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The Volunteers in Research programme: supporting COVID-19 
research and improving medical training in parallel 
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COVID-19 has had an unprecedented impact on society, global 
healthcare and daily life. The redeployment of research staff 
to patient-facing roles in the NHS left a depleted workforce 
to deliver critical urgent public health research (UPHR). 
We aimed to support UPHR studies and medical student 
training by developing and implementing a medical student 
Volunteers in Research programme. We further sought to 
gain insights about medical students’ perceptions of this 
programme. We collected prospective data and conducted a 
retrospective survey as part of a service evaluation to assess 
the value of this clinical research experience to students, 
as well as motivators and barriers to taking part. The 
Volunteers in Research programme successfully supported 
UPHR studies during the COVID-19 pandemic. We generated 
important insights to help aid the wider implementation of 
this programme nationally to support essential research and 
medical student education.
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Introduction

COVID-19 has had an unprecedented impact on society, global 
healthcare and daily life.1,2 In response to the pandemic, research 
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and development staff were redeployed to patient-facing clinical 
roles in the NHS.3 This left a depleted workforce to deliver critical 
urgent public health research (UPHR) needed to characterise the 
new disease and identify potential treatments and vaccines.4

Within the West Midlands, the National Institute for Health 
Research (NIHR) Clinical Research Network (CRN) used this 
opportunity to fast-track the implementation of its novel 
Volunteers in Research programme. This programme aimed to 
recruit medical students to work alongside existing research 
staff to support UPHR studies. Medical students in the UK have 
reported limited opportunities to participate in research during 
medical school training, which may only arise if students choose to 
intercalate.5,6 Therefore, introduction of the Volunteers in Research 
programme had the additional aim of enabling medical students 
to experience clinical research first-hand and to develop skills 
essential for their careers as future doctors.7

Here, we describe medical student recruitment, training and 
deployment as part of the Volunteers in Research programme 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Implementation of this programme 
helped support key UPHR including the International Severe 
Acute Respiratory and emerging Infections Consortium (ISARIC) 
study, RECOVERY trial and ChAdOx1 nCoV-19 vaccine trial.8–11 To 
evaluate this programme, we collected prospective recruitment 
data and undertook a retrospective survey of students invited to 
take part to assess the perceived benefits, motivators and barriers 
to participating, as well as the skills students gained. This aimed to 
generate novel insights for medical education and aid the further 
development of this programme for wider national implementation.

Methods

Volunteers in Research programme

The Volunteers in Research programme began recruitment in mid-
March 2020. An invitation was sent to regional medical schools, 
which was subsequently distributed to undergraduate students 
(Fig 1). Students expressed their interest in volunteering by 
contacting the email address provided. Students then completed 
an online course in good clinical practice (GCP) and provided 
their contact details, curriculum vitae and confirmation of a 
Disclosure and Barring Service check. The principal investigator 
briefed volunteers on their role at the NIHR before volunteers were 
assigned to different hospitals.

Students were allocated to their nearest NHS trust site based on 
their home postcode and formed small teams with supervision 

A
B

ST
R

A
C

T



© Royal College of Physicians 2021. All rights reserved. 183

Supporting COVID-19 research and medical training 

from a local team leader. Students received site-specific training 
from experienced research nurses, completed online training 
and read relevant trial protocols and other study documentation. 
Students were asked to cover a ‘clinical trials assistant’ level role, 
which involved tasks such as data collection, screening suitability 
of participants, sample processing and data entry as well as 
training of new students in their role.11 Prospective data was 
collected on volunteer recruitment and engagement, including a 
weekly survey asking students to log the number of hours worked.

Service evaluation

To evaluate this service, a survey was created using SurveyMonkey 
(SurveyMonkey, Palo Alto, USA) and distributed by email to all 
students who registered interest in the Volunteers in Research 
programme. The survey used branching logic to present students 
with different questions based on the extent of their involvement 
in the programme. The survey explored their perceptions of the 
benefits, motivators and barriers to taking part (supplementary 
material S1). We further explored participants’ previous research 
experience and their opinion about further integration of research 
experience into the medical education curriculum. The survey was 
open from 15 July 2020 to 10 October 2020, during which time 
follow-up emails were sent. This was a service evaluation and as 
such no formal ethical approval was required.

Data analysis and statistics

Data was exported from SurveyMonkey and descriptive and 
summary statistics were calculated using GraphPad Prism v9.0.0.

