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[bookmark: _Toc205974220]About this guide

[bookmark: _Toc205974221]Whilst the most common research used at Healthwatch is qualitative, you will also need to do quantitative research at times. Quantitative research is a great way to generate easily communicable and eye-catching figures and statistics about the experiences of people in your area.
This guide will help you understand what quantitative research is, help you identify when to do it, and give you an introduction to how to do it.
What is quantitative research and when should you use it?
Quantitative research is research that produces data that is numeric. That means that the data generated by your research will take the form of numbers, as opposed to qualitative research where your data will take the form of words.
Unlike qualitative research, quantitative research generates results that are concise, rigid and defined. It can help you answer questions such as ‘how much’ or ‘how many’. It also generally produces data that you can visually represent using graphs and charts.
At Healthwatch, we typically collect quantitative data through surveys. However, you could also collect it via your feedback and signposting data. It is generally quicker to conduct quantitative research than qualitative research. 
You could use quantitative research in the following situations.
When you have heard anecdotally about an issue or experience in your area, and you want to investigate how widespread it is.
When you have seen quantitative data on an issue from another area or nationally, and you want to find out how your area compares
When you want to track how something changes over time.
Here are some examples of when to use quantitative research.


	To establish how many people have had an experience

	You regularly receive feedback from people about how they struggle to find an NHS dentist or are seeking support in finding one. At engagement events, this is one of the things people most often tell you about. From this, you hypothesise that it’s a significant issue locally. You could do a survey to determine how many people locally are struggling to access an NHS dentist.



	To investigate how your area compares to another

	A neighbouring Healthwatch has published a report finding that most respondents have used online GP services. However, you know that your neighbouring Healthwatch’s patch has quite different demographics compared to your patch. You could conduct a similar survey in your area to see whether more or fewer people use online GP services in your area.



	To find out if your area reflects national data

	Healthwatch England’s 2024 research on temporary pharmacy closures identified it as a particular issue in more rural areas. Your area includes rural communities, and you wonder whether temporary pharmacy closures are having a negative impact on them. You could conduct a survey targeting people in your rural communities, asking how often their local pharmacy closes.



Once you have your research question, ask yourself if it’s something that could be answered with statistics. If the answer is ‘yes’, then quantitative research is likely to be a good approach for you.
[bookmark: _Toc205974222]How can you do quantitative research?
There are many ways of doing quantitative research. However, at Healthwatch, surveys and questionnaires are by far the most common. This is what we will focus on primarily, although we will also examine other methods for conducting quantitative research.
Surveys and questionnaires
The first thing to note is that, although these terms are often used interchangeably, technically in social science, they are not quite the same thing.
A questionnaire is a set of questions you ask a respondent to answer.
A survey is the process of getting multiple respondents to answer a questionnaire and organising and analysing the data generated from doing so.
However, outside of academic social science, ‘survey’ is often used to refer to a questionnaire. For your work at Healthwatch, you don’t need to worry too much about the academic nuance of the two terms.
At Healthwatch, surveys are by far the most common way of doing quantitative research. However, that does not mean that they can only be a quantitative research method. Surveys can also be a qualitative method. Very often, they are a ‘mixed method’, producing both qualitative and quantitative data.
Quantitative survey research is done using questions that produce numerical data. This relies on ‘closed’ questions, with predetermined answer options from which respondents select their response. For example: ‘When did you last visit your GP? Within the last month; 2 – 3 months ago; 4 – 6 months ago; longer than six months ago’. This is quantitative because the data it will produce is numerical, how many people have visited their GP in the time periods in the answers.
Qualitative survey research is done using questions that produce non-numeric data. This means using ‘open’ questions, which are questions where respondents write their answers in their own words. For example: ‘Please tell us about your most recent experience of visiting your GP.’ This is qualitative because the data it produces will be words rather than numbers, people’s experiences of using their GP
Mixed methods survey research is done using a mix of both open and closed questions, generating both numerical and non-numerical data.
Whilst open questions can sometimes be useful in a survey, we recommend keeping them to a minimum. Qualitative survey data is much more time-consuming to analyse than quantitative survey data, and it is harder to turn into clear conclusions.
Observations (enter and view and mystery shopping)
Surveys are the most common way Healthwatch do quantitative research. Beyond that, the most likely way you are to do quantitative research is via observations. This is where you generate numerical data via your own observations rather than asking people questions.
Healthwatch most commonly do this through mystery shopping or Enter and Views. For example, you might conduct a mystery shopping exercise by contacting local dentists and asking if they are accepting new NHS patients. An Enter and View example would be counting the number of people waiting to be seen in A&E as part of your visit.
Observations are a relatively simple way to conduct quantitative research. However, it can still be an effective method, especially when used as part of a broader research approach that incorporates other methods.
We have guidance on undertaking Enter and Views and mystery shopping.
Analysis of secondary data
Another common way Healthwatch conducts quantitative research is through the analysis of secondary data. Secondary data is data that has not been produced by your own research but instead has been published by somebody else.
There are lots of organisations that regularly publish data that is likely to be relevant to your work. Analysing this data is a form of quantitative research. You may do it as a standalone project, but it is more likely to be part of a larger project. Analysing existing data on a topic can help identify gaps and formulate your research question. You can also do it during project planning to help you understand the issues and formulate survey or interview questions. You could also use it to provide context for your own findings, for example, by comparing national data to what you have found locally.
Whenever you are planning a quantitative research project, it is always worth checking whether somebody has already published data that is relevant to what you want to investigate. This will prevent you from duplicating existing work, allowing you to use your time most efficiently researching a question that cannot be answered with existing data.
Here are some national organisations that regularly publish data on a wide range of topics that is likely to be relevant to your work.
Data.gov.uk
Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC)
NHS England
Nuffield Trust
Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID, part of DHSC)
Office for National Statistics
The Health Foundation
The Kings Fund
[bookmark: _Toc205974223]On top of this, there are many issue- or condition-specific organisations that publish data relevant to specific research topics. Your Local Authority may publish local data that may be useful to you, likewise any local organisations.
Resources to help you
Healthwatch England has several resources to help you do quantitative research.
Firstly, we have two e-learning courses that will help you both effectively collect quantitative data and analyse it.
How to design a survey. This course provides a comprehensive overview of surveys as a research tool, teaching you how to design and create high-quality surveys to achieve your objectives.
How to use Microsoft Excel. You will likely use Excel to analyse any quantitative data you collect. These are a series of five short e-learning courses covering different aspects of using Excel to analyse data. They cover: the basic principles of using Excel, using formulas and creating charts, analysing demographic data using pivot tables and charts, using formulas as an alternative to pivot tables, and aggregating datasets and data visualisation.
We also have written guidance, which will be helpful to you in doing quantitative research.
How to develop a survey. This guidance covers effective writing survey questions and includes our Question Bank, which offers numerous pre-written questions that you can incorporate into your own survey.
Bias and sampling. This provides guidance on how to avoid bias in your research and how to approach obtaining the necessary sample.
Getting started with Smart Survey. Smart Survey is a survey platform available to all Healthwatch via Healthwatch England. This guidance will introduce you to using Smart Survey from creating surveys through to analysing feedback.
How to carry out Quantitative analysis. This provides an introduction to managing, analysing and presenting the quantitative data you collect. For more in-depth insight on doing quantitative analysis, we recommend the Microsoft Excel e-learning, linked above.
This e-learning and guidance should provide you with a solid foundation in conducting quantitative research. However, if you need more support, the Research and Insight team offer Research Clinics. These are opportunities to sit down with a member of the team and discuss any research challenges you may have. You can use this short sign-up form to request one
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