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UKCRC Centre of Excellence 
lessons learned 2008-2018 

• about collaboration 
 
 

• about people 
 
 

• about “new” research directions  



UKCRC Centre of Excellence 
lessons learned 

Core mission 
 

• Increase infrastructure 
 

• Build academic capacity 
 

• Multidisciplinary working  
 

• Sustain partnerships with 
practitioners, policy makers 
and the public 
 

• about people 
 
 

• about “new” research directions  

 
 

• Promote research 
excellence 
 

• Generate new evidence 
 

• Tackle challenging 
methodologies, exploit and 
share data-sets 
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There is not pure science 
and applied science but  
only science and the  
applications of science 
 
          Louis Pasteur, 1863 

We prided ourselves that the science we  
were doing could not in any conceivable 
circumstances have any practical use. The 
more firmly one could make that claim 
the more superior one felt. 
              CP Snow, 1964 



The lens metaphor 

The flashlight 
metaphor 

The toolkit 
metaphor 



Working together 

Bammer G. 2005 
Shared Mission 

Develop T shaped researchers 
Nurture constructive dialogue  
Bridge research and practice 

Institutional support 



Academic and non academic 
partnerships - what we have learned -  

• Spotting the opportunities that can 
create a “win-win” is sometimes 
arbitrary and often requires tact 
 
 

• We have different languages and 
expectations 
 
 

• We measure success in different ways 
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Creativity is just connecting 
things…A lot of people in our 
industry haven’t had very diverse 
experiences 

 
So they don’t have enough dots 
to connect, and they end up with 
very linear solutions without a 
broad perspective on the 
problem 

 
The broader one’s understanding 
of the human experience, the 
better design we will have. 

  
 

Steve Jobs, 1996 



When English is your second language 



Conflict is the gadfly of 
thought. It stirs us to 
observation and memory. It 
instigates to invention…and 
sets us at noting and contriving. 
Conflict is the sine qua non of 
reflection and ingenuity. 

John Dewey. 
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How might we know a 4* paper ? 
Overarching criteria: originality, significance, rigour 

 

• Scientific rigour  
– with regard to design, method, 

execution and analysis 
 

• Addition to knowledge and 
conceptual frameworks 
 

• Significance 
 
• Scale, challenge and 

logistical challenge 

• Logical coherence of 
arguments 
 

• Contribution to theory 
building 
 

• Advance in knowledge, skills, 
scholarship, practice, 
education, policy 
 

• Applicability and significance 
to users  



A more promising approach construes best as loveliest. On 
this view, we infer the hypothesis that would, if correct, 
provide the greatest understanding. Its central descriptive 
claim is that loveliness is a guide to likeliness, that the 
explanation that would, if correct, provide understanding, 
is the explanation that is judged likeliest to be correct. This 
at least is not a trivial claim, but it faces at least three 
challenges. The first is to identify the explanatory virtues, 
the features of explanations that contribute to the degree 
of understanding they provide. There are a number of 
plausible candidates for these virtues, including scope, 
precision, mechanism, unification and simplicity. Better 
explanations explain more types of phenomena, explain 
them with greater precision, provide more information 
about underlying mechanisms, unify apparently disparate 
phenomena, or simplify our overall picture of the world.  

Other challenges are:  to show that these aspects of 
loveliness match judgments of likeliness and that 
granting the match between loveliness and judgments 
of likeliness, the former is in fact our guide to the 
latter.  



“What may be more important than adding the “C-word” to the Introduction  
is to require authors to add the “T-word”—that is, to explain their underlying theory of 
causal mechanism, whether it is the underlying biology or the underlying social structures 
and systems that clarify why the authors hypothesize that exposure x causes outcome y, 
so that we start off with questions that are most likely to yield effective interventions.”  



Research Question 
Is there evidence of ageism in access to potentially curative surgical treatments for  
lung cancer? 
Can we estimate the proportion of the effect of age on survival that is  
mediated through surgery using the g-computation formula. 

