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Abstract

Background: Though India’s position in research is notable, it is poor in medical research, barring four centers of excellence. Where
the priority for the Government is providing universal health care and for a postgraduate (PG) is becoming a busy clinician, the
research remains a low priority. Getting published is an incentive for researchers, and its experience during the training period will
be valuable. Research by practitioners in the field is a need in low-and middle-income (LAMI) countries to find workable solutions
to local problems.
Objectives: The objectives of this study were to develop a system for sustained support and evaluation of the dissertation and to
examine its impact on getting published by PG students.
Methods: In this prospective study, all 27 PG students of 2015 Batch were given support throughout their six-semester course. Par-
ticipants were PG students registered for the course in 2015. This included orientation for guides, research methodology (RM) for
students and pre-submission (synopsis) external review in the first semester; mid second-year review in the fourth semester and
pre-submission (final dissertation), and selection for award and workshop for paper submission in the fifth semester.
Results: Before appearing for the final examination in 2018, all 27 students prepared papers out of their dissertations and submitted
them to the journals. From April 2019, 19 papers were published, and eight were in various stages of publication.
Conclusions: Given sustained guidance and support from the institution, students perform very well, leading to improved publi-
cation status.
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1. Background

Publication rates of medical dissertations vary from
country to country; 14.4% in Cameroon (1), 17% in France
(2), 17.6% in Peru (3), 23.8% in Finland (4), and 30% in India
(5). According to the Thomson Reuters report, India ranked
eleventh in the number of published papers and sixteenth
in the number of citations during 2001 - 2011 (6). Four medi-
cal colleges in India (All India Institute of Medical Sciences,
New Delhi; Post Graduate Institute of Medical Education
and Research, Chandigarh; Christian Medical College, Vel-
lore; and Sanjay Gandhi Post Graduate Institute of Medical
Sciences, Lucknow) that had published the highest num-
ber of papers in Medical Sciences between 2005 and 2014
are among the top ten institutions worldwide; however,
around 57.3% of the Indian medical institutions (579 insti-
tutions) had no research published in the decade (7). Our
medical college started in 2003 is one of those.

The factors responsible for this dismal state, some
believe is due to the clinical burden, leaving less time
for meaningful research. However, this is not entirely

true since the largest number of high-quality publications
come from institutions that serve the highest number of
patients, not just in India but also all over the world (8).
Moreover, in the earlier years, faculty promotions used to
be time-bound, which has changed in recent years, based
on the rates of research and publications. Research out-
put is closely linked to the expenditure on research. Ac-
cording to a study on Asian countries, there was a posi-
tive correlation between the country’s expenditure on re-
search and development, a larger number of universities,
and more number of scientific indexed journals and the re-
search outcomes, as measured by the total number of re-
search publications, citations per document, and H-index
(9). While the budget of National Institute of Health in the
US is 32 billion dollars a year, the budget of Indian Council
of Medical Research, an apex body in India, is 232 million
dollars (8).

Getting published is an incentive to any researcher;
next best to “peak experience” of a discovery. Giving that
live experience to a student before the end of the training
might encourage a doctor for continuing research interest.
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In this background, our institution initiated a pro-
gram of “sustained support” for PG students in research-
ing a dissertation until it is submitted for publication. The
components and results of the program are presented in
this article.

2. Objectives

The purpose of this article was to report the impact of
the support program on getting published.

3. Methods

This prospective study was conducted on students who
registered for the PG admission in 2015 selected using to-
tal population sampling (n = 27). Our hospital is a 1650-
bedded, missionary-run, multispecialty, tertiary care hos-
pital serving three districts of central Kerala. Started in
1951, the hospital was transformed into a medical college in
2003. Currently, 15 departments (out of 23 required for un-
dergraduate (UG) courses) run postgraduate (PG) courses
with 28 seats in broad specialties. The University regu-
lations make it mandatory for all PG students to submit
a research proposal before the close of the first semester
and completed work one semester prior to the final Uni-
versity examinations (10). The students have two years to
perform research for the dissertation. To support the PG
students doing dissertations, programs were planned and
conducted from the first semester to the sixth semester
(Appendix 1 in File Supplementary). This study was done
on students admitted to the 2015 Batch.

The program started in the first semester with an ori-
entation for the guides/co-guides. The topics covered in-
cluded the need for research, methods to facilitate and
monitor research progress, and systematic approaches for
reviewing journal articles.

