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Issues regarding research involving student participants 
 
Proposed Resolution 
Wider Student Experience Committee is asked to:  
 

 Discuss the issues raised in the paper and provide advice. 
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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 Existing semi-formal policy on the management of research with student participants requires 
updating in the light of changed circumstances. Wider Student Experience Committee is invited 
to offer its opinions on aspects of this issue to inform policy development. 

2. Strategic/Policy Context  

2.1 The Research, Engagement and Impact Strategy objective 20 commits the University to 
building research activities into all of our teaching and learning programmes. Beyond this, the 
University Strategy does not specifically address this issue. 

3. Background and Analysis  

3.1 A popular approach to student research in the social sciences and psychology, e.g. in taught 
programme dissertations, is to design surveys or experiments and invite a large number of 
other students to participate. Some academic staff in these disciplines also find the student 
population a useful and readily accessible pool of research participants. This situation is quite 
normal and long-standing the HE sector. 
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3.2 All such research proposals are as a matter of course subject to approval from 
Department/School Ethics Sub-Committees. However, at Durham, College Heads have an 
additional role in the approval process arising from their responsibility to ensure the wellbeing 
of their students. This has been recently formulated as follows: 

3.2.1 Where it is proposed to conduct research involving members of only a single college, 
the research proposer should approach the Head of the college concerned, to seek 
permission. He/she should provide the Head with a copy of the application made to 
his/her Department’s ethics sub-committee and a copy of that sub-committee’s 
decision, together with a copy of the relevant participant information sheet and consent 
form. The decision of the Head of college will be final. 

3.2.2 Where it is proposed to conduct research involving members of two or more colleges, 
the research proposer should approach the Deputy Head of Colleges (Research and 
Scholarship), supplying the same material as indicated above. The decision of the 
Deputy Head of Colleges (Research) will be final. 

3.3 The Student Experience Sub-Committee also had responsibility for considering and approving 
such requests. 

3.4 The role of Deputy Head of Colleges (Research and Scholarship) and the Student Experience 
Sub-Committee have now both been abolished. It is thus necessary to reconsider 
arrangements for approval of research involving students as participants. 

3.5 This reconsideration must take the form of the development of a policy under the aegis of UEC 
for ultimate approval through the University’s governance structures. However, WSE 
Committee is invited to offer opinions at this early stage to inform the development of the policy. 

3.6 Specific points the Committee may wish to consider include the following. 

3.6.1 There are significant overlaps between the considerations of School/Department Ethics 
Sub-Committees and those of Colleges as regards the wellbeing of research 
participants. The University must be clear what those overlaps are and also where the 
considerations of these two parties diverge (for example, School/Department Ethics 
Committees may not have regard to survey fatigue among the student population, in 
contrast to Colleges). The University may wish to consider how to avoid duplication of 
effort in considerations of wellbeing – should Colleges be instructed not to revisit 
decisions on participant wellbeing, for example, or should they be allowed to raise 
issues not captured by Ethics Sub-Committees? 

3.6.2 Where the research in question is student research, the University must have regard 
to minimising the barriers to students in their academic endeavours, implying a 
commitment to avoid unnecessarily long delays in approval. Would a commitment to 
decide cases within some specified timescale be helpful?  

3.6.3 Survey fatigue is a clear risk. The University might establish and publish a policy limiting 
the volume of research surveys and similar activity, which could then be referred to as 
necessary when responding to requests. 

3.6.4 The University should also maintain a transparent and consistent approach to approval 
or rejection of these requests. One approach might be the use of a pro-forma, to be 
kept on file (in line with a retention schedule) and copied to the requester. This pro-
forma could be for completion by selected relevant managers – for example, Heads of 
College, the Chair of Colleges, or a representative of the Support and Wellbeing 
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Directorate. This approach, using management rather than governance resources (i.e. 
not requiring consideration by committee), could ensure transparent and consistent 
decision making while enabling flexible and rapid response to requests. 

4. Financial and Resource Implications 

4.1 Funding: N/A  

4.2 Financial Delegation: N/A 

4.3 Business Plan: N/A 

5. Risk and Equality, Environmental and Social Impact Analyses 

5.1 Risk Analysis: N/A  

5.2 Equality Analysis: N/A 

5.3 Environmental: N/A  

5.4 Social Responsibility: N/A  

6. Consultation 

6.1 N/A  

7. Future Action/next Steps 

7.1 The Committee’s views on this issue will be taken into account in the development of a policy 
on research with student participants, to be undertaken by the Chair of Colleges and the 
Director of Student Support and Wellbeing. 

7.2 It is anticipated that the policy will be drafted and approved during 2018/19. 

8. Further Information 

8.1 Further information is available from Tom Pullman (thomas.pullman@dur.ac.uk). 

 
 


