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Introduction

The National Centre for Mental Health (NCMH) brings together world-leading researchers from 
Cardiff, Swansea and Bangor Universities to advance mental health and learning disability 
research in Wales. 

We are working to learn more about the triggers and causes of mental health problems, and 
hope to improve treatment, diagnosis and support for the future. 

Our key aims are to: 

n support areas of excellence and develop capacity in new areas of mental health and   
 learning disability research;

n engage with patients, their families, the wider public and third sector organisations in  
 Wales to increase understanding of mental illness and learning disabilities and the need   
 for research in these areas; 

n change the research culture in health and social care services in Wales, with the ultimate   
 goal of all individuals accessing care being invited to participate in research.

To achieve these aims we will focus our activity on six core areas; the NCMH cohort, 
biosampling and genetics, involvement, engagement and knowledge transfer, learning 
disabilities, social care and social research, and the SAIL databank. 

This report will discuss our progress in these key areas between April 2016 and March 2017, 
and lay out our plans for the next twelve months. 
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Professor Ian Jones 
NCMH Director

Dr James Walters 
NCMH Deputy Director

NCMH Board

Who’s who
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n Professor Sir Michael Owen
n Professor Keith Lloyd 
n Dr Michael Jackson 
n Professor Mike Kerr 
n Professor Debbie Cohen
n Professor Nick Craddock
n Professor David Ford 
n Dr Elizabeth Forty 
n Professor William Gray
n Dr Stephen Beyer

n Professor Jeremy Hall 
n Professor Peter Holmans
n Professor Ann John  
n Professor Meng Li 
n Professor David Linden 
n Professor Michael O’Donovan 
n Professor Catherine Robinson 
n Professor Anita Thapar 
n Professor Rob Poole  
n Professor Marianne van den Bree 

n Karin Alderson
n Janet Robinson
n Mark Coles
n Jessica Pickin (maternity leave)
n Rebecca Lynch
n John Tredget* 
n Paul Gauci*

n Catrin Hopkins*

n Bozo Lugonja
n Ganna Leonenko
n Craig Joyce*

n Dr Alex Evans

Admistration Team Laboratory Team

The NCMH team is made up of academics and clinicians from three of 
Wales’ leading universities - Cardiff, Swansea and Bangor. 



n Dr Catrin Lewis
n Dr Lawrence Raisanen
n Natalie Richards
n Kali Barawi
n Christine Fraser
n Holly Pearce
n Elen Thomas

 

n Sophie Andrews
n Lowri O’Donovan 
n Ella Lonen 
n Dr Jessica Hall 
n Emma Liddiard Williams

Phenotyping Team

n Cardiff University 
n Swansea University
n Bangor University
n Abertawe Bro Morgannwg University Health Board
n Aneurin Bevan University Health Board
n Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board
n Cardiff & Vale University Health Board
n Cwm Taf University Health Board
n Hywel Dda University Health Board
n Powys Teaching Health Board

Partners

* Not directly employed by NCMH, but part funded in some cases
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n Marcos del Pozo Banos 
n Niren Basu

SAIL Team
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Our work is organised into six core categories, known as work packages. Our progress in each 
work package is discussed below.

Work packages

Collecting biological 
samples from our 
participants, and 
curating samples 
collected in previous 
studies is core to our 
activity.

Relevant research studies can then apply to 
use these samples in their work.

Highlights

n 88% of participants (6,213) have agreed  
 to donate a DNA sample, meaning we  
 are on course to collect biological
 samples from over 8,000 people by
 March 2018

n A total of 3,611 NCMH cohort samples  
 have been made available for research  
 studies to date

n Established serum collection protocols,  
 enabling us to gather RNA samples   
 from participants with experience of  
 psychosis for more in-depth analysis.

Bio-sampling
 and genetics

One of our main 
purposes is to build a 
cohort of thousands 
of people who have 
participated in our 
study and agreed to be 
contacted about future 
research opportunities.

Highlights

n 1,278 volunteers recruited during  
 2016-17 for a grand total of 7,061

n Launched  a web-based assessment   
 system to allow volunteers to take  
 part online

n Conducted in-depth clinical interviews  
 with 380 participants with diagnoses  
 in  which we have active    
 programmes of work (schizophrenia,  
 PTSD and bipolar disorder)

n Recruited 91 participants to our sleep  
 and circadian rhythm study, collecting  
 data to examine the influence of sleep  
 disruption on mental health.

NCMH cohort
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Working to involve 
and engage the 
public in mental 
health research 
while combatting 
mental health stigma 
is a key part of our work.  

We do this in a variety of ways from running 
events and engaging with the media to 
recruiting members of the public with lived 
experience to act as champions.

