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[bookmark: _Toc190424877]About this guide
[bookmark: _Toc190424878]Some Healthwatch have successfully used a community researcher approach to engage seldom-heard groups and conduct inclusive research.
This document will help you understand this approach and provide guidance on how to apply it at your Healthwatch.
What is a community researcher approach?
Community researchers are people you train, support and empower to conduct research on your behalf in their communities. It is a research approach that is more participatory, with you acting as a facilitator and communities at the heart of data collection.
The more traditional research approach is extractive: you, as a researcher, go to people and communities and look to extract insight from them. The community researcher approach is more collaborative; you do research with people and communities.
Working this way can help communities to bring their views to the fore and explain what health and social care issues are important to them. It may help you hear views that you would not have heard through more typical research approaches.
What are the benefits of using community researchers?
There are several reasons why this approach is effective: 
It is community-led and action-focused
It can reach people whose voices are underrepresented
It both builds and recognises skills, knowledge and expertise in communities
It reimburses community members for their time and input
It can start to address inequalities in access and resource
It is about the process as well as the result
It moves away from extractive research approaches, 
It can be the start of a continuous, ongoing dialogue between Healthwatch and communities
What are the challenges of using community researchers?
This approach has a number or challenges for small organisations like Healthwatch:
It takes longer and can require more resource than typical Healthwatch research approaches
It doesn’t stick to office hours and can challenge your boundaries.
Community researchers vary in skill and confidence and may need different levels of support.
Community researchers and community members have busy lives, so may have limited time to dedicate to the work.
It requires an ongoing problem-solving approach.
It may not be free of community ‘politics’.
It requires an understanding of how to support beyond the research to protect and navigate researcher and community dialogue with the health and care system and any subsequent demands.
Organisational and service change is slow and takes time, which can be frustrating to communities that have been enthused by the process of research involvement.
What a community researcher approach is and is not
Using community researchers is a specific research approach.  Before we examine how to do it, it’s essential to have a clear understanding of what it is and what it is not.
Community research is:
A process as much as an outcome
Time-consuming
An approach that requires commitment, skill, risk and iterative learning
Rewarding for both the community and Healthwatch
An approach that highlights issues, perspectives and concerns of seldom heard communities on their own terms
Action-based and focused on change
A way of working with communities based on respect, partnership and value.
Community research is not:
A quick fix
Easy
Tokenistic
A clear-cut ‘toolkit’ approach
A guaranteed product, outcome or success
Without risk
Appropriate in all circumstances
[bookmark: _Toc190424879]Models of community research
Now that you have a good understanding of what the community researcher approach is, we can cover how to do it.
In 2021, Healthwatch Oxfordshire supported two community researchers under a Community Participatory Action Research programme funded by Health Education England South-East.
Healthwatch Oxfordshire developed two models of community research, which other Healthwatch services may replicate.
Model one: supporting community researchers on their chosen topic
In this model, the community selects the issue to research, determines the research methods, and specifies how the research will be utilised. As Healthwatch, you recruit one or more community researchers. Your role is to support them in identifying and highlighting the critical concerns in their community. You work alongside your researchers to provide support, build skills, help with research planning and provide resources to enable the research to happen.
When they have done their research, you help the researchers and communities to share what they have heard directly with the health and care system.
This process takes time and strongly focuses on participation and change, identifying areas for practical action.
	This model in practice

	Healthwatch Oxfordshire recruited a community researcher through existing links with a local grassroots organisation that has strong relationships within Oxford’s diverse and multi-ethnic communities.
Speaking to people in her community, the researcher identified black women’s experiences of maternity as a topic of concern. Healthwatch helped her develop a research plan to investigate this, and provided skills development, mentoring and other resources to support her to do the research.
The researcher organised a community event that brought together women to discuss their experiences. The women shared their stories and identified areas for improvement in maternity care. The conversation was recorded on video.
The researcher and the women showed the video at a screening event attended by health professionals from local maternity services. This led to a commitment to work more closely with women from black and minority ethnic communities and explore more culturally appropriate ways of delivering maternity services. 
You can watch the video produced here.


