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NIHR models for primary care and mental 
health research

Professor Tom Walley, 
(former) Director of NIHR Evaluation, Trials and Studies

The NHS
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• Launched 1948

• Free at the point of use for UK residents 

• largest publicly funded health service in the 
world

• covers everything 

• Most patient contacts with the NHS are in 
primary care with over 300 million 
consultations each year

• 40% of these are mainly mental health 
related

• 90% of patients with mental health 
problems are looked after in primary care
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Research in the NHS – Why?

• NHS as a customer for research

– improve health outcomes through advances in research

– improve quality of care by NHS participation in the research 
process

• NHS as a top class environment for the conduct of research

– strengthen international competitive position in science

– drive economic growth through investment by life science 
industries

• Research as a core activity in the NHS, not an optional extra

– NHS Charter 1948, NHS Constitution 2009, NHS Bill 2012

•NHS R&D Strategy 2006

•To transform research in the NHS

•To create a health research system
in which the NHS supports outstanding 
individuals, working in world-class facilities, 
conducting leading-edge research, focused on 
the needs of patients and the public 

•Created the National Institute of Health 
Research – a government funded organisation 
as the research arm of the NHS
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• CRN supports delivery of research by approved funders – NIHR, charities, 
industry

• Supports research staff (~5000 research nurses), industry engagement, 
training, access to specialty researcher networks, eg primary care and 
mental health 

– eg network of leading primary care researchers, with the specific skills 
and expertise to provide both strategic leadership and on-the-ground 
practical advice to facilitate recruitment, as well as early feedback on 
research protocols.

– 38% of general practices (2,700/7000) across England recruited 
patients to NIHR studies in 2018/19, 

– over 160,000 participants into 501 studies 

– 82% recruitment to time and target

Infrastructure: Clinical Research Network 

16/17 studies by therapeutic area
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Primary care 286

Mental health 109
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• Primary care: general practitioners, dental practitioners, nurse 
practitioners and more

• General practice and primary care are fundamental to the success of the 
NHS

• The values of general practice underpin a challenging research agenda

– Research on primary care (ie health services research)

• eg evaluate the 'gate-keeper' role of the GP

AND 

– Research in primary care (ie clinical research)

• eg management of sore throats in children

Primary care research

• Both types of research need to:

– Bridge the gap between academic and service 

communities

– Enable funding

– Build and sustain capacity

– Integrate educational pathways

– Maximise impact by developing interfaces with policy makers

• UK expertise in research in general practice and primary care is 
exceptional, long-standing and internationally renowned

• New knowledge of significant impact on practice has been acquired 
through UK general practice and primary care research

Key points about primary care research
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Recent Examples (about 10% of spend 

but declining)
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• A partnership between nine leading academic centres for primary 

care research in England.

• “to increase the evidence base for primary care practice through 

high quality research and strategic leadership, and to build capacity 

in primary care with a well established training programme”

• Smaller less expensive projects rather than large trials: pump 

priming, pilots, training
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• https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/research-activity-and-patient-
outcomes-in-general-practice-call-specification/22002

• £750k over 2 years, closing date 8th October 2019

• “…only 38% of general practices were research active… This creates a 
major opportunity for research to add value which will only increase as 
the NHS shifts from acute to community or place-based care…Better 
evidence is needed to assess whether clinical research in primary care 
affects patient outcomes and what measures can be used to increase 
research activity in the primary care setting”.

Research activity and patient outcomes in 

general practice - Call specification

• A quality assurance programme for all research-active UK GP practices

• gives access to training and support for the whole practice team to 
upskill them to engage with research. 

• Open to all practice staff, both clinical and non-clinical (GPs, nurses, 
practice management, administrators).

• a quality mark for practices to demonstrate their capability and 
experience in performing complex research. 

• Pharmaceutical-industry sponsored CTIMPs

• Non-industry or NHS CTIMPs

• over 600 practices formally accredited

Research Ready Initiative

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/research-activity-and-patient-outcomes-in-general-practice-call-specification/22002
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• Prevalence of mental health issues and mental health co-morbidities 

rising

• “In 2017-18, the NIHR spent £35.4 million on research studies into 

mental health through our research programmes. The NIHR Clinical 

Research Network (CRN) supported 458 mental health studies, 149 

of which were new, and recruited 80,046 patients to studies in this 

area last year (2018/19)”.

CRN activity
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NIHR research spend against UK DALYs

Themed call across all programmes 2018
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Recent examples of trials in mental health

It’s about patients and their care…
…and underserved populations
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• It’s about patients and their care

– Priority topics

– Pragmatic

– Problem and solution focused

– Collaborative NHS/academia/industry/patients

• It must be adequately resourced

– Projects

– Infrastructure (training, money, systems)

– Culture change – expectation of participation, part of a quality 

service

• It must have an impact

What’s the NIHR model?
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Around 820,000 UK people affected 

by dementia.
(Prince et al 2015)

NIHR Maudsley Biomedical 

Research Centre


