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Th
e Centre for Local Econom

ic Strategies (CLES) is a not-for-profit 
think-tank, consultancy and netw

ork of subscribing organisations 
specialising in regeneration, local econom

ic developm
ent and local 

governance, w
hich w

as founded in 1986.

About CLES
Preface

Effective research m
ethods are the tools by w

hich inform
ation is gath-

ered.  W
ithout the appropriate design and use of research m

ethods, w
e 

are unlikely to gather quality inform
ation and as such create a shaky 

foundation to any review
, evaluation or future strategy.  For CLES, the 

group of research m
ethods contained w

ithin this handbook are the tool 
box, and like any tools need to be used in the right w

ay - for the right 
job.  Research m

ethods, if understood and used appropriately can m
ake 

your job a lot easier.  At CLES w
e use a range of research m

ethods in 
our policy and consultancy w

ork and are skilled in using them
.  H

ow
-

ever, w
e do not believe that the use of research m

ethods is the preserve 
of so called ‘experts’ and in all instances requires sophisticated know

l-
edge and practice.  Clearly, to be experts in their use, requires practice, 
but like any tool, the basic principle behind its use can be understood 
and applied, by all.  Furtherm

ore, for those w
ho have no intention of 

actually using a research m
ethod, it is im

portant, perhaps in your w
ork 

in overseeing or com
m

issioning research activity, to know
 w

hat the 
purpose of particular research m

ethods are.  Th
is enables you to assess 

the appropriateness of their use.

Th
is handbook, therefore attem

pts on the one hand to explain and 
dem

ystify the w
orld of research m

ethods, w
hilst on the other it seeks 

to provide a starting point for their use.  In this, w
e are not suggesting 

that using research m
ethods is easy, but m

erely that it can be appreciat-
ed and undertaken by practitioners and non-research experts. W

e hope 
you enjoy this handbook w

hich is linked to our annual training pro-
gram

m
e.  Th

is handbook, reflects our w
ider charitable aim

 to develop 
and im

prove the perform
ance of the regeneration and local econom

ic 
developm

ent sector. In this, w
e hope this handbook goes som

e w
ay in 

helping to address som
e of the persistent issues faced by local places 

and com
m

unities and contributes to ensuring positive local change.

N
eil M

cInroy

Chief Executive, Centre for Local Econom
ic Strategies.
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W
e are all “users” of social research.  H

ow
 w

e apprehend and absorb 
inform

ation and use our critical faculties feeds w
hat w

e believe about 
the social w

orld. 

From
 surveys reported in the m

edia to m
arket research, opinion poll-

ing and large scale datasets such as the British Crim
e Survey. Social 

Research M
ethods are the tools used to explain social phenom

ena and 
often it is m

ore possible to challenge conclusions if you are at least 
conversant w

ith the variety of m
ethodologies and tools applied.

W
hat is this book about?

Th
is book provides an introduction to the reader to a w

hole range of 
research m

ethods. It aim
s to introduce a toolkit of m

ethods, explain-
ing how

 to use them
, their appropriateness and som

e of the pitfalls of 
using them

 in practice. 

Th
e sections explain in turn: 

t�8
IBU�JT�UIF�N

FUIPE 
t�8

IFO�TIPVME�JU�CF�VTFE 
t�8

IBU�EP�*�OFFE�UP�DPOTJEFS 
t�8

IBU�JT�UIF�PVUQVU 
t�)

PX
�TIPVME�JU�CF�BOBMZTFE 

t�&YBN
QMFT�GSPN

�QSBDUJDF
t�1SPT�$POT�
t�'VSUIFS�3FBEJOH

Th
ere is also a glossary of technical term

s at the back of the book.

W
ho should use this book?

Th
is handbook w

ill be useful for those w
orking in local authorities, re-

generation partnerships or other public agencies w
here research is con-

ducted and com
m

issioned. It can help in undertaking research in the 
selection of appropriate m

ethods, m
aking decisions about the m

ix of 
m

ethods, and the planning of a research strategy w
here it is necessary 

to m
ake explicit judgem

ents about a hierarchy of evidence, the w
eight 

afforded to the various elem
ents, and how

 they m
ight com

bine to give a 
rounded perspective. It can also help in understanding research propos-
als, and the m

ethodologies presented to address a particular research 
question. 

Introduction
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In any form
 of research, you w

ill be required to either count things and/
or talk to people. W

e can broadly classify research m
ethods using this 

distinction. Th
ese tw

o types of research m
ethod and their output data 

are classified as: 

Q
uantitative - as the nam

e suggests, is concerned w
ith trying to 

quantify things; it asks questions such as ‘how
 long’, ‘how

 m
any’ 

or ‘the degree to w
hich’. Q

uantitative m
ethods look to quantify 

data and generalise results from
 a sam

ple of the population of 
interest. Th

ey m
ay look to m

easure the incidence of various 
view

s and opinions in a chosen sam
ple for exam

ple or aggregate 
results. 

Q
ualitative – concerned w

ith a quality of inform
ation, 

qualitative m
ethods attem

pt to gain an understanding of the 
underlying reasons and m

otivations for actions and establish 
how

 people interpret their experiences and the w
orld around 

them
. Q

ualitative m
ethods provide insights into the setting of a 

problem
, generating ideas and/or hypotheses. 

