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Mental Health Practice Evaluation Scheme 2021 
 

Improving mental health and wellbeing in underserved populations 
through collaborative research 

 
Guidance for Applicants 

 
 
Background and Context 
The NIHR Schools for Primary Care Research (SPCR), Public Health Research (SPHR) and 
Social Care Research (SSCR) (“three Schools”) have joined together in a unique 
collaboration between leading academic centres in England to collaborate on two 
programmes of work funded through the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR): one 
on mental health hosted by SPCR and the second on dementia hosted by SSCR.   This 
document concerns the mental health programme. 
 
The three Schools collaboration plan to deliver an ambitious programme of collaborative 
research to improve mental health and wellbeing in underserved populations.  
The research and the capacity development strands of the programme form a matrix, with 
primary care, social care and public health working together to address challenges faced by 
those living with a range of mental health problems and their families, friends and carers. 
This will not only provide a new approach to tackling the issues identified but also promote 
broader multi-professional working.  
 
Proposals should address a range of mental health conditions, including, but not limited to, 
work on the priorities identified by the Mental Health Research Goals 2020-2030.  
The programme will support proposals addressing a range of conditions within the HRCS 
mental health category, including depression, schizophrenia, psychosis and personality 
disorders, addiction, suicide, anxiety, eating disorders, learning disabilities, bipolar disorder, 
autistic spectrum disorders and studies of normal psychology, cognitive function and 
behaviour. It will also include a focus on the wider determinants and prevention of poor 
mental health, and reduction of mental health inequalities and subsequent outcomes. 
Research addressing an alternate HRCS code (such as HRCS neurological category, which 
includes dementia) are out of scope for this programme.  
 
Further information about the Schools’ current portfolio of mental health research can be 
found here:  https://www.sscr.nihr.ac.uk/projects/?fwp_pubs_user_group=mental-health, 
https://www.spcr.nihr.ac.uk/projects https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/category/research/public-mental-
health/.  

 
 

https://www.spcr.nihr.ac.uk/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/
https://www.sscr.nihr.ac.uk/
https://acmedsci.ac.uk/file-download/63608018
https://www.sscr.nihr.ac.uk/projects/?fwp_pubs_user_group=mental-health
https://www.spcr.nihr.ac.uk/projects
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/category/research/public-mental-health/
https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/category/research/public-mental-health/


2 
 

Mental Health Practice Evaluation Scheme 2021 
Building on the success of the NIHR SPHR Public Health Practice Evaluation Scheme 
(PHPES) and as part of this exciting programme of work we have developed a new 
programme to address the challenges faced by front line health and care professionals, 
wherever they work: in local authority teams or other departments; in the third sector; in the 
private sector, or in the NHS and other social care settings.  
 
The Mental Health Practice Evaluation Scheme aims to support the three Schools work in 
partnership with professionals across a range of sectors, in order to evaluate innovative local 
projects, policies, strategies or initiatives (hereafter called ‘interventions’) that improve mental 
health and wellbeing in underserved populations. 
 
Please note: The deadline for Expressions of Interest (EOI), which are mandatory, is 5pm 
Friday 8th October. The deadline for full applications is 5pm Friday 5th November. Please 
return your completed form (which will be sent following the EOI) to sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk. 
 
What the scheme offers 
The scheme offers health and care practitioners working in any sector in England, an 
opportunity to: 

• Collaborate with leading health and care researchers to evaluate mental health 
interventions. This can take the form of evaluation of local initiatives and/or multi-site 
comparative evaluations. 

• Generate and share mental health research that could support more effective policy 
or practice nationally. 

• Provide evidence on the feasibility, affordability, effectiveness and cost-effectiveness 
of mental health interventions. 

• Explore the possibility that an innovative mental health intervention may be replicated 
in other areas. 

• Receive funding to cover the cost of the evaluation (between £50k and £250k); most 
awards will be towards the upper end of this range (£150k - £250k).  
 

Eligibility 
The funding scheme is open to studies of populations with high mental health burden/need 
which have been historically underserved by research activity or where there is an unmet 
need as defined by the NIHR heatmaps (Appendix One), although not all evaluations need 
to be hosted in this way and collaborators outside of these areas are welcome. 
 
Special consideration should be given to the inclusion of people from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged groups and other underserved communities that are more affected by mental 
health problems. 
 
Ideally, we would like collaboration across more than one School, but we will consider 
excellent proposals that only include one school.  We can also assist with arranging links 
across the Schools. 
 
  

https://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/category/research/public-health-practice-evaluation-scheme/
https://forms.ncl.ac.uk/view.php?id=12314904
mailto:sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk
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Types of evaluation 
A range of research may be funded and can include: 

• Evaluation of the effectiveness* of existing intervention or treatment where evidence 
of effectiveness is lacking. 

