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Some observations and reflections on ‘Proving our worth’, the first CIEH Education & 

Research SIG conference, University of Teesside, Friday 18
th

 January 2013  

By Rob Couch and Surindar Dhesi of EHRNet 

Introduction  

These are our thoughts and reflections following a very enjoyable day at Teesside. Our 

thanks to all who attended and contributed to making the day such a success and we hope that 

our observations and reflections are useful.   

 

Main presentations 

Maurice Brennan, Secretary of the SIG, introduced the conference and emphasised the need 

to incorporate research and publication into our professional lives. This will be of growing 

importance in the new English public health system, where our ability to ‘prove our worth’ 

will become increasingly linked to securing funding. Maurice believed that EH professionals 

are carrying out good work but this is not being written up, a practice which historically has 

not been encouraged. The profession needs to be able to answer the ‘why?’ question (i.e. why 

its work is worthwhile and deserves funding), with research becoming an important part of 

day to day work and not an add-on. Maurice emphasised that research is not just for 

university, but provides skills needed throughout your professional life, something we too 

argue in our separate handout.    

 

Two environmental health academics then gave presentations related to their own research 

interests. Geraint Evans of Teesside University summarised his research on industrial noise 

surveys in a factory that he completed for his Masters degree. He then reflected more broadly 

on how a project like this could meet many parts of the CIEH Professional Practice Portfolio 

(PPP) and urged students to consider their own project work in this way. Maurice Brennan of 

Birmingham University then summarised his ongoing research interests in the environmental 

health implications of nanotechnology. This was covered in a recent article in Environmental 

Health News that is available for CIEH members only via: http://www.ehn-

online.com/Professional-practice/article.aspx?id=7762&terms=nano. It was clear that 

regulating the safety of such rapidly developing technologies presents significant challenges 

for EH professionals and others, particularly after a week of revelations following the 

discovery of horsemeat in supermarket burgers! If markets and regulators are failing to 

protect us from horsemeat how can we hope to safeguard public health from nanotechnology? 

 

We then presented our introduction to EHRNet and a few tips on ‘how to develop your 

research skills’ as summarised in the handout which can be downloaded for free from our 

website (http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com). We ran out of time to present our EHRNet future 

vision for a more research active and evidence based environmental health, but we direct you 

to this handout for information. We are also grateful to Rosemary Lee and Les Milne for their 

positive feedback on our eBook (http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/ebook/) and will update our 

http://www.ehn-online.com/Professional-practice/article.aspx?id=7762&terms=nano
http://www.ehn-online.com/Professional-practice/article.aspx?id=7762&terms=nano
http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/
http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/ebook/
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website soon with more detailed answers to the following questions raised during and after 

our talk:  

 

 How can I access peer reviewed journal articles if I’m not attached to a University?  

 Can the EHRNet eBook be made more easily available to students (e.g. electronic 

library access)? 

 What is the difference between publishing in a peer-reviewed journal and putting my 

work in a database accessible to the profession? 

 Do you have any recommendations for useful research areas for my project? 

 How do I go about writing up and publishing my work- what are the practicalities?  

 

Further, we are starting to plan a podcast/webinar (or similar) that summarises our arguments 

in response to questions like:  

 

 Why should EH professionals research?  

 How can EH professionals become more research active and evidence based?  

 

After our presentation the following question was raised by one delegate:  

 

 What is the CIEH doing to support research?  

  

Rosemary Lee (chair of the CIEH Assembly of Representatives) stated that one key policy of 

the CIEH is to support research and this has been the case for a couple of years but has not 

yet happened. However the new corporate strategy of the CIEH will be released soon and 

Rosemary reported that delegates will see in this document that research is climbing up the 

ladder of priorities for CIEH. We look forward to reading the strategy soon.     

 

The afternoon began with a presentation on the PPP by recent ‘completer’ Gordon Smiles. As 

graduates of previous versions of the PPP, Gordon’s advice and recommendations seemed 

very thoughtful and considered and he answered many questions from delegates. However 

we were also concerned that, despite being clearer than its predecessors, the latest PPP 

remains wedded to the traditional ‘silos’ of environmental health practice. For example, we 

hope that in the next PPP a means can be found to incorporate ‘public health’ across all 

intervention fields; to see it still considered as a separate intervention field is quite confusing 

in our opinion. David Newsum then reminded delegates of the wide range of PPP related 

resources available to help them complete, particularly the CIEH website and MyCIEH blog. 

