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From the moment we
are born, touch is cen-
tral to our develop-
ment and wellbeing,
yet we live in a world
where relationships
are increasingly re-
mote and touchless.

Inspired by 'touch
hunger' - a modern
epidemic in our dis-
tanced world - Prof
Michael Banissy
(School of Psychologi-
cal Science) has drawn
on one of the world’s
largest studies across
112 countries to un-
derstand what touch
means, how it impacts
our wellness and why
it is essential for
healthy development.

From exploring the
role of touch in rela-
tionships and wellness
to uncovering the neu-
ral mechanisms be-
hind why caring touch
feels good, research is
increasingly staking up

to show that touch

matters. It has revealed
the nuanced nature of
our sense of touch and
shed light on the im-
portance of touch in our
daily lives. We know
that touch is something
that affects us all — yet
it is more powerful and
complex than we might
first think.

MICHAEL BANISSY

When

We

HANDSHAKES, HUGS, HIGH FIVES
AND THE NEW SCIENCE OF
WHY TOUCH MATTERS

Every day we use our
sense of touch to navi-
gate the world. A hand-
shake, a pat on the
shoulder, a hug — these
are the essential touch-
es that make up our dai-
ly lives. Banissy brings
together diverse scien-
tific insights with nota-

ble touch points in pop
culture and personal
experience to explore
the role touch playsin
our physical and digital
lives. The book explains
why touch is essential
to our well-being, the
role it plays in our rela-
tionships, friendships,
in the bedroom, work-
place, and in team ac-
tivities such as sports.

The publication ex-
plores:

e Touch personalities
e Touch starvation

. « How touch defines

our relationships and
self-esteem

e The impact of touch
on our physical and
mental health

e How to enhance sup-
portive touch for a hap-
pier, healthier life

When we touch by Mi-
chael Banissy was pub-
lished on 30 March
2023 by Orion Spring.
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Working with Industry for Technical Specialists - Industry Engagement
8 June 2023, 12.00 - 14.00, location TBC (UoB only)

Space, time, speed and acceleration in the GPS circuits of the rodent brain,
8 June 2023, 15.00 - 16.00, Dr Emilio Kropff (Instituto Leloir, Buenos Aires, Argentina), online

Working with Industry for Technical Specialists - How to communicate with Industry
9 June 2023, 10.00 - 12.00, online (UoB only)

Launch webinar for BBSRC 2023 transformative research technologies (23TRT) call
9 June 2023, 10.00 - 11.00, online

Medical Education Research: Writing book chapters / editing books
9 June 2023, 12.00 - 13.00, online (UoB only)

Brains on Sleep
9 June 2023, 12.00 - 13.00, online

Compositionality in vector space models of meaning
9 June 2023, 13.00 - 14.00, Martha Lewis (Department of Engineering Mathematics, University of
Bristol), C44 Biomedical Sciences Building and online

How can we meet growing 'same day' demand in primary care?
12 June 2023, 12.30 - 13.30, Dr Matthew Booker (Centre for Academic Primary Care, University of
Bristol), online

Refining head fixation and fluid control in rodents across GW4
14 June 2023, 10.00 - 13.00, University of Bristol

Three Minute Thesis finals
14 June 2023, 15.00 - 17.00, Priory Road Complex main lecture theatre

Let's Talk Digital Conference 2023
15 June 2023, 9.00 - 17.00, Park Campus, The Park, Gloucestershire University Hospital, Chelten-
ham GL50 2RH and online

Memory Replay Conference: Replay @CUBRIC-2023
15— 16 June 2023, Hadyn Ellis Building, 52 Maindy Road, Cardiff CF24 4HQ

Brain Research Needs Animal Models: Let’s Talk About It!
15 June 2023, 12.00 - 13.00, Christina Dalla (National and Kapodistrian University of Athens,
Greece) and Roman Stilling (Tierversuche verstehen, Germany), online

Understanding and Improving Model-Based Deep Reinforcement Learning
15 June 2023, 13.00 - 14.00, Jessica Hamrick (Staff Research Scientist, DeepMind, London), online

FULL EVENTS LISTINGS ARE AVILABLE ON THE BN WEBSITE
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health, can be inferred simply
by listening to the natural
world without disturbing the
environment or harming the
plants and animals within it.
Typically, a nocturnal chorus is

Ponds are magnets for life
and a lot of that life is very
noisy. Bugs, fish, frogs, and
aquatic plants all produce
sound creating a diverse un-
derwater orchestra that sci-
entists are only just starting
to understand.

To better understand these
mysterious soundscapes, a
team of researchers collect-
ed 840 hours of underwater
sound recordings from five
ponds in the southwest of
England using an underwater
microphone.

made by aquatic insects that
compete to attract mates by
producing scratching sounds as
they rub their genitals against
their abdomens. During the
daytime, aquatic plants domi-

Using this acoustic method,
the presence of species, and
a determination of ecological

Mysterious underwater acoustic world of British ponds

nate with rhythmic whining
and ticking sounds produced
as tiny oxygen bubbles are re-
leased through respiration.

This research is the first to
provide a detailed description
of pond soundscapes in the UK
and will help inform the acous-
tic monitoring of freshwater
ecosystems to help prevent
irreversible species loss due to
climate change and habitat
loss.

Greenhalgh JA, Genner MJ &
Jones G (2023). Diel variation
in insect-dominated temper-
ate pond soundscapes and
guidelines for survey design.
Freshwater Biology.

Identifying and managing those at risk of psychosis

Clinical guidelines about mentation.
providing early support to
patients with an at-risk men-

tal state for

People with an at-risk mental
state (ARMS) are seen as being

psychosis . atrisk of developing
might not be \ psychosis because of
being met some of the symptoms

they may be experienc-
ing. The National Insti-
tute for Health and Care Excel-
lence (NICE) recommend that
people with ARMS should be
referred to Early Intervention
(E1) teams or other specialised
services for assessment and
treatment. This is because in-
tervening early can prevent
psychosis from developing.

