
Bright Horizon 
for Southampton’s LifeLab

Having your ‘appendix 
out’ a thing of the past?

Clinical research update

FREE please 
take one| 

News from Southampton’s clinical research teams

www.clinicalresearchinsouthampton.uhs.nhs.ukIssue 13, Summer 2018

Page 3

Using ‘checkerboard light’ 
to understand asthma

Meeting our patients: 
Helen’s story 

Page 7

Page 8

Transforming treatment for 
scoliosis NEW! 

Fun and games for kids

Can you help the 
researcher catch 

the virus before it 
spreads? 

in Southampton 
Research innovation 



2 www.clinicalresearchinsouthampton.uhs.nhs.uk

In this edition...
...we look at the technologies and treatments being advanced in Southampton that are pushing the 
boundaries of research, helping us change and improve how we treat conditions and shape the future of 
healthcare.

In Southampton, research is at the 
heart of our mission to improve 
care and health and, as a major 
national site for clinical research, 
we’re proud to give our patients 
access to some of the best and 
latest treatments in the UK.

This includes developing and 
testing new technologies to help us 
better understand more about the 
conditions we treat, improve our 
healthcare services and the lives of 
patients for years to come.

With no current cure for asthma, a 
common long-term lung condition, 
the ability for patients to control 
and manage their condition is 
important. On page three, our 
researchers are trialling a new 
‘checkerboard light’ that accurately 
measure breathing patterns 
of asthmatics to help doctors 
understand how the patterns 
can be used to help control and 
monitor the condition.

On page five read about how 
a new penile clamp has been 
developed by Professor Mandy 
Fader and her team to help 
prostate cancer survivors manage 
incontinence following surgery.

Many adults struggle with lower 
back pain at some point in their 
life – for some, it develops into a 
chronic condition that affects daily 
life and activity. On page six read 
how Southampton neurosurgeons 
are trialling an electronic device 
that ‘activates’ muscles to help 
reduce pain.

You can also read about how 
we’re testing two devices which 
could transform the treatment 
for scoliosis on page eight, and 
how we’re teaching the next 
generation of researchers about 
the importance of a healthy life on 
page nine.

Our research, and the way it 
shapes the future of healthcare, 
would not be possible without 
willing participants and volunteers 
who take part in each study – you 
can read more about Helen, a trial 
participant on page seven.

And finally, if you would like to 
get involved in research, the back 
page provides details of trials and 
studies open to recruitment now, 
as well as the contact details for 
our public and patient involvement  
officer.
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Did you know there is a SiSU Wellness self-
service health check station located in the 
main entrance of Southampton General 
Hospital?

It is free and simple to use, and provides 
information on height, weight, blood 
pressure, BMI, heart rate and heart age. 

Users can view their results on the screen or 
have them sent to their email.

Since the health check station was installed 
in the main entrance in November 2017, 
almost 9,000 staff, patients and visitors have 
received a health check. Get yours today!
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‘Checkerboard light’ used to measure 
asthmatic breathing patterns
Researchers in Southampton are 
using a new non-invasive light 
technology to understand natural 
breathing pattern measurements in 
asthma patients.

The technology, known as 
structured light plethysmography, 
involves projecting a checkerboard 
light onto a person’s chest to 
record their abdominal and chest 
movements, and is the only non-
invasive device currently available 
to do this.

It’s hoped this technology will 
help doctors to better understand 
how breathing patterns can be 
used to help people with asthma 
better monitor and manage their 
condition.

Controlling the condition 
Asthma is a common long-
term lung condition that causes 
breathing difficulties and 
symptoms like wheezing, shortness 
of breath and chest tightness. 

There is currently no cure for 
the condition, which can be life-
threatening when not kept under 
control. So it’s important that 
patients are able to monitor and 
manage their symptoms to reduce 
the impact of asthma on daily life.

New techniques 
A common monitoring technique 
currently used is the ‘spirometry 
test’, a device that patients blow 
into to measure how fast they 
exhale. This calculates a score that 
is compared with previous results 
to track changes in their condition.

The new structured light technique 
advances this and gives doctors 
a much more detailed picture. 
The machine, used in the NIHR 
Southampton Clinical Research 
Facility, projects a checkerboard 
light onto the chest, tracks the 
movement by a camera and 
translates it into a 3D model.

“Patients are able to breathe 
naturally whilst being observed – 
without the need of a facemask 
or mouthpiece – allowing normal 
movements to be recorded,” 
explains Panos Sakkatos, a 
respiratory physiotherapist PhD 
student and project lead. 

