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WELCOME FROM 
THE DEAN
Welcome to the Business School’s 2022-23 Research Review. This year 
was a defining one for the School as we retained our number one ranking 
for business and management research income in the UK. Our research 
grant success reflects, and allows us to build on, our engagement with 
important, current issues confronting our economy and society.

Our reputation for research on the great challenges of our time was 
affirmed this year with a substantial donation from the Bennett 
Foundation to create the Bennett Institute for Policy Innovation and 
Acceleration.

This publication showcases the breadth, depth and real-world impact 
of some of our most recent research. I hope it provides a glimpse of 
the dedication and passion of colleagues across the School, as well as 
delivering insights into our world-leading work in areas as diverse as 
sustainability, artificial intelligence, finance, education and food systems. 

Professor Steven McGuire 
Dean of the University of Sussex 
Business School
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OUR KEY ACHIEVEMENTS

Our world-leading research has led to record numbers of journal articles,  
gained high-profile media attention, and attracted more funding than  
any other business school in the UK

RESEARCH INCOME (2019 -2022)
Top 5 business schools based on research income  
(£000s) 

RESEARCH OUTPUTS
Number of journal articles published   
(2018 -2023)

A full list of the School’s recent research publications is available at  
www.sussex.ac.uk/business-school/research/publications

RESEARCH INCOME RANKING (2021-2022) 
Top 5 business schools based on research income  
(£000s) 
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OUR NEW  
RESEARCH CENTRES

ENERGY DEMAND RESEARCH CENTRE

The new £15m centre is delivering 
crucial research to shape energy 
demand for a fair, affordable and 
healthy transition to net zero. 

Unless developed countries signi�cantly 
reduce their energy demand, it will be 
impossible to meet net zero targets. 
Research shows that we can cut the 
amount of energy we use by 50% without 
compromising our quality of life – but such 
a change requires huge shifts in behaviour, 
attitudes and policies.

These are the challenges that the 
new Energy Demand Research Centre 
(EDRC) hopes to address. Established 
in July 2023, the interdisciplinary centre 
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“ One of our main 
objectives is to 
achieve impact 
from day one”

•   Professor Foxon and Dr Contreras are 
looking at how to assess the economic, 
social and environmental co-bene�ts of 
energy demand reduction measures.

•   Professor Foxon is also exploring how 
governance systems can be co-created 
and implemented to support top-down 
leadership and bottom-up uptake of 
energy demand solutions. 

•   Dr Donal Brown is studying how different 
energy demand transition pathways 
will affect the jobs and skills needed in 
particular regions, and how to support 
young people to pursue low-carbon 
careers.

•   Dr Brown and Professor Martiskainen 
are also exploring ways to tailor local 
decarbonisation strategies and how to 
support households and businesses 
pursuing low-carbon retro�t solutions. 

Find out more
The EDRC is one of six research hubs and 

centres set up in 2023 to drive change in 

the energy system and to help meet the 

UK’s net zero target by 2050. Funded by the 

Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 

Council (EPSRC) and the Economic and 

Social Research Council (ESRC), it involves 

researchers from Newcastle, Cardiff, 

Edinburgh, Imperial College, Lancaster, 

University College London, Leeds, Manchester, 

Reading, Strathclyde and Surrey universities. 

For more information and to join the centre’s 

mailing list, see www.edrc.ac.uk 

@EDRC_UK
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The University of Sussex strives to be one of the most 
sustainable universities in the world, currently standing as 
8th in the UK and joint 26th in the world in the QS World 
University sustainability rankings. In support of this ambition, 
Business School researchers are using their expertise to 
tackle the profound environmental and societal challenges 
facing our planet and its people. 
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SOUTH COAST SUSTAINABILITY:  
NAVIGATING A PATH TO SUSTAINABLE USE OF LAND

A place-based action research 
project is bringing south-coast 
communities together to create  
land-use systems that meet the 
diverse needs of people and nature. 

The wellbeing of communities, the 
sustainability of future generations and the 
health of our environment are all shaped by 
the way we use the land we live on. Dr Shova 
Thapa Karki’s research explores how land can 
be managed to meet competing needs for 
food security, biodiversity conservation and 
climate change mitigation.