Researchers at
the National Institute for
Health and Care Research
Bristol Biomedical Research
Centre (BRC) and the Centre
for Academic Primary

Care (CAPC) identified high
thresholds for accessing
treatment and limited treat-
ment availability as barriers
to successful guideline imple-

However, BRC’s researchers
found that referring or getting
people assessed by an El team
is a complicated process. Over-
all findings suggested that
many people who could po-
tentially meet the threshold
for ARMS are either not seen
by El teams or not being
offered specialist treatment.

Strelchuk D et al. (2023). The
identification and manage-
ment of people with an at-risk
mental state (ARMS) for psy-
chosis in primary and second-
ary care services: A qualitative
interview study. Early Inter-
vention in Psychiatry.
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A study has highlighted how
cryptocurrency investors
often suffer gambling-
related harms —and online
gambling outlets accepting
cryptocurrency as wagers
pose even greater risks.

The first-of-its-kind re-
search, led by the Universi-
ties of Bristol and East Lon-
don, urges for major reform
to reduce the extra threat to
online gamblers now being
lured by an explosion of so-
called ‘cryptocasinos’.

The study explores the inter-
section of cryptocurrency

Combating the dangers of gambling with cryptocurrencies

investing and gambling, citing
a growing body of evidence
which demonstrates how cryp-
tocurrency trading is strongly

associated with increased
gambling activity and high-risk
stock trading. For example,
cryptocurrency investors dis-
play behaviours observed in

BRISTOL NEUROSCIENCE NEWSLETTER

gamblers, such as chasing
losses and trading compul-
sively.

Cryptocasinos therefore pre-
sent a double danger, as they
allow gamblers to bet on a
range of sophisticated online
gambling products such as
online slots and in-play sports
bets, using cryptocurrencies
as the source of funds.

Andrade M & Newall PWS
(2023). Cryptocurrencies as
Gamblified Financial Assets
and Cryptocasinos: novel risks
for a public health approach
to gambling. Risks.

Image © Raw Pixel

Gene in the brain can put brakes on anxiety

Anxiety disorders are com-
mon with 1in 4 people diag-
nosed with a disorder at
least once in their lifetime.
Severe psychological trauma
can trigger genetic, bio-
chemical and morphological
changes in neurons in the
brain’s amygdala, leading to
the onset of anxiety disor-
ders, including panic attacks
and post-traumatic stress
disorder.

The efficacy of currently
available anti-anxiety drugs
is low, with more than half
of patients not achieving
remission following treat-
ment. Limited success in de-
veloping potent anxiolytic

drugs is a result of our poor
understanding of the neural
circuits underlying anxiety and
molecular events resulting in
stress-related neuropsychiat-
ric states.

In this study, the research
team focused on miRNAs in
animal models. These mole-
cules, also found in humans,
regulate multiple target pro-
teins controlling the cellular
processes in the amygdala.
Following acute stress, they
found an increased amount of
one type of molecule called
miR483-5p, and showed that
increased miR483-5p sup-
pressed the expression of an-
other gene, Pgap2, which in

turn drives changes to neu-
ronal morphology in the brain
and behaviour associated
with anxiety. Together, the
team found that miR-483-5p
acts as a molecular brake that
offsets stress-induced amyg-
dala changes to promote anxi-
ety relief. This is one step to-
wards the discovery of novel
treatment for anxiety disor-
ders.

Mucha M et al. (2023). miR-
483-5p offsets functional and
behavioural effects of stress
in male mice through synapse
-targeted repression

of Pgap2 in the basolateral
amygdala. Nature Communi-
cations.
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Glucocorticoids, commonly
known as steroids, are the
most commonly prescribed
anti-inflammatory drug used
to treat a range of condi-
tions including allergies,
asthma, arthritis and inflam-
matory bowel disease. How-
ever, they often have an ad-
verse effect on mood, sleep
and memory and many pa-
tients prescribed steroids
report cognitive decline and
memory impairment.

A multidisciplinary research
team at the University of
Bristol, led by Dr Becky Con-
way-Campbell (Bristol Medi-
cal School: Translational
Health Sciences), wanted to
examine the impact of ster-

Long-term use of steroids could impair memory

oid treatment on memory pro-
cesses to find out if the report-
ed adverse effects were a re-
sult of the steroid or the un-
derlying medical condition.

Us-
ing

dent model, the team found
that even a relatively short
course of prescribed steroids -
methylprednisolone for five
days — led to impaired memory
performance when carrying

out a memory and learning-
related task.

An analysis of the rodent
model brains indicated that
the brain region important for
memory and learning - the
hippocampus - was signifi-
cantly altered by the treat-
ment. The functional activity
of the hippocampus, meas-
ured by electrophysiological
recordings, was profoundly
impaired in the rodent model
treated with methylpredniso-
lone, providing the first evi-
dence of a root cause for the
memory deficit.

Birnie M et al. (2023). Circadi-
an regulation of hippocampal
function is disrupted with cor-
ticosteroid treatment. PNAS.

Animals suppress personalities for group efficiency

Social animals should limit
individuality to conform with
the behaviour of the group, a
study has found. A team in
the School of Biological Sci-
ences observed that group
safety was improved when
animals paid atten-
tion to the behav-
iours of each other.
Their findings re-
veal that simple social behav-
ioural rules can drive con-
formity behaviour in groups,
eroding consistent behaviour-
al differences shown by indi-
vidual animals. The team
modelled the behaviour of a
small group of animals with

differing tendencies while per-
forming risky behaviours when
travelling away from a safe
home site towards a foraging
site. They then compared this
to their behaviour while com-

pleting the same activity in a

group.
The group-aware
individuals spent
longer in the safe
space and moved more quickly
to the foraging spot, making
the mission less dangerous.

Experimental evidence for this
comes from animals like the
stickleback fish. We can
measure the personality of

individual fish when they are
given a food-finding task on
their own, and compare it to
what happens when they are
put in a group of mixed person-
alities and given the same task.
When faced with a social task,
we find that the fish tend to
suppress their own behaviour,
and instead conform with
what other fish in the group
are doing.
Prof Christos loannou

Rand S & loannou C (2023).
Personality variation is eroded
by simple social behaviours in
collective foragers. PLoS Com-
putational Biology.
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The Universities of Bristol,
Nottingham, and Birming-
ham were awarded a £2.6
million Wellcome Discovery
Grant for a six-year project
which will use philosophical
expertise to help bring pa-
tient voices into healthcare
research and practice.

