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Strategic Direction of Public Involvement in SPHR 
Background 

This document is one output from the Capturing the learning from public involvement in the 
first five years of the NIHR School for Public Health Research project. This project was funded 
out of central School fund and has contributed to the development of interim guidance on 
public involvement based on early analysis of findings, which fed into the sandpit events 
that took place in December 2017.  
 
This document, produced for the SPHR Executive, is not intended to be a strategy document 
but highlights learning from the review of public involvement in SPHR in order to feed into a 
process of strategy development. We begin by describing key features of public involvement 
drawn from self-reported descriptions of public involvement in the final project reports of 
research delivered during the first five years of SPHR. We then go on to discuss the 
important issues that affected public involvement in SPHR research identified by 
researchers and members of the public drawing on data from one-to-one interviews and an 
on-line survey. Next, we summarise the priorities identified for a public involvement 
strategy for the next phase of SPHR research from the interviews and survey. Finally, we link 
these recommendations with existing strategies put forward by other organisations. 
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Introduction 
The importance of an organisation like SPHR which has a central role in funding English 
public health research, having a clear strategy for public involvement in research is clear. 
Public involvement in research is a complex, multi-layered social process (Collins, et al, 
2018) that is not the sole responsibility of the individual researchers and members of the 
public that are engaged in it (Popay & Collins et al, 2014). Public involvement in research is 
both enabled and challenged by factors that are linked with the funders’ role in the process. 
For example, tight timelines to submit funding applications has a dampening effect on 
researchers’ ability to work effectively with members of the public at the beginning of the 
research process (Breen & O’Connor, 2014). On the other hand, funders providing 
incentives or making public involvement conditional on receiving funding has been 
identified as a key enabler of public involvement (Wilson et al., 2015). Public involvement in 
research can also be impactful on the funder through for example enhancing the relevance 
of its research and also increasing its transparency and accountability1. Finally, a recent 

                                                      
1 See Public Involvement Impact Assessment Framework (PiiAF) resource summarising the findings of a 
narrative synthesis on the impacts of public involvement in research: http://piiaf.org.uk/documents/impacts-
summary-1113.pdf 

http://piiaf.org.uk/documents/impacts-summary-1113.pdf
http://piiaf.org.uk/documents/impacts-summary-1113.pdf
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review of public involvement in non-commercially funded projects eligible for inclusion in 
the UK Clinical Research portfolio highlighted the importance of a funders’ approach to 
public involvement when they found that the approach to public involvement adopted in a 
project could be traced back to the funder’s ethos (Wilson et al. 2015). 
 
The project to review public involvement in the first phase of SPHR therefore aimed to: 

 Describe the different ways in which public involvement happened across SPHR during 
its first phase (2012-2017) 

 Explore the experiences of members of the public who have been involved in SPHR 
activities and SPHR academics and their views of what worked well, what could be 
improved, what impact they think their involvement had and what they feel the most 
significant facilitators of and/or barriers to their involvement have been 

 Facilitate the use of findings from the study in the development of a public involvement 
strategy for SPHR’s second five year programme and to produce guidance on good 
practice in public involvement for SPHR members  

 Disseminate the key learning points to the wider public health, health research & public 
involvement communities  

 

A brief overview of the projects’ methods 

This document draws on a multi-method project exploring researchers’ and members of the 
public involved in SPHR research perceptions of the experience of public involvement in the 
school during its first five years of (2012-2017). We summarise key elements of the method 
below: a review of existing guidance on public involvement in public health research; a 
review of final SPHR project reports; one-to-one interviews and an on-line survey below. 
Further information on the methods and analysis is available in the technical report of the 
project. 
 
Review of existing guidance on public involvement in public health research:  
We conducted a very rapid review of grey literature for guidance and peer-reviewed 
publications for academic papers reporting public involvement in public health research.  
The search sought to identify: recommendations for good practice, challenges and enablers 
to public involvement specific to public health research or transferable from other fields.  
We were particularly interested in the meaningful involvement of the most disadvantaged 
members of the public in research; those most affected by health inequalities. 

 

Review of final SPHR project reports: 
We reviewed the descriptions of public involvement in the final reports of 34 studies – 
which is around three quarters of those supported by SPHR between 2012 and 2017. We 
extracted data on whether public involvement was described; who the members of the 
public involved were; what role they adopted and what other public involvement resources 
research teams drew upon. However, it also emerged that twenty of the 34 reports focused 
only on the involvement of public health professionals/practitioners therefore the 
remaining 14 reports formed the main focus of our analysis. 
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One-to-one interviews: 
We developed a sampling strategy intended to cover all of the academic centres involved in 
the first phase of SPHR; project types (e.g. initial, public health practitioner evaluation 
scheme (PHPES), whole school theme) and research design. We approached 18 SPHR 
researchers to take part in interviews, three declined to be interviewed and three did not 
reply. Two members of the public were approached directly and five others were invited to 
take part through a posted invitation. In total, we interviewed 12 SPHR researchers and two 
members of the public involved in SPHR research. Interviews were semi-structured, audio-
recorded and transcribed. Data were uploaded to Nvivo where a thematic framework was 
generated as a result of close, line-by-line coding of the transcripts. 

