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Summary

The National Institute for Health and Care Research insists that the research it funds is coproduced
with people who have lived experience, and while there are some exemplary research teams, others
fall short!. Opportunities to participate in the coproduction of research funded by the NIHR and
other bodies? may be advertised to the public on the People in Research website and elsewhere.

In line with international advice®, users of the People in Research website are encouraged* to follow
NIHR guidance on reimbursement of expenses, which clearly states that ‘It is expected that...
expenses are always reimbursed’®, while the website announces that “we will not advertise an
opportunity unless expenses are covered”. Such expenses may include the cost of remote or home
working, carers and personal assistants as well as travel and subsistence. As one researcher put it:

“We remunerate any and all time we ask of our PPl contributors in line with the NIHR rates,
as well the additional remote/home working payment for online events. This includes all
meetings, calls, offline document work, and in-person events. We also cover expenses, such
as travel, subsistence, event registration costs, accommodation etc. where necessary, and
offer a choice to either book these on their behalf or pay them back after the fact, whichever
they prefer. We have offered to cover caring costs to enable participation when this has been
requested in the past, and we offer to remunerate training events or webinars our reps
attend. PPl reps also have a choice of remuneration methods, either as a bank transfer to
their selected account, or as Love2shop vouchers (physical or digital), again, whichever they
prefer.”
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Practice does not always reach this laudable standard of compliance with the guidance. As a result,
potential Public Contributors are excluded and research teams are deprived of their input®.

In the text below, | have analysed a Data summary #1
sample of these adverts. While some
complied with the policy guidance, Data
summary #1 shows that only half of
involvement opportunities posted in
2025 offered any reimbursement of
expenses. These data suggest that the
offer of expenses reimbursement is so
patchy and inconsistent that the ethics
underpinning best practice’ are
obscured, guidance is not always
adopted by research teams, unintended
and potentially harmful consequences
arise in the market®, and movement B Pay plus expenses
towards compliance is indiscernible. 48%

Do People in Research adverts offer
pay and expenses?

®  Neither
14%

®  Payonly
36%

B Expensesonly
0%

In these ways, the offer of expenses reimbursement is suboptimal, matching weaknesses in advert
clarity and duration, as well as arrangements for recognition payments to Public Contributors® and
payments to research participants™®.

Datasets

Three sources of data inform this report. First, in early 2025, the Department of Health and Social
Care responded to a Freedom of Information request by supplying the title, description and date of
all adverts posted on the People in Research web during 20241, Second, adverts that appeared on
the People in Research website between 1 January and 31 December 2025 were scrutinised®?. This is
the source of evidence which enabled the work reported below to consider practices in relation to
expenses reimbursement, payment and advert duration. Third, a comparison of advert duration was
made with a sample of vacancies appearing in a single day on the NHS Jobs noticeboard®®.

Adverts on the People in Research and NHS Jobs websites carry a closing date and expired items are
deleted, so data must be collected when it is live. All new adverts published on the People in
Research website between 1 January and 31 December 2025 were included in the database for this
investigation (n=256)%*. Whenever an advert was added to this dataset and report, the contact
person for the study was emailed to inform them of the online link to this report and invite their
comment®. Sharing the existence of this report with People in Research and individual research
teams has the potential to change both the report itself and practice during and after the data
collection period®®, in line with the ethos of participatory and emancipatory research methods?’.
However, not all responses were enthusiastic®®.

As this is a survey of the adverts found on the People in Research website, it does not necessarily
represent the total information provided to candidates. Five researchers complained about the
restrictive character limit in some text boxes (although the payment and expenses fields are
unrestricted). Three researchers observed that, since only one document may be uploaded to
accompany the advert, and the uploading system sometimes failed, details of the payment regime
had been sacrificed in favour of a role profile!®. As another researcher put it:
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“There is not enough space to be specific about our expectations in the People in Research
listings. We now rarely use People in Research to advertise opportunities. Instead, we are
building an independent register of interested people and invite people from this validated
list. On this occasion we needed a population not well represented on our register, so |
posted an open call.”

If this response is shared by other research teams, it suggests a migration away from national
noticeboards and towards a more local, relationship-based approach to recruiting Public
Contributors®. The implications in relation to workload, diversity of the Public Contributor labour
force, recruitment of new Public Contributors (especially in relation to rare conditions) and local
partnerships®! are beyond the remit of this paper but should be considered carefully.

A future study might ask study teams to provide full details of what they supply to candidate Public
Contributors prior to analysis and find out whether the advert resulted in Public Contributors being
offered the role, but this brief investigation explores the message communicated by the People in
Research website since this will act as an early filter in the recruitment process.

Guidance included on the website about how to post adverts and what to include has been
unchanged during the data collection period®2.

Scope of the People in Research website

The People in Research website does not display the number of people registered to receive
notifications when an opportunity is posted?. Nor does it provide information about similar listings
available elsewhere?* or give an indication of its own coverage.

How many research studies could involve Public Contributors? Summary information is difficult to
collate as it varies in scope and time period®. NIHR funded 750 studies to start in 20245, Research
Ethics Committees gave a favourable opinion on 3,949 studies in 2023%” and 3,764 in 2024%, UKRI
made a further 5,983 research and innovation awards in 2023-24%° and the UK Clinical Research
Collaboration found more than 18,000 health research studies being funded in the UK in 20223,
Intention to involve Public Contributors is rising, as an NIHR review of a sample of applications for
research funding that received a favourable opinion from a Research Ethics Committee showed that
74% (of 398 studies) had involved Public Contributors in 2023, rising to 84% (of 400 studies) in 2024.
This is an increase in Public Involvement in the application stage, which may not translate to a
concomitant rise in Public Contribution to the delivery of the study3Z.

Whichever of these numbers might permit robust comparison, they all dwarf the 333 adverts that
appeared on the People in Research website in 202432, The missing studies must be advertising in
local newsletters, relying on word of mouth, advertising in local newsletter and may be taking pains
to reach underserved communities, or they may be entirely failing to coproduce their work*. Word
of mouth tends to be used in small organisations, while larger bodies, such as NIHR, might be
expected to challenge nepotism and commit to open advertising as part of their equalities strategy.
They may indeed be making particular efforts to reach marginalised sections of society, but this will
be in addition to open advertising, not in place of it.

Submission rates fluctuate, with the busiest month generating twice as many adverts as the quietest
month. Whilst some adverts relate to narrowly circumscribed health conditions, others are broad in
scope and so will compete with one another for interest and for the attention of the people who
connect opportunities® to potential Public Contributors.

Newest version at https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-
expenses.pdf. This one dated 21/01/2026. More resources at www.peterbates.org.uk. Page 3



https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-expenses.pdf
https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-expenses.pdf
http://www.peterbates.org.uk/

Going cheap on expenses

Data summary #2 analyses the 23% reduction in the number of adverts being posted on the People
in Research website in 2025 compared to the same period in 2024. This may be a consequence of the
instability caused by the contract renewal for Public Involvement support at NIHR or worries about
fraud and bots (see the section on recognition payments below). Staff redundances and uncertainty
about arrangements after April 2025 may well have diverted energy away from routine service
delivery, marketing and so on, and into survival endeavours in the People in Research office®. If the
2025 data is divided into two time periods with the first starting on 1 January 2025 and ending on 31
March and the second period starting on 1 April and ending on 31 December 2025, then the average
number of adverts posted per day fell from 0.86 in the first period to 0.65 in the second.

