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Introduction

Professionals, including physicians, dentists, and lawyers, have earned a special place in 

society. They are characterized by a high level of education, devotion to selflessness 

and service, responsibility for self-governance, and adherence to a code of professional 

conduct.(1) Dentists are governed by the ADA Principles of Ethics and Code of Conduct 

which incorporates 5 fundamental principles to form its foundation: patient autonomy, 

nonmaleficence, beneficence, justice and veracity.(2) Within the Code, nonmaleficence 

focuses on obligations of the provider: credentials, expertise, supervision of auxiliary staff, 

and fitness to perform, while beneficence speaks to a dentist’s obligation to individual 

patients, the public, and the profession. In a world of increasing misinformation and 

conflicting narratives often presented via social media without sound evidence, advancement 

of scientifically directed care is paramount. Continuing to study, apply and advance 

scientific knowledge is of critical importance. While explicitly stated in the AMA Code 

of Professional Conduct for physicians(3), it is only implied as part of the ADA code for 

dentists. Together principles of nonmaleficence and beneficence call for dental professionals 

to advance dental knowledge and skills for the greater good, improving the well-being of 

patients and the community. Dental schools and academic health centers have an obligation 
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to not only conduct and lead oral health research but also ignite the passion of inquiry within 

their communities, contributing to the new workforce of research-minded clinicians.

Importance of Research

Today advances in biomedical sciences are expanding exponentially with science and 

knowledge evolving from basic science to practice-based research. Figure 1 illustrates 

the different types of research required to advance the health and well-being of our 

patients.(4–7) First, a strong foundation in biology, materials, information, social science 

is required, without which new interventions and therapies could not be developed.(8) 

Second, translational research is required to evaluate the clinical potential, bringing new 

knowledge from research labs into the clinical environment.(9,10) Third, clinical research 

is essential to determine the efficacy or impact of new therapies and interventions through 

rigorously conducted clinical trials. Lastly, practice-based research is necessary to determine 

pragmatically if the promise of these new therapies and interventions hold up in the real-

world practice environment and in the case of dental products, unsupervised use.(11) Hence, 

practice-based clinicians have significant opportunities to contribute with each clinician able 

to decide upon their desired level of involvement. In addition, knowledge gained in the 

research process can lead to new ideas that will initiate scientific improvements in dental 

care.

Why Practice Based Research

The Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality defines practice-based research as research 

involving practicing clinicians in asking and answering clinical and organizational questions 

about health care.(7) Networks, such as the NIH/NIDCR supported National Dental Practice 

Based Research Network (PBRN), have been established to increase collaborations for 

conducting pragmatic research within the dental setting.(12,13,14) PBRNs have the potential 

to engage clinicians in research activities as part of daily practice thereby fostering an 

evidence-based culture. (15) To ensure patient safety and privacy, research undertaken 

by PBRNs undergo humans subjects protection review by an Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) contracted through the PBRN. Informed consents which PBRN investigators are 

required to obtain from their patients are also reviewed by the IRB to ensure benefits and 

risks are properly disclosed. Today, PBRNs are also viewed as places of learning, where 

clinicians, patients and academic researchers collaborate in the search for answers that 

lead to improved care.(16−19) Compensation is often available to both office and patient 

participants for time and effort.

Practice-based research is conducted in community-based and private practice environments, 

as well as academic health centers. Patients are recruited to participate in studies by 

physicians or dentists while engaged in everyday clinical practice. These physicians and 

dentists are “citizen-practitioner-scientists” who are passionate about providing the best 

evidence-based care to their patients while helping to advance knowledge and research in the 

field. Community-based and private practice-based environments are ideal for conducting 

pragmatic effectiveness studies, studies which determine outcomes of new treatments or 

procedures in “real-world” clinical settings.(18) Practice-based studies are therefore able to 
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determine whether the benefits identified in strictly controlled clinical trials translate into 

today’s clinical practice. Research conducted in PBRNs benefits from the diversity of the 

providers, geography, and patients at these sites (20) with outcomes impacting practice.(21) 

As dental schools are major providers of treatment, particularly to underserved members of 

the population, dental schools are an ideal setting to conduct practice-based research, with 

an additional benefit of exposing students to the excitement of conducting practice-based 

research.

A Bright Future

It is exciting to see the interest the next generation of dental professionals have in 

participating in practice-based research. This enthusiasm is reflected in survey data collected 

at a dental school to assess student interest in learning about practice-based research. In a 

recent study conducted in a US dental school, 168 predoctoral and 52 postgraduate dental 

students/residents responded. Results include 72.0% of predoctoral students and 71.2% of 

postgraduate students/residents indicating interest in engaging in practice-based research 

while in school, 83.9% of predoctoral students and 51.9% of postgraduate students/residents 

in earning a micro-credential in practice-based research and 54.2% of predoctoral and 44.2% 

of postgraduate students/residents in earning a master’s degree in translational or clinical 

research. This level of interest suggest that students will readily embrace opportunities to 

enhance research knowledge and skills, which they can carry throughout their careers. As 

the vast majority of dental graduates engage in community, corporate or private practice 

after graduation, preparing graduates for practice-based research needs to become a priority. 

The recently announced Practice-Based Research Integrating Multidisciplinary Experiences 

in Dental Schools (PRIMED) can make this priority a reality. (22) For dental professionals 

already in practice, continuing education programs and study clubs can be created to 

enhance research competence. (23)

Conclusion:

As oral health professionals, we have an ethical obligation to further dental research. By 

participating in practice-based research, whether through a PBRN or a university sponsored 

practice-based study, dentists can fulfill their responsibility to advance dental knowledge 

dentistry and improve the health and well-being of patients and the community.
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Figure 1: Advancing Oral Health through Research.
Oral health research is a continuum consisting of basic, translational, clinical, and practice-

based research. While there is overlap between the different classifications, all are required 

and contribute to advances in oral health.

Feldman et al. Page 6

J Am Dent Assoc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 November 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript


	Introduction
	Importance of Research
	Why Practice Based Research
	A Bright Future
	Conclusion:
	References
	Figure 1:

