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NIHR RSS Specialist Centre for Public Health

Background:

• There is a well-established system for 
NHS research, but it is not fit for 
purpose for research outside the NHS.

• Public health research is not getting the 
support it needs.

• More research is needed to 
provide evidence to inform decisions 
relating to public health.

• We need to strengthen research 
culture within the local authorities 
and across the communities they serve.

Our Vision:
“To work nationally and with NIHR Research 
Support Service and NIHR Health 
Determinants Research Collaborations and 
all local authorities to support the 
development of a research culture and 
the infrastructure, capacity and capability 
to enable practitioners and researchers 
to carry out high quality public 
health research, outside the NHS, within 
local government, other organisations 
and the communities they serve”



NIHR RSS Specialist Centre for Social Care 
A network of interdisciplinary experts in social care research offering a wide 
range of methods expertise and research support from pre-application to post-
award delivery.

Working nationally to support:

• researchers of all levels of expertise and experience

• researchers across the full range of services and settings relevant to social 
care research, including adult social care, children and young people and small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) support for social care research 

Get in touch with the RSS Specialist Centre for Social Care via the website to 
find out more about the support available for your research.

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/support/research-support-service/social-care-specialist-centre.htm


Acknowledgements and contents

• These slides were originally created by Dr. Mal Palin at the NIHR 
Academy

• Contents:
• What is the National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR)

• The NIHR Local Authority Academic Fellowship Programme

• Support for you including NIHR Health Determinants Research Collaboration

• Questions and (attempted) answers



About Scott

• 20 years’ experience working in public health policy 

and practice.

• Genuine interest in research as a means of 

improving what we do.

• About 15 journal papers

• MY LAAF journey:
• NIHR Local Authority Pre-Doctoral Research Fellow – September 

21 to August 23

• NIHR Local Authority Short Placement Award (based with the 

NIHR Policy Research Unit for Obesity) – September 23 to 

February 24

• NIHR Local Authority Doctoral Fellowship application submitted 7 

December 23, planned start 1 September 24



• Background in Public Health 

• Public Health Specialist since 2007

• Passionate about the power of Community Action

• First cohort of the NIHR Doctoral Local Authority Fellowship Programme

Pre DLAF 
2022 - 2025

Doctoral LA Fellowship

• MSc Public Health Nutrition

• Evaluation of the Regional Rollout of The Food 

Partnership Programme

• Farnworth Obesity Prevention Programme

• Inspired by the community response to Covid, 

submitted a DLAF application

• ‘How can our communities in Bolton come 

together to make sustained change and 

accelerate our progress towards net-zero 

carbon emissions?’

• Presentations at the Royal Geographical Society Annual 

Conference, International Festival of Public Health and 

Salford Postgraduate Annual Research Conference

• Publication in Perspectives in Public Health

• Lecturing at the University of Salford

• ePoster at the UK Security Health Agency

• International partnership with researchers from Uganda

• UK Food Geographies and Climate Change Research Groups

• Research Skills Webinars

• Carbon Literacy Trainer

About Bryony



About Fay

7

• ‘Working in the margins’
• Creative methods, Realist research
• Practitioner/Academic interface

Background
Established career as a Virtual 
School Headteacher, children’s 
social care for the past 13 years 

after teaching since 2003

PLAF application #1
Frustration with the use 
of data and research in 

local authority children’s 
social care. Unsuccessful 
application; VERY helpful 

feedback

Development

Links with Foundations 
(WWCSC); LA SPARC 

placement with KSS ARC

PLAF Application #2
Successful, high scoring 

application; Same topic; Part 
time over two years; MRes
in Social Research at UCL 

alongside training from SRA 
and CARES

PLAF
50% of time spent on 

research activities, 50% 
in substantive role

So far…
• Elected Research Lead for NAVSH
• Building research capacity 
• Conference presentations
• Broadened network and research skills
• Member of NIHR LA SPARC selection panel
• Co-authored published research
• Submitted DLAF application  
• Improved reporting and data 

collection/analysis within local authority

• Children’s agency within meetings
• Local authority data/research balance
• Personal Education Plans for CiC

About Fay



About Humera
• Background in Public Health 

• Specialty Registrar since 2009 and Consultant in Public Health since 2014

• Currently working in Birmingham City Council

• Always been interested in academic public health 

• MPH theses

• 3 publications through training

• Applied for 3 PhD opportunities previously 

2022-2024

Pre-Doctoral Local Authority 

Fellowship 0.5 wte over 2 years 

2024-2027 

Hopeful for a Doctoral LA Fellowship!