Data summary #2: The number of adverts has fallen

Number of adverts posted
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The 256 adverts were posted by 199 unique advertisers who used the People in Research website as
shown in Data Summary #3, which indicates that most people used it only once during the year. This
underlines the importance of the website carrying accessible and straightforward information, as
most potential users will not have used it before, or not for a long time.
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Data summary #3: Few advertisers post frequently

Number of different | Number of teams that | Number of different | Number of teams that
adverts posted by this | used the PIR website | adverts posted by this | used the PIR website
research team on the this often research team on the this often

PiR website in 2025 PiR website in 2025

1 179 7 1
2 15 16 1
3 2 18 1

Reimbursement of Expenses

Data summary #4 reports on the adverts placed on the People in Research website during 2025. It
shows that 50% of adverts offered reimbursement of expenses, which is about the same as the 51%
found in a sample of 37 adverts reviewed in 20223¢, suggesting no change in practice.
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There may be research teams in this dataset who are eager to reimburse expenses for travel, carers’
costs and other items, but have not explained this in their advert, lowering the scores in Data
Summary #4 and requiring applicants to ask, which some may find demeaning.

Data summary #4: Not all research teams reimburse expenses

Adverts offered reimbursement of... Number Percent
Expenses 129 50%
A contribution towards the cost of internet access 41 16%
Travel costs 34 13%
Subsistence costs 9 4%
Carer’s costs 10 4%

While the actual sums involved may be trivial, expenses payments are a potent symbol which can
communicate either respectful appreciation or grudging meanness. One research team offered to
reimburse translation costs where needed®, and another offered a funded place at a relevant
conference. A third invited interested Public Contributors to contact them for additional information
regarding expenses, and a fourth suggested that the whole advert could be written to prompt
interested persons to get in touch for a conversation, rather than attempting to anticipate and
answer all questions in the written text of the advert.

Some adverts create uncertainty - like the one which said, ‘in certain circumstances we offer to cover
reasonable expenses’; the ones that plan a ‘workshop’ (which might be online or in person); and the
adverts that permit the involvement activity to be completed at home but do not indicate whether
there is an in-person offer too. Inconsistency occasionally generated confusion too, such as the
advert which stated that no expenses would be payable, when the appended additional information
indicated that there would be occasional in-person meetings held in addition to online meetings.

Several adverts confused the reimbursement of expenses, which will be ignored in any means test
applied by the Department of Work and Pensions, with a recognition payment, which may not. This
confusion took several forms, as follows:

e Insix cases, an advert offered a recognition payment and then asserted that reimbursement of
expenses incurred was ‘included in payment’. In one of these examples, the consultation was to
take place in person or online, so the effect of these arrangements is to restrict in-person
contributions to people who live nearby and drive those with more substantial travel costs on to
onscreen media, since they are effectively paying travel costs themselves.

e Another form of confusion arose in an advert where a fixed sum was offered as ‘expenses’ which
matched the sum offered as a recognition payment. It was unclear whether these were separate
payments or two ways of explaining that a single sum would be paid. In a second example, an
average claim was estimated for budget setting purposes and this was the figure announced in
the advertisement, as if it was the maximum amount that an individual might claim.

e Three research teams published a cap on the maximum amount payable in reimbursement of
travel costs, insufficient to fund travel by taxi.®

e An advert offered one amount as a recognition payment and a different fixed sum as ‘expenses’
when it is obvious that the sum offered will only rarely match the outlay.
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e Some adverts leave the payment and expenses section blank, leaving inquirers to guess, ask and
perhaps be sufficiently discouraged to leave the field.

e One team offered to reimburse travel expenses (a simple out of pocket cost that can quite
legitimately be returned as cash or bank transfer) via a shopping voucher, which is more symbolic
of a gift.

Not only do all these arrangements have the potential to disrupt entitlement to welfare benefit
payments and liability for tax, as the combined total of payment plus expenses could be treated as
income®, but it excludes people who have larger than usual expenses.

Meetings can take a hybrid form with some members choosing to connect onscreen while others
consider meeting in person to be the best way to participate. Reimbursing internet and travel costs
empowers people to choose while assuming that Public Contributors do not incur costs does not*’,
although the costs of internet access may be negligible*'. One research team stated that, “online
meeting expenses are paid once per year”. Depending on whether this payment is prospective or
retrospective, the Public Contributor may have to wait a very long time for reimbursement, excluding
people in precarious financial situations.

In contrast, best practice in relation to reimbursement includes booking tickets in advance wherever
possible and sending them to the Public Contributor, so that the financial outlay is made by the
research institution rather than the individual traveller. Some disabled persons are unable to use
public transport so need a taxi and this is why some of the adverts offered ‘reasonable travel
expenses’, perhaps adding the qualifier ‘if agreed in advance’.

The confusing text of some adverts means that it is not possible to say whether there has been a
general migration from in-person to online meetings*?, which could explain the downturn in the
percentage of studies where expenses reimbursement is offered, if it is combined with an
assumption that expenses are not incurred for online meetings. A panel of experts could review a
sample of adverts to check (i) whether the advert makes clear what is being asked of Public
Contributors, and (ii) whether the offer of expenses reimbursement and payment rates match
guidance.

Some Public Contributors need support from others to enable them to participate or to free them
from their caring responsibilities so that they can give time to the research study. Carer’s costs may
be incurred by disabled persons, so the principle of ‘anticipatory reasonable adjustments’ comes into
force, obliging the research team to set up these arrangements in advance so that the offer is
normalised, timely and easily accessible®. It is unreasonable to expect disabled persons and others
with caring responsibilities to plead for a special favour each time they require an adjustment to be
made. The People in Research website could list all expenses categories (internet, travel, subsistence,
carers) in a table and invite advertisers to declare their offer against each one.

Reimbursement of expenses usually involves a bank transfer®, so research institutions will obtain the
bank details of Public Contributors and pay the exact sum matching the reimbursement value, which
is, of course, difficult in respect of internet charges®.

Newest version at https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-
expenses.pdf. This one dated 21/01/2026. More resources at www.peterbates.org.uk. Page 6



https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-expenses.pdf
https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/Going-cheap-on-expenses.pdf
http://www.peterbates.org.uk/

Going cheap on expenses

Recognition payments

Whilst the main purpose of this exercise is to examine the offer of expenses reimbursement, it is
worthwhile to also capture evidence on recognition payments from the adverts.

Recognition payments are not wages, but sometimes declare an hourly rate, which increases the
chance that this will be perceived by an Industrial Tribunal as pay for work done under an unwritten
but binding contract of employment. Some of our sample of adverts on the NHS Jobs website did
not reveal the sum being offered, compared with 18% of adverts on the People in Research website.
Dividing our study period into two (1 January 2025 to 31 March 2025 and then from 1 April 2025 to
31 December 2025) reveals that in the first time period, 17% of adverts failed to specify the payment
sum on offer, rising to 18% afterwards.

