
INTRODUCTION 

he COVID-19 pandemic has posed Ts i g n i f i c a n t  c h a l l e n g e s  f o r  
healthcare institutions in providing 
optimal education and research 
opportunities to students.¹ It disrupted 
health professions research, forcing 
investigators to quickly adopt new 
technologies, revise protocols, and 
reconsider long-standing data collection 
techniques.² Additionally, research 
resources were largely redirected 
toward understanding COVID-19, 
i nc lud ing  i t s  pa thophys io logy,  
treatment, and prevention.³ Health 
research, crucial for evidence-based 
medical practice, gained increased 

importance as the global community 
4awaited an effective vaccine.  This 

pandemic underscored the vital role of 
research  in  address ing  g loba l  

5challenges.  Consequently, research 
priorities shifted to meet the immediate 
needs of the pandemic, but this shift has 
also had unintended consequences on 
non-COVID-19 research, particularly in 

6health professions.  

Understanding how the landscape of 
health professions research has evolved 
during the pandemic is essential for 
better equipping researchers to handle 

7future disruptions.  While numerous 
studies have explored the medical, 
social, and psychological aspects of the 

8pandemic,  the challenges facing non-

COVID-related research projects have 
9received less attention.  Researchers 

have highlighted issues such as resource 
diversion and funding constraints 
affecting ongoing health research 
projects through editorials and 

10viewpoint.  However, there is a lack of 
empirical research exploring the 
challenges faced by health profession 
researchers working on non-COVID 
projects.¹¹ Additionally, it remains 
unclear whether research quality has 
improved or declined during the 
pandemic, emphasizing the need for 
further investigation into the quality of 
research in emergency situations.¹² 

This qualitative case study was planned 
to provide insight into the lived 
experiences of researchers and the 
long-term impact of the pandemic on 
health professions research. Through 
semi-structured interviews, the study 
explored the challenges, strategies, and 
innovations in research practices during 
th i s  unpreceden ted  t ime .  By  
understanding how research methods 
have adapted, the study seeks to offer 
valuable lessons for future research 
endeavors in health professions, 
highlighting the importance of resilience 
and adaptability in the research 
community. The findings may also 
inform policies and initiatives designed 
to support the research sector during 
crises, helping the medical community 
maintain its research projects despite 
disruptions. Ultimately, this study will 
help in assessing the broader impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on health 
professions research and its potential 
future implications.
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ABSTRACT

OBJECTIVE: To explore the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on research in 
health professions.

METHODS: It was a qualitative case study. Semi-structured interviews were 
done with researchers who were selected through purposive sampling. After 
thirteen interviews, data saturation was achieved. The interviews were recorded 
on zoom, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed manually for codes, categories, and 
themes.

RESULTS: This study explored the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on health 
research through interviews with researchers, revealing three major themes and 
thirteen subthemes. The themes encompass the challenges encountered by 
researchers, the research opportunities provided by the pandemic, and 
modifications in ongoing and planned projects. All participants expressed that the 
pandemic brought numerous hurdles, including reduced research opportunities, 
challenges in data collection, small sample sizes, quality assurance concerns, and 
delays in project completion. However, it also offered silver linings such as the 
development of new competencies, a shift in research priorities, and increased 
reliance on virtual platforms for collaboration and data collection. These findings 
highlight both the obstacles and innovations prompted by the pandemic in health 
research.

CONCLUSION: The COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted health 
research, acting as a catalyst for innovation, particularly through the increased use 
of digital tools and virtual platforms. While researchers faced substantial 
challenges like disruptions in methodologies and project timelines, these 
adaptations may persist as integral elements of the research paradigm in health 
professions, guiding future policy and practice beyond the pandemic.