“As the only non-invasive, 
contactless device available to 
accurately measure abdominal 
and chest movements, we hope 
patients will be more willing to use 
this method compared to current 
tests that can exacerbate their 
condition.”

What’s next?
If breathing patterns are shown to 
be relevant for monitoring asthma, 
the team are aiming to develop 
the technology for use outside 
of hospital, such as in a patient’s 
home. 

Allowing patients the ability to 
track their asthma at home not 
only gives them more control 
over their condition, but may also 
reduce the need for hospital visits. 
Understanding and identifying 
when their condition is worsening 
could also allow asthma patients 
to visit their GP before the flare-up 
becomes too serious.

The study is being funded by 
the British Lung Foundation and 
Wessex Medical Trust.

Anyone who wants to find 
out more about the device, 
or any asthma patient aged 
18 or over who would like 
to be involved in the study 
can contact the research 
team by email at 
ps4e13@soton.ac.uk.

Get involved

There are currently 
5.4 million people 

receiving treatment 
for asthma in the 

UK

1.1 million (1 in 11) 
children and 4.3 
million (1 in 12) 
adults live with 

asthma in the UK

In 2016, there 
were 1,410 deaths 
caused by asthma 

in the UK
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Changing glucose monitoring 
for children with diabetes
Southampton doctors are trialling the safety and accuracy of a device that can be worn for up to three weeks 
to test and record glucose levels in children with diabetes.

The device, known as ‘Freestyle 
Libre’, is inserted into the back of 
the arm and measures the blood 
glucose (sugar) levels of the child 
every minute. 

Currently, the device can be 
worn for up to two weeks, but 
Dr Nicola Trevelyan, clinical lead 
for Southampton’s children and 
young people’s diabetes service, is 
now testing whether it’s safe and 
accurate in patients over a three 
week period. 

Dr Trevelyan hopes that using 
the device for longer will reduce 
the amount of finger-prick 
blood testing and the frequency 
of hospital visits for patients, 
and increase the device’s cost-
effectiveness. 

Blood glucose levels 
Diabetes is a serious long-term 
condition that causes a person’s 
blood sugar level to become too 
high. Around 35,000 children live 
with the condition in the UK. 

Treatment for the condition aims 
to stabilise and regulate blood 
sugar levels, keeping them as 
normal as possible to control the 
symptoms and prevent further 
health problems. 

Patients often use finger-prick 
testing multiple times a day to 
measure their glucose levels, 
involving pricking the finger and 
testing the blood manually on a 
device. This can be uncomfortable 
and time-consuming.

Moving forward 
The device works in two parts: 

1. A small probe inserted into the 
back of the arm, covered by a 
small patch, monitors and records 
glucose levels each minute and 
stores the data for eight hours at a 
time. 

2. A scanning device is used to 
relay and read the glucose levels by 
swiping the reader over the patch.

The device can be read through 
thick clothing and bed clothes, 
making the process less invasive 
than current methods. Using the 
device also speeds up the testing 
process. 

Making testing easier 
Children may find themselves 
finger-prick testing between eight 
and 20 times per day. Wearing the 
device can reduce this by 80%.

It causes no limitation for children, 
who can run, play, swim and 
shower in the device without 
needing to remove it. 

“Kids are meant to push the 
boundaries of what is possible 
but, for our patients, this can 
be difficult when they have to 
constantly worry about what their 
blood sugar is doing,” explains Dr 
Trevelyan.

“Keeping the device on for three 

weeks would definitely reduce the 
amount of time they spend finger-
prick testing, which gives them 
more time to do what they want 
to.”

If the device proves accurate, it’s 
hoped that the usability time 
will be extended for all patients 
currently using the device.

Kids are meant 
to push the 

boundaries of what 
is possible but, for 
our patients, this 
can be difficult 

when they have to 
constantly worry 
about what their 

blood sugar is 
doing.



5www.clinicalresearchinsouthampton.uhs.nhs.uk

The idea to design and develop a 
new clamp began in 2015 when 
studies showed that products 
currently available are unsuitable 
for many men, causing them pain 
and circulation problems.

Southampton researchers 
have since teamed up with 
engineers from the University 
of Southampton to design and 
build a new clamp. This is now 
being tested with prostate cancer 
patients in the NIHR Southampton 
Clinical Research Facility and will 
hopefully better meet the needs 
of each user and give men a wider 
choice when managing urinary 
problems.

Prostate cancer problems
Over 47,000 men are diagnosed 
with prostate cancer every year, 
making it the most common male 
cancer in the UK. 

