RESEARCH READY

A streamlined version of Primary Care Research Team Assessment

Practical Uses for Primary Care Trusts

This paper has been written following ongoing discussions between the NHS R&D Forum Primary and Social Care Working Group
 and the RCGP Primary Care Research Team Assessment Management Group
. As changes in the structure of research and governance in primary care have been introduced, new schemes and guidance have been developed and existing schemes and guidance have needed to adapt and change. The NHS R&D Forum and RCGP have recognised this and provide the following information for those involved in research and/or governance to explore the fit between the two initiatives.

This paper outlines two main areas in relation to PCRTA – research governance compliance and research facilitation – and describes how they might be relevant to the work of PCTs. We are very clear that this may not be relevant to every PCT or that certain aspects of the scheme may be more relevant than others. We simply aim to provide up-to-date and relevant information for PCTs about the scheme to enhance their own decision-making.

1) RESEARCH GOVERNANCE COMPLIANCE

a) The Department of Health has commissioned a new, streamlined version of PCRTA; Research Ready.  This has been developed in conjunction with the UK Clinical Research Network and is tied in with the new national health research strategy; Best Research for Best Health.  The basic standards for engaging in research activity have been identified through collaboration with these external research stakeholders and these make up the five core competencies of Research Ready:

1. Is there support within the practice for research activity?

2. Does the practice have identified space and facilities to host research?

3. Can searches of the practice database be carried out?

4. Do you know what is required of your practice and individual members of staff with reference to Research Governance?

5. Are you aware of the responsibilities you have to your patients and staff if they are participating in research studies?
In the assessment, each of these core competencies is broken down into further associated criteria which practices are required to meet in order to become Research Ready accredited. 

b) The scheme has been developed to help ensure that primary care research in England is being conducted in the best possible way.  For instance, the Research Governance Framework requires that there is a close collaboration with partner organisations to ensure quality and relevance of joint work and avoidance of unnecessary duplication. Similarly, the Research Ready schedule encourages practices to develop links with other organisations to allow for support of research and development, as well as increased awareness and ability.
c) In the old PCRTA scheme, practices could be awarded either Collaborator
 or Investigator Led
 Primary Care Research Team Assessment status as a reflection of their compliance with the Research Governance Framework. This original strategy has now been suspended and through Research Ready, practices engaged in research, to any extent, can self-assess their awareness of the responsibilities research activity entails and their ability to fulfil these.  It is a minimum starting point for any practice taking part in research and practices can complete the assessment independently or through seeking advice from their research network.  

This is potentially important for Primary Care Trusts as, by working with practices and encouraging them to go through the assessment process, the PCT can ensure that a strong infrastructure to support research is being established, so that their own research governance responsibilities are properly carried out in those practices that hold Research Ready accreditation.  It also reinforces the point that research governance is not solely an organisational responsibility but that, for instance, health and safety or custodianship of data is also an individual responsibility. 

d) One of the benefits of the scheme is that accreditation leads to a professionally recognised "kite mark" of quality, in a similar way to schemes such as RCGP Quality Team Assessment or the King’s Fund Organisational Audit. Although this may not directly attract funding as such, it does provide a clear means of demonstrating to funders, potential collaborators, patients and the wider public that accredited practices have achieved a particular standard within research.  Further, accredited practices become part of the Research Ready database through which information gathered about levels and types of research interest will be shared with the UK Clinical Research Network (UKCRN), and its associated Research Networks, for the purpose of improving the level of participation in research in primary care (including clinical trials).  
2) RESEARCH FACILITATION

Research Ready is a system that enables ongoing development and support to research. We have identified a number of ways in which PCTs may assist in this. 

a) The Research Ready criteria include a range of areas on which practices are assessed. Many of these relate to building sustainable capacity for research. For instance, although not a specific criterion, the scheme encourages each practice to develop an overall research strategy, to plan for gaining future funding, to ensure quality assurance procedures are in place for research and to consider local and national dissemination and implementation plans for all research. Those PCTs looking to develop research undertaken in their locality may find it helpful to work with practices, and also with Local Research Networks, in developing this capacity, encouraging those interested in research to any extent.

b) Criteria also draw attention to the need for a range of sustainable relationships within different research environments.  Practices are encouraged to participate in research as a team activity and to form relevant external links. Practices are particularly encouraged to connect with their Research Networks (including Local Research Networks under the auspices of the Primary Care Research Network for England
, as well as Topic-specific Clinical Research Networks
) and PCTs to ensure they are aware of their research work.   

