
BALANCING GOOD RESEARCH WITH GOOD MENTAL HEALTH

A step-by-step guide to employing and supporting

service user researchers

Section of Mental Health

St George’s, University of London

Steve Gillard, Kati Turner, Sarah Gibson

Revised 2013

(original guidelines written in 2006)



St George’s guide to employing service user researchers i

Glossary

Medical School/ SGUL St George’s, University of London

The department Section of Mental Health, SGUL

Trust/ SWLSTG South West London & St George’s Mental Health NHS Trust

HR Human Resources Department, SGUL

Occupational Health Occupational Health Department, St George’s Healthcare Trust

Research Office SGUL Research Office

PEER Group Peer Expertise in Education and Research Group

Note: We often just write St George’s in the guidelines below. When we do so we
are talking about service user researchers employed at St George’s, University of
London, although those researchers could be carrying out their research in the local
Mental Health Trust (SWLSTG).
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Purpose of this guide

There are many different ways that people who have used, or who are using mental
health services can become involved in research. This guide is primarily about employing
and supporting those people as service user researchers; as active members of a
research team. For the purposes of this guide we use the term ‘service user researcher’
to indicate this role. We explain what we mean by this term below.

This guide is aimed at researchers who are leading research projects (often, but not
always senior academics or clinicians), or who have responsibility for the service user
involvement component of a research project. The guide will provide step-by-step advice
and guidance on the processes of recruiting, training and supporting people who use
mental health services to work well as service user researchers.

The guide is both about doing good research that is mutually rewarding for all involved,
and ensuring that the good mental health of service user researchers is maintained and
nourished. We should note here that this guide is not about supporting carer
researchers. We do employ carer researchers at St George’s and this work is very
important. However we felt that because many of the issues involved are different that
we should not try and cover this work as an ‘add on’.

Similarly we do not provide guidance on employing service user researchers in
‘specialist’ areas; e.g. Learning Disabilities (where colleagues in the department have
extensive expertise) or working with young people. Additional advice for that should be
sought elsewhere.

This very direct engagement with the research process can seem like a big step for both
the service user researcher and the researcher leading the research project, with a
number of challenges along the way. This guide is primarily about providing good
practice advice, based on our experience here at St George’s, on overcoming those
challenges.

It is important to acknowledge that an increasing number of good practice guidelines
are publically available, on service user or public and patient involvement in research in
general, and on specific elements of the research and employment process. We will cite
and provide links to that guidance throughout this document. This guide was written to
provide guidance to researchers based at St George’s, University of London, and at
South West London & St George’s Mental Health NHS Trust. We hope that the good
practice and advice we offer can be used and applied to similar academic environments

The guidance will include good practice tools, template documents and a flow chart to
guide a researcher through each stage of the process of employing and supporting
service user researchers.

We have also included some pen portraits describing the experiences of lead
researchers, service user researchers and others who have worked in the department.
We want to show how being involved in research does not have to be a one off
experience. The service user researcher role can grow, be part of an individual’s
personal recovery journey, and can lead on to other things, in research and beyond. The
opportunity that working as a service user researcher offers for personal and vocational
development has always been core to our work at St George’s, and these guidelines are
designed to support that ethos.
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History of service users in research at St George’s, University of London

There is a strong recent tradition of service user involvement in mental health research
at SGUL. This work builds on a longstanding commitment within the department to the
involvement of service users in Learning Disabilities research.

The first research project led from the department that specifically set out to employ
people using mental health services as integral members of the research team took
place in 2005/6. Two people who had used mental health services locally joined a team
of university and clinical researchers to carry out a small, mental health Trust funded
project. This project explored the way in which the Trust involved its stakeholders –
service users, carers, staff and managers – in redesigning its services.

A journal article that the team wrote describing how they had worked together won an
‘outstanding paper award’ from the journal’s publishers1. The first version of these
guidelines was written to support the employment of service user researchers on that
project.

Since then service user researchers have worked on a number of mental health research
projects in the department, large and small. In 2007 we received our first grant for a
large, national study – Understanding the barriers and facilitators of supporting self-care
in Mental Health NHS Trusts – that was co-designed by service user researchers, and
jointly managed and carried out by service user researchers. This nationally funded
research has continued with a project about new Peer Worker roles in mental health
services, alongside a number of locally funded projects, all jointly undertaken by
university, clinical and service user researchers.

Alongside these projects we have always reflected on the impact of including service
user researchers in the team on the knowledge that we produce in our research. We
have often said that our research is ‘coproduced’. We have written a number of journal
articles and book chapters about how we do our research. These publications are listed
at the end of these guidelines.

Some service user researchers at SGUL have worked here for a number of years, in a
number of different roles. Others have worked here for a while and then gone on to
work in other areas. As we said above, the idea that working in research should be part
of a progression – whether that is personal, vocational or both – is, and always has
been part of the ethos of the SGUL approach.

‘Doing this work well’ has always been as important to us as ‘getting the research done’.
We have recognised that time and energy needs to be invested into properly supporting
service user researchers in order that, first, the experience is a meaningful and healthy
one for each individual service user researcher, and second, that the research is of a
higher academic quality as a result. We haven’t always got this right. This revised
version of our guidelines aims to make sure that the learning of the last few years is
shared as widely as possible.

1 Gillard S, Turner K, Lovell K et al (2010) Staying Native: Co-production in Mental Health
Services Research International Journal of Health Service Management 23(6) 567-577
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Language

We use the term ‘service user researcher’ throughout this guide to refer to people who
have had experience of mental health problems, and/ or using mental health services,
who then go on to use those experiences to inform the research work they do. There
are many different terms used for ‘service user researcher’; you may come across ‘peer
researcher’, ‘researcher by experience’, or ‘consumer researcher’.

Many people prefer one particular term and can have strong feelings about what they
call themselves and what others call them. We recognise that language is important
and is constantly evolving. Terms which felt acceptable at one time can feel less so as
new developments and thinking occur in the field.

As a team we discuss the use of language, and did so again when we were revising
these guidelines. For example, we were not sure whether to refer in the guidelines to
‘mental health problems’, ‘mental health issues’ or ‘lived experience’, so we use them
interchangeably without prioritising one over the other. We also decided to retain the
term ‘service user researcher’ as that is how the individuals working with us from a lived
experience perspective currently best identify themselves in the context of the research
we are doing.

Importantly, our experiences have shown that tensions can arise between the twin roles
and identities of service user and researcher, and that the term ‘service user researcher’
automatically discloses a level of personal information that university-based researchers
are not usually expected to make public to their colleagues. As such, in using this
language we do not seek to impose the term ‘service user researcher’ on others working
from a lived experience perspective. Please see the section under Recruitment for more
discussion of this important issue.
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BALANCING GOOD RESEARCH WITH GOOD MENTAL HEALTH

A step-by-step guide to employing and supporting ‘service user
researchers’

1. Level of involvement

The first and most important piece of guidance of all is that it is vital, before a
project begins, that as lead researcher you properly consider why you are involving
service users in your research project, what they will bring to the project and what
they will get out of it personally. Only then can you decide what the most
appropriate level of involvement is for your project.

You will need to consider whether you need people who will bring a generic
perspective of being on the receiving end of mental health services, or who have
very specific experiences of particular mental health issues or treatments. You
should be very clear about who will contribute best to your project before you recruit
to avoid any confusion later.

