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Prevention is better than cure, so 
our research is finding new ways 
we can all stay healthy. 

Developing new vaccines
Vaccines have been one of the 
great success stories of medicine, 
helping to prevent diseases and 
even eradicate them completely, 
saving countless lives. 

Our new whooping cough vaccine
programme, on page 5, could 
prevent up to 200,000 children’s 
deaths each year. On page 10, 
learn how you could help us 
develop a vaccine for malaria. 

Encouraging healthy habits
We all know that a good diet 
and regular exercise keeps us 
healthy, but it’s not always easy. 
Our research is enabling better 
support for patients. 

Discover on page 4 how our 
surgery ‘school’ is helping 

people get fit before their 
operation, based on evidence that 
it could help speed their recovery.

On page 9, read why eating more 
fish could help prevent type 2 
diabetes, and on page 8, how a 
new test could provide an early 
warning for heart disease.
 
Tackling the big challenges
This issue’s centre pages give 
you a window into our NIHR 
Southampton Biomedical 
Research Centre and 
nutrition research, 
tackling global issues 
like obesity and 
malnutrition. 

...we’re looking at the many ways we’re working to prevent disease, with research into new vaccines, exercise 
programmes and better diets to keep us healthy. 

Discover what the future 
holds for such research 
on page 3, and how 
we plan to invest 
£15 million in a 
new research
centre. 
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Fifteen million pounds from the 
NIHR will fund a new Southampton 
centre for research into obesity, 
asthma, allergies and infections.

The five-year funding award will 
see our pioneering nutrition and 
respiratory research delivered 
by a new NIHR Southampton                
Biomedical Research Centre, taking 
discoveries from the laboratory 
into the clinic.

Enabling research excellence
Awarded to the partnership 
between University Hospital 
Southampton NHS Foundation 
Trust and the University of 
Southampton, the centre 
underscores Southampton as 
leaders in nutrition and 
respiratory research.
 
That leadership has yielded to date 
the evidence explaining the impact 
of mothers’ diets on their babies’ 
lifelong health, discovering new 
treatments for asthma, and 

improving the management 
of rare diseases, allergies and 
musculoskeletal conditions like 
rheumatoid arthritis.

“I’m delighted that we’ve secured 
this funding,” said Fiona Dalton, 
chief executive of University 
Hospital Southampton, “which will 
enable us to push forward with 
research that is improving care for 
our patients.” 

Combining our strengths
“This award represents an 
opportunity to make a real 
difference to people’s lives 
and health by combining 
Southampton’s unique strengths 
in nutrition and respiratory clinical 
research, as well as data, microbial 
and behavioural science,” said 
Professor Robert Read, the new 
centre’s director.

The new centre’s respiratory 
experts will investigate ways to 
improve critical care and address 

life-threatening diseases like 
asthma, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD), lung 
cancer, infections such as flu and 
pneumonia, and rare lung diseases.

Nutrition research in the new 
centre will focus on preventing 
the growth of childhood obesity, 
tackling conditions like obesity, 
liver disease and cancer in adult 
life, as well as how better 
nutrition and activity can 
support healthy ageing.

“This award gives us the means 
to bring new treatments into care,” 
said Prof Read, “and improve not 
only our patients’ health, but also 
people across the region and 
nationwide.”

New £15 million centre to 
tackle key health issues
We have been awarded £15 million by the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) for a new centre for 
research into obesity, asthma, allergies and infections.

This award represents 
an opportunity to make 
a real difference to 
people’s lives”
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Back to school to get 
the best out of surgery

Professor Mike Grocott and his 
critical care team have launched 
a weekly ‘surgery school’ to 
better prepare patients mentally 
and physically for surgery. 

Fit for surgery
The critical care research team has 
shown that fitter patients have 
better outcomes after surgery, with 
fewer complications and a quicker 
recovery. 

The new school aims to engage 
patients with the benefits of 
getting fit before they have their 
operation, to help them reduce 
their risk of complications and 
shorten their hospital stay. 

“We know from various UK and 
international research studies that 
patients who are in good physical 
shape prior to surgery have fewer 
complications and enjoy a quicker 
recovery after their operation,” 
explains Prof Grocott, consultant 
and professor of anaesthesia and 
critical care at Southampton.
 
Helping patients get healthy
The school is currently being 
piloted, with groups of ten 
colorectal and urology patients 
spending two hours with their 
clinical team to discuss ways to 
improve health and fitness. 