The following explanations may be offered in justification of this practice:

e For some research teams, it appears that the NIHR policy indicating entitlement is set aside
and the payment is intended to be treated as a gift, so there is no acceptable basis for
grievance if it is not made, and the point is reinforced by making it a surprise®®.

e Posting details of remuneration online may attract malicious bots that generate fictional
candidates, thus increasing the task of sifting out spurious responses. The process and scale
of this abuse is unknown*’, although a potential solution can be imagined®®.

e Declaring the level of payment may increase the number of people who lie about their
health condition as part of a fraudulent claim®. NIHR guidance®® permits research teams to
respond by leaving details of the involvement incentive out of social media
communications®’. However, there is limited evidence®? to indicate that this is an effective
mitigation and so it is not actively recommended®3, while greater involvement of Public
Contributors acts as a safeguard against fraudulent study participants*. People lie in other
circumstances too*, including academics®®, but leaving information about pay grades off job
adverts is unlikely to be an effective safeguard against ineligible applicants, and the
incomplete information is likely to put off some potential candidates.

e One advert created uncertainty by stating that “In certain circumstances, we offer
involvement payments for taking part” but did not set out what those circumstances would
be. If the advert is unclear about what is required in taking part, the research team may feel
cheated if the person fails to make what they regard as a sufficiently active contribution,
while the Public Contributor must hope for grace from a mysterious and capricious power.
The solution is to set out clear expectations rather than keeping the Public Contributor in the
dark.

e Innocent explanations are possible too — such as where the team want to respond creatively
to a wide range of possible circumstances rather than provide a single, superficial answer.

e We can hope that ignoble explanations never arise, such as the research team confining their
interest to people who are comfortably off or assuming that anyone who checks the details
of remuneration is greedy rather than altruistic and is therefore an unreliable witness who
should be excluded.

A few research teams confined their explanation to a statement that payments would be ‘in line with
NIHR rates’ or ‘in line with our payment policy’, but only two provided a link to the explanation of
what that meant, while others increased uncertainty by declaring that payment was ‘usually £50’.
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Some adverts were written in a lazy or hurried fashion, like the one which bewildered readers by
explaining that the session would be 90 minutes long and yet take place between 5pm and 6pmon a
certain date, another which omitted the symbol for sterling and announced that the payment would
be 50 rather than £50, and a third that directed readers to a non-existent ‘attached document’ for
further information about the study. In a final example of confusion, the researcher asserted that
payment would become available if the funding application was successful but did not specify the
sum involved or indicate whether a retrospective claim could be submitted.

Assuming that readers will be familiar with NIHR or other rates or know where to find the
information is an odd assumption to make on a website intended to serve the public and draw in
novices as well as re-engaging seasoned returners. A link to the NIHR policy is provided on the “Add
Opportunities” webpage used by advert authors to help them cost the activity before submitting
their copy, but a similar link is not found for potential Public Contributors perusing the adverts
themselves. The preamble on the “View Opportunities” webpage within the People in Research
website could include a link to the NIHR rates®’.

The ethics, benefits and potential harms of giving the Public Contributor a shopping voucher rather
than the money are discussed elsewhere®®. There is little evidence to support this practice and the
UK Health Research Authority is critical of it>°, although we might guess that the format reinforces
the distinction between the reimbursement of expenses made via bank transfer and the recognition
payment made via a voucher®. Confusion and potential harm®! is multiplied when the research team
erroneously believe that the gift of a shopping voucher does not constitute a payment®. Secondly,
while it offers an opportunity to people who do not hold a bank account, such as some homeless
people and some asylum seekers, it also provides an opportunity for unscrupulous persons who wish
to conceal their bank details and other identifiable information about themselves®. Thirdly, it is
sometimes offered because it can be used instantly, while the cumbersome payment arrangements
in operation at many research institutions mean that the payment is usually delayed for several
weeks before it reaches the Public Contributor. Here, we simply record the number of adverts which
state that recognition payments will be offered via a voucher, which may include the choice offered
by two research teams of a voucher or a cash payment, as the person preferred. It is notable that few
adverts give information about the mode of payment, so the number of studies that use vouchers
may be higher than shown here.

Lotteries or prize draws are another means of awarding recognition and distinguishing the payment
from routine wages for contracted work. Evidence on the impact of financial incentives in general
and lotteries in particular on behaviour change is complex, with one study®* finding that the offer of a
large lottery payment discouraged participation. It is likely that both vouchers and lotteries are
adopted for the benefit of the organisation rather than the Public Contributor.

Of those who specified a sum, the median was with the highest figure offered being £851. Only
some adverts gave the time required for the task, indicated whether background reading would be
recognised, and or specified the total number of payments that were to be offered to each Public
Contributor. Estimating return on time invested is even more challenging when the advert does not
make clear what Public Contributors are being asked to do. In one example from this dataset it was
uncertain whether the people were being recruited as study participants or members of the study
delivery team, whether meetings would be in person or online or whether the agenda comprised
editing patient-facing information, advising on how to recruit minoritised participants or something
else. In contrast, one advert specified a payment for attending meetings and another for time spent
in pre-reading and preparation. Staff at People in Research have limited time to coach contributors or
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vet or edit contributions® and in general see the website as a community resource where advertisers
take responsibility for their own content, rather than as an opportunity to help advertisers improve.

For these reasons, it was impossible to discern which role was most financially advantageous. The
payment level is sometimes set by the research funder and rates vary from one funder to another®,
so these inequalities between studies are baked in and cannot always be revised by the individual
study team.

The proportion of studies in the sample that offered no recognition payment at all (16%) was below
the 59% found in my sample from 2022%, suggesting improvement has taken place over time.

Data summary #5: Not all adverts include recognition payments

Studies that Number Percent
Offered a recognition payment but did not reveal its value 45 18%
Paid via a shopping voucher 23 9%
Specified an hourly rate 108 42%
Prize draw or lottery instead of a payment 0 0%
Did not offer a recognition payment 41 16%

A dozen justifications for denying payments to research participants are discussed elsewhere® and
all of them may also play out in the context of research coproduction. For example, one study in this
sample claimed that payment was not being offered and expenses could not be reimbursed since it
was a student (PhD) project®. It is well-nigh impossible for an individual PhD student to acquire the
funding they need to offer payments and reimbursement of expenses after the doctoral research is
already set up. Instead, the responsibility lies with those who create the opportunity - who should
factor in these costs at the same time as they set all other operating costs for the student — pay,
travel expenses, computer equipment and costs of coproduction with Public Contributors.

Advert duration

Highly knowledgeable and administratively competent Public Contributors with daily access to online
technology will register with the People in Research website to receive an email alert each time a
new opportunity is posted. Such individuals may be reached by an advert that is posted for only a
few days, although they may also be busy and unable to respond before the closing date.

Other people, such as digitally excluded persons, those with intellectual disabilities, people with
limited proficiency in the English language and those who bear a host of responsibilities must rely on
word of mouth, recommendation and encouragement to participate, which all takes time. We must
wonder if the opportunities that are posted with a very short timeframe reflect poorly organised and
last-minute action by researchers, almost as if involving Public Contributors was a tokenistic
afterthought. Deliberately narrowing the window of opportunity may be a ploy to reduce the
number of responses the team receive, deemed easier than the hard work of precisely defining
eligibility criteria or of selecting from a large pool™. The team may have preselected a candidate,
thus reducing the advert to an insincere act of virtue signalling. Alternatively, the study team may
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request a substantial period of time during which the advert is on display, only to find that delays in
uploading the advert shorten the period’.

Sections of society that experience adverse health inequalities are likely to be filtered out by a brief
posting that falls at a busy time of year. In the absence of a clear signal on this matter”?, this report
considers 21 days to be a reasonable minimum period for an advert to run. More than a third of the
adverts () in our current sample (starting 23/12/2024) were open for less than this minimum period,
with open for less than 14 days, two open for just two days and one that closed after a single day
had elapsed.

How do the adverts seeking Public Contributors compare with the duration of adverts posted on NHS
Jobs? To explore this question, a sample (n=) of all the adverts posted on one day’® on NHS Jobs were
compared with the adverts in our dataset that had been posted at any time on the People in
Research website. The median period that an advert was held open on People in Research ( days) was
more than twice as long as the median for NHS Jobs ( days) as illustrated at Data Summary #5. We
might wonder whether some research teams are eager to find the best person while others adopt a
casual ‘anyone will do” approach to the engagement of both staff and Public Contributors, especially
where the advert has a very short duration.