• Evaluation of the effectiveness* of implementation or roll-out of a new intervention 
• Small scale piloting or feasibility testing of a novel intervention. 
• Analysis of existing data, evidence scoping or simulation modelling to inform 

intervention development. 

This list is not exhaustive and we encourage applications proposing innovative and novel 
ideas. 
 
* Effectiveness in this context encompasses efficacy, effectiveness, and implementation effectiveness. 
Evaluations should focus on a health-related outcome, and be accompanied by process evaluation 
where feasible. Health economic evaluation of all interventions is encouraged. We encourage 
evaluations of interventions across multiple sites where feasible and appropriate to improve 
generalisability. We also encourage use of rigorous research designs employing random allocation 
where feasible and appropriate controls, or observational designs that can evaluate interventions as 
natural experiments. 
 
Partnership working 
The three NIHR Schools value collaboration and partnership working. Therefore, 
professionals should play an active role in the research process. School members will design 
and conduct the evaluation and most of the research costs will be funded. However, the 
successful partner organisation(s) will be expected to make a contribution to the research. 
This may include financial resources and/or staff time, for example, seconding a member of 
staff to be actively involved in the research process, joint data analysis and interpretation, and 
ensuring the best use of local knowledge and data. The scheme does not provide funds for 
external organisations or groups to conduct evaluations independently. 
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The application process 
 
Registering your interest 

As detailed in the flowchart below the first step is to register your interest in applying to the 
scheme by completing a short EOI to check eligibility: 
https://forms.ncl.ac.uk/view.php?id=12314904, this can be complete by either the researcher 
or practice partner. 
 
The flowchart below indicates the stages in the application process: 
 

 
Timeline 
 
28th September 2021 
 

Call launch 

8th October 2021 Completion of EOI form 
 

5th November 2021 
 

Deadline for applications 

30th November 2021 National-level peer (practice and academic) review of 
applications.  Expert panel to rank and prioritise for funding.  
Feedback to unsuccessful applicants  
 

1st January 2022 Successful Mental Health Practice Evaluation Scheme projects 
begin 

Stage 1
•Complete short EOI form to register your interest in the scheme.

Stage 2
•Once EOI approved, work collaboratively with your partners in SPCR, 
SSCR, SPHR to develop and complete the application form.

Stage 3

•Completed proposal applications are reviewed, ranked and prioritised by the 
three Schools panel.

•A small number of projects will be selected and the successful applicants 
will be informed. Unsuccessful applicants will receive feedback.

Stage 4
•Award letters will be issued with successful Mental Health Practice 
Evaluation Scheme projects to start no later than 1st January 2022

https://forms.ncl.ac.uk/view.php?id=12314904
mailto:sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk
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Shortlisting and selection criteria 
• Link to a member of one of the three Schools, we can support you with collaboration 

across more than once School, all application forms must be signed by your NIHR school 
contact. 

• Capacity and expertise: this will be assessed at a local and national level. 
• Fit with Mental Health Practice Evaluation Scheme priorities: We are interested in 

evaluating local interventions that have the potential to impact on mental health and 
wellbeing and reduce inequalities. Your intervention should be focused on a high priority 
issue or problem and aiming to change the environment in which people live and work 
and/or change lifestyles and/or behaviours. We will also consider projects or initiatives 
aiming to improve health and social care services. 

• Why this and why now?: You should provide some background to the development of 
your intervention, the evidence it is based on and why now is the right time to develop, roll 
out or evaluate the intervention.  The intervention should not have been the subject of a 
previous high quality evaluation. 

• Transferable to other areas: You will need to demonstrate that your intervention has the 
potential to be of benefit in other parts of the country. This may be because of the mental 
health issue being addressed, the target population and/or the nature of the project or 
initiative. 

• Active role of practitioners in the research process: Practitioners should have an 
active role in the research process to ensure successful collaboration. This could include 
practitioners acting as peer researchers, joint data analysis and interpretation, and making 
best use of local data and knowledge.    

• Able to be evaluated within Mental Health Practice Evaluation Scheme funding and 
time limits: We will consider supporting evaluations that can start by January 2022 and 
end by March 2024 and cost between £50k and £250k most awards will be towards the 
upper end of this range (£150k - £250k). However, we realise that timescales may need 
to be flexible to adjust to changes in the intervention and organisations’ context. 

• Local contribution: The organisation(s) funding or implementing the intervention will be 
expected to contribute in cash or kind (for example, by seconding a staff member to the 
research team) to the research.  