Highlights

n Launched a new and improved website  
 making our resources more easily   
 accessible

n Delivered a variety of high-profile public  
 engagement events including an   
 ADHD open day, a student art exhibition  
 and a Q&A session with Matt Johnson,  
 an author with experience of PTSD

n Secured 22 press appearances,   
 including a 30 minute documentary   
 on our research for BBC Radio Wales’  
 Science Café programme

n Increased number of Research  
 Champions to 22.

Involvement, 
engagement 

and knowledge 
transfer

Research which 
considers the social 
determinants and 
social effects of 
mental health play an 
important role in our 
work.  

We work closely with researchers from 
Bangor University’s Centre for Mental Health 
and Society (CFMHAS).

Highlights

n Questions around the social    
 determinants of mental health have   
 been added to our assessment   
 protocols

n Contributed to the forthcoming Social  
 Care Wales research strategy

n A research development forum Methods  
 and Research in Service Settings will  
 shortly be relaunched to include social  
 care organisations.

Social care and 
social research
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We are working 
with our partners at 
Swansea University 
to link up routinely 
collected patient 
information to support 
our research.

Highlights

n Succesfully linked demographic and  
 clinical data of 5,322 NCMH participants  
 to datasets in the SAIL databank

n Established e-cohorts in suicide,   
 learning difficulties, psychosis, and   
 children and young people with anxiety  
 and depression and who self-harm

n Secured funding from MQ: Transforming  
 Mental Health to link genetic and   
 clinical data in schizophrenia to   
 investigate the impact of genetic risk on  
 physical health

n Secured funding from Wellcome Trust  
 to create an e-cohort of people with  
 ADHD, and to examine the impact of  
 rare genetic variants in schizophrenia.

SAIL Databank

Our learning disability 
research focuses 
on mental health 
and challenging 
behaviour in 
people with learning 
disability.

Highlights 

n Recruited 125 participants with learning  
 disability and 113 particpants with   
 autism spectrum disorder

n Established lead clinicians for our   
 learning disability work in each health  
 board across Wales

n Appointed evaluation and dissemination 
 partner on Engage to Change, a project  
 aiming to assist 1,000 young people  
 with a learning disability and/or autism  
 into paid employment

n Awarded a grant from The Baily Thomas  
 Trust to develop the Mood Awareness  
 Programme (MAP) in collaboration with  
 Aneurin Bevan University Health Board,  
 aimed at helping people with a learning  
 disability to manage mood problems

n  Awarded a grant to collaborate on the  
 100,000 Genomes Project in Wales.

Learning 
disabilities
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The infographic below highlights some of the key figures 
across our work packages during 2016-17.

2016-17 in figures

Media appearances 

22

£10.3m+
Value of grants awarded 

New Research 
Champions recruited

 2
Events attended by NCMH staff
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Total volunteers as of 31.03.17

1040iOnline orders 
for information 
leaflets

88%S
Participants agreed to 
provide a DNA sample.

35057
Visitors to our website

1278
Participants recruited 

to the cohort

4000+
Social media followers

Scientific papers 
published

200+



Key Achievements: Involvement and Engagement

Service User and Carer Research Partnership (SUCRP)

Our Service User and Carer Research Partnership aims to create opportunities for service users 
and carers to be actively involved in mental health research in Wales, and for researchers to 
benefit from the group’s advice at every stage of their research activity. 

In the past year, the group has elected two lay leads (one in North Wales, one in South Wales), 
and held the first in an ongoing series of advice sessions for researchers to present ideas or 
draft proposals and receive a unique service user and carer perspective on their research 
plans. 

The first session saw a presentation, from a Consultant Psychiatrist at Betsi Cadwaladr 
University Health Board, about a research project aiming to reduce patient and visitor violence 
to improve staff safety and the overall service patients receive. 

Research Champions 

Our Research Champions are people who have taken part in our research and now share their 
stories to encourage others to help too. 

From providing case studies for the media to speaking at events and appearing in promotional 
videos, our champions have become a key component of our public engagement and 
involvement work. A number of our Research Champions have also taken on a more active role 
in planning and overseeing the centre’s work.

For example, Zoe has taken up a seat on the NCMH Stakeholder Liaison Group, which feeds 
into key decisions, and she played an instrumental role in shaping the programme for our 
recent ADHD open day. 

In addition, Charlotte addressed Health and Care Research Wales’ Mental Capacity: Action in 
Research conference in March 2017, speaking about her experience of consenting to research 
when unwell. 
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Raising our profile

In May 2016 we made a 30 minute documentary with BBC Radio Wales for their Science Café 
show, presented by Dr Adam Walton. 