1 wte over 3 years

• MSc modules in Health Economics

• Harvard Kennedy School – Public Narrative

• Environmental Justice: Publication in Town 

Country Planning Journal

• Presentation at Royal Geographical Society

• Global connections  World Parks Forum

• DLAF application submitted

• Research Strategy for BCC

• Journal Club

• PhD title - How can Local Authorities use 

health economics evidence and adaptive 

leadership to

• inform investment in parks?



About Rachel

• Background in criminal justice, then mental health social work

• Love to learn! Passionate about bridging the gap between research and practice

2021-2022

Pre-Doctoral Local 

Authority Fellowship

2022-2023 

Temporary Research 

Lead for NYC HAS

2023-2026

Doctoral Local Authority 

Fellowship

• PG Cert: Researching Social 

Care

• Pilot Study: Publication in The 

Journal of Social Work

• Global connections

• Successful DLAF application

• Research Governance Framework

• Research Working Group

• Journal Club

• Supporting research development

• HAS Research Unit – Successful 

HDRC funding bid

• Fully funded PhD

• Supervisors from UCLan and 

Nottingham Trent University

• Overseas trip to Canada

• Research to inform mental 

health practice and risk 

management



Am I eligible for any of this?

• YES

• NIHR is investing increasing amounts of funding into supporting research 

capacity and activity in Local Government

• Does my work contribute to a health or social care outcome?



Am I eligible for any of this?



NIHR Academy Fellowships

NIHR Academy 

Personal Awards
Pre-doctoral Doctoral Post Doctoral Chair

Research Training 

Schemes
Pre-doctoral Fellowship Doctoral Fellowship

Advanced Fellowship

Research ProfessorshipDevelopment and Skills 

Enhancement Award

Practitioner Academic 

Training Schemes

HEE/NIHR Pre-doctoral 

Clinical and Practitioner 

Academic Fellowship 

HEE/NIHR Doctoral 

Clinical and Practitioner 

Academic Fellowship

HEE/NIHR Advanced 

Clinical and Practitioner 

Academic Fellowship

Pre-doctoral Local 

Authority Fellowship

Doctoral Local 

Authority Fellowship

Advanced Local 

Authority Fellowship

In-Practice Fellowship

Clinical LectureshipAcademic Clinical 

Fellowship

Also, short placement awards and pre-application support awards



NIHR Academy remit for personal awards

The NIHR Academy is responsible for the development and coordination of NIHR academic training, 

career development and research capacity development.

• For personal doctoral-level awards the proposal:

➢ must be for clinical and applied health research, including social care research

➢ must have clear potential for directly benefitting patients/service users and the public (but 

recognising the training element of the research)

➢ can involve: patients/service users; samples or data from patients/service users; people who 

are neither; populations; health technology assessment; or health/social care services 

research

➢ Early translational research at this level is funded through the NIHR Infrastructure.

• For post-doctoral awards, early translational (experimental) research is within remit. A clear and 

plausible path to patient/service user or public benefit must, however, be demonstrable. 

• NIHR does not support basic research or work involving animals or their tissue. 

• NIHR will also support educational research and methodological research provided it has potential 

for practical application, and the impact on patients/service users and the public is clear.



Importance of Practitioner Academics

A growing body of evidence indicates that research active organisations deliver better services 

and outputs than organisations that are not research active. 

Practitioner academics can critically appraise and utilise research findings in the development of 

evidence-based practice and service redesign and make invaluable contributions to the 

development and maintenance of optimum and adaptive services.

Investment in 
practitioner-

academic career 
infrastructures

inspires staff to develop 
and innovate

attracts and retains talent in 
a competitive market

accelerates improvements in service 
provision for users and the public

addresses quality, 
governance and safety 

issues

transforms 
services



Local Authority Academic Fellowship Programme

• The NIHR Local Authority Academic Fellowship (LAAF) Programme is open to 

all employees (excluding medically and dentally qualified individuals) of Local 

Authorities and Local Authority supporting services. 

