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Abstract
Over the past decade, U.K. universities have increasingly 
sought to involve publics in research as active participants 
in the construction of academic knowledge. Sociologists of 
health have largely welcomed this enthusiasm for engaged 
and participatory ways of working, including methodolo-
gies long in use in the field such as patient-led research 
and co-creation. Despite the strong interest in engaged re-
search, however, we argue that funding patterns, bureau-
cratic structures and an overreliance on people employed 
on casual contracts make it extremely difficult, often im-
possible, to do engaged research in British universities. 
Drawing on our own experiences, we show how our at-
tempts to practise and deepen accountability to variously 
situated publics were constrained by the way our institu-
tion imagined and materially supported engagement. We 
argue that it falls to individual researchers to mitigate or 
work around structural barriers to engagement, and that 
this process creates dilemmas of complicity. If engaged 
research is to fulfil its remit for inclusion and its radical 
potential, researchers need to think carefully about how 
the U.K. engagement agenda entwines with processes of 
casualisation, acceleration and projectification, and how 
institutional recuperations of engagement can undermine 
its political and epistemic objectives.
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INTRODUCTION

Researchers in British universities are increasingly expected to engage nonacademic publics in 
academic knowledge production. Publics are no longer seen as subjects of research, or as audi-
ences for research dissemination; they are invited into academic spaces to co-create knowledge. 
Increasing engagement with research is intended to achieve a wide range of outcomes: from 
improving public scientific literacy, demonstrating value for money and creating more “socially 
useful” knowledge, to destabilising, even dismantling, hierarchies of academic knowledge pro-
duction (Martin, 2008; Rose & Kalathil, 2019; Stevens et al., 2014). Including publics in research 
is particularly urgent in the context of public health research where doing research in collabora-
tion with, and not “on”, most affected people are seen to contribute to renewing and repairing re-
search relationships that have been previously experienced as exploitative (Hunt, 1981; Reynolds 
& Sariola, 2018). British researchers navigate a specific public engagement agenda promoted by 
U.K. Research Councils (UKRI, 2021). In the 2000s, “public engagement” was directed primar-
ily at STEM subjects and “premised on a model of dialogic interplay between nonexpert public 
groups and academic experts” (Watermeyer, 2011). Engagement, however, has significantly ex-
panded to encompass an ethos of partnership and co-creation in research, and as it has done 
so, it has both resonated, but also conflicted, with longstanding projects of creating counter-
hegemonic knowledge inside and outside of the academy.

Both of us responded to calls for funding, which specifically sought out "engaged research" 
projects, and we were encouraged to either design our projects from scratch using engaged meth-
odologies, or reorient our existing research to meet new criteria. Engaged research as practised 
at the institution where we worked together is intended to depart from existing “public engage-
ment” strategies designed to “share” the benefits of higher education and research with the 
public (National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement, 2021), following criticism of such 
endeavours as formalising and solidifying “deficit-led approaches” (Hinchliffe et al., 2018: 4) in 
which researchers are positioned as experts who possess knowledge, and “the public” is under-
stood as lacking in knowledge. We take engaged research to mean the range of practices through 
which research is embedded in communities from the outset, not through “outreach” or “con-
sultation” but through continuous co-creation, where the social goods of research in the form of 
remuneration, data, cultural capital and access to decision makers are generated in participation 
with communities and, ideally, equitably shared.

Public health research has a long tradition of using different forms of engagement (includ-
ing public and patient involvement (PPI) and co-creation) to reach marginalised people who 
in the past have been excluded or had their experiences distorted or misrepresented. Engaged 
research frameworks draw on a range of concepts, values and techniques of research: trans-
lation, equity, justice, fairness, transparency and co-construction. As engaged researchers, we 
explicitly understand engaged research as drawing on pre-existing traditions of feminist and ac-
tivist research, as well as PPI, user-led and participatory approaches. The sociology of health 
and medicine is strongly influenced by PPI, which has long been a vital framework (Maguire & 
Britten, 2018), emerging out of a strong activist tradition around health-care and disability rights 
encapsulated by the slogan ‘Nothing About Us Without Us’ (Charlton, 1998). Yet, subsequent to 
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the institutionalisation of PPI following the Department of Health's INVOLVE initiative (Rose, 
2014: 151), distinctions have been drawn between more tokenistic, consumerist approaches such 
as upstream consultation and what is considered “authentic” or transformative involvement and 
co-production (Madden & Speed, 2017; Williams et al., 2020).

Thus, we might also see as significant a focus on ‘user-led’ or ‘survivor’ research, in which 
those who might be taken as the ‘objects’ of research not only collaborate on its production but 
also exert control over the research process at all levels (Beresford, 2020; Telford & Faulkner, 
2004). Such approaches often explicitly reference participatory research, an approach initially 
developed in development studies (Chambers, 1983) and described by Bergold and Thomas as 
oriented towards “planning and conducting the research process with those people whose life-
world and meaningful actions are under study” (2012: 4). In other words, there is a rich tradition 
across these fields of understanding research not as liberation or transformation but as a con-
tingent and complex continuum of more or less constructive practice. These various literatures 
and practices have long histories and are already in conversation: while we use the term engaged 
research to describe our work, we see value not in the term's ability to articulate something new 
but rather in how it expresses a connection to existing fields, recognising this as “a spacious con-
ceptual landscape where multiple terms are used” (Erikainen et al., 2021).

The emergence of the engagement agenda in U.K. universities over the past ten years has co-
incided with the transformation of these institutions along neoliberal lines and the decline of job 
security and working conditions across the sector. A range of explanations have been offered for 
how engagement and engaged research might mesh with other defining features of the contem-
porary university: acceleration, precarity, competition, elitism and hierarchy. Facer, for example, 
argues that engagement allows for a measure of access and participation without destabilising 
hierarchies that underpin knowledge, method and expertise, constituting a “useful inoculation 
against the potential incursions of unruly publics into the world of increasingly entrepreneurial 
universities” (Facer, 2020: 22). In this article, we use an analytic of complicity to analyse potential 
affinities between engaged research and other, parallel ways of assessing, ranking and operation-
alising research.

The contribution we seek to make to the critical literature on participatory, engaged and co-
constructed research is rooted in our experience as early career researchers (at the time of writ-
ing, we were a PhD student and a postdoctoral fellow). We begin by considering some of the 
specific struggles we each experienced as we aligned the particular and context-specific goals of 
our research with a shared, institutional approach to engaged research. We each explore, from 
our different perspectives, how we navigated gaps, lapses and silences in how this research was 
conceived and understood. Heney reflects on researcher positionality in the context of user-led 
research on mental health and specifically self-harm in the U.K., while Poleykett examines how 
an emphasis on innovation in engaged research positioned their work on chronicity and ev-
eryday in eating in Dakar, Senegal, as ideally exemplifying a U.K.-centric definition of engage-
ment, one that failed to understand histories of community participation and co-production in 
Senegalese public health. While the disciplinary contexts and geographical locations of our work 
are different, we both from our specific vantage points consider experiences that became illegible 
or unspeakable, and experiences and perspectives that went untheorized and unrepresented. 
In particular, we both consider how specific conceptualisations or mobilisations of engaged re-
search might in fact serve to reproduce, rather than interrupt, ways of doing and valuing research.