Some patients have report-
ed that their testimonies and
perspectives are ignored,
dismissed, or explained
away by the healthcare pro-
fession. These experiences
are classified by philoso-
phers as ‘epistemic injus-

tices’ because, in some cases,
they are based on prejudice
and can jeopardise patient
care and undermine trust in
healthcare staff and systems.

The project, called
Epistemic Injustice
in Healthcare
[EPIC], will include
case studies from
across a range of
ilinesses, theoreti-
cal work, events, focus groups,
the creation of a network with
patients and health profession-
als, postdoctoral positions,
summer schools, and publica-

Jean Golding Institute seedcorn

The University of Bristol’s
Jean Golding Institute offers
seedcorn funding each year
to support and promote ac-
tivities that will foster inter-
disciplinary research in the
area of data science. The lat-
est funding call resulted in
the following awards:

¢ Neo Poon (Bristol Medical
School: Population Health
Sciences); Neo’s research
focuses on the socioeconom-
ic factors behind self-
medication behaviours.

e Emmanouil Tranos
(Geographical Sciences) is
developing research frame-
works and computational
workflows to use the digital
traces human and, more spe-

cifically, the economic activi-
ties left behind, to better un-
derstand cities, their structure,
and economies. This is im-
portant, as such digital traces
allow us to observe behaviours
and phenomena and, conse-

Making data work
for everyone

qguently, answer research ques-
tions that traditional data
sources have not allowed us to
do.

e Jin Zheng (Engineering Math-
ematics) and her team will de-
velop the first open-sourced
and intelligent algo-trading
platform, which could be used
by researchers and individual
users.

Bringing the patient voice to the fore
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tions. The project aims to
identify practical measures for
the benefit of patients and
healthcare practitioners alike.

The Principal Investiga-
tor, Prof Havi Carel (pic-
tured) from the University
of Bristol’s Department of
Philosophy, is a philoso-
pher of medicine and an
expert on the experience
of illness. The project will
begin in September 2023.

Read the full University of
Bristol news item

awardees 2022-23

e Jasmina Stevanov
(Management). In her re-
search she is using machine
learning and eye-tracking
techniques to explore individ-
ual preferences for visual art,
with the goal to offer auto-
matic feedback about observ-
ers’ aesthetic preferences and
predict their future choices.

e Laszlo Talas (Bristol Veteri-
nary School). With a back-
ground in zoology and experi-
mental psychology, he is par-
ticularly passionate about how
visual scenes can be
“understood” using computers
and what comparisons can be
drawn with biological visual
systems.

See the full list of awards
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Dr Vikki Neville (Bristol Vet-
erinary School, pictured) re-
ceived a £399,830 Discovery
Fellowship from the Bio-
technology and Biological
Sciences Research
Council for Devel-
oping a transla-
tional and compu-
tational approach
to studying animal
affect and welfare. Fellow-
ships are offered to individu-
als poised to become out-
standing researchers and
leaders in their field.

Drs Amanda Owen-Smith

Funding successes: Part 1

and Karen Coulman (both Bris-
tol Medical School: Population
Health Sciences) based in the
Health Economics Bristol
group were awarded grants
from the National Institute
for Health and Care Re-
search. The first, for
£325,699, entitled A qualita-
tive study to understand the
engagement, access, refer-
ral, and experiences of people
with depression who might
benefit from weight manage-
ment services, will examine
the accessibility and appropri-
ateness of Weight Manage-
ment Services for people living

with common mental health
conditions. It will run Jan ‘23-
Dec ‘24. This is a collaboration
between the Universities of
Bristol, Birmingham, and East
Anglia, alongside a number of
service-based co-applicants.

The second relates to improv-
ing the accessibility and utility
of community-based Weight
Management Services to peo-
ple with learning disabilities,
and is an exploratory study
initially investigating interven-
tions to improve engagement
between weight management
teams and carers.

Syncing of brain regions helps retain memories

Learning, remembering
something, and recalling
memories is supported by
multiple separate groups of
neurons connected inside
and across key regions in
the brain. If these neural
assemblies fail to sync to-
gether at the right time, the
memories are lost, a new
study led by the Universities
of Bristol and Heidelberg has
found.

"Neural assemblies" —
groups of neurons that join
forces to process infor-
mation — were first pro-
posed over 70 years ago,
but have proved difficult to
pinpoint. Using brain record-
ings in rats, the research
team has shown that

memory encoding, storage
and recall is supported by dy-
namic interactions incorpo-
rating multiple neural assem-

blies formed within and be-
tween the hippocampus and
prefrontal cortex. When the
co-ordination of these assem-
blies fails, the animals made
mistakes.

The next steps for the re-

search would be to modulate
neural assembly interactions,
either using drugs or via brain
stimulation, which Dr Michat
Kucewicz (lead author, now at
Gdansk University) is current-
ly doing in human patients, to
test whether disrupting or
augmenting them would im-
pair or enhance remember-
ing. The research team pre-
sumes the same mechanisms
would work in human pa-
tients to restore memory
functions impaired in a partic-
ular brain disorder.

Domanski A et al. (2023). Dis-
tinct hippocampal-prefrontal
neural assemblies coordinate
memory encoding, mainte-
nance, and recall. Current Bi-
ology.
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New research has shown a
lack of support available for
family members and
friends of people with gam-
bling problems.

A report published in April
2023 recommends the in-
troduction of specific sup-
port services for the mil-
lions of people in Britain
affected by someone else’s
gambling. The report, by a
team at the University of
Bristol supported by the
abrdn Financial Fairness
Trust, comes ahead of the
expected publication of the
government’s White Paper

Pet rabbits have higher lev-
els of the stress hormone -
corticosterone - and show
activity rebound when kept
in small hutches with re-
stricted exercise, new re-
search has found. The re-
search, funded by the
RSPCA, highlights the im-
portance that pairs of pet
rabbits should have the free-
dom to exercise outside
their home enclosure even
when they are kept in hutch-
es larger than the traditional
size.