Adam interviewed Professor Ian Jones about the role of research and how NCMH aims to 
combine genetic, biological, social and psychological data to better understand the complex 
causes of mental health problems, allowing us to develop better treatments for the future. 

The programme also featured an interview with Laura, one of our Research Champions, about 
her experiences of postnatal depression and why she believes research can play a vital role in 
helping those affected by postnatal depression in the future.

Sharing stories

We worked with Munzir and Natalie, 
medical students at Cardiff University, to 
produce How are you?, a short film looking 
at how the stigma of mental health can 
make the struggles of mental illness even 
worse.

Among those interviewed in the film were 
NCMH Research Champions Laura and 
Mair, and NCMH Principal Investigators 
Professors Ian Jones and Jeremy Hall. 

It won Best Short Film at the International 
Film Festival of Wales 2016, and was 
included in the official selection of the 
Indiewise Virtual Film Festival and the 
Early Bird International Student Film 
Festival in Bulgaria.
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Innovative events, engaging experiences
We attended more than 40 awareness raising events in 2016-17, and delivered five of our 
own. These events were designed to have a strong element of fun alongside our key messages. 
Here are some of the highlights:

We joined forces with Cardiff University’s MRC Centre for Neuropsychiatric Genetics and 
Genomics to host an open day all about attention hyperactivity deficit disorder (ADHD). 

Over 50 children and adults joined us for lectures by Professors Anita Thapar and 
Stephanie van Goozen, a series of workshops and fun and games - including a giant brain 
bouncy castle!

Author and ex-police officer Matt Johnson shared 
his experiences of post traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) and his journey to becoming one of the 
most highly rated new crime writers of 2016.

We also welcomed Dr Neil Kitchiner, Director and 
Consultant Clinical Lead at Veterans’ NHS Wales to 
explain the clinical aspects of PTSD, as well as the 
latest research in this area. 

ADHD Open Day
30th October 2016, Cardiff University

Writing out PTSD
2nd February 2017, Octavo Books



15

To mark Universities Mental Health 
Day we teamed up with Cardiff 
University’s Student Psychiatry 
Society to host a student art 
competition.

We asked students to submit a 
piece of artwork on the theme of 
mental health, either inspired by 
their personal experiences or public 
images of mental health. 

Entries were judged by a panel, 
including a psychiatrist, a 
psychologist and an NCMH Research Champion, and the top 10 entries were displayed at an 
exhibition evening attended by over 30 people. Congratulations to Katy Plant (above, right), 
who won first place. 

We hosted a special sciSCREEN 
event at The Cornerstone in Cardiff 
city centre, where we screened 
Sleepwalk with Me, an independent 
film starring American comedian 
Mike Birbiglia. 

Following the screening, there 
was a lively Q&A with Katie Lewis, 
a sleep researcher at NCMH,  
Professor Penny Lewis, a researcher 
at Cardiff University Brain Imaging 
Research Centre (CUBRIC) and 
Trevor J Williams, a comedian 
with experience of mental health 
problems.

Express yourself!
2nd March 2017, Cardiff University

sciSCREEN: Sleepwalk with  Me
30th March 2017, Cornerstone
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Key Achievements: Developing the NCMH Cohort

Monthly Recruitment by Year

Continuing to do what we do best

NCMH recruited a further 1,278 volunteers in 2016-17, for a grand total of over 7,000 - well 
on the way towards our next target of 8,000 people by March 2018. Recruiting large numbers 
of people allows us to draw more accurate conclusions and comparisons from the data we 
collect.

Researching the next generation

Since 2015 we have been working with CAMHS services in Wales 
to increase the numbers of child and adolescent participants in 
NCMH.

In 2016-17, we received ethical approval to work with teams to 
offer all 5-17 year olds in contact with services an opportunity to 
take part in our research. We will be using the online Development 
and Wellbeing Assessment, or DAWBA, tool which we hope will 
provide research data as well as being a useful tool for clinical 
teams.
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In-depth assessments

We have built the NCMH cohort as a world leading resource for mental health and social 
care research, underpinning our research programmes aimed at understanding biological, 
psychological and social factors in mental health. 

A major strength of the approach we have taken is recruitment that crosses diagnostic and age 
boundaries not limited by current classification systems. However, we recognise that to get 
the greatest benefit from our cohort we need to gather more detailed information from our 
participants. 

Over the past year, we have developed a more in-depth clinical interview that we have started 
to use with people with conditions in which we have established programmes of research, like 
schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, PTSD and ADHD. 

To date, 380 participants have completed these in-depth assessments, giving us rich clinical, 
psychological and social data, as well as a biological sample.