We tackle these questions in four subsections: through these different strands and sites of 
analysis, we hope to demonstrate the impact of institutional structures upon practices of engaged 
research. We begin by critically reflecting on our experiences of conducting engaged research. In 

 14679566, 2022, S1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-9566.13418 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense
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the first section, Heney considers the tendency for engaged research to position direct lived expe-
rience of research topics as existing solely outside or beyond the academy. This framing obscures 
both the complex politics of peer research and the university's undertaking and responsibility to 
support these researchers. Second, Poleykett examines how conducting engaged research outside 
of the U.K. showed up how far ideologically, imaginatively and bureaucratically “engagement” 
was shaped by visions of politics and participation that were highly specific to the U.K. Third, we 
analyse these experiences in relation to the structural transformation of U.K. higher education 
over the past decade, tracking the rise and rise of interest in engagement and engaged research 
alongside parallel processes of acceleration, marketisation, projectification and dependency on 
precariously employed staff. All of these concomitant trends, we argue, create an environment 
in which it is very difficult to do engaged research well, even as the expectation that early career 
scholars will have expertise in engagement is now well established. Focussing specifically on our 
experiences of practical challenges associated with payment and projectification, we explore how 
we have sought ways to finesse or otherwise create ‘workarounds’ for institutional limitations. In 
the fourth and final section, we shift from examining our experiences of navigating these inher-
ent contradictions to examine how the concentration of experimental engaged research practice 
within cohorts of precarious and early career research is constraining the sustainability and the 
transformative potential of engaged research. Throughout each of these four strands of analysis, 
we consider how an attention to institutional contexts allows for exploration of the complex and 
nuanced forms of complicity generated by attempting to conduct engaged research within exist-
ing structures.

THE BLURRED BOUNDARIES OF ENGAGEMENT: DOUBLED 
POSITIONALITY IN PUBLIC

My (Veronica Heney) work is concerned with cultural representations of self-harm as under-
stood and experienced by people with the experience of self-harm, drawing on critical sociologi-
cal work on the relevance of social and cultural meanings of self-harm and the inadequacy of 
medicalised frameworks (Chandler, 2016; Gurung, 2018). Thus, my doctoral research attempts to 
bring together qualitative sociological methods together with Literary Studies’ textual practices 
in order to bring the complexities and contradictions of experiences of self-harm to bear on nar-
rative analysis. Here, I explore how my own location within the research project troubled some 
of the ways in which I found engaged research to be normatively positioned and unaccompanied 
by structural transformations to the university as a site of labour and knowledge production.

The project not only took shape through my own experiences of self-harm but also has been 
developed in collaboration with a small group of other people with the experience of self-harm 
who formed an advisory group and considered issues regarding the design of research questions, 
the selection of methods, conducting trauma-informed interviews and the accessible dissemina-
tion of results. This collaboration was a vital part of my research and of my approach to self-harm 
as an experience, which requires attention to multiplicity and difference. Yet, I noticed with some 
mild frustration a tendency within conversations around engaged research to automatically po-
sition all researchers as outsiders to the experiences which they researched; as I sat in these con-
versations, I found myself quietly estranged from my own life and my experience of self-harm 
elided underneath the totalising label of researcher. It seemed that framings which repeatedly 
positioned researchers as distant from their fields of study enacted certain assumptions about 
who is considered capable of carrying out research, and what experiences might already exist 
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within the academy. This positioning is one much critiqued in the literature on insider research. 
Thus, Villenas has discussed the ways in which monolithic framings of researchers seemed to 
erase her own experiences of being deeply isolated and uncomfortable within academic class-
rooms as a Chicana woman (1996) while Dahl calls instead for recognition that “academics and 
our concepts are always already part of our networks and not outside them” (2010: 165). More 
specifically, I found my experience echoing Voronka's eloquent exploration of “peer identity” 
within Mad Studies, and the ways in which the contradictory demands to perform both recog-
nisable madness while still functioning appropriately within professional contexts construct a 
“crisis of authenticity” (2019: 569).

Yet, I also recognise that my discomfort with this positioning is ambivalent. At times, labelling 
my research as engaged rather than as user-led or insider research, as indicated by my funding, 
feels like a relief. It feels like a barrier against enquiries or judgements about my personal life and 
my personal experiences, which might be painful to me, or which might require me to disclose 
details I feel incapable of recounting. My concern is less that my own experience might be seen 
as delegitimising my research (a critique firmly and thoroughly explored in feminist discussions 
around the standpoint theory (Collins, 1986; Harding, 1992)), but rather that my experience itself 
might be held up to scrutiny, might be delegitimised and might be dismissed as ‘not enough'. I 
am certainly not alone in these concerns around authenticity (see Voronka., 2019), which has a 
particular resonance in the context of self-harm (Scourfield et al., 2011). Through the framework 
of engaged research, I am instead able to place emphasis on my collaboration with other people 
with the experience of self-harm and my attempts to ensure the project responds to a multiplicity 
of perspectives. Of course, I strongly feel that these efforts are both necessary and ethical, and 
thus perhaps foregrounding them in the framing of the project is appropriate. My experience of 
self-harm is both singular and privileged, through my position as a white, middle class woman, 
and as someone who did not experience inpatient care as a result of self-harm. Nevertheless, this 
also functions as a form of distanciation, allowing me to obfuscate when it feels necessary for 
my own privacy or comfort. Furthermore, it possibly grants my work as an element of academic 
legitimacy rather than vulnerability as it locates the project more firmly within traditional schol-
arly structures and literatures rather than less-valued, community projects.

This distance is possible because of my own privilege; the way in which my particular lived 
experience and position allows me to access academic spaces and institutions, to be comfortable 
using academic language and frameworks, and to be read or responded to primarily as a scholar 
rather than a service user. These privileges allow me to ‘manage my madness’, so to speak, in a 
context in which, as Margaret Price has laid out at length, the prioritisation of rationality, crit-
icality, presence, participation, productivity, collegiality, security, coherence and independence 
function to systemically exclude mentally disabled students and researchers (2011). The privacy 
which I seek or lay claim to (and upon which I sometimes feel dependent) is not evenly distrib-
uted or accessed. In allowing myself to feel or make use of its comfort in certain moments, I 
wonder whether I am failing in the demands of solidarity with those whose race, class, disability 
or particular ongoing experience of mental distress have barred them from the academic spaces 
through which I move, or at least from certain protection within those spaces (Rose & Kalathil, 
2019).

