
Research Article
Research Help-Seeking in Residents of Ophthalmology in
Mashhad University of Medical Sciences: A Cross-Sectional Study

Hasan Gholami ,1 Seyed Masoud Hosseini ,1 Talieh Saeidi Rezvani ,2

Ghodsieh Zamani ,3 and Mojtaba Abrishami 3

1Department of Medical Education, Faculty of Medicine, Mashhad University of Medical Sciences, Mashhad, Iran
2Department of Education and Psychology, Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran
3Eye Research Center, Mashhad University of Medical Sciences, Mashhad, Iran

Correspondence should be addressed to Mojtaba Abrishami; mojtaba_abrishami@yahoo.com

Received 17 October 2021; Revised 31 December 2021; Accepted 4 January 2022; Published 17 January 2022

Academic Editor: Ehsan Namaziandost

Copyright © 2022 Hasan Gholami et al. -is is an open access article distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is
properly cited.

Background and Objectives. Considering the undeniable role of the help-seeking strategy in learning research skills, this study
aimed to examine the situation of research help-seeking among ophthalmology residents of Mashhad University of Medical
Sciences (MUMS), Mashhad, Iran. Materials and Methods. -is descriptive cross-sectional study was performed on all oph-
thalmology residents of MUMS (n� 46). A validated research help-seeking scale was used to collect the required data. -e scale
consisted of 29 items and assessed the three dimensions of avoidance of help-seeking, adaptive help-seeking, and perceived benefit
of help-seeking. -e answers were scored based on a six-point Likert scale. Results. In total, 41 residents who responded to the
electronic version of the research help-seeking scale were selected through convenience sampling. In the axes of help-seeking
avoidance and perceived benefit of help-seeking, indexes were in the upper-middle level, while in the adaptive help-seeking axis, it
was in the lower-middle level. Based on the results, gender and academic year of residency had no effect on research help-seeking
aspects in the participants. However, age had a positive and significant correlation with the perceived benefit of help-seeking.
Conclusion. Research help-seeking in residents of ophthalmology of MUMS in all three axes was around the middle level, and it is
recommended that university officials and professors encourage residents use adaptive help-seeking strategy during their
residency to improve their research skills.

1. Introduction

-e medical education system is one of the most important
subsectors in the higher education systemof any country. In this
sector, appropriate research in accordance with the needs of
society is very significant due to its effective role in identifying
educational, research, and health problems as well as mainte-
nance of public health [1]. In other words, providing infor-
mation, guiding projects, implementing programs and policies
related to health, and researching in the field of health and
medicine play important roles in the promotion of community
health and lead to the evolution of health systems [2].

Accordingly, one of the main goals of the medical ed-
ucation program is to train students as qualified researchers

who have acquired the knowledge and skills needed for the
conduction of research and publication of research results in
a specific field of study [3, 4]. However, many medical
students are less inclined to perform clinical research and
have poor basic knowledge and skills to conduct research
[5–8].

-e help-seeking strategy helps the researcher to use the
skills required in each of the steps of research in a desirable
way [9]. Help-seeking is a reflection of the theory of learning
of Vygotsky and self-regulated learning theory. In his theory
of learning, Vygotsky introduces the zone of proximal de-
velopment, which refers to those activities that are above the
current knowledge and skills of the learner. In this theory,
learners should be trained to acquire skills and solve
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problems with the help of others [10]. According to self-
regulated learning theory, one of the characteristics of a self-
regulated learner is how to use others as a source to resolve
their ambiguities and problems [11].

Research help-seeking is considered a strategy to overcome
research barriers; in the face of difficult problems that cannot be
solved while researching, the researcher uses all significant
elements of this strategy to conduct the research effectively [12].