Two programs were conducted for the students. The
Research Methodology training for PG students; topics in-
cluded were developing a research question, methodology,
literature search, and statistical analysis. The second was
the presentation of the study protocol for critical review by
experts (external to the department) and suggestions for
improvement.

The mid-second year review was conducted, in which
the students were asked to make a presentation on the sta-
tus so far, about the collected sample, the ease/difficulties
faced, and the list of articles/books reviewed. This ses-
sion was done with the compulsory participation of the
guide/co-guide.

There were two programs during the third year at dif-
ferent points. A presentation was again made during the

fifth semester. This included a pre-submission presenta-
tion with critical inputs by experts (from outside the col-
lege), and a cash prize was distributed for the best dis-
sertation. After submission at the beginning of the sixth
semester, the students were encouraged to extract a re-
search paper from their dissertation. The student and
guide were assigned the task of generating one research
paper, selecting a suitable journal, and formatting the pa-
per to suit requirements. A workshop was arranged in
the central library using the services of technically quali-
fied staff, where groups of students with their guides per-
formed the submission. The workshop was led by the
first author. The students submitted their dissertations in
November 2017 and the research paper by March 2018. The
publication status until April 2019 was gathered.

4. Results

The students and their guides attended these discus-
sions. The participation rate in the orientation for guides
to pre-submission review varied from 40% to 100 % (Table
1). Those who were not present in the allotted time were
given another chance to present the matter.

Table 1. Dissertation Support Programs and the Percentage of Participationa

Program Number of Invited
Students

Values of
Participated

Students

Orientation for
guides

54 22 (40.74)

Research
methodology for
students

28 27 (96.42)

Pre-submission
(synopsis) external
review

27b 27 (100)

Mid second-year
review

27 26c (96.29)

Pre-submission (final
dissertation)

27 26 (96.29)

Selection for award 27 26 (96.29)

Workshop for paper
submission

27 26d (96.29)

aValues are expressed as No. (%).
bOne student discontinued the course.
cOne student did not present.
dOne student on maternity leave.

Before appearing for the final university examinations,
all 27 students successfully prepared articles from their dis-
sertations. Publication rate was 70.37% (n = 27). Their sta-
tus with respect to the publication process is detailed in
Table 2. All the journals, which published studies of our
students, were indexed open access journals satisfying the
Medical Council of India (MCI) standards.
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Table 2. Number of Dissertations and Their Stage in the Publication Processa

Status Values

Number of dissertations completed 27 (100)

Number of papers generated 27 (100)

Number of papers submitted to the journals 27 (100)

Number of papers published 19 (70.37)

Number of papers under review 7 (25.92)

Number of papers rejected but under resubmission to other
journals

1 (3.70)

aValues are expressed as No. (%).

As of 2018, the 2012 Batch, 19 students published two pa-
pers, 24 students of 2013 Batch had one publication, and 24
students of 2014 Batch had four publications.

No financial support was given to the students, except
for the cash award for the best presentation and subsidized
rate for lab investigations. None of the studies were part of
any funded projects of any guides.

5. Discussion

Our study showed that if sustained support is given to
PG students and their guides, extracting research papers
from dissertations and submissions to scientific journals
is possible. The availability of journals for getting pub-
lished is not scanty now, though the standards of some
of them are doubtful. As it is the beginning of the effort,
and PG students are at the beginning of their profession,
standards were not insisted. “Let it begin, can prune later”
was the policy we adopted. Publications of the faculty in-
dependent of the PG dissertations are also in similar jour-
nals at present. The next priority will be to encourage sub-
missions to the standard journals, which have to start from
submissions by the Faculty.

Researchers should make their results available in the
public domain and be accountable for the completeness
and accuracy of reports (11). Bullen et al. (12) reported fac-
tors hindering students from publishing their findings as
lack of time, staff support, and confidence in writing abil-
ity (13). They opined that sustained commitment from su-
pervisors, practical support as seminars and workshops, ef-
fective supervisor-student engagement, funding, and set-
ting an expectation of publication could improve publica-
tion rates of the student, which is consistent with our ob-
servations.

