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Introduction
Cardiovascular care has a long history of being strongly evidence-based. For example, 
35 years ago, the GISSI trial (Gruppo Italiano per lo Studio della Streptochinasi nell’Infarto 
Miocardico, 1986) revolutionised the treatment of acute myocardial infarction. However, 
when one thinks about the evidence that underpins nursing practice, nurse researchers 
are conspicuously absent. The evidence that National Institute for Health and Care 
Excellence guidelines are based on is predominantly led by medical colleagues. Even in 
a frequently nurse-led area, such as cardiac rehabilitation, very little of the evidence used 
is generated and led by nurses (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2020). 
There are historical reasons for this; nursing is a relatively young academic discipline, 
with only 0.04% of nurses being professors, in comparison to 0.5% of medical doctors 
(O’Carroll, 2015). However, if cardiovascular nursing is to develop and learn how best 
to improve the outcomes of patients, nurses with the knowledge and skill to lead research 
are needed. The UK Government (2021) recently outlined a UK-wide vision for the future 
of clinical research delivery, with a key aim of creating a research-positive culture in 
which all healthcare staff feel empowered to support and participate in clinical research 
as part of their job. In England, the Chief Nurse is due to unveil a strategy to support 
and develop nursing research (NHS England, 2021).

This article aims to de-mystify research and provide some examples of how cardiac 
nurses have developed their research skills. By sharing stories of people at all different 
stages, the authors hope to help other cardiovascular nurses to navigate the journey from 
research novices to project leaders.

Clinical practice
Nurses use research in clinical practice to inform how they provide care for their patients. 
Therefore, they play a vital role in implementing research into clinical practice. Some 
nurses may be exposed to research taking place in their area (eg drug trials or other 
studies). Two of the authors (Helena Whitehead and Claire Barron) are experienced 
cardiac nurses who do not currently hold research roles, but both recognise the value 
of research and play an important role in creating a positive attitude to research in their 
clinical areas.
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Abstract
Cardiovascular care is strongly evidence based, but most of that evidence has not been 
generated by nurses. As with all aspects of care, it is essential that the care delivered by 
nurses is evidence based, so it follows that we need nurses who can generate that evidence. 
Historically, there were few opportunities for nurses to lead research, but this is changing. 
UK policy now outlines a vision for the future where all healthcare staff feel empowered to 
support research as part of their job. This article shares examples of cardiovascular nurses 
from across the UK who are involved in research. The authors hope that this will help to 
shed light on the various stages and show that, far from being abstract and detached from 
everyday care, most nursing research is focused on making things better for patients. Finally, 
the authors provide links to individuals and organisations that can support nurses to get 
involved in research. 
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Helena Whitehead has worked in the catheterisation laboratory for the past 7 years, where 
new methods and treatments are often implemented based on the latest research or as part of an 
ongoing trial. She has also completed a short-term secondment with the cardiac research team, 
from which she learnt to appreciate the value of research in bringing about improvements in 
care and establishing whether something is safe or proven to work. She enjoys her clinical role, 
but would like to be involved in research in the future, possibly in a split clinical–research role. 

Claire Barron has worked in cardiology for over 14 years and has witnessed many 
changes in practice based on research. She sees research as key to improving practice and 
outcomes for patients. She has been involved in clinical trials and would like to become 
more involved in research. As a senior nurse, Claire also plays an important role encouraging 
others to engage with research.

Postgraduate level research
Nurses who have gained some experience may choose to undertake an MSc qualification, 
also known as a Master’s degree or a postgraduate degree. This higher-level qualification 
usually takes 1 year full-time, or 2 years part-time, to complete and is often a requirement 
for advanced practice or senior roles, as it demonstrates an ability to critically appraise 

Helena Whitehead,  
Portsmouth Hospitals University Trust

Role: Catheterisation laboratory staff nurse 

Current involvement in research: I did 
a secondment as a research nurse and 
was particularly interested in a couple of 
studies. For example, how a cohort of 
patients progressed in their heart failure 
management with the Cardiomems device 
in the OCEAN study. I appreciate the 
importance of research in medical therapy 
and nursing interventions but, in my job as 
a nurse, I enjoy being hands-on and clinical 
more.