It is very important that you take time to carefully think through the reasons for
involving service users as researchers in your project, in order that there are real
benefits for all people involved and you do not stumble into well meaning, but token
involvement. Think through the following questions:

a. Will involving service users as researchers add something to the
project?
Will it help you to answer the research question, or to answer it in a
different way, perhaps offering the research team a wider perspective or
alternative insight into the question?

b. Will involving service users as researchers be a meaningful
experience for the individuals themselves?
Will service users feel like they have a real job to do, have made a
difference, and benefited themselves and others?

c. Or is another level of involvement more appropriate and equally
valuable to your project?
For example, involving service users in a specific task, such as developing
materials for recruiting research participants, or being a member of a
research steering group.

There are many different ways that people with experience of mental health issues
and of using mental health services can be involved in research; we list below some
of the roles and types of work which exist at St George’s. People can work full-time,
part-time or on an occasional basis (see Pen Portraits for more information).
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Service user researcher working on a research project:

This sort of post can involve any and all traditional ‘research assistant’ duties such as
designing the study, developing interview schedules, preparing participant
information sheets and consent forms, undertaking data collection, analysing data,
co-authoring the final research report and peer-reviewed journal papers, and
presenting at conferences. Service user researchers will generally be employed, part
or full time, on standard SGUL researcher contracts funded for a fixed period
through a research grant.

Co-applicant on a research proposal:

This involves helping to write a research proposal with specific attention, but not
limited to, planning appropriate service user involvement in the proposed research.
If the research is funded the co-applicant will generally be a member of the research
team, responsible for ensuring that a lived experience perspective informs the
research as it is carried out. Sufficient time to do this once the research has begun
(usually a few hours a week) will be allocated through the research funding,
although there are challenges in supporting service user researchers to be properly
involved in the development of research proposals.

Note: At St George’s we view service user researchers, whether co-applicants or
researchers working on a project, as full members of the research team, integral
to decision making about how the research should be done (and not as added
extras whose role is limited to the service user ‘involvement bit’). We call this
approach ‘coproduction’ in research. A number of our publications referenced at
the end of these guidelines describe what we mean by coproduction.

Member of a project steering group or a service user reference group:

Most research projects have a steering group and/or advisory group that includes,
usually two or more, service users in order to oversee the governance of, or to
advise on the conduct of the research. Some projects have a dedicated service user
reference group. Usually occasional payments are made for this work that cover
preparing for, travelling to and attending each meeting. The Pen Portrait below
describes the PEER group; a service user reference group set up to support the
development of research in the medical school and Trust locally that also supports
its members to join the advisory groups of funded research projects.

Pen Portrait 1 – The PEER Group

The PEER Group (Peer Expertise in Education and Research) was set up in
2010 with a primary objective of ensuring that people using mental health
services in South West London are helping to shape research taking place in
the medical school at St George's, and at South West London & St George's
Mental Health NHS Trust. The group has about 20 members currently, either
using mental health services or living in South West London, who meet every
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two months at St George's. The group is coordinated by an experienced
service user researcher and supported by the Section of Mental Health, SGUL,
and members are paid for attending the meetings.

Researchers bring projects in development along to the PEER group where we
workshop ways to make sure that the research is asking the right questions, of
the right people, in the right way. So far PEER has helped researchers from
the Trust and from the university produce a number of shortlisted proposals
for National Institute of Health Research funding. PEER has also helped PhD
students bring a service user perspective to the design of their research.
Members of the PEER Group have the opportunity to become members of
advisory or steering groups for particular research projects.

More recently PEER group members have begun to develop their own ideas for
research projects, reflecting the experiences, priorities and aspirations of
people using mental health services in South West London. For example, we
have begun to plan a project looking at stigma, disclosure and the workplace.
The next step for the PEER group is to find ways to make these potential peer-
led research projects a reality.

Note: an increasing amount of research is taking place that is service
user-led or controlled, and we are beginning to support this research at
St George’s. This guidance does not specifically cover support for service
user-led research.

Resources:

Comprehensive guidance for employing service user researchers – including deciding
whether service users should be involved in research at the level of consultation,
collaboration or control – can be found on the INVOLVE website:

http://www.invo.org.uk/resource-centre/publications-by-involve/

This includes the latest edition of INVOLVE’s Public involvement in NHS, public
health and social care research: Briefing Notes for Researchers (2012)

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/involve-briefing-notes-for-researchers/

http://www.invo.org.uk/resource-centre/publications-by-involve/
http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/involve-briefing-notes-for-researchers/
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2. Recruitment

The recruitment process should be appropriate for the level of involvement that is
best for your research project, but there are a few principles that apply in all cases:

 It is good practice to offer interested people an informal discussion about the
role to help them decide if the opportunity is right for them; most recruitment
processes offer this anyway. The opportunity to discuss a post should be
made as accessible and informal as possible – the researcher might talk about
the role at a meeting potential applicants are used to attending – to ensure
that expectations of what the role or post is about are clear from the outset

 It is sometimes assumed that recruitment processes for service user
involvement roles must be informal because lots of form filling can make a
post inaccessible for some people. While there is truth in this, if a post is
recruited to properly it demonstrates the value attached to the role and to
the individuals applying for it. The Human Resources (HR) department can
advise on where the recruitment process can be made less formal to improve
access (e.g. accepting a handwritten supporting statement rather than one
submitted online)

 Recruitment should always be guided by a clear role description. People
will not feel confident in their role if they are not clear what they are
supposed to be doing, and tensions might appear within the team if people
think that others might be doing their job

 Recruitment should also always be guided by a clear person specification
that reflects the skills needed to fulfil a properly thought out role in the
research project. People should never be recruited just because they are
service users; they will not have a good experience of research if they don’t
have the skills to carry out tasks, and neither will the research team feel that
their inclusion has been valuable

 Recruitment processes should be equitable. For some smaller roles that are
time limited or very part time it does not make sense to advertise nationally.
Also it might be important to recruit locally – e.g. through local service user
groups – because the research concerns local issues, or because capacity
building work has taken place to enable people using services locally to
become actively involved in research. In all cases HR can advise on how and
where an opportunity should be made available while conforming to Equal
Opportunities requirements

It should be noted that for formal academic roles – e.g. Research Assistant – HR is
likely to require a specified level of academic qualification (i.e. appropriate degree).
However, it is possible that mental health issues might have acted as a barrier to
potential good candidates achieving or completing the required level of formal
qualification. Alternative ‘expertise by experience’ can be a good equivalent.
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However, it is important to avoid a situation where people are encouraged to apply
for a post only to be turned down later because their qualifications are not
considered appropriate. Prior to recruitment beginning, discuss with HR what
alternative evidence of academic ability might also qualify people for the role (e.g.
completed Open University modules, relevant work experience).

Resources

A sample Job Description and Person Specification for a Service User Researcher
post at SGUL can be found in Appendix B below

The interview

There should be a clear selection process for all roles – generally in the form of an
interview – in order that it is clear to everyone who might have been interested in a
role how the appointment was made. Roles should not be ‘handed out’ because
someone on the research team ‘knows a service user who might be interested’.

Interviews can be stressful, and while the interview can be arranged to be as
relaxed as possible it is important that a degree of formality is retained. Again, it
demonstrates that the work and the individual is valued if it is clear from the
interview that the appointment is being made on the basis that the candidate meets
the requirements of the role. It will also be good practice for any future job
interviews the candidate might attend.