Th
e follow

ing table provides a breakdow
n of the key features of each of 

these categorisation of research m
ethod and data.

Types of m
ethod

Q
u

an
titative

Q
u

alitative

A
im

The aim
 is to count things in 

an attem
pt to explain w

hat is 
observed.

The aim
 is a com

plete, detailed 
description of w

hat is observed.

Pu
rp

o
se

G
eneralisability, prediction, causal 

explanations
C

ontextualisation, interpretation, 
understanding perspectives 

To
o

ls
Researcher uses tools, such as 
surveys, to collect num

erical data.
Researcher is the data gathering 
instrum

ent.

D
ata co

llectio
n

Structured
U

nstructured

O
u

tp
u

t
D

ata is in the form
 of num

bers and 
statistics.  

D
ata is in the form

 of w
ords, pictures or 

objects. 

Sam
p

le
U

sually a large num
ber of cases 

representing the population 
of interest. Random

ly selected 
respondents

U
sually a sm

all num
ber of non-

representative cases. Respondents 
selected on their experience.

O
b

jective/ 
Su

b
jective

O
bjective – seeks precise 

m
easurem

ent &
 analysis 

Subjective - individuals’ interpretation of 
events is im

portant

R
esearch

er ro
le

Researcher tends to rem
ain 

objectively separated from
 the 

subject m
atter. 

Researcher tends to becom
e subjectively 

im
m

ersed in the subject m
atter.

A
n

alysis
Statistical

Interpretive
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Q
uantitative m

ethods are research techniques that are used to gather 
quantitative data, data that can be sorted, classified, m

easured. Th
is 

follow
ing section outlines the core quantitative research m

ethods used 
in social research.  

Q
uantitative survey

W
hat is the m

ethod?
Surveys are a popular m

ethod of collecting prim
ary data. Th

e broad 
area of survey research encom

passes any m
easurem

ent procedures that 
involve asking questions of respondents. Th

ey are a flexible tool, w
hich 

can produce both qualitative and quantitative inform
ation depending 

on how
 they are structured and analysed. In this section w

e focus on 
the quantitative use of surveys, and in later sections w

e explore the 
m

ore qualitative use of survey m
ethods.  

W
hen should it be used?

W
hen you need to generate prim

ary data from
 a large num

ber of 
sources to answ

er your research question. Surveys are a useful a m
eans 

of gathering data from
 businesses, com

m
unity organisations and resi-

dents, and survey research is one of the m
ost im

portant areas of m
eas-

urem
ent in applied social research. H

ow
ever, health w

arnings need to 
be attached to the use of quantitative surveys and careful consideration 
needs to be taken before em

barking on any large-scale survey.

W
hat do I need to consider?

In undertaking a survey it is im
portant to understand w

ho you w
ant to 

survey, how
 you are going to select them

, how
 you are going to survey 

them
, w

hat you w
ant to ask them

 and how
 you are going to organise 

the task. Th
e follow

ing section outlines som
e key considerations that 

need to be m
ade before em

barking on a large-scale survey.

Population  – A num
ber of questions about the proposed popula-

tion for a survey need to be considered. Such as:

Q
uantitative Research M

ethods 

1. H
ow

 m
any roads m

ust a m
an w

alk dow
n? 

a) less than 10

b) 10 to 20

c) m
ore than 20

d) don’t know
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Can the population be counted?  Som
e populations w

ill 
be easy to count, in a given geographical area there w

ill be 
secondary data sources that w

ill give you a population count 
(Census), in a m

em
bership organisation there m

ay be a list of all 
m

em
bers, how

ever in a new
ly arrived ethnic com

m
unity such as 

UIF�SFDFOU�BSSJWBMT�PG�1PMJTI�BOE�&BTUFSO�&VSPQFBO�DPN
N
VOJUJFT�

there is less chance that you can obtain a reliable count of the 
population. A bias in your survey results can occur if the survey 
sam

ple does not accurately represent the population. H
aving a 

count of the population is also im
portant in order to establish 

the significance of your results to allow
 a generalisation to the 

population as a w
hole. 

Are there language issues? Respondents m
ay have vary-

ing capacities for being able to com
plete w

ritten surveys or 
questionnaires. W

hile telephone and street surveys do not 
require the respondent to be able to read or w

rite in English, 
postal surveys involve respondents com

pleting the survey or 
questionnaire them

selves. You should consider the offer of help 
in self-adm

inistered surveys for respondents to com
plete a form

 
either in person or over the telephone, this w

ill help address 
potential language or basic skills issues. If surveying an ethnic 
m

inority population you m
ay w

ish to translate questionnaires 
into com

m
unity languages, or have people w

ho speak the com
-

m
unities’ language to assist w

here necessary.

W
hat are the geographic restrictions?  Th

e geographic spread 
of the population to be surveyed w

ill determ
ine the m

ethod 
used for collecting your data. If you are surveying people from

 a 
particular location or organisation it m

ay be possible to conduct 
a survey using an interview

er, how
ever if you have a population 

sam
ple that is geographically dispersed then you w

ould look to 
use a different m

ethod, such as a telephone or postal survey.  

