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Wasted research time and its impact
on training in plastic surgery

Dear Sir,

Consultants and trainees are required to provide a port-
folio of their contribution to scientific journals for appraisal
and for the recruitment process. In the quest for publish-
able papers, many projects are started that never reach the
end goal of publication. Furthermore, there is evidence of
increasing numbers of poor quality research being added to
the growing body of scientific literature.’

In this survey, we aimed to determine the scale of the
problem of incomplete projects by Plastic Surgery trainees.
A survey of 50 trainees from three different UK centres at
various stages of their training was carried out.

The results demonstrate 72% of respondents had up to
5 “failed publications”. In 53% of unpublished projects,
the juniours felt this was because of their own lack of moti-
vation while in 44% it was due to lack of supervisor support.
76% were purely undertaking research to augment their CV.
53% felt pressured into doing research. In 42%, the sole con-
tribution of the senior author was the original idea. 33% of
respondents had spent between 6 weeks and 6 months on
the unpublished project and 59% would not have invested in
the project had they known it was not publishable.

Scientific writing is currently not part of most UK medial
school curricula. The poor quality of much medical research
is widely acknowledged.' The effects of the pressure to
publish may be seen in the increase in scientific fraud, much
of which is minor, and is likely to escape detection.’ It may
also be seen in the huge number of incomplete projects.

Large amounts of money are invested in research which
is flawed through inappropriate design, unrepresentative
samples, small samples, incorrect methods of analysis, and
faulty interpretation.® The conclusions of scientific pa-
pers are usually based on subjective opinion rather than
expressing an objective view and although medical jour-
nals invest considerable effort in getting papers refereed by
statisticians; few papers are rejected solely on statistical
grounds.*

In this study, we have not looked at the quality of the pa-
pers produced. Our results demonstrate a great deal of time
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is wasted on incomplete projects which could be invested
in other training pursuits including training on producing
good quality research. Furthermore in a system of “publish
or perish”, poor quality research is being encouraged and
produced.” The system should encourage perhaps less but
better research which is done for the right reasons. Focus-
ing on quality of publications rather than quantity could be
a start.
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