 

On-line survey: 
The on-line survey was developed with the support of public advisers who advised on its 
content and wording. In addition, the survey was piloted by 5 public health researchers and 
practitioners and 4 public advisers. The survey was developed with Qualtrics survey 
development software. Participants were able to join the survey by clicking on a link that 
was available between Monday 18th June and Monday 16th July 2018. Information about the 
survey was made available in each academic centre and to public involvement groups 
associated with SPHR. The survey received 18 complete responses; 2 semi-complete and 11 
visits resulting in no action. The on-line survey was completed by 3 members of the public 
and 15 researchers involved in the first phase of SPHR. One person declined to indicate their 
role. A data report was generated using Qualtrics software. 
 
Public involvement in the project is described below.  
 

Public Involvement in the project 
Two members of the public with extensive experience of public involvement in research and 
in SPHR research in particular as well as experience at the strategic level of SPHR were the 
public involvement co-leads. They helped to shape the original funding proposal and chaired 
the public adviser workshops. 
A further 4 members of the public involved in SPHR research with varying levels of 
experience were recruited as public advisers.  We held three public adviser workshops at 
which various aspects of the project and its outputs were discussed. We set up ground rules 
for the group and explored the values underpinning our involvement using a PiiAf resource 
(http://piiaf.org.uk/documents/values-summary.pdf ). The public advisers helped with 
refining the interview topic guides; interpreting findings from the thematic analysis; the 
development of the on-line survey and are contributing to the co-production of a resource 
and in the future to the writing of an academic paper.  
 

Understanding how public involvement in the first phase of SPHR has been 

experienced and perceived 
Drawing on the methods described above we provide an overview of the key features of 
public involvement in the first phase of SPHR. 

http://piiaf.org.uk/documents/values-summary.pdf
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Key features of public involvement in SPHR research 2012-2017 identified in the final project 
reports  
According to the final project reports the School’s public involvement involved people from 
a range of communities including black African community, gay and bisexual community, 
new or recent mothers who smoke, older people and people with experience of specific 
conditions such as a diabetes diagnosis. Members of the public were recruited to undertake 
a range of roles including providing expertise on public involvement in research; their 
experiences of living with a specific condition or of living in an area that was currently the 
subject of SPHR fieldwork. There was evidence that public involvement was happening in 
most stages of the research process across the School. In addition, some members of SPHR 
were able to draw on existing infrastructure and resources for public involvement in their 
institutions or communities such as university-based public advisory groups, university or 
other funder public engagement bursaries or independent voluntary/third sector groups. 
 

Key issues affecting effective and inclusive public involvement in the first phase of SPHR 
research identified in the one-to-one interviews and on-line survey 
In order to understand in detail the experiences and views of researchers and members of 
the public involved in SPHR research we carried out one-to-one interviews and an on-line 
survey. Three areas that we were interested in were: key challenges to effective and 
inclusive public involvement in SPHR research, key enablers for effective and inclusive public 
involvement and also priorities for future SPHR strategy. During the course of the data 
analysis it became clear that factors were not in and of themselves either an enabler or a 
challenge to effective and inclusive public involvement. The same factor e.g. making public 
involvement payments to members of the public involved in research could be a barrier if 
such payments were not made. But making payments could also be an enabler when they 
were made in a way that was acceptable to the members of the public involved. We will 
therefore describe issues raised and identify where they have a potential negative or 
positive impact on public involvement. 

 
The issues identified can be divided into two types: operational issues affecting the practice 
of public involvement and conceptual issues affecting the culture and valuing of public 
involvement in SPHR research. We discuss both these issues below. 
 

Operational issues 

Recruitment  
Recruitment was identified as an important factor that had a negative impact on public 
involvement in the first phase of SPHR research across all strands of the project (analysis of 
final project reports, one-to-one interviews and the on-line survey). Difficulties around 
recruitment were identified as a key challenge whilst the provision of support for researchers 
in recruiting members of the public to be involved was identified as an enabler in the on-line 
survey.  Barriers to recruitment that were identified included the time taken and experience 
needed by researchers to recruit and support members of the public especially those 
belonging to groups that could be described as ‘seldom heard’. This was exacerbated by a lack 
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of school-wide recruitment mechanisms. In addition, the nature of public health research 
meant that it was perceived to be sometimes difficult to identify which members of the public 
it was appropriate to recruit and what their involvement role would be.  
 
A number of pragmatic approaches to ensure effective recruitment of members of the public 
involved in research were suggested, these included developing a school-wide panel of 
members of the public willing to be involved in SPHR research, using a number of methods of 
communicating involvement opportunities to potential people to be involved including 
facebook, local newspaper adverts and notices in public buildings; drawing on the contacts 
and networks of members of the public already involved and providing a range of 
opportunities so members of the public can get involved in ways that match their interests, 
experience and available time. 
 
