[image: A tall building with a blue and white sign on it.  Description generated by AI]Executive Summary – Persephone Sextou
The current Integrated Research Application System (IRAS) ethics application process presents significant barriers for Creative Health researchers and artists seeking to undertake Arts-Based Participatory Research (ABPR) within NHS research. 
The absence of appropriate methodological options and application pathways for arts-based research creates a structural exclusion that limits participation by artists, community researchers, neurodiverse individuals, and people living with disabilities.
This exclusion is inconsistent with National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR) guidance, which promotes research inclusion and explicitly recognises arts-based methodologies as valuable approaches for engaging individuals struggle to participate through traditional research methods.
To support the NHS ambition to expand research into prevention, wellbeing, patient outcomes, and Creative Health interventions, the IRAS application process must evolve to accommodate arts-based methodologies and the researchers who deliver them. 

Addressing Barriers to Arts-Based Participatory Research (ABPR) Within the IRAS Ethics Application Process
LEEDS BECKETT UNIVERSITY – BRIEFING





Problem Statement

The current IRAS system does not provide suitable options for applicants conducting Arts-Based Participatory Research. As a result, artists and Creative Health researchers cannot accurately describe their methodology, data collection approaches, outputs, and dissemination activities within the ethics application process.

The exclusion of artists and creative health practitioners from NHS research activity creates several consequences:
· Reduced participation opportunities for neurodiverse individuals and people with disabilities.
· Suppression of participant voices that are more effectively expressed through creative media.
· Increased health and research inequalities through the exclusion of groups already underrepresented in research.
· Misalignment between NHS research systems and NIHR policy commitments to inclusive research.

This exclusion presents a fundamental contradiction with NIHR guidance, which places a strong emphasis on research inclusion and encourages researchers to design studies that enable diverse communities and populations to participate. 

Arts-Based Participatory Research provides mechanisms for participants to communicate experiences through visual arts, storytelling, performance, poetry, digital media, and other creative outputs. The integration of ABPR would make NHS research accessible to a much more diverse pool of participants, in particular, people with communications difficulties, learning disabilities, who are neurodiverse or who find traditional methods inaccessible, stressful, or restrictive.  

However, while NIHR encourages the use of these methodologies, the IRAS application system does not adequately accommodate them. Researchers are therefore encouraged to use inclusive methodologies but encounter barriers when seeking ethical approval to implement them.
Recommendations
This review has identified specific structural barriers within the IRAS application process that limit the participation of Creative Health researchers and the use of Arts-Based Participatory Research methodologies. Leeds Beckett Researcher Professor Persephone Sextou has reviewed the current IRAS application form and identified several specific actionable changes that, once implemented, would allow the NHS to take advantage of Arts-Based Participatory Research methodologies. If you would like to lean more, please contact : p.sextou@leedsbeckett.ac.uk 

The proposed amendments have been developed by mapping IRAS application requirements against the practical needs of arts-based researchers and considering alignment with NIHR's commitments to inclusive research and reducing health inequalities.






1. Introduce Arts-Based Participatory Research (ABPR) as a recognised methodology category within IRAS.
2. Update application questions to recognise creative methods of data collection and participant engagement.
3. Include options relating to the storage and ethical management of creative outputs as research data.
4. Expand dissemination categories to include arts-based and creative outputs.
5. Provide non-statistical review options for qualitative and arts-based research.
6. Develop supplementary guidance for Research Ethics Committees on reviewing Creative Health and ABPR studies.
7. Engage Creative Health researchers, artists, neurodiverse communities, and disability advocates in co-designing future IRAS revisions.
Conclusion
The NHS and NIHR have made clear commitments to inclusive research and reducing health inequalities. Arts-Based Participatory Research offers an established and effective means of engaging individuals whose experiences are often overlooked by traditional research approaches. However, the current IRAS system does not adequately support these methodologies, creating an unintended barrier to participation and innovation.
Implementing the recommendations outlined in this briefing would improve alignment between policy and practice, support research inclusion, enable broader participation in NHS research, and ensure that the voices of neurodiverse people, disabled people, and other underrepresented communities can be heard through methods that are accessible and meaningful to them.
The Research Team
Professor Persephone Sextou is a leading expert in Creative Health in Paediatrics with specialism in Applied Theatre for Health and Wellbeing using Performing Arts & Digital Technologies in healthcare services. Her co-design, arts-based and cross-disciplinary research model in paediatrics and palliative care informs policy and practice of NHS Trusts services in the UK and Children's healthcare providers in Europe (Malta) and Australia (Queensland and Sydney).











































































image5.png




image6.png




image7.png




image8.png




image9.png
U




image10.png




image11.png




image12.png




image13.png




image14.png




image15.png




image16.png




image17.png




image18.png




image19.png




image20.png




image21.png
U




image22.png




image23.png




image24.png




image25.jpeg
S EREIE=TT T





image26.png
i}




image27.png




image28.png




image29.png
i}




image30.png




image31.png




image1.png




image2.png




image3.png




image4.png




