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[bookmark: _Toc190334829]About this guide
Healthwatch research should be as fair and unbiased as possible. We have a duty to ensure that our insight is as objective and uninfluenced by personal views or preconceptions as possible.
[bookmark: _Toc190334830]This guidance outlines how you can identify and minimise bias in your research and how you can choose a good sample of participants for your research, so that you can report robust and reliable findings.
We will discuss bias first, and then explore how to select the right sample for your research, which is a good way to reduce bias.
What is bias?
Bias is where an activity, action or research finding is skewed to show favour or disfavour towards a particular person, group or way of working. Bias can occur intentionally or unintentionally.
Managing bias is at the heart of conducting high-quality research. When you don't manage bias effectively, it can result in information that becomes skewed and potentially inaccurate.
It is essential to consider the potential risks of bias during the research planning stage, allowing you to take steps to mitigate them. It may not always be possible to eliminate bias, and in such cases, you must be transparent and disclose this when reporting your findings.
	Example of bias: Exploring young people’s awareness of sexual health services

	If you only interview those who have been to sexual health clinics, you will miss out on hearing the views of young people who get their sexual health information and services elsewhere, such as their GP. Crucially, you will also not hear from people who don’t access sexual health services at all.
This means that your results will only provide a partial, and potentially inaccurate, picture of young people’s awareness of sexual health services.
One way to tackle this would be to approach local schools, colleges or One way to tackle this is to approach local schools, colleges, or youth groups, which can help you gather responses from a more diverse group of young people. If you are unable to do so, then you should acknowledge this in your report. 


[bookmark: _Toc190334831]Types of bias
Sampling bias
Sampling bias occurs when the group of people you choose to talk to cannot be considered representative of the group of people you are researching. Choosing the people you want to talk to is essential when managing sampling bias.
	Example of sampling bias

	You want to understand the experiences of working-age adults in getting a GP appointment and write a survey to investigate this. Most of your survey responses come from white men over 40 years old.
You therefore have sampling bias. White men over 40 are overrepresented in your survey. This means any analysis you do will be skewed towards the views and experiences of white men over 40. You cannot achieve your research objective of understanding the experiences of working-age adults as a whole.



We will examine the different types of sampling in more detail in the sampling section later.
Research method bias
The method you use can introduce bias. You must consider whether your method makes it less likely that you hear from certain groups of people. If that is likely to be the case, you should take steps to mitigate that.
	Example of research method bias

	You want to understand the experiences of working-age adults in getting a GP appointment and write a survey to investigate this. Your survey is only available online, in English, and without an easy-read version or accessibility adjustments.
Your research method, therefore, introduces bias. Your survey is unlikely to be taken by people who are not online, people who do not speak English confidently, people with learning disabilities, people with vision issues, and so on. This means any analysis you do will be missing the views of these people. You cannot achieve your research objective of understanding the experiences of working-age adults as a whole. 


Question bias
The questions you ask and how you ask them can introduce bias into your results. It is essential to recognise that how a question is written or asked can affect the answer given.
You should avoid ‘leading questions’, which are worded in such a way that respondents are pushed towards a particular response. It is important to note that children, young people and vulnerable adults are more susceptible to being influenced when asked leading questions.
You should also try to avoid ‘closed questions’, which are questions that have only binary ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers.
	Example of question bias

	You want to understand the experiences of working-age adults in getting a GP appointment and write a survey to investigate this. Your survey includes the following questions.
How satisfied are you with your experience of getting a GP appointment?
Completely satisfied
Very satisfied
Mostly satisfied
Somewhat satisfied
Dissatisfied

Overall, was it easy to get a GP appointment?
Yes
No

Your first question has four options that indicate some level of satisfaction and only one that indicates dissatisfaction. This is a This introduces bias into your results, as it encourages respondents to report satisfaction with their experience.
Your second question is a closed question, with only two binary options: ‘yes’ and ‘no’. This introduces bias into your results, as it forces respondents to either agree or disagree, when their experience is probably more nuanced than this.
These questions suggest that your findings may be biased, and as a result, your conclusions about the experiences of working-age adults may not be robust.



We have guidance on writing survey questions that can help you formulate unbiased questions.
Interviewer bias
In interviews, the interviewer can introduce bias into the research. Intentionally or unintentionally, the interviewer can influence the answers given by the interviewee.
	Example of interviewer bias

	You want to understand the experiences of working age adults of getting a GP appointment. You are conducting interviews. Your colleague interviews a young single mother and has the following exchange.
Interviewee: “It’s really hard to get an appointment, and sometimes even when I do get one, I can’t go, because it’s at an inconvenient time.”
Interviewer: “I suppose it must be difficult for you to be organised enough to get to things on time.”
The interviewer’s response is a general statement containing an assumption based on a stereotype about young single mothers. The interviewee may agree with the statement, even if it’s not actually why she missed the appointment. Alternatively, the interviewee may feel criticised and become defensive.
Either way, the interviewee has introduced bias into the research, which will likely impact the interviewee’s responses. This means that your findings will ultimately contain bias.