However, recruitment was recognised to be a complex issue that went beyond simply 
ensuring that enough people were involved. Many researcher participants taking part in the 
interviews were concerned about how to ensure that members of the public recruited to be 
involved in research were representative of the research target populations. There was also 
a related concern about the diversity of members of the public involved especially where 
research was focused upon health inequalities or working with isolated and excluded 
communities. One SPHR researcher said: 
Yeh which is even more important I guess given the focus on Health Inequalities and in equity 
in Public Health that if you don’t emulate that in your PPI sampling and recruitment strategies 
then it looks a bit odd if you just get white, middle class, educated people on all your PPI panels 
then it’s kind of the opposite end of the social spectrum to the people who are generally 
targeted by Public Health programmes. [R-4] 
 
The development of a school-wide panel of members of the public willing to be involved in 
SPHR research was put forward by a number of participants. However, one respondent to the 
on-line survey commented on the need to think very carefully about the role of such a school-
wide panel: 
 
I interpret the panel as a permanent source of expertise on effective public involvement. I 
would be much disappointed if instead it were treated as a pool of public members who would 
repeatedly be drawn into project work at the expense of new blood recruited by individual 
project leaders [On-line survey respondent] 
 
For members of the public involved in SPHR research the challenge around recruitment was 
connected to a lack of opportunity to get involved if not already involved. The public 
involvement community was described as ‘insular’ in that once a member of the public was 
involved then there were many opportunities to get involved in other projects, whilst for 
those not involved it was felt to be much more difficult. One member of the public involved 
in SPHR research commented: 
I feel as if it’s very, I don’t know what the word is, very insular; it’s really good for people who 
were already in it if you’re not so good at getting messages out to the wider public, you know, 
opportunities. I see everything; my friend [name] sees everything; we are on everybody’s 
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round robin email list. We hear about all sorts of different things. But the average person in 
the street doesn’t have that same kind of access. There might be people out there who would 
be really glad of an opportunity to do voluntary work but doesn’t know about it and wouldn’t 
know how to get information about it. [Pi-2] 
 
Concern about the lack of opportunity to get involved in research beyond those who are 
already involved is not unique to SPHR but has been highlighted as a key challenge to 
overcome by Involve (Involve, 2015). 
 

Support and training 
 
Ensuring that members of the public involved in research have access to appropriate 
training and support, especially where they have little or no prior experience of being 
involved in research was identified as an issue across all elements of the project. In the on-
line survey the provision of training and support for both members of the public involved 
and researchers was identified as an enabler whilst the lack of training and support was 
considered to be a challenge. At the second Public Adviser workshop held in London in 
February 2018, it was agreed that although the provision of training and support were 
consistently identified as desirable that in practice it rarely happened effectively or well. 
 
As well as making available support and training opportunities, the symbolic value of the 
provision of support and training was highlighted as a way of demonstrating the value that 
is accorded public involvement in SPHR and is key to ensuring that public involvement is 
embedded at a cultural and organisational level. One SPHR researcher suggested: 
 
I think where it came down to it I think there would be quite a lot push back unless its 
handled in the right way with, as I said, resources put into it and training, workshops and 
that sort of thing; exactly what it means and exactly where it might fit in and also how it 
could improve the scientific process [R-3] 
 
Some researchers taking part in the one-to-one interviews who recruited members of 
existing public involvement groups to be involved in their project were able to rely on the 
training that was provided by the groups rather than providing training connected with the 
research project itself.  
 
One member of the public involved in SPHR research spoke about the different training 
needs that members of the public might have and the importance of ensuring that any 
training provided was fit for the specific purposes of the involvement and not simply generic 
and easy to access:  
 
I always highlight training because I’ve done a lot of training over the years but there may be 
newcomers who need some sort of training, you know, I usually say something generic at 
first like approaches and methods in research, something like that. If they’re wanting help 
with  dissemination   I   sometimes   recommend   a   course   on presentation skills.  It just 
depends what it is really.  If  it  was  a  very  kind  of  specific  methodology  that  I  think  
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patients won’t have come across before, then I might recommend some training on 
methodology.  [Pi-2] 
 
Whilst recognising the wide range of formal training opportunities that might be available 
that address different aspects of public involvement it is also useful to broaden out the 
definition of training and support to go beyond traditional understandings that might 
include attending training courses. One SPHR researcher taking part in an interview spoke 
about the importance of being able to draw on the support of colleagues who had more 
experience of public involvement. In addition to undertaking formal training they valued 
the, albeit informal, mentoring relationships in supporting their public involvement practice: 
 
Well I’m lucky to have them in the Institute in which I work … we’ve got quite an active PPI 
sort of group and they run some training sessions and so I  went to one of their training 
sessions  and I also had a one to one session with a lady from the faculty as well. [R-6] 
 

Time 
Time was identified as a factor affecting public involvement in SPHR research across all 
elements of the study. According to survey responses, lack of time was rated as being less 
likely to lead to effective and inclusive public involvement in SPHR research whilst explicit 
recognition for the amount of time that public involvement takes was more likely to make 
effective and inclusive involvement happen. A number of issues around time were discussed 
in the interviews. 
 
