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Since the Chinese economic reform in 1978, its medical field 
has made remarkable progress in the past 40 years. In most 
medical fields, China’s diagnosis and treatment methods are 
comparable to the international high standards. In recent 
years, with the continuous expansion of the medical research 
team and the improvement of laboratory research equipment 
and methods, China has achieved some influential and 
internationally recognized research outcomes. However, 
overall, China still lags behind developed countries in terms 
of high-level original medical research, especially in high 
evidence-based medical research (1).

China has a large population base, and the number of 
cases is among the highest in the world. If Chinese doctors 
can make full use of these patient resources, it would be 
very beneficial to conduct research on disease pathogenesis 
and diagnosis and treatment. However, many clinical 
studies currently focus on quantity rather than quality, so it 
is difficult to obtain research results that can change clinical 
practice. There are subjective and objective factors leading 
to this situation. What is the future of clinical research in 
China? This question will be discussed from the following 
four aspects.

Clinical research training for young clinicians 

A big issue with Chinese clinicians is that many of them 
have not received standardized clinical research training 
and they lack the basic skills to conduct clinical research. 
To change this situation, it is necessary to emphasize the 

importance of cultivating scientific research thinking, 
methods, and awareness in young clinicians in the process 
of clinical medical education. Clinicians need to improve 
their clinical research literacy because it helps to solve 
clinical problems and it prompts the development of 
modern medicine. Only when clinicians have scientific 
research capabilities such as literature retrieval and reading, 
topic selection and research design, data analysis, and 
maintaining enthusiasm as well as sensitivity to scientific 
research in clinical work, can clinicians consciously discover 
problems in their work and design standardized research for 
clinical problems. Besides, in China, the number of articles 
is often associated with the professional development of 
clinicians in most of the medical institutions, which leads 
clinicians to publish as many articles as possible, regardless 
of the quality of the articles. The management department 
of medical scientific research ought to reinforce their 
communication with front-line clinicians, devoting more 
efforts on improving the scientific research ability of clinical 
researchers. They could also provide financial supports 
and preferential policy based on the needs of clinicians, 
solve the problems encountered by clinical researchers in 
their research, and proactively held more clinical research 
training courses related to the clinical scientific research 
project application. For those who have innovative ideas and 
some advantageous departments, the hospital can also give 
them more support to help conducting high-level clinical 
research smoothly.
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Innovations in clinical research

A large number of clinical studies are published in China 
every year, but many studies are still blindly following 
the trend, simply repetitive, and lack originality and 
innovation. After having good scientific research training 
and awareness, Chinese clinicians could make good use 
of our large patient resources, taking advantage of our 
valuable clinical experience, and exploring novel and 
significant clinical research problems in our daily work. 
The most important thing is to focus on how to solve 
clinical problems. Clinicians should have the courage to 
discover scientific problems in the clinic, read the literature 
extensively, actively explore new technologies and methods 
based on the research progress, design rigorous prospective 
or retrospective multi-center studies for verification, obtain 
high-level evidence-based medicine, and eventually rewrite 
the guidelines and consensus. In daily work, we could 
actively “bring in and go out”, building scientific research 
communicate platform, actively communicating with 
domestic and international high-level centers, broadening 
our horizons and understanding the frontiers of domestic 
and foreign research, so that we can integrate our research 
with the international hotspots. In addition, for clinical 
problems, clinicians need to see through the appearance 
to perceive the essence, combining scientific research with 
clinical practice. We can actively cooperate with basic 
medical researchers to explore mechanisms to better explain 
the occurrence and progression of diseases (2).

Establishment of the clinical research platform

At present, many Chinese clinical studies have included 
a large number of cases, but their clinical information 
is not comprehensive. Some of the research conclusions 
drawn are relatively simple, which cannot form high-
level evidence to change the guidelines. The reason is due 
to the lack of a thorough clinical database. Establishing 
an integrated clinical research platform and database is a 
long and difficult accumulation process, but it is the only 
way for clinical research to go from simple repetition to 
high-level research. This integrating process requires a 
group of people with good team spirit, long-term data 
accumulation, and a long-term vision for designing 
leading medical research. Of course, a good research 
platform also requires the concerted efforts of pathology, 
radiology, ultrasound and other disciplines to work 
together to ensure the integrity and standardization of 

the research database to the greatest extent. Therefore, 
scientific research requires solid data accumulation in 
order to gain high-level research results. Up to now, 
many Chinese clinicians have made good examples in the 
development of clinical database and performing high-
level scientific research. Wei et al. published a randomized 
controlled trial (RCT) on preoperative radiotherapy 
for resectable hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) with 
portal vein tumor thrombus based on their database of 
HCC, combining with several other centers (3). He et al.  
reported the results of their center, by conducting an 
RCT study of hepatic arterial infusion combined with 
sorafenib versus sorafenib alone for the treatment of 
HCC patients with portal vein invasion (4). These high-
quality researches have been recognized and praised by 
international peers for the rigorous design, detailed data 
analysis and solid results of the study, which is possible to 
rewrite the guidelines.

Obligation in clinical research

In China, although medical development has reached a high 
level in recent years, it is still far from meeting people’s 
needs, and there are still many unresolved problems 
in clinical practice. Clinicians should have a sense of 
obligation, not only do their best to relieve the pain of 
patients but also actively identify and try to find ways to 
solve the existing problems in current clinical diagnosis and 
treatment process. Just as we said in the Hippocratic Oath, 
“as long as my life endures, may I commit myself to advance the 
nation’s medical science and research as well as the well-being of 
the entire human race” (5).

Publishing high-level articles is not the only purpose of 
conducting clinical research. More importantly, we hope 
the research could solve practical problems in the clinic, so 
that more patients can receive more beneficial standardized 
treatment. With this sense of obligation in clinical 
research, clinicians can change their mindset from passively 
conducting research to actively exploring problems, and 
only then can they obtain more innovative, high-level 
research outcomes that truly solve clinical problems.

For a long time, the development of clinical medical 
research in China has been mainly focused on quantity of 
the research (6). However, we should admit that western 
clinicians have long been playing main role in evidence-
based clinical guideline making. It is quite difficult for 
Chinese scholars, which are non-native English speakers 
to report their results and publish research in high-level 
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journals to gain wide recognition from Western countries. 
Indeed, clinical research in China has made great progress 
in recent years. We have also gradually overcome the 
difficulties in hardware and caught up in the amount 
of research. The government and scientific research 
institutions also made great efforts to encourage scientific 
research innovation and the output of scientific research 
results, which had formed a superior scientific research 
atmosphere. Many of the importance research results has 
been recognized and accepted by worldwide academic 
community. The prior experiences set the foundation 
for the discovery of new findings in future development. 
Transformation of clinical research from quantity to quality 
is a long and necessary process. With the improvement of 
our understanding, future clinical research will definitely 
move towards high-quality, innovative research and solve 
the real problems for patients in China.
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