Downloaded on 05-09-2024. Single-user license only. Copyright 2024 by the Oncology Nursing Society. For permission to post online, reprint, adapt, or reuse, please email pubpermissions@ons.org. ONS reserves all rights.

Methods & Meanings

Diane G. Cope, PhD, ARNP, BC, AOCNP® ¢ Associate Editor

Conducting Pilot and Feasibility Studies

Diane G. Cope, PhD, ARNP, BC, AOCNP®

lanning a well-designed research
Pstudy can be tedious and labori-

ous work. However, this process
is critical and ultimately can produce
valid, reliable study findings. Design-
ing a large-scale randomized, controlled
trial (RCT)—the gold standard in quanti-
tative research—can be even more chal-
lenging. Even the most well-planned
study potentially can result in issues
with research procedures and design,
such as recruitment, retention, or meth-
odology. One strategy that may facilitate
sound study design is the completion
of a pilot or feasibility study prior to
the initiation of a larger-scale trial. This
article will discuss pilot and feasibility
studies, their advantages and disad-
vantages, and implications for oncology
nursing research.

Defining Pilot and
Feasibility Studies

The terms pilot study and feasibility
study often are used interchangeably
(Arain, Campbell, Cooper, & Lancaster,
2010; Leon, Davis, & Kraemer, 2011; Tha-
bane et al., 2010). Although some goals
and procedures overlap, pilot studies
and feasibility studies also have unique
characteristics.

A pilot study is a miniature or trial run
of a full-scale study. A feasibility study
generally is done to evaluate interven-
tions for clinical intervention research
(Tickle-Degnen, 2013). A pilot study
may be performed to test the feasibility
of techniques, methods, questionnaires,
and interviews and how they function
together in a study.

A feasibility study is performed to
evaluate individual critical components
that are necessary for the large-scale
study, such as participant recruitment,
ability to execute the intervention, and

accuracy of the intervention protocol
(Arain et al., 2010; Tickle-Degnen,
2013).

Advantages of Conducting
a Pilot or Feasibility Study

A pilot or feasibility study could
be viewed as a burden or an added
step in conducting a large-scale study.
Although conducting these types of
studies cannot guarantee avoiding all
problematic issues for the main study,
the benefits can outweigh the added
effort and increase the likelihood of suc-
cess. Advantages of conducting a pilot
or feasibility study include the follow-
ing (Polit & Beck, 2011; van Teijlingen &
Hundley, 2002).

e Assess the adequacy of study methods
and procedures.

¢ Develop and assess the adequacy and
quality of research instruments and
questionnaires.

® Assess participant recruitment strate-
gies.

¢ Identify potential participant retention
problems.

¢ Assess the research protocol for real-
istic execution.

® Assess the strength of key variable
relationships.

e Identify confounding variables that
should be controlled.

¢ Assess the effectiveness of sampling
techniques.

® Determine study resources, such as
training materials, research staff,
project costs, and study budget plan-
ning.

¢ Assess outcome variability to estimate
study sample size.

® Assess proposed data analysis.

¢ Assess preliminary evidence and its
justification for a larger-scale study.

¢ Provide evidence to funding agencies

proving that the study is feasible and
worthy of research funding.

Disadvantages of Conducting
a Pilot or Feasibility Study

Although many advantages of per-
forming a pilot or feasibility study are
evident, limitations exist. One limitation
is that pilot and feasibility studies are
not capable of calculating sample size or
response rates because they typically are
based on a small sample size. Another
limitation is the appropriateness of in-
cluding data from the pilot or feasibility
study in the main study (van Teijlingen
& Hundley, 2002).

If problems with the research tool or
methodology were identified in the pre-
liminary study, data could be flawed and
contaminate the main study. Using the pi-
lot or feasibility study, participants in the
main study also may present limitations
in data analysis. Participants previously
exposed to the intervention may be more
proficient in the main study or may be
less compliant with the protocol because
the intervention already has been com-
pleted. Research funds potentially may
be affected if the pilot or feasibility study
identifies major problems that no longer
can be changed with existing funds.

Implications for
Oncology Nursing Research

Pilot and feasibility studies are fit-
ting for oncology nursing research. As
oncology nurse researchers continue
to develop and test interventions to
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