“In recent decades, the priority has been 
to use land to produce affordable food,” 
explains Dr Thapa Karki, a Senior Lecturer in 
Entrepreneurship and Sustainability. “But this 
system is broken. We’re producing adequate 
amounts of food but much of it goes to 
waste. Meanwhile, intensive, homogeneous 
land-use systems have damaged precious 
ecosystems. And farmers are facing 
constantly changing policies and precarious 
livelihoods. Bottom-up, local-level and 
scalable solutions are needed to address 
these multiple challenges.”

The interdisciplinary South Coast 
Sustainability project, co-led by Dr Thapa 
Karki, together with rewilding and nature 
recovery expert Dr Chris Sandom, is working 
with local communities to design a land-use 
system that meets the needs of people while 
also creating space for nature. Not only does 
the South Coast region include a National 
Park and a designated biosphere reserve, but 
it is also home to diverse urban communities 
with differing priorities for land use, including 
recreation, food production and materials. 

A network of living labs

“We want to create a regional 
transdisciplinary research system through 
a network of ‘living labs’ to support the 
transition to sustainable land use,” says  
Dr Thapa Karki. Living labs promote a hands-
on, interactive approach to problem-solving, 
with a focus on community engagement. The 
system of labs will enable local stakeholders 
– including universities, communities, 
councils, businesses, advocacy organisations 
and farmers – to come together and freely 
exchange data and information. Researchers 

will test and develop innovative ideas, 
gathering valuable insights and feedback 
from the people most affected by changes  
in land use. 

Dr Thapa Karki describes the living labs 
as “knowledge exchange hubs that enable 
us to transfer our action-oriented research 
directly into practice”. The goal is to create  
a shared vision of a regional sustainable 
land-use system, develop pathways 
to achieving it, and equip stakeholder 
communities with the knowledge, training 
and tools they need to overcome obstacles 
and achieve a sustainable transition.

Working with local partners

Collaboration with a range of local 
stakeholders is helping to integrate 
different types of knowledge and is vital to 
the project’s success. By working with land 
owners and managers, NGOs such as the 
Sussex Wildlife Trust and the Living Coast 
Biosphere, regional government bodies 
and local businesses, including Southern 
Water and Shoreham Port, the team can 
understand the complex issues affecting 
land use and start to unravel potential 
con�icts between different groups’ needs. 

An integral member of the project team 
is Richard Goring, Chair of the 6,000-
acre Wiston estate in rural West Sussex. 
Researchers have the opportunity to 
access data collected by the estate, and 
hope to expand this collaborative approach 
to other stakeholders in different areas 

The project’s urban partners include the 
Brighton & Hove Food Partnership, whose 
Land Use Plus project aims to create multi-
use land that provides food and spaces for 
people, protects and restores nature, and 
supports farmers’ livelihoods. The team is 
also working closely with Brighton & Hove 
City Council, whose City Downland Estate 
Plan aims to transform 13,000 acres of 
land on the city’s outskirts into a climate-
resilient landscape to support sustainable 
farming and wildlife.

Top-down and bottom-up solutions

The project will also analyse the broader 
policy landscape and consider what policy 
changes could help to support sustainable 
land use. “We want to look at the impact 

of evolving land use policies, such as 
environmental land management systems, 
on land management practices, food 
production and nature recovery,” says  
Dr Thapa Karki. “The current mainstream 
policy framework lacks the adaptive 
and collaborative processes needed to 
address context-speci�c issues. In our 
follow-up project, supported by the Sussex 
Sustainability Research Programme, we are 
examining how people on the ground make 
sense of top-down national guidance and 
how we can marry this with bottom-up ideas 
to create place-based, practical solutions.”

Next steps

The researchers are working to secure  
the long-term continuity of the living lab 
system and to build a guiding framework  
to support place-based sustainability 
solutions.“We’re all passionate about the 
issues and dedicated to creating real 
change,” says Dr Thapa Karki. “The work 
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OPENING UP NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS  
FOR CLIMATE CHANGE

Solutions to climate change are all around 
us – from trees that absorb carbon to 
soils that hold it in the ground. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
estimates that nature-based solutions 
could contribute as much as 30% of the 
global mitigation needed to meet the Paris 
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International lessons in 
decarbonisation 

Two teams of Business School researchers 
are investigating what we can learn 
from other countries’ approaches to 
decarbonisation. 

Dr Marfuga Iskandarova and Professor 
Benjamin Sovacool are focusing on the 
governance of industrial decarbonisation in 
the industrial megaprojects and clusters of 
three countries: the USA, UAE and Norway.  
The aim is to gather best practices and 
inform global policy and practice. 

