The cold research reality of needing a safety net
(Susan Gasson and Lauretta Grasso)
Having a safety net or a “Plan B” is all part of having a sound research project plan, and is always
critical in the precarious world of research where we don’t know what we don’t know, and the path
to new knowledge is sprinkled liberally with uncertainty and failure.
However in 2020, Covid-19 has been a dramatic reminder of the need to be able to rapidly
accommodate changing external environments, whilst continuing to move forward towards major
goals, specifically, graduating with your PhD!
For example, in “Covid times” those doing research projects involving international travel, or data
collection requiring close proximity to human participants will have found themselves unable to
progress their project in the way that was originally planned. In order to progress towards the goal
of completing the project, it is clear that a well-considered “Plan B” or safety net would be required.
So what should your safety net look like? Below are a few points for consideration when designing a
research project safety net.
1. “Plan B” is a normal part of the research process. It is about being alert to external
environment and factors that you can’t control, and the resources available to manage your
project strategically. A well prepared “Plan B” ensures you will finish your PhD and you
won’t run out of time or funding on the way.
2. “Plan B” isn’t a compromise, it is an alternative that responds with academic integrity and
rigour when facing a challenge or opportunity. It is a key research skill that you will continue
to hone throughout your research life. An open mind is needed create a “Plan B” and to
recognise when it is time to engage it.
3. It may involve a change to the nature of the data being collected (e.g. using existing
unanalysed datasets rather than generating new data), or how it is collected (e.g. local
rather than international sampling, using existing samples); to the theory or conceptual
framework informing the research; or even the nature of the research contribution (e.g.
meta-analysis of multiple existing studies as opposed to analysis of your individual study),
requiring a reframe of the research question.
4. A Plan B isn’t an administrative hurdle it is a valued and time honoured research process all
good researchers engage in.
5. Stay focused on the big picture, which is to successfully graduate with a PhD or MPhil
qualification in a timely way, to be able to move to the next stage of your career!
Below is a short editorial for PhD candidates about research project “Plan B” which you might also
find useful. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/bies.201600198

“Chance favours only the prepared mind” (Louis Pasteur)
“In the middle of every difficulty lies opportunity” (Albert Einstein)
“They always say time changes things, but you actually have to change them yourself” (Andy Warhol)

