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[bookmark: _Toc226990614]Introduction
This guidance looks at how to begin a research project. It will take you through the planning process from assessing and prioritising topics to work on, using theory of change to ensure that your research is influential and considerations to ensure that your research project runs well. 
Planning your research is the most important part of the research process. It will help you to map out what needs to be done, who needs to do it, and when.
[bookmark: _Toc226990615]Assessing and prioritising topics
You may have more ideas for research projects than you can feasibly work on, so you may need to think about applying a consistent way to weigh these up in a robust way.   
We suggest you consider these criteria to underpin your decision making. If applied correctly and consistently, good ‘selection criteria’ should enable you to gauge the level of opportunities that you have, the scale of impact you can achieve, the cost and the speed by which you can generate positive change for people.
This isn’t an exhaustive list – you may have other local criteria to use to assess and prioritise projects.
Is it within the statutory remit of the Healthwatch service?
The legislation that set Healthwatch up lays out the functions and duties of a Healthwatch.[footnoteRef:1] This includes: [1:  Section 221, The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007] 

Promoting and supporting the involvement of local people in the commissioning, the provision and scrutiny of local care services 
Enabling local people to monitor the standard of provision of local care services and whether and how local care services could and ought to be improved 
Obtaining the views of local people regarding their need for, and experiences of, local care services and importantly to make these views known to those responsible for commissioning, providing, managing or scrutinising local care services and to Healthwatch England 
Making reports and recommendations about how local care services could or ought to be improved. 
Providing advice and information about access to local care services so choices can be made about local care services 
Formulating views on the standard of provision and whether and how the local care services could and ought to be improved; and sharing these views with Healthwatch England
Topics that might be inappropriate for a Healthwatch to cover would include an issue that is tangential to health and social care provision, such as welfare reform. It might require specialist knowledge and therefore it may be more difficult to influence. It could be an opportunity to share your evidence and insight with another organisation that does have that knowledge.
Level of interest from key stakeholders
Is this something that key local stakeholders, such as your local ICS are interested in? How will you get their involvement and commitment? This is a critical stage to have important stakeholders on board. 
Is it a local priority?
Issues to think about here include whether it is already a priority for your Healthwatch.  Alternatively, is it a priority for local health and social care systems, e.g. for your ICS?
Assess your own data
Is this an issue on which you have local data?  How much of it do you have? What does your analysis of it say? What conclusions can you draw from the analysis?  Where are the gaps? How easily can you get data to fill those gaps? 
Is it a national priority?
You may be able to add value locally or nationally by contributing to a shared effort. For example, undertaking a project to support one of Healthwatch England’s national priorities.
What is the equality angle?
Healthwatch are organisations delivering public functions, which means we are subject to the Public Sector Equality Duty provided in the Equality Act 2010. This requires public bodies to have due regard to the need to eliminate discrimination, advance equality of opportunity and foster good relations between different people when carrying out activities. Therefore, we need to consider how best to engage with diverse communities and improve the data that we collect on equality issues.
Equity is one of our shared values.
It involves:
prioritising engaging people facing the worst health inequalities. 
Ensuring our projects include reaching out to and analysing the experiences of people with protected characteristics, inclusion groups and carers.
Proactively supporting people, particularly those facing health inequalities, to have a voice in the planning and design of services.
It is always worth assessing at the planning stage how you can build in equality issues.
See our guidance on making your research inclusive for more information.
What is the impact of this issue and who does it impact?
This should include looking at inconvenience, physical and mental impact, quality of life and dignity, and the groups of people it affects. If the issue affects a small number of people who are particularly vulnerable and the impact is severe then it could still be worth doing further research on it.  
For example, although a small number of people use continence services, the consequences of poor continence services will impact severely on disabled people’s quality of life, limiting the activities they can do.
Is anyone else doing work on this? Are you the most appropriate organisation to work on this issue? What value will you add?
There may be no point undertaking your own work if other organisations are already working on this issue. This could be an opportunity to share resources and contribute to the research that they are doing. Alternatively, you could change the focus of your research to complement what the other organisations are doing.
How feasible is it for your Healthwatch?
Is what you are planning to do realistic in terms of resources, methodology and timescale? Does your Healthwatch have the staff and volunteers with the right skills and experience to do justice to a project? 
How does it affect other pieces of work you have to do (e.g. under a contract)?
[bookmark: _Toc226990616]Measuring impact
The most effective pieces of research are those which can take advantage of opportunities to influence. For example, can your research influence the commissioning of services? Is there a consultation? Have you been asked for your views on this subject?  
Think about how you will be able to demonstrate the impact of the research and monitor whether the service provider takes action on the recommendations you make.
Before you start to produce a project plan, use the Theory of Change process to help you clarify more specifically what you’ll be focusing on. It will help you consider what’s in and out of scope and help when it comes to then writing your research question. See our theory of change template to work out how your research project can make a difference to people’s experiences of health and social care.
[bookmark: _Toc226990617]Undertaking a literature review 
A literature review will help you understand what has already been done on this topic in your local area and nationally. 
A literature review will help you establish:
The gaps in knowledge that your research might want to fill  
That the proposed research will be useful
A literature review involves reviewing related published work. It’s vital that you look at a wide variety of sources to understand the problem as completely as possible.  
In the Appendix you will find a template literature review to help you set out your literature review in a helpful way.