The aim of the study was to
investigate the effects of
common hutch sizes and ac-
cess to an exercise area on
the welfare of pet rabbits

Problem gamblers have limited access to support

on gambling
reforms. The
report calls for
a major invest-
ment in ser-
vices for those k
affected by someone else’s
gambling, including:

¢ The inclusion of specific
services for affected others in
strategic commissioning
plans e.g. the NHS Long Term
Plan and the National Gam-
bling Treatment Service as
well as increased funding for
other types of provision.

¢ Regularly-run publicity and
awareness-raising public
health campaigns about the
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impact of gambling
problems on on
family members and
friends.

e Clear, targeted
' messaging about
the existing services that can
provide the types of help and
support family members and
friends want.
e Making sure there is ‘no
wrong door’ for people who
seek help, whether they are
someone who gambles or an
affected other, including a
simple way to find infor-
mation online about the

range of help available.
Image © Raw Pixel

Pet rabbits need freedom to exercise

kept in pairs. The study
showed rabbit pairs were
more active when run access
was restricted to three

hours. Irrespective of the
hutch size, physical activity
including play jumps increased
significantly when the pairs
with restricted access were
released into the run. The re-
searchers suggest this activity
rebound demonstrates the
rabbits’ need to move every

day, and their welfare is com-
promised when they can only
do so at midday.

The research team found
there is a significant interac-
tion between hutch size and
run access on activity and
stress hormone levels, which
were highest in the pairs kept
in small hutches with restrict-
ed run access. When rabbits
had unrestricted access to the
run, midday was the rabbits’
least active time.

Rooney N et al. (2023). Run
access, hutch size and time-of-
day affect welfare-relevant
behaviour and faecal corti-
costerone in pair-housed pet
rabbits. Applied Animal Be-
haviour Science. Image © Raw Pixel
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Depression in dementia is
common; up to 16% of peo-
ple with Alzheimer’s disease
develop depression, but it is
not known why it is more
common in those living with
Alzheimer’s than in older
adults without de-
mentia. Individuals
with depression in
dementia also ap-
pear to have differ-
ent symptomatolo-
gy with fewer
symptoms of appe-
tite reduction and thoughts
of life not being worth living.
Currently available anti-
depressants are ineffective,
making the depression diffi-
cult to treat.

Depression in Alzheimer's

Researchers from Bristol’s De-
mentia Research Group want-
ed to investigate whether risk
factors known to increase the
risk of depression in adults
without dementia, also in-
creased the risk of depression
in those with Alzhei-
mer's, to identify
possible new treat-
ment targets.

Using data from
three major demen-
tia-focused cohorts,
they analysed depression
ratings on 2,112 individuals
with Alzheimer's and com-
pared this with data from
1,380 participants with normal
cognition. Results showed that
risk factors for depression in

£2.1 million to study schizophrenia

Schizophrenia is a severe
neurodevelopmental disor-
der, most commonly diag-
nosed in late teens/early
20s, that affects around 1%
of the population. The disor-
der places a major burden
on sufferers, carers and
health services with high sui-
cide rates in sufferers and
consuming roughly 30% of
NHS spending on adult men-
tal health. In England alone,
the economic cost of schizo-
phrenia is estimated at £12
billion per year. Psychother-
apy is not an effective treat-
ment on its own, and li-

cenced medications are often
poorly tolerated.

A project award from the Med-
ical Research Council, to be led
by Prof Jack Mellor (School of
Physiology, Pharmacology and
Neuroscience), will use new
data from large genetic studies
of schizophrenia to identify
common biological causes for
cognitive changes. These ge-
netic studies point towards
changes at synapses, the con-
nections between nerves, and
their adaptability — a process
that underlies learning and
memory. The project forms a
multi-disciplinary and cross-

Alzheimer's appear to differ to
those for depression, sup-
porting suggestions of a differ-
ent pathological process, alt-
hough a family or past history
of depression was the strong-
est individual risk factor sug-
gesting a possible genetic pre-
disposition. Individuals with
depression in Alzheimer’s
were more likely than those
with the disease who are not
depressed to develop apathy
and other non-memory symp-
toms of Alzheimer's disease.

Sinclair L et al. (2023). Charac-
terization of depressive symp-
toms in dementia and exami-

nation of possible risk factors.

Journal of Alzheimer's Disease.
Image © Raw Pixel

institutional partnership be-
tween research teams led by
Mellor with Dr Mike Ashby,
Profs Jon Hanley & Emma
Robinson at Bristol, Prof Jere-
my Hall at Cardiff University,
and Prof Dimitri Kullmann at
University College London,
along with clinical research
teams led by Dr Mike Carter
and Dr Kasia Sieradzan in Bris-
tol.

The five-year study, entitled
Impairment of neural plasticity
and adaptive representations
by genetic risk factors for
schizophrenia, will begin on 1
October 2023.
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A coil-powered robot fish
designed by scientists at the
University of Bristol could
make underwater explora-
tion more accessible.

The robot fish was
fitted with a twisted
and coiled polymer
(TCP) to drive it for-
ward, a light-weight
low cost device that
relies on tempera-
ture change to gen-
erate movement,
which also limits its
speed.

A TCP works by contracting
like muscles when heated,
converting the energy into
mechanical motion. The
TCP used in this work is
warmed by Joule heating -

Robot fish makes splash with motion breakthrough

the pass of current through
an electrical conductor pro-
duces thermal energy and
heats up the conductor. By
minimising
the dis-
tance be-
tween the
TCP on one
side of the
robot fish
and the
spring on
the other,
this acti-
vates the fin at the rear, ena-
bling the robot fish to reach
new speeds. The undulating
flapping of its rear fin was
measured at a frequency of
2Hz, two waves per second.
The frequency of the electric
current is the same as the fre-
qguency of tail flap.