Future steps: I try to read about current 
studies and results. I would not mind being 
involved in research in the future, but as a 
part-time or specialist nurse, rather than full 
time.

Claire Barron, Betsi Cadwaladr 
University Health Board 

Role: Acute cardiac unit sister 

Current involvement in research:   
I completed a research module that went 
towards my BSc degree in 2012. I wrote a 
proposal, but did not have the opportunity 
to carry it out. I have read articles about 
changes within cardiology over the years 
and, as a unit, we have taken part in a few 
drug trials, such as the Thrombolysis In 
Myocardial Infarction (TIMI) trial. 

Future steps:  I do not have any future 
plans to complete any research, but I 
would be keen to become a part of a research project in the future. As a senior member of 
our unit, I will always encourage staff to improve their knowledge base regarding research 
and advances in cardiology.
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evidence and to conduct a small-scale research project independently. A postgraduate degree 
requires students to write a dissertation; the process of selecting a topic for this extended 
piece of writing is often where nurses develop a curiosity about a particular aspect of care. 
For example, Adam Damianopoulos is currently undertaking an MSc in nursing (cardiac 
care) at London South Bank University. Adam has found doing the MSc has given him a 
greater appreciation of how research can improve care and helped him question flaws in 
current practice. For his dissertation, he plans to explore barriers to medication adherence 
in patients of South Asian background who have experienced a myocardial infarction.

Doctoral-level research
Those who enjoyed the process of undertaking a small-scale project for their Master’s 
dissertation may find themselves wanting to take things to the next level in the form of a 
doctoral-level qualification. This involves producing a piece of research that will contribute 
new knowledge to the field. It is a substantial undertaking, taking around 3 years of full-time 

Adam Damianopoulos,  
Barts Heart Centre

Role: Senior charge nurse, coronary care 

Current involvement in research: 
Spending time on the BANCC council 
let me network with leaders in the field 
of cardiovascular nursing and this 
consolidated my desire to become a 
nurse researcher. Through scholarships 
and educational grants, I have been able 
to commit to an MSc. I would like to build 
on my writing skills and to add to the 
cardiovascular nurse research base

Future steps: I will be writing my 
dissertation this year, after which I aim 
to become more involved in research 
projects at my trust. My long-term goal 
is to obtain a PhD fellowship to study 
cardiovascular disease in South Asian 
populations and build a career in clinical 
academia

Gaynor Campbell,  
Crosshouse Hospital Ayr

Role: Senior advanced nurse practitioner 

Current involvement in research: 
I am undertaking a research project 
as part of a clinical doctorate at the 
University of Stirling. The study involves 
implementing point-of-care blood testing 
for the biomarker NTproBNP, which can 
help to diagnose or exclude heart failure, 
providing a result within 15 minutes.

Future steps: After completing the 
clinical doctorate, I want to remain in 
a predominantly clinical role, but have 
it merged with a structured research 
component so I can continue to implement 
improvements to the patient pathways for 
people with cardiovascular conditions.
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study, or up to 7 years of part-time study. Nurses can choose between a clinical doctorate 
(also sometimes known as a professional doctorate) or a PhD. A clinical doctorate usually 
comprises the completion of taught modules, demonstration of advanced clinical expertise, 
and an independent research project which is written up as a thesis. A PhD focuses on 
the development of research skills and a more extensive independent research project. It 
can be written up in a longer thesis than that of a clinical doctorate, or through multiple 
published journal articles, known as ‘PhD by publication’. 

Gaynor Campbell, Lizelle Bernhardt and Rosalynn Austin are all at various stages of 
their doctoral degrees. They were all motivated to undertake these degrees to improve 
patient care. Gaynor Campbell opted for the clinical doctorate route, as she wanted to 
remain in a clinical role while also participating in the development and re-design of 
services for cardiac patients. She has been involved in establishing nurse-led services for 

Lizelle Bernhardt,  
Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust

Role: Heart failure specialist nurse, 
clinical academic pathway project lead

Current involvement in research: 
I am in the process of writing up my 
thesis. My research investigated the 
barriers associated with the diagnosis and 
treatment of obstructive sleep apnoea in 
patients with chronic heart failure.