• The awards must be hosted by a partnership of a HEI and an LA / service

• Applicants must hold a contract of employment* in England with either a:
• Local Authority; 

• Provider of Local Authority commissioned services; or a

• Non-profit organisation (such as a charity) that provides services on behalf of a Local Authority, or 

that otherwise supports** a Local Authority in meeting its objectives. 

* Fixed term contracts of any duration are acceptable, however, honorary contracts or bank work cannot be accepted.  

** This support does not need to be commissioned or funded, but it does need to be co-designed with, or at the very least acknowledged and 

signposted by, the local authority/authorities in question.



Pre-doctoral Local Authority Fellowship (PLAF)

• Supports aspiring practitioner academics (excluding doctors and 
dentists) from Local Authority settings to become competitive applicants 
for a doctoral fellowship

• Composed of two distinct funding offers allowing applicants to propose 
the level of support most appropriate for their individual requirements:

“Standard PLAF”
(full time for 12 months, part-time over 24 months or 30 

months)

• salary costs (time undertaking the Fellowship)

• up to £5,000 towards Master’s level training

• up to £1,000 for conference/meeting fees and 

associated travel and subsistence

• up to £1000 PI&E costs and travel to supervision

“PLAF Bridge”
(4 days per week for 6 months or 2 days per week for 

12 months)

• salary costs (time undertaking the Fellowship)

• up to £400 for formal courses

• up to £500 for conference/ meeting fees and 

associated travel and subsistence

• Up to £500 PI&E costs and travel to supervision

Launches annually in January/February



https://tinyurl.com/PLAF2024

https://tinyurl.com/PLAF2024


Doctoral Local Authority Fellowship (DLAF)

Funds aspiring practitioner academics from local authority settings (excluding doctors and 

dentists) to undertake a PhD by research and, concurrently, to undertake professional 

development and retain a practice role

Fellows must:
• Be based at an English Local Authority or LA supporting service, or at an English HEI

• Have the support of excellent academic supervision and practice supervision

Funding and support
• 3 years FT (with part-time options)

• Funds salary (for academic time and practice time), research costs, academic training costs (inc. 

PhD fees), professional training & development costs, and the costs of research visits and 

conference attendance 

Practice Time: Approximately 20% of award time must be dedicated to development of 

the awardee’s service or practice role, which will be funded through the fellowship

Launches annually in September



Advanced Local Authority Fellowship (ALAF)

Will support post-doctoral researchers developing Practitioner Academic Careers. 

Applicants may:
• Have recently completed, or will soon be awarded, a doctorate but haven’t yet established 

themselves as an independent researcher;

• Have started to establish themselves as an independent researcher, or be already established as 

an independent researcher but not yet recognised as an international leader in their field;

• Be seeking to re-establish their research career following a significant career break;

• Be seeking to re-establish their research career following time back in professional practice

Funding and support
• 2-5 years (and can be taken at between 50-100% WTE)

• Funding for salary, research assistance (eg doctoral researcher), research costs and training and 

development costs

• Can apply for two sequential Fellowships up to a total of 8 years

Practice Time: between 20% and 40% of the award time must be dedicated to development of the 

awardee’s practice or policy role, which will be funded through the fellowship.

Launches annually in March/April.



Local Authority Short Placement Award for Research 
Collaboration (LA SPARC)

• Individuals can apply to the LA SPARC scheme for up to £15,000 to undertake 
a bespoke short placement.

• The scheme supports:
• Individuals based in a Local Authority setting who would like to undertake a short 

placement in a part of NIHR.

• NIHR Academy members supported in a part of NIHR infrastructure who would like to 
undertake a short placement in a Local Authority/provider of local authority commissioned 
service setting.

• There is no minimum or maximum duration for the placement/taster 
opportunity; placements may range from 2/3 weeks to 4/5 months and this 
period can be broken up to allow flexibility.

• Annual application window opens September, closes November.



NIHR Pre-Application Support Fund

• The Pre-Application Support Fund provides extra support to those who need 
it, to enhance their chances of making a successful application to an NIHR 
career development scheme in the future.