KEYWORDS: COVID-19 (MeSH); Pandemic (MeSH); Research (MeSH); Health 
Professions (MeSH); Health Occupations (MeSH); Biomedical Research (MeSH).
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METHODS 

A qualitative case study design was 
chosen for this research as it allowed for 
an in-depth exploration of the selected 
unit of analysis in its real-life contextual 
settings. ¹³ This approach is effective for 
investigating a phenomenon within a 
bounded system, and in this study, 
health profession specialties were 
considered the bounded system. 
Researchers actively engaged in pre-
pandemic research were selected, 
allowing for a comparison of the 
challenges faced during different 
research phases, both before and during 
the pandemic. Purposive sampling was 
employed, and the maximum variation 
technique was applied to include 
researchers from diverse specialties, 
ensuring a broad spectrum of 
perspectives. Participants were drawn 
from various departments, including 
Health Professions Education, Public 
Health, Basic Medical Sciences, Clinical 
Sciences, and Physiotherapy across 
different institutions in Pakistan. These 
institutions included Khyber Medical 
U n i v e r s i t y  Pe s h a w a r,  R i p h a h  
International University Islamabad, 
Health Services Academy Islamabad, 
Bacha Khan Medical College Mardan, 
Jinnah Sindh Medical University Karachi, 
KMU Institute of Medical Sciences 
Kohat, and Sharif Medical and Dental 
College Lahore.This method provided 
depth and consistency in the data, 
enabling comparative analysis while 
ensuring that the data collected was 
relevant to the research question. By 
focusing on pre-existing research 
projects, we could gain clearer insights 
into how the pandemic disrupted 
ongoing research efforts, rather than 
observing the initiation of new projects 
during the pandemic, which streamlined 
the data collection process. 

Informed consent was obtained from all 
participants, and semi-structured 
interviews were conducted via Zoom 

thfrom the 1st of August 2021 to the 30  
of November 2021. The interview 
guide was developed through five 

14phases,  beginning with a preliminary 
guide based on the study's objectives 
and a review of the existing literature. 
Pilot interviews were conducted with 
expert researchers to assess the flow of 
questions, average interview duration, 
logistical requirements, and to refine 

the data analysis protocol. The finalized 
semi-structured interview guide 
consisted of eight questions, comprising 
one engagement quest ion,  s ix  
exploratory questions, and one exit 
question. Interviews, lasting an average 
of 30 minutes, were transcribed using 
Otter.ai software.

Thematic analysis was performed 
manually, following Braun and Clarke's 

15six-step framework.  The research 
team members (ML, UM, and IU) 
in i t ia l ly  coded the transcr ipts  
independently before discussing and 
finalizing the codes and identifying 
themes through online meetings. 
Theoretical saturation was achieved by 
the thirteenth interview, as no new 
information emerged. To reduce 
potential researcher bias, the findings 
were shared with participants for 
validation.

The research team comprised 
members with experience in medical 
education, public health, and basic 
sciences research, all of whom had 
firsthand experience navigating the 
evolving research landscape during the 
pandemic. This personal involvement 
allowed the team to reflect on the 
participants' data and relate it to their 
own exper iences ,  par t i cu lar l y  
concerning the challenges of data 
collection during the pandemic.

Quality assurance measures for 
qualitative research, such as credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and 
conf i rmabi l i ty,  were fo l lowed.  

Additionally, the study adhered to the 
COREQ (Consolidated Criteria for 
Reporting Qualitative Research) 
guidelines, a 32-item checklist designed 
to ensure the quality of qualitative 

16studies. 

RESULTS

Interviews provided valuable insights 
into three key areas:

1.  Difficulties faced by researchers.

2. New research opportunities 
provided by the pandemic.

3.  Modifications in ongoing and planned   
projects. 

Data is organized into themes and 
subthemes (see Figure 1), and relevant 
interview quotations are detailed in 
Tables I, II, and III, categorized by 
participant number and specialty.

DISCUSSION 

Our study revealed that, while the 
COVID-19 pandemic posed numerous 
challenges for researchers, it also 
opened new opportunities. The findings 
of our study provide valuable insights 
into the experiences of researchers 
during this period. Initially, the 
pandemic led to a global disruption of 
economies, travel, and research 
activities on an unprecedented scale, 
consistent with findings by Omary MB, 

17et al.  Similarly, research by Cardel MI, 
et al., highlighted the significant 
difficulties researchers faced in 
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Figure 1: Three themes and thirteen sub-themes



Theme Sub-Theme Representative quote

Research 
Challenges

Reduction 
in research 
opportunities

“Some running community-based projects were stopped because we do not want to expose our students or 
researchers to the community and suffer from COVID-19. So, we have to stop our projects for three or four 
months”. (P4 Basic Sci)