Topics covered include the benefits 
of regular exercise, a good diet, 
cutting down on alcohol and 
stopping smoking. The patients 
are given advice on what types 
of exercise to undertake and 
have access to the specialist 

Southampton Quitters smoking 
cessation service and a dedicated 
alcohol support team.

Better advice and support
“Just handing patients a leaflet or 
making a passing comment about 
trying to take care of their health – 
which remains commonplace – just 
isn’t enough to get the message 
through about what a difference 

Southampton’s new ‘surgery school’ preparing patients for their operations has started, based on our critical 
care team’s research showing that people who are fit and healthy recover better.

Patients who are in 
good physical shape 
prior to surgery have 
fewer complications”

improvements in fitness and 
lifestyle can make,” explains 
Prof Grocott.

“So we’ve been piloting the 
surgery school as a formal 
part of patients’ pre-surgery 
preparations – and are following 
up to see how many patients have 
sustained changes in their routines 
to maintain improvements made 
prior to their operations.”

Around 90 patients have attended 
the surgery school so far, with 
93% saying they were likely to 
recommend the programme to a 
friend or family member ahead 
of major surgery.

Joining forces to fight  
whooping cough

Issue 7, Winter 2016

5www.clinicalresearchinsouthampton.uhs.nhs.uk

Southampton professor 
of infectious diseases and 
consultant Robert Read has 
received €2.7 million to develop 
ways of safely infecting volunteers 
with whooping cough, paving the 
way for new vaccine studies.

Preventing children’s deaths
Conducted in the NIHR 
Wellcome Trust Southampton 
Clinical Research Facility, this 
work forms part of the €28 million 
European PERISCOPE project.

This project is bringing together 
world-leading scientists to 
develop new vaccines and 
vaccination strategies to tackle 
whooping cough.

Also known as pertussis, 
whooping cough affects 
around 16 million people 
each year worldwide, 
particularly in developing 
countries, causing almost 
200,000 vaccine-preventable 
deaths in children.

Improving vaccine research
In order to tackle this global health 
problem, PERISCOPE has brought 
together leading experts from 22 

Each year whooping cough affects 16 million people worldwide, killing 200,000 children. Our NIHR Wellcome 
Trust Southampton Clinical Research Facility is helping improve testing and development for vaccines that 
could prevent this distressing infection.

The work we will 
do in Southampton 
will be first-in-man, 
and truly cutting
edge science”

partnering institutions across 11 
countries with long-standing 
experience in pertussis research, 
clinical trials, bioinformatics, 
immunology and public health.

The consortium also includes 
industrial partners Sanofi 
Pasteur and GlaxoSmithKline, 
two of the world’s largest and 
most experienced vaccine 
manufacturers, to accelerate 
development and testing of 
new vaccines. 

“I’m very pleased that our 
consortium has been granted this 
support,” Professor Read said,”in a 
programme which brings together 
world-leading immunological, 
clinical and microbiological 
expertise on pertussis to tackle 
this pressing issue, which affects 
around 16 million people 
worldwide each year.

“The work we will do in 
Southampton will be first-in-man, 
and truly cutting edge science.”
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Nurturing nutrition

In past generations, the biggest 
threat to our health came from 
infectious diseases. Today, the 
main health issues are largely 
caused by diet and lifestyle. 

Over the last decade, the NIHR 
Southampton Biomedical Research 
Centre (NIHR BRC) has worked 
tirelessly to find solutions that will 
enable us to prevent such diseases 
and protect future generations.  

Tackling the obesity crisis
In recent years, the UK has seen 
such a surge in obesity that it has 
been described as an ‘epidemic’, 
leading to increases in related 
diseases like type 2 diabetes.

“The world is facing a serious 
epidemic of obesity,” explains 
Professor Keith Godfrey, director 
of the centre, “and this causes not 
just personal problems for the 
individuals involved, but also 
societal and economic problems.”

Improving nutrition provides the 
key to tackling this crisis and 
preventing such diseases. 

“We need to identify practical 
measures to help people change 
their health-related behaviours,” 
says Keith, “and use our insights 
in nutrition to find new ways to 
personalise healthcare.”

Bright future
In the coming year, a new 
£15 million research centre will 
bring together Southampton’s 
strengths in respiratory and 
nutrition research. 

Keith says this combined expertise 
will allow his research teams to 
take on some of the most pressing 
health issues of our time.

With big changes ahead, we reflect on the accomplishments of our NIHR Southampton Biomedical Research 
Centre, how its work has helped to prevent disease and what the future holds for its nutrition research.