Data summary #5: People in Research adverts last longer

Duration of adverts

Percentage of each sample of adverts
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

0-3
4-6
7-13
= 14-20
2 21-30
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L

B NHS Jobs ™ People in Research

The comparatively long display period for People in Research adverts may be a sign that, in most
cases, care is being taken to ensure the broadest possible range of candidates have time to see the
advert and respond to it. This provokes the question as to whether equivalent care is taken to secure
the best candidates for paid jobs in the NHS. It also prompts a question about what is known about
the response profile for adverts’*,”>.
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As mentioned above, there is some ambiguity in the adverts on the People in Research website,
where the end date given is sometimes the closing date for applications, and after which selection
and the actual coproduction activity will commence, and at other times the date appears to refer to
the closedown date for the entire research project, as with the four adverts which were held open
for more than a year’®. Indeed, the fieldname on the advert is ‘Opportunity deadline’ which leaves
the question unresolved. Data summary #5 shows almost a third of People in Research adverts were
held open for more than two months, and one might suspect that few of these were referring to a
recruitment process that will lead on to further involvement activities”’.

An exception may arise if the study team are intending to welcome new Public Contributors
throughout the life of the study, but, in this case, questions must be asked about the nature of the
coproduction activity and the way in which the role differs from that of research respondents.

In our sample of adverts on NHS Jobs that displayed wage level (n=582)78, there was no statistically
significant relationship between salary and advert duration”, as shown in Data Summary #6 below.
Duration does not appear to be a proxy for pay or status.

The presence of some adverts that invite people to serve as research participants® (perhaps by
attending a Focus Group rather than designing the questions and co-facilitating it), or in other roles
adjacent to coproduction® reinforces the point made above that People in Research is more like a
community board with limited quality assurance rather than a moderated space where advertisers
are actively coached. As researchers are eager to recruit participants from wherever they can find
them, and the webpage does not point to a more appropriate site, it is unsurprising that they try
their luck with People in Research. As the Latin proverb ‘Caveat emptor’ has it, let the buyer beware!

Data summary #6: At NHS Jobs, advert duration is not related to salary
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Missing information

As this examination of adverts progressed, it gradually became clear that some indicators which may
have been helpful were so routinely missing that it was impossible to build a complete picture. For
example:
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e Adverts rarely explain where the money is coming from to reimburse expenses and make
recognition payments, or indeed to fund the whole research study.

e Only a few adverts acknowledged that the research team included commercial interests.
While several advertisers shared their concerns about possible unethical activities by Public
Contributors, there appears to be no concomitant interest in supporting Public Contributors
to judge®? for themselves whether they wish to lend their aid to commercial organisations®.
Indeed, one regular advert poster told candidate Public Contributors that the study was in
partnership with a commercial organisation, but withheld the identity of the company, thus
frustrating any evaluation of the track record of the company before choosing whether to
apply. Another agreed to disclose details, but only to people who had applied and been
selected for the role of Public Contributor to that study, thus stretching the principles of
informed consent®, especially as it was not acknowledged that the moment when the
identity of the commercial organisation was revealed formed an obvious break point where
people could choose to walk away®®. A third candidly named the commercial partner.

e As mentioned above, it is often difficult to work out what is required of Public Contributors
in terms of task, time and location. This is so serious that individual adverts seeking Public
Contributors cannot always be discriminated from those seeking research participants.

Conclusion

The UK National Institute of Health and Care Research has directed research teams to adopt a
practical and ethical approach to the coproduction of research with Public Contributors, which some
research teams follow faithfully. Unfortunately, practice is frustrated by NIHR’s own financial system,
since, while researchers are required to involve Public Contributors from the priority setting and
design stage, funding is commonly unavailable until the proposal is approved and most of the big
decisions have already been taken. A few research institutions perform accounting gymnastics to
release funds from the outset of the research journey, while research teams compete for the small
sums which are allocated to the pre-submission stage®. One or two research teams hope that Public
Contributors will get involved for nothing at the pre-submission stage on the promise that funding
will begin if the proposal is approved.

In summary, the evidence presented in this survey suggests that overall provision does not match
need. Some researchers do not offer expenses or payments to Public Contributors; others, to their
frustration, simply cannot. This survey found that one in six adverts failed to offer a recognition
payment, a third provided a very brief opportunity for applicants to express their interest, and half
made no offer to reimburse expenses. It is a poor demonstration of NIHR’s implacable commitment
to coproduction.

In line with this lukewarm endorsement of the policy, NIHR’s People in Research website appears to
advertise all participation opportunities, irrespective of the arrangements for individual studies.
Adverts commonly exclude Public Contributors who face financial hardship by failing to offer a
contribution towards internet costs and neglect those who draw on carers by failing to offer
reimbursement of carer costs. Payment arrangements and advert duration amplify these exclusions.
Overlooking these citizens will exacerbate broader inequalities in access to healthcare, research and
coproduction.
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How this paper is being written

The investigation that generated this paper is driven by simple curiosity. The work is unfunded and is
conducted as a piece of citizen science rather than under the control of any organisation.
Accountability is achieved by following the Writing in Public framework®. | am grateful to the
people® who have contributed to this evolving resource, but bear responsibility as author for the
text appearing here®. Please send me your suggestions for further improvements.

L A survey of 398 UK studies given a favourable opinion by HRA Research Ethics Committees in 2023 found that
74% reported Public Involvement - Public involvement in health and social care research in the UK report 2023
- Health Research Authority. Also The 37 Test — Peter Bates.

2 A few of the adverts contained information about opportunities supported through the following: (i) research
funding bodies (including the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council, Medical Research Council,
National Institute for Health and Care Research (including Patient Safety Research Council, Health Technology
Assessment and Social Care Research) and Wellcome); (ii) universities (Birmingham, Cardiff, Imperial, Kings’
College London, Manchester, Newcastle, Oxford, Queen Mary University London, University College London)
and (iii) not for profit agencies (Protas). As the adverts do not often identify the funding body, some of these
could have been managing the work on behalf of another funder or collaborating with one or more
organisations to deliver the research in question. Staff at People in Research would like to include more
commercial studies alongside those funded from the public purse. Given that there are substantial ethical
issues for Public Contributors when moving from publicly funded health research to commercial research, the
lack of information about the funding body is a concern. See https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/How-to-decide-whether-to-support-public-involvement-in-commercial-projects.pdf.

3 See AV.ES From Recognition to Realisation: Equal Pay for Work of Equal Value - Lived Experience Expertise in
Global Mental Health.

4 “people in Research, as a platform, is not involved in those decisions that researchers make and NIHR’s input
comes in the form of Payment quidance for researchers and professionals, in which we do recommend that
individual’s circumstances are taken into consideration when payment decisions are made. Sometimes
researchers, at the point where they advertise their involvement opportunity, have not figured out all of the
parameters of what they can offer for payment, and side on caution, opting to avoid putting in writing
something they are not yet certain they can honour.” Personal communication, 23/12/2024.

5 Annex 2 of Payment for public involvement in health and care research: a quide for organisations on
employment status and tax - Health Research Authority.

6 A vivid example from this sample relates to stroke research. The Anglian Stroke Partnership for Increasing
Research Engagement (ASPIRE) intended to ‘increase the diversity of patient and public involvement and
engagement in shaping stroke research across the East of England for those less likely to be consulted about
shaping stroke research priorities and implementation.” This study advertised for Public Contributors but
offered no recognition payment or reimbursement of expenses.

