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Status of Scholarly Productivity among Nursing Academics in Malawi

Although clinical and community 
services, teaching, and supervision 
of students is valued in academic 
nursing, promotion of faculty is 
mainly driven by publications in 
peer-reviewed journals (1,2). Kit-
son (3) has reported on the four 
essential elements of university 
education: a) enabling students 
to acquire skills and knowledge 
in preparation for the job market, 
b) equipping students with prob-
lem-solving skills, c) generation of 
new knowledge for the benefit of 
the (nursing) profession and the 
wider community, and d) trans-
mission and preservation of soci-
ety’s values. There is, however, not 
always consensus on how to bal-
ance the importance of teaching, 
nursing practice, and publications 
for tenure and promotion (4).

According to Kitson (3), 
nursing scholarship has diverse 
roles or benefits and not just the 

generation of new knowledge 
and facilitating that the research-
er-nurse-teacher climbs the aca-
demic ladder. Research also al-
lows the researcher to recognize 
the past through the research-
ers’ acknowledgment of exist-
ing knowledge. This recognition 
leads to reflection, synthesis, and 
identification of gaps in knowl-
edge through critical appraisal of 
the literature. The research pro-
cess itself is important for nurs-
ing as a profession since it allows 
for opportunity to think logi-
cally, communicate effectively 
with editors, reviewers, and read-
ers, and therefore sharpens ar-
gumentation leaving little room 
for arrogance and protection-
ist impressions. Researchers de-
velop attributes in working sys-
tematically, dealing with conflict, 
truthfulness, and transparency in 
origins of ideas or concepts. Re-

search experience provides evi-
dence that knowledge evolves 
over time. Meleis (5) has argued 
that “best practices in nursing are 
developed through rigorous re-
search conducted by nurse scien-
tist.” The faculty members who 
publish benefit from the peer-re-
view process in that their research 
findings and ideas are presented 
to the clinical services and aca-
demic world for scrutiny.

Nurse scholarly productivity is 
not uniformly distributed across 
the world. Yonge et al (6) have re-
ported that out of 1286 articles 
on nursing education research in 
“major journals” published be-
tween 1991 and 2000, 90% of the 
articles were from North America 
and Europe. Gill (7) reported that 
nursing research and publications 
were poorly developed in the UK 
and lagged behind other universi-
ty disciplines.
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The challenges facing nurs-
ing community in the develop-
ing world, which are often re-
ported in the literature, are the 
lack of adequate supplies and 
equipment to ensure delivery of 
safe health services; shortage of 
nurses, exacerbated by the mi-
gration from the developing to 
developed nations; and low re-
muneration. Not much atten-
tion has been paid to under-
standing the difficulties in career 
progression in academics.

Some authors have suggested 
that the dearth in scholarly pro-
ductivity is due to lack of nurses 
trained to doctoral level. For in-
stance, Holston et al (8) report-
ed that “a rarity of nurses con-
ducting research already exists, 
since only 0.6% of the 2.2 mil-
lion employed registered nurs-
es in the US have a doctoral de-
gree in nursing or related field.” 
While doctoral programs gener-
ally emphasize scholarship more 
than any other (non-doctoral) 
programs, it seems rather a too 
general statement to imply that 
other levels of nursing profession 
outside of the doctorate holders 
cannot advance scholarship.

Meleis and Dracup (9), in 
arguing against the Doctor-
ate of Nursing Practice (DNP) 
programs being proposed in the 
United States, stated that the 
Master of Nursing degree al-
ready gears nurses in inquiry and 
practice; so there is no need for 
the introduction of the doctor-
ate program. Magyary et al (10), 

however, reported that the DNP 
of the University of Washington 
promotes nursing inquiry and 
scholarship. What this clearly 
shows is that the same program 
at different institutions may pre-
pare graduates differently for re-
search. Although comparisons 
between MSc and PhD faculty 
may not be appropriate, it may 
still be informative to have in-
sights as to whether attainment 
of a PhD degree provides impe-
tus for research.

The limited recent publica-
tions on the health professions 
in Malawi have concentrated 
on health professional migra-
tion (11-14) and the training of 
physicians. Articles on clinical 
aspects of nursing practice and 
nurse education are lacking.