TCP
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Until now, TCPs have been
mostly used for applications
such as wearable devices and
robotic hands. The findings
provide a new route to rais-
ing the actuation - the action
of causing a machine or de-
vice to operate - frequency of
TCPs through thermome-
chanical design and shows
the possibility of using TCPs
at high frequency in aqueous
environments.

You TL et al. (2023). Robotic
Fish driven by Twisted and
Coiled Polymer Actuators at
High Frequencies. Presented
at the 6th IEEE-RAS Interna-
tional Conference on Soft Ro-
botics (RoboSoft 2023).

Image: Antagonistic muscles. ©
Tsam Lung You

GW4 funding for new innovation communities

The GW4 Alliance, which
brings together the universi-
ties of Bath, Bristol, Cardiff
and Exeter, announced
funding for 10 new research
and innovation communities
in April 2023 as part of its
Building Communities Pro-
gramme. The programme
aims to foster world-class
research and innovation to
address some of the most
challenging problems the
world faces today across the
economy, society, the envi-
ronment, and well-being.
This year, there is a vast

range of research and innova-
tion communities funded,
spanning a variety of research
topics from geology to public
health, refugees, and LGBTQ
rights. All our new communi-
ties include at least three GW4
institutions, exemplifying the
strength and value of our col-
laborative approach to re-
search.

These new communities are in
addition to the existing 100

collaborative research commu-

nities, which have cumulative-
ly generated over £62.8m in
research income since their

formation.

Among the funded projects is
The Brain Tissue Engineering
Community, Providing practi-
cal training to develop com-
plex brain tissues for treating
severe and incurable condi-
tions, led by Dr James Arm-
strong in Bristol Medical
School.

Read about the projects here

GWI,
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The University of Bristol is
part of a £42.7 million
'Mental Health Mission' an-
nounced by the UK Govern-
ment to accelerate research
into mental health condi-
tions, including
those impacting
children. The re-
search will develop
radical new treat-
ments, improve the
speed and accuracy
of diagnosis and in-
crease the use of
technology to free
up clinician time.

The psychosis theme of the
Mental Health Mission has
been awarded over £4 mil-
lion by the Office for Life Sci-

'Mental Health Mission' funding boost

ences. Dr Sarah Sullivan
(Bristol Medical School: Popu-
lation Health Sciences) will be
co-leading the psychosis pre-
diction workstream of the psy-
chosis theme alongside Dr Pao-
lo Fusar Poli from
Kings College Lon-
don.

The Mission will be
delivered through
the National Insti-
tute for Health and
Care Research
(NIHR) Mental
Health Translational Research
Collaboration, a UK-wide net-
work of leading investigators
specialising in mental health
research. The mission is one of
the healthcare research priori-

Working with Catapult Centres

Five Bristol academics have
recently won funding in the
region of £50,000 from the
national Research in Resi-
dence (RiR) funding competi-
tion which funds academics
to work on an innovation
project in partnership with
the Catapult Network. The
RiR scheme is managed by
the Innovation Launchpad
Network+, in which the Uni-
versity of Bristol is a found-
ing partner.

A Catapult can help assess
whether a concept tested in
a university environment can
be effectively scaled up to

meet commercial require-
ments. Catapults can also be
very helpful in finding routes to
market, for example by devel-
oping technology demonstra-
tors.

Amongst the funded projects is
Prof Paul Howard-Jones
(School of Education, pictured)
for Consumer learning jour-
neys: an interdiscipli-
nary framework to sup-
port net zero adoption, {is
working with the Energy ‘
Systems Catapult. The
project aims to provide
insights into consumer
commitment to renewable en-

y
.~

ties announced by the govern-
ment last year as part of its
Life Sciences Vision, and will
take a Vaccine Taskforce style
approach to tackling some of
the biggest public health chal-
lenges facing the UK.

The funding will be used to:

e Bolster research to improve
the treatment and care for
those with mental iliness

¢ Improve the use of data and
digital technologies

¢ Fund two pilot studies to
boost research and encourage
investment

e Eliminate barriers for indus-
try

Read the full University of
Bristol news item

ergy technologies (such as
heat pumps for home heating)
which necessitate a long cog-
nitive and emotional journey
for many consumers. The pro-
ject draws on psychology, neu-
roscience and education to
frame the customer’s
“learning journey” from cur-
rent to future energy worlds,
identifying factors contributing
to trust and positive re-
sponding, as well as poten-
tial touchpoints and levers
to support consumer adop-
tion of renewable energy.

Read the full University of
Bristol news item
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Frankie MacMillan, Profes-
sor of Biomedical Science
Education in the School of
Physiology, Pharmacology
and Neuroscience
(pictured), has been award-
ed the 2024 Otto
Hutter Teaching
Prize Lecture by the
Physiological Society.

The prize recognises
excellence and origi-
nality in physiology

teaching at undergraduate
level. Special consideration
is given to those nomina-

tions that provide evidence

Physiological Society prize

of innovation in teaching and
learning activities.

Prof MacMillan’s work focus-
es on two main areas: sup-
porting students in the transi-
tion to universi-
ty; and creating
innovative ways
to improve their
learning and
confidence us-
ing games and
non-traditional
activities. She has developed
a series of ‘Programme En-
hancement Activities’ that
include sessions to support
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students in their transition to
university and engaging them
with the learning community.
Other activities that she has
developed incorporate gami-
fication to support students’
learning including numeracy
skills development, a histolo-
gy card game and interactive
workshops to develop scien-
tific writing skills. She has al-
so designed innovative final-
year research projects includ-
ing a cross-faculty project on
classical and physiological
perspectives of sex and gen-
der.

Hard Evidence — a theatrical and research legacy

Thriving Theatre is a new
theatre support group for
people with lived experi-
ence of domestic abuse. It
was established by the
team behind Hard Evidence,
a play about domestic
abuse, mutual support and
the empowering effect of
public involvement in re-
search.

