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[bookmark: _Toc189830909][bookmark: _Toc201831253][bookmark: _Toc221714441]About this guide
[bookmark: _Toc189830910][bookmark: _Toc201831254]Healthwatch. It is a great way to help us understand how people experience health and social care services. This guide will help you understand what qualitative research is, help you identify when to do it, and give you an introduction to how to do it.
[bookmark: _Toc221714442]What is qualitative research?
[bookmark: _Toc221710604]Qualitative research is a method of conducting research that generates words rather than numbers as data for analysis. It does not provide a precise measure of something but instead aims to answer the ‘what’, ‘how’ or ‘why’ of an issue. It captures people’s views, emotions, thoughts and attitudes.
For example, qualitative research shouldn’t be used to determine the answer to ‘what proportion of people in our community are waiting for elective care?’ But ‘how has waiting for elective care affected people’s lives in our community?’ is something you could investigate using qualitative research.
[bookmark: _Toc221714443]When should you use qualitative research?
You can use qualitative research in the following situations.
[bookmark: _Toc221714444][bookmark: _Toc221710605]When little is known about a topic 
Qualitative research is a great way to investigate the nature of an issue, making it a promising approach for topics that aren’t already well understood.
[bookmark: _Toc221714445]When you want to explore attitudes or experiences in depth
Qualitative research can help you understand people’s views and experiences, building a rich understanding of the topic.
[bookmark: _Toc221714446]When you want to add depth or richness to quantitative research
This is a ‘mixed methods’ approach, where you do both quantitative and qualitative research. Your quantitative methods will yield numerical data, enhanced by qualitative research, which can provide a better understanding of the meaning or explanations for your numerical data.
[bookmark: _Toc221714447]Examples in practice:
	To establish people’s experiences

	Your local NHS commissioners have distributed blood pressure monitoring machines to all over-60s diagnosed with hypertension. However, many are not using them. You could interview some of these people to find out why.



	To understand different perspectives

	You want to know how remote GP appointments work for patients. You also want to know what the practice staff think about it. You can organise interviews and focus group discussions with the two groups to get their views and present a balanced perspective to stakeholders..



	To understand how attitudes affect behaviours

	Few women from ethnic minority communities have attended a new service of voluntary testing and counselling for HIV in your local hospital. You could undertake in-depth interviews with some women to help understand the barriers to using the service. 



Once you have established your research question, ask yourself if you want to:
Understand the perspectives of people; or
Explore how people’s perspectives impact something; or
Observe a process in depth.
[bookmark: _Toc189830911][bookmark: _Toc201831255]If the answer to any of these questions is ‘yes’, then qualitative research is likely to be a promising approach for you.
[bookmark: _Toc221714448]Different qualitative methodologies
[bookmark: _Toc221710607]There are many ways of doing qualitative research. However, at Healthwatch, interviews and focus groups are by far the most common, so we will focus primarily on those. However, you could also generate qualitative data via surveys or observations.
[bookmark: _Toc221714449]Interviews
Interviews are a specific form of conversation between an interviewer and a participant, aimed at capturing the participant’s perspective. 
This differs from an everyday conversation in several ways:
The meeting is somewhat artificial in that the topic is known; you are meeting to discuss a certain issue or topic.
The role of the interviewer and interviewee is set; it is not the role of the interviewee to set the topic or questions. Naturally they can ask relevant questions about the project or to clarify meaning.
In some form, the conversation will be captured, traditionally by notes or recording, but often now through mobile phone apps and online dictation software.
Ultimately there will be some form of analysis performed on the resulting data, which usually is in text form (a transcript).
Importantly the interview needs to generate valid and usable data. If the conversation goes too far off topic and is irrelevant to the project, then it may have wasted staff and participant time. 
[bookmark: _Toc221710608]Use a discussion guide to structure the general outline of the interview, or even the whole interaction, depending on your needs.
[bookmark: _Toc221714450]Types of interviews
There are three main types of interviews, each serving different purposes. It is common to mix and combine elements from these different types.
The main categories to keep in mind are:
Structured interviews
These have a rigid list of pre-determined questions with no flexibility to add follow-up questions or change the order of questions. As interviewer, you ask verbatim the questions in your discussion guide in the exact order they are written.
For example: Interviewing patients about their recent hospital discharge experience, where you ask the same 12 questions in the same order (such as ‘how long did you wait?’ Or ‘were your medications explained to you?’) meaning that you can directly compare answers from all participants.

