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1. 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. 

2. There is a real need for research to understand how best to influence behaviour, both at 
individual and population level, in order to improve the evidence base and begin to reduce the 
present burden of chronic disease.  We therefore welcome the Committee’s inquiry on the topic 
and are pleased to have the opportunity to respond. 

3. The Trust’s Strategic Plan 2010-201, launched in February 2010, recognises that 
”understanding the elements that influence lifestyle decisions will be key to improving public 
health”, and makes a specific commitment that the Trust will support “multidisciplinary research 
to understand the biological, social and environmental factors that influence lifestyle decisions, 
in order to inform prevention strategies at individual and population levels”.  The Trust also 
supports work to explore the ethical, social and cultural issues relating to these challenges, and 
to inform and engage the public. This is an emerging priority for the Trust, and we will work 
with other funders to begin to develop expertise and build understanding of the issues.  Details 
of some of our current funding in this area are provided below. 

4. The Trust has recently held two Frontiers meetings that explored these issues in more detail: 
‘Environmental and behavioural determinants of childhood obesity’ and ‘Built environment: how 
can we maximise health’.  In both, participants agreed that addressing the challenges will 
require a fundamental change in behaviour, both at the individual and the population level.   
There was agreement that this would need multidisciplinary approaches involving, for example, 
social scientists, economists, architects, engineers as well as biologists, clinicians and public 
health researchers. 

5. Another key message from both meetings was the importance of developing a robust evidence 
base to inform public health policy. There was recognition that it is not possible to wait for the 
perfect evidence, and that it may be necessary to proceed on the basis of the best available 
evidence. However, this should be linked to rigorous evaluation of ongoing intervention 
programmes and natural experiments, with modification and refinement of programmes and 
future policies as necessary.  It is also important that researchers engage with policy makers at 
an early stage, in order to frame relevant research questions and develop appropriate 
methodologies. 

 

 

 
1 www.wellcome.ac.uk/strategicplan 
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National Prevention Research Initiative 
6. The Trust has recently committed funding of £2 million over five years to the fourth call of the 

National Prevention Research Initiative (NPRI).  The NPRI is a multi-disciplinary, multi-funder 
initiative which was established in 2004 in response to a report of the Strategic Planning Group 
on Prevention and Risk Research, commissioned by the National Cancer Research Institute.2  

This report recognised that prevention of common diseases, such as cancer, cardiovascular 
disease, obesity and dementia, is a priority, and that addressing it requires research to develop 
interventions which are effective and can provide an evidence-base for policy makers and 
practitioners.  

7. The NPRI has three strategic aims: 

• to provide funds to increase the amount of high quality research aimed at preventing 
incidence of new cases of preventable diseases such as certain cancers, coronary 
heart disease and diabetes; 

• to encourage and facilitate cross-disciplinary collaborations in UK preventative 
research; and 

• to encourage research aimed at risk reduction in communities / social groups with a 
high incidence of cancer, coronary heart disease and diabetes, and exploring 
approaches that will reduce inequalities in incidence from these diseases. 

 
8. The MRC is the lead partner on the NPRI; other funders include ESRC, EPSRC, BBSRC, the 

Food Standards Agency and the Department of Health, as well as the Alzheimer’s Research 
Trust, the Alzheimer’s Society, the British Heart Foundation, Cancer Research UK, Diabetes 
UK and the Stroke Association. 

9. There have been three calls to date under this initiative, with £21 million committed to 55 
projects.3  Studies have examined a number of issues, ranging from influencing the choices 
low-income consumers make when buying food, through to mapping physical activity and 
health in the urban environment, the role of economic incentives in behaviour change, and 
developing strategies to tackle the early origins of obesity. The results of some of these studies 
have already begun to inform policy discussions. 

10. A fourth call has just been announced, to support cross-disciplinary research that develops or 
tests interventions that can potentially have a major impact on population health, using the full 
range of evaluation methods, including experimental and quasi-experimental (or observational) 
designs and natural experiments.  There will be a particular focus on interventions at the 
community or population level. 

Centre for the Study of Incentives in Healthcare 
 
11. The Trust has provided a Strategic Award in Biomedical Ethics to support the Centre for the 

Study of Incentives in Healthcare (CSI Health), a collaboration between King’s College London, 
the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), and Queen Mary, University of 
London (QMUL).4  Research at CSI Health will address the use of incentives to change 
people’s behaviour from the perspectives of three main disciplines - philosophy, psychology 
and economics.  The aim is to evaluate whether financial incentives are an effective and 
acceptable means by which to improve population health. 

 
2 http://www.ncri.org.uk/includes/Publications/reports/ncri_prevention_and_risk_report_2004.pdf 
3 Information on the awards can be found at 
http://www.mrc.ac.uk/Ourresearch/ResearchInitiatives/NPRI/index.htm, together with case studies 
4 http://www.kcl.ac.uk/schools/biohealth/research/csincentiveshealth/ 
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12. CSI Health will conduct a programme of research, starting from four case examples of current 
uses of financial incentives in the UK, to analyse the relationship between financial incentives, 
coercion, equity, autonomy and behaviour.  The overarching question the researchers hope to 
address is:  ‘when is it right to use financial incentives to improve health?’  The Centre will also 
train post-doctoral fellows and PhD students, with the aim of creating a cadre of 
interdisciplinary specialists to undertake innovative, substantive research and advise policy 
makers. 

 


