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Abstract 

The development of an evidence based environmental 
health is essential if the contribution that environmental 
health makes to public health is to be acknowledged and 
fully exploited. This was discussed in some detail in our 
previous research briefing (Barratt et al 2013), here we 
outline practical suggestions for both EH students and 
practitioners towards the development of a professional 
culture which can support our vision of evidence based 
environmental health. We provide guidance on finding 
and reading relevant literature as well as giving 
suggestions regarding writing and publication.  

Introduction 

EHRNet aims to promote the idea of a research and 
publication culture in the EH profession. In our 
experience EH professionals, and even EH students, 
rarely engage with EH research literature or policy 
debates in EH and are generally poor at communicating 
the results of their work amongst themselves and, more 
importantly, to others.  

One of the biggest obstacles to reading and writing that 
EHPs report is time. Their working lives are dominated by 
problem solving tasks rather than reflection, but we 
believe that for EHPs who wish to engage in and develop 
a research culture there are numerous opportunities to do 
so. We start by exploring how EHPs can secure access 
to relevant literature and outline the importance of critical 
reflection on what we read. 

Reading for research and practice 

Reading is an essential part of the research process and 
contributes to effective policy and practice. Being able to 
identify what you need to read and having the ability to 
assess its significance, quality and value are important 
research skills. By engaging with literature in your field of 
interest you embed yourself within the wider professional 
culture. The scientific generation of knowledge is often 
described as ‘standing on the shoulders of giants’. This 
means that we explore research done previously and 
then ensure that our own research is a valuable addition 
to what has been done before. Even if you are not 
directly involved in research, regular reading is an 
important way of keeping up to date with what is 
happening in environmental health and the wider public 
health. By reading from a range of sources for example 
professional magazines, academic journals and websites 

you can become more aware of how your work is 
affected by the political, economic and social context and 
you will be better able to reflect on your own work and 
decision making. 

Horder (2004) suggested that two of the reasons that 
social workers did not engage in wider reading in their 
professional lives were because of the strong oral 
tradition by which information was passed down from 
more experienced colleagues and  because staff did not 
have the time to read or access to reading material. We 
believe these are both pertinent issues in EH. Once 
EHPs leave university they have limited access to 
reading resources and have no time to read during their 
working day. We fully appreciate the barriers that you 
may face in trying to read more, but we are hoping that 
by encouraging more research within the profession the 
value of these activities will be more widely recognised 
and accepted as part of your daily work. 

What to read and where to get it 

In order to gain more knowledge in a particular area - 
perhaps regarding a professional problem you are 
currently having, or in relation to a research question - 
you first need to identify which books, papers and 
websites are relevant and then you will need to assess 
their quality. If you are a student then using the university 
library bibliographic database is the easiest way to start 
this process. Your university will run training sessions if 
you are unsure how to go about doing this. If you are no 
longer a student you may be entitled to library access as 
a member of the public or as a university alumnus. Also 
try contacting your local university or Director of Public 
Health to find out if they have any facilities to improve 
information access for local EH professionals? You may 
also be able to access professional libraries with 
collections relevant to your field. For example, in London 
the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health has a 
library we use. 

For those of you who are not affiliated to a university, 
Google Scholar is a very powerful tool. Although it is not 
always possible to access full articles free of charge, 
many are available, and even if the whole article is 
protected you will be able to see the abstract which 
summarises the article and allows you to assess its’ 
relevance to your work. A search using Google Scholar 
(particularly its advanced tool) will usually reveal a 
number of publications. You will, however, need to be 
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very discerning because this technique will pick up both 
good and poor quality papers. If you use the checklist 
below, you will be able to make an informed judgement 
about the paper and its use to you. There are also 
increasing numbers of ‘open access’ journals, which are 
available free of charge. 

In our experience ‘environmental health’ and its core 
areas (e.g. food safety , health and safety, housing, 
environmental protection etc) are not very useful search 
terms, not least because these areas are so broad and 
sometimes have limited recognition outside the UK and 
Commonwealth countries. Instead widening your 
searches using keywords (e.g. governance, regulation, 
white collar crime, risk, inequality, social justice) from the 
many disciplines that together build the subject of 
environmental health could be more productive.  

