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Background: Accreditation bodies of medical education globally value competency in research that 

facilitates evidence-based practice of medicine. Physician-scientists need awareness of qualitative 

research methods for in-depth exploration of sociocultural, gender, behavioural, emotional, and 

religious factors affecting health that cannot be gauged by quantitative research methods. The 

introduction of qualitative research at the undergraduate level can enhance understanding of local 

populations' unique health needs and strengthen evidence-based practice. Methods: This was a 

mixed-method study conducted from July to October 2021. Four journals with dedicated student’s 

corner/student journals were hand-searched for qualitative research articles published by students, 

over the past five years.  Quantitative data was collected at four medical colleges of Khyber-

Pakhtunkhwa for several qualitative research projects being conducted by students. Quantitative 

data was collected from the faculty of these colleges about the facilities of research departments. 

After analysing quantitative data, five semi-structured interviews via email were conducted about 

factors limiting qualitative research at medical colleges. Written responses were analysed for 

themes.  Results: There was not a single qualitative research article published by students in local 

journals in five years. Out of 39 research projects by undergraduates at four medical colleges only 

one was qualitative. Two themes developed from qualitative data were underdeveloped research 

departments and a lack of attitude toward qualitative research. Conclusion: There is a felt need and 

gap to include qualitative research objectives at the undergraduate level, but before that emphasis 

needs to be placed on providing infrastructure, resources, and trained faculty to facilitate 

implementation. It will facilitate future doctors to find answers to problems impalpable by 

quantitative methods.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The medical institutes in Pakistan are in the transition 

phase from a discipline-based curriculum to an 

integrated curriculum. This change is to align the 

undergraduate curriculum with the Pakistan Medical 

and Dental Council (PMDC) requirement for an 

integrated curriculum. Integration of curriculum is one 

of the requirements to grant World Federation for 

Medical Education (WFME) accreditation to PMDC.1 

The competency in necessary research skills, is 

required from graduates by PMDC and WFME.2,3  

For the best decision making in healthcare, 

undergraduate students need to be familiar with 

research. Students develop interpersonal skills; 

professionalism, teamwork, academic writing skills, 

critical thinking, lifelong learning, communication and 

resource management.4,5 These generic skills along 

with competency in scientific research are highly 

regarded and are relevant to patient care irrespective 

of speciality5. These skills are recognized by PMDC 

as essential standards.1 Evidence-based practice 

guided by research competency is required to produce 

a “Physician Scientist”. This helps in bridging the gap 

from bench to bedside. Addressing the declining trend 

of Physician-scientists is crucial to give the full 

benefits of research to patients.6–8  

Research at the undergraduate level has 

helped students in deciding to pursue research careers 

more confidently 9. Students with research experience 

at the undergraduate level are more likely to conduct 

research in future and secure an academic position in 

their career.10–13 Competency in research is required 

and appreciated globally by most councils regulating 

medical education.14   

In practice, doctors are faced with problems 

in research in local and global contexts that cannot be 

managed in the light of biomedical quantitative 

evidence only. There are dimensions of such problems 

rooted in gender, religion, ethnicity, social norms and 

socioeconomic factors that are impalpable. In-depth 

exploration of beliefs, culture, emotions, opinions, 

experiences and relationships of individuals that shape 
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this behaviour are identified by qualitative 

research.15,16 There is a dearth of physician scientists 

to research and address health problems unique to our 

patients and society contextually. There is no support 

and incentives for pursuing research as a career for 

health professionals. This is predisposing and 

reinforcing a lack of progress in this aspect.17 Society 

and patients need physicians, competent enough to 

bring the understanding of the local population unique 

needs to medical research. MBBS curriculum lacks, 

explicit specific qualitative research learning 

objectives.2 Society and PMDC need for research 

competency along with WFME accreditation are 

driving and enabling factors. The objective of this 

study was to explore the need for teaching qualitative 

research at undergraduate level. The qualitative 

research competency will impart skills to graduates 

not only for health care demands of country but also 

for global competition.  

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

A sequential mixed method research study was 

conducted from July to October 2021.Ethical approval 

was granted via KMU/IPDM/IEC/2021/03. The first step 

was to map and quantify the current magnitude of 

qualitative research articles published by undergraduate 

students in the student journals and student corners of 

main journals. The journal issues were hand searched for 

qualitative articles published by students, from June 2016 

to June 2020. The four journals included were Journal of 

Pakistan Medical Association (student corner), Student 

Journal of Ayub Medical College, Student Journal of 

Rehman Medical College and Pakistan Journal of 

Medicine and Dentistry (Student Corner).  In the second 

step a quantitative survey was conducted at four medical 

colleges of Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa for research projects 

being conducted and the number of qualitative research 

projects for the current year by fourth year medical 

students. Participants were faculty working at the 

Community Medicine Departments of these medical 

colleges. Data were collected on a questionnaire sent to 

participants via email. The questionnaire was developed 

to quantitatively assess the qualitative research by the 

three authors. After analysing quantitative data, a 

qualitative study was conducted by semi-structured 

interviews for factors limiting qualitative research at 

institutes. Interview questions were developed and 

validated by three researchers. The questions along with 

participants' information sheets and consent form were 

sent to five participants via email and written responses 

were analysed for emerging themes. Each participant was 

given a code P1- P5. The 42 primary codes identified in 

written responses converged and ultimately four 

subthemes and two themes emerged from the transcripts.  