Research has shown the importance of the application of
research help seeking in the field of research, including
Beisler and Medaille study who have shown that students
who seek appropriate help from others in doing research
assignments have better research and writing habits, and use
this strategy with a special conscience; Prodigal students, on
the other hand, do not spend enough time getting help [13].
Colvin’s study also showed that the attitude towards helping
has a positive and significant relationship with self-efficacy
and progress in the dissertation [14]. Mbato and Cendra
state that encouraging and supporting students and com-
bining research activities with medical students’ educational
activities play an important role in filling the gap between
research physicians and affect the development of knowl-
edge and research [15].

Other research in this area shows that help-seeking is an
effective strategy for acquiring knowledge and learning re-
search skills and, as a self-monitoring strategy, is closely
related to academic success and achievement of scientific
and research objectives [13–16].

Regarding the factors affecting help-seeking, the results
of some studies indicate that demographic characteristics,
such as age, gender, level of education, and field of study
influence help-seeking [17, 18]. However, based on the re-
sults of some other studies, demographic factors do not affect
it [19, 20]. Although help-seeking plays an important role in
the promotion of research and professional skills of medical
students, there are no studies about the status of research
help-seeking in the community of residents. Moreover, the
existing data regarding the effect of demographic factors on
help-seeking are contradictory in the reviewed literature.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the status
of research help-seeking in a group of specialty training
students, ophthalmic residents of Mashhad University of
Medical Sciences (MUMS), Mashhad, Iran.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Participants. -e statistical population of this
descriptive survey study research was all ophthalmic resi-
dents of MUMS (n� 46) who were studying in the first
semester of the academic year 2020-2021. -e sample size
was determined by Krejcie and Morgan table as 41. Ac-
cordingly, 41 residents of ophthalmology who responded to
the electronic version of the research help-seeking scale were
selected through convenience sampling.

2.2. Instrument. A validated research help-seeking scale was
used to collect the required data. -is scale consisted of 29
items and assessed the three dimensions of the avoidance of

help-seeking, adaptive help-seeking, and perceived benefit of
help-seeking. -e answers were scored based on the five-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 5
(totally agree). In this scale, the scores of each component
are calculated separately, and the scale has no total score.

-e validity of this tool was examined and confirmed in a
study [12] conducted on the student community of Ferdowsi
University of Mashhad using content validity, exploratory
factor analysis, and convergent validity. Evidence for the
convergent validity of the scale showed a positive and sig-
nificant relationship between the scores of the scale and the
academic help-seeking scale (P< 0.001, r� 0.25).

Regarding its reliability, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
the whole scale was calculated at 0.88, and the Cronbach’s
alpha values of the subscales were reported between 0.86 and
0.93, indicating the reliability of the subscales as well as the
whole scale. -e psychometric properties of this scale were
studied for the first time in a study [21] performed in the
medical community.

Content validity, as well as exploratory and confirmatory
factor validity, was used to examine the validity of the scale,
and the reported results were desirable. Results of explor-
atory factor analysis by principal component method with
varimax rotation revealed three factors. -is finding was
somewhat different from that of a previous study in which
this scale was evaluated [12]. -erefore, in the new factor
structure, the need for help-seeking was eliminated.
Moreover, items 11 and 12 were eliminated due to the
common factor load under two factors, while items 1, 7, 8,
14, and 27 were eliminated due to the factor load less than
0.4. In the abovementioned study, Cronbach’s alpha for each
subscale ranged from 0.74 to 0.91.

2.3. Statistical Analysis. In order to assess the current sit-
uation of Residents of Ophthalmology in research help
seeking, minimum, maximum, and average descriptive
statistics indices were used. In this way, the score range of
each of the components of research help seeking (avoidance
of help-seeking, adaptive help-seeking, and perceived benefit
of help seeking) was determined and divided into four parts:
low level, lower-middle level, upper-middle level, and high
level. -en, according to the average position in the men-
tioned spectrum, the current situation of research help
seeking in Residents of Ophthalmology was examined.

Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) and
Pearson correlation were used to investigate the effect of
gender and the year of study on help-seeking components,
respectively. Before the conduction of a MANOVA, the
assumptions of normal distribution of variables, variance-
covariance matrix homogeneity, and correlation of depen-
dent variables were confirmed. Analyses were performed in
SPSS software (version 26).

2.4. Ethical Considerations. -e study protocol adhered to
the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki. Informed consent
was obtained from all participants before enrollment.
Moreover, the ethical aspects of the study were approved by
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the Regional Committee on Medical Ethics at MUMS,
Mashhad, Iran (IR.MUMS.MEDICAL.REC.1399.196).

3. Results

Based on the demographic characteristics of the samples, the
mean age of the whole sample was 30.34± 2.87. -e mean
age of female and male participants was 30.32± 2.68 and
30.37± 2.96, respectively. -e majority of the participants
were year residents (36.6%), and 53.7% of the total sample
were women. In Table 1, the sample distribution by gender
and the year of residents is presented.

Research help-seeking axes evaluation in residents of
ophthalmology showed that the average of the avoidance of
help-seeking, adaptive help-seeking, and perceived benefit of
help seeking were 13.44, 22.21, and 12.51, respectively. In
general, the status of residents of ophthalmology in the
avoidance of help-seeking and perceived benefit of help
seeking was in the upper-middle level and that in adaptive
help-seeking was in the lower-middle level (Table 2).

In gender evaluation on the research help-seeking
components, the results of multivariate analysis of variance
showed that the linear combination of variables did not
differ significantly between groups (P � 0.584, F� 0.65,
Wilks’ lambda� 0.95) (Table 3) and the years of residents
(P � 0.584, F� 37.84, Wilks’ lambda� 0.68) (Table 4).

-e study of the relationship between age and research
help-seeking components showed that there was a positive
and significant relationship between the perceived benefit of
help-seeking and the age of the residents of ophthalmology
at MUMS (P≥ 0.05, r� 0.35). -erefore, there is a mutual
relationship between age and the perceived benefit of re-
search help-seeking. In addition, there was a negative re-
lationship between the avoidance of help-seeking and age
which was statistically insignificant (Table 5).

4. Discussion

-is study aimed to investigate the status of research help-
seeking in residents of ophthalmology and the effect of
demographic variables on it. -e study of the status of
research help-seeking showed that residents were in the upper-
middle level regarding avoidance of help-seeking and perceived
benefit of help-seeking. It also indicated that they are in the
lower-middle level regarding adaptive help-seeking.

In some previous studies, adaptive help-seeking is as-
sociated with high levels of self-regulation [22–24]. Ac-
cordingly, regarding the lower-middle level in adaptive
help-seeking in residents in this study, it can be said that a
defect in self-regulation skills in residents is one of the
possible reasons for the lower level of adaptive help-seeking
in them.

-e university can play an effective role in the promotion
of research self-regulation skills of residents by emphasizing
the research process and research skills of residents instead
of emphasizing research performance and also teaching
them how to use self-regulation in research. In addition,
consistent with the study [25], other possible reasons for the
low level of adaptive help-seeking of residents include the

lack of mastery of help-seeking skills and, consequently,
inability to seek help.

Based on Newman’s theory [26], the necessary abilities
for having adaptive help-seeking include cognitive ability,
social ability, individual motivational resources, and external
motivational sources. Accordingly, consistent with a pre-
vious study [6], the university is obliged to equip them with
the necessary cognitive and social abilities to seek help
through the necessary training and, in this way, gradually
turn them into independent researchers.

To explain the upper-middle level position of residents
regarding the perceived benefit of help-seeking and avoid-
ance of help-seeking, it can be said that despite the value they
put on help-seeking, residents avoid it for various reasons. In
general, various psychological factors, such as feelings of
embarrassment and shyness, a sense of threat to one’s self-
esteem, unwillingness to reveal problems and inefficiencies,
fear of negative perceptions of others, willingness to perform
independently, fear of the unwillingness of others to help
them, and the lack of competent helpers, can be the reasons
why learners are reluctant to ask for help [26, 27].

