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A surgeon fresh from the operating room, hastily dons a
lab coat and enters the lab to conduct cell cultures. Such
dual-identity work scenarios are gradually emerging
within China’s top-tier medical institutions. Physician-
scientists, hybrid professionals who straddles the realms
of clinical care and biomedical research, has been hailed
as a linchpin of medical progress. However, their career
trajectories continue to confront profound systemic
challenges.

The development of physician-scientists in China
remains in its nascent stages. Although the initial objec-
tive of the eight-year medical training program was to
cultivate such dual-competency professionals, over a
decade of implementation has resulted in unsatisfactory
outcomes [1, 2]. Systemic obstacles including promo-
tion criteria prioritizing clinical productivity, excessive
clinical workloads, and hospital performance evalua-
tions focused on outpatient visits and surgical volumes,
have made the nurturing of physician-scientists a daunt-
ing challenge. Moreover, the current research assessment
metrics and criteria for clinical professionals in China
have contributed to a widespread emphasis on short-
term goals within scientific investigation. (Fig. 1)
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Academic institutions have endeavored to enhance
training methods through interdisciplinary initiatives in
recent years, such as “Clinical Medicine + X” programs,
the creation of “clinician-investigator” roles, and dual
mentorship systems involving both clinical and research
mentors. Concurrently, the National Natural Science
Foundation of China has increased funding support
for clinician-led research. In addition, we are eager to
observe the implementation outcomes of the 4 +4 medi-
cal training model within China’s healthcare education
framework from an academic perspective [3]. While
these reforms demonstrate continued development in
policy design and innovation in educational models, cre-
ating a sustainable framework that fits China’s distinct
healthcare ecosystem is still challenging.

The extensive patient population in China produces a
plethora of clinically significant inquiries. Nevertheless,
substantial clinical experience runs the risk of regress-
ing into monotonous procedural work without thorough
scientific investigation. On the contrary, fundamental
research that is not directly relevant to clinical applica-
tions finds it difficult to have a translatable impact.

The global decrease in the number of physician-sci-
entists exacerbates these challenges, despite the various
solutions that have been suggested to tackle this issue [4,
5]. Moreover, rapid technological progressions, such as
artificial intelligence, multi-omics integration, and regu-
latory science, require proficiency in emerging interdis-
ciplinary fields, significantly increasing the complexity of
training requirements.

The aforementioned situation significantly hinders the
development of translational medicine. It is imperative
for policymakers and institutional leaders to recognize
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Fig. 1 The current situation of physician-scientists in China

that the advancement of medicine is not about selecting
between the microscope and the stethoscope, but about
enabling those who are proficient in utilizing both tools.
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