The timing and timescales of deadlines by which to submit funding applications often meant 
that it was difficult to properly involve members of the public in the development of a funding 
application as discussed by one SPHR researcher: 
Int: When you developed the proposal did you consult with any members of the public or  
stakeholders? 
R-4: No I think almost certainly not because it was very rapid. We had to pull together these 
ideas and I mean, not that’s an excuse for no PPI, but I seem to remember that the initial 
project ideas were more or less one side of A4 possibly 2 sides of A4 with a few references. So 
it was a very, as sometimes happens with the NIHR, they wanted to commit to some quick win 
projects very early [R-4] 
 
Secondly, interviewees raised the personal impact of the amount of time it took in order to 
ensure that public involvement in the research was happening in an effective and acceptable 
way. Although a researcher interviewed for this study felt some concern about the potential 
time burden he was imposing on the members of the public involved in his project, members 
of the public involved in SPHR research reported that they did not feel time-burdened. For 
example Pi-1 felt able to manage the time commitments: 
 
Int: That’s an interesting question to ask actually what was the sort of time commitment like; 
did you feel overburdened? 
Pi-1: No it wasn’t huge at all. I was quite happy to keep the other things that I was doing going 
on. I mean at that stage I was a member of the [name of leisure committee] and so on. 
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And thirdly, project timelines sometimes were felt to not take into account the time needed 
to ensure that public involvement was embedded appropriately and effectively.  It could 
become difficult to manage public involvement activities and maintain relationships with 
members of the public involved in the project especially when project timelines slipped. The 
importance of developing trust and maintaining relationships with members of the public 
involved in research was a key theme that emerged throughout the interviews which is 
discussed further below. 
 

Reward and Recognition 
Reward and recognition for public involvement is a sensitive and complex issue and is 
separate to the issue of reimbursing people for their expenses. In some cases, members of 
the public participating in research were reported as not wanting to receive financial 
remuneration, whilst in other cases they felt they were not receiving enough.  
 
Some SPHR colleagues reported problems with individual academic institution systems for 
processing public involvement payments. These systems are often burdensome and time-
consuming. The possibility of an SPHR-wide system for making public involvement payments 
was suggested as something that might be helpful. 
 

Resources for Public Involvement 
Public involvement was identified as a resource-intensive undertaking in terms of the 
financial or material costs associated and staff capacity. The provision of access to funding 
was identified as more likely to lead to effective and inclusive public involvement in 
research whilst the lack of access to funding was a key barrier in the on-line survey.  
Difficulties finding funding for public involvement in research were articulated.  
 
Some SPHR colleagues recognised the role that funders have in encouraging the embedding 
of public involvement in research most commonly by making public involvement a pre-
condition to obtaining funding. More creative approaches to encouraging public 
involvement in research, other than making it a requirement that could be adopted by 
funders included providing easily accessible funding for pre-application involvement or by 
facilitating access to public involvement through for example a sustained and active citizens’ 
panel were put forward. 
 
 

 

 

Relationships 
 
The development of relationships was an important feature of public involvement in SPHR 
research identified by both members of the public involved and researchers, with trust and 
communication described as key components of the relationship as seen in one member of 
the public involved in SPHR research description: 
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as things moved on as I got to know and be known by the woman who was responsible for 
providing support for the PI’s that picked up; there was just a general warmth about that. It 
was possible to ring [name of academic] and say fancy a cup of coffee? That was a positive. 
[Pi-1] 
 
And an SPHR researcher commented on the importance of trust: 
 
So when we had one of the focus groups; so what we found was as we were doing the study 
the [name of population group] involved got to trust us more. So I think that’s obviously a key 
component I think is building up that relationships and trust with the public that you want to 
engage with and so actually by the end of the project we did have identified some [name of 
population group] who would have been very happy to have been involved going forward. [R-
1] 
 
Pre-existing public involvement groups have already well-developed relationships and 
established trust and have SPHR researchers have invited them to get involved in research 
projects. But one SPHR researcher interviewed for this study described the lengths she went 
to in order to build relationships with members of her target population: 
 
So by going to the activities even before starting the real recruitment it was a good way for 
me to interact with them. At the beginning, especially in one community, people were very 
suspicious. Not about me, maybe about people in general. I don’t know if it was because it 
was deprived or not but it was very hard to engage with them. Then by going and persisting 
at the end we started speaking and some people ask me, oh why are you interested in all the 
people in [name of area] ...Then we started speaking about like my family ... and we kind of 
found some connections. Of course this conversation was not used in the study but at the time 
it helped a lot to show them that I was interested in them. [R-8] 
 
This highlights the extra time and effort that is needed to build trust develop connections 
resulting in long-lasting and productive public involvement relationships. 
 