Sam
pling 

Th
e sam

ple is the section of the w
ider population that w

ill be engaged 
in the survey and sam

pling is the process of identifying w
ho you w

ill 
aim

 to contact from
 that population. Th

e w
ord ‘population’ is used to 

describe the target group, and w
hile this m

ay be the national popula-
tion as a w

hole, it m
ay also be a sm

aller group such as lone parents, or 

business m
em

bers of a Cham
bers of Com

m
erce in a particular location. 

D
etailed consideration of sam

pling needs to be m
ade to ensure the 

validity of your results, and the follow
ing issues need consideration:

W
ho is the respondent?  Th

e first thing you need to under-
stand is w

ho your respondent is going to be. Th
is is the person 

that w
ill provide the data you are asking for. If the survey is 

distributed am
ongst households, w

ho in particular w
ill be filling 

JO�UIF�TVSWFZ �%
P�ZPV�X

BOU�UP�TQFDJGZ�X
IP�UIF�TVSWFZ�JT�UP�CF�

DPN
QMFUFE�CZ �"OE�EP�ZPV�VOEFSTUBOE�X

IZ�ZPV�BSF�TQFDJGZJOH�
UIJT�QFSTPO �ɥ

F�TBN
F�JT�USVF�X

IFO�TVSWFZJOH�PSHBOJTBUJPOT�PS�
groups. A survey w

ill have m
uch greater success if it is directed 

to the right respondent. Identifying the person best suited to 
com

pleting a survey w
ill help to increase the response rate and 

generate m
ore accurate data.

W
hat is your sam

pling fram
e? A sam

pling fram
e is a list of 

m
em

bers of a population from
 w

hich m
em

bers of a sam
ple are 

then selected. A sam
pling fram

e needs to be accurate, com
plete, 

up-to-date and relevant to the purposes of the survey for 
w

hich it is to be used. O
nce you have an established sam

pling 
fram

e, depending on its size you m
ay need to adopt a sam

pling 
technique to extract your final sam

ple. For exam
ple random

 
sam

pling, sim
ple random

 sam
pling or stratified sam

pling (see 
further reading for m

ore details on sam
pling techniques).  

Are response rates likely to be a problem
?  W

ith any survey, 
you need to look at the profile of the people w

ho did responded 
and satisfy yourself that they are about the sam

e as the people 
w

ho didn’t respond – and also, that they’re about the sam
e as 

the overall population that you’re sam
pling. If you send out a 

survey to a population, w
hich is 50%

 m
ale, and 50%

 fem
ale, but 

your responses are 80%
 from

 fem
ales then your findings w

ill 
not represent your target population. Response rates can be 
low

 for surveys, under 20%
 for a postal survey is not uncom

-
m

on. H
ow

ever, all the considerations in this section can help to 
im

prove your response rate.

Statistical significance:  U
nderstanding your population, 

sam
ple size, and response rates are im

portant for calculating 
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interval and confidence levels, w
hich are vital in determ

ining 
how

 m
any people you need to interview

 in order to get results 
that reflect the target population as precisely as needed. You 
can use online calculators to establish this type of inform

ation, 
but it is im

portant to understand the term
s and the reasons for 

doing this (see section on statistical analysis for m
ore detail).

Form
at 

It is im
portant to understand w

hat form
at of survey you are looking to 

undertake. Th
ere are broadly tw

o survey form
ats that you m

ay use and 
it is im

portant to understand w
hich you are using:

Cross-sectional surveys are used to gather inform
ation on 

a population at a single point in tim
e. An exam

ple of a cross-
sectional survey w

ould be a questionnaire that collects data on 
peoples’ experiences of a particular initiative or event. A cross-
sectional survey questionnaire m

ight try to determ
ine the  

relationship betw
een tw

o factors, like the im
pact of a pro-

gram
m

e of activity on the level of benefits claim
s for exam

ple.

Longitudinal surveys gather data over a period of tim
e. Th

is 
w

ould allow
 analysis of changes in the population over tim

e and 
attem

pt to describe and/or explain them
. Th

e three m
ain types 

of longitudinal surveys are trend studies, cohort studies, and 
panel studies (for m

ore details see further reading). A longitu-
dinal study w

ill also seek to determ
ine the relationship betw

een 
factors, but the difference is that the exam

ination w
ill be of a 

change in factors over tim
e, so for exam

ple the relationship 
betw

een health and em
ploym

ent. 

