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A GUIDE TO

Framing Unbiased
Research Prompts

How the questions you ask shape the
evidence you find

RESEARCH STARTS HERE | CONSENSUS.APP



The tool reflects
the question

The way you phrase a question

Shapes the eVidence YOU ﬁnd ASk a What does the research say about the relationship between mindfulness practice
leading question (one that assumes and stress levels in nurses?

a direction of effect) and you will 20 vvo. Dl | G o v | + = Fiter %
tend to surface confirmatory

evidence. Ask a neutral question

(one that opens the topic up rather

than closing it down) and you will

get a fuller, more balanced picture.

This is important because Al tools do not correct for the direction of your question. When you type
a question into an Al research tool, you are not just searching — you are directing it. The words
you choose, and the assumptions baked into them, shape what comes back.

m Leading vs neutral: see the difference

The examples below show the same topic asked two ways. Notice how the leading version
assumes an outcome before any evidence has been reviewed.

Leading question Neutral question
Does social media cause depression in What is the relationship between social media use and depression
teenagers? in teenagers?

What does the research say about the relationship between

Does mindfulness reduce stress in nurses? . . .
mindfulness practice and stress levels in nurses?

Is online learning worse than face-to-face How does online learning compare with face-to-face teaching in
teaching? terms of student outcomes?

Does poor sleep harm academic What is the evidence on the relationship between sleep duration
performance? and academic performance in students?

LI 11 LLI 11

Look at the word that gives the game away. “Cause”, “reduce”, “worse”, “harm” — each one
assumes an answer before any evidence has been considered. The neutral version replaces that
assumption with an open question: what does the evidence actually say?
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03 Common pitfalls to avoid

Leading questions are the most common problem, but they are not the only one. Here are five
pitfalls that can undermine your search before it begins.

Pitfall

Leading questions

Built-in assumptions

Vague phrasing

Double-barrelled
questions

Jargon and
abbreviations

What goes wrong

Assumes the answer in
the question itself

Treats an unproven
claim as fact

Too broad to surface
useful evidence

Two questions hiding in
one

Misread by Al; limits
results

m A simple formula

If you are unsure whether your question is neutral, try this reframe:

Instead of: “Does X help Y?”

Quick fix

Does x help y? — What is the evidence on the relationship
between x and y?

Why does stress cause burnout? — What is the relationship
between stress and burnout in healthcare workers?

Is technology bad for you? — What does the evidence say
about the effects of screen time on sleep quality in
adolescents?

Does exercise improve mood and concentration? — What is
the evidence on the relationship between exercise and mood
in adults? — and separately — What is the evidence on the
relationship between exercise and concentration in adults?

Does CBT reduce GAD? — What is the effectiveness of
cognitive behavioural therapy for generalised anxiety
disorder symptoms in adults?

Try: “What is the evidence on the relationship between X and Y?”

You can make it more specific by adding context: who the population is, what the setting is, or
what outcome you care about. That specificity is what takes a decent question and makes it a

good one.
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@ Putting it into practice: a worked example

Here is how you can move from a first instinct to a well-formed question.

First instinct:

What’s wrong:

“Does social media cause anxiety in university students?”

The word “cause” assumes a causal relationship that the

evidence may not support. “Social media” is also vague — it
could mean passive scrolling, active posting, or comparison
behaviour, all of which the literature treats differently.

Apply the formula:

“What is the evidence on the relationship between social

media use and anxiety symptoms in university students?”

Add specificity:

“What does the evidence say about the relationship between

passive social media use and anxiety symptoms in
undergraduate students aged 18-257”

The final version is open, specific, and free of assumptions. It will
surface a wider and more useful range of evidence than the
original. The research studies that fit your exact research question
may not exist; however, Consensus will give you the closest
available research because it now knows what you are looking for.

Sacial Media Passive Use Anxiety 1 - (.-

Passive Social Media Use and Anxiety Symptoms in Undergraduate
Students Aged 18-25

1. Introduction

A growing body of research indicates that passive social media use—such as scrolling or browsing without
direct ion—is iated with i anxiety among students aged 18—
25. Multiple studies, including large ional and inal analyses, y report a positive
carrelation between passive or problematic social media use and anxiety, even after controlling for time

spent anline or other confounding factors [+ = [)3 [J4 -« was . Mechanisms underlying this
relationship include upward social comparison, fear of missing out (FoMO), reduced self-esteem, and
maladaptive coping strategies [J1 [J4 [J13 14.However, some studies note that the effect sizes are
modest and that individual differences (e.g., gender, coping style, ical capital) and

factors (e.g., pandemic ) can mod these iati 2 a & [3s.While most

evidence points toward a detrimental impact of passive social media use on anxiety in this population, a few
studies suggest the i ip may be bidirecti or influenced by mediators such as communicati
«capacity or emotion regulation 1 [ 4 [Jé.Overall, the literature supports a cautious approach to
passive social media engagemant among undergraduates.

Does passive social media use increase anxiety symptoms in undergraduate students aged 18~
W=z
257

s T
& Yes 78°

Possibly
¥ Mixed

No All details ~
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/ @ Your pre-search checklist:

Before you search, ask yourself:

Does my question assume a direction of effect (help, harm, improve, worsen)?

Does it contain a hidden assumption | haven't tested?

Is the population specific enough — age, setting, condition?
[ | Is it one question, or two questions in disguise?

Have | used plain language rather than jargon or abbreviations?

Would a different phrasing of this question lead to a different answer?

AN
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N
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What comes next

Once you can ask a neutral, well-framed question, you are ready to go further. The companion
guide From Framework to Prompt introduces structured frameworks — PICO, SPIDER, PEO, and
others — that help you build on the skills practised here.

The ability to ask a good question is not a small thing. It is where all good research begins.

AN

N

A final thought

Al does not think for you — it starts where you point it. The quality of your question is the quality
of your research.

2%

o
- .

\\\\\\ AAARA

ol

i Consensus : | CONSENSUS . APP



CONSENSUS . APP RESEARCH STARTS HERE

About Consensus

Consensus is an Al-powered search
engine for scientific research papers. Our
mission is to make the world's best
knowledge more accessible for all.

For more information visit
consensus.app
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