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Background
When I worked in industry I was involved in research, both in developing new products and in finding out what went wrong with failures. After 30 years of working in heavy industry had worn me down, ending with a breakdown, I decided to try and understand my health better, set up self-help groups to pass on my experience, and gain more understanding that could help us deal with our problems.
Opportunities to help
As soon as opportunities arose to pass on my knowledge to students at the Universities of Coventry and Warwick, I took them. At first it was simply telling my story and answering their questions, but over a number of years, patient participation in health developed, and now we are fully engaged.
The first projects I was involved in were to do with mental health and patient participation research. More recently I have been a co-applicant on many research projects including lower back pain treatments and other long term conditions. I am now accepted as an ‘expert by experience’ in my conditions and work with academics and health professionals on an equal footing.
In recent years, funders and university authorities have insisted that true service user and carer involvement takes place in their courses or research projects.
How involvement in research helped me
After struggling against pain, depression and undiagnosed diabetes, I once more feel a useful part of society, having learned how to manage my condition. 
For example, when I was first in constant pain, doctors used NICE guidelines and recommended bed rest, which resulted in me progressively losing the use of my legs. By going for walks with fellow mental health sufferers, I regained strength in my legs and other problems started to recede. This demonstrates the type of practice that eventually led to NICE recommending exercise and a healthy lifestyle. 
I am now a part of a research group at Coventry University looking at various aspects of the research programme, such as ethics, analysis and literature reviews. Researchers come for our opinions of their proposals and to gain our help with their projects. 
At Warwick University, UNTRAP: a user, care and teaching organisation, trains lay people who wish to become involved in research.
A message of hope
To those who have been struck down by a long term condition, don't vegetate and lose the will to live; get involved with self-help groups and research organisations and get your life back. GPs, hospitals and universities engage in research and need you to help them in improving everybody's health and wellbeing. 
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