Q
uestions 

Th
ere are a w

hole range of questions to be asked in survey design, 
TVDI�BT��8

IBU�UZQFT�PG�RVFTUJPOT�DBO�CF�BTLFE �)
PX

�DPN
QMFY�X

JMM�DBO�
UIF�RVFTUJPOT�CF �8

JMM�TDSFFOJOH�RVFTUJPOT�CF�OFFEFE �$BO�RVFTUJPO�
TFRVFODF�CF�DPOUSPMMFE �8

JMM�MFOHUIZ�RVFTUJPOT�CF�BTLFE �8
JMM�MPOH�

SFTQPOTF�TDBMFT�CF�VTFE �)
FSF�X

F�PVUMJOF�UIF�N
BJO�UZQFT�PG�RVFTUJPOT�

used in quantitative surveys:

Closed questions – these have a num
ber of possible answ

ers 
in a list for respondents to choose from

 (e.g. a closed question 
about the sources of funding for a com

m
unity project w

ould 

ask respondents to choose from
 a list of categories, such as N

ew
 

D
eal for Com

m
unities, N

eighbourhood Renew
al Funding and so 

on). U
sually, closed questions include an ‘other’ option to enable 

respondents to add any categories that have been om
itted; 

R
anking scales – these are m

ost com
m

only used w
hen trying to 

ascertain the level of im
portance of a num

ber of item
s. A list of 

choices are provided and respondents are asked to put them
 in 

order (e.g. w
hen undertaking a feasibility study for a new

 tow
n 

centre, a question using a ranking scale m
ay show

 a list of item
s 

that are com
m

only found in tow
n centres and ask respondents 

to rank w
hich ones are m

ost im
portant to them

); 

Sliding scales – these are used to discover respondents’ strength 
of feeling tow

ards an issue. Respondents are given a series of 
statem

ents and asked how
 m

uch they agree or disagree w
ith 

the statem
ent by using a sliding scale w

here num
bers represent 

different strengths of feelings.  For exam
ple, 1 = strongly agree 

and 5 = strongly disagree.

W
rite questions that are clear, precise, and relatively short

Because every question is m
easuring som

ething, it is im
portant for 

each to be clear and precise. Your goal is for each respondent to inter-
pret the m

eaning of each survey question in exactly the sam
e w

ay. If 
your respondents are not clear on w

hat is being asked in a question, 
their responses m

ay result in data that cannot or should not be applied 
in your survey findings. 

D
o not use “loaded” or “leading” questions

A loaded or leading question biases the response given by the respond-
ent. A loaded question is one that contains loaded w

ords. Loaded or 
leading questions m

ay hint to the respondent how
 you expect the 

question answ
ered, for exam

ple ‘D
o you think your neighbourhood is 

TUJMM�SVO�EPX
O �
�CZ�JODMVEJOH�UIF�X

PSE�ATUJMM��B�CJBT�JT�JOUSPEVDFE�BT�JU�
presupposes that the respondent thought the area w

as previously run 
dow

n. 

Am
biguous or com

pound questions can be confusing, leaving respond-
ents unsure as to how

 to answ
er. Com

pound questions are ones that 
ask several things w

hich m
ight require different answ

ers, for exam
ple 

‘W
ould you like to see m

ore com
m

unity support offi
cers on the streets, 
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It is vitally im
portant to conduct a trial run or pilot of any survey, as 

those that have designed a survey and are close to its subject, m
ay take 

for granted that the questions and layout w
ill w

ork as a survey w
ith the 

w
ider intended population. A survey m

ay be piloted w
ith colleagues or 

friends that have the sam
e level of involvem

ent in the subject you are 
surveying as the w

ider intended population. Feedback should be sought 
on the ease upon w

hich the survey can be follow
ed and com

pleted. A pi-
lot survey m

ay also be conducted w
ith a subset of the selected sam

ple. 
Th

is w
ould give opportunities to detect and resolve problem

s before 
they obscure or distort the result of the w

ider survey.  

BMMPX
JOH�B�SFEVDUJPO�JO�JOWFTUN

FOU�JO�$$57
 ���ɥ

F�SFTQPOEFOU�N
BZ�

w
ish to provide m

ultiple answ
ers to this question, answ

ering yes to 
having m

ore com
m

unity support offi
cers, but disagreeing w

ith the 
reduction in investm

ent for CCTV.  See the section on further reading 
for m

ore inform
ation on question types and constructing survey ques-

tions.

A
dm

inistration 
Th

e costs, required facilities, tim
e, and personnel needed to conduct an 

effective survey are often underestim
ated. Th

e m
ost com

m
on resource 

underestim
ated is tim

e. You need to factor in tim
e to pilot or test 

your survey, tim
e to deliver your survey, tim

e to give respondents to 
com

plete surveys and then have them
 returned (this m

ay be via m
ail 

and therefore take tim
e to return), and you also need to factor in the 

tim
e required to analyse surveys. W

hen conducting a large scale survey, 
inputting data to generate your analysis can be very tim

e consum
ing. 

Th
e best approach is to often w

ork up your tim
eline backw

ards from
 

w
hen you need your results, calculating the tim

e required for each step, 
this w

ay you can establish w
hen things need to start by.

H
ow

 should it be used?
Selecting the type of survey you are going to use is one of the m

ost 
critical decisions in m

any social research contexts. In a sim
ilar w

ay to 
interview

s, surveys can be delivered in a variety of w
ays: 

t�QPTUBM�TVSWFZT��
t�UFMFQIPOF�TVSWFZT��
t�FN

BJM�JOUFSOFU�TVSWFZT��
t�TUSFFU�TVSWFZT�BEN

JOJTUFSFE�TVSWFZT�

Th
e delivery m

ethod for any survey should be carefully considered, and 
in m

any w
ays w

ill be decided by consideration of factors listed above, 
such as population, sam

ple size and respondent. H
aving a good under-

standing of these w
ill inform

 the best m
ethod of delivery. For exam

ple, 
if the survey is to be distributed to a particular local authority offi

cer 
role across the country, then a postal or em

ail survey w
ould w

ork best, 
as it is likely there w

ill be over 350 in the population, geographically 
dispersed and literate.   