Moreover, this positioning perhaps allows institutions to claim or push for the cachet of 
engaged research without fully considering the complexity and even difficulty of embody-
ing and living through the contradictions at the heart of insider or peer research. Thus, it 
functions to maintain rather than challenging the absence of support and resources for mar-
ginalised researchers who are already part of institutions or who might become part of such 
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institutions in the future. If researchers are understood to be reaching out to those who expe-
rience research topics, rather than already embodying that experience themselves, then the 
university is freed from any responsibility to take this into account in providing the working 
conditions for such research. The university is freed from the following, for instance: pro-
viding adequate funding and job security, so that PhDs and research careers are possible for 
those without generational wealth; from decolonizing institutional practices and spaces and 
recognising (and repairing) the burden upon researchers of colour of working within the 
white academy (Bhambra et al., 2018); and from radically reconceptualising ‘access’ so that all 
staff and students are given the structure and support necessary to work in ways appropriate 
to them (Minich, 2016). Without such transformations, the potential of engaged research will 
surely remain unfulfilled, limited to those of us who manage (often through our privilege) to 
survive within university structures.

ENGAGEMENT AND ETHNOGRAPHY: NATIONAL 
RESEARCH CULTURE AND COMPLICITY

I (Branwyn Poleykett) have been conducting long-term, ethnographic research in Dakar, Senegal, 
for over ten years. My research, which has spanned multiple postdoctoral appointments, is con-
cerned with the practice of public health in the city. Briefly, my current research is concerned 
with the emergence of chronic disease in Dakar, and how the proliferation of diagnoses of hy-
pertension, diabetes and heart disease is reshaping eating in the city's suburbs. My ethnographic 
research tacks between the production of authorised, supposedly universal, knowledge about 
diet and day to day contestation over eating in Dakar's large, multigenerational suburban house-
holds. My research examines attempts to adopt, domesticate, translate, live with or otherwise 
subvert norms of “healthy eating”, not as encounters between naïve publics and novel biomedi-
cal knowledge, but as part of ongoing, embodied “situated struggles” for health and wellbeing 
(Fairhead et al., 2006: 115). I was initially extremely interested in how ethnography could articu-
late with engaged research methods and approaches.

Having always worked in and through public and global health, I judged myself relatively 
pragmatic when it came to translating ethnographic data into other disciplinary approaches and 
conceptual frameworks. In global health, ethnography is often understood and instrumentalised 
as a form of cultural expertise (Biruk, 2019), a tool for eliciting perspectives and experiences; in-
deed, it is sometimes taken to be a kind of ‘upstream public engagement’ (Plows, 2008), as much 
a tool for eliciting and figuring responses as for observing and analysing attitudes and behaviour. 
Medical anthropologists have written extensively about the complicities that arise from acting as 
embedded or engaged ethnographers in settings such as clinical trials and public health interven-
tions (Nelson, 2019; Pigg, 2013).

In reflecting on tensions and complicities that emerged from trying to apply engaged research 
methods to my ongoing ethnographic work, I want to highlight not the conflicts and difficulties 
I encountered in Senegal in my relationship with collaborators and research participants, but in-
stead the problematic forms of complicity generated “at home” and in relation to the priorities of 
my home institution. Ultimately, possibilities for reciprocal learning and methodological innova-
tion driven by the significant expertise that existed in Senegal were blocked by a generally weak 
understanding in the U.K. of the relationship between engagement and place; a strong desire to 
demonstrate innovation in engaged research and an understanding of engaged research as a U.K. 
brand with value to offer U.K. institutions.
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When studying a diffuse, diffracted and complex process like eating, it is not straightforward to 
establish access to a ‘public’ united by a common matter of concern, particularly over a question 
like ‘how shall we eat’, a prompt that often stimulated explosively argumentative responses in 
Dakar. Nonetheless, I understood that processes of co-creation necessitated the identification of 
publics tied to particular places and processes. Proximity, place and power are vital questions for 
engaged research. Engaged research has often worked to weave new relationships of ownership 
and accountability between universities and their hinterlands, a process that John Holmwood 
suggests will be vital to universities’ post-COVID futures (2020). Within the university at home, 
there was no clear sense of how a geographically distant public could be incorporated into a pro-
gramme of engagement or become the beneficiaries of U.K. research. In continuing to develop 
collaborations in Senegal, I was made extremely conscious of doing engaged research outside of 
normal parameters.

Engaged research done outside of the U.K. was often taken to be plugging a gap or making 
up a deficit. In 2019, for example, I began a new collaborative project with nutritionists, NGO 
food sovereignty activists and local community members. In our pilot project, we worked with 
community members from a highly food-challenged context, a cluster of villages on the outskirts 
of Dakar where community members described the significant food challenges they faced in 
a context of entrenched poverty and precarious agricultural work. Carrying out this work in 
close collaboration with a Senegalese NGO, we used techniques that were familiar to me. Before 
training in academic research, I had worked with the organisation Enda Tiers Monde in Dakar 
and had absorbed their way of working, a blend of participatory action research and a tech-
nique, ethos and practice of solidarity they described as “accompagnement”, being with commu-
nities in processes of transformation. Described by one of the organisation's founders, Cheikh 
Hamadou Kane as the “process of understanding and recognition, in the Hegelian sense, of the 
poor”, Enda's approach has a rich and complex genealogy including the Senegalese tradition of 
animation rurale, a technique of postcolonial pedagogy that encourages critical reflection and 
transformation.

I was taken aback, then, when I was asked in the U.K. how far my collaborative research was 
“showcasing our approach”, or when I encountered the assumption that “doing engagement” 
outside of the U.K. and the global North needed to be carefully documented, so that it was possi-
ble to extrapolate learning about how the “unique challenges” of that context could be overcome. 
Within the university, the question of how to recognise or incorporate a geographically distant 
“public” could only seem to be conceived of in terms of deficits that public might possess that 
the application of excellent, U.K.-developed research instruments might mitigate. This misap-
prehension reflects the highly parochial nature of the U.K. engagement agenda and often weak 
understanding of how engaged research is envisaged and practiced in other contexts (Hambidge 
et al., 2019).