Difficulties 
in data 
collection

“…we were struggling with the data collection. Because when we were recruiting healthy participants, they 
denied it. So firstly, in the recruitment phase, we were struggling. Secondly, when we went to the hospitals, 
the hospital was not admitting the patients”. (P8 Basic Sci)

Small sample 
size

“…we were unable to collect 20 or 30 participants. For example, we had to reduce participants during one of 
my projects with participatory action research. Instead of doing a focus group discussion with 15 or 16 
participants, we reduced the number to six or seven participants.”. (P4 Basic Sci)

Quality 
assurance and 
ethical issues

“There was low-quality research coming up. As everybody was free and had the opportunity to conduct 
research but had not given enough time to research proposal development, research was conducted in a 
hurry, so poor-quality research was done”. (P13 Physiotherapy)
“Ethical approval was also a significant issue as we could not get ethical approval urgently. Although the 
National Ethics Committee tried to give ethical approval within three to four days, even that was not 
appropriately reviewed. So, there was a compromised ethical review”. (P1 Clinical Sci)

Limitations of 
online data 
collection

“…not all types of data can be collected well online. For example, we had reflections from different countries 
like Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh from a multi-country project that I am leading. We conducted telephonic 
interviews when we were supposed to do it face-to-face. Moreover, the telephonic interviews had their 
challenges; the data collection was not as robust as it could have been with face-to-face contact”. (P6 Public 
Health)

Delayed project 
completion

“The projects planned before the pandemic had setbacks in terms of resources and time, and they had to 
increase their time duration”. (P3 Med Educ)

Diversion of 
research funds

“Research funds were transferred to COVID-19 related research and effectiveness of online platforms for 
teaching and learning”. (P2 Med Educ)

Table I: Representative quote for each subtheme regarding research challenges
 during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Theme Sub-Theme Representative quote

Research 
Opportunities

Development of 
new 
competencies

“…I collected the data on a zoom interview. I wanted to transcribe it. So, I just got into the software Otter.ai. 
It timestamps the whole interview and transcribes the data based on voice recognition. So, I think that 
probably would not have come to my mind if I was not more focused on using the software during this 
COVID-19 pandemic”. (P7 Med Educ)

New research 
priorities

“… everybody, irrespective of their research interest, for the greater good of humanity, and perhaps public 
health, many people did COVID-19 related research, and so we did”. (P6 Public Health)

Advantages of 
online platforms

“Many new linkages have been developed with international colleagues and national colleagues. Similarly, 
previously, if we had to do a seminar, we had to invite people nationally or internationally; they had to come 
and join physically. So, many resources were required for those interactions, but with COVID, it all changed. 
So, there were many opportunities that people would join online. Moreover, they would be international 
experts in their fields, and people can learn from them wherever they are. So, I think that was the positive 
aspect of all this”. (P11 Public Health)

No change in 
data analysis 
techniques

“I think the data analysis was already based on computer software, either SPSS or Qualitative Software such 
as Atlas. ti or NVivo, and even some people were doing manual analysis. So, during data analysis, I do not 
think there were any specific or many changes”. (P3 Med Educ)

Table II: Representative quote for each subtheme in research opportunities 
during the Covid-19 Pandemic.
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recruiting participants due to COVID-
19 restrictions, which reduced 
participants' willingness to engage in 

18research.  Furthermore, attaining an 
adequate sample size proved to be a 
major challenge, prolonging the 
duration of research projects. This 
aligns with literature suggesting that the 
number of patients reporting to 
hospitals, aside from those with 
COVID-19, was significantly reduced, 
complicating efforts to meet sample size 

19requirements.  

One of the main advantages observed 
during the pandemic was the increased 
use of remote and virtual research 
methods. Online platforms enabled the 
continuation of research activities, as 
researchers adapted to these platforms 
for data collection and collaboration. 
This shift expanded the scope of studies 
and allowed access to more diverse 
par t i c ipan t  g roups .  However,  
researchers initially encountered 
challenges transitioning to online 
methods. Data collection through 
virtual platforms often lacked the depth 
o f  f a c e - t o - f a c e  i n t e r a c t i o n s .  
Additionally, issues such as poor 
connectivity and voice quality created 
obstacles during online data collection. 
These findings align with existing 
literature, which acknowledges both 
the benefits and limitations of online 