Many employers, including the university, do not automatically give feedback to
unsuccessful interviewees. For many people applying for a service user researcher
position it might be the first time they have applied for any form of work for a
number of years and so may be an extremely challenging experience. Even if
someone is unsuccessful that experience should be as supportive and beneficial as
possible. Giving genuine, constructive feedback will help people build on that
experience and will demonstrate that the energy they have put into applying has
been valued by the team.

Job sharing

Job sharing can offer many benefits, both to a research project and to the
individuals involved. People might prefer a more part-time appointment, can feel
supported working in pairs and an additional perspective is brought to the research.

However careful attention needs to be given before appointing more than one
person to a post. First, it is crucially important that everyone knows exactly who is
responsible for what to avoid duplication of effort, uncertainty and any potential
tension that might arise if people are not sure what they are meant to be doing.
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In addition, each person appointed will require the same amount of time and input
for supervision, training and reading they might need to do in support of their work,
and the day-to-day admin that comes with any job. This part of the job will be
duplicated, and if there are not extra resources in the budget to cover these extra
hours this can place strain both on capacity to get the work done and on the
individuals involved. If you are considering offering a job as a job share you should
ensure that there are sufficient resources to do so, and it should be made clear as
part of the recruitment process whether or not a post is available on a job share
basis.

Identity and disclosure

As we noted at the beginning of this guidance, entitling a post ‘service user
researcher’ announces to others, including colleagues in the department, that the
post holder has personal experiences of using mental health services. For many,
probably the majority of jobs with this or similar titles this is deliberate; a signal is
being sent to research participants and others that the researcher has personal
experiences of mental health issues that are relevant to the research. Often it is also
the case that when the findings of the research are disseminated it will be made
public that the researcher was working from a service user perspective.

If that is the case a candidate for the post has to be made clearly aware, at the
earliest opportunity, that in taking the post they are, in effect, agreeing that their
identity as a past or current service user will be made public to colleagues and
others. The candidate needs to be able to make a fully informed choice about
whether or not they wish to take a post on that basis and so this is not an issue that
can be side stepped in the recruitment process.

We have learnt that a mismatch of expectations in this respect can be difficult and
potentially distressing for individual researchers. An open and frank discussion about
this should take place both as part of informal discussions about the post prior to
application, in the interview and in any subsequent conversation about accepting the
post.
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3. Occupational health

Many people will find the requirement to talk about their mental health (to a
stranger, starting from the beginning, all over again) a very daunting prospect,
especially if it is not done sensitively. Rather than viewing Occupational Health as a
barrier to employment, the benefits of Occupational Health (to all employees) should
be explained to a new service user researcher.

We have developed a letter, addressed to Occupational Health, which we send to HR
to forward to Occupational Health on our behalf. This letter alerts Occupational
Health to the particular nature of the post and clearly explains that the individual’s
mental health experiences are an asset to the post and that they will be properly
supported in their role. Where we have used this letter service user researchers
report that the Occupational Health interview has been thorough, but mostly
handled sensitively and supportively.

We have discovered that it is necessary to discuss with HR, and reinforce the need
for the Occupational Health process to be sensitive and supportive, at each new
service user researcher appointment. This is because, even where there is
considerable goodwill and support, staff in HR and Occupational Health move on and
there is no guarantee that someone with good awareness of the issues will be in
post at a new appointment.

Resources:

The pro forma letter can be found in Appendix C below. Adapt the letter and send to
HR with the other contract details (e.g. CV, Job Description, Person Specification),
requesting HR to forward the letter to Occupational Health on your behalf.

Note: If your research project involves any direct contact with Trust patients it is
likely that service user researchers will also need criminal record checks carried
out by the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS, formerly the Criminal Records
Bureau, CRB) and to apply for honorary contracts from the Trust. This should be
clarified with HR at the earliest opportunity.

Once Occupational Health and DBS clearance have come back you will then need
to contact HR in the Trust to apply for honorary contracts or a ‘research
passport’ for new service user researchers. You will need to allow time in your
research timetable for both the clearance process and application for honorary
contracts (two to three months in total). This will be faster if you support the
researchers to complete and send off their Occupational Health and DBS forms
as soon as they receive them.

The formality and intrusiveness of so many forms may seem like a barrier to
employment for some people. The need for everyone to have DBS checks and
honorary contracts should be clearly explained to potential service user
researchers as part of the informal discussion before appointment, and support
given where necessary.
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4. Payment and benefits

At SGUL we are clear that payment for work as a service user researcher should
always reflect the value of the work done, and should never be offered on an
informal or ad hoc basis. That is to say, payment should either be through payroll
or, where payments are irregular, a schedule of work and payment should be drawn
up so that the service user researcher knows how much they will be paid and when.
Payment should also be on the same level, and work done to the same terms and
conditions, that any other researcher doing similar work would expect (i.e. the same
university or NHS pay scale should be used for service user researchers as for other
researchers working to a similar role profile).

HR departments can advise on role profiles and the most appropriate contractual
arrangements for each job, depending on the ‘level of employment’ or type of role
that is best suited to the research project (see Section 1 above).

In all cases potential service user researchers should have the payment system
clearly explained to them as part of any selection process and definitely before
they enter into any contract or agreement to work.

Research work should only be voluntary where that is both the stated preference
and in the clear interest of the individual concerned, and not as a shortcut around
the challenges of payment and benefits. Receiving payment for work alongside
benefits, and the transition from being on benefits to working without the support of
benefits is very stressful for many people. Working as a service user researcher
offers an opportunity for some people, over time, to come off of benefits where this
process is properly supported. Offering work as a service user researcher on a
voluntary basis ‘because it is the easiest way to do it’ is not acceptable where the
benefits and challenges of paid work have not been properly considered first.

Many potential service user researchers might be receiving benefits of one sort or
another, and have genuine anxieties about losing benefit entitlement for doing
perhaps a few hours’ work a week. This can be a significant barrier to employing
people with mental health problems to do research. There are various arrangements
whereby an individual can keep some or all of their benefits, or retain benefit
entitlement for a period while in paid employment. However the benefits system is
complex and changes year by year. A project manager or lead researcher should
not attempt to advise a potential service user researcher on how paid or voluntary
employment would impact on their benefits.

A project manager or lead researcher should strongly advise a potential service
user researcher who is currently receiving benefits of any sort to seek proper, expert
advice, either from their local Job Centre or from specialist Welfare Rights advisors
on how the post might impact on their benefits. Many Mental Health Trusts as well
as voluntary organisations employ benefits advisors and having a discussion with an
advisor will not prejudice an individual’s benefits. The individual does need to have
adequate information about how much they would be paid, how often and for how
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long in order to receive accurate advice and so avoid benefits being stopped
unexpectedly or in error at a later date. Time needs to be built into the recruitment
process to allow someone to have those conversations before they decide whether
or not they will take up a post.

It is, of course, the lead researcher’s responsibility to properly cost service user
involvement in a research project, on whatever level. The Research Office at St
George’s is able to assist with this. As all research funders require appropriate public
and patient involvement in research they are generally prepared to pay for a level of
involvement that is appropriate for the research project. We have never had a
funding proposal refused or sent back for amendment because the cost of service
user involvement was too high! Proposals can be, and are turned down because
involvement is inadequate.

