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Listen to your curiosity about how to 
improve patient care through research
Steven David Williams   1,2

Tommy Eriksson, deputy editor of this 
journal, has urged our readers to consider 
undertaking research and publishing it in 
the European Journal of Hospital Phar-
macy (EJHP) to highlight innovations and 
developments in science and promoting 
safe effective and cost-effective pharma-
ceutical care.1

So why don’t you get involved in 
research? You’re reading this journal 
so you must be interested in improving 
patient care?

My fellow associate editor Paul le Brun 
makes a persuasive argument about the 
need for pharmacists to retain the knowl-
edge and skills in the preparation and 
analysis of medicines to perform prod-
uct-focussed research.2 He rightly points 
out that there is no patient care without 
product care. However there is also no 
patient care without blood tests or diag-
nostic imaging, the majority of which is 
provided by automated technology and 
technical staff, with only the need for a 
small number of ‘field experts’ to then 
oversee medical advances. So, I think 
that product-focussed research is still for 
a niche group, whilst the vast majority of 
pharmacists are focussed on patient care.

As Albert Einstein, perhaps Europe’s 
best scientist said ‘the important thing 
is not to stop questioning. Curiosity has 
its own reason for existing’. Pharmacists 
are curious by nature but traditionally 
are not research focussed. Whatever you 
are curious about, for example:why do 

a large proportion of my cystic fibrosis 
patients not take their mediation when 
they know they have a life limiting illness? 
Why does our pharmacy department 
make dispensing errors despite having a 
dispensing robot? What do patients think 
of our new outpatients complex Medi-
cines Reconciliation service?

I first became interested in research 
when I became increasingly curious 
about why pharmacists did not appear 
to report medication incidents very 
often. I convinced myself that if they had 
personal digital assistants PDAs (before 
we had smart phones) they would report 
more. I started speaking to a pharmacist 
researcher at my local university and with 
support from my chief pharmacist agreed 
to do a part time Masters looking into the 
subject. After just one conversation with 
my academic supervisor, it was clear that 
my hypothesis was completely flawed. 
Instead, my research question became 
‘what are the attitudes of hospital pharma-
cists to reporting medication incidents?’ 
After a systematic literature search, some 
focus groups and a psychology-based 
questionnaire I had my answer. Reporting 
simplicity, such as using PDAs, might be 
important but only after pharmacists have 
confidence that reporting will lead to 
positive change (and not get anyone into 
trouble) and then have clarity about what 
types of incident they are expected to 
report, as the number of medication inci-
dents is so prevalent.3 4

Research is a journey, but you are all 
patient-focussed scientists and there are 
plenty of people that you can turn to for 
advice, to help you reach your destination. 
Granted, it is not like asking Google how 
to get from a to b? The write up of my 
Masters, while working, nearly killed me 

but ‘everything is hard before it gets easy’ 
and the feeling when you finally arrive is 
as good as helping a patient with intrac-
table migraines find the right treatment 
regimen.

Your situation may be that full-blown 
research is currently not possible in your 
current role, but before I got interested in 
research, I cut my teeth on service devel-
opment and clinical audit. Done well with 
good methodology, after reviewing the 
current literature, the journal is also inter-
ested in publishing these so that others 
could replicate it for the benefit of their 
patients or service.

So, listen to your curiosity about how 
to improve patient care, seek some advice 
locally and then submit your work to the 
EJHP?
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