NIHR Southampton Biomedical Research Centre

We have a fantastic 
opportunity... to tackle 

some of the big 
nutritional issues 

at scale.”

“We have a fantastic opportunity 
to develop some cross-cutting 
themes,” he explains, “which will 
enable us to tackle some of the big 
nutritional issues at scale for the 
benefit of the population.” 

Exploring new avenues
The new centre will explore new 
promising avenues of research, 
including data science, microbial 
science and behavioural science.

For example, they plan to 
investigate how bacteria naturally 
present in our gut - collectively 
known as our gut ‘microbiome’- 
could cause or prevent disease.

“The microbial science is a really 
exciting possibility,” says Keith, 
“because we now know that the 
gut microbiome is influenced by 
our diet, but also has an important 
effect on our health.”
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We met up with Prof Keith Godfrey, the centre’s 
director, to find out what he does and why.

What does your role as director involve?
The main part of my role as director is enabling 
our researchers, clinical consultants, nurses and 
allied health professionals to undertake their 
nutritional research, leading the infrastructure 
that allows them to be productive.

What did you do before becoming director?
I trained as a medical student in Southampton, 
did my specialist training elsewhere, and then 
came back to do my PhD in Southampton and
subsequently took on leading our research 
on mother and baby nutrition.

What are your research interests?
I’m interested in mothers’ nutrition before and 
during pregnancy, in relation to the growth and 
development of her baby, and how that determines 
the baby’s life chances, particularly their chances of 
obesity, asthma and other health conditions.

What conditions does the centre research?
The NIHR BRC is working across the entire lifespan. 
In pregnancy and infancy, our focus is on childhood 
obesity. In middle age, we look at non-alcoholic 
fatty liver disease, alcohol-related harms and 
obesity-associated cancers. In later life, we focus 
on frailty and poor nutrition in elderly people. 

What has the centre discovered?
We’ve discovered that a mother’s nutritional 
status as she enters pregnancy is really important 
in terms of the baby’s later health. That’s led us to 
recognise that you can only improve someone’s 
nutritional status as they head into pregnancy if 
you engage with them during their teenage years, 
when their lifestyles and behaviours are set.

Interview 
with Professor Keith Godfrey

NIHR BRC IN NUMBERS

>500

75

almost

48,800
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Preventing heart disease
New early diagnosis of heart disease risk could be possible thanks to a decade-long study that has 
linked levels of a protein in urine with increased risk of cardiovascular disease.

Cardiovascular disease describes 
all diseases of the heart and 
circulation, and is responsible 
for more than a quarter (26%) 
of all deaths in the UK - nearly 
160,000 deaths each year.  

Now a decade-long study in Korea, 
led by Professor Christopher Byrne 
from the NIHR Southampton 
Biomedical Research Centre, has 
found a link between low levels of 
the protein albumin in urine and 
deaths from cardiovascular disease.

Standard kidney test
Albumin levels are already a 
standard test for chronic kidney 
disease, with high levels of the 
blood protein in urine indicating 
that the kidneys, which act as a 
sieve to filter out waste from the 
blood, are damaged and protein is 
leaking into the urine.

However, this study looked at 
albumin levels below the level 

considered to be harmful in 
the urine of people who were 
relatively healthy and didn’t 
have kidney disease.

Using data collected from just 
over 37,000 middle-aged 
working adults visiting a clinic 
in Korea from 2002 to 2012, 
the researchers found a link 
between low levels of albumin 
in daily urine samples and an 
increased risk of death from 
cardiovascular disease.

This research formed part 
of an ongoing programme of 
collaborative research, funded 
by an MRC grant held with Prof 
Ki-Chul Sung from Sungkyunkwan 
University in Seoul.

Preventing deaths
For the first time, this research 
shows that having small amounts 
of albumin in your urine could 
be an early warning sign 

that you are at high risk of 
cardiovascular disease.

“The research findings 
demonstrate that very low 
levels of urinary protein excretion, 
below the levels that were 
previously thought to be abnormal, 
are associated with increased risk 
of cardiovascular disease,” 
said Professor Byrne.

This raises the possibility of a test 
to detect the early stages of heart 
disease, enabling patients to lower 
their risk by making changes to 
their lifestyle.

Very low levels of 
urinary protein 
excretion... are 
associated with 
increased risk of 
cardiovascular disease”
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Omega-3 rich diet protects 
against type 2 diabetes

Researchers from the NIHR 
Southampton Biomedical Research 
Centre have found obese people 
could lower their risk of type 2 
diabetes by following a low calorie 
diet and taking omega-3.  