[bookmark: _Toc226990618]Writing your research question
A question or reason for doing a project is essential, and careful consideration is required. A research project question is not the same as considering a single issue with members of the public. 
It is the foundation to good quality research, helps define your aims and objectives and provides focus and direction.
There are three types of research question:
	Question type
	Definition
	Example

	Causal
	Determine a relationship between two things
	What is the link between smoking and cancer?

	Descriptive
	Describing a phenomenon 
	How have the changes to the 2025/26 GP contract affected local people’s access to GP appointments?

	Comparative
	Difference between two or more groups concerning a topic 
	What sources of health information do women and men use?



You also need to consider
The purpose (why is this being done)
Variables (what is being looked at)
Population group (who is involved/affected)

[bookmark: _Toc226990619]Developing aims and objectives
Once you’ve identified a research question, you need to develop aims and objectives.  These are important for giving the project definition and keeping it manageable. It also means you will be clearer about what was and was not achieved at the end.
It can be helpful to think of your aims as the key things you want to find out in this project. Your Theory of Change process will have helped you think through the broad outcomes you anticipate resulting from your project. You should ensure your research aims will contribute to achieving those.’
Objectives are the ways in which this aim will be investigated.
	An example on hospital discharge:

	We aim to explore whether people:
Waited after being told they were medically fit for discharge, and for how long
Were given clear reasons for any delay
Felt well enough and ready to leave hospital and had the right discharge arrangements in place, such as care, support or family help
Received clear information about their discharge plan
Experienced negative impacts on their wellbeing, independence, mobility or family life because discharge was delayed or poorly managed
This will:
update our evidence base on patient and carer experiences of discharge, including delays, readiness, support and communication.
Allow us to influence future hospital discharge policy so that it reflects patient readiness, support, information and safety.



[bookmark: _Toc226990620]Considerations when planning the project
Once you have decided on the aims and objectives there are a lot of things to consider. It is easy to become bogged down, so take each question in turn and see how the answers might shape how you do the project.
We have a st for you to use.
Methodology
What methodology you use will depend on the topic, the time available and your resources.
Use our interactive tool to help you work out what the best research method(s) are for your project.
You may also find our overarching guidance on qualitative and quantitative methods useful.
Who are you planning to talk to?
The interactive tool will help here too. 
Consider:
 who you need to target, 
how you will recruit people
how many people you need to reach to get useful findings. 
Other guidance that could help you here:
Bias and sampling
Making your research inclusive
What resources will you need to use?
Think about the various resources you will need and how they will be applied to the different project activities.
These might include:
Paper copies of surveys
Information for research participants
How many staff and volunteers are needed to collect the data from the target group
How much will it cost? For example, incentives for people to take part, venue hire and refreshments
Partnership working
You may feel you need to work with other individuals or organisations for efficient use of resources. This could:
Achieve more than either party could have achieved alone or working separately
Provide a more holistic approach to the study
However, it is important to be clear on each partner’s role and responsibilities from the outset.
We have separate guidance on partnership working.
Risks and mitigations
Before undertaking any research, you should consider the potential benefits and the potential risks of the research. All research carries risk, and we should always ensure that we are aware of those risks and proceed with the research only if we are certain that the benefits outweigh the risks.
Risks to consider:
The wellbeing and safety of your participants
Data protection 
The wellbeing and safety of your staff and volunteers involved in the research
Reputational risk
Resources
We have separate guidance on this topic and a risk assessment tool for you to use.
Planning a realistic timeline
It’s important to be realistic when planning timelines for projects. Unrealistic project timelines can impact the overall project quality, cause stress within the team, and be detrimental to staff morale. 
The table below sets out some guidance on how to work out different parts of a research project.
Some of the activities will overlap. Gantt charts are a helpful way of visualising project timelines. They represent the timing of tasks required to complete a project. Typically, each task will take up a row with dates or time period at the top. Tasks may run sequentially, in parallel or overlap with other tasks. You can create Gannt charts using Microsoft Excel.  There are examples on the landing page for this guidance.