• Applicants can request funding including:
• A contribution to the salary of the applicant to buy out the necessary time to prepare an 

application,

• Training and development, mentorship or supervisory costs specifically associated with 
developing an application, and

• Other costs where the additional support required to submit an application extends 
beyond the categories outlined above.

• Round one opened 19 September 2023, closed 30 November 2023.

• Three application windows a year, round two potential advert date 23 January 
2024.



Success rates

• PLAF and PLAF bridge outcomes

• Two applicants for full support were deemed to only require bridging support 
and were granted fellowships on this basis



Success rates

• DLAFs Round 1: 2021-2022

• Applied: 8

• Shortlisted: 5

• Awarded: 3

• DLAFs Round 2: 2022-2023

• Applied: 12

• Shortlisted: 8

• Awarded: 5



Q&A so far…
Available to view from 26:30 on the recording



Scott’s personal reflections

• An amazing opportunity

• I was part of the first cohort of Local Authority PLAFs!
• I didn’t consider everything in my application – no costs included for public involvement

• I was lucky to have the best supervisory team (network, network and network again)

• The constant tussle between work and fellowship work

• I applied for a justified a full Masters in my PLAF – extra pressure & the LAAF 
is about developing Practitioner Academics, not a route to a free Masters

• There’s a growing community



The growing LAAF community

Charlotte Ashworth

Team Manager (Children's Services)

Manchester City Council

Nick Burke

Social Worker

Sheffield City Council

Both previous PLAF awardees, are now onto their DLAFs!

Striking Ethical Balances: The Contribution of ‘Insider’ 

Practitioner–Academic Social Work Research in England | 

The British Journal of Social Work | Oxford Academic 

(oup.com)

https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/53/7/3456/7222452
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/53/7/3456/7222452
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/53/7/3456/7222452
https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/article/53/7/3456/7222452


The growing LAAF community

Case study: Your Path in 

Research, Rachel 

Murphy, Social Worker | 

NIHR

https://local.nihr.ac.uk/case-studies/your-path-in-research-rachel-murphy-social-worker/31877
https://local.nihr.ac.uk/case-studies/your-path-in-research-rachel-murphy-social-worker/31877
https://local.nihr.ac.uk/case-studies/your-path-in-research-rachel-murphy-social-worker/31877
https://local.nihr.ac.uk/case-studies/your-path-in-research-rachel-murphy-social-worker/31877


The application and assessment process

• Competitions run annually.

• All applications must be made through the NIHR Academy’s online application 

management system. Prospective applicants can register (https://aramis.nihr.ac.uk) at 

any time to complete their CV (which auto-populates onto application forms) or view 

open competition forms. 

• The application submission window is usually around 8 weeks long - good applications 

are planned in advance of a competition launching.

• Each application is allocated for independent review by two or three members of the 

relevant selection committee, with their assessments being used to inform: 
• Discussion at the funding recommendation meeting (pre-doctoral competitions)

• The shortlist for interview (doctoral competitions)

• Shortlist for external peer review in advance of interview (post-doctoral competitions)



A strong application

• Is made by a candidate with the requisite experience and aspirations to lead and 
undertake the project, and to benefit from the opportunities it will provide.

• Is developed from conception with the support of suitably experienced academic 
supervisors and advisors.

• Is informed by appropriate patient/service user and public involvement and 
engagement.

• Proposes a project that:
• Serves as an excellent vehicle for the personal development of the candidate.

• Has good potential to make a positive impact on care and/or health.

• Includes a bespoke training and development plan that is tailored to the needs of the 
candidate and the project.

• Articulates strong support for the candidate, their career development, and the project 
by the hosting organisation(s), which must be well placed to provide it.



NIHR PLAF Chairs Report - round two

The strongest applicants in this round:

• Demonstrated commitment to a career that combines continued practice and professional 

development with research and research leadership;

• Presented plans for research during the PLAF or in subsequent doctoral research that seemed 

realistic and sufficiently narrow to be achievable;

• Presented a training plan that was clearly set out, and in excellent alignment with the research they 

would like to subsequently pursue;

• Included well thought-out involvement of service-users, patients or relevant citizens or 

stakeholders;

• Made a convincing case that they will be able to submit a competitive doctoral fellowship 

application following completion of the award;

• Had made contact with collaborators (e.g. directly relevant academics, third sector organisations, 

etc.).

