INTERVIEW WITH DR. WENJIE GONG (SENIOR LECTURER, CENTRAL SOUTH UNIVERSITY)
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By Rui Li, Ph.D.

Dr. Wenjie Gong is a senior lecturer in the School of Public Health at Central South University. As a
clinician-turned public health researcher with reproductive medicine and gynecology
background, Dr. Gong's research interests focus on women's health, especially in reproductive
health and mental health.
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Rui Li is a Senior Service Fellow at the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
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Rui: Could you please introduce yourself, your team, and your proposed project?
FE8 AN E— N EMERHIA > DU R BRI IR E ?

Dr. Gong: | have a very diverse background. After | received my Bachelor of Medicine degree in
clinical medicine, | went to work in the rural area for one year. For my Master’s degree, | studied
genetics with a focus on women’s reproductive health. Afterwards, | worked as an obstetrician
at a tertiary hospital for 2 years. In 2008 | became a Ph.D. student in social medicine and started
to teach in the School of Public Health. Currently | am a lecturer in the Department of
Adolescents and Women’s Health. The diverse working experience and the broad educational
background helped me to be open-minded and interdisciplinary. At the same time, | had to
learn many new things. Fortunately | work in a great academic team and they have helped me
substantially with professional development. In two years, our team, led by Professor Shuiyuan
Xiao, has received a CMB CP grant and three CMB OC grants. These achievements are
attributed not only to the team members’ hard work, but also to the team members’ experience
and scientific training accumulated over time.

My OC project is based in Liuyang, with which our team has a long-term collaborative
relationship. My research design has also benefited tremendously from the deep knowledge of
the operations of local mental health centers. The main purpose of our study is to explore an
effective model for the rural area to address mental health problems. We aim to train the village
doctors as a supplement to the “686” project, an ongoing government sponsored program
focusing on managing severe mental disease, to effectively manage the bi-polar patients in the
rural areas.
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Rui: Have you applied for any internationally funded projects before? How do you assess the
selection process? What you have learned in this application process that might be useful for
your grant-writing?
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Dr. Gong: Before applying for the 2012 OC grant, | did not have any experience applying for
international grant as a Pl. However, | have participated in the application and setting-up of
several past CMB projects. Compared with the National Natural Science Foundation grant
application, the OC grant application process is more focused on the significance and the
feasibility of the project, instead of applicants’ background and experience. However the
process was very rigorous and it was an extended process. In addition to the content of the
project, it is a test of the perseverance and faith of the applicants. It is important to be confident
while recognizing the weakness in my application and working hard to address them. Especially
in responding to the review comments, it is critical to realize that no Pl could ever be the expert
in everything from research design to data analysis and to economic evaluation. In order to
succeed in the grant application one needs to find support from other experts that addresses
precisely the problem at hand.
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Rui: How did you choose the topic?
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Dr. Gong: My experience of working in countryside got me interested in rural health. The long-term
collaboration between our team and the Liuyang mental health centers helped me understand
the role of village doctors in mental health. | also came to understand the issues and needs in
implementing the 686 Project. Before the application, | was in charge of the baseline survey for
the mental health patients in Liuyang district. The data showed that the proportion of
schizophrenic patients who received comprehensive mental health treatment was quite low. So
| chose this topic based on the above reasons.
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Rui: What kind of training/guidance/support do you hope the CMB can provide for the applicants
in the future?
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Dr. Gong: It might not be realistic to expect CMB to provide centralized training for all applicants on
how to prepare for the application as 991 projects did. However, if CMB can provide the full
abstracts of funded projects in the past or even 1 to 2 sample grant applications, that will be
very helpful for the applicants in terms of understanding the requirements of the OC project and
minimizing the confusion in the application process.
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Rui: What is your most memorable experience in applying for this OC grant?
FE TR EIE OC Wl H e i e T4 ?

Dr. Gong: Although not sure if | am the least experienced among all awardees of the OC history, |
am certainly the only lecturer among all Pls who have received OC funding at Central South
University. This is just to make the point that all junior faculties should feel encouraged to
participate in such competitions. Since | am still a junior faculty, | did not have much pressure
when | applied for the OC grant. However, even failure appeared likely in the eyes of others, |
had to do my best when preparing my application. Because the OC grant application was
quite an extended process, it was very stressful for the applicants. The further along you are in
the process, the more hope you have, but at the same time, the more stressed you become. It
was very important to balance the expectation and the stress.

In the last round, CMB selected 13 applications, but did not provide the ranking of the
applications nor the number of the applications that would be awarded the grant. The project
officers e-mailed several applicants who were “on the margin”. | was one of them. To many
applicants, it was perhaps crueler to fail during the last stage than at the beginning. However for
me, | focused more on the process rather than the outcome. Although being prepared for the
failure, | decided to take the slim odds seriously and spent whole week preparing my responses.
At the same time | received full support from my team. We had a group discussion on the review
comments. Professor Xiao Shuiyuan and Prof. Zhou Liang provided me with many constructive
comments. | prepare very detailed responses to each review comments. For example, when the
feasibility of the intervention was challenged, | provided a number of references on the success
of similar interventions in the similar population targeted at similar diseases, instead of just putting
down “we can try it” or “it should work”. One particular experience | want to emphasize is the
response to the comment of adding a health economist to the team. As a medical doctor
without any health economics training, | am not equipped to respond to the economic
evaluation questions in a short period of time. However | could look for a health economist to
join the team. | searched in the literature, asked for reference, sent e-mails to experts, and
explained my project on the phone. On the last day before the deadline | secured the support
from a U.S. based health economist. Although | was not sure how much of the improvement in
my project scoring can be attributed to these efforts, | would like to share my experience with
everyone. | hope you would benefit from my experience and succeed in your future career.
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