7 NIHR Applied Research Collaboration North East and North Cumbria (July 2024) Ethical Practice Guidelines for
Public Involvement and Community Engagement. Available at Ethical-Practice-Guidelines-FINAL-July-24.pdf.

8 The unintended effects of payments on wider relationships were noted more than 60 years ago — “A typical
comment to a social worker was, “I can earn more at Harvard [University], why should | talk to you?””
Schwitzgebel R (1964) Streetcorner Research. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press. P6.

9 See Bates P (2021) How to build an organising logic for structuring recognition payments for Public
Contributors.
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10 Bates P (2023) How to set payment levels for research participants. Available at
https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/How-to-set-payment-levels-for-research-
participants.pdf. See also Winter DT, Geiger B, Day CA. A comment on participant reimbursement within
Australian drug and alcohol research. Drug and Alcohol Review. 2022 Sep;41(6):1484.

11 A Freedom of Information request for the 2024 dataset of adverts was submitted on 05/01/2025, but the
response delivered only the title, description and date, giving no details of expenses, payment, duration or
identity of the researcher. The explanation given was, “Please note that we have removed the names of
individuals associated with each record under section 40(2) of the Freedom of Information Act 2000. Section
40 provides for the protection of personal information, as disclosing this information would contravene data
protection principles.” A follow up inquiry confirmed on 21/02/2025 that information about expenses,
payments and duration is not retained after the advert is closed, so the only available information for 2024 is
the title, description and date of each advert.

12 The process was triggered by a facility on the People in Research website whereby when anyone publishes a
new advert there, an automated email is sent to interested people giving notice that a new item has been
added.

13 The sample comprised adverts posted on NHS Jobs on 20 March 2025. One advert was restricted to internal
candidates only, and two more gave wage levels as a daily rate, so was left out. The simplest way to identify all
new adverts on a single day is to look at the previous day, as this set is now completed, and it can be reviewed
before any expired adverts from that day are removed. The NHS Jobs website was selected as this contains a
very large number of vacancies that, prima facie, may be broadly comparable to the role of Public Contributors.

11t should be noted that 33 adverts were open on the People in Research website on 23 December 2024 and
these were initially included in the count at the start of the work, along with new adverts that appeared
between 23 and 31 December 2024. This meant that even the earliest advertisers who published on or after 1
January 2025 had some comparison data to help them reflect on their practice. On 31 December 2025 the
database of 2025 adverts was closed to new entries and those that were first published before 1 January 2025
were deleted from the sample.

15 Where the research team had already been notified of the existence of this report, a duplicate message was
not sent as, first, the initial email alerted them to the fact that the report would continue to evolve and,
second, to minimise the risk of a negative response to this feedback. One of the adverts contained an incorrect
email address, but an online search resolved the issue.

6 One researcher, contacted by the author to inform him that his advert had been included in this dataset,
responded as follows. “I was unaware of the situation around remuneration, and the position of NIHR/People in
Research. This is the first time I've used the website and before making it | looked through some of the other
posts to establish how others went about this. ... you've certainly given me a fresh perspective... | will share with
my colleagues and keep this in mind moving forward.” A second commented, “You have prompted me to talk to
my boss to make sure | am not missing any sources of funding.”

17 The amount of change will be influenced by the number of advertisers and the communication between
them. By 09/06/2025, there were 158 adverts in the database analysed in this paper, of which 127 (80%) were
unique and the remaining 20% represented further submissions from one of these advertisers. Running the
data collection period over a full year has meant that large number of researchers have been notified about the
report, increasing the potential for a change in common practice around the field.

18 Coproduction requires that patients be recognised as partners in the research endeavour, not as ill-
mannered persons questioning a gift or criticising their betters. Citizen science may be viewed as an assault on
the traditional lands held by formal academia. At the mundane level, this report is simply too long to be read
by busy people. Negative attitudes and actions are unlikely to become known, but may, in exceptional cases,
lead researchers to discontinue their use of the People in Research website or even abandon their efforts to
coproduce research. The evidence suggesting such possibilities is wafer-thin, just the chilly tone of an email
here or there, with nothing made explicit. | may have misinterpreted a brisk and businesslike manner.
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19 Just two adverts out of the sample included a role description — or at least, | think that is correct. One
challenge of Writing in Public is that the questions emerge over time. As role descriptions are rare and worthy
of note | think that | spotted and commented on the first occasion one was included in an advert and
subsequently amended the count when further examples arose. But at the start of the process, | didn’t really
know what | was looking for, and towards the end | was losing interest, so may have missed some examples.
Since the adverts are deleted when they expire, it is not possible to return to the source data and check these
emerging details. So, | think that the count of role descriptions is accurate, but it would only be confirmed by
repeating the exercise, but this time with a clear understanding of the final indicator set, informed by this pilot
study.

20 A decade ago, | did some work on ‘Consent to Approach’ registers for Public Contributors. This work was
under examined and is now badly out of date, but can be seen as How to form a Consent to Approach register
(headlines) and How to form a Consent to Approach register (technical details). Please contact me with more
useful materials on this approach.

21 Building a partnership with community organisations may enrich the pool of Public Contributors involved in
health research. To do this, these community organisations and groups must first be located. For a brief
introduction to the challenges of Community Mapping, see Detecting dark matter — Peter Bates.

22 Email from NIHR Public Partnerships, who manage the People in Research website, 30/01/2025.

23 The site Join Dementia Research posts opportunities to participate, rather than coproduce health research,
but reports the number of people registered (80,525 people at 31/01/2025). The Public Face newsletter
promotes public involvement in health in the English East Midlands and reports the number of people on its
circulation list (issue 351 was sent to 577 recipients on 29/01/2025).

24 Alternative sites where opportunities are listed can be found at Bates P (2025) How to find a study to get

involved in. People in Research appears to dominate the market, but this is not made clear on its website.

25 The Medicines for Human Use (Clinical Trials) (Amendment) Regulations 2024 were formally signed into law
in 2025 in the UK, making it a statutory requirement from 10 April 2026 for all medicinal clinical trials to
register and publish a summary of results within 12 months of the end of the trial. Only then will there be a
single registration place for all clinical trials, but this will not capture other kinds of health research (research
into services, health economics, behavioural and Social Science Research, epidemiological research,
translational research and implementation science studies).

26 NIHR Open Data - Funded Portfolio — NIHR Open Data shows that 750 studies started in 2024. The category
used by UKRI of ‘research and innovation awards’ may not be comparable to the NIHR portfolio.

27 public involvement in health and social care research in the UK report 2023 - Health Research Authority.

28 New data shows promising improvement in rates of public involvement in research - Health Research
Authority

2% See UKRI Investment and Outputs Data 2023-24 Table 2. Inquiry sent 21/02/2025 to ask if UKRI channel all
their opportunities via People in Research or utilise alternative platforms. No response.

30 UK Health Research Analysis Report 2022, figure 1. A smaller number may have been actively supported by
CRN. The Chief Medical Officer asserted that NIHR CRN supported more than 6,000 studies in just the 2023-24
financial year. His source was National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR). Annual Statistics
[Internet]. London: NIHR; c2024 [updated 2024 July; cited 2025 April 17]. Available from:
https://www.nihr.ac.uk/about-us/who-we-are/ reports-and-performance/annual-statistics. This appears in
Chief Medical Officer (2025) The health of people in prison, on probation and in the secure NHS estate in

England, page 397.

31 New data shows promising improvement in rates of public involvement in research - Health Research
Authority
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32 The dataset provided to the author by People in Research in response to a Freedom of Information request
(see endnote 11) showed that 333 adverts were placed on the People in Research website in 2024. Individual
study teams may, of course, use other routes to engage with Public Contributors. Exact correspondence
between individual study approval and advert was not checked (as, for example, a study which launched in
2023 may have advertised in 2024, or one study team may have advertised twice) but the broad comparison of
many studies to few adverts is irrefutable.