Government websites can be useful sources of 
information and will often include the responses to 
consultation documents that can provide interesting 
perspectives. You must appreciate that government 
websites will naturally be supportive of the government’s 
proposals and that you may need to look elsewhere for 
more critical commentary. In the UK the Houses of 
Parliament website (http://www.parliament.uk) is an 
excellent resource for monitoring the progress of 
legislation and accessing debates and the evidence 
given to committees and their reports. The website also 
has a link to Parliament TV where you can watch debates 
live.  

The websites of professional organisations, think tanks 
and pressure groups related to environmental health can 
also be very interesting and often provide free 
publications and opinion pieces. They are especially 
useful for commentary on current topics and issues in the 
news, however you must understand the background and 
political position of each organisation and read its work 
with critical eyes. The systematic reviews of the 
Cochrane Collaboration are also highly respected and 
the work of its Cochrane Public Health Group 
(http://ph.cochrane.org) is particularly relevant to EH 
professionals.  

Assessing relevance 

Having carried out a search which is likely to have 
generated an overwhelming number of references, how 
do we determine which ones we need to read? Relying 
on titles alone is insufficient as they can be misleading 
(Aveyard et al. 2011).  Academic journal papers will be 
preceded by an abstract which is a short summary of 
what is presented in the paper. This will be the most 
useful indicator as to how relevant the paper is. If you 
have a book reading the synopsis serves a similar 
function.  

Alternatively, if you are interested in a particular book 
chapter it can be helpful to read the introduction and 
conclusion of that chapter. Think-tank reports usually 
have an executive summary which can be very useful. 
The more you read the more confident you will become 
about relevance  It is worth noting that when selecting 
what to read it is very easy to gravitate towards sources 
that you agree with, that are well known or have been 
recommended like technical guidance produced by 

government agencies. It is important that we get out of 
our comfort zone and read views which challenge our 
preconceptions. Without this it will be very difficult to 
critically engage with our own research and practice as 
well as provide a full account of work in our field of 
interest. 

Critical reading 

To get the most out of the reading that you do it is 
important to develop your ability to critique what you 
read, to question what you are being told. Currently we 
think there is a lack of a critical reading culture and weak 
orientation towards evidence based policy and practice 
amongst EH professionals. Greenhalgh (2008) suggests 
several questions which we can ask while reading. We 
have adapted some of these questions so that they are 
more easily applied to a range of literature.  Although 
meant for academic journal articles many of these 
questions (especially 1,2 and 5) are useful no matter 
what the reading material. 

1) Is the research question/purpose of the article clear? 
2) Who has written the article? Do they have a vested 

interest in the issue that they are writing about? 
3) Can the research methods answer the question? 

i) How was the sample chosen? 
ii) How was the data collected? 
iii) How was the data analysed? 

4) Are the results credible? 
5) Are the conclusions justified? 

The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) website 
also provides more detailed and free checklists for 
critiquing evidence (see: www.casp-uk.net). Although a 
checklist might seem too prescriptive we have included it 
to give you a sense of what reading critically actually 
means in practice. Using these questions may help you 
to develop this skill that will become more natural over 
time.  It is fairly easy to be critical of papers you disagree 
with, but it is important that you are equally critical of 
those you admire. This might lead to some surprises and 
perhaps even a change of opinion! 

Keeping track 

It is very easy to lose track of what you have read, where 
you found it and what the key points of a piece were. You 
can keep track using electronic reference management 
software such as EndNote, RefWorks or Zotero. These 
systems are useful for anyone who is reading in their 
work as it allows you to keep track of what you have read 
and where. They also allow ‘cite while you write’ meaning 
that you can insert your references into a document and 
the reference list is created automatically for you. Basic 
formats of these systems can often be downloaded for 
free, whilst more sophisticated versions can be 
purchased. It can be tempting not to keep organised, to 
think that you will remember, but you will save a lot of 
time if you keep your references in order. We now look at 
how you can get started or develop your writing for 
publication. 