In most cases it develops slowly and 
many men live for years without 
signs, symptoms or the need for 
treatment.

When treatment is required, 
surgery to remove the prostate 
gland is one of the most 
effective cures for the disease. 
Unfortunately, this can cause side 
effects such as leaking urine, as 

surgery can damage the muscles 
and nerves that control the 
bladder.

In most patients this improves 
within a year of treatment, but 
around 15% of patients live with 
long-term incontinence.

Incontinence options
Many men choose to wear 
absorbent pads, but when this isn’t 
possible, a penile clamp can be 
worn to stop the flow of urine so it 
cannot leak out.

Clamps can be uncomfortable 
and should only be used for short 
periods of time as they reduce 
blood flow to the penis, causing 
inflammation, pain and discomfort.

Working with a group of men 
living with incontinence, the new 
clamp aims to eliminate pain and 
circulation problems. 

“The new model has been 
designed using information 
gathered in the lab and from 
patients to overcome the 
problem of existing clamps,” 
explains Professor Mandy Fader, a 
continence technology specialist in 
Southampton. 
 
“So far, we’re pleased with how 

New penile clamp for prostate 
cancer patients

Southampton researchers are testing and developing a new penile clamp to help men better manage urinary 
problems following treatment for prostate cancer.

2008:
HTA published the study 
about male incontinence

2009: 
Male devices study awarded 

funding

2010 - 2012:
Data for the male devices 

study collected

2013:
Penile clamp study awarded 

funding

2014: 
Male devices findings 

published and work began 
on building penile clamp

2018:
Prototype of clamp 

produced and is in testing

Future:
Clamp to be used 

nationwide?

the clamp works in comparison 
to previous designs and the focus 
is now on the impact on penile 
circulation and pressure, and how 
comfortable and safe the material 
is to use on sensitive areas.”
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‘ReActiv8-ing’ muscles to treat 
lower back pain 
Southampton neurosurgeons are testing a novel, surgically-implanted electronic device that helps to stabilise 
muscles in the back with the aim to treat chronic lower back pain. 

Around two thirds of adults 
struggle with lower back pain at 
some point in their life. In most 
cases this isn’t caused by anything 
serious and often clears within a 
few weeks.

However, for 7% of sufferers 
the pain develops into a chronic 
condition that can affect daily life 
and activity.

Life-limiting pain 
Lower back pain often begins 
as a simple strain or sprain of 
a spinal joint. To help avoid 
pain, the central nervous system 
automatically reduces muscle 
activation around the damaged 
joint.

Although this natural reaction 
helps to ease pain in the short-
term, over time the reduced muscle 
activity can worsen the stability of 
the lower back and cause segments 
of the spine to move more easily 

into painful positions.

If left untreated, this can cause an 
ongoing cycle of pain and muscle 
weakening.

Breaking the cycle 
The novel electronic device that’s 
being tested in Southampton is 
known as ReActiv8 and is designed 
to be used as a last resort if 
physiotherapy, medication and 
other treatments haven’t eased the 
pain.

The small device, around the size 
of a matchbox, is placed into the 
lower back just under the skin. 
Two thin wires are then placed on 
either side of the spine, adjacent to 
the nerves that control the muscles. 

“Electrical currents, controlled 
by the patient via a handheld 
remote, are delivered twice a 
day for 30 minutes at a time,” 
explains Mr Vajramani, a functional 

neurosurgeon in Southampton and 
study lead.

“This activates key stabilising 
muscles of the lower back which, 
in turn, helps the body to regain 
control over the muscles, stabilise 
the spinal column and reduce the 
pain.”

The ReActiv8 device is already 
approved in Europe. Investigators 
taking part in this post-market 
clinical study hope the data 
collected will provide compelling 
evidence that confirms the safety 
and performance of ReActiv8 to be 
used alongside other treatments. 
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Helen was the first patient to be recruited to the Southampton arm of the ReActiv8 study and has been a 
participant since October 2017. We caught up with her to see how she has been getting on with taking part in 
clinical trial and what it means to be a participant in health research.

Meeting our patients:
Helen’s story

Hi Helen, why did you get involved with the trial?

I joined the trial after trying other pain 
management options, like pain killers and 
physiotherapy, with no success. This was my last 
option before needing major surgery, and with 
nothing to lose I wanted to try it.

How do you feel about the treatment? 

My back pain came on suddenly, making standing 
for long periods of time, working and my day to 
day life very painful. 

I hardly notice that the device is in my back most 
days. I use it for 30 minutes, twice a day – when I 
wake up and when I go to bed. It’s so simple to use, 
you just press the pad on and let it do the work.