Meanwhile, the Going Dutch project, led 
by Dr Matthew Lockwood, explores the 
different approaches to decarbonising 
heating in the UK and the Netherlands, and 
examines what UK policymakers can learn 
from the Dutch experience. 

“The UK and the Netherlands are similarly 
reliant on gas for heating homes, so they 
face similar challenges in the race to net 
zero,” says Lockwood. “But there are key 
differences in how the two countries are 
approaching the transition from natural 
gas, especially in the degree of planning 
and the role of local government. We hope 
the research will inform UK policies, in 
particular by creating an effective role for 
local government.” The team has presented 
key �ndings to of�cials in the Department 
for Energy Security and Net Zero and to the 
Scottish Government. 

Cutting deforestation out 
of supply chains

Dr Anthony Alexander’s research is 
supporting attempts to protect tropical 
forests by exploring the in�uence of global 
food commodity supply chains. In a project 
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INSPECTING 
OFSTED: 
AN ECONOMIC 
PERSPECTIVE 
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School inspection body Ofsted was recently branded ‘toxic’ 
and ‘not �t for purpose’ by an independent inquiry and has 
been earmarked for reform by the Labour Party. We spoke 
to Dr Iftikhar Hussain about his research on the subject, 
which was recently cited by the House of Commons 
Education Select Committee. 
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What can an economist’s 
perspective bring to our 
understanding of Ofsted?

Education is a key driver of economic 
growth, equality and social mobility so 
many economists keep a close eye on 
the sector, including the accountability of 
schools. However, the causal links between 
accountability and performance are not well 
understood. For example, there is scant 
evidence about the validity of inspectors’ 
judgements of school quality. Without a 
sound understanding of such issues, it 
is dif�cult to assess whether the school 
inspection system is fair or reliable. 

I try to bring a novel perspective to this 
area. By making use of the wealth of of�cial 
statistical data – for example, the National 
Pupil Database and parents’ school 
applications – we can begin to assess the 
validity of the Ofsted regime and its impact 
on schools, pupils, parents and teachers.

How does Ofsted compare with 
other school inspection systems?

There is no comparable inspection 
regime elsewhere in the world. Ofsted 
is a real outlier, and its unusually 
stringent inspection regime can have 
serious consequences. Its single-word 
assessments can make or break a school’s 
reputation and have a huge impact on local 
communities, and on parent and teacher 
behaviour. 

How does the inspection process 
affect schools?

There are two opposing views about 
the potential impact of a poor Ofsted 
inspection outcome for a school. One 
is that a poor judgement stigmatises a 
school, leading to a cycle of decline. On the 
other hand is the belief that shining a light 
on a school’s failings can act as a catalyst 
for change and improvement. 

My research does show some short-term 
improvements in pupil achievement after 
a school has been judged to be failing. 
But there is a real lack of evidence about 
whether Ofsted judgements lead to genuine 
school improvement in the long term. I 
strongly believe that this evidence gap is 
hindering good policy decision making.

What about the impact on parents? 

When investigating how parents choose 
primary schools for their children, we found 
that around half of parents simply pick their 
nearest school, while the other half actively 
choose a school that is further away. 
Our research demonstrates that parental 
choices are strongly in�uenced by Ofsted 
ratings – over and above factors such as a 
school’s position in the publicly available 
school ‘league tables’. This is true for both 
better off families and more disadvantaged 
households. 

This study highlights that parents have 
a great appetite for information about 
school quality, and Ofsted’s simple-to-
understand, transparent headline measures 
of performance are useful in this respect. 
However, questions remain around the 
wider use of these ratings, including 
whether schools should be subject to 
greater intervention following a poor rating, 7.3228 455.1086 Tm
[(wider use of these  sted )]TJ
res 
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EXPLORING CRYPTO 
WITH PROFESSOR 
CAROL ALEXANDER 
We speak to Professor Carol Alexander about her 
latest research on crypto asset and derivative markets 
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Can you explain your research into 
rarity metrics for NFTs?