Writing basics 

Day to day environmental health practice requires 
considerable writing skills and the use of many different 
writing styles and, as with all writing, the more you do the 
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easier it becomes. In terms of the basics, spelling, 
grammar, punctuation and appropriate language are very 
important and Rob would be lost without his Compact 

Oxford English Dictionary for University and College 

Students which incorporates an excellent guide to 

effective writing for college and career (also see Truss 

2003, Orwell 1946). Useful websites include the Phrase 

Bank from the University of Manchester 

(www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk) and the Plain 

English Campaign (www.plainenglish.co.uk). 

Writing for peer reviewed journals 

EH professionals should be aiming to publish in peer 
reviewed journals to subject their work to wider 
audiences and the highest quality standards. As well as 
traditional research reports some journals offer the 
opportunity for new authors to publish and others accept 
short opinion pieces (e.g. 500-1000 words) that might not 
be so daunting. There are hundreds of peer reviewed 
environmental health related journals and you need to 
decide which are likely to accept your topic or argument. 
Initially look at the journal title, review its contents and get 
hold of the author’s guidance. You may wish to contact 
the editor with an idea, but it is normal practice to write 
your paper and then submit it. If you are considering 
submitting a paper for peer review the following issues 
are critical: 

1. Is it your work to publish? (e.g. ownership, 
permission, acknowledgement) 

2. Is it original and important? 
3. Is it high quality? 
4. Is it ethically sound?  

Your work must not have been published before and you 
should only submit it to one journal at a time. Never 
forget that you are writing for an editor of a specific 
journal and therefore you need to meet the requirements 
of the journal exactly or the editor will reject it. The 
guidelines for authors are available from all journal 
websites and will help you choose a journal. The subject 
of your research is likely to be a key determinant and the 
guidelines will help to focus your arguments, but other 
factors like word length or the use of photographs might 
also be important.  

Constructing a paper 

When you have chosen a journal read it and re-read it to 
get the house style firmly in your head before you start 
writing. Time management is key to writing and it’s a 
good idea to set yourself (and any writing colleagues) 
some deadlines and create a general plan for each 
section of your paper in accordance with the journal 
guidelines and past journal papers. We recommended 
that you set yourself your own brief by writing down - in 
one sentence - the key message of your paper that you 
want to get across to your reader. This may well be the 
trickiest part of getting started but it helps focus your 
writing. If you get writer’s block, walk away and say out 
loud to yourself what it is you are trying to write and why.  

When you’ve finally got a draft the process of reviewing 
and editing begins. Start by checking that your paper 

meets the journal’s author guidelines, but you also need 
to check: 

 Is the research question clear? 

 Can the methods used answer the question(s)? 

 Has the researcher’s perspective been discussed? 

 Are the results credible? 

 Are the conclusions justified? 

 Have ethics been considered? 

It is important that you check for spelling and grammatical 
errors and that the paper will be understood by those 
outside of the environmental health profession.  

Once you submit a paper to a journal (normally on line) 
the paper will usually be anonymously peer reviewed by 
two people and you will receive a copy of their 
comments. Your paper might be accepted as it stands 
(highly unlikely) or with recommendations for 
resubmission or rejected altogether. Try to see the 
reviewer feedback as part of a process of improving your 
writing and broader intellectual development, though in 
our experience it’s normal to feel thoroughly deflated!  

Writing for conferences/workshops 

Another important opportunity for communicating your  
research is via conferences or workshops. This could be 
in a traditional format like a 3000 word paper published 
on the conference website and summarised in a 20 
minute oral presentation. Less traditional formats are also 
becoming increasingly popular like speed (e.g. 5 minute 
summary) or poster presentations. Presentations don’t 
have to rely on your ‘shiny finished paper’, instead we 
encourage you to present your work in progress, not least 
because the feedback you receive could be really useful 
in developing your ideas. 

Your abstract writing skills are key to getting your foot in 
the conference/workshop door and then attracting an 
audience once you’re there. Your abstract should be 
clear, concise and informative and we urge you to identify 
some journal or conference papers you like and see how 
they have summarised the paper’s key messages.  