This means that our face-to-face interviews now take longer than the basic assessment we 
have used previously. To mitigate the impact this will have on the capacity of our field team, we 
launched an online assessment in February 2017.

Through our website, people are able to consent themselves into the study and answer a series 
of questions about their health, lifestyle and demographics. This makes joining the NCMH cohort 
more accessible, and will help us engage more people in research. 

It also gives us the option of contacting online participants to see if they are interested in 
arranging a face-to-face interview where we can conduct an in-depth assessment and collect a 
blood or saliva sample.

So far, over 250 people have completed the online assessment and we plan to substantially 
increase this number in the coming months through a targeted programme of advertising and 
collaborating with other organisations and research groups, like Health Wise Wales. 
 
These changes will help us work towards our long-term goals more effectively and help us to make 
the greatest impact possible on the future of mental health care. 
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Trialling new interventions for PTSD

During 2016-17 we launched two new projects aiming to evaluate new treatments for people 
experiencing symptoms of PTSD; 3MDR and RAPID. 

3MDR - Modular Motion-assisted Memory Desensitisation and Reconsolidation

3MDR is a new treatment that aims to reduce cognitive avoidance and augment engagement 
in therapy. During each session, participants are asked to walk on a treadmill in front of a large 
wraparound video screen (pictured above).

We are investigating whether this treatment can reduce symptoms of PTSD in military 
veterans. The focus of the research is on people who have not responded to, or are unable to 
engage with, treatments that are currently available.

RAPID - Guided Self-Help for PTSD

We have developed a web-based guided self-help programme, which combines the use of 
self-help materials with regular guidance from trained professionals. 

Our aim is to determine whether this intervention can provide faster and more accessible 
treatment for PTSD than individual trauma-focused cognitive behavioural therapy, whilst being 
equally effective.

Over the next year we plan to recruit participants with experience of PTSD into both studies.
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Neurocognitive assessments

Understanding the impact of sleep disruption on 
mental health

Some people who have experienced 
mental health problems have difficulty with 
concentration and memory, which we know can 
impact on their day-to-day life. 

We have launched a new online study 
(Cognition in Mood, Psychosis and Scizophrenia 
Study (CoMPaSS) to examine whether memory 
and concentration problems are linked with 
a range of mental health disorders, including 
mood disorders, such as bipolar disorder and 
major depression, and psychotic disorders, 
such as schizophrenia.

We recruited 55 participants to take part in a pilot study and provide feedback on the tasks, 
which was largely positive, with 93% of participants rating all aspects of the tasks as “good” 
or “fair”.

To date, we have conducted detailed neurocognitive assessments in 220 NCMH participants as 
part of this study, and hope to increase this number in 2017-18.

In 2015-16 we began exploring the potential of 
wearable technology, working with colleagues 
at the Bipolar Disorder Research Network 
(BDRN) to develop a new study of how changes 
in sleep affect people with bipolar disorder.
 
The study uses actigraph watches that record 
activity. This allows us to estimate the sleeping 
patterns of people with bipolar disorder for up 
to eight weeks.
 
By combining data collected using the 
actigraph watches with volunteers’ self-
reported data on their mood, the study aims to 

better understand the link between sleep loss and the symptoms of bipolar disorder.

In 2016-17, we’ve recruited more participants to the study, taking the total to 91. Preliminary 
analysis of the data from 36 participants suggests there the data generated from low intensity 
measures, like sleep diaries and questionnaires, correlates with the data from high intensity 
measures, like the actigraph watches.
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We have completed an initial pilot phase of 
the Mood Awareness Programme (MAP), a 
new psychoeducation programme developed 
from our award-winning Bipolar Education 
Programme Cymru (BEPC). It is aimed at 
helping people with a learning disability to 
manage mood problems. 

MAP is a collaboration between NCMH and Aneurin Bevan University Health Board, with 
funding from The Baily Thomas Trust.

It has been designed to help people with a learning disability to acquire techniques and 
strategies to help them manage their mental health, experience reduced symptoms and have 
longer periods of good mental health.
 
Piloting the programme

In partnership with Caerphilly People First, we have run an 11-week pilot of the programme 
in Bargoed. Sessions include learning about the causes of mood problems and what can help 
through discussions, exercises and fun activities. They also cover information about staying 
healthy through eating and sleeping well, exercising, relaxing effectively and how to get along 
with other people. 

Participants were able to attend with their carers and support workers, or come along on their 
own. There was also an opportunity for participants and carers to feed back on the content 
and delivery of the course, and we are now in the process of adapting the programme based 
on what we have learnt during the first pilot.