I’ve felt a massive improvement in my right side 
and although I’m not completely pain free yet, I 
definitely feel like I’m getting somewhere!

How does it feel to be a participant in research? 

I was excited to take part in the study before it 
began. I saw it as another avenue to explore which 
may lead to a solution and hoped that it would 
give me the chance to get rid of the pain, I was 
really positive. 

Being a research participant is just an extra part 
of my life that I’m involved in – I don’t feel under 
observation or pressured to achieve anything and 
it’s never felt intrusive. It’s also an opportunity to 
possibly help someone else in the future. 

Do you have any words for someone who wants 

to take part in research? 

I’d say just do it – when you have nothing to lose, 
what is stopping you? Your involvement can help 
to shape treatment for people in the future and 
that is so rewarding. You’re in great hands, so don’t 
worry – just get involved!

There are plenty of opportunities to take part in research in Southampton; we run 
studies and trials of all kinds throughout the year. If you are interested in how to 
become involved in research, visit our website by scanning the QR code with the 
camera on your mobile phone.
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Pioneering trial for scoliosis 
treatment
Mr Evan Davies, a consultant spinal surgeon at University Hospital Southampton NHS Foundation Trust, and 
his team are leading a pioneering study to compare two devices which could transform treatment for scoliosis.

This world-first trial that’s been 
three years in the making will 
compare the current standard 
Universal Spine System (USS) 
treatment, with the new MESA Rail 
implant, to see which is the most 
effective at treating this spinal 
condition.

Understanding scoliosis
Scoliosis is a life-altering condition 
that causes the spine to twist and 
curve to the side. It can affect 
people of any age but commonly 
begins in children aged 10 to 15, 
often caused when the front of the 
spine grows faster than the back. 
This causes the spine to buckle and 
rotate into an ‘S’ or ‘C’ shape.

Around one in 2,000 people in the 
UK have scoliosis – many of whom 
are unaware of the condition as 
it doesn’t usually cause any other 
health problems and they are able 
to lead a normal life.

In a small percentage of people, 
the condition can cause severe pain 
and change a person’s appearance. 
Although most people don’t need 

treatment for scoliosis, those who 
experience severe symptoms may 
require surgery.

Changing treatment
The current USS treatment involves 
placing two metal rods either side 
of the spine which are screwed into 
place between the vertebrae to 
straighten the spine.

60 patients from Southampton 
General Hospital and Southampton 
Children’s Hospital over the next 
two years will be recruited to this 
study. Half of them will receive the 
USS treatment.

The other half will receive the 
new MESA Rail implant – a unique 
beam-shaped rail which can be 
secured more rigidly to the spine, 
potentially creating a better, more 
controlled correction.

As part of the study, each patient 
will be monitored post-surgery 
to see which treatment is most 
effective and if the newer MESA 
Rail implant reduces the need for 
further surgery. 

“This is a really exciting and much 
needed study to provide some 
clarity on which device is most 
effective at treating severe cases of 
scoliosis,” explains Mr Davies.

“Although the MESA Rail is more 
costly, if it can reduce the need for 
further surgery and costs linked 
to this, this new technology could 
save the NHS money in the long-
term.”
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A pioneering collaboration 
between University Hospital 
Southampton NHS Foundation 
Trust and University of 
Southampton, LifeLab inspires the 
next generation of researchers 
through a practical approach.

Joined with the NIHR Southampton 
Biomedical Research Centre, the 
dedicated space teaches teenagers 
about how the lifestyle choices 
they make now – including diet, 
exercise and sleep – could not only 
affect their health in later life, but 
also that of their future families.

Hands on education
The educational facility pairs a 
classroom alongside a state-of-the-
art laboratory, enabling students 
to experience both sides of 

research in the places they occur.

Throughout the day, students are 
able to get hand-on to measure 
health, assess artery blood flow 
and structure using ultrasound, 
measure body composition and 
perform lung function tests.

Students are also able to extract 
their own DNA and carry out 
gel electrophoresis experiments 
and meet and interview some of 
Southampton’s top researchers in a 
‘meet the scientist’ session.

Inspiring healthy futures
Inspiring the next generation to 
lead a healthy lifestyle is a LifeLab 
priority, with 83% of students who 
have taken part, agreeing that 
what they’ve learnt in LifeLab will 

Teaching the future – the next 
generation of researchers
LifeLab sits at the heart of our teaching hospital, giving young students a chance to learn first-hand about the 
science behind a healthy lifestyle and the variety of research that takes place in Southampton.

influence the way they manage 
their own health.