Writing to bridge the research-policy-practice gap: 
websites and policy briefs 

EH professionals and others we hope to influence rarely 
have access to a University library or the time to read 
published research and incorporate it into their work. 
Therefore we think every research study you publish 
should be summarised into briefing papers hosted on 
open access websites that all EH professionals and those 
affected by their decisions (e.g. the wider public) can 
access. Jones and Walsh’s (2008:4) guide is available for 
free (see References) and includes key pointers for the 
production of high quality policy briefs: 

 Evidence - clear argument, high quality evidence and 
methodology, credible messenger 

 Policy context – Meets needs of target audience, clear 
and realistic recommendations 

 Engagement – Opinions made but distinguishable 
from evidence, writing is easily understood by non-
professional audiences. 

Until EH professionals better understand this complex 
communication terrain we fear that our voices will remain 
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largely unheard by politicians and other policymakers 
which results in EH being undervalued within public 
health and by the general public. 

Writing for professional magazines and websites 

Magazines published by environmental health related 
professional organisations offer many opportunities to get 
published and in our experience are usually keen to hear 
from practising professionals. When writing for 
professional magazines familiarise yourself with the 
magazine you will be writing for and its audience. Get a 
copy of the notes for contributors and look carefully at the 
style, type of heading(s) and nature and type of 
illustrations and ask yourself if this magazine suits what 
you want to say. We are trying to encourage all forms of 
writing and urge you to think beyond traditional feature 
articles towards alternatives like letters, opinion pieces or 
short review articles on environmental health in the media 
for example. We also want to encourage you to consider 
writing for a wider range of public health magazines and 
websites beyond our environmental health comfort zone. 

Writing for newspapers and social media 

We have no experience of writing for newspapers beyond 
the occasional press release to local newspapers. For us 
the value of EH professionals writing or contributing to 
newspapers potentially comes in their fresh ‘insider’ 
perspectives on environmental health issues and we 
encourage you to review the work of established writers 
on environmental health topics like Amelia Gentleman, 
Lynsey Hanley and George Monbiot of the UK Guardian 
newspaper (www.theguardian.com/uk). Newspapers can 
provide important exposure for your interests but you 
need to think very carefully before you do so and ask 
yourself lots of questions, for example: 

 Is the article yours to write? 

 Is your article factually correct? 

 Is your article broadly in accordance with the 
newspaper’s politics? 

 Do you have the permission of your employers 
(especially their communications/public relations 
department) to speak to the media? 

 Have I published a false statement that damages 
someone’s reputation? (This is very dangerous – look 
up McLibel or Twittergate for a masterclass in the 
dangers of libel!). 

Newspapers generally have very strict guidelines about 
what they are looking for, with nonflexible deadlines and 
the right to edit what you have written. An alternative and 
easier way to make your voice heard might be via the 
letters pages or comment blogs of newspaper websites? 
Alternatively there is a wide range of social media 
available. We have our own blog 
(http://ukehrnet@wordpress.com) and Twitter account 
(@Ehrnet_2012) and we invite you to visit and contribute 
to them.  

Summary and key points 

This research briefing is a very short introduction to 
reading and publication. We hope that it inspires you to 
become more engaged with and more critical of 
environmental health and wider public health literature. 

By developing a reading habit you may feel inclined to 
write yourself, whether by reporting on a particular case 
or expressing your views on a specific issue. Most 
importantly we want to highlight that developing a 
professional culture in which research and evidence are 
valued and promoted is not the sole responsibility of 
academics or students. Environmental health 
professionals have access to a wealth of data and 
experience that could be valuably shared. We hope we 
have provided some ideas here for how you might go 
about doing this.  
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  The UK EHRNet was founded in summer 2011 by five British 
academics and aims to promote a research and publication culture 
in the EH profession, to develop the research skills of EH 
professionals and to offer guidance on how research can be better 
integrated into the EH profession.  

Further information (including our eBook ‘Evidence, research and 
publication: a guide for EH professionals’ on which this briefing is 
based) is available via: http://ukehrnet.wordpress.com/  
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