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Key Points 

 The strategy must provide clarity on how education and training of the workforce will 
improve the integration of public health research and practice and embed a culture of 
research and innovation throughout the new public health system. 

 Flexibility in academic public health careers is essential to attract high quality 
trainees, both from other medical specialities and outside medicine, and retain them 
in the specialty.  

 The non-academic workforce requires training and expertise in the basic science of 
public health, statistics and the interpretation of evidence to ensure that the public 
health system is fit for purpose. Specific, specialist expertise and training at the local 
level will be needed to capitalise on technological developments, such as information 
technology. 

 National coordination of the workforce is essential to mitigate the impact of 
fragmentation of the system and it is essential that the strategy promotes integration 
with other healthcare services. 

 Research, education and public health must be well-represented across Health 
Education England and Local Education and Training Boards to ensure true 
coordination and to foster a culture of research and innovation. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Reform of the public health system in England presents significant challenges to the 
development and coordination of the workforce, as the delivery of public health services 
will be fragmented across local authorities, the NHS and Public Health England. 
Concerted effort will be needed to ensure that local authorities are equipped to 
understand and utilise the expertise of the wider public health workforce, for the benefit 
of their local population’s health.  

2. The new structures present an opportunity to promote integration of the academic and 
public health practitioner workforce and to equip the service to tackle the public health 
challenges of the 21st century, including: an ageing population and the increasing 
burden of non-communicable diseases. The strategy must seize this opportunity to 
address these challenges, recognising the need to develop a well-informed and agile 
system. We support the vision set out for a public health workforce that is known for its 
expertise, professionalism, commitment and flexibility.  
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3. The Wellcome Trust strongly values the skills of academics trained in public health, 
including expertise in epidemiology and methodologies such as clinical trials. The Trust 
has a varied portfolio in public health and a number of our important investments and 
impacts depend on the skills of this workforce, for example UK Biobank, the National 
Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles, and the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents 
and Children. We are therefore pleased to have an opportunity to comment on the 
developing workforce strategy. Given the Trust’s remit, our comments focus primarily on 
developing the workforce to strengthen the interaction between academic public health 
and practice, and embedding research in the public health system.  

LINKING RESEARCH AND PRACTICE 

4. The UK has a strong history in public health research and we welcome the recognition of 
the importance of supporting careers in academic public health to strengthen this 
discipline. In order to provide sustainability it is absolutely vital to build and maintain a 
strong academic community that integrates with the new public health system.  

5. A lack of flexible academic career pathways in public health is a current threat to the 
specialty. High quality graduates are attracted to alternative specialties in the absence of 
a clear yet flexible career path, making it harder to attract the strongest individuals and 
compromising public health as a credible career option. It is vital to ensure that that there 
is sufficient flexibility in career pathways to attract and retain individuals in the specialty. 
For example, it must be possible to support medics from other specialities and those 
from relevant non-clinical backgrounds, including statistics and economics, to embark on 
an academic career in public health. 

6. Training pathways and the accreditation process must also be flexible to allow for 
sufficient specialisation within public health, for example focusing on health 
improvement, health protection or health services research or enabling rigorous training 
in methodologies, including randomised controlled trials, natural experiments and 
qualitative techniques. This will ensure that important skill sets can be maintained. 

7. Public health research, supported by a range of funders including the Trust, is a vital 
component of the public health ecosystem. In order to support an evidence-based 
approach to public health policy, it is essential that there are strong interactions between 
public health research and practice. This will create a positive feedback loop that 
ensures practices are evaluated and the evidence used to inform future policies, 
securing the best health outcomes for the population.  

8. Coordination between research and practice must be improved to ensure that public 
health research addresses the right questions and that wider population benefits are 
achieved. The need for closer working between researchers and policy-makers was 
highlighted in the House of Lords Science and Technology Committee report, Behaviour 
Change (2011). The workforce strategy must address how education and training can be 
used to promote greater collaboration between public health researchers and 
practitioners. This section of the strategy should be strengthened to reflect the 
importance of these interactions. For example, the strategy should recognise the value of 
a range of approaches, including Masters programmes and joint appointments that span 
research and practice. Leadership from the Faculty of Public Health, Public Health 
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England and the National Institute of Health Research (NIHR) School for Public Health 
Research will have an important role to play in ensuring that education and training helps 
to facilitate collaboration between research and practice.  

9. The UK Clinical Research Collaboration (UKCRC) Public Health Research Centres of 
Excellence initiative, supported by the major funders of public health research, has 
sought to improve coordination in this area. The Centres aim to boost infrastructure and 
build capacity, with an additional aim of facilitating translation of research into policy and 
practice. The Centres are a good example of how research fits within the wider public 
health ecosystem. 

EMBRACING INNOVATION AND NEW TECHNOLOGY 

10. Creating a culture across public health services and the NHS that values the generation 
and use of evidence is essential for improving population health, individual health 
outcomes and achieving greater efficiencies, for example in fostering effective prevention 
strategies. Failure to adopt this approach will result in a health system that is incapable 
of embracing the advances being made through research. Culture change will be needed 
to ensure that research and the use of evidence are fostered in all components of the 
public health system. This is particularly important where functions are migrating to local 
authorities that have limited experience of research and the use of evidence. Training, 
particularly continuing professional development of non-academic staff, will be vital to 
support this. 

11. It is essential that the public health system is flexible, responsive to new public health 
challenges and able to embrace emerging technologies, such as genomics, informatics 
and new forms of communication with the public, including social media. This will require 
flexibility in the workforce. We are pleased that the consultation acknowledges the need 
for Public Health England to identify a specialist information and intelligence workforce. 
However, in addition to this, expertise at a local level in public health and primary 
healthcare settings will be a prerequisite to maximise the potential of modern information 
systems and population and patient data.  

COORDINATION AND INTEGRATION 

12. Given the fragmentation of public health delivery across local authorities, Public Health 
England and the NHS, it is essential that robust mechanisms are in place to ensure that 
capacity across the whole workforce is maintained. We therefore welcome proposals for 
workforce information; modelling of supply and demand; and planning to be undertaken 
at the national level, which should help to mitigate the negative effects of this 
fragmentation.  

13. It is important that the responsibilities of different components of any health system, 
including health and public health services, are clear to ensure accountability. However, 
it is also vital to take a joined-up view to ensure that these functions are coordinated, 
complementary and do not duplicate each other. We therefore support the proposed 
coordination between the public health system and the NHS, including between Public 
Health England, Health Education England (HEE) and the Local Education and Training 
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Boards (LETBs). We are pleased to see some details emerging on the development and 
roles of HEE and LETBs, including that “LETB governing body membership should 
include representatives from the education sector”.1 It is important that research, 
education and public health are well-represented across the HEE and LETB structures to 
ensure true coordination and to foster a culture of research and innovation. Public health 
research must also be taken into account in the Academic Health Sciences Centres and 
Networks. We look forward to seeing further information on this as these systems 
develops. 

 

The Wellcome Trust is a global charitable foundation dedicated to achieving extraordinary 
improvements in human and animal health. We support the brightest minds in biomedical 
research and the medical humanities. Our breadth of support includes public engagement, 
education and the application of research to improve health. We are independent of both 
political and commercial interests. 

                                                             
1
 Health Education England, LETB Authorisation: Draft Applicants’ Guide, 12 June 2012  