	Research Phase
	How long it might take
	Activities

	1) Background and contextual research
	1  2 weeks
	Review our own existing evidence	
Undertake external literature review	
Scan new data sources	
Identify stakeholders (to influence, partners and data collection)

	2) Developing overarching research aims and objectives
	2 – 3 weeks
	Finalise research objectives
Scope methods and draw up plan
Identify key trends and themes in data
Identify gaps in data	
Develop research aims	
Identify stakeholders (to influence, partners and to aid data collection)

	3) Research planning
	1 – 5 weeks, depending complexity
	Identify stakeholders (to influence, partners and to aid data collection)	
Quality assurance - get comments from key stakeholders	
Undertake risk assessment if appropriate to the subject

	4) Stakeholder engagement  - collaboration and buy in
	1 – 5 weeks
	Financial management and incentives
Engage key partners using plan	
Agree objectives and way of working
Quality assurance - get comments from key stakeholders

	5) Refining research design
	3 – 4 weeks
	Identify contributors and test groups
Design engagement approach	
Ensure research is accessible and inclusive

	5a) Piloting
	 2 – 5 weeks
	Undertake pilot or feasibility study	
Collect feedback	
Develop and finalise approach	
Ensuring we understand the policy context of the findings	

	6) Final research product development and release
	1 – 2 weeks
	Admin e.g. instructions, formatting, materials, printing, publicity	
Ensure research is accessible and inclusive

	7) Data collection
	Dependent on method and group(s) targeted
	Engagement commences

	7a) Data management
	3 – 4 weeks
	Chasing data return	
Data cleaning	
Data coding (if relevant)

	8) Primary data analysis
	3 weeks
	Number crunching (calculations)
Identifying common themes in qualitative data	
Ensuring we understand the policy context of the findings

	9) Secondary data analysis
	3 – 4 weeks
	Detailed analysis, cross tabs (analysis of one question in a survey against another) based on findings from primary analysis	
Identify gaps in evidence and what we don’t know - check other data sources	
Drawing conclusions from the data	
Ensuring we understand the policy context of the findings	
Ensuring that the analysis is correct

	10) Develop recommendations and/or options for action
	3 – 4 weeks
	Identify further key stakeholders	
Develop recommendations in consultation with stakeholders	
Identify opportunities for use of research findings and evidence collected	
Quality assurance of written report

	11) Reporting and dissemination
	5 – 6 weeks
	Agree dissemination method based on audience	
Draft products	
Release

	12) Evaluation and monitoring impact
	5 – 6 weeks after publication
	Review learning	
Obtain feedback	
Develop plan to monitor impact
Planning the schedule for monitoring impact



[bookmark: _Toc226990621]E-learning resources
We have separate e-learning courses on research project planning and general project planning.



[bookmark: _Toc226990622]Appendix – template literature review
[bookmark: _Toc201921350]Background
In this section, include any information necessary to describe and understand the subject of the research (e.g. existing guidelines and/or legislation, definitions, gaps in the evidence base, etc.)]
[bookmark: _Toc201921351]External evidence
In this section, present any relevant external data or evidence (e.g. NHS/ONS data, work by other organisations, professional guidance, etc.) Briefly describe the findings from each one.  For example:
“Research by Manchester University used repeated cross-sectional data from full-time employees participating in the National General Practice Patient Survey in England between 2013 and 2017. They estimated the health-related quality of life effects of an individual being unable to take time away from work to attend primary care appointments. Employment that constrained healthcare access was linked to a reduction in health-related quality of life”  
Useful sources to look at:
National government and arms length bodies
Department for Health and Social Care 
The Care Quality Commission
UK Health Security Agency
NHS England
Office for National Statistics
UK Parliament
Healthwatch
All reports should be on our national reports library
Think tanks
The Kings Fund
The Health Foundation
Nuffield Trust
IPPR
National charities
National Voices
The Patients Association
There will be other charities that work with specific groups of people, eg Mind on mental health.
Other useful national sources
Royal Colleges, such as the Royal College of General Practitioners
Local Government Association
Professional bodies/trade associations, such as ADASS
University websites
Local sources
Your local authority, including public health
The local ICB
Local organisations and charities
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