Pro
s

C
o

n
s

Po
stal

C
an reach a large geographical area

N
o clarification available during 

com
pletion.

People are used to com
pleting 

paper-and-pencil surveys
N

eed a m
otivated population to 

return the survey 

C
an take the survey w

ith you and 
com

plete it anyw
here and anytim

e
Respondents m

ust be able to read, 
see, and w

rite 

G
reat for sensitive issues

Telep
h

o
n

e/ 
ad

m
in

istered
Inform

ation is obtained im
m

ediately
Possible bias from

 the 
adm

inistrator

C
an explore answ

ers w
ith 

respondents
H

igher level of resources

em
ail/in

tern
et

N
egligible distribution costs

Respondent m
ust be “online”

O
nly “acceptable” answ

ers can be 
allow

ed (validation)
Respondents m

ust be able to 
use a com

puter, a m
ouse, and/or 

keyboard

Require the question to be 
answ

ered
Respondent m

ust be able to use a 
w

eb brow
ser

C
an give respondent links that give 

additional explanation
Reliant on technology that can fail
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Excel 
M

icrosoft Excel is useful for data sum
m

ary, presentation, and for other 
basic statistical analysis. Th

e program
 provides a set of data analysis 

UPPMT�DBMMFE�UIF�"OBMZTJT�5PPM1BL�X
IJDI�ZPV�DBO�VTF�UP�TBWF�TUFQT�X

IFO�
you develop com

plex statistical analyses. You provide the data and pa-
ram

eters for each analysis and the tool uses the appropriate statistical 
m

acro functions and then displays the results in an output table. Som
e 

UPPMT�HFOFSBUF�DIBSUT�JO�BEEJUJPO�UP�PVUQVU�UBCMFT��ɥ
F�"OBMZTJT�5PPM1BL�

is not loaded by default, instructions for installing it, along w
ith guides 

on how
 to use it can be found on the M

icrosoft w
ebsite.  

SPSS (Statistical Package for Social Scientists) 
4144�JT�BN

POH�UIF�N
PTU�X

JEFMZ�VTFE�QSPHSBN
�GPS�TUBUJTUJDBM�BOBMZTJT�JO�

social science. Th
is is a data analysis package for quantitative research.  

It is particularly useful for the analysis of survey data as it covers a 
broad range of statistical procedures. Th

ere are other packages available 
such as SA

S, Stata or M
initab how

ever all are expensive to purchase, 
especially if only to be used for a one off

 survey. It m
ay be possible to 

w
ork w

ith an academ
ic institution to utilise their statistical packages, 

and organisations such as the Cathie M
arsh Centre for Census and Sur-

vey Research (CCSR) provide training on the use of these packages. 

For m
ore detail on data analysis see section on Statistical Analysis.

Further reading
A practical guide to sam

pling, N
ational Audit O

ffi
ce

http://w
w

w
.nao.org.uk/publications/Sam

plingguide.pdf

Q
uestion Bank is an inform

ation resource, in the field of social re-
search, w

ith a particular em
phasis on quantitative survey m

ethods. 
http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/

A general introduction to the design of questionnaires for sur-
vey research, U

niversity of Leeds
http://w

w
w

.leeds.ac.uk/iss/docum
entation/top/top2.pdf

Th
e Centre for Applied Social Surveys, U

niversity of Southam
pton 

– runs a program
m

e of short courses in survey m
ethods across the U

K
.

http://w
w

w
.s3ri.soton.ac.uk/cass/program

m
e.php

W
hat is the output?

Survey data is the question answ
ers, such as ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or perhaps a 

num
ber, w

here a person has ranked a question on a scale. Th
e survey 

data output w
ill depend on the w

ay in w
hich the survey w

as construct-
ed, it w

ill be shaped by the survey questions asked, the form
at of the 

survey itself and the m
ethod in w

hich data w
as collected. For exam

ple, 
if the survey w

as com
pleted by the respondent, in a w

ritten form
, then 

you w
ill have a collection of w

ritten docum
ents w

hich require analysis 
of the question answ

ers. If the survey has been com
pleted by a re-

searcher, then a m
ore sophisticated m

ethod of data collection m
ay have 

occurred e.g. tallies and counts of responses. If using an internet or 
em

ail survey, a com
puter program

m
e m

ay have collected the data in a 
form

at w
hich can easily be analysed. Consideration of the output needs 

to be m
ade at the outset of the process, and tim

e considerations need 
to be given as to how

 this data w
ill be collected and analysed.  

H
ow

 should it be analysed?
Before you can input your data in a com

puter program
 or application 

you w
ill need to undertake a process of coding. Th

is involves assign-
ing a code (often num

eric) to each possible answ
er in your survey. So 

if question 1 in your survey asked the gender of the respondent, you 
m

ay seek to code the answ
er ‘m

ale’ w
ith the num

ber 0, w
hile you m

ay 
seek to code the answ

er ‘fem
ale’ w

ith the num
ber 1. Establishing these 

‘codes’ on the distributed questionnaire can help at data entry tim
e, but 

obviously has the dow
nside of putting num

bers on the questionnaire 
that are of no relevance to the respondent and therefore could m

ake 
the questionnaire look m

ore confusing than it needs to.