2) Natural Indirect Effect (NIE) acting through 
surgery = under-treatment 

 

1) Direct Effect of age on survival (NDE) 

Total Causal Effect of age on survival 

Age 

Stage 
Frailty 
Comorbidity 

Surgery 

Survival 



Methodology 

1) NDE=                                                                                            Mean 
Survival Surgery Mean 

Survival Surgery 

 2) NIE =                                                                                              Mean 
Survival Surgery Mean 

Survival Surgery 

TCE =                                                                         
Mean 
Survival Surgery Mean 

Survival Surgery 



Methodology 

1) NDE =                                                                     Mean 
Survival Surgery Mean 

Survival Surgery 

2) NIE =                                                                      Mean 
Survival Surgery Mean 

Survival Surgery 

What would happen to the survival of the old if they got the adjusted* surgery rates of the young? 

*Adjusted for stage, frailty and comorbidity 

TCE =                                                                         Mean 
Survival Surgery 

Mean 
Survival Surgery 



Results   

TCE 

NDE NIE 

14% 33% 

Curative surgery 
Younger Elderly 

Total reduced  
2- year survival  

<75 vs ≥75 

reduced survival 
<75 vs ≥75 

23.8% (p<0.05) 

16.6% 
(p<0.05) 7.8% (p<0.09) 

7.8%  



Results   

TCE 

NDE NIE 

0.51 0.18 

Treatment ≥75 (adjusted OR)  

Surgery Radio 

Total reduced  
1- year survival  

<75 vs ≥75 

reduced survival <75 
vs ≥75 

15.9% (p<0.001) 

9.9% 
(p<0.001) 

6.0% 
(p<0.001) 

0.18 
Chemo 

6.0% 















Mechanisms for Social Networks and NorMs effects in Smoking 
The Mechanisms Study – a proof of concept study  

• How are individual psychosocial and cognitive 
traits related to individual sensitivity to social 
norms?  
 

• How does individual sensitivity to social norms 
cluster among friendship cliques and across 
school year groups? 
 

• How are average social norms, measured at 
classroom level, affected by social network 
structures ?  
 

• After the ASSIST and Dead Cool intervention: 
how are changes in attitudes, intentions and 
behaviours towards smoking related to social 
norms sensitivity at the individual level, and to 
average social norms at the class and year 
group level ?  
 

• After the ASSIST and Dead Cool intervention: 
have smoking-related social norms changed 
and how are these changes correlated among 
friendship cliques? 

• Disciplines and partners 
 

• Education / schools based Trialists 
• Games theorists/ behavioural economists 
• Computer scientists 
• Practitioners 
• Public health and policy specialists 
• In NI and Bogota 



• Starting with an explicit description of 
the policy problem 

• Improved methods for evidence 
synthesis 

• Being explicit about methodological 
strengths and weaknesses 

• Avoiding Baroque language and spurious 
precision 

• Remembering the distinction between  
efficacy from effectiveness 

• Making positive suggestions for what 
needs to be done to solve the policy 
problem 

• Focussed challenges to current thinking 
• Timeliness 
 

 

How might we know a 4* paper ?  
• Applicability and significance to users  

  



“Many good scientific papers are let down 
by simplistic, grandiose or silly policy 
implications sections; policy making is a 
professional skill; 
Most scientists have no experience of it and 
it shows.” 

 

How might we know a 4* paper ?  
• Applicability and significance to users  

  



• Don’t think evidence speaks for 
itself 

• Dispense with the idea that 
policy making is orderly 

• Don’t imagine that if you 
publish, they will come 

• Cultivate a mentor and do your 
homework 

• Pick your battles 
• Lots of patience, beware feeling 

left out. 

Science. Feb 2017 



A “Project” 



Moving a Big Dot 





Roisin                                        Pauline 



If you risk nothing,  
Then you risk everything 





Key considerations                                        
(looking through both ends of the telescope) 

• Research funders processes and 
language and criteria are 
different 

  
• Timeliness and responsiveness 

 
• A variety of different types of 

evidence used for decision 
making 
 

• Early engagement necessary for  
co-production 

• Infrastructure, skills, capacity 
building and training 
 

• Need to better appreciate 
where real evidence gaps exist 
 

• Need to better appreciate each 
others roles 
 

• What constitutes a “win-win” ? 
 
 



Questions for you….. 

• Better use of existing data and enhanced data 
for evaluation 
– Give me specific examples 

 
• Better evaluation design 

– What does “fit for purpose” evidence/evaluation 
look like ? 
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