
Effective Communication Between 

Laboratory Science PhD Students and 

Public Collaborators Improves Research 

Involvement and Engagement

Background Summary

Although patient and public involvement (PPI) in clinical musculoskeletal research is now routine, PPI in pre-

clinical or laboratory science research is less common.

Involving the public to ensure that research is conducted ethically and transparently can help improve the 

public’s trust in medical research, discoveries and treatments. (Brett 2014) 

It is also important that research reflects the balance and diversity of priorities within populations. (Nunn 

2019, Crowe 2015)

Incorporating PPI into their new research now has the added expectation that doctoral students become 

public speakers, mentors, writers and editors (Venters 2009)

Added personal challenges reported by some researchers in incorporating PPI in their research include 

imposter syndrome, social anxiety and concerns about public discomfort with animal research methods. 

(Maccarthy 2019)

One way to address this is by integrating PPI into the doctoral programme of laboratory science students. 

The Student Patient Alliance (SPA), is a programme developed at the University of Birmingham which 

formally partners up PPI contributors and PhD students. 

Methods

With support from the University of Birmingham’s 

Rheumatology Research Group, the SPA scheme 

was implemented across the NIHR Nottingham 

Biomedical Research Centre, Musculoskeletal 

theme. 

Students were partnered up with PPI contributors 

and after the initial introductory meetings organised 

by local PPI coordinators, they worked together on 

research activities of their choosing. 

Three PPI collaborators were then interviewed for 

this study and a thematic analysis undertaken to 

understand how effective was the communication 

between PPI collaborators and PhD students, the 

challenges faced and the benefits achieved.

Themes

ChallengingSubject to Understand

The person in the research I 

was working with was 

working on cells basically.  It 

was ferociously complicated 

work that he was doing.

I felt a bit blinded by 
science with a few of 

them.

PPI and Laboratory Research Methodology

It needed a different kind

of framework from the kind of

conventional framework for PPI.

Was first of all, him telling me, 
explaining to me what he was 
doing, and then me attempting to 
rehearse back to him. I had no 
previous understanding at all.

Importance of PPI in Basic Science

Ethics for study obtained from Research Ethics Committee, University 
of Nottingham, School of Education There should be a PPI involvement right at the beginning so that you could 

be sure that even the most basic science was directed towards patients at 

the end the same time, I would defend also the notion that in university 

research should be free and to explore things because you never know 

what might turn up.

On the one hand, I do believe PPI should be in all the way through the 

whole process basic to application and so on. At the same time, there's a 

danger. I think in the humanities we call impact and becomes a bit of a 

dominant thing. In terms of basic research being, like free-ranging and 

doing things because they might be interesting. You know, having the 

freedom to be wrong. I mean, if you emphasize the impact too much, it 

makes it very difficult to enter into research.

Benefits of Effective Researcher and PPI 
Contributor Communication

Before I was involved in PPI I was 

totally oblivious to what it [research] 

was all about…until I went to a PPI 

workshop…anyone can be a 

researcher if you want. I left school with 

nothing. I’m now doing a degree.

.

I do PPI because I want 

more people like myself 

to get involved and get 

rewards that I have got

Conclusion

Public involvement in laboratory research is 

challenging and requires different approaches 

compared to clinical studies. 

Effective communication skills using plain English 

were developed through the SPA buddy scheme.

Engagement of the public and patients in research 

and science was a success and should be 

encouraged and promoted to more diverse groups.
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We had some very good 
conversations and he always, 
if there was something I 
didn’t understand…went out 
of his way to explain it.