However a number of challenges with maintaining relationships between researchers and 
members of the public involved in SPHR research were identified. Key amongst these 
challenges was the turnover of researchers assigned to undertake public involvement 
activities and build relationships with members of the public involved. This might be 
connected to decisions taken within some research teams to assign the management of public 
involvement in research to potentially junior members of the team who are more likely to be 
employed on fixed term contracts. In addition, sometimes the members of the public involved 
were difficult to contact, for example if they changed mobile phone numbers frequently.  
 
Another issue identified was that SPHR changed the research themes which meant that 
members of the public involved in one project were not necessarily relevant to another 
project focused on a different research theme. One researcher contrasted their experience 
of SPHR changing research focus and not being able to carry on working with members of the 
public that had been involved in a piece of research with the experience of colleagues at 
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another research centre that had one research focus and the long-term involvement 
relationships they had developed with members of the public involved in research. Other 
researchers aired their frustrations at having to end the public involvement relationship 
before a project had finished as a result of budgeting decisions which limited the extent of 
public involvement in the project. 
 
The maintenance of public involvement relationships could sometimes be difficult especially 
if researchers and members of the public had different expectations about the public 
involvement role. Members of the public involved in SPHR research described sometimes not 
being sure about what their role involved when they began a project. The issue of 
communication particularly in the form of feedback was raised: 
Now the researcher in this particular project I’m talking about he did say to me I will get 
feedback to you but I understand now that his idea of feedback maybe different to mine. I 
think what he’s done is only last night he’s given me the comments received by the reviewers 
for the funder. So I think that’s been his idea of giving me feedback but wasn’t exactly what I 
was wanting. I was wanting to know what he found useful, what had he been able to use and 
what was totally off the charts and was no good to him. I wanted to know really the bits that 
he found that he could incorporate into his application. It’s that that he hasn’t come back to 
me on but I think it may have been a bit of a misunderstanding. [Pi-2] 
 
We have identified and discussed a range of issues that affect how public involvement is 
undertaken within SPHR that a public involvement strategy will need to address. Below we 
move on to consider a number of issues that relate to the culture of public involvement in 
SPHR.  
 

Cultural/ideological issues 
In the interviews in particular, SPHR colleagues made clear that there are a wide range of 
perspectives about what public involvement is, which members of the public should be 
involved in research and how they should be involved. Some SPHR researchers that took 
part in the project focused on the role of public involvement in improving the research 
process and referred less to public involvement as a political or ethical issue connected with 
empowerment, ensuring openness and transparency and acknowledging the right of 
members of the public to get involved in research (Gradinger et al., 2013, Breen & 
O’Connor, 2014). 
 

The valuing of public involvement 
There was general consensus that public involvement can add value to the public health 
research process, but that thought needed to be given to how and under what conditions 
public involvement can be most effective in SPHR projects. A tension between ensuring that 
researchers understood that public involvement in research is not an optional extra but a 
fundamental part of the research process and public involvement becoming an exercise in 
tokenism was articulated by some interviewees. Examples to illustrate this point included:  

 Carrying out a public involvement workshop to engage with members of the public 

to identify for example research priorities and then not having any further 

meaningful engagement  
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 Involving members of the public at a later stage of the research process, for example 

by adding a public involvement element to a project once its design had been 

developed 

 Researchers having no clear idea about what public involvement is appropriate to 

their project and so undertaking as much public involvement as they can in order to 

fulfil a requirement  

It was felt that in circumstances such as these the positive impact of public involvement to 
the research process could be significantly reduced. 
 

The organisation of public involvement 
There was also an understanding that it was important that it be recognised that research 
projects require different forms and levels of public involvement by both researchers and 
members of the public involved. One researcher described this flexibility: 
...plural ways and appropriate ways and ways that fit what it is you want the public voice for 
and that’s different across different projects and at different moments...[R-10] 
 

 Whilst a member of the public involved in SPHR research described the different 

‘layers’ of public involvement: 

I’ll go through the [research work] package that they’ve got, you know, whether 

they’ve got some layers of PPI so that they’re not totally dependent on one layer, you 

know.  They may have a couple of people on an advisory group that sort of thing and 

then I would recommend well can you put in another layer there to get a bit wider 

perspective. [PI-1] 

This highlights the role that members of the public experienced in public involvement 

could have in providing advice about the different and appropriate layers of public 

involvement that could be embedded in SPHR projects. 

Defining public involvement in research 
Public involvement was commonly defined by researchers as giving a voice 

to/representing members of the public in the research process and as trying to 

understand their perspective or viewpoint. There appeared to be a subtle distinction 

between this approach and another approach to involving members of the public 

where the experience and knowledge of members of the public was actively applied 

during the research process by, for example, tasking them with clarifying or 

prioritising programme theories as part of a realist review, or using their experience 

along with their networks and contacts to support recruitment to a study. One 

member of the public involved in SPHR research described his experience of 

facilitating recruitment: 
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One of the pieces of work was about [name of topic area] and it was out of [name of university] 
… and I happened to have a friend whose background is social work, midwifery and all sorts 
of things, ...and they were looking for somebody else to contribute and I was able to say to 
the [name of research centre] team, I think if you ring this woman she will probably be 
prepared to help. She did and she got involved. [Pi-1] 
 

This distinction between seeing public involvement as giving voice and public 

involvement as applying the knowledge and experience of members of the public had 

potential implications for how public involvement was conceptualised, 

operationalised and valued by researchers.  