Commitments to a place-based engagement, and a limited and ahistorical view of how 
collectivities are dynamically formed and re-formed independent of the intercession of re-
searchers in this case worked to block mutual learning across disciplinary and methodolog-
ical boundaries. The significant expertise of my Senegalese collaborators in translating elite 
knowledge into relevant and digestible communication through techniques of animation, and 
then, in turn, allowing for public contestation to re-work categories of research, was per-
sistently erased in the U.K. where innovation in engaged research was taken to be driven by 
academics trained in Britain and based on U.K. universities. In this sense, a certain diffuse 
but intense interest around innovating in engagement blocked possibilities for transnational 
and reciprocal learning and a fixation of pinning down and exemplifying engagement stymied 
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186  |      HENEY and POLEYKETT

conversations about what engagement means in other linguistic contexts or communities of 
practice.

ENGAGEMENT AND RESEARCH IN THE ‘ACCELERATED 
ACADEMY ’

We have considered above how we each manage multiple accountabilities within our projects. 
Research for us has involved becoming accountable, not just to “publics”, but to different his-
tories, methodologies and ways of working. In what follows, we consider how these multiple 
accountabilities can fracture and be transformed into complicity in the institutional context and 
structures of U.K. universities and funding bodies. We are not the first to argue that universi-
ties and academic institutions often constrain rather than enable co-production and engaged 
research (Williams et al., 2020). Rose and Kalthil suggest that in relation to mental health, co-
production is “likely impossible in privileged sites of knowledge production” such as universi-
ties (2019: 1). In what follows, we pay close attention to somewhat mundane and bureaucratic 
aspects of conducting research, including payment of participants, funding timeframes and job 
security and precarity. These minutiae are rarely closely examined in policy and briefing docu-
ments on engagement but, we argue, decisively shape the enactment of the engagement agenda. 
Despite claims that engagement is a strategic institutional priority, we lay out tangible aspects of 
university and funding structures, which make the practices and values of engaged research diffi-
cult or impossible to enact, using both specific examples from our experiences and more general 
observations. We also outline the way in which this might make any engaged research situated 
in universities complicit in the maintenance of these structures, and that the temptation to find 
workarounds which allow engaged research to move forward often at the expense of individual 
researchers might be, despite both good intentions and meaningful or important outcomes, a 
form of complicity.

It is striking that a broad interest in engaged research has emerged alongside a range of other 
transformations in U.K. universities, changes that undermine commitments to public account-
ability. For example, what has been described as the “accelerated academy” (Ylijoki, 2016) sees 
a shift towards competitive ranking of institutions, an increase in output and monitoring of 
academic productivity, and new forms of syncopated “project time” in academia as more, and 
more research takes place within fixed-term teams and consortia, under significant time pressure 
to demonstrate their impact and turn around publications. This “projectification” of research 
(Ylijoki, 2016) has a significant impact on engagement, compressing research into discrete blocs 
and timelines that rarely allow for the continuous, long-term engagement with communities 
demanded by engaged research. Working in collaboration with public health and along research 
timeframes set by funders such as the NIHR further compresses and constrains engaged research.

Durie et al. emphasise that “successful engagement projects often require substantial and 
flexible amounts of time” and suggest that both ‘lead-in’ and ‘follow-on’ periods are essential ele-
ments of engagement projects (2011: 5). That this is the case surely becomes obvious from simply 
a brief consideration of the complexities of establishing relevant contacts, building relationships, 
agreeing aims and principles among multiple partners, conducting collaborative data analysis 
or even simply holding meetings in which participants are able to give input into themes and 
findings, and writing collaboratively or producing work, which contributes to both academic and 
nonacademic outputs. Complex and perhaps extended timelines are even more likely in engaged 
projects involving health or illness, in which absence or an altered pace might be particularly 
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likely, especially considering a conceptualisation of crip time as involving “new rhythms, new 
practices of time and new sociotemporal imaginaries” (Samuels & Freeman, 2021: 251). Yet, 
funders rarely anticipate or encourage engaged research grants to move more slowly, and in par-
ticular, engaged research fellowships and PhDs remain funded for only three years, and standard 
institutional deadlines for progression and submission remain in place. This, too, places individ-
ual researchers in a difficult position in which their individual success or even hope for future 
employment is dependent on their ability to deliver a project along a timeline, which at times 
seems utterly incompatible with the tangible practices and political ideals of engaged research.

Certainly, I (Heney) have felt these pressures. For my PhD, I put in a detailed funding applica-
tion months before I would begin which drew only on my own experience and the relevant litera-
ture, I moved across the country and transitioned directly to my PhD from an MA which gave me 
little time to make preparatory connections, and I was strongly advised to have ethical approval 
in place before I met formally with collaborators or participants. This meant that by the time my 
advisory group was formed and meetings began, I was several months into the PhD, the shape of 
which had already been somewhat delineated both by my application and my early work. Thus, 
while both the framework and the specific details of my inquiry shifted in several ways as a result 
of working with my advisory group, the overarching structure of the PhD remains almost entirely 
my own work. Similarly, I have been consistently aware of the impending end of my funding: 
not only does engaged work take time, which eats into an inevitably tight PhD timetable, but it 
also introduces uncertainties and perhaps delays. I worry that my own concern about potential 
delays led me to tightly delineate which aspects of the project could be discussed or changed, or 
that my own anxiety about the timeline impacted in more subtle or implicit ways what advisory 
group members felt comfortable suggesting or criticising. I also note my sense that in attempting 
to complete a ‘nontraditional’ PhD within a ‘traditional’ timeframe, I would be required to be 
willing to conduct ‘nontraditional’ elements in ‘my own time’, so to speak, conducting meetings 
in evenings or at weekends when this was what most convenient for others.

Here, while universities and funding bodies are willing or even proactively seek to fund en-
gaged research, they are less willing to challenge the established systems within which such 
research must necessarily be carried out. A similar dynamic frequently occurs in relation to pay-
ing partners in co-production and engaged research. This is a widely acknowledged frustration 
in almost all U.K. higher education institutions. Ensuring that all contributors to the research 
process are adequately compensated is a fundamental aspect of engaged research, reflecting the 
commitment to valuing equally different (and differently located) forms of expertise (Faulkner, 
2004; Rickard & Purtell, 2011). While traditionally research payment has been a contested issue, 
accepted standards of good practice have broadly shifted even in health-care-related areas, which 
are regarded as particularly fraught, such as drug studies (Slomka et al., 2007). There can be no 
equality in research or knowledge production while some parties are paid and others are reduced 
to the status of volunteers. Moreover, it seems logical that relying upon voluntary labour and thus 
limiting participation to those who can afford to work for free risks re-entrenching existing bar-
riers to research collaboration along intersecting class and racial lines. This might be agreed in 
principle, however, there are often many complications in practice: suggested payment amounts 
are often very low; vouchers are given as a preferred means of payment despite the possibility 
for them to be experienced as patronising and paternalistic; bank transfers are often possible 
only after large amounts of time-consuming paperwork and even then are often delayed; cash 
payments are discouraged and possible only as an exception; and universities are often reluctant 
to engage with complexities around universal credit or to provide practical or legal support if 
participating in research leads to claims being denied. Once again, we might locate the increasing 
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institutional interest in engaged research alongside broader social trends, here the context of aus-
terity, a decade of cuts to social security and increasingly punitive welfare systems; this context, 
too, is of particular relevance to health research and to questions of health inequalities.