33 This forms a parallel with the ‘hidden job market’ through which vacancies are filled without advertising the
vacancy. Attempts have been made to understand the informal or underground economy, by which workers
hide their earnings from scrutiny by tax officials while employers sidestep equal opportunities obligations.
These informal practices occur, although estimates of the scale of them in the UK vary.

34 Connectors repeatedly help by passing on information to the relevant people in their large network of
friends and acquaintances. See Gladwell M (2000) The tipping point New York: Little, Brown.

35 The NHS Research and Development programme was formed in 1991, became the National Institute of
Health Research in 2006 and was rebranded as the National Institute for Health and Care Research in 2022.
INVOLVE was formed as a part of NHS R&D in 1996 and continued with NIHR until it was replaced by the Centre
for Engagement and Dissemination in 2020 and then outsourced to the BMJ Group as the Managing Impact
and Public Partnerships contract from April 2025. In January 2026 NIHR announced that the contract would be
terminated and the continuing duty to work in partnership with the public is to be diffused into a general
obligation upon all. See Maximising impact and public partnerships at NIHR | NIHR. However, at January 2026,
NIHR stated, “We are continuing to support Public Partnerships, including by delivering on NIHR's Strategic
Commitments for Public Partnerships, and we are evolving how we do this. On People in Research, we
anticipate this website will continue as now and will be managed alongside the wider suite of NIHR web
resources.” (personal correspondence, January 2026).

36 Recent years have seen an increase in online working, so it may be that the mistaken assumption that online
contribution is always free of expense has led to fewer expenses offers being made.

37 We might consider community language interpreters, Easy Read and translation for people with sensory
impairments. For ideas about how Al can contribute to some of this, see https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2024/03/How-to-decide-whether-to-use-machine-translation-in-church-services.pdf.

38 The research concerned musculoskeletal issues, in which mobility issues may be more common than in the
general population. In defence of the research team, they offered an online alternative to the in-person focus
group, but equality of opportunity is not well served by consigning disabled people to online communication
when others have the choice of in-person or online participation.

3% For some welfare benefit recipients, receiving the sum as income could disqualify their claim. Those receiving
means-tested benefits could find that the sum would be treated as income and their level of benefit payment
correspondingly reduced. Some people find themselves in a benefits trap, where the income they receive as a
Public Contributor independently impacts several different benefits, resulting in a loss to household income
that is much larger than the payment they have received.

40 The NIHR payments guidance states “NIHR offers £5 per meeting to cover the cost of telephone calls, paper,
printing ink and paper, internet connection and other home sundries. More than £5 can be offered to public
contributors to support their active engagement from home; discuss home-working access needs with public
contributors.” Payment guidance for researchers and professionals | NIHR. One advert offered ‘up to £10 for
any printing and posting’. The HTA Programme is a part of NIHR and complies with the letter, but not the spirit
of the policy by offering expenses if Microsoft Teams is used but not for use of their online system for
conducting reviews: “As per the policy, reviewing doesn't typically invoke the £5 remote working fee as no
meetings are involved. If a hard copy is requested by the reviewer then we can arrange for it to be printed and
posted to the reviewer or we can reimburse for printing.” (personal communication from HTA 02/05/2025).

41 One researcher provided the following estimate: “Mobile data plan: £10/month for 20 GB - £0.50/GB (e.g.
giffgaff). Duration: 1-hour online interview. Platform: Microsoft Teams. Data usage estimate for 1 hour video
call: ~0.5 GB/hour. Therefore, the estimated internet cost is £0.25.”
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42 A subset of this dataset was checked (n=245). 12% of the adverts anticipated in-person meetings, 53% were
recruiting for online activities, 6% offered a choice of online or in-person and in 28% of the adverts it was
unclear whether the activity was to take place in person or online.

43 The Equality Act 2010 requires organisations to make reasonable adjustments before people ask for them.

4 Awenat negotiated cash payments rather than a bank transfer, as some of the Public Contributors in her
study did not hold a bank account. This can be the case for people who are undischarged bankrupts, convicted
of fraud, perceived as an anti-money laundering risk, considered a threat to a bank’s reputation or are seeking
asylum. Awenat Y. Forensic Patient and Public Involvement: The Development and Maintenance of an Ex-
offender Service User Reference Group. In Pratt D, ed. (2015) The Prevention of Suicide in Prison: Cognitive
Behavioural Approaches. London, UK: Routledge.

% |n passing, it may be noted that the usual principle for reimbursement of expenses is that the precise sum is
paid, matching the exact outlay, as shown on receipts or similar evidence. Offering the flat rate sum of £5
towards the cost of remote working does not meet this standard yet it has been negotiated and agreed by
NIHR with the Department of Work and Pensions and His Majesty’s Customs and Excise. The existence of this
exception to the general rule is noted without weakening the general commitment to limit reimbursement to
the exact outlay and to keep reimbursement of expenses separate from recognition payments. As one
researcher commented, “/ agree it is important, where possible, to keep a clear distinction between
reimbursement of expenses and payment. However, in regards to recompensing digital costs for individual
activities, this will be difficult to process as expenses. This is because expenses require clear receipts for the
costs, and individuals will not be able to produce receipts to cover general computer, internet, mobile and data
costs. As such, our approach of a blanket £5 for digital costs is our best way to cover this. When reimbursing
public contributors, we always signpost to full guidance on tax and benefit implications of these payments, so
that public contributors are fully aware.” (personal communication, October 2025).

46 Decades ago, Eissler used gifts of money within a psychoanalytic approach to delinquent males since money
appeared important to them, but he advised that these gifts would only have therapeutic impact if they came
as a surprise free of obligations or expectations. This approach was taken up by Schwitzgebel. Eissler KR (1950)
Ego-psychological implications of the psychoanalytic treatment of delinquents. The Psychoanalytic Study of the
Child Jan 1;5(1):97-121. Schwitzgebel R (1964) Streetcorner Research. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University
Press p20. Generalising these theories and applying them to Public Contributors would require a whole series
of gigantic leaps.

47 Including information about payment levels might increase the number of applications received, since
applicants may feel that (a) the sum was sufficient to make the effort worthwhile; (b) the very fact of informing
them of the payment level was itself a mark of respect, irrespective of the sum involved, in contrast with the
adverts that withhold payment information; and (c) publicising the payment sum may attract the attention of
malicious bots. Separating out the relative impact of these factors may be difficult. A start might be to email
each research team when they post an advert to request their participation in some monitoring by providing
some data immediately and further information later. The data to submit immediately would be the number of
Public Contributors they are seeking to appoint through this advert. After the closing date has passed, a second
email could then follow up to collect the outstanding information, viz (i) how many responses they received by
the closing date; (ii) having checked out applications, how many of them appeared to be spurious; (iii) how
many genuine applicants applied as a result of seeing the advert rather than finding out about it by another
means; and (iv) how many of these applicants were offered a PPI role on this study. Analysis might reveal some
insights on the impact of payment disclosure on the number of applications, the scale of the problem with bots
and the usefulness of the People in Research website. An alternative approach would be to create a fictional
vacancy and advertise one version of it with payment levels shown and another version with no payment level
information. While this would remove variables related to other elements of the advert, it would invite Public
Contributors to express interest in a role that does not actually exist and so is rejected for ethical reasons.
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48 At present, the People in Research website simply posts adverts and applicants respond by approaching the
individual research team. Since local teams use the service only occasionally, it would not be efficient for them
to automate the process of sifting out spurious applicants. The People in Research website could receive all
applications and forward those that passed a screening test on to the individual research team. Economies of
scale make it more worthwhile for the screening function to be handled on a national basis.

