple locations, requires sample collection, or is 
otherwise not currently collected, you will need to consider how to acquire, 
collect, and store such information. This may require manual chart review, 
phone calls, surveys, or other prospective methods of data collection. 
Consider also whether you have necessary expertise or skills to conduct 
the research project. Often you will need collaborate with others with 
specialized expertise (e.g. statisticians) to complete a research project. 
Attempting to start small, such as piloting in a single clinic or patient, will 
allow you to gain an accurate projection of the effort required to complete 
data collection and influence your decision to apply the project on a larger 
scale. When conducting a pilot study, be sure to note the amount of time 
and resources required to gauge the feasibility. Time, money, and energy 
are the major aspects of measuring feasibility.1 Time is especially 
important for pharmacy students and residents as their experiences are 
often fixed and limited in duration. 
If you determine the project is feasible, great!  If not, consider reformatting 
your research question or outcome to increase feasibility, such as involving 
the help of students or peers.1 A feasibility assessment is critical to the 
project’s success.  If you do not have the time, resources, skills, or money 
necessary to complete the project, it will not get done.  

Interesting
The research question should be interesting to the target audience and those 
funding the research (if applicable).  An engaged audience and support will 
propel the research forward.1 Your question and the potential implications of 
answering it should grab your audience’s attention and draw them in.  To 
confirm whether your question is interesting, consider sharing your idea with 
the desired end users of the evidence and gauge their potential enthusiasm 
for the topic, and modify your project accordingly. 
 
Novel
Novel does not mean the subject of research needs to be entirely new, but 
rather produces unique data adding to scientific knowledge. Your project can 
be used to confirm or disprove previous findings.2,3 Alternatively, your 
project can generate new results or insights. Consider how your study is 
notable compared to other previously published works. Is this done in a new 
setting or with a new application? Does it involve a different study design or 
population? Consider returning to your literature search and identify gaps and 
opportunities (authors usually include a section on this in their discussion) if 
you are struggling to describe the novelty of your project. 
 
Ethical
Ensuring patients’ safety and respecting their rights is paramount in research 
and a key component for approval by Institutional Review Boards (These will 
be covered in a future piece in this series). When designing your study, 
consider the risks and benefits related to the study; Do the benefits outweigh 
the risks? For interventional study procedures, are there safer alternatives? 
Consider recruitment and retention; Are your recruitment procedures fair? Do 
you have adequate protection for vulnerable populations? Are any incentives 
commensurate to the risk and not likely to adversely affect decision making 
(i.e. encourage patients to take on more risk of harm than they otherwise 
would without the incentive)? Consider who will have access to study data 
and how it will be stored; Do you have adequate protections in place to 
ensure the privacy and confidentiality of patients? While it is important to 
have a solid ethical foundation for your study, ethics and the ethical 
treatment of human subjects must be continuously reviewed throughout the 
research process, because ultimately the conduct of an investigation 
determines how ethical a study is.
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Relevant
Lastly, you need to ensure the outcomes of your research project have the 
potential to advance patient care either directly or indirectly. Many 
otherwise well-designed studies have little relevance to day-to-day practice. 
Ultimately, your research should meet the needs of the end user whether 
that be patients, clinicians, or other organizational stakeholders (e.g. 
leadership). Ask yourself “What evidence/information would I need to 
improve my practice?”. If your study is not designed to collect that 
evidence, then it is not relevant. This criterion should prompt you to 
consider applicability of your study; that is, considering your proposed 
design, to whom or how could the results of this study be applied in 
practice?
 
Conclusion
The FINER criteria are a powerful prompt to help you design a study that 
can be ethically conducted and has the potential for real-world impact. The 
FINER criteria ultimately help you determine whether conducting your 
proposed project is possible and if it will generate interest.  Thus, this 
exercise helps you ensure that you start the project with the end in mind. 
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Key points
· Use the FINER criteria to help justify proceeding with your project to 
both yourself and others
o   Feasible: Can it be done given existing resources?
o   Interesting: Is the project or research question intriguing? 
o   Novel: Is the project unique in some aspect?
o   Ethical: Are the rights and safety of participants safeguarded?
o   Relevant: Will the outcomes be applicable to clinical practice?
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