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How to support researchers in the primary care setting?

In the Nordic countries, most patient encounters take 
place in the primary care setting and the Nordic wel-
fare model – public health care for all – relies on a 
strong primary care [1,2]. In 2021, the European General 
Practice Research Network published a research strat-
egy for general practice in Europe aiming to promote 
high-quality research within general practice and fam-
ily medicine [3]. However, frontline workers in public 
health care might face barriers to conduct research, 
such as limited time, lack of funding, or inadequate 
research infrastructure [4]. In Finland, only 7% of gen-
eral practitioners hold a doctoral degree, compared to 
32% of physicians in other specialties [5]. Thus, the rel-
ative absence of a research culture or peers involved 
in academic work can make it more challenging to see 
research as a viable possibility.

The University of Helsinki in the Southern Finland 
collaborative area, Finland, has since 2002 hosted a 
multidisciplinary research network called the Academic 
Health Center. Situated at the Department of General 
Practice and Primary Health Care, the network provides 
education and peer support for doctoral students 
employed in specific wellbeing counties in the hospital 
area. The main aim of the research network is to pro-
mote scientific research in primary health care and to 
support the development and implementation of 
research-based practices in public primary care services.

Initially, the Academic Health Center was simply a 
collaboration between the University of Helsinki and 
four primary health care centers in the nearby region. 
Today, there are official contracts between the univer-
sity and six wellbeing services counties, and by the 
end of this year all wellbeing services counties in  
the Southern Finland collaborative area (including the 
independent City of Helsinki) will be part of the 
research network and able to apply for research seats. 
This area covers over 40% of Finland’s total population, 
approximately 2.2 million residents, meaning the 
Academic Health Center will reach a substantial por-
tion of primary care researchers.

Over the years, over 40 doctoral students have par-
ticipated in the Academic Health Center. Eighteen have 
defended their thesis since the first dissertation in 

2011, with two or three dissertations completed annu-
ally in recent years. Altogether, doctoral students and 
alumni from the Academic Health Center have pub-
lished over 200 original research articles. All research-
ers must hold a healthcare degree and be employed 
at public primary health care facilities in the area. 
Researchers come from a variety of fields – including, 
but not limited to, dentistry, medicine, speech therapy, 
nutrition science and health care – and have explored 
a wide range of research topics. These range from car-
diometabolic health in former athletes and alcohol use 
among the elderly to oral health in patients with rheu-
matoid arthritis and nutrition in long-term care resi-
dents. While most researchers are general practitioners, 
there is a strong commitment to representing the full 
spectrum of primary care expertise.

The educational activities are overseen by a director 
and two coordinators, all active researchers and PhD 
supervisors, with a keen interest in pedagogy and 
advancing primary health care. The curriculum features 
10 full-day seminars a year, addressing specific requests 
from doctoral students on topics such as academic 
writing, presentations, statistical methods and carrier 
planning, based on requests from doctoral students. 
By involving students in seminar planning, the pro-
gram aims to provide customized, relevant content to 
support their doctoral journey. The seminars empha-
size interactivity, hands-on activities, and peer review  
tasks.

A key strength of the Academic Health Center is 
that it unites individual doctoral students from primary 
care settings, who are often doing research on their 
own and miss the support of the larger research 
group. Peer support is known to positively impact 
learning outcomes and to increase both skills and sat-
isfaction of conducting research [6,7]. The importance 
of peer support is also frequently noted in the feed-
back, as peer support and discussions are consistently 
mentioned as the most important aspects of the 
Academic Health Center.

Organizing and supporting doctoral students in pri-
mary health care has its challenges. Sufficient agree-
ments between the different organizations are needed 
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to ensure equal rights for all doctoral students. For 
example, leaves of duty for personal reasons or educa-
tion might affect the possibility to attend the semi-
nars, which can cause insecurity among researchers. 
Additionally, as all researchers are employed by the 
wellbeing services counties, economic strain and heavy 
workloads can sometimes leave students feeling 
unable to utilize their designated research days.

What began as a small-scale and informal research 
support group has evolved into a program offering 
more participatory and goal-oriented activities, with a 
strong focus on publishing internationally. In the future, 
the Academic Health Center seeks out its opportunities 
to expand nationally and to look for Nordic and inter-
national collaborations for synergistic benefits. There is 
a similar research network in the nearby Inland Finland 
collaborative area, and in 2015 an initiative for a national 
primary care research network in Norway, both pre-
sented in previous editorials in this journal [8,9]. We 
believe, that by sharing knowledge and experiences 
with colleagues and organizations alike, we can together 
reach the new standard of primary care research.
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