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/nihr-plaf-chairs-report-round-2/32314

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/nihr-plaf-chairs-report-round-2/32314


Pre-application

• Know the process and the remit (website, guidance)

• Contact the NIHR Academy with any queries

• Talk to the NIHR Research Support Service (RSS) - https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-

nihr/support/research-support-service/ (RSS replaced NIHR Research Design Services from 1 October 

2023)

• NIHR Research Support Services (Hubs)

• NIHR RSS Specialist Centre for Public Health delivered by Newcastle University and Partners

• NIHR RSS Specialist Centre for Public Health delivered by University of Southampton and Partners

• NIHR RSS Specialist Centre for Social Care delivered by Lancaster University and Partners

• Start PPIE/PICE early – not as an afterthought!

• Know your audience:

• Look up previous award holders, panel members, topics 

• Talk, talk, talk, before you submit:

• Supervisor, current awards holders, senior academics, methodological experts, 

collaborators, mentors, finance office, colleagues etc. 

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/support/research-support-service/
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/support/research-support-service/


Common Weaknesses

• Remit: Failure to show research important to NHS, benefits patients 
and/or public

• Clarity & Details: Research questions not clear; don’t show the 
relevance of the aims and objectives; not enough detail and depth

• Overambitious: Research programme not suitable for level of award; 
not achievable within time frame; too ‘high-risk’ – exploratory work not 
done



Common Weaknesses

• Applicant: Person not quite experienced enough for level they are 
applying (research outputs, independence, etc.); not your project; reads 
like a way of securing applicant’s salary; all about you (your trajectory, 
your abilities, your potential).

• Training: Programme too generic and not suited/specific to the 
applicant’s needs and project; too centred around host organisation; 
pedestrian - this is a training fellowship!



Patient Public Involvement and Engagement (PPIE)

• Involve from the outset – collaborate/partnership

• Comes across as tokenistic not meaningful; 

• Make it clear how PPIE has influenced project

• Patient and public 

• Training – for PPIE members, for fellow

• Cost appropriately (Payment guidance for researchers and professionals 
| NIHR)

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/payment-guidance-for-researchers-and-professionals/27392
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/documents/payment-guidance-for-researchers-and-professionals/27392


Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI)



Summary

• Start early
• If you want to go for the NIHR Local Authority Pre-Doctoral Fellowship window that will 

close in March 2024, get started now

• Know and adhere to the guidelines/criteria

• Get all the advice/ criticism you can whilst preparing the application – advice 
from experts and non-experts

• Personal training fellowship (not project grants) – it’s all about you

• Training fellowships – it’s all about you

• Learn from others – for example, consider all costs

• Pay attention to detail



NIHR Academy useful links

• NIHR Local Authority Academic Fellowship Programme and associated 
opportunities

• What the awards provide

• Who can apply?

• Other NIHR Funding

• Contact us
• Queries: academy-awards@nihr.ac.uk

• Mal Palin: mal.palin@nihr.ac.uk

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/funding-programmes/nihr-local-authority-academic-fellowship-programme-and-associated-opportunities.htm
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/funding-programmes/nihr-local-authority-academic-fellowship-programme-and-associated-opportunities.htm
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/funding-programmes/nihr-local-authority-academic-fellowship-programme-and-associated-opportunities.htm#one
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/funding-programmes/nihr-local-authority-academic-fellowship-programme-and-associated-opportunities.htm#two
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/funding-programmes/nihr-local-authority-academic-fellowship-programme-and-associated-opportunities.htm#three
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/funding-programmes/nihr-local-authority-academic-fellowship-programme-and-associated-opportunities.htm#four
mailto:academy-awards@nihr.ac.uk
mailto:mal.palin@nihr.ac.uk


Contacts

Queries: academy-awards@nihr.ac.uk
Mal Palin: mal.palin@nihr.ac.uk

NIHR RSS Specialist Centre for Public Health
w: https://bit.ly/NIHRRSSSCPH

mailto:academy-awards@nihr.ac.uk
mailto:mal.palin@nihr.ac.uk
https://bit.ly/NIHRRSSSCPH
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