4 One researcher explained, “Unfortunately we have, like many others, been victims of fraud where people
have registered for a session but not made an active contribution and on questioning were found to lack
relevant lived experience of the condition under discussion. On one occasion in 2024, six Public Contributors
were invited to a discussion. Four did not engage well, seemed to have little knowledge, and declined to provide
a contact address. To reduce the risk of this occurring we now invite expressions of interest, make a judgement
about who to invite based on the information they provide about their experience, and only later inform people
of our reimbursement rates. We also require a postal address and where possible pay by cheque rather than
voucher. People who are disengaged or disruptive are not invited to future events.” For a discussion of
strategies that may guard against inauthentic applicants, see Lough Dennell BL, Dowrick A, Evered JA & Jones A
(2025) Do you know who you’re talking to? Methodological reflections on maintaining inclusivity and research
integrity when responding to inauthentic encounters in online qualitative research. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 24. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069251384112.

50 NIHR (2024) Guidance for Recognising and Addressing Ineligible Public Involvement in Health and Care
research. Research teams should coproduce their local management arrangements with Public Contributors.

51 Are ‘social media communications’ an adjunct to the main information source (such as the Patient
Information Sheet or the advert on the People in Research website, or is it acceptable to withhold information
about payment levels from these major sources of information about the opportunity?

52 Fenandez Lynch and colleagues found no association between the size of the financial incentive being
offered for participation in research and the number of fraudulent participants — see Fernandez Lynch H, Joffe
S, Thirumurthy H, Xie D, Largent EA (2019) Association Between Financial Incentives and Participant Deception
About Study Eligibility. JAMA Net Open 2(1):e187355. In contrast, the meta-analysis by Comachio et al found
that, across a number of studies, increasing the incentive did increase the number of people willing to falsely
claim eligibility — see Comachio J, Poulsen A, Bamgboje-Ayodele A, Tan A, Ayre J, Raeside R, Roy R, O’Hagan E.
Identifying and counteracting fraudulent responses in online recruitment for health research: a scoping review.
BMJ Evidence-Based Medicine. 2024 Dec 21. Also Ridge D, Bullock L, Causer H, Fisher T, Hider S, Kingstone T,
Gray L, Riley R, Smyth N, Silverwood V, Spiers J. ‘Imposter participants’ in online qualitative research, a new and
increasing threat to data integrity? Health expectations: an international journal of public participation in
health care and health policy. 2023 Feb 16;26(3):941. Also the webinar at OSF | Webinar 22.06.2023 - Fraud in
Qualitative Online Research — Dealing with 'Imposter Participants'.mp4.

53 PPI Facilitators could be asked to complete the statement, “I have authorised payment to x honest Public
Contributors, denied payment to y fraudulent Public Contributors and suspected z Public Contributors who
have been given the benefit of the doubt.” An anonymous survey could be conducted amongst Public
Contributors asking them to admit their level of wilful fraud. PPI Facilitators could be asked if they had a system
in place to manage the potential for fraudulent claims.

54 Kaplan, G., Garg, S., Wan, M. W., & Smith, D. M. (2025) Scammer participants and Al-assisted interviews in
gualitative health research: An example from a study of expectant parents with a rare genetic
condition. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 24. https://doi.org/10.1177/16094069251390983.

55 Wang Y. (2024) Do participants lie? Imposter participants in online qualitative research. Qualitative Research
Journal. Sep 30. There is also evidence to show that not all citizens are truthful in Kass et al (2007) where ten
percent of participants in their sample admitted to dual enrolment in Phase 1 clinical trials, despite the clear
prohibition within the trial management mechanism (known as TOPS) due to the risks of adverse drug
interactions — see Kass NE, Myers R, Fuchs EJ, Carson KA, Flexner C. (2007) Balancing justice and autonomy in
clinical research with healthy volunteers. Clinical Pharmacology & Therapeutics; 82:219-227.
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%6 See Retraction Watch — Tracking retractions as a window into the scientific process. Fanelli’s analysis of 32
surveys found 2% of scientists admitted that they had fabricated, falsified or modified data or results at least
once and up to 33% admitted other questionable research practices. See Fanelli D (2009) How Many Scientists
Fabricate and Falsify Research? A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of Survey Data. PLoS ONE 4(5): e5738.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone. Similarly, Phillips et al found that more than half of CVs submitted by
academics applying for a job included one or more publications that were unverifiable or inaccurate in a self-
promoting way. See Phillips T, Saunders RK, Cossman J, Heitman E. Assessing Trustworthiness in Research: A
Pilot Study on CV Verification. Journal of Empirical Research on Human Research Ethics. 2019;14(4):353-364.

57 This was suggested by the author to Silvia Bortoli and Zoe Gray during an online meeting on 21/02/2025,
when the idea was warmly welcomed.

%8 The use and misuse of vouchers is discussed in section 3.1 of Bates P (2023) How to set payment levels for
research participants. Available at https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/How-to-set-
payment-levels-for-research-participants.pdf.

%9 The UK Health Research Authority has declared that, unless there is clear evidence to the contrary about the
specific recipient, research participants should be treated as autonomous persons and not treated differently
to others. Therefore, a blanket judgement that all intravenous drug users, for example, would be more likely to
use a cash payment to buy drugs, while a shopping voucher would be used to buy food, amounts to
paternalism and unlawful discrimination. See HRA (2014) Ethics Guidance: Payments and Incentives in Research
Health Research Authority, paragraphs 6.1 and 6.2. This stance is supported by a meta-analysis of the impact
of ‘temptation goods’ which showed that cash payments reduces the likelihood that funds will be used on
addictions — see Evans DK & Popova A (2017) Cash transfers and temptation goods. Economic Development
and Cultural Change. Jan 1;65(2):189-221.

50 Some employers give their staff a shopping voucher from time to time. The voucher may be an attempt to
signal that the employee has no contractual right to receive it.

51 NIHR advice states that, “An organisation that wishes to be able to provide vouchers for service user
involvement that will be treated as gifts should contact their tax office to request a ruling. Low amounts such as
a £30 voucher will be more likely to be agreed.” Payment guidance for members of the public considering
involvement in research | NIHR. Five of the adverts in this sample offered vouchers valued in excess of this
threshold, which may have had adverse consequences for tax and welfare benefits.

52 |n one advert, the opportunity was listed as ‘no payment’ while the Patient Information Sheet indicated
clearly that a shopping voucher would be given to participants. The UK Benefits Agency is entitled to treat all
gifts in kind, including shopping vouchers, as if they were made in cash and so include them in an assessment
of the person’s means. So this offer did include a payment, even though the advert said it did not.

