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research capacity building”

Dear Editor-in-Chief,

We read with interest the article published by Levitas et al. in Public
Health in Practice and we welcome the timely representation of the
possibilities regarding ethical procedures which are typical to local au-
thority (LA) based research work [1]. Levitas et al. conclude that there is
limited understanding about the structure, nature and approaches to
research ethics and governance processes in LAs. Based on our own
experiential experience of over two years as a National Institute for
Health Research (NIHR) Health Determinants Research Collaboration
(HDRC), we would like to make an addition to the literature, by
providing a brief reflective overview on our operational journey with
University ethics committees and our own internal LA governance
framework. To provide context, our insight comes from the perspective
of researchers from a LA-based HDRC team and our collaborating aca-
demic partner institutions. Together, we have experience of developing
and delivering a research function within local government and sup-
porting multiple projects across a variety of LA services.

On reading the article, and through our reflection, we find ourselves
somewhere between the ‘assurance’ and the ‘advice’ models as identi-
fied by Levitas et al. [1]. To explain, through our collaboration with
partner academic institutions we utilise embedded researchers (for a
description, see: [2]) that take a lead on an ethical submission for a
research project via their university committee. Embedded researchers
are typically assigned as the ‘principal investigator’. In some cases, the
LA setting might require smaller and more locally relevant projects such
as rapid evaluations of service provision or consultations. Although
these projects are different, they are no less important to the function of
a LA. These projects within a LA still require the ‘skills’ and ‘tools’ of
research which relate to academic practice. If a HDRC has the required
function to support research capacity and capability within local gov-
ernment [3], we would argue that part of that process is to encourage LA
officers to be ethically mindful when considering both research and
smaller scale locally relevant projects. Currently, to assess potential
projects we are using an ‘Ethical Considerations Flowchart’ (see Fig. 1),
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which allows our LA officers to make decisions and to contact relevant
colleagues who can discuss and provide additional advice. This was
devised in discussion with our embedded researchers and our research
governance officers within the LA.

After two years of NIHR funding, it is now becoming increasingly
routine that research projects can enter the practice of services within
the LA. Furthermore, a HDRC is seen as a driver for change for the LA to
become research active, allowing for better evidence to inform local
decision-making processes. It is certainly an appropriate time to
consider a move away from the research ‘done to’ LAs approach (i.e. the
‘assurance’ model) as the increased investment now facilitates the need
to develop an inclusive and bespoke setting-based framework. As LAs
become research mature, we would support a move to a hybrid model
which incorporates both research governance and ethical clearance. The
creation of a model which may sit outside university structures can take
heart from the example set by the UK National Health Service’s research
ethics service [4], which has this arrangement.

Our short contribution in this letter highlights an important journey
our HDRC has been through and that we are mindful of conducting
relevant ethical and governance processes for the diversity of projects
across the LA. Our current step-by-step pathway adds more procedural
clarity for colleagues in similar positions to ourselves. This now un-
derpins decisions in the LA for producing high quality applied research
[5] but also other types of smaller and more locally relevant projects,
using research tasks and tools in this setting (e.g. service improvement,
evaluations and consultations).
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Supporting you to make decisions around Research
Ethics/Service Improvement within the Local Authority
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Fig. 1. Ethical Considerations Flowchart.
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