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OUTLINING THE PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS OF YOUR RESEARCH

by Simon Moss


Introduction


During your candidature, and often during your career, you need to outline the practical implications and significance of your research.  For example, you will need to achieve this goal whenever you

· write and present your research proposal
· write the discussion chapter or sections of your thesis
· submit a grant application

In some instances, the practical implications of your work are obvious and simple to outline.  On other occasions, you might experience some challenges as you pursue this task.  To illustrate

· you might overlook some of the problems and issues your research could help to solve
· you might not have collated sufficient evidence to underscore the importance of the problems and issues your research could help to solve
· you might not be certain how to write and to express these practical implications.

To help address these challenges, you could scrutinize the attempts of at least five, and preferably more, authors to outline the practical implications of their research. Usually, these practical implications appear towards the end of a discussion section or chapter. 


Aim of this document

To assist you further, this document will

· illustrate how researchers can articulate the practical implications of their work
· present a list of issues and problems that most governments deem as priorities
· outline frameworks you can utilize to justify the importance of these issues and problems



Example

	Consider a researcher who wants to evaluate a health program. This program teaches members of remote communities how to grow their own vegetables more efficiently and then how to sell the produce to diverse markets.  Although this research is obviously beneficial, readers might overlook the diverse implications of this work unless these benefits are outlined explicitly.  The following example illustrates how these implications could be outlined explicitly and persuasively.  Please skim or read this example.   

	
· This health program, if implemented successfully in diverse communities, could help nations fulfill many of their primary social goals
· Specifically, according to doughnut economics, as defined by Raworth (2017), and inspired by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, most nations recognize their obligation to satisfy the basic social needs of every resident—including food security, health, education, income, work, and gender equity
· This health program, in which communities learn to grow vegetables as efficiently as possible, obviously helps fulfil the food security of each individual
· Furthermore, the methods this program advocates are designed to increase the concentration of iodine and other essential minerals and thus enhances health
· In addition, this program exposes communities to numeracy skills and thus satisfies some of their educational needs
· Ultimately, if these methods are successful, communities may be able to market the produce, attracting income and enabling a more diverse segment of the community, including women, to work.  
· .
· Nevertheless, as nations vigorously pursue these social goals, they sometimes consume scarce resources inordinately.   
· Specifically, according to Raworth (2017), and consistent with a taxonomy proposed by the Stockholm Resilience Centre, nations should recognize nine ecological limits.  
· For example, nations should limit ocean acidification, climate change, ozone depletion, freshwater consumption, and fertilizer use.  
· This project is designed to achieve some of these objectives, especially the preservation of freshwater.
· That is, the program revolves around vegetables that deplete limited water
· Furthermore, the methods utilize limited fertilizer, diminishing the proliferation of destructive algae blooms.









Refer to a taxonomy or statistics

	This example illustrates some key principles you could apply as you delineate the practical implications or significance of your work.  Specifically, you should first clarify why specific goals, such as food security, are particularly vital and pressing.  To achieve this goal, you could refer to an existing taxonomy or framework, such as  

· the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 
· the ecological limits, as defined by the Stockholm Resilience Centre

Instead, or in addition, you could present statistics or insights that underscore the importance of this goal.  For example, as Raworth (2017) revealed…
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Did you know


	
· over 10% of the global population are undernourished, underscoring the importance of food security
· over 15% of individuals cannot access electricity
· over 10% of the global population cannot access healthy drinking water





Relate to your study

Second, after you demonstrate the importance of these specific goals, clarify how your research could help stakeholders fulfill these goals.  You might, for example, consider the practices of

· consumers and citizens
· teams and associations
· organizations
· communities
· governments, and 
· other bodies

However, when discussing how your research could be applied to fulfill these goals, only refer to the findings or insights derived from your studies.  For example, do not refer to findings that previous research has uncovered, unless your research corroborates these findings—or is likely to corroborate these findings.  
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This section is usually designed to specify the practical implications of your research.  This section is not designed to specify the practical implications of only the research that other authors published.  








Doughnut economics

Although you could invoke many taxonomies or statistics to justify the importance of your research, one helpful framework, applicable in many circumstances, is a theory called doughnut economics, discussed in the previous section.  This section outlines doughnut economics briefly.  For a summary of this theory, visit https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/safe-and-just-space-humanity 


Social goals

According to doughnut economics, nations recognize their obligation to satisfy about 12 basic social needs of every resident.  These needs can be divided into three clusters

· wellness—a cluster that includes the need to maintain food security, water, sanitation, housing, health care, and adequate income
· productivity—a cluster that includes education, decent work, modern energy services, and resilience to shocks, such as pandemics
· empowerment—a cluster that includes political voice, peace, justice, social equity, and gender equity

As Raworth (2017) outlined, in many nations, a high proportion of individuals cannot achieve these social goals.    


Ecological limits

Unfortunately, attempts to fulfill these goals often damage the environment and consume scarce resources.  These attempts, for example, can

· expedite climate change
· acidify the ocean, potentially damaging marine life
· increase chemical pollution and air pollution
· augment the level of fertilizer, and thus nitrogen or phosphorus, in waters, damaging marine life
· diminish the availability of freshwater
· reduce habitat to support wildlife and store carbon
· decrease biodiversity, increasing the vulnerability of ecosystems
· deplete the ozone layer, augmenting the prevalence of skin cancer for example

Already, some nations have breached these ecological limits or may soon breach these ecological limits. The world more generally may also breach some of these limits 


Tensions between social goals and ecological limits

	Often, initiatives that are designed to fulfill social goals damage the environment or consume scarce resources, increasing the likelihood that nations in particular, or the world more generally, may breach ecological limits.  For example

· over 2 billion people cannot access suitable cooking facilities, such as gas stoves
· consequently, they are often reliant upon biomass, such as dung, charcoal, and crop residue
· when biomass is burned, CO2 emissions and black soot increase, damaging the environment
· the use of wood as biofuel expedites local deforestation and thus diminishes habit and biodiversity

Conversely, initiatives that are designed to preserve the environment or natural resources can also impede social goals.  For instance

· tree plantations, intended to reduce CO2 levels, may diminish the capacity of communities to use this land to grow food and assist their livelihoods


Reconciliation of these tensions

	Because of these tensions between social goals and environmental limits, research that can reconcile these needs is especially beneficial.  That is, if your research could uncover initiatives that fulfill a social need but also preserve the environment, funding bodies and other agencies are likely to appreciate your work.  The following table illustrates this possibility. That is

· the first column specifies an initiative
· the second column clarifies how this initiative fulfills a social need
· the third column clarifies how this initiative fulfills an environmental need



	Initiative
	Fulfilled social need
	Fulfilled environmental need

	An initiative that enables people to insulate their home better
	Their costs will diminish, preserving their income
	Carbon emissions will decrease, stemming climate change

	An initiative that stores food better and thus diminishes food waste
	Income of food suppliers will increase, because their produce is not as likely to be wasted
	Suppliers will utilise fewer resources, such as fertilizer and water, to generate the same income

	An initiative that improves equality—such as facilitates cooperation among nations, diminishes the obsession with GDP growth, and decreases the power of influential elites
	More people will be able to access basic social needs
	The consumption of resources does not need to increase significantly.   For example, 

· if managed effectively, increasing food supply by 1% could reduce malnutrition by 13%




Why is this framework called doughnut economics?

The following schematic was copied from https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/safe-and-just-space-humanity, a previous version of the framework.  As this figure shows

· the social goals appear in the middle
· the environmental limits appear on the outside
· only when nations operate in the green section—the doughnut—can they fulfill social needs while preserving environmental resources
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