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“We believe passionately in the demonstrable 
capacity of science in the broadest sense by 
multiple incremental steps to transform lives, 
improve public health and make the health 

service sustainable”

The NIHR’s ambition 

“Improving the health and wealth of the nation through research, 
and ensuring research findings influence patient care more quickly”

Professor Chris Whitty (Chief Scientific Advisor at DH and Head of NIHR) and 
Dr Louise Wood (Director of R&D at DH) – February 2017
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Working together

We can 
overcome the 
challenges of 

getting 
research 

done 
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So why Push the Pace?

Health 
research is 
complicated
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Health research is 
slow

From bench to 
bedside - average 

of 17 years

10 years of that is 
on the NIHR 

research pathway
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So why Push the Pace?
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Health research 
should be 

transparent
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We know the 
reality can

be very different!

So why Push the Pace?
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What our stakeholders say

“NIHR process is seen as heavy compared to other 
funders...we agree it is possible to make them simpler 
and faster, and in some cases significantly so.”

“NIHR from the outside is seen as complex and difficult to 
navigate or explain.”

Professor Chris Whitty (Chief Scientific Advisor at DH and 
Head of NIHR) and Dr Louise Wood (Director of R&D at DH) 
– February 2017
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Complex and difficult to navigate
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NIHR

Health research can feel a bit 
like this

But…“it is possible to make 
[research] simpler and faster”
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How are we tackling this?

• Our ambition – NIHR is a world class funding organisation making a real 
difference to patients’ lives

• How do we get there?
• Listening to and responding to customer and stakeholders needs
• Continually improving what we do so we remain fit for purpose
• Simplification
• Transparency

• But to do so, we remain committed to:
• patient benefit
• patient safety
• efficiency
• scientific quality
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A lot changes in 17 years!
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But in this timeframe “it is 
possible to make [research] 

simpler and faster”
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Where can we make improvements?

M     E     T     R     I     C     S

Funding
(Standard 
Application 
Form)

Funding
(Evidence 
user 
input)

Funding
(Peer 
review)

Contracting Delivery

Dissemination

Handover



www.nihr.ac.uk

Making applying for research simpler

M     E     T     R     I     C     S

Funding
(SAF)

Funding
(Evidence 
user 
input)

Funding
(Peer 
review)

Contracting Delivery

Dissemination

Handover

Funding
(SAF) Streamlining our application process
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• A standard format for Stage 1 and 2 application forms 

• Standardised nomenclature across application processes 

• Collect data once, at the time it is needed

• Collect information that supports boards and panels in efficient and effective decision 
making

• An integrated approach to the core research content of proposals (research plan at 
Stage 1 and detailed research proposal at Stage 2)

• Clear and concise guidance notes to support generic and programme specific needs in 
the application process, providing them online where possible

Making applying for research simpler



Notes

1. Personal, CV and research 
background rationalised

2. Data not supporting the shortlisting 
process removed from Stage 1

3. Encourage an integrated approach 
to describing the proposed research 

4. Support the revised integrated 
approach with guidance available at 
three different levels

i. online adding critical definition to 
data fields

ii. generic and programme specific 
guidance available to download 
essential for the effective 
completion of the application

iii. supplementary guidance, also 
available by download as an 
informative guide and signposting 
service to other information

Current Outline SAF NEW Stage 1 SAF
Contact information Application summary information
Lead applicant details Lead applicant details and CV
Curriculum Vitae Lead applicant research background
Research CV The Research Team
Co-applicants Plain English Summary
History of application History of application
Patient and Public Involvement Research Plan
Case for support Uploads
Research Plan Checklist
Background and rationale
Changes from first stage
Dissemination and output
Justification of costs

Intellectual property

Wider context

DH Monitoring

RDS involvement

Suggested referees

Uploads

Acknowledgement

Guidance in the Research Plan is under 
standardised headings with programme specific 
guidance.  PPI and content previously captured in 
dedicated fields is to be threaded and embedded 
throughout the Research Plan.

1. What is the problem being addressed?
2. Why is this research important in terms of 

improving the health of the public and/ or to 
patients and health and care services?

3. Review of the existing evidence – how does the 
existing literature support this proposal?

4. What is the research question/ aims and 
objectives?

5. Project plan.
6. Intellectual Property (i4i and EME only)

Moving to either 
Stage 2 or Post 
funding data 
collection

Changes at Stage 1
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Notes
1. Where possible information 

provided at Stage 1 is loaded into 
appropriate fields at Stage 2.

2. The Research Plan from Stage 1 is 
accessible to the applicant during 
completion of Stage 2.

3. The Scientific Abstract is included 
at this point given its value is 
additive in relation to the Plain 
English Summary from the decision 
maker’s perspective.