Non-fungible tokens (NFTs) use blockchain 
technology to verify ownership of a unique 
digital asset such as your identity, a piece 
of virtual land or a digital designer watch 
for your avatar. In virtual and augmented 
realities, an NFT takes the place of a real-
world asset (RWA) such as a painting or – if 
it is a speci�c type of NFT called a personal 
pro�le picture (PFP) token – a persona. 
Celebrities including Madonna and Justin 
Bieber have famously spent millions of 
dollars on Bored Ape tokens, which they 
then use online – for example, as avatars 
or in videos. 

The most valuable PFPs are those that are 
deemed ‘special’ in some way. But there is 
a very important open academic question: 
how does one measure specialness within 
an NFT collection like Bored Apes or 
CryptoPunks? My research with Xi Chen, 
Lecturer in Finance, found that the various 
metrics currently used to measure the 
so-called ‘rarity’ of NFTs can give vastly 
different results.1 A particular token might 
be considered extremely rare by one model 
but very common by another. And all 
existing rarity models are (almost always) 
mathematically incorrect. No wonder NFT 
markets are collapsing: nobody knows the 
right price because they don’t know how 
‘rare’ a token is. 

Funded by a DFINITY grant, I’ve set up a 
working group (outrank.io) to standardise 
rarity analytics. Measuring rarity is an 
exciting but highly challenging problem 
in combinatorial algebra. Eighteen 
months after putting the problem to an 
ex-colleague, Dr Peter Williams, a retired 
University of Sussex mathematician, we are 
pioneering a universal method to measure 
NFT rarity correctly, and we regard this as 
fundamentally important research towards 
a new economic theory of value for virtual 
worlds. 

Tell us about your work on crypto 
market microstructure and 
regulation 

An inverse product is a novel kind of 



1 4

R E S E A R C H  R E V I E W  2 0 2 2 - 2 3

SPOTLIGHT ON 
THE WORKPLACE
From agile working in the NHS to factory work in Bangladesh, our 
research addresses important challenges facing the world of work.
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http://www.agilab.org.uk
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Project X: transforming the delivery  
of government projects

Business School researchers continue 
to play key roles in Project X – a 
unique research collaboration between 
government, academia and industry that 
is transforming the management and 
delivery of major government projects. 

Dr Rebecca Vine, one of Project X’s 
co-investigators, explains the project’s 
signi�cance: “Our research looks at 
how to improve the performance of the 
£600bn+ government project portfolio, 
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“ We’re working with 
farmers, retailers, 
distributors and 
consumers to  
co-design climate-
smart solutions”

SOLUTIONS FOR  
A CLIMATE-SMART 
DAIRY INDUSTRY 
Business School researchers and students are leading 
consumer experiments to help reduce the dairy 
industry’s negative climate impacts.

Food systems are responsible for one-
third of global greenhouse gas emissions, 
and the dairy industry is a signi�cant 
contributor: an average of 3kg of emissions 
are produced per litre of fresh milk. As the 
global demand for dairy is projected to 
increase, there is an urgent need to reduce 
emissions from this sector.

The Business School’s Annemie Maertens, 
Professor of Economics, is leading the UK 
strand of the Climate Smart Dairy project – 
a multidisciplinary, international study that 
aims to devise innovative carbon-reduction 
solutions for the dairy industry. “There’s a 
huge range of innovations – including new 
technologies, policies and business models 
– that could help reduce the environmental 
impact of the dairy supply chain,” explains 
Maertens. “Our project team is working 
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More about the project
The UK project team also involves the 

universities of Bristol and Reading. More 

broadly, the consortium includes researchers 

from universities in Ireland, Italy and 

Finland, who are focusing on different 

aspects of the milk production value chain. 

Country-specific findings will be shared with 

stakeholders to ensure that solutions can be 

practically implemented in the industry.

https://smartdairyproject.com 

Professor Annemie Maertens

https://smartdairyproject.com
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SPOTLIGHT 
ON ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE
Researchers from across the School are contributing 
to global debates about this powerful technology 
and the opportunities and risks it presents.

AI and the future of work 

A SPRU team led by Professor Maria 
Savona, in cooperation with UNU-MERIT 
in the Netherlands, analysed millions 
of patents and scienti�c publications 
to predict which digital automation 
technologies will become prevalent by 
2030, which sectors will be most affected, 
and how this will alter the demand for 
different skills. “This knowledge is critical 
for predicting future labour demand and 
developing policies to mitigate the risks 
and harness the bene�ts of automation,” 
says Savona.