20data collection.  Similarly, literature 
also highlights that quality assurance and 
ethical concerns were not adequately 
addressed during the pandemic.²¹ Many 
researchers, eager to continue 
p u b l i s h i n g  d u r i n g  l o c k d o w n ,  
contributed to a surge in open-access 
publications. Some journals, in 
response, adopted more flexible peer-
review processes, leading to the 
publication of lower-quality articles, 

even in high-impact factor journals.²² 
Moreover, as research priorities shifted 
toward COVID-19, funding for non-
C OV I D - r e l a t e d  p r o j e c t s  w a s  
significantly reduced, a challenge 
corroborated by a previous study.²³

Moreover, all participants agreed that 
COVID-19 remained the predominant 
focus of research during the pandemic, 
which aligns with the findings of Ruiz-

8Real JL, et al.,  Researchers also became 
more adept at using online tools. Online 
conferences, for example, saved 
resources and offered opportunities for 
the global exchange of ideas and 

24continued professional development.  
The literature highlights that institutions 
and individuals who adapt to such 
evolving situations are poised to 
become future leaders, driving 

25innovative research and collaboration. 

Another critical point highlighted in our 
study was that researchers had not 
anticipated the pandemic when 
designing their projects. As a result, 
several projects had to be either 
redesigned or modified, including the 
adoption of online platforms for 
conducting surveys as well as both 
qualitative and quantitative studies. 
These outcomes align with the findings 

, 10of O'Brien BC , et al.  and Torrentira 
26MC.  The COVID-19 pandemic 

compelled individuals and institutions to 
think creatively and strategically, 
fostering new and enhanced methods of 
conducting research and maintaining 
connectivity in an increasingly digital 
world.  

It is important to acknowledge the 
limitations of the current study. The 
research was confined to a specific 
geographical area, Pakistan, which may 
restrict the generalizability of the 

findings. Additionally, the use of semi-
structured online interviews could have 
introduced bias, as variations in 
participants' familiarity with technology 
and potential connectivity issues may 
have affected the depth and quality of 
the data collected. Moreover, this study 
primarily focused on researchers' 
experiences during the pandemic, 
without exploring the long-term impact 
or the evolution of research practices in 
the post-pandemic period. Therefore, 
future longitudinal studies are needed to 
g a i n  a  m o r e  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  
understanding of the long-term effects 
of pandemics on health professions 
research.

CONCLUSION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has driven 
the identification of more efficient 
research methods in the health 
professions, offering researchers 
valuable opportunities for learning, 
adaptat ion,  and innovat ion.  I t  
highlighted the critical need for 
contingency planning to protect 
research from unforeseen disruptions. 
During this period, the health 
professions research community 
exhibited remarkable resilience and 
adaptability. The innovative techniques 
developed in response to the pandemic 
hold the potential to enhance and 
transform future research practices. 
However, it is essential to address the 
quality and ethical implications of these 
evolving methods. While the increased 
use of online platforms has improved 
researchers' technical proficiency, 
maintaining scientific rigor is crucial to 
ensure the effectiveness of these digital 
approaches in generating robust 
evidence. Researchers must continue to 
experiment with and assess these new 

Table III: Representative quote for each subtheme in modification in ongoing and planned research
 projects during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Theme Sub-Theme Representative quote

Modification 
in ongoing 
and planned 
projects

Changes in 
ongoing and 
planned projects

“One of our colleagues from ophthalmology was doing her research on peer-assisted learning in ophthalmology 
ward rotation. However, when the pandemic started, the students were not allowed to go to the hospital. So, 
she had to switch to online teaching classes. Therefore, she used the online peer-assisted learning sessions she 
planned for it. She could not do it in the ward rotation; thus, she used it in her online ophthalmology module. So, 
she used peer-assisted learning as a teaching strategy. Then she did qualitative research of the students' 
experiences of peer-assisted learning on knowing about its effectiveness”. (P3 Med Educ)

Adoption of 
online platforms 
for data collection

“Many surveys and interviews were conducted online. I did many research projects in which we designed 
google forms and interviewed the health workers”. (P11 Public Health)



methods, critically reflecting on their 
outcomes. Additionally, policymakers 
must ensure that research priorities are 
aligned with the evolving landscape of 
health professions research.
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