The characters and storyline
of Hard Evidence were de-
veloped by Shass Blake and
Alison Prince in collabora-
tion with Ingrid Jones

at Acta Community Theatre.
Shass and Alison met dur-
ing the coMforT
(Mindfulness for Trauma)
study) led by Dr Natalia
Lewis at the National Insti-
tute for Health and Care

Research Bristol Biomedical
Research Centre and wrote
the piece over Zoom during
the first months of 2021.

They wanted their play to
show how being a public con-
tributor in a research study
can empower women to sup-
port each other after experi-
encing domestic abuse. The
play was originally performed
in November 2021 and went
on tour around Bristol in the
summer of 2022.

Collaborating on the project
made the team behind Hard
Evidence realise that they
wanted to continue working
together in a creative space.
To achieve this, Acta Commu-
nity Theatre fundraised and
received a grant from Quartet

Community Foundation that
allowed them to set up a the-
atre group for people with
lived experience of domestic
abuse.

Thriving Theatre offers peo-
ple with lived experience of
domestic abuse a safe space
to be creative, but it does not
have a specific focus on
abuse and trauma. It was es-
tablished in January 2023 and
has been meeting on a week-
ly basis since then. Members
have experience of domestic
abuse but there are no ex-
pectations that they will have
to share their stories.

Read the full news story on
the Bristol Biomedical
Research Centre page
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ties of Bristol and Queens-
land (Australia), and

cil Laboratory
of Molecular
Biology in Cam- .
bridge, sought
to understand
how Com-

Researchers at the Universi-

the Medical Research Coun-

Z 3
Structural
analysis

The role of artificial intelligence in preventing disease

intellectual disability and de-
velopment delay.

By combining biochemical and
cell-based experi-
ments with state-
of-the-art artificial
intelligence, the
runcional F€S€Archers were

validation

able to precisely

Machine
learning

mander, a mo-
lecular ma-
chine com-
posed of six-
teen individual
proteins, is assembled and
how mutations in its func-
tion play a role in Ritscher-
Schinzel syndrome, a rare
disease characterised by

CCC COMPLEX & xuo

define how indi-
vidual parts of

«wx  Commander come
together to form
the functional ma-
chine and how this acts as one

% Bss

of the cell's 'postal workers'.
The Commander complex
controls the transportation
and sorting of proteins in the

body, ensuring the right
amount of protein is deliv-
ered to the right place in the
cell.

Knowing the structure of the
Commander complex has al-
lowed the researchers to
better understand how dis-
ease-causing mutations pro-
voke Commander to malfunc-
tion in Ritscher-Schinzel syn-
drome and advance our un-
derstanding of how it is in-
volved in other diseases.

Healy MD et al. (2023). Struc-
ture of the endosomal Com-
mander complex linked to
Ritscher-Schinzel syndrome.
Cell.

Strong cultural regions slowed Britain’s urbanisation

Regional cultural bounda-
ries in England and Wales
put a brake on the rapid
urbanisation which took
hold across Britain in the
19th and early 20th centu-
ry, research has revealed.

Lead author Dr Joe

Day, Lecturer in Historical
Geography and Economic
History, said: “The degree
of similarity between the
geography of human inter-
actions today and in the
past is astonishing. The mi-
gration patterns show a re-
markable stability over
time, and illustrates regions
of England and Wales most
people would recognise.”

By building on previously es-
tablished data sets, Dr Day
and his team were able to an-
alyse the distance migrated

between a person’s place of
birth and their place of resi-
dence on census night. This
data was used to develop sev-
eral insightful migration net-
work maps, demonstrating
the patterns of migration re-
mained highly consistent over
the 60-year-period in the

study.

This has the consequence

that at a time in which the
pace of urbanisation in Brit-
ain has never been as fast,
before or since, it was none-
theless slowed by individuals’
sense of identity and reluc-

dtance to migrate across cul-

tural boundaries.

Day J et al. (2023). Mapping
the cultural divides of Eng-
land and Wales: Did the ge-
ographies of ‘Belonging’ act
as a brake on British Urbani-
sation, 1851-19117? PLOS
Medicine.

Image: Principal migration routes,
differentiated by cultural province
of origin
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The Medical Research
Council Integrative Epidemi-
ology Unit (MRC IEU) at the
University of Bristol has
been awarded funding to
enable a further five years
of world-leading re-
search.

MRC IEU, which was
established in 2013,
is a leading centre for re-
search into methods for
causal inference, and evi-
dence triangulation. It is also
a leading centre for the ap-
plication of causal methods
to answer important ques-
tions about diseases in pop-

World-leading integrative epidemiology research continues

ulations. Research from IEU
enables valuable insight into
many key challenges for popu-
lation health, with important
impact for further research,
policy and practice.

Unit

The new funding, which began
in April 2023, totals
£11,637,000. It covers work
spanning six key programme
themes:

e Mendelian randomization
e Statistical methods for

MRC Integrative *
Epidemiology
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causal inference
e Data mining epidemiologi-
cal relationships
e Molecular drivers and pre-
dictors of pregnancy compli-
cations and future health

e Immunopsychiatry
Behavioural, social
and environmental deter-
minants of physical and
mental health

The award will expand the
methods the IEU develop and
their application into new
fields.

Read the full University of
Bristol news item

Alcohol dependency in adolescence linked with depression

Adolescents who show signs
of alcohol dependence are
more likely to develop de-
pression by their mid-20s,
according to a new study led
by University of Bristol and
UCL researchers.

They found that people who
appeared to be dependent
on alcohol at age 18 were
more likely than their peers
to have depression at age
24. Those with a score of
zero on the alcohol depend-
ence scale at age 18 face an
11% probability of depres-
sion by age 24, compared to
15% for those with a score
of one on the scale (an in-
crease from zero to one on

the alcohol dependency scale
represents a 28% increase in
the probability of not being
able to stop drinking once
started and a 33% increase in
the probability of failing to do
what was normally expected
of you). This relationship re-
mained after they adjusted for
potential confounding factors
such as substance use and de-
pressive symptoms at age 16,
suggesting that there may be a
causal relationship between
alcohol dependence and sub-
sequent depression that is not
explained by poor overall
mental health in adolescence.
The team found that con-
sumption levels alone were
not associated with an in-

creased risk of depression,
which they say may be partly
due to the fact that drinking
in late adolescence is often
tied with social contact and
reflects social norms. Prob-
lematic drinking patterns
could be a warning sign of fu-
ture mental health problems,
so helping young people to
avoid problematic alcohol use
could have long-term benefits
to their mental health.