Fighting diabetes
Diabetes affects an estimated 3.9 
million people in the UK, of which 
90% have type 2 diabetes, and this 
figure is rising.

Type 2 diabetes sees the body no 
longer able to control the amount 
of sugar in the blood, usually 
developing over several years 
as a result of high sugar diets 
and inactive lifestyles. 

Left untreated, that excess blood 
sugar can lead to sight loss, kidney 
failure and foot ulcers, as well as 
increasing the risk of heart disease 
and stroke.

Obesity greatly increases the risk 
of type 2 diabetes, and even those 
who are obese but do not have 
diabetes may see early warning 
signs, such as insulin resistance or 
low insulin sensitivity. 

If these people lose weight and eat 
a healthy diet, they can lower their 
risk of developing the disease.
 
Reducing the risk
Study participants were 
assigned to two groups for 
three months - with group 
one eating a low calorie diet 
only, while group two 
followed the same diet, 
but also took a daily dose 
of omega-3 supplements. 

The researchers measured their 
Body Mass Index (BMI), hip and 
waist circumference, blood 
pressure and fat tissue at the 
start and end of the study.    

Those taking omega-3 supplements 
had improved ability to control 
their blood sugar levels, an 
indicator of type-2 diabetes risk, 
whereas those who ate the low 
calorie diet without taking 
supplements did not.

Omega-3 can help
These results suggest that 
omega-3 supplements could help 
to further reduce the risk of type 2 
diabetes for those tackling excess 
weight through a low calorie diet, 
improving their body’s control of 
sugar levels in their blood.

“We know that restricting 
energy intake is very important 
in helping people with obesity to 
control their weight,” explains 
Professor Philip Calder, who was 
involved in this research.

“But this study shows that 
including omega-3 fats as part 
of a lower calorie diet improves 
metabolic control.”

New research shows that combining a low calorie diet with omega-3 lowers the risk of type 2 diabetes.

... including omega-3 
fats as part of a lower 
calorie diet improves 
metabolic control”
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Developing a vaccine 
for malaria

Southampton is part of efforts 
to prevent millions of deaths 
worldwide through a clinical 
trial evaluating three 
malaria vaccines. 

Preventing malaria worldwide
About 3.2 billion people – nearly 
half of the world’s population – 
live in areas where malaria exists. 

Two hundred and fourteen million 
cases are recorded each year, with 
those infected experiencing a high 
fever, headache, vomiting, sweats 
and chills. 

If left untreated, it can be 
life-threatening, particularly for 

pregnant women and children 
under five, and remains one of the 
world’s biggest killers, with around 
438,000 deaths each year.

Malaria is caused by the 
Plasmodium parasite, which 
enters the body through the bites 
of infected mosquitoes. 

Although access to insecticide 
treated nets and new treatments 
to fight its effects are helping 
to reduce the number of 
cases and deaths, a malaria 
vaccine could give one-shot, 
lifelong protection from this 
deadly disease for everyone 
in malarial areas.  

Investigating new vaccines
This research study, led by 
the University of Oxford, is 
evaluating how safe and effective 
three malaria vaccines are. 
Professor Saul Faust is leading 
recruitment in Southampton.

Participants will be split into 
groups and given a vaccine. They 
will then receive a highly treatable 
strain of malaria in a safe and 
controlled setting, with full 
medical care and support to 
treat the infection.

The study team will observe 
them closely and perform tests to 
evaluate the vaccines’ protection. 

For more information on this trial, please call 023 8120 4989 or email UHS.RecruitmentCRF@nhs.net.
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Children with hip dysplasia 
are born with loose joints that, 
if left untreated, can cause 
problems walking later in life and 
increase the risk of needing a hip 
replacement in early adulthood.
 
Professor Nicholas Clarke’s 
research, conducted in 
Southampton at the NIHR 
Wellcome Trust Southampton 
Clinical Research Facility, sees 
affected families visit a regular 
clinic aiming to standardise 
care across the NHS.

Making new friends
Stephanie, one mum taking part in 
Prof Clarke’s research, found the 
experience positive, for baby 
Emily’s care but also for finding 
others in the same situation.

Meeting another mum each week 
in the waiting room in the early 
stages of a study, Stephanie got 
used to having a weekly chat. 

When she realised that after a 
certain point they’d only be coming 
every eight weeks, they exchanged 
numbers so they could still keep in 
touch, staying friends ever since.