“Many teenagers never see the 
research that’s going on behind 
the scenes in hospitals,” explained 
LifeLab teaching fellow, Donna 
Lovelock.

“I work alongside the students, 
shaping the way they evaluate 
the evidence in front of them and 
supporting them in interpreting 
what is important or not.

“Working with students in this way 
is a real privilege and seeing the 
impact that this experience has on 
them first-hand means I always 
leave work feeling like I have 
inspired a new group of young 
people.”
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1.b 2. b 3.c

1.
Brush-DJ plays two minutes of 
music to help you brush your 
teeth for the ideal amount of 
time. It even includes short tips 
and tricks on the best ways 
to brush and floss. If you’re 
struggling to get your child to 
brush, this app could be the 
perfect motivation! 

Apps to 
keep you 

healthy

3.
The Change4Life Food 
Scanner app lets you 
look up the sugar, 
saturated fat and salt 
levels in everyday 
foods and drinks. Scan 
the barcodes of more 
than 140,000 products 
and get tips and hints 
along the way. The app 
is a fun and engaging 
way to help you and 
your family make 
healthier choices.

2.
Plan and eat healthier meals with the Easy 
Meals recipe app. Choose from 150 easy, 
calorie-counted recipes covering breakfast, 
lunch, evening meals and puddings. If you’re 
short on inspiration, let the app plan your day’s 
meals. It even comes with a handy shopping 
list function, so you don’t need to write that 
either! Win, win! 

4.Last but not least is Couch to 5K, designed 
to get you off the couch and running 5km 
in just nine weeks. The plan involves three 
runs a week with a rest day in between and 
a different running schedule each week. 
Produced with the BBC, the app helps you to 
improve your fitness gradually with a mix of 
running and walking.
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Fun and games!

QUIZ

1. How many people are 
currently receiving treatment 
for asthma in the UK?

a) 7 million 
b) 5.4 million
c) 4.6 million

2. What percentage of 
students said LifeLab 
influenced how they will 
manage their health?

a) 34%
b) 84%
c) 64%

3. How many children live 
with diabetes in the UK?

a) around 20,000 
b) around 100,00
c) around 35,000

1.b 2. b 3.c

ANSWERS

Can you find all the words?

Start

Finish

Can you help the 
researcher catch 

the virus before it 
spreads?



Help shape our research

Let us know
We want to hear about your views and experiences of clinical research in 
Southampton, as well as answer any questions you may have.
To let us know what you think, find out more about our work or register 
interest in any of our research activities, call 023 8120 4989 or email 
uhs.southamptoncrf@nhs.net.

Clinical research in Southampton is a partnership between University Hospital 
Southampton NHS Foundation Trust and the University of Southampton, 
combining clinical and scientific excellence. It is enabled by funding from the 
National Institute for Health Research, Cancer Research UK and many others.

COPD and smoking
Researchers in Southampton are studying the timeline of lung disease in a younger smoking population to 
better understand how and when it develops. If you are a smoker aged 30-45 and would like to be involved in 
the study, please contact 023 8120 4479 or email COPDResearch@uhs.nhs.uk for more information.
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Interested members of the public 
are working with our researchers 
to influence the way research 
is delivered in the hospital. By 
taking part in public and patient 
involvement (PPI), members ensure 
that research improves lives and that 
participants have the best possible 
experience. PPI plays an important 
role in guiding researchers in how 
to design and run trials so they are 
suitable for patients, relevant and 
produce reliable and honest data.

Our PPI officer, Caroline Barker, 
works with patients and the public to 
ensure that our research is relevant 
to those it directly affects. From 
meeting up to discuss study ideas, to 
reviewing participant information 
and feeding back ideas on how to 
promote trials and their findings, 
working in partnership with the 
public is key to developing future 
treatments and health technologies.

For more information, or to get involved, please contact Caroline on 023 8120 4989 or CRF-PPI@uhs.nhs.uk

Trials and studies recruiting now

ReActiv8
We are trialling the effectiveness of a small implant on chronic lower back pain (see page six). If you have not 
received surgery, have chronic lower back pain, and would like to be involved in the study, contact Daniela 
Georgieva, neuro research nurse, via daniela.georgieva@uhs.nhs.uk.

Asthma immunotherapy
The paediatric respiratory team and trialling the use of an immunotherapy tablet to reduce the effects of dust 
mite caused allergic asthma. Participants must be aged 6-16, living with asthma and using a regular inhaler 
every day. The study will involve monitoring for the next 18-24 months. Contact UHS.SouthamptonCRF@nhs.net 
for more information.