According to the hypothesis of vulnerability in the
theory of self-respect, the act of seeking help indicates in-
feriority and, therefore, threatens one’s self-respect. Based
on this hypothesis, people who seek help acknowledge their
inferiority and put their dignity at risk [28]. Accordingly,
one of the possible reasons for the avoidance of help-seeking
by residents in the field of research is related to their per-
ception of the threat of help-seeking. -is can lead to their
poor performance in research activities, whereas if residents
consider help-seeking as a necessary part of research ac-
tivities and not a threat to themselves, their interest in re-
search activities will increase and they will not be afraid to
enter the difficult path of research.

In addition, consistent with previous studies [24, 29, 30],
one of the possible reasons for avoiding help-seeking is the
low sense of belonging to university in residents. A sense of
belonging, defined as a sense of belonging or connectedness
to others and one’s own community, is a fundamental
psychological need. Lack of acceptance of individuals into
social groups is the most influential factor that leads to
feelings of inadequacy, guilt, and anxiety [31].

If students feel accepted and respected by professors and
others, they feel less threatened by help-seeking and are not
afraid to ask for help when they need it [15, 24]. -erefore,
students’ perception of the social context is an important
determinant of their help-seeking. Many studies have found
the importance of students’ perception of social context and
help-seeking, including a study [32] whose results revealed
that the positive interaction between the help-seeker and the
helper increases the likelihood of seeking help.

In this regard, the results of another study [16] also
indicated the role of social support of professors and uni-
versities in encouraging students to research help-seeking.
-erefore, if the residents feel that they are an important and
valuable member of their university and are supported and
accepted by the professors and the university, they will be
more inclined to seek help when they need it. Accordingly,
the university is obliged to encourage students to use help-
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seeking strategies by creating a supportive, caring, and re-
ceptive atmosphere.

Based on the findings of some previous studies [15, 24], it
can be said that another possible reason for the upper-
middle-level of help-seeking avoidance and the lower-
middle-level of adaptive help-seeking in residents is related
to the value that students place on research activities. In this
regard, students state that they are more likely to turn to
adaptive help-seeking when they find learning assignments
useful and valuable to their lives and careers.

According to the results of the research [33, 34] con-
ducted in this field, perception of the high value of a task has
a positive relationship with adaptive help-seeking and a
negative and significant relationship with the avoidance of
help-seeking. Accordingly, if students, in addition to the
value they place on educational activities, become aware of
the need for research, they will use the help-seeking strategy
with the goal of success in research activities.

Comparison of each component of research help-seek-
ing in male and female residents revealed that there was no
significant difference between the two groups in terms of

research help-seeking aspects. -is finding is consistent with
those of previous studies [19, 20] which indicated that there
is no significant relationship between gender and academic
help-seeking. However, this result is inconsistent with those
of previous studies [15, 35, 36] which showed that female
students are more likely inclined to use adaptive help-
seeking. It seems that the role of other demographic vari-
ables should be considered in explaining gender differences.

Comparison of each component of research help-seek-
ing in residents in different years of study showed that there
is no significant difference between the four groups in terms
of research help-seeking aspects. -is finding is inconsistent
with that of a study performed by McClure [18] which
revealed that students in higher levels of education are more
likely to seek help.

One of the reasons for the lack of difference in help-
seeking components in residents in different years of study
can be related to the limited period of specialization course.
-is means that, due to the closeness of the experience of
residents in the specialization course, there is no difference
in their research help-seeking. In addition, this finding
can be explained through Bandura’s cognitive-social theory.
As mentioned, help-seeking behavior is one of the self-
regulation strategies, as one of the characteristics of a
self-regulated learner is how to use others as a source to
resolve their ambiguities and problems. -is theory
considers self-regulation as the interaction among per-
sonal, environmental, and behavioral factors. Accord-
ingly, research help-seeking is not a skill that can be
acquired spontaneously by passing to a higher year of

Table 1: Demographic distribution of the sample by gender and residents of different academic years.

