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Guidance on what needs HREC review, June 2020 
What needs HREC review? 
 
Any data collection activity carried out at the OU (or by OU researchers in collaboration with 
partners) for the purpose of academic research does require HREC review. This includes 
any research project that aims to undertake a systematic investigation in order to produce 
new knowledge and findings, that have applicability beyond a local level and that will be 
shared externally in appropriate outputs (e.g. publication in scholarly peer-reviewed 
publications, at academic conferences, or similar). Normally, such projects will demonstrate 
engagement with a broader body of scholarly literature, explicate clear research questions 
derived from this literature, and propose suitable methods and analysis to address these 
questions and disseminate generalisable and/or transferable knowledge to be shared 
beyond the local university setting. 
 
**Note: The Code of Practice for Research at the Open University (2017) defines research 
as: “original investigation undertaken in order to gain new knowledge and understanding and 
make this widely available.” 
 
What does not need HREC review? 
 
Projects that are focused on collecting data primarily for the purpose of internal review and 
evaluation do not require HREC review. These projects are often referred to as 
performance review, service evaluation, quality assurance and audit.  
 
For example, surveying students to find out their views on the OU prospectus, in order to 
feed into further developments to the prospectus, does not require HREC review. Similarly, 
surveying OU library users on the library services and resources offered, in order to review 
and further develop these services, does not require HREC review. Surveying students 
and/or tutors on their views on learning resources for a particular module (e.g. using 
surveys, interviews or focus groups) in order to provide recommendations for policy and/or 
action at a local level (e.g. on a module or program) does not need HREC review. This does 
not preclude a summary of the findings being shared externally as an evaluation case study.  
 
**Note: All data collection involving OU students needs to obtain Student Research Project 
Panel (SRPP) review and approval. All data collection involving surveying more than 30 OU 
staff members needs to obtain Staff Survey Project Panel (SSPP) review and approval. 
 
Scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) projects at the OU 
 
It is recognised that scholarship projects might potentially fall into either of the above 
classifications of data collection activity. Applicants should assess whether their project 
requires HREC review and if in doubt contact HREC for advice (email: Research-REC-
review@open.ac.uk). HREC reviews all applications based on the description of the work to 
be carried out, including the primary goals and purpose of the activity, and plans for 
dissemination of findings, and makes a judgement about whether review is required on this 
basis. 
 
Scholarship projects that have a clear aim to contribute to knowledge at a more general 
level, going beyond the specific local context and engaging with broader debates and issues 
in pedagogy with the intention of sharing novel findings and contributing to knowledge 
externally (e.g. in academic journals and at conferences), do require HREC review. HREC 
considers such projects to be pedagogical research, rather than service review/evaluation. 
HREC assesses whether review is needed on an individual basis, considering applications in 
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terms of the project aims and dissemination plans as described in the submitted HREC 
application. 