Semi-structured interviews 
These have some predetermined structure, but allow some flexibility to the interviewer. You will have several key questions in your discussion guide that you will ask during the interview, however you do not need to stick to these as rigidly as in a structured interview. You can ask follow up questions, tweak question wording, change question order, and generally shape the interview around the participant’s responses. 
For example: you have key topics/questions to cover when carrying out an interview about GP access, but allow flexibility to explore unexpected themes that come up. 

Unstructured interviews 
These do not have predetermined questions and instead are more akin to a conversation, albeit one where you are trying to get the participant to talk about a specific topic. It can be challenging to produce high quality and consistent data via unstructured interviews unless you are a very experienced and confident interviewer, so we would not recommend doing these in your research projects.
[bookmark: _Toc221710609][bookmark: _Toc221714451]When to use interviews?
You want the flexibility to ask further questions of participants.
You want to use open-ended questions.
You need a consistent structure and similarity between interviews.
You want to explore the reasons ‘why’, not just ‘what’.
You have the staff with the training and time to run the interviews and transcribe and analyse the transcripts. 
[bookmark: _Toc221710610][bookmark: _Toc221714452]When not to use interviews
Interviews may not be right for every qualitative project. For example:
You are not looking for in depth information, but instead need statistics
You do not have the time to conduct interviews them in a qualitative or representative way.
You lack the training or staff to do so at this time.
We have further guidance on semi-structured interviews: Planning and undertaking interviews
[bookmark: _Toc221710611][bookmark: _Toc221714453]Group interviews and focus groups
Another conversational research method is the group interview or focus group. While interviews provide an in-depth understanding of an individual’s point of view, focus groups enable you to gather multiple points of view during one session. 
Getting a group of people together who share that experience can allow them to bounce off each other and generate thoughts they might not have had in an interview.
Focus groups can help engage people who may feel intimidated by an interview. Some people may feel more comfortable speaking about a topic with peers. However, when deciding whether to conduct a focus group, you should be aware of whether the issue you are investigating is personal or sensitive. Many people may be reticent to speak about a private issue in a group setting.
Like interviews, the level of structure in a focus group can vary. However, a focus group can be challenging to keep on topic, and taking an unstructured approach can make that particularly acute. Therefore, having some structure in terms of knowing what questions you want to ask is advisable.
Reasons to use group interviews or focus groups
There is a relevant group that meets regularly, therefore conducting this as a focus group may put people at ease and make them more likely to take part.
You want to separate groups by demographic for your analysis and these groups naturally exist and are accessible e.g. older people’s meeting group and a youth group.
Reasons not to use group interviews or focus groups
When a topic is sensitive, people may not wish to speak in front of others.
The costs in terms of time, staff and money make it not viable to do group work in this project.
We have further guidance on focus groups: Planning and running focus groups
[bookmark: _Toc221710612][bookmark: _Toc221714454]Deliberative events
This is a methodology sometimes used by Healthwatch. It is a way of involving people in decision making. Deliberative events bring together members of the public to learn about, discuss, and deliberate on specific issues or policy questions. We have separate guidance on this topic: Planning and running deliberative events
[bookmark: _Toc221710613][bookmark: _Toc221714455]When to use
When you need to involve people in decision making
When you have sufficient time to work with a group of people to consider a range of information and discuss an issue in depth
[bookmark: _Toc221710614][bookmark: _Toc221714456]Observations
Observations are another method of generating qualitative data. Many Healthwatch use this method when carrying out Enter and View visits or mystery shopping. 
[bookmark: _Toc221710615][bookmark: _Toc221714457]When to use
Observation can be useful for investigating whether there are differences between what people say and what happens in practice. It may even help you uncover behaviours about which participants are not even aware, and which would therefore not come to light during interviews or focus groups. For example, when visiting an A&E department, you might observe that staff treat patients differently when it is busy compared to when it is quiet.
We have guidance on observational methods:
Guidance on enter and views
Mystery shopping
[bookmark: _Toc221714458]Further resources
We have further relevant guidance on the following topics:
Managing ethics and risk
How to decide the right research method for your topic
How to word consent
.
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