The study, part of the Pathways to Inclusive 
Labour Markets (PILLARS) project, found 
that non-routine cognitive tasks are 
becoming highly exposed to automation 
technologies. However, UK �rms are lagging 
in their adoption.

Savona recently co-edited the Research 
Policy special issue on the Governance of 
AI. She says: “We need to understand and 
manage challenges such as the control of 
data and the impact on communication to 
ensure the societal consequences of AI are 
bene�cial, sustainable and just.”

Enhancing financial data

Accounting Professor Hans van der Heijden 
has developed AI techniques to enhance 
�nancial data. Supervised deep learning 
methods, for example, can predict industry 
sector codes from anonymised �nancial 
statement data. This is useful when 
industry codes are unavailable or suspect. 
Similarly, supervised classi�cation methods 
can predict geographically segmented 
revenue data, which can be helpful in 
identifying tax avoidance. 

AI risks in weapons 
governance 

Researchers at the Harvard Sussex 
Program, based in SPRU, have been 
studying the implications of AI for chemical 
and biological weapons (CBW) prohibition 
regimes. Dr Joshua Moon and Dr 
Alexander Ghionis have been working with 
stakeholders to develop foresight scenarios 
for policymakers. “The �ndings are relevant 
not only to CBW, but also to the responsible 
governance of emerging technologies more 
broadly,” says Moon.
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AI use in healthcare

The use of AI in pharmaceutical innovations 
has increased signi�cantly since the 
Covid-19 pandemic, according to research 
by Chirantan Chatterjee, Professor of 
Development Economics. “In the face of 
serious productivity crises and increased 
pressure to deliver new drugs, AI and 
machine learning have become key tools at 
every stage of drug development,” he says.

A separate study from Chatterjee offers 
valuable insights into the use of AI with 
patients. Partnering with Indian mental 
health app TickTalkTo, he found that app 
users were far more likely to engage when 
messages were presented as coming 
from a human rather than an impersonal 
system. “Although some studies show that 
chatbots can answer patients’ questions 
effectively, it’s important to consider users’ 
behavioural responses when deciding what 
processes should be automated.”

Dr Benjamin Marent’s research also 
focuses on digital health care – assessing 
the distinct qualities of doctor-patient 
interactions that take place face-to-face, 
over the telephone, and via digitised 
platforms. He is exploring the rede�ned 
roles and responsibilities required by 
the integration of digital technologies in 
healthcare.

Meanwhile, Professor Ana Isabel Canhoto 
is exploring the growing use of generative 
AI by people with chronic health conditions. 
“While sources such as ChatGPT can be 
highly convincing, they frequently produce 
misleading outputs,” says Canhoto. “This 
can cause confusion and put a strain on 
limited healthcare resources.” Canhoto 
and team are developing guidance to steer 
people towards more trustworthy digital 
resources. 

Guidance for AI job 
interviews

A toolkit produced by Dr Zahira Jaser 
and Professor Dimitra Petrakaki provides 
guidance on the use of AI in job interviews. 
It explains the various technologies and 
outlines implications for employers, careers 
services and hiring platforms, drawing on 
in-depth interviews with young job-seekers.

Personalised retail offers

A study of AI-enabled, personalised offers 
delivered to shoppers through smartphone 
apps in-store found that, while customers 
were keen to receive discounts on 
desired items, many resented the app’s 
interruptions and wanted to restrict access 
to their private information and location. 
“Customers’ high expectations of AI, 
together with a low tolerance for mistakes, 
are likely to result in disappointment and 
app abandonment,” says Professor Ana 
Isabel Canhoto. “For retailers, this can 
mean wasted resources and an inability to 
continue collecting data about customers.”

Fragmented AI adoption

The UK risks a growing division between 
organisations that are investing in AI and 
those that are not, according to research 
from the ESRC Digital Futures at Work 
Research Centre (Digit, see p27). The 
team found that only 36% of employers 
had invested in AI technologies such as 
chatbots, smart assistants and cloud 
computing over the past �ve years, and only 
10% of non-adopters planned to invest in 
the next two years. Re�ecting on the study, 
Professor Jacqueline O’Reilly, Co-Director of 
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A unique pairing of supply chain expertise and media 
skills is providing vital knowledge for thousands of 
agricultural workers in post-con�ict Syria.