W
eb based program

m
es

Internet based survey tools can distribute your survey via em
ail and 

also collect your results, often allow
ing you to view

 your results as they 
are collected in real-tim

e. You can dow
nload live graphs and charts 

of the responses, and often filter the responses and dig dow
n to get 

individual responses. W
hile this offers significant benefits there needs 

to be careful consideration of the pros and cons of em
ail or internet 

surveys and w
hether this m

ethod of collection suits the population you 
are targeting. 

Su
rveyM

o
n

key

SurveyM
onkey is an 

online survey tool 
that enables people 
of all experience 
levels to create 
their ow

n surveys 
quickly and easily. 
It has an online 
survey designer, 
w

hich contains 
m

any questions and 
form

ats. It collects 
responses  and 
analyses them

 in 
real tim

e, producing 
charts and graphs 
w

ith available 
inform

ation. A
ll 

responses can be 
dow

nloaded in a 
variety of form

ats 
to allow

 further 
statistical analysis in 
com

puter packages 
such as SPSS. 

w
w

w
.surveym

onkey.
com
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Secondary data collation and analysis  

W
hat is the m

ethod?
Th

is m
ethod refers to the review

 of existing inform
ation, and in the 

quantitative context m
ay involve the m

anipulation of statistical data.  
It differs from

 prim
ary research techniques in that the researcher does 

not collect the data directly and cannot control the actual data col-
lected, but can bring to bear new

 insights through interpretation or 
presentation.  M

anaging large data sets and large am
ounts of quantita-

UJWF�N
BUFSJBM�EPFT�SFRVJSF�TPN

F�TQFDJBMJTU�TLJMM���ɥ
F�1PMJDZ�"DUJPO�5FBN

�
Reports in the early Blair Adm

inistration described the lack of avail-
ability of relevant datasets in order to support neighbourhood w

orking, 
and over the last decade m

ore statistics have been m
ade m

ore readily 
accessible to a w

ider range of people.   

W
hen should it be used?

Th
e collection of secondary data can be an im

portant first stage.  Th
e 

m
ain use for this sort of inform

ation is that it can provide a starting 
point for an evaluation or analysis to gain som

e background know
ledge 

and understanding. Secondary data collection is also useful for contrib-
uting to the analysis and com

m
entary throughout a research report.

W
hat do I need to consider?

W
hat types of data sources are there?

Th
ere are a num

ber of different types of secondary inform
ation. Som

e 
of the m

ost com
m

on types are identified as follow
s:

O
ffi

cial statistics - Th
is refers to national data sets relating to 

issues such as population, em
ploym

ent and unem
ploym

ent and 
businesses.  M

uch of this inform
ation can be acquired from

 the 
O

ffi
ce for N

ational Statistics and w
w

w
.neighbourhood.statistics.

gov.uk;

O
ther statistics  - A w

ide range of other types of num
erical data 

can be draw
n on for evaluation purposes. e.g. project m

onitor-
ing inform

ation of beneficiaries, funding inform
ation, service 

data.

K
ey principles

Th
ere are a num

ber of key principles it is useful to follow
 w

hen collect-
ing and analysing secondary inform

ation.

1. Th
ink about the key issues and topics that need to be ad-

dressed. H
aving a clear idea of w

hat inform
ation is required w

ill 
m

ake the collection of secondary inform
ation a lot easier;

2. Search for the inform
ation and data sources; 

3. H
aving collected the inform

ation, the next step is to read it 
and analyse it; 

4. Collate inform
ation from

 secondary data into key headings.

Referencing
A key issue w

hen using secondary data is ensuring that all inform
ation 

is properly referenced and that it is clear w
here the inform

ation has 
com

e from
. You m

ust be very careful that com
parisons are genuine and 

m
eaningful.

W
hat is the output?

Th
e inform

ation gathered from
 secondary data analysis can produce 

various outputs depending on the type of inform
ation collated and re-

view
ed. Som

e of the m
ost com

m
on types include statistics, data tables 

and charts and m
aps. 

Th
e inform

ation m
ay show

 how
 changes have occurred over tim

e in a 
particular area. It could also be com

parative, w
hich allow

s the research-
er to m

ake com
parisons betw

een a num
ber of different areas.

H
ow

 should it be analysed?
Secondary data can be analysed using the sam

e techniques as for 
prim

ary data. See the follow
ing section on statistical analysis for m

ore 
details.
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Case study: U
sing secondary data to create a baseline 

Baseline assessm
ents refer to a num

ber of headline indicators or statistics for a specific 
area at a particular m

om
ent in tim

e e.g. the percentage of unem
ployed econom

ically ac-
tive m

ales in N
ew

castle-upon-Tyne in 2002. Baselines are particularly useful w
hen m

eas-
uring the im

pact of a regeneration project or program
m

e, as by know
ing w

hat the area 
w

as like before it com
m

enced, it enables an evaluator to gauge the extent the project/
program

m
e has changed an area. 