Where researchers drew on and applied the knowledge and experience of members 

of the public it was typically divided into two types: knowledge about the research 

topic area and knowledge about public involvement itself. One SPHR researcher 

describes how members of the public who had expertise in a subject area that 

exceeded that of the researcher had a role to play in providing a detailed commentary 

on the research product: 

Yeh but I mean we are kind of putting our cards on the table and saying look we know a little 
bit about running or designing programmes in [type of institution] but we’re fundamentally 
university-based researchers so we don’t and we’re very ignorant about other aspects of the 
way [type of institution] work ...So we are kind of just laying our ignorance out for them and 
saying look we’d love you to be detailed commentators on what we’re doing so that we do it 
right, so that when we think we’re drawing a conclusion that makes sense to us that we can 
check it makes sense to people embedded in the environment that we’re hoping the findings 
will be relevant to. [R-4]  
 

Alternatively, members of the public were described by another SPHR researcher as 

having a key role when advising on embedding public involvement in research 

projects: 

but I envisage that she as the member of the public who is an expert on public involvement 
advises on how to build realistic useful public involvement into our specific projects. [R-9] 
 

During the interviews in particular some researchers expressed the view that 

distinctions between public involvement and participation in research studies that 

were apparently clear-cut at a conceptual level were difficult to maintain in practice. 

An example of this blurred boundary can be found in the status accorded to data 

obtained as part of a public involvement workshop designed to elicit for example 

research priorities but also yielding from the researcher’s perspective some valuable 

information that had potential to be used as data for a research project. This is not 
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an issue that is specific to this SPHR researchers or public health research but has also 

been documented elsewhere (Wilson et al, 2015). One SPHR researcher highlighted 

the blurriness of these boundaries:  

What is a workshop; is it involvement; is it research; should you audio record it; do you need 
ethics for it; are you going to use it as research; if not, why not in fact where people are saying 
stuff, which is the kind of things that you actually want to know about. [R-9] 
 
In addition, the distinction between qualitative research and public involvement in 

research was challenged by some researchers taking part in the interviews. This 

appeared to happen mostly where researchers understood that public involvement 

was about giving a voice to lay experience which converges with the role of 

qualitative research which is also understood as giving a voice to research 

participants in a way that methods that adopt quantitative or positivistic approaches 

do not. This adds to a further blurring of the boundaries between qualitative research 

and public involvement in research. A couple of researchers pointed to their position 

as embedded in their social worlds and their engagement with their social world 

when developing research ideas, suggesting that these influences could be just as 

impactful as more traditional forms of public involvement in research: 

Is it a specific interaction that you’re talking about with this particular kind of grouping or 
what about interactions that I’ve had over past 5 years, 6 years with different research which 
has helped me develop my research questions that I have to date. Is that not important. [R-
11] 
 

Who are the members of the public involved in SPHR research? 
Involve have provided a definition of who is usually considered to be a member of the public 
involved in research: 
When using the term ‘public’ we include patients, potential patients, carers and people who 

use health and social care services as well as people from organisations that represent people 

who use services. Whilst all of us are actual, former or indeed potential users of health and 

social care services, there is an important distinction to be made between the perspectives of 

the public and the perspectives of people who have a professional role in health and social 

care services2 
This definition relates to health and health-services related research as well as public health 
research, but it draws a key distinction between lay members of the public and people who 
have a professional role within a particular service. SPHR researchers taking part in the 
interviews expressed a range of views on who is or should be included in the category of 
public involvement in research. Some researchers and members of the public involved 

                                                      
2 Taken from Involve website accessed on 8th August 2018 at: http://www.invo.org.uk/find-out-more/what-is-
public-involvement-in-research-2/  

http://www.invo.org.uk/find-out-more/what-is-public-involvement-in-research-2/
http://www.invo.org.uk/find-out-more/what-is-public-involvement-in-research-2/
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considered public involvement to refer to the involvement of lay members of the public in 
line with the Involve definition, as one SPHR commented: 
 
I mean my idea of Public Involvement is I suppose lay members of the public having some input 
into the study, questions, design and to an extent, methods and even doing the actual study 
as researchers. I wouldn’t really, well for me anyway I am not really classing public 
involvement as, for example, having [name of professional group] involved. To me, they are 
stakeholders, they’re professionals so that not what I would class as Public Involvement. [R-3] 
 
For other researchers the boundaries around who to include or exclude from the category of 
public involvement was less clear:  
 
so I think it depends who you class as public; so for example as I say the idea [for the research 
project] stemmed from the practitioners. In this context practitioners are public if you like in a 
way … [R-11] 
 
Sometimes the inclusion of stakeholders such as public health practitioners and policy makers 
was framed in terms of their inclusion because the research was perceived to be most 
relevant to them and members of the public considered to be the least relevant group to be 
involved. This might be considered a stakeholder model of involvement rather than public 
involvement in research that is somewhat removed from the Involve ideal outlined above.  
 