There are some easy ways to reduce interviewer bias.
Ensure all interviewers are thoroughly briefed on what needs to be asked, how to prompt interviewees where needed, how to answer queries interviewees may have, and how to handle sensitive topics. To help with this, interviewers should all have a ‘discussion guide’. You can see our introductory guidance on qualitative research for more information on developing discussion guides.
Brief interviewers beforehand about the need to take an unbiased approach and react neutrally to answers given.
Interviewers should keep an open mind about what is said and avoid making assumptions.
Social desirability bias
There is always a power imbalance in interviews, where the interviewer has more power than the interviewee Because of this, respondents may give answers that they believe are the ‘right’ answers or that they think the interviewer wants to hear, rather than their actual views. People are particularly susceptible to this type of bias when talking about taboo or illegal topics, such as drug use.


	Example of social desirability bias

	You want to understand young people’s use of sexual health services. You are conducting interviews. Your colleague has the following exchange.
Interviewee: “I did go to get an STD check at my GP after being…not careful on a night out”
Interviewer: “You had unprotected sex on a night out? Was that because you were drunk or had taken illegal drugs?”
Interviewee: “Uhh…no”
Understanding the circumstances that led to the interviewee using a sexual health service may be a legitimate topic to probe. However, the question frames the interviewee’s behaviour as irresponsible, or even illegal. This creates the possibility that the interviewee will not answer truthfully.
This introduces bias into your research, as your findings may include information that is not true but instead based on interviewees saying what they think they ‘should’ say.



There are several ways to reduce social desirability bias.
Give respondents anonymity. If people believe their answers will be treated anonymously and confidentially, they will be more likely to answer honestly.
Consider surveys rather than interviews if your topic is particularly likely to touch on taboo topics. Respondents may feel more confident in their anonymity when answering a survey than they do during an interview.
[bookmark: _Toc190334832]Make sure your questions are worded neutrally, avoiding any implication of judgement. In interviews, ensure that your tone is neutral and non-judgmental.
Ten top tips for minimising bias
1. Involve multiple researchers. If more than one person is involved in collecting and analysing data, the chances of personal views influencing findings are reduced.
2. Consider using more than one method of data collection.
3. Ask participants to review your results to see whether your interpretations accurately represent their beliefs.
4. Sense-check your findings with external data sources, such as similar work by other Healthwatch or other organisations.
5. Be clear about the outcomes you want to achieve through your research.
6. Be inclusive and involve as diverse groups as possible.
7. Understand and consider the needs and requirements of participants.
8. Be aware of potential issues that may introduce bias into your results.
9. Mitigate issues to prevent bias.
10. Be transparent and honest about your approach.
[bookmark: _Toc190334833]How to get the right sample for your research
One of the best ways to minimise bias in your research is to get your sample right. By ‘sample’ we mean the people you hear from in your research. ampling is about ensuring that your research provides a comprehensive picture of the diverse opinions and situations that exist among the people on whom your research is focused.
Inappropriate sampling can result in biased or inaccurate findings. It is essential to have the right mix of people in your sample. We will explore different sampling approaches below.
Different sampling methods
We have ordered these methods starting with the most used and relevant to Healthwatch.
Self-selection sampling
This is where your sample consists of individuals who have volunteered to participate after being asked to do so or after seeing an advertisement. This method is particularly beneficial when researching sensitive topics, as it allows you to gather experiences from participants who are genuinely committed to participating and providing meaningful insights.
However, the sample is unlikely to be representative of the population. This means you must be cautious about generalising your findings to a wider population. 
	Example of self-selection sampling: experience of using maternity services

	You want to find out how women feel about using maternity services in your local hospital. You advertise your project to new mothers through various channels and invite them to get in touch if if they are interested in participating.
Only those women who are genuinely interested in your research or particularly driven to share their experience are likely to contact you. This group is unlikely to be representative of all mothers. People with poorer experiences will probably be keener to participate, as we know that people with good or neutral experiences tend to be less motivated to share those experiences.