Resources:

INVOLVE issue guidelines on payment for service user involvement in research that
are regularly updated:

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/payment-for-involvement/

INVOLVE and the Mental Health Research Network have recently issued joint
guidelines for lead researchers on properly budgeting for service user involvement in
research:

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/budgeting-for-involvement/

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/payment-for-involvement/
http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/budgeting-for-involvement/
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5. Management, supervision and support

It is essential that service user researchers employed to work on research teams
receive proper support – both professional (research) support and wider pastoral
support (including support around managing wellbeing in the workplace) – in order
that they are able to balance good work with good mental health throughout their
employment.

Individuals need to know what level of support they can expect, and to have had an
opportunity to discuss, identify and agree their support needs before their
employment begins. This should be part of any informal discussion prior to
application, and part of a job interview. This support (as well as training, which is
detailed separately below) can include any or all of the following, as appropriate:

a. Regular and structured one to one supervision
Supervision does not need to feel formal but a degree of structure ensures
that supervision covers the full range of issues that might be important to a
service user researcher; not just checking that this week’s tasks have been
completed on time. SGUL does not have a formal supervision process. See
Appendix D for a sample supervision record form.
This form specifically refers to stress within one of the headings. All
employers are now obliged to consider workplace stress as a health and
safety issue. This does not mean that stress has to be discussed at each
supervision but naming this on the form enables a conversation about
mental health to take place, when appropriate, in a supportive way;
something that line managers sometimes find difficult to raise.

b. Possibility to work flexibly if the need arises
It is helpful for some people to have a degree of control over when they
work their specified hours. This might involve some flexibility about start
time or varying the days of the week that someone works, or about working
from home if face to face contact is not absolutely necessary. This is easier
to arrange if a role is part-time. However, it is useful for the whole team if
there is a procedure for agreeing that flexibility; because routine in a job
can be helpful and because regular contact between team members is also
supportive. This should be worked out by the team leader in advance and
communicated clearly to all researchers at the start of a project. SGUL has
a policy that covers both regular and occasional home working.

c. Briefing and debriefing for work that might be challenging
Service users involved in research can benefit from briefing and debriefing
for a whole range of activities that might otherwise be taken for granted.
This might include attending a Steering Group meeting, or conducting a
potentially difficult interview or focus group. Briefing and debriefing can
improve confidence and enable the service user researcher to work more
independently in the future. It is important that capacity to do this –
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including the time that needs to be invested by a line manager or
experienced researcher – is built into a project at the outset.

d. Timely access to additional advice and support
As lead researcher or line manager it is to be expected that you will not
necessarily have the expertise to provide support and advice on all issues
that might arise. In much the same way as if you were acting as personal
tutor to a student, it is important to signpost employees to the best source
of advice and support in a timely fashion. While issues around employment
and benefits have been referred to above, the HR department can always
help with signposting to other issues. Staff counselling is available to all
employees and service user researchers should be made aware of this at
the start of their contracts.
It is worth bearing in mind that, having employed someone to use their
personal experiences of mental health issues in their work - which might
include emotional distress - some of these issues might arise as a result of
the job. It is not always helpful to suggest to someone that they seek
counselling as a first response as this has the potential to make a service
user researcher feel that a ‘normal’ response to a challenging situation is
being pathologised or stigmatised. However it should be made clear to
service user researchers that staff counselling is available on an informal,
drop in basis – to all staff – should they feel the need for additional support.

e. Adequate cover to reduce pressure
All projects have deadlines and deadlines create pressure. Sometimes
knowing that delivery of the whole project does not depend entirely on the
service user researcher having to be at work and fully fit for every day of
their contract can reduce that pressure and so reduce the likelihood that an
individual will need time off. It is important to have a contingency plan to
cover absence from work – all staff take time off for ill health or other
personal reasons – and that service user researchers are aware that cover
is in place should they need to take time off.
If there is more than one service user researcher working on a project
sometimes colleagues can cover for each other for short periods. Funding
can limit what is possible, but other service user researchers or students in
the department are often interested in taking on small amounts of
additional work, and as a last resort the lead researcher has to be prepared
to step in as necessary. These contingencies should be considered as the
project is being set up and spare capacity built into any project funding if at
all possible.

f. Acknowledgement of service user researchers’ contribution to the research
We all respond well to having our commitment and achievements properly
acknowledged. If working as a service user researcher is to feel rewarding
and to offer opportunities for personal and vocational development – to
build confidence and self-esteem – it is important that the value of the work
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is regularly and explicitly recognised, in supervision and in team meetings.
Enabling service user researchers to represent the team and the research –
in academic meetings in the department and in conferences to a wider
audience – also acknowledges the contribution of the individual and of the
service user perspective. Many of us find speaking to an audience nerve
wracking so it is important to support service user researchers in preparing
and practising giving presentations.

g. Peer support
Peer support can come in many forms and is a key component of
supporting service user research. This is covered in a separate, detailed
section below.

Capacity to manage

Employing service user researchers is not just about the service user’s capacity to
work. It is also about the manager’s capacity to provide the support identified
above. It is important that the lead researcher, or the member of the research team
tasked with providing this support (who might be a more experienced service user
researcher) has the time and skills to do so.

A very busy, senior researcher might employ service user researchers with the best
intentions, but if they are unable to provide regular supervision or to make
themselves accessible enough they may not be able to provide sufficient support.
Equally, if line management is delegated to someone inexperienced or not
committed to collaborative research, support might be lacking. It is vital to consider
the project’s ‘capacity to support’ as part of the decision to employ service user
researchers.

Pen Portrait 2 – The lead researcher

How long have you been involved supporting and working with service user
researchers?
My initiation into service user research came while I was working for one of
the local Mind associations where I helped to set up and support a service user
research group; we did some great collaborative research and evaluation
projects over the next couple of years. When I came to St George’s, I was
partly employed to do something similar in the university context. One of the
first things I did was to find a senior member of the academic staff who was
interested in service user involvement in research. We applied for some pilot
funding to do a small project that would allow us to employ part-time service
user researchers. We put together a great team and that project laid the
foundations for much of the collaborative research we have done since.
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Why is it important to have service user involvement in research?
There is something instinctive for me about people wanting a voice in making
sense of things that impact on their lives. Other perspectives, informed by
clinical training or academic study, are also valuable, but if those
understandings are privileged then the validity of our research will inevitably
be constrained. Also, before working in mental health I did research about
ethnicity and conflict, and a lot of that work was about ‘giving voice’ to people
who were disadvantaged because of who they were. Where we enable people
to use their lived experience to critique the way we conventionally do research,
we potentially unlock new knowledge that is much more meaningful in terms
of people’s day to day lives.

Can you name some of the challenges in your work in this area?
The concept of service user involvement in research is now much more widely
accepted, but challenges still remain. With acceptance a kind of complacency
can creep in, as if it is sufficient to employ someone with personal experiences
of mental health issues onto a team and then to assume that they will bring
experiential insight to the research. Investing time and energy into supporting
and developing each individual to work well as a researcher, and to bring their
lived experience to their work, can be neglected. One of the personal
challenges for me is that, as my job has changed, I don’t always have the time
to do that either. As a result it is all the more important to build capacity and
sustainability in service user research expertise in universities and in the NHS.
Providing career opportunities for more experienced service user researchers
would help create teams that were more self-supportive and sustainable.