2 2
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The Syrian crisis, which began in 2011, 
devastated the country’s agricultural sector 
– leading to damaged crops, disrupted 
supply chains, a loss of expertise, and the 
collapse of government support services 
for farmers. To compensate for this lack 
of support, the Agricultural Voices Syria 
(AVS) project created a series of podcasts 
and videos to connect Syrian farmers with 
agricultural experts and sustain agricultural 
production in the area.

The project, which won the 2022 Emerald 
Real Impact Award for Interdisciplinary 
Research, is led by Dr Mirela Barbu, Senior 
Lecturer in Logistics and Supply Chain 
Management, together with Martin Spinelli, 
Professor in Podcasting and Creative Media. 
The pair have worked closely with members 
of the NGO, Syrian Academic Expertise 
(SAE), the Council for At-Risk Academics 
(CARA) and various Syrian agronomists.

“Despite the diminished intensity of 
con�ict in Northwest Syria, the enduring 
crisis has signi�cantly affected livelihoods 
and the prospects for economic recovery 
post-con�ict,” explains Barbu. “Literature 
often discusses the challenges of 
transitioning from humanitarian aid-
dependent livelihoods to fostering 
economic development. Through AVS, we’ve 
demonstrated how innovative social media 
can facilitate this shift.”

The AVS podcast and videos

The AVS podcast has attracted more 
than 13,000 plays since its launch in 
2021. In each of the 42 episodes, a 
Syrian agricultural expert shares insights 

from their area of expertise. The issues 
covered – from cultivation of strategic crops 
to hydroponics and fertiliser use – are 
chosen based on discussions with farmers 
about the speci�c problems they face. The 
podcasts are easily accessible through the 
app, both online and of�ine.

In response to feedback from farmers, the 
team launched the AVS video series on a 
free YouTube channel. The instructional 
videos provide indispensable visual aids 
and practical demonstrations, covering 
issues such as saf�ower cultivation (which 
has attracted 13,000 views) and alfalfa 
cultivation (9,600 views). 

A 2022 AVS survey of more than 1,000 
farmers found that 93% had made use of 
either the podcast or the video, and 55% 
had used both.

Radio broadcasts

AVS is continually evolving and has 
established itself as an important tool for 
communicating with local and international 
actors in the region. In the aftermath 
of 2023’s devastating earthquakes 
in northwestern Syria and southern 
Turkey, AVS was broadcast on shortwave 
radio, bringing farmers essential, timely 
information and advice about how to grow 
food and manage resources at this critical 
time. Broadcaster Encompass transmitted 
the programme free of charge as part of 
the International Radio for Disaster Relief 
project. The collaboration with Encompass 
has continued and AVS now broadcasts 
daily 30-minute radio episodes, reaching a 
wide audience in the Middle East.

Sharing biodiversity findings

In the summer of 2023, Dr Barbu, together 
with Professor Fiona Marshall and SAE, 
undertook a study to explore the state 
of biodiversity conservation in Northwest 
Syria, including the consequences for 
farmers’ livelihoods of the near-extinction 
of the water buffalo. The team produced 
four AVS podcast episodes, two photobooks 
and a research brief to share the research 
�ndings with livestock projects and other 
decision-makers in the region. 

The future of AVS

Speaking of the next steps for the 
project, Barbu says: “We aim to extend 
our achievements by engaging more 
farmers in Northwest Syria. We also plan 
to broaden the podcast’s content with 
additional topics. Ultimately, we hope AVS 
can be replicated in other con�ict-affected 
territories, where conditions permit.”

AVS podcast host Eng. Zuhier Agha

Agricultural expert provides guidance to a farmer in Syria

Find out more
The Agricultural Voices Syria project was 

jointly funded by the Sussex Sustainability 

Research Programme and the International 

Development Challenge Fund. 

https://agricultural-voices.sussex.ac.uk/

Dr Mirela Barbu

https://agricultural-voices.sussex.ac.uk/
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IN PURSUIT OF FOOD 
SYSTEMS EQUALITY
Novel methods of community engagement are 
generating solutions to food poverty and injustice.

Almost a quarter of people in the UK are 
living in food poverty, due to unjust and 
inequitable distribution of economic, social, 
and cultural resources. The Food Systems 
Equality (FoodSEqual) project is seeking 
to transform this situation, involving the 
people who are usually overlooked when 
food systems, policies and products are 
designed. 