 

But for us the highlight of the day came with the presentations of two final year students from 

Northumbria University. Sarah Poole summarised her investigation of allergy levels in foods 

from takeaways run by ethnic minorities and their perceptions of this important issue. Rachel 

Parkes then presented her investigation of the effectiveness of selective licensing in different 
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local authorities in the North East region. Both projects were very powerful examples of 

exactly the kind of research activity EH professionals need to inform policy and practice and 

we thought both had the potential to make the leap from BSc to PhD level.  

 

Unfortunately we didn’t have time to look at the posters displayed around the room, but after 

arriving late Rob huddled down in a corner of the lecture theatre next to a poster entitled ‘the 

depletion of council services and their impact on health and safety enforcement’. There was 

no name on this poster, but it further illustrates exactly the sort of research topics that EH 

professionals should be engaged in, particularly at a time of massive structural reform of 

public services (e.g. cuts, contracting out etc.). The evidence base supporting such reforms is 

often questionable, to say the least! The author of this poster and other readers might be 

interested in Rory O’Neill’s report in the latest Hazards magazine entitled ‘Low life: how the 

government has put a low price on your life’ which provides a powerful critique of health and 

safety reform in this country and can be downloaded for free via: 

http://www.hazards.org/votetodie/lowlife.htm .    

 

In the concluding discussion which ended the day the following questions were raised by 

delegates:  

 

 How did you (Sarah and Rachel) choose your research topics?  

 

Academic Alistair Bulloch of Northumbria University explained that second year students 

take a research methods module in which they develop potential research ideas, but for many 

the most influential ideas come during their third year placements. This was a worry for him 

given the uncertainties of future placement availability. Rob responded more broadly with the 

initial advice of his own PhD supervisor to research something you are interested in! This 

helps for many reasons, not least because it can help sustain your motivation during what is 

usually at least a six month process at BSc level or much longer for PhD.  

 

Rob then argued that choosing and then refining your research topic is an important part of 

the research journey. In time it maybe possible for Universities/CIEH (etc) to direct 

BSc/MSc/PhD EH students towards known gaps in environmental health knowledge, but at 

this early stage in the development of a research culture amongst EH professionals at all 

levels (including Universities) this was problematic. Further, we must remember that students 

are, by nature, very inexperienced researchers and have limited resources and it would be 

unfair of us to rely on them to produce the high quality research needed to inform policy and 

practice. This will require long term investment in research and expertise.  

 

http://www.hazards.org/votetodie/lowlife.htm
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 How can EH professionals write up their research for publication?  

  

We mentioned the past work of Jill Stewart and Caroline Barratt (of EHRNet) in supporting 

EH professionals to write up their work for publication, but we reminded delegates that our 

support work has been self funded to date and carried out in our spare time. We also 

reminded delegates of the JEHR’s ‘first author, first paper’ format designed to encourage and 

support first authors (http://www.cieh.org/jehr/) and tried to reassure them that producing the 

high quality research demanded of the peer-review process was achievable by all in the room. 

This question was then directed to Rosemary Lee, chair of the CIEH Assembly of 

Representatives, who stated that in principle the CIEH could support students like Sarah and 

Rachel in writing up their research, but the CIEH too has limited funding. However the SIG 

and wider CIEH were working on this with the Universities.   

 

Conclusions  

We congratulate the CIEH Education & Research SIG on holding its first conference on 

research and education and thank them for inviting us to speak. We consider this a significant 

milestone for the CIEH and wider EH profession. To observe approximately sixty EH 

professionals and students discussing such a wide range of education and research topics was 

a privilege for us and we hope all parties (SIG, CIEH, Universities, EHRNet etc) can sustain 

and build upon the enthusiasm of the delegates present.  

 

Lastly, we would be happy to talk about research at similar events in the future and at our 

next meeting in March we hope to start planning for our own research conference later in 

2013, watch http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com and @EHRNet_2012 (Twitter) for further details!  

 

Many thanks and best wishes,  

 

Surindar and Rob  

 

 

 

    

        

 

http://www.cieh.org/jehr/
http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/

