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To the Editor

The development of research skills has long been an
important component in the process of medical and surgi-
cal specialities’ training, including interventional radiology
(IR). However, IR trainees may have fewer opportunities to
develop their research acumen [1]. Characteristic of the
situation is the fact that according to a recent international
IR trainee survey, less than 20% of IR trainees had com-
pleted a PhD/MSc [1] when the equivalent among UK
surgical trainees was as high as 50% [2]. Trainee-led
research collaboratives are a successful model for pro-
ducing high-quality, multi-centre research initiatives, while
benefiting trainees in terms of gaining research experience
and co-authorship on publications.
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Other specialties have initiated their own successful
trainee research collaboratives including the British Neu-
rosurgical Trainee Research Collaborative (BNTRC) [3]
and the Vascular and Endovascular Research Network
(VERN) [4]. As IR expands and moves towards becoming
an independent specialty, the authors believe that estab-
lishing a research network is a crucial step in ensuring the
future of our IR workforce is sufficiently trained in
research methodology.

The UK National Interventional Radiology Trainee
Research (UNITE) Collaborative was formed in January
2021. The aims were to increase interest in academic IR
and undertake multi-centre research projects (Fig. 1). The
founding committee consisted of members from the British
Society of Interventional Radiology Trainee Committee
(BSIRT) and Interventional Radiology Juniors (IRJ) groups
(www.irjuniors.com) across multiple stages of training.
Guidance was provided by consultant-level IR clinicians as
well as the British Society of Interventional Radiology
(BSIR) Registries & Audit Committee.

Project proposals were submitted from members of both
the BSIRT and IRJ groups. These were reviewed by the
UNITE Collaborative steering committee consisting of
academically inclined trainees, and an advisory board
consisting of interventional radiologists with academic
interests. The inaugural project involved a systematic
review of the impact of COVID-19 on IR services across
the world. The project involved members from multiple
stages of training and resulted in a publication [5]. The first
multi-centre project selected was the Multicentre Audit of
Cholecystostomy and Further intervention (MACAFI)
Audit; a retrospective audit investigating the outcomes of
percutaneous cholecystostomy for acute cholecystitis with
approximately 1100 patients recruited from 36 centres.
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Fig. 1 Organisational structure of the UNITE Collaborative. Each
project within the collaborative has a specific working group that is
responsible for delivery of the project. All projects are overseen by
the steering committee with input from the advisory panel. “MACAFI
(Multicentre Audit of Cholecystostomyand Further intervention)”

Further project proposals are reviewed on an ongoing basis,
with two further multi-centre studies currently in
development.

In addition to research initiatives, this collaborative has
placed an emphasis on raising awareness of existing IR
research, and a journal club was launched. High impact
papers in the field were selected and each session consisted
of a trainee presentation of the paper, followed by a multi-
disciplinary panel discussion in collaboration with other
international societies. A total of 8 virtual sessions have
been run to date with recordings publicly available fol-
lowing the event. Feedback was obtained from a total of
107 attendees out of a possible 430—response rate (RR)
25%. A total of 93% (n = 100) agreed or strongly agreed
that the sessions were a good way to keep up with the latest
evidence; 80% (n = 86) agreed or strongly agreed that they
were more likely to consider a career in academic IR fol-
lowing the sessions. Finally, a dedicated social media
account was established to promote the organisation’s
activities with an emphasis on raising awareness of the
collaborative and promoting IR research.

The UNITE collaborative is the first national trainee
research network in interventional radiology. The collab-
orative has shown early promise in conducting multi-centre
research projects, running educational initiatives, engaging
juniors in academia, and training them to become
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successful researchers in IR. We hope that this initiative
will inspire other junior societies across Europe to establish
similar functions and jointly work with us for the benefit of
our specialty.
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