Future steps: I plan to build on my PhD 
work by exploring the role of obstructive 
sleep apnoea in heart failure with 
preserved ejection fraction and the impact 
of continuous positive airway pressure 
in this patient group. I want to develop 
a clinical academic career and my next step will be to apply for a post-doctoral bridging 
award that will prepare me to compete for an appropriate post-doctoral fellowship.

Rosalynn Austin, Portsmouth 
Hospitals University NHS Trust 

Role: Specialist research nurse, clinical 
academic nurse researcher and clinical 
doctoral fellow 

Current involvement in research:  
My PhD project was delayed because of 
COVID-19 and being redeployed to the 
intensive care unit. I am writing up my 
PhD thesis and preparing to publish my 
results on how symptoms of heart failure 
affect with patient engagement.

Future steps: I am working with my 
trust to create a clinical–academic role 
which will allow me to take my research 
to the next stage with post-doctoral 
fellowship. Beyond that, I want to become 
an independent cardiac nurse researcher, 
creating and conducting research, 
working with patients to ensure that the 
research projects address their experience 
and improve outcomes.
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people with arrhythmias, a one-stop heart failure diagnosis clinic and a day unit led by 
advanced nurse practitioners where patients receive same-day assessment, diagnostics 
and treatment. In her research project for her clinical doctorate, she is trying to reduce 
the time taken to identify patients with heart failure by implementing bedside blood 
testing for biomarkers.

Inspired by a colleague, Lizelle Bernhardt undertook her Master’s degree early in her 
career and quickly recognised the importance of research that is grounded in clinical practice. 
She worked as a research nurse for several years and really enjoyed the role, but was keen 
to pursue her own research rather than only facilitate studies being undertaken by medical 
colleagues. She embarked on a PhD after noticing the underdiagnosis and undertreatment 
of obstructive sleep apnoea in patients with chronic heart failure.

Similarly, Rosalynn Austin was inspired to pursue research while working with patients 
with heart failure during a large clinical drug trial. She met many patients who, despite 
multiple interactions with heart failure specialists, did not recognise that there was 
anything wrong with their heart. She saw an opportunity to help this population become 
more involved in their own care. Having previously worked in Canada, she also noticed 
that nurse-led research was uncommon in the cardiac field and seized the opportunity 
to contribute.

Research after a PhD 
Obtaining a PhD is an amazing achievement and many nurses assume that this is the furthest 
one can go in terms of research. However, for nurses who want to be an independent 
researcher, a PhD is just another step on the research journey. The PhD is an apprenticeship, 
an opportunity to learn the skills required to be an independent researcher. Achieving 
meaningful change in healthcare usually requires larger-scale projects, often involving 
a team of individuals from different disciplines, and needs to be led by experienced 
researchers. One might work on other people’s projects after their PhD to build up their 
experience, or obtain a fellowship (or a series of fellowships) to fund them in the pursuit 
of their own ideas. 

Claire Lawson and Barbara Farquharson are examples of nurses who have made 
the transition from clinical practice to becoming established post-doctoral researchers. 
While working as a nurse, Claire Lawson was intrigued by the observation that patients 
with heart failure who were seemingly similar in characteristics had very different 
outcomes. She noticed that systems of care, organised around single conditions, did not 
reflect the reality of the multiple, complex and interacting conditions that patients with 
heart failure commonly presented with, so this became the focus of her PhD. Her early 
research and PhD was funded by fellowships from the National Institute for Health 
Research (the main source of government funding for health research) and the Florence 
Nightingale Foundation, and she has since obtained a prestigious advanced fellowship 
from the former. She is now extending her PhD to investigate patient-reported outcome 
measures in patients with heart failure. She has trained as a clinical epidemiologist and 
wants to extend her work using big data to inform the development of interventions to 
improve cardiovascular care.

