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Can I check if it’s been done 

before?

https://www.flickr.com/photos/kstatelibraries/3151830414/in/photostream/ accessed 01-09-16  (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/kstatelibraries/3151830414/in/photostream/


Session overview

• Research competitions, research waste and literature 

searches 

• NIHR Research Design Service, RDS Information 

Specialists

• Type of information services provided

• Search methods, sources and strategies

• Costing a librarian into a research project

• How can you support research proposals?



Research competitions

• Winning research grants is 

increasingly competitive (1)

– 2014-15 applications to 

Research Councils UK (RCUK) 

grew 12% on previous year 

– RCUK success rate just under 

28% in 2014-15 

– 22% for MRC 

Completing applications is very time consuming 

‘Research Waste Agenda’ – growing awareness and attempts 

to reduce unfundable, poor quality  proposals

Sandcastle competition at Bembridge © Ian S (CC BY-SA 2.0)



Avoiding Research Waste – a brief 

history

• 85% biomedical research funding unnecessarily wasted (2)

• ‘the principle that the initiation of research without a 

systematic review of already known evidence is unethical, 

unscientific & wasteful..’ (3)

• 2014 Lancet series ‘Biomedical research: increasing 

value, reducing waste’. 5 reviews lead to 17 

recommendations e.g. improved publishing, reporting, 

research design. 

• 2015 progress update (3)

• Recommendation 3 - Librarians can help 



Recommendation 3 – What do we 

already know?

• “Research funders and regulators should demand that 

proposals for additional primary research are justified by 

systematic reviews, showing what is already known, and 

increase funding for the synthesis of existing evidence” (3)

NIHR and DFG (German funder) require references to existing 

systematic reviews and review of relevant evidence including 

ongoing research in research applications.

NIH (US), CIHR (Canada), NHMRC (Australia), MRC (UK) do not 

(yet…)



National Institute of Health Research 

Research Design Service 

NIHR RDS

“To increase the number and 

proportion of high quality 

applications for funding …”

“of clear relevance to 
NHS services, clinicians 

and users”

http://www.rds.nihr.ac.uk/

http://www.rds.nihr.ac.uk/


Research Design Service (RDS) 

Expertise 

• “Each RDS must at its core have access to methodological 

expertise”

• Research methodology

• Health economics

• Statistics

• Systematic reviews

• Health psychology and behavioural science

• “Must also be able to draw on other expertise as

necessary or provide advice and guidance on all aspects of

research design and conduct”



RDS – Improving Research 

Proposals

• Promoting the services available to support researchers in 

the NHS

• Increasing engagement with NHS staff, developing 

‘balanced’ research team

• Research funding awareness events, tips for applicants

• Face-to-face advice clinics



NIHR RDS Information Specialists

Preliminary survey results

• Often part of their wider role as Information Specialist in a University 

research department (e.g. few hours per week funded by NIHR RDS) 

• Available in North East, Yorkshire, E Midlands, W Midlands. East of 

England? South West?

• In other regions, the researchers and other advisors do searches

• Time per enquiry ranges from few hours to several days. ½ day -1 day 

seems to be usual

• Variation in funding, time spent and type of services offered across the 

regions

• No formal national communication but informal networks



E.g.s of Information advice work

(from ongoing RDS survey)

• Literature searches:  

– Current research checks

– Scoping literature searches

– Systematic review searches

• Other advice

– Checking references, putting references in EndNote

– Document acquisition

– Commenting on proposal as a whole

– Signposting to other RDS advisors and possible collaborators

– Training in systematic review methods 

– Who might fund this?

– How much would it cost to include Librarians in the research 

project?



Example query @ Leeds RDS 

First steps for Dr Ken

Dr Ken has a research idea to demonstrate that a 

questionnaire is particularly good for GPs to 

diagnosing dementia.
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Choosing sources for proposal 

searches

• Research recommendations 

– James Lind Alliance top 10 (DUETs no longer maintained)

– Systematic Review and journal paper recommendations

• Ongoing and recent research databases

• Overviews of evidence –systematic reviews and summaries

• Prioritise databases, choose most important 1-3 for your 

question. 

– Eg. PsycInfo for Mental Health may take priority over Medline



Search methods - Strategies

• Quick searches (not exhaustive) – using clinical queries and 

filters…

– simple, concept searches

– targeted searches – using MeSH, focussed terms, title 

searches

– Use ready made filters, clinical queries e.g. Clinical Trial 

publication type for Therapy studies, or clinical queries 

searches.