Hammerton G et al. (2023).
The association of alcohol de-
pendence and consumption
during adolescence with de-
pression in young adulthood...
The Lancet Psychiatry
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Scientists have uncovered
evidence that a species’
long-term adaptation to liv-
ing in an extremely cold cli-
mate has led to the evolu-
tion of social behaviours
including extended care by
mothers, increased infant
survival and the ability to
live in large complex multi-
level societies.

The study was led by re-
searchers from Northwest
University in China and a
team including the Universi-
ty of Bristol and the Univer-
sity of Western Australia,
and examined how langurs
and odd-nosed monkeys

Adaptations to a cold climate promoted social evolution

adapted over time. By inte-
grating ecological, geological,
fossil, behavioural and ge-
nomic analyses, they found
that colobine primates inhab-
iting colder environments
tend to live in larger, more
complex groups. More specifi-
cally, glacial periods during
the past six million years pro-
moted the selection of genes
involved in cold-related ener-
gy metabolism and neuro-
hormonal regulation.

They found that odd-nosed
monkeys living in extremely
cold locations had developed
more efficient hormonal
(dopamine and oxytocin)

Funding successes: Part 2

Professor of Molecular Neu-
roscience Jeremy Henley
(School of Biochemistry,
pictured
below)
was
awarded
£16,800
from the
Biotech-
nology and Biological Sci-
ences Research Council In-
ternational Partnering
Award scheme for Austral-
ia: SUMOylation and de-
SUMOylation of neuronal
proteins in health and dis-
ease. Start April 2023 and
completing in March 2024,
the project aims to under-
stand fundamental mecha-

nism of SUMoylation and de
SUMOytation under basal and
disease condition, with the
award covering costs for Dr
Kevin Wilkinson and Jeremy
to visit two collaborating labs
in the Gold Coast and Sydney,
Australia.

Dr Paul Dodson (School of
Physiology, Pharmacology and
Neurosci-
ence, pic-
tured left)
received
£206,204
from the
University
of Bristol’s
GambleawareBristol Hub for
Gambling Harms for GA risky
decisions. The project started

==

e

pathways that may lengthen
maternal care, leading to
longer periods of breast-
feeding and an overall in-
crease in infant survival.
These changes also appear to
have strengthened relation-
ships between individuals,
increased tolerance between
males and enabled the evolu-
tion from independent one-
male, multi-female groups to
large complex multilevel soci-
eties.

Qi X-G et al. (2023). Adapta-
tions to a cold climate pro-
moted social evolution in
Asian colobine primates.
Science.

in January 2023 and wis ex-
pected to complete in De-
cember 2025.

Dr Alastair Hales in the De-
partment of Mechanical Engi-
neering (pictured below) was
awarded £308,334 from The
Faraday Institution for High
Order Neural Networks for
Accelerated Reduced Order
Modelling. The project start-
ed in April 2023 and is ex-
pected to complete within
two years.
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https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abl8621
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abl8621
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/people/person/Alastair-Hales-049d4257-aaf2-4a1b-a92d-9ef2c85eca84/
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/people/person/Jeremy-Henley-c934d1ac-68ca-4075-9940-e8d126fe3f03/
https://www.bristol.ac.uk/people/person/Paul-Dodson-1589e94a-af04-496b-a686-c44d7745d68e/
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FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES

Research Professional provides access to an extensive database of funding opportunities, and
can send out tailored alerts based on specific keywords input by the user. UoB staff and students
have FREE online access to the database from any device.

You can search for funding information by discipline, sponsor, database searches, by recent calls
or by upcoming deadlines. If you register for the site and log in, you’ll be able to:

e Set up automated funding opportunity email alerts - tailored according to your discipline
and research interests

o Save searches and bookmarks

o Sign up for higher education news bulletins

Find out more about the platform on the RED website. Note that some calls may have an internal
process; check the major bids webpage to see if such a process is in place.

The following listings represent a brief selection of available funding for the Bristol Neuroscience
community. Full listings of opportunities are sent out via Faculty and/or School Research Direc-
tors, and are available on the Research Development website.

% Research Professional

Chan Zuckerberg Initiative
Collaborative Pairs Pilot Project Awards

Closing date: 22 June 2023 Award amount: USD $200,000

These grant awards support pairs of investigators and their teams to explore innovative, interdis-
ciplinary approaches to address critical challenges in the fields of neurodegenerative disease and
fundamental neuroscience. The Collaborative Pairs Pilot Project Awards were developed as a
funding mechanism to catalyse new collaborations and scientific partnerships and springboard
early-stage projects that are bold, creative and “out-of-the-box.”

Roger De Spoelberch Foundation
Roger De Spoelberch prize

Closing date: 30 June 2023 Award amount: €750,000

This recognises a clinical and basic scientific research project within the field of neurodegenera-
tive diseases and psychiatric disorders. Applicants must hold a PhD and be under the age of 55
when the application is submitted. They must be nominated by a person who is duly qualified to
assess the value of the candidate's work. They should preferably be a European national and be
affiliated with a laboratory, clinic, hospital or other institution established in one such country.
Previous prize winners are not eligible. The prize is worth up to €750,000, at least two-thirds of
which must be spent directly on research and development costs. Funding may be used to cover
the staff, investment and operating costs.



http://www.researchprofessional.com/
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/red/development/
https://uob.sharepoint.com/sites/red-rd/SitePages/Major%20Bids%20page.aspx?csf=1&web=1&e=5d5rBU%20&cid=9a803916-b989-482b-a9d5-4eea6e45f01d
https://uob.sharepoint.com/sites/red-rd/SitePages/funding-opportunities-external-by-faculty.aspx
https://chanzuckerberg.com/rfa/ndcn-collaborative-pairs/
http://www.fondation-roger-de-spoelberch.ch/prix-roger-de-spoelberch/
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Health Data Research UK
Master’s Degree Scholarships

Closing date: 30 June 2023 Award amount: £10,000

The fund will support up to ten students to carry out real-world health data science research.
The scholarships will provide experience of working in an important area of healthcare research
and offer the insights, knowledge and the experience and qualifications students need to enter
the field. Scholars will have the opportunity to be involved in ARUK’s Early Career Researcher
programme activities and resources, such as training and networking events, career develop-
ment and mentoring groups and membership of the ARUK Network.