How do you see things developing in the next 5 - 10 years?

Over the next five or ten years there is a danger that a diluted form of service
user involvement in research emerges that is all about ensuring good
recruitment to large clinical studies. Most of the research we have done here
is very collaborative, with university, clinical and service user researchers
coproducing new knowledge about mental health. While that is very
important, moving forward service user-controlled research will play a vital
role, ensuring that the mental health research agenda doesn’t become overly
focused on laboratory-driven solutions to improving the lives of people
experiencing mental health problems.

Resources:

An example of a basic supervision record form can be found in Appendix C below.
Signed copies should be kept securely by both line manager and service user
researcher.
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6. Training

There are is a growing number of skilled and experienced service user researchers
working in mental health research in the UK. However, many service user
researchers will not have worked directly in research before, although everyone will
have transferable skills from other work or experience. Some service user
researchers are likely to need general training in research, as well as specific skills
related to the job role. Of course, all researchers need training and it is a research
governance responsibility of the lead researcher that ‘new researchers have
adequate support, supervision and training’ (Research Governance Framework for
Health and Social Care Department of Health 2001).

It is additionally important that service user researchers are properly trained
because some people criticise the scientific value of involving service users in
research on the grounds that they do not have the necessary skills. People also feel
more confident and supported in their work if they feel that they have been given
the skills to do the job well.

At St George’s we usually design bespoke research training around each new
project. This is partly because we don’t usually have enough new service user
researchers starting at the same time to run a specialist course and partly because
we have found that people like training that is really relevant to the work they are
doing. There are specialist service user research training courses that are
commercially available which SGUL staff can go on if the research project includes
funding for training or if the lead researcher applies for staff development funding.
We are currently planning a Public & Patient Involvement in Research training
course together with the Faculty of Health, Social Care & Education.

The department has a free Research Methods course that runs every year open to
all researchers in the Trust and in the Section of Mental Health, and we invite all
new service user researchers to attend. The course runs for 12 weeks, for half a day
a week, and is a good introduction to a wide range of different approaches to
research. Service user researchers are also encouraged to attend the department’s
monthly Research Staff Development seminar which is a relaxed forum for
researchers to discuss the projects they are working on. The PEER group is also a
good place to learn about service user involvement in different types of research.

On top of any more general training, service user researchers will often need
training in specific skills related to the work that they are doing. This could be
training in the data collection skills that they need - administering questionnaires,
one to one interviewing, facilitating focus groups – or the analysis techniques they
will use; thematic qualitative analysis or data entry and statistical analysis using
computer software. But service user researchers will also need training in auxiliary
skills like recruiting and obtaining informed consent from research participants.

We have found through experience that, as well as a ‘taught’ style of training, hands
on approaches and giving service user researchers ownership of aspects of the
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research process is a very enabling approach to training. For example, if service
user researchers are involved in decision making about how best to recruit people to
a study, or have a role in writing Participant Information Sheets they are likely to
feel more confident about using that in practice. Similarly, if service user researchers
are actively involved in developing interview schedules – deciding what it is
important to ask and how to ask it - then not only will they feel familiar with the
questions they are asking, but will also feel that they are bringing their expertise and
experience directly into the research project. This is more meaningful involvement
than simply asking people to use pre-written schedules. It is important that sufficient
flexibility is written in to research protocols to allow this level of involvement.

Where possible, experienced service user researchers should be involved in
delivering or co-delivering training, so existing research teams employing service
user researchers in the department should be approached for advice and support.

There is no substitute for practising obtaining informed consent, interviewing,
running focus groups and so on, and it is vital to put this in place. First practice
should be as pressure free as possible, with other members of the team or
department, or perhaps with a service user group that people are familiar with.
Practising can also function as piloting and can be done with people who have
similar perspectives and experiences to those who will participate in the actual
study. Again, relevant service user groups are a good way to recruit people to take
part in pilots.

Importantly, training needs to be incorporated into the time service user researchers
need to do their job. Even if people are employed on a very part-time basis they
should not be expected to come in voluntarily for training when other staff are paid
to attend training. If someone is very part-time a few training sessions can
effectively add a few weeks to the length of a project. This must be factored in to
the funding and the timeline for the project from the outset. In addition, other
members of the team involved in delivering the training must also have enough time
in their working week allocated to support the project; again this needs to be
considered when the project is being designed.

Training for service user researchers should not stop at the skills set necessary to do
their job. See the section on Career Development below for guidance on
responsibility to support the further development of research staff.

Resources:
INVOLVE publish advice on developing training and support for service user
researchers:

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/developing-training-and-support-for-
public-involvement-in-research/

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/developing-training-and-support-for-public-involvement-in-research/
http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/developing-training-and-support-for-public-involvement-in-research/
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7. Peer support

The opportunity to share experiences, challenges and achievements with other
people similarly involved in research as service user researchers is of inestimable
value as a form of support. Where possible, you should employ more than one
service user researcher to a project so that an element of peer support is an integral
part of the project design.

The potential for wider peer support exists locally. Other projects in the department
or in the Trust might be employing service user researchers at the same time. In
addition, service user researchers might be interested in joining the PEER Group if
they are not already members. It may be possible to facilitate a regular peer support
meeting of service user researchers working on a range of projects.

We have found that service user researchers – and particularly those working on
extended, complex and demanding projects, have benefited from mentoring from an
experienced service user researcher, in addition to the line management support
they regularly receive. This mentoring has specifically supported aspects of the post
that are about the challenges and opportunities of using lived experience of mental
health issues in research work. There is potentially a personal cost of working from
lived experience for service user researchers. Acknowledging this through budgeting
for time and support for this aspect of the role should certainly be considered as a
good investment.
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8. Career development for service user researchers

New requirements to support the career development of all research staff has been
issued to universities (see Resources box below), and this applies to service user
researchers as much as any other staff. In addition, part of the ethos behind service
user research at St George’s has always been to support involvement in research as
a vocational opportunity, whether people wish to develop their skills and experience
in research, or to use research as a springboard to other types of work.

Most service user researchers will be employed on fixed term, part-time contracts.
While a lead researcher cannot be expected to automatically find researchers more
work at the end of that contract, it is important that the potential to take up further
opportunities is properly explored. If you have taken the time to train and support
someone through a research project they will also have skills and experience that
might be valuable to another team in the department. Line managers are required to
meet every member of staff coming to the end of a fixed term contract to discuss
future employment opportunities with them. It is important to consult HR about
procedures for internal appointments as law around equal opportunities has to be
adhered to.

Most researchers are usually thinking of the next project while a study is still in
progress. If you have someone working successfully on a project you can bear them
in mind as potential candidates as you develop proposals and funding bids for new
projects. Their expertise and input will strengthen your proposal and will be seen as
an asset by peer reviewers and shortlisting panels. However, you should take care
to indicate to service user researchers that there is very strong competition for
research funding and that their involvement in developing a new bid is not a
guarantee of work.

As part of the requirement to support research staff, universities are expected to let
employees use some of their work time on training that is not directly applicable to
their current work but might be useful to help them further their research career.
This should be reasonable of course and should not be so extensive that it prevents
them from doing their job.

Many, even most service user researchers in universities and the NHS in the UK are
employed on entry level research posts. There is no reason why, with the right
experience and qualifications, service user researchers cannot be promoted up
through research grades or move across onto academic grades (posts from Lecturer
up to Professor). These aspirations should be taken seriously where the individual
has the potential if properly supported to achieve this.