Results

Volunteers in Research programme

From March to August 2020, 224 students responded to the 
appeal to take part in the Volunteers in Research programme. 
46.0% (103/224) subsequently completed online GCP training 
(Fig 1), 53.4% of whom (55/103) were then allocated to assist 
the delivery of UPHR studies at various hospital sites. Students 
who initially expressed interest but later reported being unable to 
take part in the programme gave a variety of reasons, including 
returning to their family home (39.1%; 50/128), conflicts with 
alternative roles (12.5%; 16/128), examinations or studying 
commitments (7.0%; 9/128), personal circumstances (7.0%; 9/128), 
being ineligible due to the UK Department of Health and Social 
Care guidelines (3.1%; 4/128) or no reason was given (31.3%; 
40/128).

Students played key roles in the support and delivery of the 
ISARIC study, RECOVERY trial and ChAdOx1 nCoV-19 vaccine 
trial.8–10 Students reported volunteering a total of 807.5 hours 
(33.6 hours/week) between March and August 2020, with the 

Fig 1. The recruitment and train-
ing pathway of medical student 
 participants on the Volunteers in Re-
search Programme. DHSC = Department 
of Health and Social Care; GCP = good 
clinical practice; PI = principle investigator.
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highest total of 524.5 hours being in May (131.1 hours/week; 2.4 
hours/week/student).

Volunteers in Research programme survey

To gain insights into medical students’ perceptions of the 
benefits, motivators and barriers to taking part, we distributed a 
survey to students who had registered interest in the Volunteers 
in Research programme. Of those who registered interest, 
38.8% (87/224) responded to the survey. Using branching logic, 
students responded to questions tailored to the extent of their 
involvement in the programme, resulting in a variable total 
answered for each question (supplementary material S1). The 
mean age of respondents was 22.7 years (range 18–37) with 
8.0% (7/87), 28.7% (25/87), 27.6% (24/87), 25.3% (22/87), and 
10.3% (9/87) of the respondents being in academic years 1, 2, 
3, 4 and 5, respectively. Of the respondents, 80.5% (70/87) were 
undergraduate students and 19.5% (17/87) were graduate-entry 
students. The majority (58.6%; 51/87) reported some form of 
prior research experience. Most respondents attended a medical 
school within the West Midlands, with 56.3% (49/87) attending 
the University of Birmingham Medical School, 14.9% (13/87) 
attending Keele University School of Medicine, 13.8% (12/87) 
attending Aston Medical School, 6.9% (6/87) attending Warwick 
Medical School; 8.1% (7/87) were from universities outside of the 
West Midlands (Table 1).

Skill development

Students reported developing various skills during the Volunteers 
in Research programme (Fig 2). 95.0% (19/20) of participants 
reported that they had gained a new understanding of how 
clinical trials are conducted. The majority (90.0%; 18/20) 
reported improving their ability to interpret patient notes, with 
80.0% (16/20) gaining a better understanding of clinical trial 
documentation. Students also reported gaining an understanding 
of COVID-19 disease and therapeutics (70.0%; 14/20), an 
ability to implement multidisciplinary teamworking (70.0%; 
14/20), advanced communication skills (65.0%; 13/20), skills in 
data analysis and critical appraisal (30.0%; 6/20) and further 
understanding of informed consent (30.0%; 6/20).

Motivators and barriers

We sought to identify the motivators and barriers to taking part 
in the Volunteers in Research programme to aid the further 
development of this programme for wider implementation. The 
biggest motivators for students were ‘Contributing to the NHS 
response to COVID-19’, ‘Making a difference during the crisis’ and 
‘Getting hands-on experience of clinical research’, with 90.3% 
(56/62), 88.7% (53/62) and 83.9% (52/62) of the respondents 
reporting that this motivated them to take part ‘A lot’, respectively 
(Fig 3a). Other key motivators reported included ‘Gaining a unique 
insight into the pandemic’, ‘The opportunity to network in the 
research community, ‘Adding to my CV’ and ‘The opportunity to 
explore research as a career’ with 69.4% (43/62), 67.7% (42/62), 
46.8% (29/62) and 45.2% (28/62) of the respondents reporting 
that this motivated them to take part ‘A lot’, respectively.

Reported barriers to participating in the Volunteers in Research 
programme included ‘Not having a way of getting to the site’, 
‘Conflicts with other commitments or university studies’, ‘Moving 

Table 1. Demographics of respondents to the 
Volunteers in Research programme survey

Mean age, years 22.7

Gender (male/female), n (%) 58 (66.7) / 29(33.3)

Ethnicity, n (%)

 White

 South-east Asian

 Chinese

 Black

 Other

34 (39.1)

31 (35.6)

6 (6.9)

5 (5.75)

11 (12.6)

Medical school, n (%)

  University of Birmingham Medical 
School

  Keele University School of Medicine

 Aston Medical School

 Warwick Medical School

 Other

49 (56.3)

13 (14.9)

12 (13.8)

6 (6.9)

7 (8.1)

Undergraduate / graduate entry, n (%) 70 (80.5) /  
17 (19.5)