W
orking w

ith baseline data relating to local social, econom
ic, cultural and environm

ental 
conditions is a core feature in m

any policy interventions. In developing and updating a 
baseline, you m

ay need to: 

t�BDDFTT�TFDPOEBSZ�EBUB�	BT�EFUBJMFE�BCPWF
�GPS�FTUBCMJTIJOH�BOE�VQ-
dating baselines; 

t�EFWFMPQ�CBTFMJOFT�SFUSPTQFDUJWFMZ���ɥ
JT�FOUBJMT�EFDJEJOH�LFZ�JOEJDB-

UPST�BOE�DPMMFDUJOH�EBUB�GPS�B�QFSJPE�PG�UJN
F�JO�UIF�QBTU�	F�H��UIF�

TUBSU�PG�B�SFHFOFSBUJPO�QSPHSBN
N
F
�

t�SFWJTF�FYJTUJOH�CBTFMJOF�JOEJDBUPST�UP�FOTVSF�UIFZ�SFnFDU�MPDBM�QSJPSJ-
ties and are SM

ART; 

t�SFDPN
N
FOE�OFX

�CBTFMJOF�JOEJDBUPST�X
IFSF�HBQT�FYJTU�BOE�EFWJTJOH�

entirely new
 baseline assessm

ents w
here one exist; 

t�SFWJFX
�BOE�BMJHOJOH�CBTFMJOF�JOEJDBUPST�X

JUI�UIPTF�VTFE�OBUJPOBMMZ�
	F�H��2

VBMJUZ�PG�-JGF�JOEJDBUPST
�#FTU�7BMVF�1FSGPSN
BODF�*OEJDBUPST
�

1VCMJD�4FSWJDF�"
HSFFN

FOU�	14"
�JOEJDBUPST�BOE�/
BUJPOBM�'MPPS�5BS-

HFU�JOEJDBUPST
�X
IJMTU�N

BJOUBJOJOH�B�MPDBM�GPDVT��

t�JEFOUJGZ�UIF�CFTU�TPVSDFT�PG�EBUB
�GSFRVFODZ�PG�VQEBUFT�BOE�MFBE�
responsibilities for collection to aid future baseline updates; 

t�DPMMFDU�BOE�DPMMBUF�QSJN
BSZ�	F�H��TVSWFZ
�EBUB�UP�JOGPSN

�UIF�CBTFMJOF�
assessm

ent. 

Further reading 
H

ow
 offi

cial statistics are collected has im
proved a lot in recent years, 

the neighbourhood statistics w
ebsite is very user-friendly and uses 

m
aps, graphs and tables for a w

ide range of offi
cial statistics, present-

ing data at m
any scales, from

 the sm
allest unit of data collection; the 

4VQFS�0
VUQVU�"SFB�	QPQVMBUJPO����������
�UP�1BSMJBN

FOUBSZ�$POTUJUV-
ency level, Local Authority level or regional G

overnm
ent O

ffi
ce Area.

http://w
w

w
.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk/

Th
e O

ffi
ce for N

ational Statistics w
ebsite is also excellent and con-

tains all census and offi
cial data as w

ell as population projections and a 
w

ealth of data on the econom
y.

http://w
w

w
.ons.gov.uk

O
xford Consultants for Social Inclusion are experts in m

anipulat-
ing datasets in order that they can help to inform

 decision m
aking.  

Th
ey specialise in m

ap data.

http://w
w

w
.ocsi.org.uk/

Pro
s

C
o

n
s

Robust, accurate data enabling com
parison across 

tim
e/area  

H
ealth w

arnings around use of statistics – need to 
m

ake sure of appropriateness in context

Very credible and clear picture can em
erge w

hen 
presented w

ell
U

sing only national statistics can suggest overly 
clear picture – reality is often m

essier.

A
s part of m

ixed m
ethod strategy can provide 

“bedrock” for field of enquiry and suggest other 
appropriate techniques/interventions

You have no direct control over w
hat is collected, 

only how
 it is presented and m

anipulated.
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Statistical analysis

W
hat is the m

ethod?
Statistical analysis is a m

athem
atical m

ethod of interrogating data. 
Th

is is done by looking for relationships betw
een different sets of data. 

Statistical analysis can be com
plex, and this follow

ing section aim
s to 

explain som
e of the basic considerations, to an audience w

ithout an as-
sum

ed m
athem

atical background. At the end of this section there are a 
w

ide variety of links to further reading, w
hich can help you through the 

process of statistical analysis.  

Th
ere are tw

o types of statistics:

t�%
FTDSJQUJWF�TUBUJTUJDT��OVN

FSJDBM�TVN
N
BSJFT�PG�TBN

QMFT�	X
IBU�

w
as observed);

t�*OGFSFOUJBM�TUBUJTUJDT��GSPN
�TBN

QMFT�PG�QPQVMBUJPOT�	X
IBU�DPVME�

have been or w
ill be observed).

It is im
portant to understand w

hich type of statistics you are w
orking 

w
ith before em

barking on analysis.

W
hen should it be used?