Some service user researchers might wish to pursue training in the form of a higher
degree. SGUL offers a Postgraduate Certificate in Research Competencies to existing
research staff that can be done alongside their job and will accept work they do as
part of their job as assessment for the degree. It is not always possible to do this
course as the duration of the course needs to coincide with the employee’s fixed
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term and the course can place quite a large additional burden on someone’s working
week. However, this should be seriously considered as an option where an individual
has professional ambition in research.

Masters and PhD programmes are also an option. Staff development funding at
SGUL does not cover higher degrees but a line manager could constructively help a
service user researcher prepare an application for a higher degree. It might be
possible to apply for PhD funding with the lead researcher as supervisor which can
be a very good way to further mutual research interests, although this sort of
funding is often extremely competitive.

Sometimes a researcher can register for a PhD related to their work, alongside their
job, but their contract of work should cover most of the duration of the PhD or there
is a risk of not being able to afford to complete the PhD. The Postgraduate Registry
can advise on this. In short there are no limits on the level of training or higher
education that is open to a service user researcher where they have the appropriate
skills to meet course requirements, and lead researchers/ line managers should take
these aspirations seriously.

Pen Portrait 3 – career development as a service user researcher

How did you become involved in service user research at St George’s?

I have worked part-time at St George’s since early 2010. An ex-colleague
emailed me details of the job. I had heard that service user involvement at St
George’s was the ‘real deal’ and not a tick box/ tokenistic affair. I applied and
was interviewed by my current boss (the involvement lead), his colleague and
a service user researcher. I got a one year post supporting the development
of research bids.

Was this your first experience of service user involvement in research? If not,
can you give brief details about what you'd done before?

I had worked as a researcher for quite a few years previously and first used
my lived experience on an informal basis - I hadn’t heard of the term ‘service
user researcher’ at that point. I then moved on to formally defined service
user researcher roles. This involved leading and supporting teams of service
user researchers on specific projects and here I really got to understand what
goes into developing service user involvement in research – and the politics
which goes with it!

What has your work entailed here?

Work at St George’s has entailed being part of teams of colleagues who are
working from different experience bases and perspectives to develop and
deliver (coproduce) research in the area of mental health. I also use my
research skills in areas such as literature searching, developing research ideas
and bids for funding, designing interview frameworks, qualitative interviewing,



St George’s guide to employing service user researchers 19

analysis, writing up findings, recruiting and supporting other service users to
be involved in my and others’ research through the PEER Group. I have also
been one of two service user researchers employed as a job share of a full
time role in a national research study. I liaise with colleagues from other
universities, NHS trusts and voluntary sector/survivor led organisations to
develop our research and am part of various networks of researchers in the
area of recovery and qualitative research in mental health. Added to this I
have regular supervision with my line manager and regular meetings and peer
support from service user research colleagues; I’m part of research staff
development meetings where more junior academic researchers share their
work and ideas.

Has the experience here opened up any career development opportunities?

I have always been actively encouraged and supported by colleagues to
develop my own research career and ideas and this led to putting in an
application for a Fellowship to undertake a PhD which was shortlisted but not
funded. St George’s has developed a Post Graduate course for early career
researchers which I was released from hours in my post to undertake for a
year. This was very helpful training both in re-establishing my knowledge of
research in a broader field and in understanding the much wider context of
medical/ health research. Through my work at St George’s my confidence has
been rebuilt and I have gradually started to connect to other service user
researchers and recognise that I have something valuable to offer. I have also
contributed to various papers and feel like I am finding my voice; I intend to
write more about what I have learnt and seen through working in research
from a service user perspective.

What has been really helpful in terms of supporting you in your work at St
George's?

Working with colleagues who genuinely believe in the value of coproducing
research and are willing to put into action what is required to make working in
this way work; regular supervision; external supervision; there always being
more than one service user researcher in the department so that I usually
have a colleague that I can run my perspective past; it being OK to say if I am
not functioning at my best (though still well enough to be at work).

Have there been any challenges in your work?

There has been some lack of understanding from colleagues in the wider
organisation about my role. Having to go through Occupational Health was
very tricky (I was asked about my mental health experience over the phone
rather than face-to-face). Managing working with varying levels of mental
wellbeing is a challenge even with a supportive work environment. It takes
bravery to be a service user researcher on a team: sometimes the issues that I
feel very passionate about are not at the top of other people’s agendas.
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Final words?

I think every mental health project should have genuine input from people
working from a service user perspective and every mental health academic
needs to know how and why to employ us as service user researchers. I think
there is huge value in my role in being available to encourage academic
colleagues and students in ideas about service user involvement and in being
able to bring and enable others to bring their service user perspective into
research.

Pen Portrait 4 – career opportunities outside of research

How did you become involved at St George’s?

A mental health professional I knew (who was involved in research)
encouraged me to apply for the role of service user researcher for a research
study around stakeholder engagement.

What kind of work did you do?

I started off working a few hours per week, within the ‘permitted work’ benefit
guidelines. The role required some lived experience of mental health issues. I
was part of a multi-disciplinary research team and worked very closely with a
fellow service user researcher with similar experience. I undertook data
collection, took part in the analysis process and also participated in a number
of dissemination activities such as conference presentations. I then became
involved in a similar way in a research project about people who had been
detained under the mental health act.

Did you have experience of research beforehand - if not, how did you learn?

I had limited experience of research and I learnt much being part of a team
and working closely with my fellow service user researcher. The research
projects I worked on were very action focused and I was able to learn
additional skills as the projects progressed. I was part of a very enthusiastic
team with an excellent team leader and this created a culture where it was
easy to learn from one other and included training where appropriate.

What was it like being involved in research as a service user researcher?

I very much valued my experience in this role; I learnt many skills that have
been extremely useful and it felt incredible to have my status as a service user
seen as something of great worth and not in a stigmatising manner which I
had experienced elsewhere. I felt very much empowered during this process
and it did much to build my confidence as an individual that could offer much
to, rather than take from, society.
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What was helpful throughout the process?

I found working within a team that was sensitive to mental health issues
extremely helpful, as was supervision and training that was structured and
appropriate to the role.

Anything that was unhelpful?

The Occupational Health processes that I had to undertake at the time were
both clumsy and cumbersome; at times, attending mandatory occupational
health appointments was double or triple the amount of my working hours.
My experience with the Occupational Health team at the time was not that
great as they seemed patronising and lacking knowledge of mental health
issues. If it were not for the support of the team I was working with, this
could have massively altered my view of my role and undermined my
confidence.

How did your experience at St George's help in your career development?

My role within the two projects did much to accelerate my return to full-time
employment. It both raised my skill set and confidence and allowed me to
undertake other work of a similar nature. For example, with the skills I
developed I was able to undertake a service user led evaluation of an event of
which the completed report was highly regarded and disseminated to the Arts
Council. Without developing these skills I could not have undertaken this
piece of work. Additionally, I have been able to advocate the use of service
user led or collaborative research on a wider level and maintain an
understanding of research protocols within my current role.