53 NIHR (2024) Guidance for Recognising and Addressing Ineligible Public Involvement in Health and Care
research.

64 Judah et al assigned patients randomly to three arms of a study — invitation letter, £10 payment or a prize
draw to win £1000. Those receiving a simple letter were most likely to attend a screening appointment, and
those entered into the prize draw were least likely to turn up. Judah G, Darzi A, Vlaev |, Gunn L, King D, King D,
Valabhiji J, Bicknell C. Financial disincentives? A three-armed randomised controlled trial of the effect of
financial Incentives in Diabetic Eye Assessment by Screening (IDEAS) trial. British Journal of Ophthalmology.
2018 Aug 1;102(8):1014-20. Note that payment may be offered for a variety of motives, so paying may be the
right thing to do, even if it does not increase recruitment. Also, the following randomised controlled trial found
that levels of patient trust in their physician and rates of missed or cancelled appointments by patients did not
change when the patient was told that their physician had received more than US$20,000 from pharmaceutical
companies and similar sources. Rose SL, Sah S, Dweik R, Schmidt C, Mercer M, Mitchum A, Kattan M, Karafa M,
Robertson C. Patient responses to physician disclosures of industry conflicts of interest: A randomized field
experiment. Organizational behavior and human decision processes. 2021 Sep 1;166:27-38.
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55 At present, advert authors get to see this report when the link is sent to them after their advert is published
and their data incorporated into this report, but this is too late in the process to effect immediate change. On
20/02/2025, Zoe Gray offered to write to the PPI Leads in NIHR to inform them of this report and invite
feedback.

56 See Table 1 of Bates P (2021) How to build an organising logic for structuring recognition payments for Public
Contributors

67 See The 37 Test — Peter Bates.

58 See section 2.1 of Bates P (2023) How to set payment levels for research participants. Available at
https://peterbates.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/How-to-set-payment-levels-for-research-

participants.pdf.
% Another PhD study in the dataset offered a £50 payment.

70 Some research teams allocate little or no staff time to support Public Contributors and so are reluctant to
spend much time sifting applications.

71 Staff at the People in Research website manually upload information from the submission form to the
webpage. A small delay may occur here, perhaps due to staff absence. Researchers submitting their copy for
the advert are asked for a start date but not asked to provide the copy in advance of that date. The 2024 data
supplied through the Freedom of Information request (see endnote 9) came as two spreadsheets containing
the text submitted and date, and the text published and date, but the dates were the same.

72 By comparison, 60% of online UK job adverts are posted for three weeks or less - see Bassier |, Manning A,
Petrongolo B (2023) Vacancy duration and wages. |ZA Discussion Paper No. 16371. Available at
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Delivery.cfm?abstractid=4538035. ONS confirmed by email 17/02/2025 that
they do not collect data on vacancy duration. Neither NHS Jobs nor NHS England collect data on advert
duration on their NHS Jobs board and do not know who might (confirmed in a response to a FOI inquiry given
by NHS England on 07/03/2025). Staff at People in Research recognised the merit of the suggestion to
introduce a recommended minimum duration for these adverts.

73 All adverts in this sample were first posted on NHS Jobs on 20 March 2025 and these data were analysed by
12 noon on 21 March 2025.

74 Research teams could be asked to track responses they receive over time and stop when seven clear days
have elapsed with no responses. Is there a common pattern and how does it relate to advert duration? Do
responses increase as the closing date approaches or continue after the advert is taken down? Are research
teams relying on the People in Research website or do they use multiple approaches to marketing? Would it be
possible to identify responses that were triggered by the People in Research website rather than other
platforms?

7> MyPerfectResume counted the number of job openings US employers reported and the number of hires they
actually made. Using publicly available data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Job Openings and Labor
Turnover Survey (JOLTS) they counted the number of “ghost jobs” in the US economy. For example, in June
2025, JOLTS data showed 7.437 million openings but only 5.204 million hires, leaving 2.233 million roles that
never materialized. The gap was under 10% but widened to around 30% after the pandemic.

76 One advert writer held most of her adverts open for 19 days but then extended the closing date for several
of them by a further 8 days. A second opened an advert for 61 days and then re-advertised on day 23 for 89
days. For the purposes of this report, these are all treated as separate adverts rather than combining the
periods. Re-advertising or extending their duration may become more prevalent if conditions change.

77 Bassier et al (2023, op cit) regard adverts posted for more than 90 days as phantom adverts that are expired
but have not been removed from the vacancy board. People in Research explained that they question adverts
that are intended to remain open for more than 90 days (personal communication 20/02/2025) — although the
bar chart above suggests that this filtering is not particularly active.
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78 Adverts that did not give a hourly rate or annual salary were excluded from the sample. Hourly rates were
converted to an annual gross salary by assuming a 37.5 hour working week and using The Salary Calculator -
Hourly Wage Tax Calculator.

7 In our sample of 582 adverts posted on NHS Jobs on 20 March 2025 that included information about salary,
and closing date for applications, the Pearson Correlation Coefficient was 0.01, indicating that there was no
relationship between salary and duration.

80 |n one example, the advert invited people to attend an appointment to have a breath sample taken which
would be used as data for the research study. A second advert invited people to complete a survey whilst
noting that the study also had been guided by a separate group of lived experience advisors, suggesting that
the survey would be formally seeking informed consent and recording, analysing and reporting on their views,
making this an advert for the role of research participant, rather than Public Contributor. In a third example, a
Patient Information Sheet was provided, explaining that formal consent would be taken before recording the
interview. In a fourth example, the researcher was inviting people to do no more than complete a 5-minute
survey questionnaire — hardly an example of coproduced research! Similar confusion was reported by Public
involvement in health and social care research in the UK report 2023 - Health Research Authority where the
authors of that report remarked that some applications revealed problems of misunderstanding the question,
unclear or confusing information and missing information in relation to Public Involvement.

81 One advert sought a Public Contributor to serve as a voice actor by reading out a pre-written script for the
audio part of a marketing video designed to recruit research participants. The Public Contributor was not a co-
author of the script or involved in the research in any other way. The advert also referred readers to a missing
supplementary document.

82 For an explanation of the potential role of Public Contributors as Citizen Ethicists, see Bates P & Willis A
(2023) ‘Ethics, Integrity and Coproduction in mental health research’ Chap 7 in O’Sullivan R (ed) Moving beyond
the rhetoric — research with older service users — why ethics and integrity matter. Brighton: Emerald.

83 See Bates P (2020) How-to-decide-whether-to-support-public-involvement-in-commercial-projects.pdf.

84 The researcher stated, “The advert we place is to garner interest in the opportunity and is not a commitment
to carry out the involvement activity. We do not release the identity of the commercial partner at this stage,
due to commercial sensitivity. After the advert and application stage, we have a separate consenting stage for
the public contributors who are selected to take part in the activity. During this stage, the identity of the
commercial partner is made known to the public contributor in the consent form. Public contributors can then
choose whether to proceed with the involvement activity, or not, based on the more detailed information
included in the consent form. At no point would a public contributor be asked to carry out work for a
commercial partner, without the identity of the commercial partner being known to them.” (personal
communication, October 2025.)

85 Public Contributors have the freedom to walk away at any time, and this general principle is commonly
acknowledged, but this is not the same as providing a clear decision point where it is understood that Public
Contributors may judge the commercial organisation as an unworthy recipient of their contribution.

8 To its credit, NIHR intend to “increase funding for pre-application researcher-community partnership building
and ensure that this is easily accessed by charities and community groups.” The scale of the increase is
undisclosed. See NIHR Strategic Commitments for Public Partnerships 2025-2030, commitment 2.

87 Bates P (2024) How-to-write-in-public.pdf (peterbates.org.uk).

88 Feedback was gratefully received from Evelyn Brunsden, Sanjana Choudhury, Susanne Gaube, Nehal Hassan,
Ciaran Mclnerney, Barbara Molony-Oates, Rhianna Parsons, James Piercy, Natalie Shoham, India Tunnard and
Tom Withers.

8 Readers engage with the contents of this paper at their own risk and undertake not to hold the author liable
for any injury, loss, or damage arising through reading or acting on its contents. Whilst every reasonable effort
has been made to comply with UK legislation, if you believe that the public display of this document or any of
its contents breaches copyright please contact peter.bates96@outlook.com providing details, and public access
to the offending work will be removed immediately.
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