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Tokenism: interactive resource to prompt discussion about how 
tokenistic approaches to public involvement might be avoided 
based on the findings from the PiiAF study group’s Delphi 
research 

Summary 

About: This resource is designed to stimulate discussion and 
debate about tokenism within public involvement 
and how to avoid it 

What: The resource contains instructions and parts for a 
card-sorting game.  

Who: For people who would like to find a practical and 
interesting way of discussing tokenism within public 
involvement 

How: Assemble the game and follow the instructions for 
playing. Use the card sorting resource as an 
opportunity to discuss issues around approaches to 
public involvement and their impacts 
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Introduction 
 
Findings from our recently conducted modified Delphi survey suggest that tokenism in public 
involvement (PI) when practiced in health and social care research represents a self-fulfilling 
prophecy.  For example PI, when undervalued, leads to tokenism in research practice, PI 
tokenism fails to demonstrate value, thus, PI is perceived as not adding value to health and 
social care research. 
 
 
In responding to this issue, 
this resource pack provides 
members of your research 
team with the opportunity to 
think about and talk about 
how best to meaningfully 
engage members of the 
public in your research 
project.  
 
 
In this resource pack you will find a set of 6 cards which you can use as discussion prompts 
to facilitate thinking and debate around how to avoid PI tokenism in research. 
 
 
On the front of each card (colour code red) is a key PI aim that signifies ‘what needs to 
happen’ in order to make PI more than just tokenistic.  On the back of each card (colour 
code blue) there are a set of prompts to facilitate discussion about potential 
actions/resource provision required to achieve the aim.  Some of the aims and the actions 
likely require project-specific consideration/resource provision, while others may relate to 
the wider PI agenda.  In some circumstances aims and actions may require both project-
specific and wider agenda consideration/resource provision.   
 
Remember, there are no right or wrong answers.  However, open discussion will assist in 
facilitating clarity and understanding around PI implementation and practice 

  
“If it is not seen to have value it is less 
likely to be embedded and will thus 
remain tokenistic without reaching its 
full potential value”. 
 
[Non Clinical Academic] 
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Provide clear guidance  
on what PI means 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Discuss: 
 

• The potential application of models of good PI 
practice 

 
• The need to consider innovative and/or 

multifaceted approaches to PI 
 

• The provision of educational and/or information 
resources 

 
• The potential requirement to provide formal 

training in PI 
 

• Opportunities to ‘tap into’ PI infrastructures (e.g. 
across initiatives/agencies /organisations) as a 
mechanism for information and networking 
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Demonstrate added PI value/benefit 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Discuss… 
 

• Importance of contributing to PI evidence-base 
 
• Development of a project-specific PI strategy to 

demonstrate how PI value/benefit might be 
achieved 

 
• What might represent measureable PI standards.   

 
• What methods of PI evaluation might be 

appropriate? For example, PI process and/or 
outcome toolkits; target driven indicators; project 
specific evaluation such as critical reflection by all 
team members, PI pathway/action plan/change 
processes 
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Develop project-specific PI Strategy 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Discuss… 
 

• Defining a clear role/responsibilities for every 
research team member 

 
• The potential to write PI activities into role/job 

descriptions of team members 
 

• The appropriateness of appointing a designated PI 
facilitator to the project 

 
• How members of the public might be involved 

‘throughout’ the duration of the project 
 

• The availability of educational/training /mentorship 
support for both public and academic researchers 
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Provide appropriate education/ 

training/support to both  
public and academic researchers 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Discuss… 
• The potential provision of a designated person to drive 
forward/support PI within the project 

• Potential access to service-user mentors to assist those 
involved in PI 

• The provision of resources e.g. time, financial, expertise 

• The availability of pre-protocol funding 

• Team member training needs/the potential development of 
appropriate training package(s) 

• Potential access to externally run educational events i.e. 
regionally, university 

• The potential for enduring involvement to enable 
relationships and mentorship support to develop 
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Re-dress power imbalance  

favouring researchers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Discuss… 
 

• Potential for enduring involvement to enable 
relationships/mentorship support to develop 
 

• Provision of resources e.g. time; financial; 
educational/training/mentorship support for both 
public and academic researchers 
 

• Potential provision of designated person to drive 
forward/support PI within the project 
 

• How members of the public might be involved 
‘throughout’ the duration of the project 

 
• Recruiting more than one user onto the research 

project 
 

• Facilitation of user ownership 
 

• Facilitation of user payments 
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Facilitating good communication  
and dissemination 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Discuss… 
 

• The potential to promote PI in research generally 
e.g. through schools/public education/hospital 
trusts/social media  networks 

 
• Communication, including reduction in the use of 

jargon/elitist language/ IT access and training as 
required 

 
• Publication Strategy 

 
• Promoting PI reporting for example, wider 

dissemination i.e. academic, lay, open access 
journals, media networks 
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