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INVITED EDITORIAL

Celebrating two decades of inspiring
medical student research and
innovation: the New Zealand Medical
Student Journal

Ibrahim S Al-Busaidi

This year marks a significant milestone for the New Zealand Medical
Student Journal (NZMS)) as it celebrates 20 years of empowering
medical students to actively engage with academic medicine. Hav-
ing witnessed the transformative impact of medical student journals
(MSJs) in fostering academic growth and innovation, | am honoured
to reflect on the pivotal role the NZMSJ — and MSJs more broadly
— have played, and continue to play, in shaping the next generation of
clinicians, researchers, and leaders in healthcare

The value of medical student journals

MSJs are “student-led and edited peer-reviewed periodicals that pri-
marily publish student-authored scholarly work”* As of 2020, at least
23 MSJs published in English have been established globally (Figure
1).¢ They play a crucial role in fostering academic and professional
growth among future physicians and clinical academics.® By provid-
ing an accessible platform for emerging researchers, these journals
empower students to share their scholarly work, often for the first
time. MSJs offer students a unique opportunity to gain experience
in academic writing, peer-review, and research dissemination, areas
often overlooked in traditional medical education curricula.*” This ex-
perience not only helps students refine their communication skills but
also instils confidence in their ability to contribute meaningfully to the
medical literature.

Beyond serving as publishing venues, MSJs encourage the devel-
opment of critical thinking and peer review expertise. MSJs are an
important avenue where students, as editors and peer-reviewers, are
involved in the peer review process, where they engage directly with
the principles of scientific rigor and constructive critique.?8? These
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skills are foundational for future clinical practice and academic pur-
suits, equipping students with the ability to assess research critically
and apply evidence-based approaches in their careers. Such experi-
ences also foster a culture of accountability and collaboration, bridging
the gap between students and established researchers.

Moreover, the documented professional development advantages
of contributing to MSJs are significant*'®"" Research has consistently
shown that publication in MSJs during medical school is strongly asso-
ciated with future academic success. For example, a matched-cohort
study demonstrated that students who published in the NZMSJ were
more likely to publish peer-reviewed articles indexed in PubMed, com-
plete higher academic degrees, and secure faculty positions post-grad-
uation, compared to their non-publishing peers.”” Similar trends have
been observed across other settings," further validating these findings.
These results underscore the importance of early research engage-
ment in fostering academic productivity, positioning MSJs as critical
platforms for inspiring confidence, ambition, and the development of
future clinician-scientists.

Through these mechanisms, MSJs not only contribute to the aca-
demic development of individual students but also advance the broad-
er mission of cultivating a generation of physician-scientists commit-
ted to evidence-based practice and innovation.

Two decades of supporting scholarly activities

The NZMSJ has charted an inspiring journey since its inception in
2004 as a student-led initiative, founded by a group of Otago medical
students completing studentships in Dunedin in 2002/2003.2 Over
the past two decades, the journal has become a vital platform for
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nurturing academic and professional growth among medical students.
[ts evolution reflects the increasing sophistication of medical student
research, transitioning from a publication mix of primarily non-aca-
demic contributions, such as reflective pieces, opinion articles, and
book reviews, to an increasing focus on original research and academ-
ic reviews. Key milestones include the journal’s indexing in Google
Scholar, which has significantly enhanced its visibility and accessibility
as a trusted academic resource.”

Since its establishment, the NZMSJ has published 37 issues® and
has consistently served as a medium for fostering a culture of curios-
ity, critical thinking, and collaboration among medical students both
nationally and internationally. An analysis of 309 articles published in
the journal between 2004 and 2017 across 24 issues revealed that
two-thirds (66%) were authored by students, with no evident gender
disparity in authorship or editorial board membership. Notably, most
student-authored articles were written by a single author, and articles
were significantly more likely to be authored by clinical medical stu-
dents. These findings underscore the journal’s inclusivity and its role
in empowering diverse voices within the medical student community.

The NZMSJ operates as a national, student-led, double-blinded
peer-reviewed medical student journal dedicated to publishing both
original and non-original works authored primarily by medical stu-
dents! It adheres to an open-access model, publishing two issues
annually, entirely free of charge. The journal is governed by an edito-
rial board that has evolved over time to include an Editor-in-Chief, a
Deputy Editor, several editors, sub-editors, and managers. Additional
support is provided by a commercial board and an advisory board
comprising past Editors-in-Chief and senior faculty members. Its ro-
bust peer-review policy is a cornerstone of its success, employing a
double-blinded review process supported by student peer reviewers
for all submissions and expert peer reviewers (established research-
ers and clinicians) for academic contributions.