The Mood Awareness Programme (MAP)
Achieving impact

MAP co-facilitators, Rebecca (left) and John (right) 

Next steps

Using feedback from the pilot 
with Caerphilly People First, we 
are working with our partners at 
Aneurin Bevan University Health 
Board to review the programme 
in preparation for the second 
pilot stage, which will begin in 
Newport in late September 2017.

Ultimately, we would like to see 
other healthcare professionals 
and local health boards 
delivering MAP throughout Wales 
and the UK.
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Ffion Bethell is the chairperson of Caerphilly People First, a branch of self-advocacy group 
All Wales People First, based in Bargoed. Ffion is at the centre four days a week, and also 
volunteered to take part in the MAP pilot project. 

“My name is Ffion Bethell, and I have been a member of People First for two years.

I decided to get involved in the Mood Awareness Programme pilot because I suffer with 
anxiety and depression, and sometimes find it hard to know how to deal with it, and who to 
ask for help.

I thought taking part in the course would help me learn different techniques to deal with these 
issues, and also to find out who I could talk to to get help.

My favourite part of MAP was getting to know other people and learning new techniques to try 
when I’m feeling down or upset, and for keeping calm.

These new techniques were the most interesting thing I learnt from the course, because they 
help me deal with my moods safely and calmly. Now, if I get angry I will count to ten, meditate, 
or do some relaxation colouring to help manage my mood.

I would definitely recommend MAP to other people, it’s helped me so much and I’m sure it 
would be helpful to others as well.”

MAP: A participant’s point of view



Conclusions

Over the last twelve months, we have continued to make significant progress in several 
areas. Our cohort has grown to over 7,000 and the development of our more in-depth clinical 
interview has enriched our clinical, psychological and social data. 

We have also seen a major change in the ethical framework under which we operate, 
successfully being granted ethical approval as a ‘Research Project’, rather than the ‘Biobank’ 
ethics we were previously working under. 

This approval has allowed us to push ahead with planned new areas of activity, including our 
online assessment and widening the scope of our biosampling work to include the collection 
of RNA and serum for proteomic research. 

Collaboration and partnerships

Continuing to work with our partners in the NHS, third sector and other universities is vital 
in helping us achieve our overall aims, and to that end, we’re planning to collaborate on a 
number of new projects over the coming year. 

In the sphere of social care and social research, our Principal Investigators at Bangor University 
are collaborating with colleagues at Manchester and Oxford University, and partners in India 
and Pakistan, to help to find effective responses to deliberate self-harm and suicide in South 
Asia.  As this work develops, we can make comparisons with data collected from the NCMH 
cohort and use the findings to help high risk populations in the UK.

We are also excited to begin a new research collaboration with the University of North 
Carolina and their partners around the world on a project to help us better understand the 
causes of postpartum mood disorders, including depression and psychosis. The project will 
invite women across the UK to provide information and consent to provide saliva samples for 
genetic research. 

Influencing policy

The past year has seen us start a number of new projects aimed at influencing policy, and we 
look forward to continuing these projects and making a real difference for people affected by 
mental health problems. 

A major focus of this work as been around perinatal mental health, and we are currently 
working with NSPCC Wales/Cymru and Mind Cymru to review the provision of perinatal 
mental health services in Wales. We plan to publish a report of our findings in 2018, and host 
a roundtable event inviting policy makers, Assembly Members, clinicians, people with lived 
experience and the media.  

Our activity in this policy area will be strengthened through our involvement in the Maternal 
Mental Health Alliance’s Everyone’s Business campaign, which lobbies for better provision of 
specialist services and mother and baby units across the UK. 

We have also played a role in informing policy around learning disability and learning 
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difficulties, giving evidence to the National Assembly for Wales’ Children, Young People and 
Education Committee consultation in relation to the content of the Additional Learning Needs 
Bill and Draft Code of Practice. 

Making a difference

As a partner on the Engage to Change project, which aims to help 1,000 young people with a 
learning disability and/or autism into work, we have a unique opportunity to make a positive, 
practical difference. Indeed, there are already some success stories at this early stage, with a 
number of young people moving from their work placements into permanent jobs. 

We also plan to continue making a positive difference by equipping people with the tools 
and techniques to help manage their mood and mental health through our successful 
psychoeducation programmes. This includes training healthcare professionals to deliver our 
Mood Awareness Programme (p.20), and continuing to run the Bipolar Education Programme 
Cymru (BEPC), an award-winning psychoeducation programme for people with bipolar 
disorder. 

Finally, with the help of our ever-expanding team of Research Champions, we will continue 
to engage with the public to combat stigma and increase understanding of mental health 
throughout society. 
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