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Template guidance: This document is intended to be used by teams wishing to run this add-on protocol alongside a study that is aiming to address a public health challenge. All the text can be adapted and edited to the requirements of each specific study. For guidance see the Terms of Reference: Pathfinder Studies for Health Research.

BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE
Every health challenge needs a research ecosystem that provides safe and effective required evidence and response. To many health challenges generating vital evidence requires better data science to be taken up across the globe and in every care setting, however, there is high inequity in where data science happens, who benefits from the evidence and who leads these studies. There is wide recognition that extracting evidence from data is not optimally undertaken in many settings or by specific groups of healthcare professionals because they deem this to be complex, difficult or because they lack access to methods, training and an understanding of the processes. These difficulties inhibit from either undertaking new research, asking new questions or failure to get proper results from existing data sets.  
It is well documented that there are common areas of difficulty in health research, such as in data collection, capture, discoverability, access, sharing, analysis, scientific dissemination, but there has been little focus on understanding areas of common difficulty or sharing solutions. The rationale for these ‘add-on’ studies is that if various research teams, across different disease areas and research types undertake methodology research to track and map the process, then collectively we can determine where there are common process and methods roadblocks. Where we identify areas of difficulty in these ‘pathfinder’ studies, it is likely that another team working in another disease area or on the same disease, but in a different location or organisation, will have already solved that same methodology step or process. Therefore, within this mixed-method action research add-on study, we will be working through The Global Health Network and regionals communities of practice to identify existing solutions and support these research teams to adapt and implement these for their studies. If there we cannot find a solution, we will work with the teams to solve this methodology step and report these solutions within this process mapping study.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
This ‘add-on’ study aims to track the steps and processes of the ‘host’ study, also known as ´host´ project (insert title) to determine the challenges and successes encountered in the generation of health research evidence. 
Aim 1:  To generate a process map of the host study to document all the required steps and their associated metrics.
Aim 2:  To determine the tools, methods, approaches and systems that were applied to each step.
Aim 3: To describe each challenge encountered and document how these were solved.

METHODOLOGY
1. Selection of Host Study 
In this section the team can explain why the host study was selected. This following text serves as a background and guidance in selecting the host and the support available from the community. 
Any plan to extract new evidence from a health-related dataset could serve as a host for an add-on study such as this. The overall aim is to track the process of many different kinds of study, and so some host studies could be vast datasets held across different geographies or organisations. Or they could be a very small, simple dataset held by a healthcare team wishing to gain new insights from those data to improve their clinical practice. This is embedded action research, and therefore the host study could benefit from this as it can be setting the process as it is documenting and learning from this. Or the host study team might be very experienced, and here the benefit of this add-on study is recording this excellence and sharing the steps and processes with others. 
These add-on studies can be undertaken by a small subset of the host study team, or another small group where the host study would be willing to let them be embedded in their operations in order to track and document the process.
2. Operational delivery
These pathfinder studies are a research capability and career development opportunity. The intent is that from within the organisation where the host study was or is being undertaken then a small team can be formed to be the investigators for this add-on study, with a locally led investigator.
Joining this study team there can be members from The Global Health Network regional hub, according to availability. The team can develop a plan for undertaking this study, and then roles and responsibilities set to the team to cover all the elements of this study. This can be set out in this section. 
3. Mapping the process 
A process mapping template will be used as a data capture form that can be adapted to each study. This will capture the following: 
· Each step, challenge or event in the host studies operational set-up and delivery.
· Start and stop date for each.
· A record of who in the team was involved in each step. 
4. Gaining qualitative evidence to understand the steps, processes and challenges
Depending on the nature of the host study the add-on study this section will set out the plan to capture the decisions, challenges and solutions around each step / process / challenge this could include the following – sitting in the study team meetings and completing a standard form for each, asking the team to complete a questionnaire every week / month /? to capture their issues and challenges. Undertake interviews or focus group discussions with the study teams. Having a mechanism for determining the ‘who, where, what’ explanation for each step, success and challenge identified in the metrics. For guidance see the toolkit “Qualitative methodology for Pathfinder – Tracker”. 
5. Documentation of tools, processes, methods, training 
A log, database or registry where the add-on study team can record tools, methods or training and then tag them to the process map.
6. Solving challenges and connecting excellent
Within the aims of action research here, the add-on team can work to find solutions for the challenges encountered by the host study. This could be finding training they need, a template, data science software or infrastructure or documents and guidance for data sharing agreements, etc. These solutions could be found across the TGHN community or wider partners. Where no solution can be found, then the add-on team can work to find experts and a solution by asking across the community. 

PROJECT TIMELINE 
Detail the phases of your Pathfinder, considering a maximum of 18-month period as the ideal time for completing the activities.

DATA ANALYSIS
1. Generation of the study-specific process map diagram with metrics 
In an adapted standardised system others can be added to build a strong set of maps and metrics to identify common issues. 
2. Qualitative analysis 
Conducting qualitative research using questionnaires, forms, interviews, focus groups, etc., and employing tools for data analysis (e.g., NVivo).

INTERPRETATION AND USE OF FINDING
· Pathfinder team with interactive support to host study in real-time during the study (action research)
· Maps shared. 
· Tools shared.
· Outputs feed into a larger analysis of many pathfinders to generate guidance for others. 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATION
Process mapping can be defined as a methodology audit and intends to only report activities and offer insights of study conduct without. No patient / participant information will be shared across the study teams and data sets will be maintained locally with the host study teams. The team developing the pathfinder is responsible for checking ethical requirements as suited.


COMMUNICATION AND DISSEMINATION OF THE FINDINGS
1. Real-time iterative sharing and improvement 
The generated individual and generalised process maps from the different pathfinder projects will be communicated in real-time to the study teams for iterative improvement and excellence sharing. 
2. Sharing on the knowledge hubs
These projects will also be added to the regional knowledge hubs with the template protocols, process maps and outputs

FINAL REMARKS
A protocol serves to guide and standardise all the stages of the study, ensuring that the proposed objectives are achieved in a systematic and consistent manner. In the context of this study, the protocol was produced based on the mapping interests of the host study, making it possible to accurately identify obstacles in the research and health data cycle. The results of Pathfinder (insert name of host study) will be shared as they become available, contributing to the improvement and resolution of challenges in the field of public health.
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