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ABSTRACT

The EU Horizon 2020 research project Equal-Life (Early Environmental quality and life-course
mental health effects) studies the combined and interacting impact of physical, social, and
internal (biomarkers) exposure on children's and adolescents’ mental health and cognitive
development from an exposome perspective. Data of European cohorts and school studies
are used and enriched with variables of the physical exposure (e.g. noise, air pollution, grey
and green space) and the social environment to estimate their effects on children’s and
adolescents’ development and well-being and to identify the underlying mechanisms. A main
part of Equal-Life is the involvement of stakeholders from policy, local practice, and science.
Taking the research on noise impact combined with other exposure as an example, this
contribution describes the different research steps of a study on the impact of environmental
exposure and when and how stakeholders can be involved. A main objective of stakeholder
involvement is to obtain input on how to formulate hypotheses, choose a study design and
interpret the results in terms of recommendations for interventions. Further, stakeholders
receive feedback on actions and interventions based on scientific knowledge about exposure-
health associations and underlying mechanisms.
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INTRODUCTION

In the European exposome research project Equal-Life various physical and social
environmental influences on children’s and adolescent's mental health, wellbeing and
cognitive development are studied!. Of special interest are the impact of combinations of
different physical and social exposures as well as the interplay with the potential mediators
stress, sleep, and coping. Stakeholder involvement has a crucial role in the Equal-Life project.
Several objectives are pursued with stakeholder involvement: 1) to consider practical
experiences from various domains throughout the project in order to stay aware of the pressing
issues in practical fields which might differ from the research focus. 2) to create a stakeholder
network and built constant exchange with stakeholders to benefit from stakeholder’s expertise.
3) to incorporate project’s outcomes into a toolbox which support practitioners, policy-makers,
etc. targeting to improve children’s development and mental health by meeting their (the
stakeholders') requirements. Therefore, participative and interactive approaches are adopted
for constant stakeholder invoviement?.

Figure 1 shows a flow-chart with suggestions to integrate stakeholder involvement in different
steps of the common research process.
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Figure 1: Steps in research process and options where stakeholder involvement was

used in the Equal-Life project

Literature search/status quo: Interviews with stakeholders were carried out to collect
information from various domains on their experiences with exposures affecting children’s
mental health, wellbeing and cognitive development®. Further, gaps in knowledge as well as
practical gaps in national mental health plans were assessed.

Conceptualisation: A Delphi survey was conducted with stakeholders where pressing
questions and issues were collected*®. In a next step, research questions collected in the
project consortium were evaluated by stakeholders. This process was beneficial for refining
and prioritizing research questions to be addressed in the project. Both information gathered
in the stakeholder interviews as well as the Delphi survey can be used to compare the internal



focus of research with the proposed pressing topics from the perspectives of various practical
domains.

Interpretation: Stakeholder fora are held to discuss projects results, specifically in the scope
of the practical insights.

Integration: In the Equal-Life project, outcomes are meant to be integrated into a toolbox.
Here, outcomes are considered as tools, such as new methods developed in the project,
publications, results from analysis, but also results in terms of data. Therefore, co-design
workshops are organised to support the process of integrating results into a usable and
comprehensive toolbox. Stakeholder can assist in evaluating newly developed methods as
well as evaluating the fit of results for stakeholders’ daily work.

Dissemination: Stakeholders can be valuable distributors of project results. They can also
serve as multiplicators delivering results to interested institutions and reach policy advisors on
different levels and in various domains (urban planning, municipalities, health and social care,
public health, among others). On a higher level, the exchange with stakeholders can support
the development of meaningful interventions and policies.
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