For the purpose of this es-
says, I analyzed the number of 
scholarly publications by faculty 
at the Kamuzu College of Nurs-
ing indexed in selected databases 
to assess whether socio-demo-
graphic characteristics could be 
associated with scholarly pro-
ductivity in Malawi. The Ka-
muzu College of Nursing was 
established in 1979 as a constit-
uent college of the University of 
Malawi. Prior to this time, train-
ing of registered nurses was be-
ing conducted at the National 
School of Nursing of the Min-
istry of Health (15). The Kamu-
zu College of Nursing has two 
campuses, 300 km apart, and 
the student enrolment of about 
250. My analysis had the follow-

ing objectives: a) to quantify the 
number of publications from 
Kamuzu College of  Nursing 
faculty since opening of the in-
stitutions in 1979 to mid 2006 
indexed in selected databases; b) 
explore the academic environ-
ment of the Kamuzu College of 
Nursing in as far as it may be rel-
evant to scholarly productivity.

Three databases – Medline/
PubMed, Psychinfo, and Web 
of Science, were searched be-
tween July and September 2006 
to identify papers authored by 
the members of Kamuzu Col-
lege of Nursing faculty. The 
names of all faculty members at 
the Kamuzu College of Nursing 
as of March 2005 were obtained 
from the Registrar’s office. Da-
tabase search was performed for 
each name on the list. Another 
search was carried out using the 
terms “Kamuzu” and “College 
and Nursing.” Only five articles 
were retrieved using this second 
search criterion and were already 
retrieved by the name searches. 
The year of publication for each 
article and the presence of one 
or more authors from the Ka-
muzu College of Nursing were 
identified and recorded. Records 
of publications were then aggre-
gated to produce publications 
by departments within the nurs-
ing school.

For the members of the Ka-
muzu College of Nursing facul-
ty, their academic position (as-
sistant lecturer, lecturer, senior 
lecturer, and professor), high-
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est academic qualifications, and 
whether they had qualifications 
in nursing were recorded. The 
limitation of database search 
may have been incorrect spelling 
of names of authors in journals 
or in the databases, which could 
result in under-counting of the 
number of articles published un-
der one’s name.

In 2005, there were 57 fac-
ulty members – 1 associate pro-
fessor, 9 (15.8%) senior lectur-
ers, 27 (47.3%) lecturers, and 21 
(36.8%) assistant lecturers. This 
means that 84.1% of the facul-
ty was at the lecturer level or be-
low. There were 12 men and 45 
women. Fourty-eight (84.2%) 
of the faculty amounted to reg-
istered nurses. Of the 5 teaching 
departments, only one was head-
ed by a senior lecturer, while the 
rest were headed by lecturer lev-
el faculty (Table 1 and Table 2).

Fifty-seven faculty members 
of the Kamuzu College of  Nurs-
ing, University of Malawi had 
a total of 42 articles indexed in 
the Medline/PubMed, Pyschin-
fo, or Web of Science, translat-
ing into 1.4 faculty members per 
article. The situation is much 
worse when one considers that 
16 of those articles were associ-
ated with only two individuals. 
Some of the articles were also 
published as early as 1988, sug-
gesting that scholarly publica-
tion output per year had been 
extremely low.

The fact that about a third 
(33.3%) of the teaching staff 
had no graduate qualifications is 
of particular importance. There 
may be no immediate or medi-
um term incentives to publish. 
With no graduate qualification, 
a teacher at the University of 
Malawi can be appointed either 
as associate or assistant lecturer. 
Because nursing is an advanced 
professional degree compared 
to other first degrees in Malawi, 
nurses are appointed as assistant 
lecturers ie, one step behind a 
lecturer. However, they cannot 
be promoted only based on pub-
lications, but require a graduate 
degree.

Although my investigation 
was not aimed at identifying 
the causes of this low scholar-
ly output, several factors can be 
suggested. These include: high 
teaching loads (16), gender dis-
tribution of faculty members 
with the majority being women 

which may require a different 
approach to enhance academ-
ic productivity, lack of gradu-
ate study opportunities, lack 
of competition against anoth-
er nursing school offering de-
gree courses in nursing, lack of 
research funding, and no role 
models.