The project is underpinned by an ethos of 
collaboration and co-creation. Researchers 
are embedded in the heart of four UK 
communities, bringing local residents 
together with food manufacturers, retailers 
and policymakers to co-develop systems 
and policies that can provide affordable, 
sustainable, culturally appropriate and 
healthy food that people want to eat. 

Dr Elaine Swan from the Department of 
Management is overseeing the community 
research in Tower Hamlets and Brighton 
& Hove, working closely with the Women’s 
Environmental Network (WEN) and the 
Brighton & Hove Food Partnership. “We 
want to explore what people eat, what they 
want to eat, how they procure and cook 

their food, and why,” says Swan. “Food is 
more than simply fuel. It is also a means 
of self and cultural expression, a source of 
pride and pleasure, and an opportunity for 
resistance.”

Creative routes to engagement

Partnering with Pierre Bureau, an award-
winning local photographer, the researchers 
ran a food photography course for a group 
of Tower Hamlets residents, most of whom 
were women from British Bangladeshi, 
Caribbean, Chinese, and Nigerian 
backgrounds. “Photographs are a really 
powerful way of communicating and sharing 
feelings and ideas about food,” says Swan. 
“Through photos and discussions, we 
learned about how food matters in these 
women’s lives, and how creative they are in 
feeding their families while also passing on 
important cultural practices.” 

The Tower Hamlets team also worked with 
British Bangladeshi artist Nasima Sultana 
on a comic to communicate ideas and 
insights from the research, and a local 
food map, which illustrates the social, 

cultural and economic history of food in the 
area and how this in�uences what locals 
buy, grow or eat today. The team has also 
produced several blogs, a �lm and a series 
of podcasts to share �ndings with local 
residents, food activists and researchers. 

“All these methods spark interest that can 
be hard to achieve with standard academic 
research,” says Swan. “We will use our 
experiences to develop methodological 
guidance on co-production to help other 
researchers.”

Connecting with communities

Central to the project are the community 
researchers – local residents recruited to 
work alongside the academics. They are 
involved in gathering data and listening to 
the stories, opinions, needs and wants of 
community members.

In Tower Hamlets, community researchers 
Shazna Hussain and Sajna Miah, supported 
by Julie Yip from WEN, are using a range 
of methods – including food shop-alongs, 
cook-alongs and photographic diaries – 
to understand how the food system and 
policy landscape shapes the inequalities of 
what and how we eat. Shop-alongs involve 
researchers accompanying residents on 
shopping trips to understand the complex 
demands and skills involved in this 
seemingly ordinary process. The diaries 
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https://research.reading.ac.uk/food-systems-equality/
https://research.reading.ac.uk/food-systems-equality/
https://ukfoodsystems.ukri.org/
https://ukfoodsystems.ukri.org/
https://ukfoodsystems.ukri.org/
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NHS DIGITAL 
INCLUSION 
FRAMEWORK

Business School academics are working with 
NHS Sussex to expand access to digital health 
and care services.

The rapid expansion of digital health and 
care services has the potential to empower 
us all to manage our own health, as well as 
improve clinical outcomes and ef�ciency. 
However, it also carries the risk of excluding 
the most vulnerable and highest-need 
populations, and worsening health 
inequalities. 

To improve access to digital health services 
for the people who need them most, a 
Business School team joined forces with 
NHS Sussex to create a Digital Inclusion 
Framework. Launched in December 2022, 
the framework is already being used to 
support equality impact assessments 
across Sussex. 

“For people to be digitally included, 
they need not only the right skills and 
equipment, but also access to digital 
services that are secure, reliable and �t 
with their everyday lives,” says Debbie 
Keeling, Professor of Marketing and 
Deputy Pro Vice Chancellor for Knowledge 
Exchange, who co-led the project. “We 
hope the new framework will raise 
awareness of the barriers people face when 
accessing digital services, and ensure that 
inaccessible pathways and technologies 
are not causing disengagement in digital 
health and care.” 

The new framework emerged from an 
integrative review of barriers and enablers 
to digital inclusion, conducted by Keeling 
alongside colleagues Dr Maja Golf-Papez, 
Jessica Hadjis van Thiel, Dr Ralitsa Hiteva 
and Nora Davies. A collaboration with Kath 
Sykes at the Kent Surrey Sussex Academic 
Health Science Network (now known as 
Health Innovation, Kent Surrey Sussex) 

provided guidance on the wider NHS digital 
health and care agenda and facilitated 
the involvement of key stakeholders. 
Clinicians, support workers, digital teams 
and commissioners from across NHS 
Sussex were actively involved in testing and 
developing the framework through a series 
of engagement activities, interviews and 
workshops. 