4. The DRP will be the core of the 
application, continuing the 
integrated approach introduced at 
Stage 1.

5. The Detailed Budget content has 
been reviewed by NIHR finance and 
some modifications made to content 
(Dissemination costs added; Patent and 
legal costs removed; subcontracts cost 
removed)

Additional fields at Stage 2 Notes
Contact information and CV 
for co-applicants
Other supporting roles 
(signatories)

Identifying contacts to act as signatories against the 
application (minimum 3 – Admin authority, Head of Dept, 
Sponsor).

Scientific Abstract Content to be provided under ‘relevant and appropriate’ 
headings from a list provided (effectively a summary of the 
DRP)

Changes from the First 
Stage

Response to feedback returned with the shortlisting decision

Detailed Research Plan 
(DRP)
Either provided as upload or on form 
depending on coordination centre

Provided as a single upload or provided in a single online field.  
Content will be provided under core headings to be used 
across programmes (with allowance for other programme 
specific headers to be used too)

Patient and Public 
Involvement

Two free-text questions and content in DRP (supported by 
guidance)

Detailed Budget 
(owned by NIHR Finance)

Under two sections:  Justification of Costs; Detailed Budget 
Breakdown

Management and
Governance

Three questions covering clinical trials authorisation (Y/N) and 
ethics approval required (Y/N); ethics approval obtained (Y/N)

Suggested Referees

Changes at Stage 2
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M     E     T     R     I     C     S

Funding
(SAF)

Funding
(Evidence 
user 
input)

Funding
(Peer 
review)

Contracting Delivery

Dissemination

Handover
Ensuring proportionate peer reviewFunding

(Peer 
review)

Proportionate Peer Review 
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Proportionate Peer Review 

• Data from NIHR programmes and fellowships to map current peer review systems 

• Systematic review to evaluate which types of innovation to peer review could 
improve efficiently and effectiveness of research proposal selection

• Analysis against benchmarked NIHR data and peer review information from other 
funders

• Interviews with NIHR stakeholders - researchers, reviewers, panel and board 
members, secretariat colleagues to understand how peer review of NIHR 
applications currently works from different perspectives

• Recommendations for a fit for purpose peer review system for the future which 
balances risk vs quality of decision making
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Getting research started quicker

M     E     T     R     I     C     S

Funding
(SAF)

Funding
(Evidence 
user 
input)

Funding
(Peer 
review)

Contracting Delivery

Dissemination

Handover

Contracting

Reducing delays in contracting process
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Getting research started quicker

• A new ‘agreement in principle to fund’ letter to replace existing NIHR outcome 
letters

– Giving reassurance to contracting organisations of funding to allow research 
projects to start more quickly

• Developing a list of 'NIHR signed off' collaboration agreements for Intellectual 
Property to support more efficient contracting

• Draft wording for a new contract clause around the reasonable use of Health 
Research Authority model agreements

• Building on existing activities to facilitate the creation of a community of practice 
amongst the R&D/contracting offices of funded organisations
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M     E     T     R     I     C     S

Funding
(SAF)

Funding
(Evidence 
user 
input)

Funding
(Peer 
review)

Contracting Delivery

Dissemination

HandoverImproving research delivery to time and target

Delivery

Timely delivery of research
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Timely delivery of research

• Significantly improving study delivery to time and target and reducing the number of 
study extensions.

– development and promotion of consistent use of the NIHR Minimum Data Set 
(MDS) among NIHR funding streams and research management systems

– consistent capture of reasons for research extensions and Variation To Contract

– helping research managers to improve efficiency in set up and delivery by 
promoting of good practice and sharing case studies
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M     E     T     R     I     C     S

Funding
(SAF)

Funding
(Evidence 
user 
input)

Funding
(Peer 
review)

Contracting Delivery

Dissemination

Handover

Increasing the likelihood research will be used

Dissemination

Getting research used
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Getting research used

• Supporting researchers to disseminate their findings more successfully to evidence 
users and realise the benefits more quickly

– Dissemination fund pilot

– Improved guidance for researchers

– Helping our advisory groups identify potentially impactful research
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Working together – case study

Revising the DH research contract for patient and researcher benefit

What did we do?
• DH and the Health Research Authority (HRA) reviewed the standard contract for 

NIHR funded research
• Researchers funded by an NIHR research programme are now able to receive 

payments for start-up in advance of ethical approval

What does this mean?
• More rapid, efficient and streamlined set-up of research
• Quicker translation of research into patient benefit
• Patients and the public earlier opportunities to participate in research and receive 

improved care
• Timely delivery of clinical trials research
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Changing the culture together

• We collectively have a role and responsibility in making 
research simpler, more efficient, more relevant and more 
timely

• Researchers and healthcare professionals will make this 
happen together

• NIHR needs your continued engagement in research –
together we can improve patient care
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In conclusion

Pushing the Pace of research matters because:

• Reduced delays
• Simpler processes
• Greater transparency
• Excellent stakeholder experience

= efficient and timely delivery of high quality 
research for the benefit of patients
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Achieving our goal together