Thus, in attempting to act both ethically and in the interests of their partners, collaborators 
and participants, individual researchers might attempt to find a variety of solutions including 
investing significant time and energy advocating to members of the university administration for 
a more appropriate approach, filling out paperwork on behalf of research participants and even 
paying out of their own pocket regardless of the likelihood of later reimbursement. I (Heney) 
have adopted a number of these approaches, both in order to make participation in my research 
as convenient as possible and to recognise that when payment is made complicated or time-
consuming, participants might simply opt not to receive it. After many months of advocacy both 
by myself and by both my supervisors, I was eventually granted an exception and permitted to 
pay my participants in cash: I was deeply grateful for this, as it allowed me to pay participants 
without delay and without using my own funds. However, I was very aware of this status as an 
exception, and that broader university policies remained insensitive to concerns of appropriate-
ness and ease of payment.

Through these two examples, we hope to demonstrate the significance of the bureaucratic 
contexts within which engaged research exists and is carried out. Engaged research functions not 
only within systems or hierarchies of knowledge production but also within practical systems, 
which have vital tangible impacts upon the possibility or impossibility of engaged research. With 
regards to both project timing and the payment of research partners, researchers often seek indi-
vidual ‘fixes’ to systemic problems, attempting to hold together through their own willingness to 
go ‘above and beyond’ a series of incompatible logics, and indeed in their potential success then 
uphold those logics by becoming an exemplar of a way of working. For while, these practices 
may make possible engaged research (or a sort of engaged research), they lessen or silence the 
challenge which engaged research seeks to make to structures of power, to the practices of the 
university and to institutional knowledges. Moreover, they allow those systems to claim their 
flexibility or their suitability, since universities are able to make use of these projects as case 
studies and flagship projects without meaningfully addressing the way in which their own struc-
tures actively act in opposition to such work, or indeed acknowledging the potential toll which 
these ‘stop-gaps’ may take on researchers. This dynamic is not uncommon amongst work which 
attempts to enact criticism or transformation while located within university institutions (Phipps 
& McDonnell, 2021). This presents a complex dilemma of complicity in which it is difficult for 
individual researchers to successfully carry out engaged research while simultaneously arguing 
for the systemic changes and institutional support which is both necessary and urgent.

PRECARITY AND INEQUALITY IN THE ACADEMY

Another trend that marks the previous twenty years and runs alongside the rise of the engage-
ment agenda is the increasing precarity of academic employment, a trend which exists in com-
plex relation to engaged research (Ivancheve, 2015; Montoya & Pérez, 2016; Cardozo, 2017). One 
of the things that we struggled with as junior researchers trying to build progressive methodolo-
gies for engaged research was the structure of academic career progression. As in the cognate 
and adjacent movements in academia towards open access and inter and multidisciplinarity, 
academic rituals of recognition and attainment appeared to stymie the progress that institutions 
purported to greatly desire. Indeed, the prevailing tendency within universities seemed to be 
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that the importance of engagement could best be recognised by opening up a “track” or pathway 
through institutions (Borrow & Russo, 2015; Watermeyer, 2015). When the instability of research 
careers in relation to public engagement is considered, this is often framed solely as a problem 
of emotional difficulty or pressure, in which engaged research brings trouble to an otherwise 
unproblematic working environment (Oliver et al., 2019), rather than adequately contextualised 
within the already-unsustainable context of current higher education.

As researchers employed on fixed-term contracts, we were increasingly encouraged to see the 
relationships we had developed with community partners as a kind of fungible asset, a “selling 
point” for a researcher that she could then transport from position to position and place to place. 
Setting aside the ethics of instrumentalising trusting, horizontal and collaborative research re-
lationships, trust in these relationships is a precarious and ongoing negotiation that will likely 
fail if researchers do not have access to the resources to sustain it. As Jones and Oakley argue, 
“relationships with organisations and communities beyond the university [require] long-term in-
vestments and these must therefore be matched by longer-term and secured contracts” (2018: 6). 
Encouraging engagement work at the lowest rungs of the university hierarchy reflects a broader 
failure to grapple with the emotional work of building community, particularly in contexts where 
mistrust of outsiders and the burden of research fatigue is acute. This is certainly likely to be 
the case for engaged research around health and illness, given historical and ongoing conflicts 
around unethical or unsuitable research (Hunt, 1981). What also of the potential loss to commu-
nities and community structures as researchers and research projects are whisked away at the 
end of short fixed-term contracts, leaving little chance for follow-up or ongoing contact, as early 
career researchers are required to devote time and energy to new projects or roles, perhaps in 
different institutions, locations or even sectors?

We observed the frequency with which people who conduct engaged research were hired at 
junior levels, while senior or permanent posts are awarded to those with more traditional aca-
demic outputs and achievements. We are not interested in the tokenistic promotion of one or two 
engaged researchers; rather, we would draw attention to a recurring dynamic in which engaged 
research remains hard to sustain as a result of its predominance primarily among the precariat. 
Not only does this limit the function and possibilities of individual projects, but also such a dy-
namic might limit opportunities for widespread systemic change, and the transformation which 
engaged research claims as its aim and outcome (Hinchliffe, 2018: 4). What is more likely is 
continued re-invention of the wheel, as waves of junior researchers encounter the impossibilities 
of engaged research, and become edged out of the academy either through burnout engendered 
from continually doing battle with these structures or through unending precarity. Engagement 
cannot become integral to research while it is considered peripheral to the activities that build 
status and craft reputations and careers.

This broad devaluation of engagement work and its placing, within many universities, on a 
separate “track” from research, is connected, as Cardozo writes of teaching, to its association 
with care and relationships and with feminised forms of academic work (Cardozo, 2017). We 
have observed a gendered pattern of reward and recognition, whereby women are criticised 
in their research for “not caring enough”, and men receive excessive praise and recognition 
for experimenting with engagement. Engagement is not only received differently when men 
and women do it, but it is also deeply related to the unequal ways that universities recruit and 
retain staff (Bhopal & Pitkin, 2018; Monroe et al., 2008; Shilliam, 2015). Researchers who are 
women, who are people of colour, who are working class or who have lived the experience 
of mental and physical illness or disability might be more likely to conduct engaged research 
projects but will be less likely to find secure academic employment. Indeed, as the first two 
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sections of this paper explored, engaged research often assumes the elite, upper class, white 
identity (and superiority) not just of academic knowledge, but of academic researchers. Thus, 
precarity, inequality (in multiple forms) and the devaluation of forms of engaged research 
are deeply entertwined, perhaps functioning to particularly limit the possibility for sustained 
work within marginalised communities and by marginalised researchers. This limitation has 
especially concerning implications within a health-care context in which the health-care in-
equalities remain a vital issue.