RESULTS 

Research visibility is nominal as student journals are not 

regularly published. Student corners of mainstream 

journals have mainly letter to the editors, reviews, 

communication and quantitative articles. The qualitative 

research is the most neglected area of research at 

undergraduate research publication as shown in (Table-

1).  Students in small groups conduct research in the 

Fourth year MBBS as part of Community Medicine 

curriculum. The majority of undergraduate research 

projects 38 (97.43%) in the Fourth year MBBS were 

quantitative as shown in table-2. 

 A total of 42 primary codes were identified 

from the transcripts. These 42 codes converged into 

four subthemes and two themes. The two major 

themes identified were underdeveloped research 

departments and lack of attitude for qualitative 

research (Table-3). Research departments at medical 

colleges were not well developed in terms of 

infrastructure and human resources. The faculty is not 

trained in qualitative research methods and considers 

them difficult, time consuming and lack of trend and 

will for qualitative research. 

 

Table-1: Literature search for quantitative articles published by undergraduate students 
Name of Journal No of 

Issues 

No of 

articles 

Quantitative/reviews/letters/c

ommunication 

Qualitative 

Journal of Pakistan Medical Association (Student corner) 

(From August 2019 to July 2020) 

12 32 12. 0 

Student journal of Ayub Medical College 

(Available in 2015 only) 

2 12 12 0 

Student Journal of Rahman Medical College Not available online 

Pakistan Journal of Medicine and Dentistry (student corner) 

(From Jan 2018-April 2020) 

10 4 4 0 

 

Table-2: Frequency and types of research projects undertaken by undergraduate students 
  Frequency Percentage 

Number of Institutes 4  

Qualitative projects 1 2.57% 

Quantitative Projects 38 97.43% 

Total 39 100% 
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Table-3: Themes developed from semi-structured interviews 
Theme Subtheme Representative quotes 

 

 

 
 

1.Underdeveloped research 

departments 

 

 

 
Infrastructure  

“Moreover, now research is an integral component of the PRIME module for 

which the college is trying to establish a separate Research and Training cell” (P2) 

“There is no separate room, offices and tutorial rooms for research department. 
There is one room cum office where students can discuss their work” (P4) 

 
Human resource 

“There is no designated faculty at research department”. (P1) 
“The research coordinator is part of the Community Medicine department, though 

initially she was appointed for the said purpose only”. (P1) 

 

 
 

 

 
2.Lack of Attitude  

Faculty not trained for 

qualitative methods 

“The rest of the department wants her to share their work, so called burden of 

work with them”. (P1) 
The faculty at department is reluctant to go for qualitative research. They lack 

knowledge and skill for it probably. (P5) 

 
Lack of will for 

qualitative research 

“We hardly manage the quantitative research projects. Students are not that 
trained to take qualitative projects and faculty is also not interested in it”. (P5) 

“I wonder if faculty will agree to take up qualitative projects”. (P3) 

 

DISCUSSION 

Curriculum development at the undergraduate level, to 

incorporate explicit qualitative research learning 

objectives is need of the day. Themes identified in this 

study are partly aligned with the requirements 

identified in literature for teaching research 

methodologies at various levels of education. The 

intensive resources were identified by participants as 

main barrier to qualitative research.18 

 In a report published by World Bank 

Organization in 2019, the importance of providing 

“optimal learning spaces” in the form of architecture 

as well as human resources has been identified.19,20 In 

medical schools, the linkage of basic, pre-clinical and 

clinical learning spaces has always been kept in mind 

while designing the infrastructure. In a study 

conducted in 2016, the importance of designated 

spaces and staff for various departments has been 

highlighted.21 Same principle applies to teaching 

research methodologies including provision of small 

group discussion room with computers and internet 

facility. Another study conducted in 2020 discusses 

strategies to integrate research in clinical sciences. It 

emphasizes that students need to be provided with on-

campus facilities to share their ideas with peers, 

teachers and mentors. They should also have access to 

designated places to conduct interviews with the 

patients or other subjects in both pre-clinical and 

clinical learning spaces.8 

 The establishment of a fully functional 

research department along with dedicated faulty for 

teaching various research methodologies has been 

recognized both locally and internationally.8 However, 

in reality there is paucity of expert led research 

departments in the medical schools of Pakistan.22 In 

addition, Physicians-scientists have only recently 

recognized the important of qualitative research in the 

field of medicine. This late realization has its effects 

on providing opportunities to the undergraduates in 

their early years of study, to learn about qualitative 

research methodology. Adam P et al, identifies this 

dilemma in his recent study:  

“Even with advanced training, it can be difficult for 

clinician educators to understand and conduct 

qualitative research”.23 

 In another study, the need for faculty 

development to understand how to teach qualitative 

research methodology has been emphasized.24,25  

CONCLUSION 

There is felt a normative need to include a course on 

conducting qualitative research studies in the medical 

colleges. Emphasis needs to be placed on providing 

infrastructure, availability of human resources and 

most importantly training the faculty to conduct this 

course. Training the future doctors to conduct 

qualitative component in their research will not only 

help them become better “Physician-scientist”. It will 

also help the community in finding wide-ranging 

answers to different problems in relation to the science 

of medicine.  
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