Opportunity sampling or convenience sampling
This is where participants are selected based on convenience: they are accessible and available to participate at the time of the research. It is the easiest method of sampling. However, the people selected may not be representative of the target group, which can lead to biased findings.
This method is helpful in pilot studies to find out initial results, which can then help you design further research.
	Example of opportunity sampling: a survey of experiences of GP appointments

	You want to understand the current experiences of GP appointments. You have an online survey that you send to people connected to you through your mailing list or social media.
The people who respond will be those who are on our lists (accessible) and are willing to complete the survey (available). The results will not be representative of the local population as a whole, but can help you identify general experiences people are having that you might wish to research further.


Purposive sampling
This is where researchers use their judgment to select participants for the sample. Researchers identify individuals who appear to them to be representative of that population.
This method is most common when recruiting participants for qualitative research and is one of the most cost-effective and time-efficient methods available. It can be useful when there is a restricted number of people in a population who have the qualities that the researcher wants from the target population.
	Example of purposive sampling: staff perspectives on A&E winter pressures

	You aim to investigate the impact of winter pressures in A&E on nurses’ performance and wellbeing during the season. You use your local knowledge and relationships to identify several A&E nurses in your local Emergency Department who you would like to interview in depth about their views.
You use your judgement and experience to recruit a sample with the characteristics that interest you. The sample may still not be entirely representative, but it can provide the rich insight you want.


Stratified sampling
This works by grouping your research population by the characteristics that are important to your research, such as gender, age, ethnicity, education levels and so on. This method helps ensure that every group important to your research is represented in the sample.
	Example of stratified sampling: effect on people of service digitalisation

	You want to determine how the increased use of digital appointments has impacted those who are at a greater risk of digital exclusion. 
To hear their voices, you select your sample from areas of social deprivation in your local community. Your research finds that 50% of the people living in these areas are over the age of 65; therefore, your sample should consist of 50% of respondents over the age of 65.


Snowball sampling
This can be a quick and accurate way of generating a sample of people who are seldom heard. In this technique, you rely on your initial research participants to refer people who are relevant to your research. You can then connect with the new contacts and ask them to refer more people. This process continues until you reach your desired sample size.
	Example of snowball sampling: healthy living campaign in local minority ethnic groups

	You want to use a survey to gauge the interest of local minority ethnic groups in a healthy living campaign and identify potential barriers they may face in adopting a healthy lifestyle.
However, you’re only able to contact a small group of people from these groups. You ask your initial contacts to help you connect with more people from their communities, and this enables you to build your sample size.


Random sampling
This is where you select people at random to take part in your research. In this method, each member in the target population has an equal chance of being selected as a participant This reduces bias and increases the likelihood of generating a sample that is representative of the entire community or group of people.
Random sampling is beneficial when the target population is very large, and it is difficult to identify every member of the population. However, it is essential to note that this method requires a larger sample size, which can be challenging to obtain in practice.
	Example of random sampling: healthcare access among young adults

	You decide to have university students as your target population. You have a list of student accommodation room numbers and use an electronic random number generator to select which rooms you will post your survey.
It may not be possible to ask every student in the university to participate; however, if you get responses from a significant proportion of all university students in the area, you’ll be able to draw meaningful insights about your target population with this random sample.
Using a sample size calculator, you can determine how many people you will need to engage with to obtain a significant proportion and draw conclusions.


Systematic sampling
This involves selecting samples randomly to ensure that everyone has an equal chance of being chosen. You can use this method when you have a large target population, and you know the identity of the population, for example, if you have a list of names. In this case, you select every Nth (e.g., 5th) person from that list for your research.
You can calculate the Nth value by dividing the total number on your list by the number of people you want to participate in your research.
You should start by selecting a random starting point on the list and include this individual in your research sample.
	Example of systematic sampling: experiences of social care support for asylum seekers

	You have a list of 500 people who are registered asylum seekers in your community, and you want to speak to 25 of them to gather their experiences of receiving social care support.
To 25 participants, you’ll have to select every 20th person on the list.
This generates a random sample and reduces your chance of bias in your research.


[bookmark: _Toc190334834]Top tips when planning your sample
Be clear about who you want as the target population in your research and why this sample will help you answer your research questions.
For projects aiming to explore the experiences of the general population, ensure the sample is as diverse as the local population.
For projects aiming to explore experiences of specific groups, the sample should only include those who have the characteristics of the specific group(s)
Understand the characteristics of your target population and how the findings from your sample may relate to the wider population.
Consider the size of your sample so that you gain enough understanding of the issue you are researching without reaching data saturation.
Be transparent when writing your report about how you selected the sample and whether there were any limitations in sampling that way. Our guidance on writing an effective report sets out how you can best frame your research sample.
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