c) The assessment process now focuses largely on online submission of written materials by the practice.  However, a percentage of practices will undergo a one-day visit by a Research Ready trained assessor. This process of external peer review of research activities/standards could be particularly useful for practices in providing feedback on areas of strength and those potentially in need of development. This type of review may fit with wider PCT priorities for supporting practice development and research.
3) SOME PRACTICALITIES

a) There are no direct financial costs to PCTs of supporting practices to go through the scheme, although PCTs might independently choose to support practices in this way. However, where a PCT takes a decision to support the practice in other ways there are undoubtedly indirect costs in terms of, for instance, staff time. These may be varied but are potentially significant costs that should be considered in full discussion with the practice or practices considering the Research Ready assessment.  It may also be useful to discuss this with Local Research Networks who might also be in a position to provide training, advice and encouragement.

b) One way in which the PCT might support practices, possibly in collaboration with a Local Research Network, is to organise and host a workshop or informal meeting to discuss the assessment process and the criteria and to answer any queries. The RCGP Research Office often arranges to come and meet with those interested (contact pcrta@rcgp.org.uk or 020 3170 8250).

c) The assessment scheme is designed to be both formative and developmental. Hence, it is often useful for more than one practice in a locality to go through the scheme simultaneously and support each other. The PCT might consider:

· Coordinating assessment across a number of practices

· Putting practices in touch with those already accredited within the locality to share their experience of the process. 

· Putting practices in touch with other organisations that might be able to provide support, such as Local Research Networks, research development support units or academic departments.

d) The scheme accreditation is valid for one year. After that time, practices will be asked to submit annual reports detailing their current research activity in order to maintain their accreditation status. 

The scheme is endorsed by a number of key organisations involved in primary care research: The Society of Academic Primary Care, the Medical Research Council General Practice Research Framework, and the UK Federation of Primary Care Research Organisations
.

Further information on the scheme can be found at: www.rcgp.org.uk/researchready
� The NHS R&D Forum Primary and Social Care Working Group has a wide membership reflecting NHS and other organisations. Its principal aims are to facilitate sharing of knowledge, expertise, good practice and information on research activity and research governance in primary care; to act as a conduit of R&D opinion in Primary and Social Care and to make specific recommendations to the Forum, and through the Forum to DH on policy and practice relating to R&D. The PCT Research Management & Governance Toolkit is one of the key outputs of the group and is available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.rdforum.nhs.uk/toolkit.htm" ��http://www.rdforum.nhs.uk/toolkit.htm�. 


� Primary Care Research Team Assessment is a scheme that assesses primary care research within general practice. The original Primary Care Research Team Assessment scheme was developed in partnership with the Department of Health to meet the standards of the DH Research Governance Framework. As such, it mapped directly on to Department of Health initiatives to establish robust research governance procedures by ensuring that good practice in research conduct is embedded within research settings that involve primary care teams within general practice.  


It was initially funded by the NHS Executive Regional R&D Offices in the South West and North Thames in 1999 and has since been developed into a streamlined self-assessment, Research Ready, in collaboration with the Department of Health and the UK Clinical Research Network. Research Ready is currently being offered free of charge.  Information about the scheme, the assessment criteria and process can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.rcgp.org.uk/research_/research_home.aspx" ��http://www.rcgp.org.uk/research_/research_home.aspx�.  


The original PCRTA scheme has now been suspended.  Practices accredited through the original scheme can maintain their accreditation status for up to three years through the submission of annual reports.  After this time, practices are encouraged to reaccredit through Research Ready.


� Collaborator Research Practices may be relatively new to research, with little or no direct experience of initiating research projects or gaining project or infrastructure funding. This level of accreditation was for practices who wish to move forward in relation to research activity, develop research infrastructure and undertake higher quality research. These practices generally collaborate as part of a learning process, however may also undertake small independent research projects.


� Investigator Led Research Practices have a significant track record of sound research and evidence of it informing practice and improving the health of the relevant local populations. This level was aimed at those who are experienced in research within a general practice setting. These practices received funding from one or more sources and have the resources and infrastructure to allow for a growth in research activity and dissemination.


� The Primary Care Research Network comprises eight clinician-led Local Research Networks, providing comprehensive geographical coverage of England and working with GP practices, health centres, dental practices and in other community locations to facilitate the involvement of staff and patients in clinical studies.. The main goal of the Primary Care Research Network is to increase the number of patients recruited or involved in clinical trials and other well designed primary care studies. 


� Part of the UK Clinical Research Network consists of a managed set of Topic-Specific Clinical Research Networks across England, which work closely with the Primary Care Research Network. Each Topic-Specific Clinical Research Network has established Clinical Studies Groups which have an important role in developing a balanced portfolio of high quality clinical research studies. The groups also provide a primary route through which new studies are developed.


� All three organisations particularly welcome the greater degree of flexibility the scheme now allows research practices, and are all represented on the PCRTA Project Management Group and / or Advisory Group.
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