Meanwhile, Barbara Farquharson uses behavioural science to understand and address 
cardiac issues that she noticed in practice, such as patient delay with symptoms. She has 
been successful in obtaining funding from the Chief Scientist Office, Medical Research 
Council and British Heart Foundation as the lead researcher on projects relating to 
patient delay and cardiopulmonary resuscitation. All research projects require funding 
and writing applications is a key part of a researchers’ role. It can take months to develop 
a competitive application and only around 20% of applications to major funding bodies 
are successful, so it is challenging work, often with many disappointments. Barbara was 
recently awarded a nursing, midwifery and allied health professional career development 
fellowship by the British Heart Foundation, which will allow her to extend her research 
relating to bystander cardiopulmonary resuscitation and to continue to develop research 
proposals. She wants to continue her research in these areas until real change and 
improvement is achieved.
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Professor level
The most senior step on the research journey is to be awarded a professorship or ‘chair’. 
In the UK, professorship is an acknowledgment of an individual’s scholarly achievements, 
signifying their seniority and status. Usually, professors will have significant research 
experience, although some institutions award chairs on the basis of other scholarly 
achievements, such as teaching or professional practice. There are a number of professors 
in nursing who have a background in cardiovascular nursing in the UK, one of whom 
is Christi Deaton. Christi has followed the research training trajectory described, 
moving from clinical practice, through a Master’s degree and then a PhD. She became a 
professor of nursing in 2004 and continues to lead research relating to heart failure, but 
now her roles also include working to increase research capacity in nursing. She leads 
the Clinical Nursing Research Group at the Cambridge School of Clinical Medicine 
and the nursing, midwifery and allied health professional research capacity building at 
Cambridge University Hospitals. She also co-leads a regional programme of internships 
and pre- and post-doctoral bridging fellowships funded by Health Education England 
Eastern, leads capacity building for other research programmes and centres, and helps to 

Barbara Farquharson,  
University of Stirling 

Role: Senior Research Fellow

Current involvement in research:   
I undertook my PhD to try to solve a 
problem that I had encountered in clinical 
practice and found that I loved all the 
different stages of research. I knew that 
I wanted to focus on this full time. I am 
leading funded projects and am thrilled 
to be able to develop new ideas. I find it 
exciting to see plans come to life and to 
know that our research has the potential 
to make a real difference to patients.

Future steps: I want to continue to 
carry out research on important topics, 
such as symptom delay and rates of 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation until real change and improvement in outcomes is achieved. 
I will continue to seek funding and am keen to support other nurses in their research too.

Claire Lawson, University of Leicester 

Role: Clinical epidemiologist and 
advanced National Institute of Health 
Research fellow

Current involvement in research: I 
am leading an advanced fellowship to 
investigate patient-reported outcome 
measures in patients with heart failure. I 
have trained as a clinical epidemiologist 
and now want to extend my work, using 
big data to develop interventions to 
improve cardiovascular care.

Future steps: My goal is to become a 
nurse professor leading a programme on 
data science in cardiovascular disease. 
The journey is long and testing, but it is 
also exciting and shows nurses what is 
possible with perseverance and tenacity. 
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review applications for National Institute of Health Research and British Heart Foundation 
fellowships, helping nurses at all stages of their career to develop as researchers.

Getting involved
There are many ways in which nurses can get involved in research, including applying 
evidence in practice, supporting research in the clinical area, undertaking training in 
research through postgraduate courses and obtaining funding to explore particular topics. It 
is possible to begin with big or small steps, depending on individual circumstances. Tutors 
on courses, experienced work colleagues and nurses working elsewhere can be useful allies 
in this. All NHS trusts have a research and development department, which is a useful point 
of contact to understand what support is available and how to take the next step. They are 
often particularly keen to encourage nurses, midwives and allied health care professionals. 

For those ready to pursue a more formal research path, grants are available from 
organisations such as the National Institute of Health Research and the British Heart 
Foundation, which can provide funds to cover training programmes, research costs and your 
salary costs to allow nurses to be released to conduct their research. Some also fund time 
for nurses to develop an application for a funded PhD. Some of the funding opportunities 
for nurses interested in pursuing research in cardiovascular care are shown in Box 1. 

