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Why should we care 
about research (and 
quality improvement) 
when we are already 
too busy?



We spend twice as much per person on 
health than other wealthy countries



… but we don’t live as long

2021 
76.4 vs 82.3 years1980

73.7 vs 74.5 years



…and we aren’t healthy
Ten leading causes of death, based on age-adjusted mortality, United States, 2018-2022

2023 National Healthcare Quality and Disparities Report. Executive  Summary. Rockville, MD: Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality; December 2023. AHRQ Pub. No. 23(24)-0091-EF. 

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/research/findings/nhqrdr/2023-nhqdr-rev.pdf 

Chronic diseases are conditions that last 1+ years 
and require ongoing medical attention or limit 
activities of daily living or both.

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/research/findings/nhqrdr/2023-nhqdr-rev.pdf


…and 
care is 
variable



Caring about research means…



Research 
can be 
intimidating

Find partners in your 
practice

Switch your mindset from 
“research” to “project”

Collaborate with outside 
mentors if no one around 
you has experience (e.g. 
NNE-CTR!!)



How can we 
leverage everyday 
tools from clinical 
care for research 
purposes?



Clinical encounter

Think about your clinical data 
with a patient

•Patient characteristics 
(demographics)

•Diagnoses

•Labs

•Medications

•Visits



Now think about ALL of your 
clinical data



Now think about ALL of your 
clinical data



/

Where to look for research 
questions

CLINICAL PRACTICE MEDIA (BREAKING 
NEWS)

SOCIAL MEDIA PEER DISCUSSIONS

ATTENDING 
CONFERENCES

READING THE 
LITERATURE

TEACHING AND 
PRECEPTING

SELF-REFLECTING



Taking a “FINER” approach 
to research questions

Feasible (for you and your team)

Interesting (to you)

Novel

Ethical

Relevant (to others)

Hulley SB, Cummings SR, eds. Designing Clinical Research, 4th ed. Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, Baltimore, 2013.
Browner WS, et al. Designing Clinical Research, 5th ed. Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, Baltimore, 2023. 
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“FINER” Descriptions

F



Prioritizing an EHR project

Feasible (for you and your team)

Interesting (to you)

Novel

Ethical

Relevant (to others)

Hulley SB, Cummings SR, eds. Designing Clinical Research, 4th ed. Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, Baltimore, 2013.
Browner WS, et al. Designing Clinical Research, 5th ed. Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, Baltimore, 2023. 

 



What is the Research Process?

Citation: Chapter 1 Frameworks for Generating and Applying Evidence, Portney LG. Foundations of Clinical Research: Applications to Evidence-Based Practice, 4e; 2020.



Citation: Chapter 1 Frameworks for Generating and Applying Evidence, Portney LG. Foundations of Clinical Research: Applications to Evidence-Based Practice, 4e; 2020.

IMPROVEMENT
---------------------

IMPLEMENTATION

Translating evidence into 
practice

Quality improvement 
methodology 

(PDSA cycles, Lean, etc.)



Citation: Chapter 1 Frameworks for Generating and Applying Evidence, Portney LG. Foundations of Clinical Research: Applications to Evidence-Based Practice, 4e; 2020. 

IMPROVEMENT
---------------------

IMPLEMENTATION

Translating evidence into 
practice

Quality improvement 
methodology 

(PDSA cycles, Lean, etc.)

Generally the 
most feasible 
designs IF using 
existing data (e.g. 
Epic)



Framing the question with 
PICO

Population or problem

Intervention or independent (predictor)

Comparison or control group

Outcomes



Framing the question with 
PICO

Population or problem

Intervention or independent (predictor)

Comparison or control group

Outcomes

Who is eligible for 
the study? Which 
records will you 
look at?

Which variable do you 
want to start with? 
This is often a risk 
factor (e.g. high blood 
pressure), 
characteristic (e.g. on 
a certain medication), 
or natural group (e.g. 
patients who saw the 
co-located behavioral 
therapist)

These are the 
records of people 
who do not have 
the predictor or 
risk factor of 
interest This is the variable that 

defines how things turn 
out (e.g. cardiac events, 
reduced visits, 
improvements in care)



Goals:



Tools for 
Success: 
SlicerDicer



Tools for Success: Redcap



Tools for Success: Redcap



Steps to a chart review project

Identify a topic or 
focus area

Conduct a literature 
review

Define a question 
using FINER

Make a list of 
variables to collect 

from Epic (PICO)

Draft a data 
collection tool (e.g. 

Redcap, Excel)

Get help with the 
IRB application

Use an Epic tool 
(e.g. SlicerDicer) to 

identify MRNs

Conduct the chart 
review

Audit the data Get help with the 
analysis

Publish and be 
famous Repeat



Scholarship 
is possible 
with EHR 
studies!



EHR/Chart Review Projects
STRENGTHS

Efficient if you have good access 
to data (i.e. data have already 
been collected)

Cost (typically low)

Quick (if you partner with an 
analyst)

Hypothesis-generating

Often make great projects for 
people new to research

WEAKNESSES

Cannot prove causality – 
potential for confounding 

Inefficient for rare outcomes 

Limited control over sampling 
and measurement (e.g. we 
only have what is available – 
poor info on social 
determinates of health, 
substance use, occupation, 
adherence, etc.)
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