

Reflections on a two yeartwo-year project to support Interns and Champions to build research capacity in older adult social care
BLOG

Just over two years ago, we embarked on an NIHR-funded project which aimed to build research capacity in older adult social care. As part of a broader national effort to strengthen research infrastructure in social care, we wanted to focused specifically on care homes and assisted living, building on work already undertaken within the ARC and reaching parts of the care system where research does not always reach.
The project centred on four core activities: 
1. rRecruiting and supporting Research Capacity Building Interns and Research Champions, 
2. dDeveloping new research projects, 
3. nNurturing a Community of Practice, and 
4. sSustaining meaningful stakeholder engagement throughout.
We spent time carefully shaping the Internship and Champion roles. These roles were designed to be accessible to anyone working in adult social care practice who was curious about research, keen to use evidence to inform practice, or interested in supporting research in any way.  
Our Intern cohort reflected the diversity that we had sought. We recruited eight health and care practitonersofessionals, including care home managers, a podiatrist, a health care assistant and someone beginning a career in social care commissioning. Over one paid day per week for nine months, Interns gained insights into research design, evidence searching and synthesis, patient and public involvement, governance and ethics. From the outset, we knew this work needed to be grounded in the realities of practice.  The Internships permitted protected time and space (often at the peaceful Buckfast Abbey) to step away from busy professional roles, to reflect, share, explore and ask questions. On a one to oneone-to-one basis, mentors supported each Intern’s emerging research ideas, and when the cohort unanimously asked to continue, we responded with the offer of an “Internship Plus”, consisting of a further nine months 35 days of salary backfill, training and mentoring. 
Alongside this, we launched six Research Capacity Building Champion roles also for aimed at more senior adults social care practitionersprofessionals. These lighter-touch roles supporting up to 10 days a year enabled Champions to advocate for or undertake research, thus embedding and encouraging a research culture within their organisations.  The outputs of the Internship plus have been equally as inspiring and varied and included posters, reviews and surveys, and even Lego to communicate complex computational modelling ideas. One particularly moving output example was a poem by Tammy, reminding us that communication and creativity are powerful tools for demystifying research and making it accessible.
The impact goes beyond these tangible outputs. We have learned alongside our Interns and Champions. We now have a suite of flexible training resources, a deeper theoretical conceptualisation of research capacity building, and a clearer understanding of success ingredients: time, trust, permission to explore, and engagement that “meets people where they are”. 
Dr Natalie Owen, Head of NIHR Research Infrastructure recently noted:
“Ensuring that effective, evidence-based interventions and models of care reach people living with the greatest burden of disease is vital. .. capacity and capability building will enable the ARCs to support work at the interface of research and practice for population benefit.”
Crucially, we learnt however, we must be mindful of what we are building. Research skills are complex and take time to develop. High-quality, inclusive and ethical research requires expertise, systems and collaboration—and the evidence we generate today shapes care tomorrow.
At its heart, this work is about celebrating impact and value, and encouraging research curiosity in hard to reachhard-to-reach places and ensuring that research truly serves those working in - —and relying on -— older adult social care.