Year of study, n (%)

 Year 1

 Year 2

 Year 3

 Year 4

 Year 5

7 (8.1)

25 (28.7)

24 (27.6)

22 (25.3)

9 (10.3)

Previous research experience, n (%)

  Within degree (undergraduate/
postgraduate)

 Previous employment

 Intercalation year / elective

  Audit or quality improvement

 Observational or shadowing

 Other

 None

23 (32.9) /  
8 (11.4)

16 (22.9)

8 (11.4) / 0 (0.0)

16 (22.9)

16 (22.9)

5 (7.1)

19 (27.1)

Prior research type, n (%)

 Independent project

 Conference poster

 Lectures or seminars

  Workshops or small group teaching

 Other (please specify)

31 (47.0)

26 (39.4)

43 (65.2)

42 (63.6)

1 (1.5)

home or away from the site’, ‘The risk of being exposed to 
COVID-19’ and ‘Lack of direction and instruction about the role’ 
with 54.5% (36/66), 54.5% (36/66), 47.0% (31/66), 45.5% (30/66) 
and 40.9% (27/66) of the respondents, respectively, reporting that 
they found this to be a barrier ‘A lot’ or ‘Slightly’ (Fig 3b).

Research opportunities in the medical curriculum

We further aimed to understand whether medical students 
believed that the medical curriculum should include greater 
opportunities for students to participate in clinical research; 91.2% 
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(62/68) of respondents agreed that there should (Fig 4a). When 
asked which research formats students would like to see included 
in the medical curriculum: 83.8% (57/68) reported wanting 
‘Independent research projects’; 64.7% (44/68), ‘Shadowing 
opportunities’; 41.2% (28/68), ‘Lectures, seminars and workshops’; 
and 35.3% (24/68) wanting ‘Online training’ (Fig 4b). 73.5% 
(50/68) of respondents reported that they would consider research 
as part of their future career.

Discussion

The Volunteers in Research programme successfully supported 
the delivery of UPHR studies during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
provided hands-on research experience for medical students. Our 
service evaluation identified the important motivators and barriers 
to taking part, insights that will aid the future development of 
this programme. We also highlight that students believe greater 

Fig 2. Medical student perceptions of 
skills gained from volunteering. Select-
ed from a list the skills that they believed 
they had developed on the  Volunteers in 
Research programme, n = 20.
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opportunities to participate in research should be included in the 
medical school curriculum.

Through supporting UPHR studies including ISARIC, RECOVERY 
and ChAdOx1 nCoV-19, the Volunteers in Research programme 
facilitated the rapid characterisation of COVID-19 and 
identification of novel therapeutics and vaccines.8–10 Furthermore, 
the substantial medical student volunteering effort allowed 
the reallocation of experienced staff to patient facing clinical 
roles. Health services have faced numerous pressures during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including staff working longer shifts and 
reporting higher levels of fatigue.12,13 Well-staffed rotas have been 
suggested to decrease stress and improve wellbeing among UK 
doctors during the pandemic, with staff redeployment playing a 
crucial role.12,14

Medical student volunteers reported developing numerous 
skills, transferrable both to future research and clinical practice. 
Students improved their awareness of clinical trial conduct and 
documentation, data analysis skills and critical appraisal skills. 
This aligns with previous studies reporting the development of 
these skills during medical student research electives and research 
intercalation years.15,16 This programme could enable students 
to meet many of General Medical Council (GMC) outcomes for 
graduates, including the ability to critically appraise and apply 
medical research.17,18 In doing so, the Volunteers in Research 
programme may play a key role in enhancing the use of evidence-
based medicine by future doctors.19

The number of full-time equivalent clinical academic staff 
employed by UK medical schools has been steadily decreasing.20 
Furthermore, the recent decision to remove educational 
achievements from the total application score for entry onto 
the UK foundation programme in 2023 could negatively impact 
the motivation of students to seek out research opportunities, 
potentially leading to a further decline.21 Therefore, exposure to 

research through initiatives like this programme will be crucial 
in providing students with direct insights into clinical academic 
careers. Previous research has demonstrated the importance 
of early exposure to clinical trial settings, teaching on research 
methodology and elective research activities in promoting 
research pathways for medical students.22 However, medical 
students have reported limited opportunities to be involved in 
clinical research.5,19,23 Though most respondents in our service 
evaluation reported having prior research experience, this included 
experience of statistics tutorials, systematic review projects and 
lecture material. The vast majority of respondents believed that 
greater opportunities to get involved with clinical research should 
be made available within the medical school curriculum. The 
Volunteers in Research programme may, therefore, be a useful tool 
in providing these opportunities and promoting the future careers 
of clinical academics.