• Secure funding: Your intervention must have secure funding (for 
delivery/implementation) for the duration of the evaluation (normally a maximum of 24 
months). 

Further details and application forms 
Please complete the expression of interest form (EOI) as per page 4 of this guidance. 
Once your EOI has been reviewed, you will be sent an application form to complete.  Please 
send completed application forms to sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk before the deadline on Friday 5th 
November 2021. Please note the application must be endorsed and signed by a member of 
one of the schools and requires collaboration. 
 
There may be potential for projects that are funded within the Mental Health Practice 
Evaluation Scheme to be signposted to a regional NIHR CRN to be considered for adoption 
onto the NIHR CRN portfolio. 
 

mailto:sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/nihr-in-your-area/local-clinical-research-networks.htm
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/funding-and-support/study-support-service/eligibility-for-nihr-support/
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Please note that we expect to receive more applications than we can fund.  Following 
the national panel, unsuccessful applicants will receive constructive feedback on their 
proposals within four weeks of the decision, and, where appropriate, information on other 
sources of advice or funding will be provided 
 
If you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact: sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk. 
  

mailto:sphr.phpes@ncl.ac.uk
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Appendix One 

Analysis of Regional Mental Health Burden and Research Activity 

Extracted from NIHR webpage  

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/research-for-social-care-research-specification-for-mental-
health-research-in-northern-england-
call/28219#Analysis_of_Regional_Mental_Health_Burden_and_Research_Activity 

There is a mismatch between regional research activities (measured by patient recruitment 
per 100,000 patients) in mental health and the prevalence of mental health conditions in 
England in the past 10 years (2010-19). The recruitment per 100,000 prevalence map shows 
where the highest proportion of people with mental health conditions are being recruited to 
research studies (figure 1).  

The areas of highest prevalence per 1,000 map shows where mental health conditions are 
most prevalent, with the shade becoming paler as prevalence drops (figure 2).  

Where are the highest proportions of people with common mental health conditions being 
recruited into mental health studies? 

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/research-for-social-care-research-specification-for-mental-health-research-in-northern-england-call/28219#Analysis_of_Regional_Mental_Health_Burden_and_Research_Activity
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/research-for-social-care-research-specification-for-mental-health-research-in-northern-england-call/28219#Analysis_of_Regional_Mental_Health_Burden_and_Research_Activity
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/research-for-social-care-research-specification-for-mental-health-research-in-northern-england-call/28219#Analysis_of_Regional_Mental_Health_Burden_and_Research_Activity
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Figure 1: Recruitment per 1,000 prevalence  

Local Clinical Research 
Network region 

Recruitment Prevalence 
Recruitment per 100,000 

prevalence 

South London 22,101 387,025 57.1 

Thames Valley and South 
Midlands 

4,332 222,443 19.5 

West Midlands 7,484 568,463 13.2 

North West London 2,869 250,377 11.5 

Kent, Surrey and Sussex 4,286 426,269 10.1 

Yorkshire and Humber 6,145 630,356 9.7 

North East and North Cumbria 3,427 383,540 8.9 

East Midlands  3,442 420,127 8.2 
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Eastern 3,108 418,186 7.4 

West of England 1,888 256,886 7.1 

North West Coast 2,929 521,317 5.6 

Wessex 1,559 289,753 5.4 

South West Peninsula 1,251 250,971 5.0 

North Thames 2,803 648,839 4.3 

Greater Manchester 1,133 430,692 2.6 

England total 68,757 6,114,244 11.2 
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Where are common mental health conditions most prevalent? 

Figure 2: Weighted prevalence (per 1,000) + 

 

Local Clinical Research Network 
region 

Prevalence 
Adult 

population 
Weighted prevalence (per 

1,000) 

Greater Manchester 430,692 2,146,470 200.7 

North West Coast 521,317 2,707,490 192.5 

North East and North Cumbria 383,540 2,296,045 167.0 

North West London 250,377 1,505,994 166.3 

South London 387,025 2,328,617 166.2 
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North Thames 648,839 3,952,295 164.2 

West of England 265,886 1,644,509 161.7 

Yorkshire and Humber 630,356 3,971,913 158.7 

South West Peninsula 250,971 1,611,110 155.8 

Eastern  418,186 2,704,008 154.7 

Wessex 289,753 2,065,847 140.3 

West Midlands 568,463 4,088,391 139.0 

Thames Valley and South 
Midlands 

222,443 1,637,712 132.9 

Kent, Surrey and Sussex 426,269 3,218,657 132.4 

East Midlands 420,127 3,236,427 129.8 

England total 6,114,244 39,151,485 156.2 
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