National Institute for Health and Care Research
Clinical lectureships—medical

Closing date: 30 June 2023 Award amount: unspecified

These provide a clinical academic training environment for doctors to establish themselves as
independent researchers and leaders. Lecturers spend 50 per cent of their time undertaking spe-
cialist clinical training and 50 per cent undertaking research or educationalist training. The lec-
tureships have the following research themes: platform science and bioinformatics; epidemiolo-
gy and public health; therapeutics or clinical pharmacology; health needs of older people; de-
mentia; medical education; acute care; mental health; multimorbidity at any age.

Action Medical Research / British Paediatric Neurology Association
Research training fellowships

Closing date: 14 July 2023 Award amount: £275,000

These support training in research techniques and methodology in a subject relevant to the over-
all aims of the charity: to prevent and treat disease and disability by funding vital medical re-
search in hospitals or research institutions across the UK. As part of this year’s call, they have
teamed up with and the BPNA; the proposed project must be related to clinical neurology and/or
neuroscience, including neurodisability and neurodevelopment. Applicants are expected to be
pre-doctoral trainee clinicians and will either already hold a UK or Irish specialist training post in
Paediatric Neurology, or be planning to apply for a specialist training post in Paediatric Neurology
or Neurodisability after completion of a PhD. Applicants can include paediatric neurosurgeons.

Alzheimer's Research UK
Research fellowships

Closing date: 26 July 2023 Award amount: £20,000 pa for up to three years

These support early-career non-clinical researchers beginning an independent project on Alzhei-
mer's and related dementias. Applicants must hold a PhD and demonstrate evidence of previous
research projects with impactful outputs. Those who hold tenure are not eligible.



https://www.hdruk.ac.uk/careers-in-health-data-science/further-education/masters-programme/
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/funding/iat-clinical-lectureships-in-medicine-2022/29934
https://action.org.uk/research/apply-research-grant/apply-research-training-fellowship
https://www.alzheimersresearchuk.org/grants/research-fellowship/
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SHOWCASED ARTICLE

Impact on alcohol selection and online purchasing of changing the proportion of available non-
alcoholic versus alcoholic drinks: A randomised controlled trial
Clarke N, Blackwell AKM. Ferrar J, De-Loyde K et al. (2023). PLOS Medicine.

Why was this study done?

. Excessive alcohol consumption contributes to the global burden of non-communicable diseases,
including cancer, heart disease, and stroke. Interventions that change physical and economic
environments have the potential to reduce alcohol consumption.

. Interventions targeting physical environments include availability interventions that involve
changing the proportion of healthier options that are available, relative to less healthy options.

. A previous online study found that increasing the availability of non-alcoholic compared to alco-
holic drinks reduced the hypothetical selection of alcoholic drinks, but there is an absence of evi-
dence from naturalistic settings.

What did the researchers do and find?

. This study evaluated the impact of increasing the proportion of non-alcoholic (relative to alco-
holic) drinks, on selection and actual purchasing of alcohol.
. In a randomised controlled trial, 737 participants were randomly assigned to one of 3 groups

with varying proportions of alcoholic versus non-alcoholic drinks (“25% non-alcoholic/75% alco-
holic”; “50% non-alcoholic/50% alcoholic”; and “75% non-alcoholic/25% alcoholic”).

. Participants selected drinks from 64 options in a simulated online supermarket that was de-
signed to look and function similarly to an online supermarket. Participants were then required
to immediately purchase the same drinks in an actual online supermarket.

. It was found that increasing the proportion of non-alcoholic drinks—from 25% to 50% or 75%—
reduced the amount of alcohol selected and bought, in this online supermarket setting.

What do these findings mean?

. This study provides evidence that increasing the proportion of non-alcoholic drinks could reduce
alcohol selection and purchasing, highlighting the potential for availability interventions to re-
duce alcohol sales at the population level.

. Further studies are warranted to assess whether these effects are realised in a range of real-
world settings.



https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1004193
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1004193
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Bristol Neuroscience

Lead: Paul Chadderton, Associate Professor in Neurophysiology

Memory Hub Lead: Emma Cahill, Lecturer
Area of research - Physiological basis of memory and adaptive
behaviour

Movement Hub Lead: Paul Chadderton, Associate Professor in
Neurophysiology

Area of research - to reveal the cellular and circuit
mechanisms involved in motor control and learning in the
cerebellum

Neural Computation Hub Lead: Conor Houghton, Associate
Professor in Computer Science

Area of research - understanding information processing and
coding in the brain

Sleep Hub Lead: Matt Jones, Professorial Research Fellow in
Neuroscience
Area of research - neuronal networks in cognition and disease

Mental Health Hub Lead: in progress
Network Facilitator: Joseph Butler, Research Development

Manager (interim), Faculty of Life Sciences

Network Administrator: Catherine Brown (Elizabeth Blackwell
Institute)

The content of this newsletter is not the intellectual property of the Network, but rather an
amalgamation of information obtained through a variety of sources including our community
members, research groups and University of Bristol school bulletins and press releases.
Affiliations are stated wherever possible, however please note that omissions do happen and
we apologise in advance for any you may come across. All information is merely for
educational and informational purposes. We cannot offer medical advice and any queries
regarding treatment for a specific medical condition or participation in a clinical trial should
be addressed to your healthcare provider. While the information herein has been verified to
the best of our abilities, we cannot guarantee that there are no mistakes or errors.
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