At the end of July 2006, 
there were 27 African journals 
indexed in Medline/PubMed, 
and only Curationis, published 
by the South African Nursing 
Association, is a nursing jour-
nal (17). This is an indication 
that African journals that re-
port nursing research may find 
it difficult to be indexed in in-
ternational databases. As publi-
cation in an international jour-
nal often requires that the topic 
of the article is of interest to a 
wider audience at a global level, 
it is possible that research out-
put from Kamuzu College of 
Nursing nurse faculty may not 
be acceptable to an internation-
al audience. However, this does 
not seem plausible as there is no 
nursing journal in the country.

In Malawi, there is a single 
medical journal, the Malawi 
Medical Journal, published by 
the Medical Association of Ma-
lawi and the College of Medi-
cine. However, this journal rare-
ly publishes nursing articles and 
articles from Kamuzu College 
of  Nursing.

Balancing family responsi-
bilities and academic life may be 
particularly difficult for female 

Table 1. Academic qualifications of faculty members at the Ka-
muzu College of Nursing, 2005

Academic level
 
Department

philosophy 
doctors

 
masters

 
bachelors Total

Basic Studies 1   7   1 11
Community and mental health 0   7   2   9
Maternal and child health 2   8   5 15
Medical/surgical 1   8   7 16
Clinical 0   2   5   7
Total 5 32 20 57

Table 2. Published papers by department and the last year of 
publication at Kamuzu College of Nursing from 1979 to 2005

Department
Number of 

publications*
Last year of 
publication

Basic studies 13 2004
Community and mental health   1 2006
Maternal and child health 16 2006
Medical/surgical   7 2004
Clinical   5 2004
*These papers were associated with just 20 faculty members. Twelve (30.8%) articles 
were associated with the faculty who had no nursing qualification.
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academicians. Jagsi et al (18) re-
ported that, although there have 
been an increased number of fe-
male academicians in the field of 
medicine in the United States, 
women still remained a minority 
of authors in prominent medical 
journals.

It is possible that the lim-
ited scholarly achievements at 
the Kamuzu College of  Nurs-
ing may be a refection of this sit-
uation. However, this may not 
be the whole story as if gender 
was the main reason, male coun-
terparts would have published 
more. There is a need to identi-
fy the underlying reasons why it 
is difficult for academic staff at 
the Kamuzu College of Nursing 
to engage in research and publi-
cations.

Yonge et al (6) reported that 
out of 1286 articles on nursing 
education research that they re-
viewed, about 80% were not 
funded. As a country, Malawi 
does not devote much financial 
resources for research. This may 
be understandable since it is one 
of the ten poorest countries in 
the world. There are other imme-
diate pressing needs that deserve 
attention. This is ironic because 
a country like Malawi, with its 
huge burden of disease and pov-
erty, is perhaps most in need for 
research which would lead the 
interventions for change.

Most of the funded health re-
search in Malawi is from foreign 
sources. This is where collabora-
tion between junior and upcom-

ing researchers may be valuable 
for nurse academics in Malawi. 
While the research dollar is im-
portant, much research can be 
conducted with minimal local 
funding. All nurse students at 
an institution must conduct re-
search as a requirement for grad-
uation. Using the institution’s 
name to search for publications, 
one fails to identify any article 
that has been published by stu-
dents. However, the College of 
Medicine in Malawi is known 
for such student-faculty projects 
that have been published in in-
dexed journal (19).

Some studies have identified 
mentoring as an important fa-
cilitator to academic growth and 
scholarly productivity (20,21). 
Turnbull and Roberts (22), how-
ever, report that equivocal find-
ings have been obtained on the 
issue as to whether mentoring is 
beneficial to scholarly produc-
tive. These authors also identi-
fied that the burden of teaching, 
administrative duties, and an en-
vironment that does not support 
mentoring were identified as dis-
incentives.

