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Focusing on the Fundamentals: Comparing 
and Contrasting Nursing Research and 
Quality Improvement
Debra J. Hain

A s nephrology nurses continue to embrace evi-
dence-based practice (EBP) that focuses on
improving clinical outcomes, it is essential to gain
the knowledge and skills to conduct practice

change initiatives. EBP can be defined as “a combination
of scientific evidence, patient preferences, and clinician
expertise when making decisions for patient care” (Carter,
Mastro, Vose, Rivera, & Larson, 2017, p. 267). A crucial
aspect of this process is discovering the best evidence that
promotes high-quality, cost-effective care, while honoring
the patient and family’s wishes and preferences for care.

In an effort to support nephrology nurses in practice
change projects, this newly named section of “Exploring
the Evidence” will present a series of articles discussing
components of evidence-based practice and research con-
cepts. This is the inaugural article in “Focusing on the
Fundamentals.” Future fundamental research articles will
appear from time to time in this department.  

Nursing Research
According to the National Institutes of Nursing

Research (NINR) (2017), nursing research develops knowl-
edge to “build a scientific foundation for clinical practice;
prevent disease and disability; manage and eliminate symp-
toms caused by illness; and enhance end-of life and pallia-
tive care” (p. 1). The American Association of Colleges of
Nursing (2006) adds to this definition in their position state-
ment on nursing research by saying that nursing research is
essential for the advancement of nursing practice as evi-
denced by the following: “nursing research worldwide is
committed to rigorous scientific inquiry that provides a sig-
nificant body of knowledge to advance nursing practice,
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shape health policy, and impact the health of people in all
countries” (p. 1). The ultimate goal of nursing research is to
address a gap in knowledge and conduct a study that can
expand that body of knowledge (Polit & Beck, 2008). In
addition, contemporary nurse scientists often lead and con-
duct studies in which findings can be translated into health
policy (Grady & Hinshaw, 2017). 

Nursing research is a formal, systematic, and rigorous
process of inquiry that generates or tests theories related to
the human experience within the healthcare environment
(Fawcett & Garity, 2009). A well-designed study starts with
a research question that addresses a problem and deter-
mines the best research method to answer that question.
Research methods are the strategies researchers use to
organize a study, collect data, and analyze findings. The two
research methodologies are quantitative and qualitative.

The quantitative method is a systematic empirical
investigation that collects data in numeric form with a
strong emphasis on the measurement of variables
(Melynyk & Fineout-Overholt, 2015). Basic and applied
research are important concepts of quantitative methods.
Basic research is done to increase knowledge or to test a
theory, and applied research focuses on discovering a solu-
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tion for a problem in clinical practice (see Table 1).
Quantitative research can be experimental with a true
experiment (randomized control trial) or quasi-experi-
mental and non-experimental, such as a descriptive or
correlational study (see Table 2). The qualitative method is
a systematic, subjective way to gain insights through the
discovery of meanings (Polit & Beck, 2009). There are sev-
eral qualitative methods, such as phenomenology, ethnog-
raphy, historical, narrative inquiry, and grounded theory
(see Table 3). 

All research that involves human subjects or animals
must address ethical issues by considering three primary
ethical principles: beneficence, respect for human dignity,
and justice. Beneficence requires the researcher to mini-
mize harm (nonmaleficence) and maximize benefits.
Respect for human dignity includes the right to full disclo-
sure and the right to self-determination (volunteer to par-
ticipate without penalty or prejudicial treatment). Lastly,
justice includes the right to fair treatment and the right to
privacy (Polit & Beck, 2009). To safeguard participants,
researchers are required to obtain an informed consent
approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). The
role of the IRB is to ensure the research plan meets federal
requirements for ethical research and protects human sub-
jects. In addition, it is essential that only qualified
researchers conduct approved studies and that inexperi-
enced researchers should seek guidance and mentorship
from a more experienced nurse researcher. 

Quality Improvement
According to the United States Department of Health

and Human Services (2011), quality improvement (QI)
“consists of systematic and continuous actions that lead to
measurable improvement in health care services and the
health status of targeted patient groups” (p. 1). QI is not a
one-time occurrence because the process requires evalua-
tion and trying new interventions to reach an improve-
ment goal. QI is a data-driven improvement process for a
specific organization, and the aim of research is to con-
tribute to generalizable knowledge (Carter et al., 2017).
The Donabedian (1966) framework recommends using
three types of measurement in evaluating the quality in
healthcare: 1) structure (settings, qualifications of pro -
viders and administrative systems); 2) process (compo-
nents of care delivered); and 3) outcome (how the system
or intervention impacts patients, families, or other stake-
holders). QI can use patient-related outcomes (data) to
improve clinical care, which can be defined as “health sta-
tus changes (e.g., blood pressure, anxiety) between two or
more time points that are internal to the patient and are
the result of the care that is provided” (Brewer &
Alexandrov, 2015, p. 224). 

The Institute for Healthcare Improvement (IHI)
(2017a) recommends using a systematic approach to QI,
such as the Plan-Do-Study-Act cycle. Before you get start-
ed, think about what you are trying to accomplish, how

Table 1
Examples of Basic and Applied Research

Basic Research
Hain, Wands, and Liehr (2011) conducted a study to iden-
tify health challenges older adults undergoing hemodialysis
face and approaches to resolving health challenges.
Findings had implications for nephrology nursing practice
but did not try to solve a clinical problem. 

Applied Research
Vann et al. (2015) conducted a study to determine the
effect of a nurse-led education intervention on improving
knowledge and self-management in adults with CKD. The
focus was on finding a solution to the problem of this pop-
ulation who are not engaging in self-care activities. 

Table 2
Quantitative Research Method

Experimental Non-Experimental
• Randomized control trial:
Has an intervention with
a design that includes
manipulation, control, and
randomization.

• Quasi-experiments: Has
an intervention, but the
design lacks
randomization or
research control.

• Observational: Does 
not intervene, but
manipulates the
independent variable.

• Correlational: Look to see
if there is a relationship
between 2 variables.

• Descriptive: Observe and
describe an issue within a
natural environment.

Sources: Melnyk & Fineout-Overholt, 2015; Polit & Beck, 2009.

Table 3
Qualitative Methods

Phenomenology Ethnography Historical Narrative Inquiry Grounded Theory
Gaining understanding
of life experience.

Description and
interpretation of
cultural behavior. 

Critical evaluation and
interpretation of
historical evidence.

Stories of individuals
as they make sense of
their lives. 

Understand actions 
of a nursing
phenomenon, 
theory generating.

Sources: Melnyk & Fineout-Overholt, 2015; Polit & Beck, 2009.
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will you know you made a change, and what changes can
be made that will result in improvement. The first step of
the process, Plan, involves identifying a goal or purpose,
formulating an intervention for change, defining process
or outcome measures, and putting the plan into action.
According the IHI (2017a), this step occurs when the plan
to test a change in practice is formulated and should
include who, what, when, where, and what data need to
be collected. The second step is Do, and this involves test-
ing change and collecting data. The third step is Study,
which includes analyzing data, comparing findings to pre-
dicted outcomes (e.g., 10% reduction in falls over 6
months), and summarizing lessons learned. The last step is
Act, in which refinement of the change occurs based on
what was learned from the test. This is the time for the
nurse to determine modifications that need to be made
and prepare for the next test. It is important to conduct a
small test of change before implementing system-wide
change, so the team can evaluate and redesign the project
as needed. The IHI has a quality improvement essentials
toolkit that can help guide the quality improvement
process (IHI, 2017b). 

Conclusion
Similarities and distinct differences exist between

research and quality improvement. Both approaches can
yield valuable information that may impact nephrology
nursing practice and patient-related outcomes. There is a
desperate need to improve patient experience and quality
of care, and to reduce healthcare costs. Conducting
research to generate new evidence is extremely important,
but so is translating the best available evidence into prac-
tice through quality improvement projects. Nephrology
nurses are uniquely positioned to lead EBP initiatives, so
gaining the requisite knowledge and skills to do this is
essential. Future articles appearing in this department will
focus on the fundamentals of EBP as a way to support
nephrology nurses on their EBP journey.
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