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Before we can understand the true nature of clinical research, we must first 
define the term “research” itself. An overarching definition of research is that it is 
“the systematic investigation into and the study of things in order to establish facts 
and reach new conclusions.” In other words, we’re trying to figure something out 
[1]. Generally, whenever people are asked about their interpretation of research, the 
first thing that often comes to mind is medical or scientific research. Then again, who 
can blame them? With more than 40,000 medical research studies underway at any 
given time, it is easy for us to “pigeon-hole” research; thereby, limiting it to only these 
disciplines. Research is used in a variety of different professional settings; including 
academia, business, and public health, just to name a few. In fact, research can take on 
a variety of different forms, including studies that use surveys to gather information 
about individual or group habits, opinions, and beliefs. Others are observational 
in nature and are designed with the purpose of providing fresh insights into human 
behavior. Here, the researcher essentially “observes” the way in which people interact 
with one another or react to certain situations [2]. Clinical research will often use 
these methods, along with clinical trials, to gather information for the betterment of 
human health. According to the National Institutes of Health, the purpose of clinical 
research is “to advance medical knowledge by studying people, either through direct 
interaction or through the collection and analysis of blood, tissues, or other samples” 
[3]. In other words, it is the study of how to prevent, diagnose and treat illness in 
people. Depending on what researchers are studying, there are various types of clinical 
research. For instance, screening research explores ways to detect certain disorders 
or health conditions. This differs from diagnostic research which looks to improve the 
ways to identify a particular disorder or condition. The purpose of genetic research is 
to identify and seek an understanding of the connection between genes and illnesses so 
that disorders can be better predicted. Quality of life research looks at ways to improve 
the comfort and wellbeing of individuals with a diagnosed chronic illness, while 
epidemiological research explores the patterns and causes of disorders and diseases in 
groups of people. Treatment research often includes some sort of medical intervention 
to treat a diagnosed illness or condition (e.g., medication, new approaches to surgery, 
psychotherapy, etc.). On the other hand, prevention research is intended to seek ways to 
prevent disorders or diseases from developing or returning [4]. As new and emerging 
scientific discoveries open up new possibilities for patient care, we find that the world 
of clinical research is constantly evolving. Unfortunately, studies show that less than 
fifty percent of all medical treatments being delivered worldwide are supported by 
sound evidence. In fact, the same research indicates that the United States not only 
falls short when it comes to addressing the disparity in medical evidence, it also lacks 
clear prioritization when it comes to allocating the appropriate resources to fill the 
gaps in clinical research [5]. This obviously poses a significant problem for patient 
safety and overall quality of care. The contemporary health care environment is one 
that is viewed as a complex interaction among several variables, including the disease 
process itself, technology, policies and procedures, and the clinical team as a whole. 
Therefore, whenever care falls short - whether because of resource allocation or the 
lack of appropriate standards – unanticipated and harmful outcomes/errors can occur 
[6]. One of the most effective ways to prevent such catastrophic events from occurring 
is by adopting practices that result from evidence-based clinical research. Good clinical 
practice is the result of a painstaking and well-thought-out process that incorporates 
the use of the most up-to-date evidence, coupled with clinical expertise and patient 
values. As a matter of fact, the most successful clinical practices are those that are based 
on empirical evidence derived from randomized-controlled trials; descriptive and 
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qualitative research; as well as case studies and the opinions of 
subject-matter experts in the field. As more research is carried out 
in a specific clinical area, the findings should then be integrated – 
hardwired, if-you-will – into clinical practice. Unfortunately, there 
is no “magic bullet” for converting what is known from clinical 
research into the actual practice environment. In fact, history 
has revealed that what might work in one clinical setting may 
or may not necessarily work in another one. This suggests that 
context variables have a significant bearing on the successful 
implementation of evidence-based practices [7]. Clinical research 
is a fluid process that is constantly evolving as the face of health 
care continues to change. For this reason, there is no “cookie-
cutter” way of guaranteeing that your research will result in 
improving patient outcomes in the contemporary health care 
setting. Therefore, it will take a unified, global approach to clinical 
research that involves a variety of different health care disciplines 
to truly change the way care is being delivered.

References
1. Lee JA. What is research for? Lancet. 2002;3(8):516. 

2. Association for the Accreditation of Human Research Protection Programs, 
Inc. What is Research? 2017;27:1-12.

3. Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development. Clinical Trials & Clinical Research. National Institutes of Health.

4. U.S. Food and Drug Administration. What are the Different Types of Clinical 
Research? U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

5. Institute of Medicine (US) Forum on Drug Discovery, Development, and 
Translation. Transforming Clinical Research in the United States: Challenges 
and Opportunities: Workshop Summary. Challenges in Clinical Research. 
Washington (DC): National Academies Press (US), 2010;3 

6. Hughes RG. Nurses at the “Sharp End” of Patient Care. In: Hughes RG, 
editor. Patient Safety and Quality: An Evidence-Based Handbook for Nurses. 
Rockville (MD): Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (US), 2008; 
Chapter 2. 

7. Titler MG. The Evidence for Evidence-Based Practice Implementation. 
In: Hughes RG, editor. Patient Safety and Quality: An Evidence-Based 
Handbook for Nurses. Rockville (MD): Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality (US), 2008; Chapter 7.

Copyright: © 2017 Robert Clegg. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted 
use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanonc/article/PIIS1470-2045(02)00825-2/fulltext
http://www.nus.edu.sg/irb/Articles/AAHRPP-Accreditation Procedures.pdf
http://www.nus.edu.sg/irb/Articles/AAHRPP-Accreditation Procedures.pdf
https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/what-we-do/nih-almanac/eunice-kennedy-shriver-national-institute-child-health-human-development-nichd
https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/what-we-do/nih-almanac/eunice-kennedy-shriver-national-institute-child-health-human-development-nichd
https://www.fda.gov/ForPatients/ClinicalTrials/Types/default.htm
https://www.fda.gov/ForPatients/ClinicalTrials/Types/default.htm
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK50888/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK50888/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK50888/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK50888/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2672/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2672/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2672/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2672/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2659/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2659/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2659/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK2659/

	Title
	Corresponding author
	References

