£5000 funding opportunity: focus groups on patient experiences of the ‘front door’ of general practise, apply by 9 am on 15 May 2026
The opportunity 
Healthwatch England is looking to better understand how patients experience the front door of general practice - specifically how they decide which route they use to contact the GP, how they navigate appointment systems, and how they think the experience could be improved.
This work takes place in the context of recent changes to GP contracts and access arrangements, including the requirement introduced from 1st October 2025 for GP practices in England to keep online consultation tools open during core hours (8am-6.30pm Monday to Friday). 
We want to understand how patients are experiencing this change, and how GP access is working in practice more broadly. We will use focus groups to explore the factors shaping people's choices about how they get in touch, where problems arise, and what changes would make the biggest difference to patients’ experience.
We will use this evidence to strengthen the public voice in the debate on GP access, and to inform any role Healthwatch England may play in future GP contract discussions for 2027/28. The focus group findings will sit alongside national polling which we will commission separate to the network.   
What we're asking local Healthwatch to do
We are looking for four local Healthwatch teams to help us with this. We will provide £5,000 of funding to each successful Healthwatch to recruit participants, run one focus group using our discussion guide, and provide us with a transcript of the discussion. 
Successful Healthwatch will be expected to:
· Recruit at least five and no more than ten participants from one named target group (detailed below)
· run one focus group following the discussion guide we provide
· record and transcribe the session
· provide a clean, anonymised and accurate transcript, clearly formatted, with identifying information removed.
· provide basic participant demographics / profile information.
· work to the timetable below
· Ask participants if they are willing to be a media case study for the launch of the report.
You have the option to run the focus group either face to face or online – whichever you think would be most suitable for the group you want to work with.



Timeline 
	EOI deadline 
	9am on Friday 15 May 2026.

	EOIs reviewed 
	PM Friday 15 May May 2026

	Successful applicants notified by
	Tuesday 19 May 2026

	Project kick off meeting 
	10:30 am – 12 noon Thursday 21 May 2026

	Transcript submission deadline 
	Friday 17 July 2026



We are conscious that this timescale is shorter than we usually offer, this is why we are offering higher than usual funding of £5,000 per focus group for participation in this project.
The groups we want to reach
We are looking to commission one focus group for each of the following groups:
· Older people (70+)
· People in full time paid work (i.e. at least 35 hours a week)
· People aged under 60 with one or more long‑term condition or disability
· People on low incomes living in a deprived area
· For this group applicants should explain clearly how they would identify and recruit this group in their local area (for example through postcode, IMD data, or local Healthwatch intelligence). 

All participants must have experience of using GP services within the past 12 months.
Optional: In the application form you may also name one second-choice group you would like to be considered for, if you are not selected for your first choice. 
How to apply
Please complete our short Smart Survey Expression of Interest form, ensuring you answer all the questions, which we have summarised below. Find link to the form here:
The survey asks:
1. The name of your Healthwatch
2. Which focus group would you most like to run, 
3. why are you well placed to recruit this group, (200 words maximum)
4. How you would plan to recruit the 5-10 participants? (200 words maximum)
5. We would like focus groups to reflect local diversity where possible. Across the four focus groups, we are aiming for at least two to include participants from ethnically diverse communities. Please tell us which groups your recruitment would be able to reach.  
6. If you have any second choice of focus group (optional) and how you plan to recruit this group.
7. Evidence of recent experience that your staff or volunteers have of planning and carrying out focus groups (please include staff names, experience of focus groups - with url to the relevant piece of work where possible) 300 words 
How we will choose the successful Healthwatch 
Our cross-team panel will choose one Healthwatch per focus group using the information provided in the survey, scoring for:
· Ability to reach the target group — your existing connections, partnerships, and local intelligence relevant to that community
· Recruitment plan — how realistic and clear your approach is. 
· Focus group experience — the relevant skills of the staff or team who will deliver the work
Additional factors considered in the scoring: We will aim for a good geographical spread across the four successful applicants. Where applications are closely matched, we will give preference to Healthwatch organisations we have not worked with since 2020, or have not worked with at all.
Next steps 
Please submit the expressions of interest smart Survey form by 9:00AM on Friday 15 May 2026. We can only accept application made before this deadline, using the survey link. 
· A cross-team panel of Healthwatch England staff will review the expressions of interest the afternoon of Friday 15 May
· We will aim to make funding offers to successful applicants early in week commencing Monday 18 May , with a view to successful applicants being able to start the work Tuesday 26 May
· The completed funding agreement and associated paperwork must ideally be submitted to Healthwatch England by the end of June 2026.
· There will be a project kick off meeting. This will take place on 21 May 2026. Please hold this in your diary if you apply for this opportunity. 
 About the funding opportunity 
· We will make payment of £5000 on the successful receipt of the focus group transcript and receipt of invoice. 
· The £5000 should cover all costs and expenses including any participant incentives and set up costs.
· The standard terms and conditions of Healthwatch England will apply. All costs are inclusive of VAT. 
If you have any questions, please don't hesitate to contact mailto:research@healthwatch.co.uk 