Many of the issues discussed above arising out of the findings of the review of public 
involvement in the first phase (2012-2107) SPHR research are inter-connected. For example, 
challenges to effective recruitment affect the diversity and representativeness of members 
of the public involved in SPHR research.  Alternatively, both the setting of tight timelines 
and perceived lack of available funding to support these processes impact on difficulties 
involving members of the public in the early stages of research project development.  
 
In this section, we have identified the issues that are perceived to be having the most 
influence on the effectiveness and inclusiveness of public involvement in SPHR. Attempts to 
address issues that have a negative impact and to build on those factors that have a positive 
impact might form the basis of a strategic vision for public involvement in SPHR going 
forward. 
 
Respondents to the on-line survey were invited to identify up to 3 priorities for SPHR 
strategy over the next five years. 

 

Priorities for SPHR strategy for the next phase of SPHR identified through the review 
The top 3 identified priorities (see box 1 below) identified by members of the public and 
SPHR researchers are focused on operational issues around how public involvement in SPHR 
research happens: 

 The development of a School-wide panel of members of the public interested in 

being involved in SPHR research was recommended. This will potentially address 



 
 

 16 

challenges around recruitment of members of the public to be involved in research. 

The further suggestion is for a two-level approach to the recruitment of members of 

the public to SPHR research with a central school panel providing advice and 

expertise on effective public and local recruitment to individual studies 

 An explicit recognition of the time taken for embedding public involvement 

effectively and inclusively within SPHR research was also endorsed. This includes 

focusing upon the time taken to develop funding proposals with significant public 

involvement input. Lack of time was cited by a number of researchers as a key 

reason for why public involvement either did not happen in their project or did not 

happen as effectively as it might. In addition to recognising the time taken, building 

in some degree of flexibility around timescales might be a necessary response. 

 Training opportunities were also identified as a priority on which the School could 

take action in order to ensure effective and inclusive public involvement in SPHR 

research. Evidence from the interviews indicates that people value and understand 

the need for training opportunities in a range of forms, for public involvement in 

research for both researchers and members of the public but that training is not 

often embedded into the practice of public involvement. It is also important to 

ensure that researchers are supported by the school to embed public involvement 

appropriately in their work. 

Box 1: The 3 priorities for the strategic direction of public involvement in SPHR research receiving the highest number of 
endorsements from respondents to the on-line survey 

 

Priority n 

Develop a school-wide panel of members of the public who are interested in being 
involved in SPHR research 

10 

Explore how issues associated with time taken by and the timing of public involvement 
in research might be addressed 

9 

Ensure training opportunities for SPHR researchers and members of the public involved 
in SPHR research are both available and accessible 

7 

Find out how the wider university and funding context in which public involvement in 
research takes place affects the effectiveness and inclusiveness of public involvement 
in research 

6 

Understand how the value that researchers ascribe to public involvement in research 
affects whether it is effective and inclusive 

6 

Find ways of making funding for public involvement more available and accessible 6 

Provide guidance in running or taking part in effective face to face public involvement 
workshops 

4 

Create a central information point about training opportunities available to both 
researchers and members of the public involved in research 

3 

Adopt a uniform policy on public involvement payments across SPHR 3 

 
Two of the next most highly rated priorities were focused on developing and/or 
understanding the culture in which public involvement happens. This implies that it is 
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important for an SPHR strategy to recognise the wider context in which researchers and 
members of the public undertake public involvement and the ways in which public 
involvement can be influenced by university and funder-level influences.  
 

Discussion  
 
It is important for SPHR to articulate a clear vision for what public involvement in SPHR 
research means that SPHR researchers and members of the public involved can respond to 
and work with. During the review of final project reports and the interviews in particular we 
found evidence of good practice around effective and inclusive public involvement in SPHR 
research across centres and types of research project during the first phase. However, the 
aim of the project was also to understand the perceived barriers to public involvement and 
so we also sought out SPHR projects where no or limited public involvement took place. This 
helped us to identify a range of factors at the operational level that need to be addressed in 
order to ensure that public involvement in SPHR is effective and inclusive. 
 
Further embedding effective and inclusive public involvement in the culture and practice of 
SPHR requires a multi-level response, ranging from SPHR as research funders, to SPHR 
centres, to research teams and members of the public involved in research. Below, we focus 
on the key issues arising out of this review that need to be considered at a strategic level by 
the SPHR Executive and SPHR centres. This is not a straightforward task given the context in 
which SPHR operates with the number of academic centres, diverse range of research teams 
and their ways of working: 
 

 In the first phase of SPHR public involvement did not take place in a number of projects 

for a range of reasons including lack of time, resource and researcher capacity. SPHR 

should make clear its aspiration that all SPHR funded research is undertaken with 

appropriate, effective and inclusive public involvement. A key part of implementing this 

aspiration is to ensure that research teams and members of the public are supported in 

undertaking this public involvement by building on the positive work that has taken 

place and by addressing the issues that are perceived to have a negative impact on 

public involvement in SPHR research. This might include a commitment to developing a 

public involvement infrastructure within SPHR. 