Resources:
Concordat to support the career development of researchers:

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-
Development-of-Researchers.html

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-Development-of-Researchers.html
http://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-Development-of-Researchers.html
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9. Ethics

The wellbeing of the research team is considered an ethical responsibility of the
project’s Principle Investigator(s) or lead researcher, and the ethics application form
asks specifically about the health and safety of researchers, as well as the training
and experience they have to undertake the research. A Research Ethics Committee
is bound to take note of the involvement of service user researchers on your project
and to consider whether or not adequate measures have been put in place to
guarantee their wellbeing, and that they have the necessary skills and support to
carry out their work.

It is vital, therefore, that you detail in the ethics application form all the support
measures and training you have put in place, as described in this guide. You might
also want to develop specific procedures for service user researchers for the project
they are working on; for example, to support them in situations that might arise
while conducting one to one interviews. The university requires all data collection to
be risk assessed, so this is a good opportunity to build support for service user
researchers into the research process. Standard risk assessment forms can be
modified for each project (see Appendix E) and included with the ethics application.

While attitudes are changing, sometimes there are members of ethics committees
who are sceptical about the value of service user involvement in research. You
should be prepared to convince the research ethics committee that the service user
researchers have sufficient skills and training to carry out the research effectively,
that they understand the need for confidentiality in the research process, and that
they are either able themselves, or are adequately supported to respond to any
need for information, or distress that might be experienced by research participants.

It can be argued of course that research that involves people with lived experience
of mental health issues and of using mental health services as part of the research
team is a more ethical research, improving study design and approaches to data
collection, for example.

Resources:
INVOLVE publish guidance on how service user involvement can improve the ethical
aspects of research:

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/public-involvement-in-researchimpact-
on-ethical-aspects-of-research/

For an example of a risk assessment form adapted to support service user
researchers carrying interviews on inpatient wards see Appendix E.

http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/public-involvement-in-researchimpact-on-ethical-aspects-of-research/
http://www.invo.org.uk/posttypepublication/public-involvement-in-researchimpact-on-ethical-aspects-of-research/
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10. Service user involvement in PhD projects

One of the areas where we have begun to actively encourage service user
involvement at St George’s is in the development and undertaking of PhD projects.
Of course, as we have described in the section on career development above, there
is no reason why service user researchers should not be undertaking PhDs
themselves. However PhD research is, almost by definition, a solitary endeavour and
so there are particular challenges to involving others – including people using mental
health services or with lived experience of mental health issues – in developing and
undertaking a PhD research project. We have yet to develop clear guidelines in this
area but offer the following contrasting pen portraits as examples of how this
process can work to improve the validity and rigour of PhD research, while
acknowledging the challenges that remain.

Pen Portrait 5 – service user involvement in two PhD projects

What made you decide to have service user involvement in your work?

1) I wanted to develop a set of vignettes to use as an interviewing tool.
It was important for me to capture services users’ understandings
and experiences of the research topic in order for me to construct
realistic vignette scenarios. I decided to conduct focus groups with
service users in order to develop the vignettes.

2) The Section of Mental Health at St George’s has a strong ethos of
user involvement in its projects. I have experience of having
supported a relative and a close friend with mental illness and have
also experienced anxiety and mild depression in the past. These
experiences have played an important role in shaping my career to
date and working collaboratively with people with lived experience of
a given situation fits closely with my background and values. Doing
a PhD is at best a lonely experience and the opportunity for sharing
knowledge in this context appealed to me. Furthermore, I believe
that such involvement adds scientific value, rigour and an innovative
element to any health related research.

How did you go about getting this involvement in your work and what
did it entail?

1) I discussed the aims of the project with the organiser of the PEER
Group who sent a mail out to all group members inviting them to
become involved in my research. They also suggested that I come
and speak to the group about my project. With these two methods
of contact combined I was able to conduct a focus group with 5
members of the PEER group.
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2) I fostered links with local service user/carer groups such as the PEER
Group, the Service User Reference Group (SURG) within the local
mental health trust and the Wandsworth Mental Health BME Forum.
Attending meetings and collaborating with others resulted in helpful
contributions around the design, ethical considerations, methods and
other practical tips. A carer researcher with personal experience of
the topic area being examined showed a keen interest in becoming
involved in the project. They worked with me co-facilitating group
interviews, observing and taking notes, together with post-group
reflection and also took a part in the analysis process.

What was the result of this involvement in your work?

1) I developed a set of vignettes that portrayed real-life scenarios about
how risk-management practice can impact upon services users’
recovery within the community. These vignettes were used as an
interviewing tool in the main stage of the study. I also went back to
the group several months later to provide them with an update on
my research project.

2) I am planning to write an article about user/carer involvement in the
context of my study together with the carer researcher as a co-
author as well as acknowledging the contribution of the peers who
have thus far contributed to the study. The reciprocal nature of our
relationship meant that I learnt a lot about their experiences, whilst
they also learnt about my study and the research process. The
individuals I worked with showed a lot of enthusiasm and passion in
their involvement.

Anything you found challenging about the experience?

1) Trying to organise a focus group at a time and location that was
suitable for everyone was challenging but then that is a common
challenge when attempting to conduct focus groups!

2) I was requested by the St George’s research degree committee to
justify the user/carer contribution to my study as a condition to
successfully upgrade my research degree from MPhil to PhD. A PhD
requires original contribution to knowledge and needs to be driven
solely by the principal researcher (myself) undertaking the study.
Given these conditions, I learnt that stakeholder (user/carer)
contribution cannot be fully embraced as an equal partnership in a
PhD project.
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What do you feel is important to bear in mind when involving service
users in research such as yours?

1) Service users should be informed of how their involvement has
contributed to the research process and to give them the opportunity
to give feedback on what their contribution has produced. For
example, I conducted feedback focus groups with service users so
that they could contribute further to the development of the
vignettes by suggesting ways the vignettes could be
improved/amended.

2) I feel that being clear about the remit of the research and the
person’s role is important from the outset. I wrote clear guidelines
and role descriptions for all aspects of the advisory work that was
undertaken and also provided succinct material about qualitative
research and the methods I used. All services users/carers were paid
for their contribution and the payment was based on the current rate
advised by INVOLVE.
Due to the sensitive nature of the topic I was mindful of the
possibility that service users/carers may encounter aspects of the
work that were upsetting. For example, whilst undertaking group
interviews, I felt it was important to have pre and post brief meetings
between the co-facilitator and myself for discussion and reflection. It
is also important to establish that service users/carers have other
avenues of support if needs be.
I believe that service user/carer involvement is a pivotal aspect of my
project. Having witnessed this involvement in my project and in
other projects in the same department, I believe it brings significant
value to research. It has also provided a fantastic learning
opportunity of how such involvement can work within the confines of
a PhD study, where there is one primary investigator driving the
study independently and how this differs to other projects which
have an inter-disciplinary team, in some cases with service
users/carers leading the study.
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Appendix A – Employing service user researchers flow chart

Getting involvement right:
At an early stage in project development, discuss possible levels of service user
involvement and job roles with other research teams and service user researchers.
Clearly describe service user involvement in your protocol and ethics application.

Human resources:
Agree with HR a Job Description, Person Specification, job title, rate of pay and hours
per week, as well as an appropriate recruitment strategy.
Make sure service user researcher posts are properly costed by the Research Office.

Recruitment:
Invite candidates for an informal discussion, covering: research project; job
description; payment process; need for proper benefits advice from a Job Centre;
support they need and can expect from you; Occupational Health process (plus DBS
check and honorary Trust contract if necessary).

