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Our aims for today’s presentation: 

 To introduce EHRNet and invite you to start networking with us  

 To introduce evidence based environmental health  

 To summarise three ways you can develop your research skills  

 To briefly explain the EHRNet vision for environmental health 

 To ask what you think of our ideas    

 

Introduction  

In summer 2011 we established the Environmental Health Research Network (EHRNet) to 

try to increase research activity amongst EH professionals, a group which for us includes all 

those working to maintain and improve environmental health, not just those with traditional 

environmental health qualifications like degrees/diplomas in environmental health. The 

EHRNet has three main aims:  

 

 To promote the idea of a research and publication culture in the EH profession  

 To offer guidance on how research can be better integrated into the EH profession 

 To develop the research skills of EH professionals 

 

We have a website (http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com) and Twitter account (@EHRNet_2012) 

and invite you all to follow us there and contribute to the emerging research debate. For many 

reasons, not least our own limited capacity, in October 2012 we published our first eBook 

which forms the basis for today’s discussions:   

 

Couch, R., J. Stewart, C. Barratt, S. Dhesi and A.Page (2012) Evidence, research and 

publication: a guide for environmental health professionals eBook from Lulu 

Publications for £5.99 available via: http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/ebook/  

 

What is evidence based environmental health?  

We define this as:  

 

“…environmental health policy and practice supported by the best available evidence, 

taking into account the preferences of citizens and the wider public and our own 

professional judgment.” (Couch et al. 2012:6) 

 

http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/
http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/ebook/


 

Why is evidence based environmental health needed?  

 To avoid non evidence-based drivers of decision making (e.g. anecdote, GOBSAT (good 

old boys sat around tables), going for the cheapest option – see Greenhalgh, 2008:5-9) 

 To move beyond the traditions, rituals and questionable science that continue to influence 

EH policy and practice 

 To ensure best practice and meet our accountabilities as public health professionals 

 To enable EH professionals to better influence public health at all levels  

 

Warning - beware all publications and speakers using terms like evidence or evidence based 

– treat their ‘evidence’ with caution until you can establish otherwise.  

  

Developing your research skills - or - how can we become more research active and 

evidence based? 

Our eBook seeks to inform this important and complex question, but for the purposes of this 

brief talk we introduce three priorities:  

1. Developing your reading skills  

 Reading is essential to research to prevent us duplicating previous work and ensure we are 

doing research that fills current gaps in knowledge. 

 Reading helps throughout the research process. At the start it can help you identify what is 

already known about your subject and develop your ideas and methods. In the middle and 

end it can help you keep on top of developments in your field and consider the policy 

implications and likely criticisms of your work.  

 Ideally you should mainly be reading peer-reviewed papers in academic journals. Your 

access to them may be limited, but this is slowly changing through campaigns for ‘open 

access’. In the meantime if you are not attached to a University try using Google Scholar 

and finding out about your local university’s policy towards external users.   

 When reading you need to critically engage with the text, asking whether the author is 

answering the questions they set out to and how valid the answers to their research 

questions are (see the excellent guides in Greenhalgh, 2008). 

 Being organised about reading saves time and will help you to write more efficiently. Free 

referencing software (e.g. Mendeley) can help with this.  

  

2. Developing your writing skills  

 Writing and publication are essential to research and requires constant development. 

 Writing for publication in peer reviewed journals and books is a priority for EH 

professionals, but we encourage you to consider other publication formats (e.g. 

conferences, websites, magazines, blogs, newspapers) to communicate your thinking as 

widely as possible and encourage debate. 



 

 Critical writing about the realities of environmental health practice is another priority but 

requires the greatest of caution and an awareness of all the possible consequences.  

 

3. Getting EH professionals to recognise that they are already researchers and can use 

these skills to maintain and improve their daily public health work. 

 Many EH professionals still associate research with a project they completed at 

University, therefore how can we bridge the gaps between research-policy-practice?   

 But every day we critically observe, interview and analyse documents and compare the 

data we gather to defined standards, then we write up these results and form conclusions. 

Why don’t we see this as research and use these skills to constantly develop our policies 

and practice (as North 1999 below argues) and write up the work that we do?       

 

The EHRNet vision for environmental health   

EHRNet dream of a time when environmental health evidence:  

 is accessible to all EH professionals and those affected by their decisions;  

 informs debate about policy and practice in the classroom, offices and streets; 

 shapes EH policy and practice at all levels and alongside professional judgement and the 

preferences of citizens and the wider public. 

 

EHRNet also dream of a time when organisations (including Universities) and individual EH 

professionals:  

 understand, value and support evidence and research activity;   

 welcome criticism, debate and challenge as opportunities to improve EH policy and 

practice; 

 learn how other professions have become more research active and made their practice 

more evidence based;  

 organise to support individuals and organisations with research and direct their research 

activities towards known gaps and priorities; 

 move outside their comfort zones and build stronger links with other public health 

professionals, researchers and wider society for the benefit of all.   

 

But do we have the political will to get swampy?  

Reflecting on the last 18 months there have been some developments towards creating a 

research and publication culture amongst EH professionals, including the establishment of the 

CIEH Education and Research SIG and the April 2012 report of the CIEH Research Task 

Group. But to date our vision remains a dream and Dr Chris Day’s (2006) reflections on a 

metaphor from Schön’s (1991) work on reflective practice provide one possible explanation. 

Here Day questions whether EH professionals are prepared to descend to Schön’s swamp of 

complex problems that defy ready solution, or to remain in the hills managing tasks and 

solving relatively unimportant problems using traditional methods? 



 

What do you think? We would welcome your thoughts and questions, for example how 

many of you now consider yourselves environmental health researchers?  
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