 Develop and communicate a clear understanding of what public involvement in the 

context of SPHR means. Through the project we identified in some cases a drift away 

from a standard Involve definition of public involvement to a stakeholder involvement 

model. This is emphasised by the finding that in our review of public involvement 

descriptions, 20 out of 34 reports focused on the involvement of public health 

professionals. We understand the importance of stakeholder involvement in research 

but argue that it is different to public involvement in research. We suggest that a 

stakeholder model is driven in part by understanding the role of public involvement as 

being to improve the research process whilst being less concerned with the 
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emancipatory or accountability functions of public involvement in research. (Gradinger 

et al., 2013; Wilson et al, 2015).  

 Ensure that appropriate and accessible training and support for both researchers and 

members of the public is available. This includes adopting a broad understanding of 

what training and support involves such as mentoring relationships; opportunities for 

members of the public to attend conferences and ensuring that such opportunities are 

relevant to the needs of the person as well as the research project 

 Provide more support at the SPHR-level for recruitment. There is a potential to develop a 

school-wide panel of public involvement experts that research teams could draw on for 

support, particular in the early stage of research project development. One suggestion 

arising from the on-line survey was for a two-tier approach: 

o a permanent school-wide panel of members of the public providing expertise on 

effective public involvement at a strategic level  

o project-specific public involvement panels comprised of members of the public 

providing their expertise in ways that best suited the project. 

 Introduce some flexibility around project timelines which recognise the importance of 

embedding public involvement. ‘Quick win’ projects might be an important way for 

funding bodies to demonstrate the value they are adding to research areas but it is also 

important to recognise the impact this has on public involvement especially where a 

public involvement infrastructure is not in place or at an early stage of development 

 Research teams should be reminded of the requirement for public involvement to take 

place in all NIHR-funded research including that of SPHR and that each funding 

application should include a (realistic) public involvement budget line. Funders such as 

SPHR should look at adopting more creative approaches to encouraging public 

involvement beyond making it a pre-condition of receiving funding 

 Draw attention to sources of funding that are currently available for public involvement 

in pre-development and development work on funding proposals. SPHR might consider 

setting up a fund to support such pre-development work. 

 Whilst respecting the diverse range of views about and preferences for public 

involvement payments held by members of the public involved SPHR could highlight the 

different ways in which members of the public might be rewarded or their contributions 

recognised.  Alternatives to financial remuneration should be explored with the 

members of the public involved, including vouchers, co-authorship of published papers, 

attending conferences, providing good refreshments at meetings etc. Recognising and 

respecting diverse range of views on this is important and can be addressed by having 

clear policies that are communicated with all stakeholders in the public involvement in 

research process.  
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Public involvement strategy development 
A number of public involvement strategy documents developed by a range of organisations 
including Involve3, NHS Hospitals and Foundation Trusts4 and the Health Research 
Authority5 are available on-line. They have a number of features in common including the 
provision of a definition of public involvement, a strategic vision and an operational plan 
needed to achieve that vision over a specified amount of time. Key shared objectives 
include: 

 The provision of training/guidance and sharing of good practice/experience and skills 

 Developing an infrastructure to support public involvement 

 Embed public involvement into the core business of the organisation and across the 

research cycle 

 Evaluate public involvement and contribute to the evidence base on public 

involvement in research 

In addition, the strategic goals developed by Involve also focus on addressing some of the 
issues associated with public involvement in SPHR identified through the review and 
described above. These are: 

 Opportunities to engage and become involved in research are visible and seized by 

the public 

 The experience of patients, service users and carers is a fundamental and valued 

source of knowledge 

Colleagues involved in developing a public involvement in SPHR strategy should take into 
account existing approaches but re-purpose them for the specific context including the 
challenges and enablers to effective and inclusive public involvement in SPHR. 

                                                      
3 https://www.nihr.ac.uk/patients-and-public/documents/Going-the-Extra-Mile.pdf  
4 https://www.gosh.nhs.uk/file/1766/download ; 
http://www.uhbristol.nhs.uk/media/2173435/uhbristol_ppi_in_research_strategy_final_31jan2014.pdf ; 
http://www.rbht.nhs.uk/research/for-patients-and-the-public/research-public-involvement-and-engagement-
strategy/   
5 HRA Strategy for Public Involvement 
 
 
 

 
 

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/patients-and-public/documents/Going-the-Extra-Mile.pdf
https://www.gosh.nhs.uk/file/1766/download
http://www.uhbristol.nhs.uk/media/2173435/uhbristol_ppi_in_research_strategy_final_31jan2014.pdf
http://www.rbht.nhs.uk/research/for-patients-and-the-public/research-public-involvement-and-engagement-strategy/
http://www.rbht.nhs.uk/research/for-patients-and-the-public/research-public-involvement-and-engagement-strategy/
https://www.hra.nhs.uk/documents/317/hra-public-involvement-strategy-circulation-september-2013.pdf
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