Training:
Build training for service user researchers into the project timetable and their Job
Descriptions, covering an introduction to research as well as role related skills.
Include funding for specific internal or external training courses where necessary.

Support:
Stick to the supervision and support commitments made at appointment. Help service
user researchers link into peer support within the department. Acknowledge and
value service user researchers’ roles formally (in publications) and personally.

Appointment:
Agree a start date with HR and make sure that funding for the project is in place so
that people do not start working before HR are ready to pay them.
Send the Occupational Health pro forma letter to HR to forward on your behalf.

Development:
Before the project finishes discuss with each individual their achievements and
aspirations, enabling them to pursue other opportunities in the department or
elsewhere, in education or employment, as appropriate.
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Appendix B

Sample service user researcher Job Description

Summary of the post

This evaluation will be undertaken by one or two part-time Service User Researchers –
researchers who have personal experience of mental health issues and/or using mental
health services – in collaboration with other members of the St George’s team. We have
a lot of experience of collaborative research at St George’s and think that Service User
Researchers will be well placed to help guide this evaluation, and to capture and
understand people’s self-management stories.

Service User Researchers will be supported and trained in both developing research
skills and bringing their personal experiences to the research process. Post holders will
receive mentoring from experienced Service User Researchers in the department.

Service User Researchers will play an active role in developing interview schedules,
collecting questionnaire data, carrying out one to one interviews and focus groups, and
analysing, writing up and disseminating research findings.

Key duties and responsibilities

 To contribute as a team member to the ongoing development and conduct of the
evaluation, in particular ensuring that the evaluation reflects service user priorities,
and that data collection and analysis methods are appropriate for best exploring the
service user experience

 To contribute to the development and piloting of qualitative interview and focus group
schedules

 To undertake qualitative and quantitative data collection (one to one and by co-
facilitating focus groups)

 To contribute to the analysis of interview and focus group data

 To contribute to the write up and dissemination of data through seminars, workshops
and conference presentations as agreed

 To engage with training, supervision, mentoring and other support as agreed

 To ensure that work related issues are communicated to the research team or line
manager, as appropriate, in a timely and effective manner

 To engage in the wider academic life of the Section of Mental Health and Division of
Population Health Sciences & Education at St George’s, University of London

 To undertake other research related duties as required
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PERSON SPECIFICATION

Job Title: Research Assistant – Service User Researcher

The following criteria will be used as the basis for shortlisting and selecting
candidates. Your supporting statement should reflect your
experience/competence in these areas:

Requirements Essential/
Desirable

Means of
Assessment

1. Education To degree level or equivalent
expertise by experience

Essential Application

2. Experience Personal experience of using
mental health services or of serious
mental health issues

Some previous experience of
research or similar related skills

Personal experience of attending
or tutoring self-management
programmes or similar

Experience of service user
involvement in mental health
services (e.g. research,
consultation, service improvement,
peer support, advocacy)

Essential

Essential

Desirable

Desirable

Application and
interview

3. Knowledge
and skills

Knowledge of the mental health
field, by training, education or
experience

Ability to work with mental health
service users and mental health
care professionals

Effective communication skills,
both verbal and written

An understanding of research
process and methods

Essential

Essential

Essential

Desirable

Application and
interview

4. Disposition Willingness to seek help, advice
and support as required

Willingness to work as part of a
team

Willingness to undergo training as
required by the post

Essential

Essential

Essential

Interview
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Appendix C

Template occupational health letter to HR

Director of HR

St George's, University of London

Cranmer Terrace

London SW17 0RE

Dated

Dear Sir/ Madam,

Re. employment of [name] as Research Assistant/ Service User Research - project ref: XX

Further to our conversation of [dated], I am writing to confirm that, as the line manager of [name]
on research project ref: XX, [name]’s personal experience of mental health issues is entirely
appropriate to this post. The person specification for the post (please find attached) requires as
an essential criteria experience of using mental health services in order that the perspective of
service user can be reflected throughout the research process. This in turn is necessary to
inform the research questions asked by the project.

[Name]’s attached CV evidences that s/he meets all other requirements of the post. Furthermore
I have interviewed [name] and, in particular, have discussed with [name] any potential impact that
her/his past experience of mental health issues may have on her/his ability to fulfill her/his duties.
I am confident that that potential impact is minimal and that those experiences are an invaluable
asset to the project. However, we have discussed a range of support strategies that will be put in
place and are happy for the project to proceed on that basis.

In addition, I welcome the role of the Occupational Health department in providing an additional
source of support for [name]

Yours sincerely,

Principal Investigator

Section of Mental Health.
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Appendix D

Sample supervision reporting form

Supervision Notes

Supervisor _____________________ Supervisee _____________________

Date ________________

1. Time management and workload

2. Work tasks

3. Targets

4. Training

5. Sick and annual leave

6. Personal (including stress etc.)

7. Any other issues

Signed as an accurate record

_____________________________ __________________________
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Appendix E – sample risk assessment

“Understanding the Lived Experience of Detained Participants” Research Study

Risk Assessment for Interviews Conducted on Acute Admissions Wards and Mental Health Rehabilitation Wards

What are the risks? Who might be harmed and
how?

What has been done already? What further action might be taken?

Participant could become
upset or distressed

The participant might be
harmed emotionally whilst
discussing traumatic events and
experiences.

1) Participants have been identified as
suitable by both their treating
consultant and their ward manager.

2) All team members have been
provided training in interviewing
techniques, and handling difficult
situations.

1) Offer the participant a break for a
drink.

2) Check that they are happy to continue
with the interview.

3) Remind participant that they are free
to end the interview at any time and do
not need to provide a reason.

4) If the participant does not wish to
continue the interview, ward staff should
be notified of the circumstances so that
extra support can be provided to the
participant if required.

5) Provide the participant with a contact
number for the mental health advocacy
service if they feel they cannot discuss
the interview with anyone else.

Participant could become
agitated or angry

Either the participant or
interviewer(s) might be harmed
physically or psychologically if
the situation was to escalate.

1) Participants have been identified as
suitable by both their treating
consultant and their ward manager.

2) Provisions are in place so that a
senior team member is always present
on the ward in the unlikely event of an

1) Advise the participant that you are
going to take a break from the interview.

2) Leave the room immediately.

3) Inform the nearest member of staff of
the situation, followed by the ward
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incident. manager and the senior research team
member.

4.) The senior researcher and ward staff
will explain to the participant that the
interview has been terminated, and
explain the reasons for this decision.

Interviewer could
become upset or
distressed

The service user researcher(s)
might be harmed emotionally
by recalling their own traumatic
experiences during an
interview.

1) A senior team member is present on
the ward during all interviews in the
unlikely event of such an incident

2) Service user researchers are
provided with debriefing immediately
after every interview by a senior team
member, and again 24 hours after each
interview.

1) If interviewing as a pair, allow
colleague to take the lead role, allowing
you an opportunity to compose yourself.

2) Acknowledge that the interview is
exploring some difficult issues and
advise the participant it would be a good
idea to take a break.

3) Reassure the participant that they
have not said or done anything to
contribute to this.

4) Service user researcher(s) should
leave the room.

5.) Take a few minutes to decide
whether or not to continue with
interview; discuss this with colleague
and senior team member.

6.) If unable to continue, allow the senior
team member to explain the situation to
the participant, and re-schedule the
interview (to be completed by senior
team member).
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