Taking a person-centred approach, the 
framework identi�es barriers and enablers 
to digital inclusion, including lack of 
awareness, access and affordability, skills 
and support, motivation, trust, accessibility 
and useability, at each stage of a person’s 
interaction with digital health products, 
services, and pathways. 

Crucially, the framework includes an 
assessment tool, which can be used to 
ensure new and existing digital programmes 
and pathways are inclusive and mitigate 
exclusion. Explaining the value of the 
framework, one of the current users from 
NHS Sussex said: “Anyone who is a part of 
service delivery should use this framework 
and it should be integrated into health and 
care management training.” 

If the framework is applied by health and 
care services across England, it has the 
potential to open up digital services and 
improve health outcomes for millions of 
people who might otherwise be excluded or 
disadvantaged.

Digital exclusion facts

A person is digitally excluded when 
they are unable to access or use the 
digital products they need for everyday 
life, including health and care. 

•  According to the Lloyds Bank UK 
Consumer Digital Index 2023, 35% 
of the UK population have, at best, 
low level digital skills, meaning they 
are unlikely to be able to access 
digital health and care services 
safely and effectively. 

•  1.7 million people had no internet 
access in 2019 and, according to 
the House of Lords Communications 
and Digital Committee, 1 million 
have cancelled or discontinued their 
internet packages in the last year 
due to the cost of living crisis.

Financial Times commendation

The team’s work was highly 
commended in the 2024 Financial 
Times Responsible Business 
Education awards. Sitting alongside 
research from universities across the 
world, the Digital Inclusion Framework 
was one of just six projects from UK 
institutions to be recognised in the 
‘best academic research with societal 
impact’ category. The awards are 
designed to showcase innovative, 
practical approaches to addressing 
vital societal issues.

Find out more
View the framework at  

www.digitalinclusionframework.co.uk

Professor Debbie Keeling

http://www.digitalinclusionframework.co.uk


2 7

R E S E A R C H  R E V I E W  2 0 2 2 - 2 3

OUR MAJOR 
RESEARCH CENTRES 
AND PROGRAMMES



2023 EVENTS
Our research conferences and workshops attracted 
speakers and delegates from across the globe, tackling 
a wide range of issues – from human resources to 
trade to sustainability. 

Sir James Bevan, former CEO of the Environment Agency, 
speaking at the Marie Jahoda lecture

27 
Mar

Marie Jahoda annual lecture 

This annual lecture celebrates 
the immense contribution of 
Professor Marie Jahoda CBE to 
the Science Policy Research Unit 
(SPRU). 50 years ago, Jahoda 
shaped the SPRU response to the 
Club of Rome’s ‘Limits to Growth’ 
report, arguing for a shift in the 
composition of growth. The panel 
discussion, ‘Thinking about the 
future, 50 years on’, chaired by 
Dr Adrian Ely, considered whether 
this optimism is still justi�ed half 
a century later. Guest keynote 
speaker and Sussex alumnus 
Sir James Bevan spoke about 
his former role as CEO of the 
Environment Agency and his 
optimism for the future in the  
face of signi�cant challenges. 

20-21 
Apr

CITP inaugural conference 

The �rst Centre for Inclusive Trade 
Policy (CITP) academic conference 
was held at the University of 
Sussex campus, organised by 
Professors L. Alan Winters and 
Michael Gasiorek. Paola Conconi 
provided a keynote speech about 
multinational ownership and 
trade participation, while Petros 
Mavroidis spoke about industrial 
policy for national security. 

Eu-SPRI annual conference: 
Research with impact

The Business School’s Science 
Policy Research Unit (SPRU) 
hosted the 2023 European Forum 
for Studies of Policies for Research 
and Innovation conference 
(Eu-SPRI 2023). The theme of 
the conference, ‘Research with 
Impact’, attracted academic 
researchers and policymakers, 
and prompted discussions about 
how well research systems are 
aligned with the changing needs of 
society. Keynote speakers included 
Professor Kathryn Oliver (University 
of London), Professor Ben Martin 
(SPRU) and Leonie are 



Professor Francisco Sagasti, former President of Peru, at the Chris Freeman lecture

19 
Oct

8 
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