 Look in a few key databases



Research Recommendations

• Top 10s of priorities for research 

http://www.jla.nihr.ac.uk/top-10-priorities/

• Funder’s ‘Special Calls’ e.g. Obesity

• Systematic reviews may recommend further research

http://www.jla.nihr.ac.uk/top-10-priorities/




Researcher should at least Google!



Systematic Review search - DEMO

• Cochrane Library

• NHS Evidence

• other databases with SR filter e.g. PsycInfo for Mental 

Health.







Ovid Embase

Proposal Reviews Search

Additional limits & clinical 

queries – useful shortcuts

Focused headings (sometimes), title 

searches, simple searches



Ongoing / recent research - DEMO

• Ongoing trials registers
– ClinicalTrials.gov

– ICTRP International Clinical Trials Registry Platform (WHO) 

–

• Medline-in-Process, Daily update… (Ovid)

• PubMed

• PROSPERO – International Prospective Register of 
Systematic Reviews

• Funding body web pages e.g NIHR Evaluation Trials and 
Studies Portfolio Search

https://clinicaltrials.gov/
http://www.who.int/ictrp/en/
http://www.crd.york.ac.uk/PROSPERO/searchadvanced.php
http://www.nets.nihr.ac.uk/projects/_nocache?collection=netscc&meta_P_sand=Project&advanced=true&num_ranks=10&sort=&query=Dementia+early+diagnosis&meta_R_sand=&meta_t_sand=&meta_X_prox_or=&meta_M_prox_or=&meta_E_sand=&meta_Q_sand=&meta_1_sand=&meta_3_sand=&meta_2_sand=&meta_T_sand=Research+in+progress












Example Query @ Leeds RDS 

Dr Ken refines the question
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w Range of current tools 
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use and being 
researched around 
the world

‘Early’ diagnosis is a 
research priority

Outcomes of early 
diagnosis is under-
researched 

GPs and patients play 
a role in success of 
tools  and techniques 
for diagnosis
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Costing a librarian into a research 

project

• Ask to see proposal even if its ‘very 

draft’

• Scoping & draft searches help to get 

idea of size of searches, complexity 

(do search concepts have MeSH that 

fit well?)

• Manage expectations, offer 

alternatives, negotiate



Adding it all up

• Cost the time requirements based on

– Expertise and salary of the searcher

– Number of databases

– Complexity of searches

– Likely duplication / reference management

– If document acquisition is required

– Writing search methods

– Update searches

– Time in meetings

• Remember any travel, consumables, Inter-library loan costs

• Add 10%? Always takes longer than you think
* https://www.flickr.com/photos/felixidan/2162733310 (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

Cat and Calculator by Felix Idan*



How can you support research 

proposals?

• Refer your researchers to the RDS service* 

http://www.rds.nihr.ac.uk/

• If capacity, undertake some proposal searches

• Advise researchers on starting their own searches

• Check that research idea really is novel 

http://youtu.be/WLmhNNdYntQ (Claire Beecroft, ScHARR)

*NHS & academics are eligible if applying for national funded schemes

http://www.rds.nihr.ac.uk/
http://youtu.be/WLmhNNdYntQ


Benefits of proposal work

• Interesting

• Widen your network of contacts, greater engagement

• May lead to funded project work for Info team

• Develop your own skills in grant applications

• Reduces waste and improves value of research



Conclusions & Issues

• Growing potential/obligation to help tackle research waste

• Low profile of librarians in supporting research proposals?

• How to measure impact of proposal work?

– # successful proposals? 

– amount of proposal work prevented by identifying when a researcher 

is attempting duplicate or unviable research?

• Greater sharing of search methods and evaluation of 

methods will improve our best practice.

• Next…co-authoring paper for Supporting Researchers 

special issue of the New Review of Academic Librarianship 

(Mary Edmunds Otter RDS E Mids)
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Links

• NIHR Research Design Service http://www.rds.nihr.ac.uk/

• Top 10s of priorities for research http://www.jla.nihr.ac.uk/top-10-priorities/

• The Cochrane Library http://www.cochranelibrary.com/

• NICE Evidence http://www.evidence.nhs.uk/

• ClinicalTrials.gov https://clinicaltrials.gov/

• International Clinical Trials Registry Platform (WHO) 

http://www.who.int/ictrp/en/

• PROSPERO http://www.crd.york.ac.uk/PROSPERO/searchadvanced.php

• NIHR Evaluation Trials and Studies  http://www.nets.nihr.ac.uk/

• Check that research idea really is novel http://youtu.be/WLmhNNdYntQ

(Claire Beecroft, ScHARR)
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