The dislocation between the high value placed on engagement and the lack of serious consid-
eration of how it fits into academic labour and the progression of the academic career has led to 
the proliferation of unstable and unsustainable projects built on precarious labour. As we near 
the end of our funded contracts, we feel the difficulties of holding together important research 
relationships and partnerships in the face of an uncertain future. Our ability to act ethically, to 
avoid the ‘smash and grab’ research tactics so frequently criticised in public health (Lambert & 
Carr, 2018: 1276), becomes dependent on our individual professional success in an increasingly 
competitive and precarious sector. This professional success requires our ability to submit to and 
meet institutional metrics of achievement which might at times be directly contrary to the aims 
of engaged research. Each attempt to secure future, usually precarious, employment can feel 
like a complex form of necessary complicity, not least because we repeatedly ask our partners to 
invest time and energy into projects and collaborations whose future we cannot guarantee. The 
broken and exploitative ecosystem of academia impacts not only the lives and careers of individ-
ual researchers but spreads outwards to affect research collaborations and to limit what forms of 
research are truly possible.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, we have examined the significant role of institutions in shaping the unfolding of 
engaged research. Despite the prominent rhetorical support for engagement across research in 
the U.K., and particularly within health-care research, the structures and practices of universities 
and funding bodies make engaged research extremely challenging. We connected the current 
practice of engaged research to broader contexts and transformations within universities, with 
the acceleration of expectations and workloads, and to the contingent and precarious employ-
ment of early career researchers across project work. Complicity provided us with an important 
analytic to analyse our own experience of working to mediate and mitigate university policies 
and guidelines and to make participation and engagement possible for our collaborators.

Drawing on difficulties that we encountered trying to align our research with engaged ap-
proaches, we examined issues with how our university framed the publics and constituencies 
of engaged research. In framing these publics as external to the institution and identifying the 
primary task of research as incorporating them, Heney discussed how user-led research and 
the specific positionalities or experiences of researchers were erased, while Poleykett described 
how significant expertise in conducting engaged research in other modes and linguistic registers 
remained invisible.. We then explored the difficulty (or impossibility) we experienced in suc-
cessfully enacting the material demands of engaged research practices, particularly regarding 
payment and prolonged processes of relationship-building, within the unchanged structures of 
funding bodies and universities. Finally, we suggested that sector-wide trends of precarity fun-
damentally limit the sustainability and transformative potential of engaged research. In both in-
stances, we noted the extent to which individual researchers might feel (or indeed be) responsible 
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for resolving the limitations of institutional structures, creating tension around both failures and 
successes in conducting engaged research.

In particular, we have drawn attention to the tension between the stated desire of universities 
and funding bodies to fund and develop engaged research, and the existing practices, systems and 
ways of working within these institutions which make engaged research difficult or impossible. 
This is a tension which cannot be addressed or resolved by individual researchers or within dis-
crete research projects: it must be meaningfully addressed by institutions, if their stated desire 
to support engaged research is sincere. To fail to make these necessary changes, leaves research-
ers carrying out engaged research, particularly those who are precariously employed, who ex-
perience systemic marginalisation, or who have lived experience of their research topics, in an 
impossible and unsustainable position, struggling to navigate often confused and contradictory 
institutional logics and carry out engaged research.

Through critically reflecting upon both existing literatures and our own experiences, we have 
sought to convey some of the intersecting textures of complicity which arise through engaged 
research's location within such structures, recognising and communicating the messy entan-
glement of accountability, complicity and the engagement agenda. In accounting for this mess 
and complexity, we have thus attempted to resist what we have identified as an unhelpful trend 
towards individualisation and thinking in cases. In writing this paper collaboratively and collec-
tively, we were able to both feel the support of shared experience and to think together beyond 
the individual towards structural forces and institutional contexts through and within which 
those experiences came to be. Our experiences of navigating engaged research projects resonate 
beyond an “engagement agenda”. Advocating for institutional support for engaged research offers 
us possibilities for critique, solidarity and change. Paying attention to and valuing forms of exper-
tise outside of academia requires conversations about collaboration that should not leave intact 
or take for granted hierarchies and that should explicitly seek to disrupt the smooth functioning 
of audit-driven academia. Reflecting on engaged research timelines, for example, might give us 
a lever we can use in collective projects of “pushing back” “against the rhythms of the neolib-
eral university” (Hughes, 2021). Doing knowledge differently, in partnerships and collaborations 
that can challenge unethical and elitist research, is not just a question of individual researchers 
and their capacities, inclinations and commitments. Rather, valuing academic “engagement” re-
quires that we challenge parallel processes of casualisation, projectification and acceleration.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This work was funded by the Wellcome Trust (Wellcome Grant Number 203109/Z/16/Z. We 
are grateful to our collaborators and research participants and to our colleagues in the Engaged 
Research Reading Group at the Wellcome Centre for Cultures and Environments of Health at 
the University of Exeter, in particular, Lara Choksey, Fred Cooper, Lorraine Hansford, Rebecca 
Johnson, Charlotte Jones, Jessie Stanier and Felicity Thomas. We would also like to thank the 
editors and anonymous reviewers for their careful guidance.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTION
Veronica Heney: Conceptualisation (lead), writing (equal) review and editing (equal). Branwyn 
Poleykett: Conceptualisation (supporting), writing (equal), review and editing (equal).

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
Data sharing not applicable to this article as no datasets were generated or analysed during the 
current study.

 14679566, 2022, S1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-9566.13418 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



192  |      HENEY and POLEYKETT

ORCID
Branwyn Poleykett   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5180-9235 

REFERENCES
Beresford, P. (2020). PPI Or user involvement: Taking stock from a service user perspective in the twenty first cen-

tury. Research Involvement and Engagement, 6(1), 1–5. https://doi.org/10.1186/s4090​0-020-00211​-8
Bergold, J., & Thomas, S. (2012). Participatory research methods: A methodological approach in motion. Historical 

Social Research/Historische Sozialforschung, 13(1), 191–222.
Bhambra, G. K., Gebrial, D., & Nişancıoğlu, K. (2018). Decolonising the University. Pluto Press.
Bhopal, K., & Pitkin, C. (2018). Investigating higher education institutions and their views on the Race Equality 

Charter.
Biruk, C. (2014). Ebola and emergency anthropology: The view from the “global health slot”. Somatosphere: 

Science, Medicine, and Anthropology, 3. Online ahead of print
Borrow, J., & Russo, P. (2015). A blueprint for public engagement appraisal: supporting research careers. arXiv 

preprint arXiv:1510.02017.
Cardozo, K. M. (2017). Academic labor: Who cares? Critical Sociology, 43(3), 405–428. https://doi.org/10.1177/08969​

20516​641733
Chandler, A. (2016). Self-injury, medicine and society: Authentic bodies. Springer.
Charlton, J. I. (1998). Nothing about us without us: Disability oppression and empowerment. Univ of California 

Press.
Collins, P. H. (1986). Learning from the outsider within: The sociological significance of Black feminist thought. 