Variable Group Frequency Valid percent Cumulative percent

Residents of different academic years

First 8 19.50 19.50
Second 9 22 41.50
-ird 9 22 63.40
Fourth 15 36.60 100

Gender Male 19 46.30 100
Female 22 53.70 53.70

Table 2: -e status of research help-seeking in residents of ophthalmology.

Constructs Low level Lower-middle level Upper-middle level High level Mean± SD Current situation
Avoidance of help-seeking 0–8 8–12 12–17.50 17.50–55 13.44± 9 Upper-middle level
Adaptive help-seeking 0–19.50 19.50–23 23–25 25–35 22.21± 4.59 Lower-middle level
Perceived benefit of help seeking 0–11.50 11.50–12 12–14.50 14.50–15 12.51± 1.87 Upper-middle level

Table 3: Multivariate analysis of variance test results of the difference between male and female in the research help-seeking subscale table.

Source Wilks’ lambda F Hypothesis df Error df P

Gender 0.95 0.65 3 37 P≥ 0.05

Table 4: Multivariate analysis of variance test results of the difference between residents of different academic years in the research help-
seeking subscale table.

Source Wilks’ lambda F Hypothesis df Error df P

Residents of different academic years 0.82 0.81 9 85.33 P≥ 0.05

Table 5: Correlation coefficients between age and research help-
seeking subscale.

Variable Age
Avoidance of help-seeking −0.21
Adaptive help-seeking 0.03
Perceived benefit of help seeking 0.35∗
∗P≤ 0.05.

4 Education Research International



study. Given that the statistical population of this study
was specialist residents of ophthalmology of Mashhad
University of Medical Sciences, this population is a
homogeneous community. -erefore, due to the ho-
mogeneity of the statistical population, environmental
factors naturally are not very different among residents of
different academic years.

-e results of the study regarding the relationship be-
tween age and components of research help-seeking showed
a positive and significant relationship between the perceived
benefit of help-seeking and the age of residents of oph-
thalmology of Mashhad University of Medical Sciences.
Accordingly, there was a mutual relationship between the
age of subjects and the perceived benefit of research help-
seeking. -is finding is consistent with those of a previous
study [37] in which the researcher found that as they become
older, people are more likely to turn to help-seeking. -e
reason is that metacognitive skills increase with age and
people are better able to monitor their performance and use
adaptive help-seeking.

In this regard, Perrine et al. [38] also found that younger
students were less likely to turn to help-seeking due to their
lower awareness of the usefulness and application of help-
seeking in learning, especially when they consider helping-
seeking as a threat to their abilities.

-ere are some limitations to the present study that
require consideration. At first, since the results of this study
were not retested to assess stability over time, they should be
generalized with caution. In addition, data gathering from
questionnaires may have introduced a level of bias, as it may
be biased towards positive attitudes. Furthermore, we did
not investigate actual help-seeking behaviour; it is possible
that positive help-seeking attitudes and intentions do not
translate into action. So, we suggest further studies that
measure help-seeking behaviour.

Overall, the present findings provide some evidence that
students need interventions that increase their help-seeking
attitudes. Significantly, however, very little is known about
what interventions increase help-seeking behaviour. Further
research underpinned by models of help-seeking which
facilitate the design of interventions are required if we want
train students as qualified researchers. In total, it is suggested
that a model be designed for research help-seeking training to
increase the research skills of ophthalmic residents. In ad-
dition, it is recommended that university officials and pro-
fessors encourage residents to use adaptive help-seeking
during the residency course and inform them that help-
seeking can improve their skills to conduct their scientific
research with more knowledge and achieve more success in
this regard. Finally, since available sampling was used in this
study due to the prevalence of COVID-19 epidemic, it is
suggested that random sampling, which is more represen-
tative of the statistical population, be used in future studies.
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