It has been reported that “research is a key area of de-
ficiency in our society” (8). In India, as in any low and
middle income (LAMI) country, the priority is to achieve
universal health care. This requires a lot of investment to

reach the entire population. Research is one of the disci-
plines that require investment without a guarantee of a
return. Hence, investment for research in health remains
a low priority. However, research in the basic sciences re-
quires heavy investment (for labs, technical experts, and
equipment). Clinical research needs comparatively lesser
investment in all these areas. Despite this, we rely on clin-
ical data from other countries for evidence-base creation
and for developing practice guidelines. Such data is de-
rived from a different genetic pool, with different psycho-
physiological makeup and socio-cultural backgrounds (6),
making it unsuitable for generalization with our popula-
tion. Data from our populations are sometimes used by
scientists from elsewhere to generate or prove hypotheses.
Their research questions will be suitable for addressing the
problems faced elsewhere, rather than applicable to the ac-
tual field of data. Modes and models for universal health
care, and making them cost-effective are actual challenges.
Perhaps, we are unaware of the research questions, avail-
ability of data, and even market potential of translations
of the research.

Departments functioning in isolation could be an-
other reason for the poor state of the research in India. De-
velopments in one area could spark a new idea in a dif-
ferent field. For example, lessons from the eradication
of stigma associated with tuberculosis can be helpful for
addressing the similar stigma associated with mental ill-
nesses. The lack of integrative studies with basic sciences
as a component remains a major impediment to innova-
tive research in medical institutions. Encouraging PG dis-
sertations under the joint supervision of basic science sci-
entists and practicing clinicians could overcome this bar-
rier. The research center attached to our medical college
has laboratories focused on genetics, biochemistry, and vi-
rology. A policy of encouragement in this direction ap-
pears promising with likewise projects getting approvals
from various funding bodies with interdepartmental col-
laborations between basic sciences and clinical depart-
ments.

Most PG students work under difficult conditions, with
long duty hours and an inflexible time limit for complet-
ing the research component of their degrees. The ambi-
tion of many PG students is to become a busy practitioner,
which takes away the emphasis on nurturing research ca-
pability. The choice of inconsequential topics leads to a
lack of enthusiasm for the students. Each new student
works on different topics, instead of extending the theme
of the research conducted by previous students. This dis-
continuity negatively affects the focus on the research,
which is required to generate capacity and enthusiasm to
penetrate deeper into the subject; which can lead to exper-
tise in the chosen area. Poor support and supervision by

J Med Edu. 2020; 19(1):e103549. 3



Kuttichira P et al.

research guides result in students branding dissertation
work as a futile exercise. All these factors could explain
presently prevailing disappointing research output (12).

Holding idealism, tradition, solitude, and a low toler-
ance for failure are considered as parts of Indian culture.
Using our own philosophies and theories would be better
than copying approaches from elsewhere, which were de-
rived from their principles (10). Observing the compara-
ble pattern of low resources and socio-economic status in
India and China, it was opined that “to serve the under-
served, use of existing resources and technologies in a flex-
ible manner is the practice and priority” (11).

India has the second largest market in the field of
higher education. However, research on higher educa-
tion is rare and it is non-existent in health care science
(13), which may also observe in other LAMI countries. The
present study was an attempt to fill that void. During
2005 - 2014, the contributions of Indian social scientists in
terms of research output in social science and allied disci-
plines have increased. However, the average number of ci-
tations per document in the later period has declined. At
the same time, international collaborations among Indian
researchers are increasing in terms of the number of pub-
lications (7). These observations point to the need for en-
suring quality while focusing on quantity.

While research is mandatory for PG courses, it is totally
ignored at the UG level. Writing skills for biomedical publi-
cation is also not promoted (8). The concept of research at
the UG level needs to be facilitated further. The short-term
studentship (STS) program of the Indian Council of Medi-
cal Research (ICMR) and also the fellowship for clinicians
to take up research careers are some of the possible facili-
tations (9).

Despite all the hindering factors, a “sustained gentle
push” will generate desirable responses from the younger
generation of doctors. Based on our observations, this
is not an optimistic statement, but a definite possibility.
Dhaliwal et al. (5) also indicate that publication success is
linked to a superior’s supportive role in scientific publish-
ing. Inviting the faculty from other disciplines during pre-
sentations has also proved to be advantageous in our case,
as has been reported elsewhere (14). The midterm presen-
tation may help students to improve data collection and
rectify any flaws in design (15), which also we followed.

Research is essential in solving everyday problems, and
addressing local needs, require more practitioners taking
up that responsibility, which is more relevant for LAMI
countries.

5.1. Conclusions

Sustained gentle encouragement and an expectation
to publish resulted in significant publication status.

5.2. Limitations

We considered the publication status of only one year
that can be regarded as one of the limitations of this study.
However, this short period helped us in determining the
status of all 27 students.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material(s) is available here [To read
supplementary materials, please refer to the journal web-
site and open PDF/HTML].
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