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The UK Clinical 
Research 

Collaboration (UKCRC) 
is a partnership of the key 

UK stakeholder organisations 
in clinical research. One of the 

goals of the UKCRC is to develop a 
coordinated approach to funding health 

related research. A significant element of this 
work has been the creation of an evidence base, 

including the publication in 2006 of an analysis of the 
research portfolios of the eleven largest government 
and charity UK health research funders (the UK 
Health Research Analysis). The work also includes 
coordinating discussions between funders to facilitate 
a coherent approach to funding in specific areas, 
including microbiology and infectious diseases.

In response to concerns about the status of clinical 
microbiology research capacity and coordination 
between funders and researchers, the UKCRC Partners 
agreed to develop a joint approach to research in 
the field of microbiology and infectious diseases. In 
2006 a UKCRC Strategic Planning Group (SPG) on 
Microbiology and Infectious Diseases Research (MIDR) 
was established, chaired by Sir John Lilleyman, to 
take this forward. 

The group membership included the major UK funders 
of MIDR and consisted of senior representatives from 
12 organisations and a patient representative. The aim 
of the group was to take strategic oversight of MIDR 
in the UK and to identify and implement appropriate 
actions that would create the optimum environment to 
facilitate and fund excellence in the field. The scope 

of the MIDR SPG included all research on pathogenic 
microbes relevant to human health. 

The SPG carried out a formal review of the area. 
The sources of input included: a survey of the 
infection research activities funded by SPG member 
organisations; an examination of recent reports and 
initiatives; a detailed analysis of the infection research 
data collected for the UK Health Research Analysis; 
and a consultation with key professional organisations 
in the area. 

A survey of SPG member organisations mapped 
organisational remits and strategic roles, current 
and proposed funding initiatives and training award 
schemes. It showed that there were a wide range of 
funding schemes and training initiatives open to MIDR 
researchers in open competition. There were also 
several important existing investments in infection 
related research centres based in the UK and abroad.

In the UKCRC analysis of health research, Infection 
was the third highest of the specific areas of health 
and disease analysed, representing approximately 
£87m (9.2% of the total) in peer reviewed research 
funding during 2004/2005. A more detailed analysis 
showed that the largest proportion of infection funding 
(68.8%) was in Aetiology, which includes studies of 
the cause, risk and development of infectious disease. 
The second highest proportion was in Prevention 
research (10.9%), which includes vaccination 
programmes and interventions to alter the risk of 
infection.

The targeted consultation of professional organisations 
was based on a questionnaire which asked 
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respondents to identify which areas of research were 
lacking in the UK, to identify any barriers to progress, 
to list the issues around capacity building and then to 
provide proposals for action to alleviate any problems.

A number of generic issues emerged from the 
evidence-gathering process as a whole and are 
currently being addressed by the UKCRC Partners 
through other activities. The issues included reducing 
the regulatory and governance burden, enhanced 
infrastructure support for clinical research and 
building academic capacity.

The process also identified four issues specific to 
MIDR from the consultation and the examination of 
reports and reviews in the area, as follows: Clinical 
and Translational Research; Medical Intelligence; 
Communication and Collaborative Working; and 
Workforce, Training and Career Structure. The UKCRC 
SPG agreed to develop a jointly funded initiative to 
address these four issues. 

The objectives of the jointly funded initiative were to: 
build on existing basic strengths and boost applied 
and translational research; to foster knowledge 
sharing and collaboration involving multi-disciplinary 
groups; to promote training, career development 
and leadership; and to support infrastructure. The 
jointly funded initiative was intended to provide direct 
support for the conduct of high quality, internationally 
leading MIDR research targeted at national priority 
areas. 

The UKCRC Translational Infection Research Initiative 
was consequently launched in June 2007. The 
following seven research funding organisations came 
together under the auspices of the UKCRC to provide 
funds of up to £16.5m for the initiative: Biotechnology 
and Biological Sciences Research Council; Medical 
Research Council; National Institute for Health 
Research / Department of Health; Health and Social 
Care Research and Development Office (Northern 
Ireland); Chief Scientist Office of the Scottish 
Government Health Directorates; Wales Office of 
Research and Development for Health and Social Care, 
Welsh Assembly Government; and Wellcome Trust.

Under the Initiative a number of Consortia will be 
established. These will be new research groups 
focused on high quality collaborative research 
addressing national research priorities. The Consortia 
will provide a direct boost to research capacity and 
infrastructure, establish new career development 
and training programmes and carry out multi-
disciplinary research projects. Successful applicants 

for Consortium Grants will be awarded funds of 
between £3m and £5m over a period of five years. 
In December 2007, 17 outline applications for first 
round Consortium Grants were reviewed. Three 
full applications have been invited and awards are 
expected to be made in June 2008. A further set of 
second round Consortium awards will be made in late 
2009.

The Initiative also includes the award of nine-
month Strategy Development Grants (SDGs) of up to 
£60,000 which are designed to provide incentives 
and encouragement to develop improved research bids 
based on meaningful strategies and addressing real 
evidence gaps. They will lead to the development of 
partnerships and promising proposals which have the 
potential to compete for Consortium or other research 
grant funding. Four SDGs were awarded in January 
2008. 

In addition the SPG organised the UKCRC Challenge 
Workshop on Healthcare Associated Infections 
and Anti-Microbial Resistance. This took place in 
May 2007 and brought together more than 60 key 
participants in this important area. The aim of the 
workshop was to develop research strategies and build 
partnerships that would have a significant impact 
on important problems in the field. A secondary aim 
was to inform future similar activities which might 
be hosted by recipients of SDGs. The workshop 
was based around the following five wide-ranging 
themes introduced by key note speakers and followed 
by strategic discussions: priorities in public health 
observational and intervention research; integrating 
user concerns, and optimising existing resources 
and networks; research priorities for development 
evaluation and use of diagnostics; research priorities 
in the development evaluation and effective use 
of drugs and vaccines; and research priorities for 
understanding the basic biology of transmission and 
anti-microbial resistance.

The two actions arising from the SPG process are a 
major joint response from the funders to many of the 
issues highlighted in the evidence gathering. However, 
the funders are aware that additional actions to 
further strengthen this area may be necessary. In the 
immediate future, the funding partners will review the 
impact of the UKCRC Translational Infection Research 
Initiative as it progresses. They will also monitor the 
field and initiate other actions as necessary. Other 
wider issues identified are being addressed through 
the UKCRC Partners’ agenda of joint or coordinated 
activities designed to improve and streamline the 
landscape of clinical research in the UK. 
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