The NZMS/'s mission extends beyond publication. It aims to sup-
port medical students in transitioning to publishing quality academic
work by providing constructive peer-review feedback, promoting re-
search and academia, and serving as a professional platform for engag-
ing, educational, and thought-provoking discussions at both national
and international levels* By fostering these opportunities, the journal
continues to play a critical role in shaping the next generation of clini-
cian-researchers and leaders in healthcare.

Benefits of early research participation

Early participation in scholarly activities during medical school educa-
tion equips students with critical skills necessary for evidence-based
practice and fosters a deeper understanding of scientific inquiry. Stud-
ies have consistently shown that early involvement in research not
only enhances analytical and problem-solving abilities but also lays the
groundwork for future career trajectories in academia and clinical
practice. Brancati et al. identified research engagement as an early pre-
dictor of career achievement in academic medicine,”” while Solomon
and colleagues™ highlighted its role in nurturing physician-scientists.
Moreover, extracurricular research experiences have been associated
with increased scientific output after graduation,” and participation
in supportive programs has been shown to boost students’ research
productivity and interest in pursuing research careers!® Additionally,
early research participation can positively influence career choices,
with students more likely to transition into research-intensive roles in
both academic and clinical settings.!*?**' These findings emphasize the
broader role of research in medical education, not only in enhancing
immediate learning outcomes but also in shaping the long-term devel-
opment of future leaders in healthcare.

Despite these benefits, over two-thirds of medical student re-
search in New Zealand remains unpublished, a trend observed across
various research activities such as intercalated research degrees and
summer research projects. For instance, Al-Busaidi and Alamri?
highlight that the publication rate for undergraduate medical theses
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in New Zealand is relatively low (33%), with many students not ad-
vancing their work beyond the academic requirements of their de-
gree. Similarly, summer research projects, despite being structured
to encourage scholarly output, also show limited publication success.
Wells et al.? report that a minority (32%) of the research undertak-
en by medical and health science summer students at the University
of Auckland over 14 years resulted in publications. This observation
aligns with findings by Alamri et al. who noted that while summer
research projects are a valuable educational tool, publication rates
(24%) remain suboptimal,?* indicating a gap in translating student re-
search into academic outputs.

MSJs offer a potential solution to this challenge by providing a
‘friendly’ and supportive environment for students to submit and pub-
lish their research. These journals cater specifically to student authors,
helping them navigate the academic publishing process while main-
taining rigorous peer-review standards. By fostering a welcoming plat-
form, MSJs encourage students to engage in scholarly communication
and contribute to the medical literature, bridging the gap between
research completion and dissemination.*

Next steps for the NZMS]J: enhancing reach, quality, and
impact

To further its impact and support the academic growth of medical
students, the NZMS| should prioritise several key initiatives. First, the
journal should aim to increase the volume of original research articles
by actively encouraging submissions from intercalated degree projects,
summer research programs, and other curricular and extra-curricu-
lar student-led research. Collaborations with medical schools to pro-
mote the value of publishing student research could be instrumental
in achieving this goal.

Secondly, the NZMS]J should strive to secure indexation in major
bibliometric databases, including PubMed, to enhance the visibility and
credibility of its publications. This will not only increase its readership
but also encourage more students and mentors to submit their work.
Additionally, the NZMS]J should seek to establish an official impact fac-
tor or alternative metrics of quality. Doing so would position the jour-
nal among recognized academic platforms and attract higher-quality
submissions.

Third, maintaining and continuously improving the transparent
peer-review standards of the NZMS] is also critical.® The journal
could consider introducing mentorship programs where seasoned
researchers provide feedback to student authors alongside peer re-
views, fostering a deeper understanding of academic publishing. Finally,
expanding international collaboration with other MSJs and leveraging
digital tools for wider dissemination could strengthen the journal’s
reputation and broaden its reach within the global medical student
community.

Conclusion
As the NZMSJ celebrates 20 years of publication, it stands as a testa-
ment to the immense potential and talent of medical students. Over
the past two decades, the NZMSJ has provided a vital platform for
students to explore, refine, and showcase their academic contribu-
tions, paving the way for a legacy of innovation and collaboration.
This milestone reflects not only the dedication of its contributors and
editorial teams but also the enduring value of student-led initiatives in
shaping the future of healthcare and medical research.

| encourage current and future medical students to engage with
and support the journal, whether this is through contributing their
own research, participating in the editorial process, or championing
its mission. With gratitude for the foundation laid and optimism for
its future, | look forward to seeing the NZMSJ continue to inspire
and nurture the next generation of clinician-scientists and healthcare
leaders.
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