Social Problems, 33(6), s14–s32. https://doi.org/10.2307/800672
Dahl, U. (2010). Femme on femme: Reflections on collaborative methods and queer femme-inist ethnography. In 

K. Browne, & C. Nash (Eds.), Queer methods and methodologies: intersecting queer theories and social science 
research. Ashgate Publications.

Durie, R., Lundy, C., & Wyatt, K. (2011). “Researching with communities: towards a leading edge theory and 
practice for community engagement”, Scoping study report to AHRC Connected Communities Programme, 
Swindon https://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewc​ontent.cgi?artic​le=1549&conte​xt=lhapa​pers Accessed November 
2020

Erikainen, S., Stewart, E., Chan, S., Cunningham-Burley, S., Ilson, S., King, G., Porteous, C., & Sinclair, S. (2021). 
Towards a feminist philosophy of engagements in health-related research. Wellcome Open Research, 6, 58. 
https://doi.org/10.12688/​wellc​omeop​enres.16535.1

Facer, K. (2020). Convening publics? Co-produced research in the entrepreneurial university. Philosophy and 
Theory in Higher Education, 2(1):19–43.

Fairhead, J., Leach, M., & Small, M. (2006). Public engagement with science? Local understandings of a vaccine 
trial in the Gambia. Journal of Biosocial Science, 38(1), 103. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021​93200​5000945

Faulkner, A. (2004). The ethics of survivor research: Guidelines for the ethical conduct of research carried out by 
mental health service users and survivors. Policy Press.

Gurung, K. (2018). Bodywork: Self-harm, trauma, and embodied expressions of pain. Arts and Humanities in 
Higher Education, 17(1), 32–47. https://doi.org/10.1177/14740​22216​684634

Hambidge, S., Minocha, S., & Hristov, D. (2019). Connecting local to global: A case study of public engagement. 
Education Sciences, 9(1), 31. https://doi.org/10.3390/educs​ci901​0031

Harding, S. (1992). Rethinking standpoint epistemology: What is" strong objectivity?". The Centennial Review, 
36(3), 437–470.

Hinchliffe, S., Jackson, M. A., Wyatt, K., Barlow, A. E., Barreto, M., Clare, L., Depledge, M. H., Durie, R., 
Fleming, L. E., Groom, N., Morrissey, K., Salisbury, L., & Thomas, F. (2018). Healthy publics: enabling 
cultures and environments for health. Palgrave Communications, 4(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1057/
s4159​9-018-0113-9

Holmwood, J. (2020). UK Universities and COVID-19: Time for cooperation, not competition, Discover Society, 
https://disco​verso​ciety.org/2020/03/24/uk-unive​rsiti​es-and-covid​-19-time-for-coope​ratio​n-not-compe​titio​n/ 
Accessed November 2020

 14679566, 2022, S1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-9566.13418 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5180-9235
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5180-9235
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40900-020-00211-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920516641733
https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920516641733
https://doi.org/10.2307/800672
https://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1549&context=lhapapers
https://doi.org/10.12688/wellcomeopenres.16535.1
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021932005000945
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474022216684634
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci9010031
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-018-0113-9
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-018-0113-9
https://discoversociety.org/2020/03/24/uk-universities-and-covid-19-time-for-cooperation-not-competition/


      |  193IMPOSSIBILITY OF ENGAGED RESEARCH

Hunt, P. (1981). Settling accounts with the parasite people: A critique of ‘A Life Apart’by EJ Miller and GV 
Gwynne. Disability Challenge, 1(5), 37–50.

Ivancheva, M. P. (2015). The age of precarity and the new challenges to the academic profession. Studia Universitatis 
Babes-Bolyai-Studia Europaea, 60(1), 39–48.

Jones, S. A., & Oakley, C. (2018). The Precarious Postdoc. Durham, NC: Working Knowledge/Hearing the Voice. 
http://www.worki​ngkno​wledg​eps.com/wp-conte​nt/uploa​ds/2018/04/WKPS_Preca​rious​Postd​oc_PDF_Inter​
active.pdf Accessed November 2020

Lambert, N., & Carr, S. (2018). ‘Outside the Original Remit’: Co-production in UK mental health research, lessons 
from the field. International Journal of Mental Health Nursing, 27(4), 1273–1281. https://doi.org/10.1111/
inm.12499

Madden, M., & Speed, E. (2017). Beware zombies and unicorns: Toward critical patient and public involve-
ment in health research in a neoliberal context. Frontiers in Sociology, 2, 1–6. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fsoc.2017.00007

Maguire, K., & Britten, N. (2018). ‘You're there because you are unprofessional’: Patient and public in-
volvement as liminal knowledge spaces. Sociology of Health and Illness, 40, 463–477. https://doi.
org/10.1111/1467-9566.12655

Martin, G. P. (2008). ‘Ordinary people only’: knowledge, representativeness, and the publics of public participation 
in healthcare. Sociology of Health & Illness, 30(1), 35–54. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2007.01027.x

Minich, J. A. (2016). Enabling whom? Critical Disability Studies Now. Lateral, 5(1), 5–1. https://doi.org/10.25158/​
L5.1.9

Monroe, K., Ozyurt, S., Wrigley, T., & Alexander, A. (2008). Gender equality in academia: Bad news from the 
trenches, and some possible solutions. Perspectives on Politics, 6(2), 215–233. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537​
59270​8080572

Montoya, A., & Pérez, M. (2016). Unravelling Academic Precarity# UniversityCrisis. Allegra Lab. Available at: 
http://alleg​ralab​orato​ry.net/unrav​ellin​g-acade​mic-preca​rity-unive​rsity​crisi​s/

NCCPE, National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement (2021). What Is Public Engagement. https://www.
publi​cenga​gement.ac.uk/about​-engag​ement/​what-publi​c-engag​ement, accessed February 2021

Nelson, E. (2019). ‘I’m not that kind of doctor’. Anthropology in Action, 26(1), 12–20. https://doi.org/10.3167/
aia.2019.260102

Oliver, K., Kothari, A., & Mays, N. (2019). The dark side of coproduction: Do the costs outweigh the bene-
fits for health research? Health Research Policy and Systems, 17(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1186/s1296​
1-019-0432-3

Phipps, A., & McDonnell, L. (2021). On (not) being the master’s tools: Five years of ‘Changing University 
Cultures’. Gender and Education, 1–17. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540​253.2021.1963420. Online ahead of 
print.