Mums share research experiences
We asked mums involved in a long-term study on hip dysplasia what 
it’s like to have a child taking part in a research study, and what their 
experience has been like so far. 

“To have a ‘Mummy friend’ that’s 
been through the same journey 
with hip dysplasia is actually really 
important,” says Stephanie. “It’s 
reassuring to know that you’ve got 
someone you’re still going to have 
contact with in the future.” 

Taking part twice
Sammy, another mum involved in 
the study, has had two daughters 
with hip dysplasia, Marnie and 
Bonnie, who have both taken 
part in the study. 

She was really keen to get Bonnie 
on the programme, based on her 
experience with her eldest Marnie.
 
“I was really pleased that Bonnie 
would be on the study,” Sammy 
explains, “getting the same close 
attention as Marnie did.” 

Excellent facilities and care
For both mums, improving care 
for other children was important, 
but the environment, high level 
of expertise and quality care was 
why they chose to take part.

“It meant, effectively, that we had 
a private service, and it made sense 

to get seen by one of the top 
professors,” explained Stephanie.

Overall, both mums enjoyed 
taking part and found it a great 
experience. 

“You get to understand a little bit 
more about what’s going on,” said 
Sammy.

“I think the nurses here are 
amazing,” said Stephanie. “Their 
support, their care and the time 
they take to get to know you as a 
family has made a real difference. 
We’ve been really impressed.”

Help shape our research
We want to improve our research process, our participants’ experiences and make sure that our research 
provides maximum benefit to people’s lives. We can only do this by involving people like you.

Our patient and public 
involvement (PPI) team works with 
patients and the public to soften 
the barriers between researchers 
and NHS service users to improve 
the process and outcome of 
clinical research for all. 

From meeting up to discuss study 
ideas, to reviewing participant 
information and feeding back 
ideas on how to promote trials 
and their outcomes, PPI is key to 
developing future treatments 
and health technologies.

I think the nurses here 
are amazing... we’ve 
been really impressed.”

For more information 
on our PPI and how to 
get involved, please call 
023 8120 4989 or email 
CRF-PPI@uhs.nhs.uk.



Trials and studies recruiting now

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 think, to find out more about our work or to register interest in any of our 
research activities, you can email uhs.southamptoncrf@nhs.net or call 023 8120 4989.

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.

Babelfish

MICA II

Cognosco
We’re looking for severe asthmatics to join this study, investigating biological markers associated with 
symptoms across asthma severities. For more information, please email AsthmaResearch@uhs.nhs.uk or call 
Laura Presland on 023 8120 4479.

We’re developing a new headphone-like tool for measuring pressure on the brain, which can occur after a head 
injury or illness, and need the help of healthy volunteers to identify a normal range of pressures. If you are 20 
to 80 years old and interested in taking part, please call Tom on 023 8120 3370 or email ICPstudy@uhs.nhs.uk.

Sniffle 4

GALATHEA

We’re offering a nasal vaccine for all asthmatic children between 2 to 18 years, as part of the Sniffle 4 research 
study. For more information, please call Cilla Snape on 023 8120 4989 or email cilla.snape@uhs.nhs.uk.

We’re looking for those with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and ex-smokers (stopped for more 
than 6 months) aged 40 to 85 years to take part in a study on why some smokers develop COPD and others do 
not. To find out more, please contact the COPD research team on 023 8120 4479 or COPDResearch@uhs.nhs.uk.  

We’re looking for COPD patients aged between 40 and 85 who’ve had to take a course of oral steroids or have 
been hospitalised in the last year because of their COPD to join the GALATHEA study, investigating a new drug 
to control the condition. To find out more and get involved, please contact the COPD research team on 023 
8120 4479 or email COPDResearch@uhs.nhs.uk.   

RASP
We’re looking for severe asthmatics to join this study, investigating how regular steroid doses can be adjusted 
for individual patients, so the dose is sufficient to manage their symptoms but minimises side effects. To find 
out more or take part, please contact Gabriela on gabrielagrumazescu@uhs.nhs.uk or 023 8120 4479.

Malaria vaccine trial
If you are 18 to 45 years old, in good health, and have never had malaria, you could be eligible to take 
part in our study assessing a new malaria vaccine. The trial involves 16-17 visits over approximately 8-12 months. 
Participants will be reimbursed for their time, travel and inconvenience. To find out more or take part, please 
contact UHS.RecruitmentCRF@nhs.net or call 023 8120 4989.


