
Letter to editor regarding: “Local authorities need tailored 
research ethics processes to support research capacity 
building”

MIDDLETON, Geoff <http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4696-0659>, VARGA, Sarah, 
HAMPSHAW, Susan, BYRNE, Geraldine, DELAHUNTY, Alex-Jade, 
GETTINGS, Richard, DOWRICK, Laura and HOMER, Catherine 
<http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2571-6008>

Available from Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:

https://shura.shu.ac.uk/35920/

This document is the Published Version [VoR]

Citation:

MIDDLETON, Geoff, VARGA, Sarah, HAMPSHAW, Susan, BYRNE, Geraldine, 
DELAHUNTY, Alex-Jade, GETTINGS, Richard, DOWRICK, Laura and HOMER, 
Catherine (2025). Letter to editor regarding: “Local authorities need tailored research
ethics processes to support research capacity building”. Public Health in Practice: 
100640. [Article] 

Copyright and re-use policy

See http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive
http://shura.shu.ac.uk

http://shura.shu.ac.uk/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html


Journal Pre-proof

Letter to editor regarding: “Local authorities need tailored research ethics processes
to support research capacity building”

Geoff Middleton, Sarah Varga, Susan Hampshaw, Geraldine Byrne, Alex-Jade
Delahunty, Richard Gettings, Laura Dowrick, Catherine Homer

PII: S2666-5352(25)00059-X

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2025.100640

Reference: PUHIP 100640

To appear in: Public Health in Practice

Received Date: 16 June 2025

Accepted Date: 3 July 2025

Please cite this article as: G. Middleton, S. Varga, S. Hampshaw, G. Byrne, A.-J. Delahunty, R. Gettings,
L. Dowrick, C. Homer, Letter to editor regarding: “Local authorities need tailored research ethics
processes to support research capacity building”, Public Health in Practice, https://doi.org/10.1016/
j.puhip.2025.100640.

This is a PDF file of an article that has undergone enhancements after acceptance, such as the addition
of a cover page and metadata, and formatting for readability, but it is not yet the definitive version of
record. This version will undergo additional copyediting, typesetting and review before it is published
in its final form, but we are providing this version to give early visibility of the article. Please note that,
during the production process, errors may be discovered which could affect the content, and all legal
disclaimers that apply to the journal pertain.

© 2025 Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of The Royal Society for Public Health.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2025.100640
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2025.100640
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2025.100640


 

Title:  

Letter to editor regarding: “Local authorities need tailored research ethics processes to 

support research capacity building” 

 

For:  

Public Health in Practice 

 

Type of article:  

Letter 

 

By:  

Geoff Middleton1, Sarah Varga2, Susan Hampshaw3, Geraldine Byrne1, Alex-Jade Delahunty1, 

Richard Gettings4, Laura Dowrick4 and Catherine Homer4 

 

1 Health Determinants Research Collaborative, City of Doncaster Council, Civic Building, 

Waterdale, Doncaster, DN1 3BU. 

2 Doncaster and Bassetlaw Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, Department of Critical 

Care, Doncaster Royal Infirmary, Armthorpe Road, Doncaster, DN2 5LT.  

3Sheffield University, School of Medicine and Population Health, Sheffield Centre for Health 

and Related Research, 30 Regent St, Sheffield, S1 4DA. 

4Sheffield Hallam University, Advanced Wellbeing Research Centre, Olympic Legacy Park, 2 

Old Hall Road, Sheffield, S9 3TU. 

 

Word count and inclusions:  

617 words (not including title or references).  

One Figure is submitted with this article.  

No tables or supplementary files submitted with this article.   

 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



Letter to editor regarding: “Local authorities need tailored research ethics processes to support 

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 authority (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 academic partner institutions. Together, we have experience of developing and 

delivering a research function within local government and supporting 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 identified 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 government [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), 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 underpins 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).   

 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



1. Levitas A, Taylor E, Navelle PL, Humphreys E, Sheringham J. Local authorities need tailored 

research ethics processes to support research capacity building. Public Health in Pract 2025;9. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2025.100587. 