The attributes of mentors 
who may facilitate academic 
growth of junior faculty have 
been a matter of interesting de-
bate. Leslie et al (21) reported 
that mentors were perceived to 
be more effective when they were 
paired to junior faculty of simi-
lar gender. A study by Jackson et 
al (20), however, reported that 
having mentors of similar gen-

der or race were not perceived 
as beneficial. They reported that 
“having the right chemistry” be-
tween the mentor and junior 
faculty was seen as more impor-
tant than similarities in gender 
or race.

Most health-related publi-
cations are in English. For most 
people in Malawi, English is a 
second language. Rassool (23) 
from Brazil suggested that the 
challenge to master the English 
language was an impediment 
to getting published. In Mala-
wi, however, instruction in sec-
ondary and tertiary education is 
done in English. English is also 
one of the two official languag-
es of communication. Wheth-
er and to what extent problems 
with English may contribute to 
low scholarly output in Malawi 
deserve further study.

The low scholarly output is a 
vicious circle since without pub-
lications it is unlikely for a fac-
ulty to obtain research grants as 
principal investigators. Lack of 
research grants may consequent-
ly mean lack of original research 
worth publication.

Segrott et al (24) have sug-
gested that capacity building in 
research should take cognizance 
of the context, especially the in-
frastructural and political envi-
ronment of the nursing school. 
Similarly, Closs (16) reported 
that, at least in the UK, the ex-
pectations and contributions 
by the National Health Services 
(NHS), the education consor-
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tia, and the training institution 
have in some cases been an im-
pediment toward conducting 
research among nurse academi-
cians.

Tahan (25) argues that all 
nurses, and not just academ-
ics, owe their contribution to 
the advance of the profession 
through scholarly inquiry and 
not just through organized re-
search and publications. For the 
academic nurse just like in any 
other field, not to publish is a 
recipe for difficult times within 
the academic circles.

In a study on dentists who 
had joined the academia in the 
United States within 4 years af-
ter graduation, Schenkein and 
Best (26) reported that many 
were attracted to academic ca-
reer through interest in re-
search. What are the attractions 
to faculty at Kamuzu College of 
Nursing? Do other attractions 
rank superior as compared to 
research and publications? If re-
search was among the attraction, 
what job satisfaction do they get 
since there is certainly dearth 
in research publications? These 
questions deserve study.

For a long time, the Kamu-
zu College of  Nursing was the 
only college in Malawi offering 
a degree course in nursing. This 
may have to an extent provided 
no possibility of competition. 
Muula (12) has argued else-
where that sometimes, having 
more than one institution offer-
ing the same courses in the same 

country may be a good thing as 
there is possibility of “healthy” 
competition. Currently, another 
institution in Malawi has started 
offering degree courses in nurs-
ing. To what extent this may fa-
cilitate healthy competition so 
as to encourage scholarship re-
mains to be seen.

The Kamuzu College of 
Nursing faculty has a large num-
ber of staff with a lower academ-
ics degree, especially assistant lec-
turers. In order to be appointed 
to a substantive position with-
in the University of Malawi, 
one needs to hold at least a mas-
ters’ degree. There are no mas-
ter degree courses in Nursing at 
the Kamuzu College of Nurs-
ing and so all holders of masters 
degree in nursing have previ-
ously obtained the qualification 
abroad. The Kamuzu College of 
Nursing has plans to start a mas-
ter’s degree course in 2007. The 
scholarly aspect of its faculty will 
certainly require attention for 
the masters’ program to stand 
on sound academic footing. If 
we compare Kamuzu College of 
Nursing with Thailand, Kamuzu 
College of  Nursing’s faculty doc-
torate:masters:bachelors ratio is 
1:6.4:4 compared with 1:9.2:2.2. 
in Thailand. Thailand also pro-
duces 50 nurse doctorates each 
year from 6 programs, while the 
Kamuzu College of  Nursing has 
no such program (27). The pop-
ulation of Thailand is about 60 
million, compared with 12 mil-
lion for Malawi.

In conclusion, faculty mem-
bers at the Kamuzu College of 
Nursing have low scholarly pro-
ductivity. There is need to ex-
plore the reasons behind this 
state of affairs so as to design 
programs that can assist in im-
proving faculty’s scholarly pro-
ductivity.
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