Model two: working with community researcher on a specific issue
In this model, you work with community researchers in a much more predefined way. You have a specific research brief and recruit one or more community researchers to carry out the research.
As in the first model, you then provide those community researchers with the support and training they need to conduct that research.
This is a shorter-term and more focused approach. There is less emphasis on community participation within the research process in this model than in the first. Instead, the emphasis is on enabling voices to be heard by the health and care system.
	This model in practice

	Healthwatch Oxfordshire wanted to learn more about barriers to accessing NHS health and care services and speaking up about concerns. They recruited two community researchers from the Arabic-speaking and Albanian communities. They provided them with a clearly defined brief to conduct focus groups or in-depth interviews with a diverse mix of people from their respective communities.
Healthwatch Oxfordshire provided the community researchers with the support they needed to undertake this project, and then turned their findings into a report. Healthwatch shared the report with local health and care providers at the Oxfordshire Health and Wellbeing board. They shared a summary in English, Albanian and Arabic with the communities.
The local hospital trust noted the need for better interpreting support and is working to improve its offer.



[bookmark: _Toc190424880]Five steps to using a community researcher approach
There are five stages to conducting effective community research: plan, observe, act, disseminate, and reflect.
Plan
First, set up your internal procedures. You need to establish the scope, timeline and budget for the project, including reimbursement process for community members’ time. You also need to plan how you will protect staff time to provide the necessary support, training and mentoring to the community researchers.
Once you have set up your project, you can recruit community researchers through local connections. You must then provide them with the necessary training and induction to conduct the research.
The research process then begins. If you are not predetermining the research focus, at this point, you support the researchers in identifying a theme or problem in collaboration with the community and help them turn it into a research question.
Observe
Your community researchers now have a research question, and so you can work with them to develop a research method and a plan for engaging people in the community. 
You should provide whatever support your researchers need to undertake their research. Work with them to ensure that the research is inclusive, culturally appropriate and accessible, removing any barriers to participation you may identify.
Along with your researchers, don’t shy away from challenges. The process of community research is valuable in itself. Working with your researchers and the community to problem solve, find solutions to challenges and dismantle barriers to participation is a significant aspect of this approach.
Act
Based on what you hear during the research process, decide the way forward and identify action points. You should do this collaboratively with your community researchers.
With the community, agree on what practical changes are needed and identify where, how and by whom.
Decide how you will tell the story.
Disseminate
You now need to ensure the right people hear your researchers’ findings. You should help them share insights and lessons with local health and care providers, the Health and Wellbeing Board, and any other relevant stakeholders.
Crucially, ensure that you follow up with stakeholders to determine what action has been taken. It’s essential to provide feedback to the community about what has happened as a result of their engagement.
Reflect
Change may not be immediate, so you should follow impact over time. Stay in touch with your researchers and the community, so you continue to provide feedback on any actions that come from their work.
Debrief with your researchers at the end of the project. They will have feedback that can help you understand what worked well and what didn’t, so that you can improve the process for next time.
[bookmark: _Toc190424881]Resource considerations for community research
Conducting research through community researchers is a resource-intensive approach. Below is a list of resources you would need to consider before committing to using this method.
Admin, induction and support for community researcher(s)
Recruitment
Healthwatch induction, policies and procedures
DBS check, safeguarding and GDPR
Comms support with the project (e.g., social media, posters and report)
Ongoing troubleshooting, mentoring and admin support
Training for community researcher(s)
We suggest allowing up to three days of training, to cover:
Understanding models of health and health determinants
Community participatory action research – what and why?
Action Research, the ‘research cycle’ and identifying change
‘Good research’, ethics, data handling, GDPR, solving challenges
Scoping and planning your research
Research methods, tools and approaches
Telling the story, data collection and analysis
Report development and dissemination, building confidence
Feeding back to the community and ‘what next?’
Next steps and learning
Equipment and IT for community researcher(s)
Voice recorder, phone, ID lanyard
Secure community researcher email and Dropbox access
Consider the need for dedicated IT research support, e.g. Smart Survey
Reimbursement for community researcher(s)
Travel and subsistence costs
Reimbursement for time (training, research and dissemination)
Project support
Events fund (e.g., focus group, event costs, vouchers for attendees)
Disseminating findings (e.g., film production, leaflets, reports)
Translation and interpreting, childcare and other costs
Healthwatch staff time and skills
Dedicated staff time ongoing through the project: training, mentoring, support and supervision, dissemination (estimated at one day/week on average over nine months)
Office management support: budget, procedures etc
Social media and comms support
Skills in community development approaches.
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