Medical students reported that key motivators for taking part 
in the programme included both supporting the NHS during the 
pandemic and gaining direct experience of clinical research, 
reflecting the dual aims of the programme. Even outside of a 
COVID-19 epidemic, the need for support for medical research 
will continue within an NHS that is increasingly resource limited.24 
Previous studies have reported medical student motivations to 
taking part in research to include publications, presentation of 
findings, understanding research methodology, developing critical 
appraisal skills and pursuing a career in research, motivations 
which agreed with those found within this Volunteers in Research 
programme service evaluation.25 Studies have also highlighted 
the importance of prior experience, an understanding of what 
research entails and confidence in encouraging medical student 
participation in clinical research.15,22 Engaging students through 
the Volunteers in Research programme and communicating the 
support within this role will be key for students taking part in this 
programme and may give them confidence and experience to take 
part in future research.

This programme was fast-tracked by the simultaneous release 
of medical students from their studies and the redeployment of 
clinical researchers to ward-based roles. However, there is potential 
to implement this programme more widely to support both 
COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 research studies and compliment 
medical student training and objectives set out in other parts of 
the curriculum. Nevertheless, there are a number of hurdles to 
overcome. In comparison with motivators, the barriers that medical 
students reported were more varied, with few students reporting 
that any single barrier influenced their decision ‘A lot’. Moving 
back home for lockdown was cited as a barrier to participating. 
Though this will be less relevant outside of a COVID-19 lockdown, 
it could be a consideration in between academic terms. Similarly, 
the requirement for student transport to research sites should 
be reflected on. The need for high levels of supervision in clinical 
research could limit how many clinical research places will be 
made available to students. However, this and the lack of direction 
about the role could be overcome by formally incorporating 
the programme into the curriculum, and ensuring effective 
instruction, support, training and communication; this will likely be 
less challenging outside of the unprecedented environment of a 
COVID-19 epidemic. Other barriers to engagement will inevitably 
persist, including conflicts with other commitments, especially 
when trying to implement this programme as part of an already 
busy medical education curriculum.

Fig 4. Medical student opinions about research experience in the medi-
cal curriculum. a) Should greater research opportunities should be included 
in the medical school curriculum, n = 68. b) Which of the formats of research 
experience opportunities would they prefer, n = 68.

Yes, 91.2%
No, 2.9%
Unsure, 5.9%

Independent projects, 37.3%
Online training, 15.7%
Shadowing, 28.8%
Lectures, seminars or 
workshops, 18.3%

a

b



© Royal College of Physicians 2021. All rights reserved. 187

Supporting COVID-19 research and medical training 

A significant number of total hours were volunteered during the 
programme and, due to the low response rate of weekly working 
timesheet questionnaires, this is likely an underestimate. However, 
over the whole period, only a relatively small number of hours were 
worked on average each week per student, which was sufficient 
to support the research studies and medical student education in 
parallel. It seems feasible, therefore, that spending relatively little 
time embedded within clinical research teams would be enough to 
confer many of the benefits found within the service evaluation.

The Volunteers in Research programme successfully recruited 
a motivated, self-selected group of students from all academic 
years who demonstrated commitment to delivering high quality 
research objectives. This reflects the self-selected group of doctors 
who choose to pursue a career in clinical academia. However, this 
group may not be representative of the wider medical student 
cohort, which is an important consideration when reflecting on the 
generalisability of this approach. A disproportionate number of 
graduate-entry medical students volunteered within this programme, 
reflecting the reported increased frequency of graduate-entry 
students undertaking research roles in their future careers.26 Further 
research to characterise the opinions of a non-self-selected group 
of medical students would be beneficial. A proportion of students 
may not want to engage in such a programme, and voluntary 
participation may therefore be the best approach.

Our service evaluation, like all service evaluations, has 
its limitations. Our survey used preselected statements for 
participants to consider. These were chosen through development 
with a focus group of students and an additional text box was 
provided for students to provide further opinions. However, 
further evaluation could use a wider qualitative approach to 
uncover additional insights. The survey was sent to all participants 
who showed an interest in the programme and only 36.1% of 
participants responded. However, this is a similar response rate to 
that of other service evaluations.27

Conclusion

We have successfully implemented a medical student Volunteers 
in Research programme to support clinical research during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This helped with the rapid characterisation 
of COVID-19 hospitalisations and the development of novel 
therapeutics and vaccines. Students who took part gained 
numerous transferrable skills and found the experience helped 
to inform future career options. Through performing a service 
evaluation, we have gained insights into the benefits of this 
programme and motivators and barriers for students taking part, 
which can be used to support wider implementation of similar 
programmes and improve medical education. ■

Supplementary material

Additional supplementary material may be found in the online 
version of this article at www.rcpjournals.org/clinmedicine:
S1 – Questionnaire for Volunteers in Research service evaluation.
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