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Research-active clinical services have lower mortality rates and produce higher quality care
outcomes, however, recruiting participants to clinical research in the National Health System (NHS)
remains challenging.! A recent study, assessing the feasibility of clinical staff electronically
documenting patient consent to discuss research participation, indicated very low patient uptake,
limiting its effectiveness as a strategy for improving access to research.? A follow-on study
comparing this ‘opt-in’ approach with an ‘opt-out’ approach, whereby patients are informed about
research opportunities unless they indicate otherwise, found that patients and staff favoured an
‘opt-out’ approach and wanted research to be more accessible.3 Subsequently, in August 2021,
Count me In was developed and launched within Oxford Health NHS Foundation Trust adult and
older adult mental health services. Count Me In is an opt-out initiative and a 12-month
implementation study, aiming to promote inclusivity by enabling greater equity of information
provision for marginalised groups (including Black, Asian and minority ethnic groups, older adults,
people with physical and mental disabilities, refugees and asylum seekers), rather than relying on
clinician-led recruitment.? It was developed in consultation with our Caldicott Guardian and Head of
Information Governance to ensure correct handling of patient data and to differentiate the initiative
from ‘national data opt-out’.* A robust communications plan raised awareness of the initiative
(https://www. oxfordhealth.nhs.uk/publication/countme-in/). Patient contact preferences and
research involvement are documented on the electronic patient record. Preliminary findings
illustrate that in just over 3 months, 8824 patients became contactable through Count Me In, a 400%
increase on the number previously contactable through the ‘standard’ opt-in. Only 120 patients have
opted out of contact. Of 234 potentially eligible patients contacted about specific research studies,
46 (19.6%) consented to participate. Inclusivity across age, gender, ethnicity and diagnostic group is
being monitored and early evidence signals positive changes in equity of research access. For
instance, the Count Me In cohort now represents patients across 62 of the 70 diagnostic groups
represented in the Trust’s caseload, in comparison to only 44 groups represented using the standard
‘opt-in’ approach. A full evaluation at the end of the 12-month implementation phase will highlight
trends and changes in research activity, while also allowing for process modifications to be made
before the initiative is rolled out across the country. The ultimate aim is to extend Count Me In to as
many NHS Trusts as possible, embedding research within routine patient care and promoting
inclusivity by ensuring that research opportunities are offered to all patients with mental health
issues, regardless of diagnosis or how well known they are to clinicians.
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