Pigg, S. L. (2013). On sitting and doing: Ethnography as action in global health. Social Science and Medicine, 99, 
127–134. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socsc​imed.2013.07.018

Plows, A. (2008). Social movements and ethnographic methodologies: An analysis using case study examples. 
Sociology Compass, 2(5), 1523–1538. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2008.00091.x

Price, M. (2011). Mad at school: Rhetorics of mental disability and academic life. University of Michigan Press.
Reynolds, L., & Sariola, S. (2018). The ethics and politics of community engagement in global health research. 

Critical Public Health, 28(3), 257–268. https://doi.org/10.1080/09581​596.2018.1449598
Rickard, W., & Purtell, R. (2011). Finding a way to pay in the UK: Methods and mechanisms for paying 

service users involved in research. Disability & Society, 26(1), 33–48. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687​
599.2011.529665

Rose, D. (2014). Patient and public involvement in health research: Ethical imperative and/or radical challenge? 
Journal of Health Psychology, 19(1), 149–158. https://doi.org/10.1177/13591​05313​500249

Rose, D., & Kalathil, J. (2019). Power, Privilege and knowledge: The untenable promise of co-production in mental 
‘health’. Frontiers Sociology, 4. https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2019.00057

Samuels, E., & Freeman, E. (2021). Introduction: Crip temporalities. South Atlantic Quarterly, 120(2), 245–254. 
https://doi.org/10.1215/00382​876-8915937

 14679566, 2022, S1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-9566.13418 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

http://www.workingknowledgeps.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/WKPS_PrecariousPostdoc_PDF_Interactive.pdf
http://www.workingknowledgeps.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/WKPS_PrecariousPostdoc_PDF_Interactive.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/inm.12499
https://doi.org/10.1111/inm.12499
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2017.00007
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2017.00007
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.12655
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.12655
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2007.01027.x
https://doi.org/10.25158/L5.1.9
https://doi.org/10.25158/L5.1.9
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708080572
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592708080572
http://allegralaboratory.net/unravelling-academic-precarity-universitycrisis/
https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about-engagement/what-public-engagement
https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about-engagement/what-public-engagement
https://doi.org/10.3167/aia.2019.260102
https://doi.org/10.3167/aia.2019.260102
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12961-019-0432-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12961-019-0432-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2021.1963420
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.07.018
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2008.00091.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09581596.2018.1449598
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2011.529665
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2011.529665
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105313500249
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2019.00057
https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-8915937


194  |      HENEY and POLEYKETT

Scourfield, J., Roen, K., & McDermott, E. (2011). The non-display of authentic distress: Public-private dualism in 
young people's discursive construction of self-harm. Sociology of Health and Illness, 33(5), 777–791. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2010.01322.x

Shilliam, R. (2015). Black Academia in Britain. The Disorder of Things. Available online. https://thedi​sorde​rofth​
ings

Slomka, J., McCurdy, S., Ratliff, E. A., Timpson, S., & Williams, M. L. (2007). Perceptions of financial payment 
for research participation among African-American drug users in HIV studies. Journal of General Internal 
Medicine, 22(10), 1403–1409. https://doi.org/10.1007/s1160​6-007-0319-9

Stevens, M., Vitos, M., Altenbuchner, J., Conquest, G., Lewis, J., & Haklay, M. (2014). Taking participatory citizen 
science to extremes. IEEE Pervasive Computing, 13(2), 20–29.

Telford, R., & Faulkner, A. (2004). Learning about service user involvement in mental health research. Journal of 
Mental Health, 13(6), 549–559. https://doi.org/10.1080/09638​23040​0017137

UKRI (2021). UK Public Engagement. Research and Innovation, accessed February 2021 https://www.ukri.org/
our-work/publi​c-engag​ement/

Villenas, S. (1996). The colonizer/colonized Chicana ethnographer: Identity, marginalization, and co-optation in 
the field. Harvard Educational Review, 66(4), 711–732. https://doi.org/10.17763/​haer.66.4.34836​72630​865482

Voronka, J. (2019). The mental health peer worker as informant: Performing authenticity and the paradoxes of 
passing. Disability & Society, 34(4), 564–582. https://doi.org/10.1080/09687​599.2018.1545113

Watermeyer, R. (2011). Challenges for university engagement in the UK: Towards a public academe? Higher 
Education Quarterly, 65(4), 386–410. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2273.2011.00492.x

Watermeyer, R. (2015). Lost in the ‘third space’: the impact of public engagement in higher education on aca-
demic identity, research practice and career progression. European Journal of Higher Education, 5(3), 331–
347. https://doi.org/10.1080/21568​235.2015.1044546

Williams, O., Robert, G., Martin, G. P., Hanna, E., & O’Hara, J. (2020). Is co-production just really good PPI? 
Making sense of patient and public involvement and co-production networks. In Mark, B. & Justin, W. (Eds.), 
Decentring health and care networks (pp. 213–237). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.

Ylijoki, O. H. (2016). Projectification and conflicting temporalities in academic knowledge production. Teorie 
vědy/Theory of Science, 38(1), 7–26.

How to cite this article: Heney, V., & Poleykett, B. (2022). The impossibility of engaged 
research: Complicity and accountability between researchers, ‘publics’ and institutions. 
Sociology of Health & Illness, 44(S1), 179–194. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.13418

 14679566, 2022, S1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1467-9566.13418 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [18/09/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2010.01322.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9566.2010.01322.x
https://thedisorderofthings
https://thedisorderofthings
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-007-0319-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638230400017137
https://www.ukri.org/our-work/public-engagement/
https://www.ukri.org/our-work/public-engagement/
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.66.4.3483672630865482
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2018.1545113
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2273.2011.00492.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2015.1044546
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.13418

	The impossibility of engaged research: Complicity and accountability between researchers, ‘publics’ and institutions
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	THE BLURRED BOUNDARIES OF ENGAGEMENT: DOUBLED POSITIONALITY IN PUBLIC
	ENGAGEMENT AND ETHNOGRAPHY: NATIONAL RESEARCH CULTURE AND COMPLICITY
	ENGAGEMENT AND RESEARCH IN THE ‘ACCELERATED ACADEMY’
	PRECARITY AND INEQUALITY IN THE ACADEMY
	CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTION
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	REFERENCES