Meanwhile, the British Association for Nursing in Cardiovascular Care (BANCC) 
Research Forum is a group of research-active cardiovascular nurses, all of whom would be 
happy to help nurses wanting to take the next step on their research journey. A searchable 
directory for members is currently being developed, but in the meantime interested 
individuals can follow @BANCC on Twitter. The Association of Cardiovascular Nurses 

Christi Deaton,  
University of Cambridge

Role: Professor of nursing 

Current involvement in research: I lead a 
multi-centre programme of research in patients 
with heart failure with preserved ejection 
fraction, working to improve diagnosis and 
management. I also lead nursing, midwifery 
and allied health professional research, which 
is both satisfying and sometimes frustrating, as 
there are many obstacles to supporting clinical 
academic careers. However, there are increasing 
opportunities for nurses to develop their 
research skills and greater recognition of the 
value of research-active staff; barriers to clinical 
academic careers are slowly diminishing.

Future steps: I want to continue my research in 
heart failure, support research opportunities for 
nurses, midwives and allied health professionals, and mentor the next generation of nurse 
research leaders. 

Key points
 ■ There is scope for nurses to have a leading role in research.

 ■ There are a range of ways to develop expertise in research, as illustrated by the 
examples of cardiovascular nurses at various stages of their research careers 
presented here.

 ■ The topics being researched by these nurses demonstrate how nurse-led research 
can improve care for patients with cardiovascular conditions.

 ■ Funding opportunities to support nurses to develop as researchers are available.
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and Allied Professionals also provides a directory of research mentors, which can be found 
at: https://www.escardio.org/Sub-specialty-communities/Association-of-Cardiovascular-
Nursing-&-Allied-Professions/Research-and-Publications/acnap-mentoring-programme.

Conclusions
The authors hope that sharing their stories has helped to illustrate the various ways in which 
nurses can be involved with research. Cardiovascular nurses all across the country are developing 
research expertise and producing evidence that will inform future cardiovascular care. If you 
want to join them, please contact the BANCC, Association of Cardiovascular Nurses and Allied 
Professionals, your local research department or any of the authors of this article. We would all 
be delighted to talk to you about your options and ways to get involved in research 

Author details

British Association for Nursing in Cardiovascular Care Research Working Group, London, UK. The 
authors’ additional, individual affiliations can be found in their respective profiles included in this article. 

Box 1. Research funding opportunities for cardiac nurses

Pre-doctoral
Health Education England/National Institute for Health Research pre-doctoral programme: 
https://arc-em.nihr.ac.uk/news-events/news/applications-open-heenihr-integrated-clinical-
academic-ica-training-programme-2020

To undertake a PhD
National Institute for Health Research: https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/academy-
programmes/fellowship-programme.htm

British Heart Foundation: https://www.bhf.org.uk/for-professionals/information-for-
researchers/what-we-fund/research-training-fellowships-for-nurses-and-allied-health-
professionals

Chief Scientist Office (Scotland): https://www.cso.scot.nhs.uk/personal-awards-initiative/
clinical-academic-fellowships/

Post-doctoral opportunities
National Institute for Health Research: https://www.nihr.ac.uk/explore-nihr/academy-
programmes/fellowship-programme.htm

British Heart Foundation: https://www.bhf.org.uk/for-professionals/information-for-
researchers/what-we-fund/career-development-research-fellowships-for-nurses-and-allied-
health-professionals

Chief Scientist Office (Scotland): https://www.cso.scot.nhs.uk/personal-awards-initiative/
nrs-career-researcher-fellowships/

Reflective questions
 ■ How has this article affected your views on the role of nurses in 

cardiovascular research?

 ■ Can you identify an area for research in your clinical practice? How could you take 
this idea forward?

 ■ What are some things that we do not know in relation to cardiovascular clinical 
practice that would be important topics for future research?

 ■ What advice would you give to a nurse colleague who expressed an interest in 
undertaking a research project?
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