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The Experience
Research brings many benefits for undergraduate medical stu-
dents, and evidence-based medicine (EBM) has been recog-
nized as the most effective paradigm in making clinical de-
cisions.1 Regrettably, EBM teaching is often missing from the 
curriculum at most medical schools in developing countries.1 

Therefore, I would like to share my first research experience to 
emphasize the importance of research to one’s future career. 

I was first involved in research while I was in my third year of 
medical school. At my school, research is optional. I conducted 
research during that time because I wanted to participate in a 
scientific poster competition at the East Asian Medical Student 
Conference (EAMSC) in Japan in 2013. I formed a research team 
with several of my friends, and that is where our journey began.

For a first-time researcher, the experience can be very challen-
ging and requires a lot of preparation.1,2 With little knowledge 
of how research is conducted, we started to read up on the 
latest research articles and consulted with several lecturers on 
where we could start. The theme of the conference was disas-
ter medicine. After several discussions, we decided to conduct 
a study on the prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) among flood victims in Malaysia. The decision was ba-
sed on the consideration that flood is the only disaster which 
happens annually in Malaysia, especially during the monsoon 
season.3 Floods can cause both physical injuries and psycho-
logical stress to the victims, and more than 10,000 people are 
affected annually by floods in Malaysia.3 

The research process lasted three months, from October to De-
cember 2012. The first step in the process was proposal wri-
ting. We began by learning about proposal writing and how to 
conduct a literature review on the relevant topics. We learned 
that proposal writing requires critical thinking and a systematic 
way of presenting the research concept, and a good proposal 
will help to plan a good flow for the study.4 A study has shown 
that a thorough literature review before proposal writing helps 
to construct a good study protocol and reduces error during 
the study.2 We managed to complete the proposal after having 
several discussions with the supervisors. We worked hard to 

make sure that the proposal format followed the international 
format strictly.

After we finalised our proposal, we presented the proposal to the 
Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of our university, and 
the study was approved. The interview with the HREC was a good 
experience, as we learned the communication skills required to 
defend our proposal and promote our study. To pass the ethical 
presentation, we had numerous sleepless nights discussing pos-
sible questions which may be asked, and we practised how to 
best respond to the questions posed by the committee members.

The objective of our study was to compare the prevalence of 
PTSD among flood victims between Kuala Lumpur, which re-
presented an urban area, and Kelantan, which represented a 
rural area. Therefore, the data collection was carried out in 
two different places. We faced several difficulties during the 
data collection process. Firstly, we did not manage to obtain 
financial support for our study. As a result, we had to use our 
own pocket money to prepare the questionnaires and pay for 
the transportation fees. Secondly, we faced difficulties during 
the recruitment of study participants. The subjects were re-
cruited on a voluntary basis, and some of the flood victims we 
approached asked to be paid to participate in the study. As a 
result, we faced some problems in recruiting enough partici-
pants during the initial stage. As time passed, with effort and 
determination, we managed to obtain a sample with adequate 
sample size and completed the data collection.

The next challenge was the data analysis. Statistical Packa-
ge for the Social Sciences (SPSS) is the commonest statistical 
analytical tool for data interpretation in the medical field.2 SPSS 
allows for a systematic and objective means of analysing the 
data collected.4 However, a study has shown that most medical 
students are not familiar with SPSS, and the reasons could be 
the lack of interest and the lack of tutorials.5 Most of us were 
inexperienced in performing statistical analysis, so we had to 
search online for SPSS tutorials and articles to learn how to 
analyse data using SPSS. With the help of the statistician at our 
school, we successfully completed the analysis and managed 
to proceed to the discussion of the study. 
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Experience

The discussion came easily to us because it mainly involved 
using our literature review and comparing our study results 
with those of previous studies. In the end, it took us three 
months to complete our research. Our project was represented 
at the national level selection competition and won the only 
place allocated to Malaysia to represent the country at the final 
competition in EAMSC in Japan.

In January 2013, the study was presented during the scientific 
poster competition at EAMSC Japan and was announced as the 
winning poster. However, that did not mark the end of our jour-
ney. After the conference, we wrote a research manuscript and 
submitted it to an international journal for publication. The ma-
nuscript was accepted and is expected to be published in 2015.6

Medical students are future doctors. With the advances in 
science and technology in the field of medicine, EBM and re-
search are becoming more important in disease management.1 
Including scientific research training into medical school curri-
culum can train junior doctors to make clinical decisions which 
are based on the latest evidence. This reduces medico-legal 
errors and improves diagnostic accuracy.5 Additionally, expo-
sing students to research early in their undergraduate study 
can nurture their interest in research and motivate them to be-
come tomorrow’s scientists. At the same time, undergraduate 
medical research improves the curriculum vitae of a student, 
but this should not be the primary aim for a medical student to 
get involved in medical research.

To encourage more medical schools to introduce research into 
their undergraduate medical curriculum, several strategies can 
be considered. Firstly, introducing research elective program-
mes whereby pre-clinical students will do research in a group 
during a semester break as part of the elective programme 
may prove advantageous. Secondly, encouraging medical stu-
dents to participate in scientific research competitions at the 
national or international level indirectly encourages them to do 
research. Students who have done research before can share 
their experiences with their friends and juniors to improve their 
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understandings on research. More funds should be allocated 
to medical schools, so that they could employ experienced 
lecturers to teach the students on research. On top of that, fi-
nancial support is also needed to help students gain access to 
the latest articles and guidelines. This allows them to have the 
opportunities to read the latest evidence and further increase 
their interest in research. 

In conclusion, my first research gave me a very memorable 
experience. From the original idea to participation in an inter-
national medical student conference and the publication of the 
research report in an international journal, the journey was 
not easy but nonetheless enjoyable. I learned how to conduct 
research and met new friends. My communication, leadership, 
and writing skills were improved after the research experience. 
Even though the process was tough, I would still recommend 
all medical students worldwide to try to conduct research at 
some stage of their student life to broaden their view of life 
and gain new experiences.
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