2. Holding E, Gettings R, Foster A, Dowrick L, Hampshaw S, Haywood A, Homer C, Booth A, 

Goyder E. Developing the embedded researcher role: Learning from the first year of the 

National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR), Health Determinants Research 

Collaboration (HDRC), Doncaster, UK. Public Health Pract 2024;7:100516 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2024.100516.  

3. National Institute for Health and Care Research. Health Determinants Research 

Collaborations (HDRC), https://www.nihr.ac.uk/about-us/what-we-do/working-with-

partners/local-authorities/health-determinants-research-collaborations; 2025 [accessed 10 

May 2025]. 

4. National Health Service Health Research Authority. Research Ethics Service and Research 

Ethics Committees, https://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-us/committees-and-services/res-and-recs/; 

2025 [accessed 10 May 2025]. 

5. Dowrick L, Shackleton V, Nazir-Desforges S, Gettings R, Holding E, Rogerson M, Homer C, 

Williams C. Young people’s experiences of vaping in their community: a co-created study 

between embedded researchers and local authority public health practitioners. Perspect Public 

Health 2025;145:113-119 https://doi.org/10.1177/17579139251325156  

 

 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2025.100587
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhip.2024.100516
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/about-us/what-we-do/working-with-partners/local-authorities/health-determinants-research-collaborations
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/about-us/what-we-do/working-with-partners/local-authorities/health-determinants-research-collaborations
https://www.hra.nhs.uk/about-us/committees-and-services/res-and-recs/
https://doi.org/10.1177/17579139251325156


Supporting you to make decisions around Research
Ethics/Service Improvement within the Local Authority

Is your project Research or Service
Improvement?

Research Service Improvement

Complete the HRA
Decision Tool- Do I
need NHS Ethics

approval?
Outcome:

Consider Voluntary
Ethics and Speak to

the 'HDRC Help'

Higher Ethical Risk

Does the research
have a close link with
health, healthcare or
NHS service users?

Yes/Unsure No

NHS Ethical
Approval required

Not
required

Complete NHS Ethics
Process

Do I need University
REC?

Yes

Read through a list of
ethical considerations

via this link.
Outcome:

No

Complete University
Ethics Process Lower Ethical Risk

Complete [redacted] Council Research
Governance Application- Email below to obtain.

[redacted]@[redacted].gov.uk 

Complete Data Protection Impact Assessment -
Search 'Data Protection Impact Assessments'

on the Intranet page 

Unsure

Contact
'HDRC
Help'

Are you completing research?

 Abbreviations:
 HRA- Health Research Authority
 REC- Research Ethics Committee
 HDRC- Health Determinants Research
 Collaboration

Is the research
working with data

only?

No Yes

Suggest Completing
the UK Statistics

Authority Ethics Self-
Assessment Tool

or
the GOV.UK Data
Ethics Framework

 
HDRC Help

 Search 'HDRC Help' on the Intranet page, or email
[redacted]@gov.uk
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https://www.hra-decisiontools.org.uk/research/
https://hseresearch.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Understanding-the-Difference-between-Research-and-Other-Activities.pdf
https://hseresearch.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Understanding-the-Difference-between-Research-and-Other-Activities.pdf
https://www.hra-decisiontools.org.uk/ethics/
https://www.hra-decisiontools.org.uk/ethics/
https://www.hra-decisiontools.org.uk/ethics/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/the-authority-board/committees/national-statisticians-advisory-committees-and-panels/national-statisticians-data-ethics-advisory-committee/ethics-self-assessment-tool/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/the-authority-board/committees/national-statisticians-advisory-committees-and-panels/national-statisticians-data-ethics-advisory-committee/ethics-self-assessment-tool/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/the-authority-board/committees/national-statisticians-advisory-committees-and-panels/national-statisticians-data-ethics-advisory-committee/ethics-self-assessment-tool/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/data-ethics-framework
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/data-ethics-framework
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