Th
e general idea of statistical analysis is to sum

m
arise and analyse data 

so that it is useful and can inform
 decision-m

aking. You w
ould analyse 

descriptive statistics if you w
anted to sum

m
arise som

e data into a 
shorter form

, w
here as, you w

ould use inferential statistical analysis 
w

hen you w
ere trying to understand a relationship and either general-

ise or predict based on this understanding. Statistical analysis, through 
a range of statistical tests, can give us a w

ay to quantify the confidence 
w

e can have in our inferences or conclusions. 

Statistical analysis should only be used w
here there is a clear under-

standing of the reasons for doing so. Th
e use of statistical tests (as 

detailed above) w
ill provide you w

ith valuable findings if you know
 how

 
to interpret the results and use them

 to inform
 your research.     

W
hat do I need to consider?

Variables 
A variable is any m

easured characteristic or attribute that differs for 
different subjects. Q

uantitative variables are m
easured on an ordinal, 

interval, or ratio scale, w
hereas qualitative variables are m

easured on 
B�OPN

JOBM�TDBMF�	OPUF�JO�4144�UIF�*OUFSWBM�BOE�3
BUJP�MFWFMT�BSF�HSPVQFE�

together and called scale). Th
ere are a range of variables that need to be 

understood, dependent/independent, controlled/continuous/discrete 
in the application of statistical tests. Th

e independent variable answ
ers 

UIF�RVFTUJPO�i8
IBU�EP�*�DIBOHF w
�UIF�EFQFOEFOU�WBSJBCMF�BOTX

FST�UIF�
RVFTUJPO�i8

IBU�EP�*�PCTFSWF w�BOE�UIF�DPOUSPMMFE�WBSJBCMF�BOTX
FST�UIF�

RVFTUJPO�i8
IBU�EP�*�LFFQ�UIF�TBN

F w��"�WBSJBCMF�X
IJDI�DBO�IBWF�BOZ�

num
erical value is called a continuous variable (e.g. tim

e). A variable 
w

hich can only have w
hole num

bers (integers) is called a discrete vari-
able (e.g. the num

ber of people in a group). It is im
portant to under-

stand the variable you have for analysis of data in statistical packages 
TVDI�BT�4144�

Inference
If w

orking w
ith inferential statistics you need a sound understanding 

of your population (the set of individuals, item
s, or data, also called 

universe) and your sam
ple (a subset of elem

ents taken from
 a popula-

tion). See the section on quantitative surveys for further discussion on 
populations and sam

ples. W
e m

ake inferences (conclusions) about a 
population from

 a sam
ple taken from

 it, therefore it is im
portant that 

population and sam
pling is w

ell understood, as any error w
ill influence 

your inferences (conclusions). In som
e situations w

e can exam
ine the 

entire population, then there is no inference from
 a sam

ple.

Confidence &
 Significance

t�Th
e confidence interval is an interval estim

ate of a popula-
tion param

eter, this is the plus-or-m
inus figure reported in, for 

exam
ple, new

spaper or television opinion poll results. If you 
use a confidence interval of 4 for exam

ple, and 54%
 percent of 

your sam
ple picks one answ

er, you can be “sure” that if you had 
asked the question of the entire relevant population, betw

een 
50%

 and 58%
 w

ould have picked that answ
er (plus or m

inus 4). 
Th

ere are three factors that determ
ine the size of the confidence 
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interval for a given confidence level. Th
ese are: sam

ple size, 
percentage and population size (see below

).

t�Th
e confidence level tells you how

 sure you can be that this 
inference is correct. M

ost social science researchers use the 95%
 

confidence level, w
hich m

eans you can be 95%
 certain; w

hile 
the 99%

 confidence level m
eans you can be 99%

 certain. W
hen 

you apply the confidence level and the confidence interval 
together, you could say that you are 95%

 sure that betw
een 50%

 
and 58%

 w
ould have picked that answ

er.

In statistics, a result is called statistically significant if it is unlikely to 
have occurred by chance. In statistics, “significant” m

eans probably 
true, and not ‘im

portant’. Th
e findings of your research m

ay be proved 
to be ‘true’ but this does not necessarily m

ean that the findings are 
‘im

portant’. In social science, results w
ith a 95%

 confidence level are 
accepted as significant.

Factors that aff
ect the confidence interval

Th
e confidence interval is affected by three factors. Th

ese are the sam
-

ple size, percentage and population size. 

Sam
ple Size 

Th
e larger your sam

ple, the m
ore confident you can be that their 

answ
ers truly reflect the population. Th

e relationship betw
een the 

confidence interval and sam
ple size is not linear. An exam

ple can be 
found below

:

Su
rvey 1

Su
rvey 2

Sam
ple

1,000
2,000

Population
20,000

20,000

%
 of respondents answ

ering 
‘yes’ to a specific question

50%
50%

C
onfidence Interval

+
/-3.02

+
/-2.08

Percentage 
Th

e confidence interval is also determ
ined by the percentage of 

the sam
ple that provides the sam

e answ
er. Th

e confidence interval 

increases the closer the percentage is to 50%
. In survey 1 (above) the 

confidence interval for a value of 50%
 is 3.02. Th

is confidence interval 
w

ould fall to 0.6 if the survey returned a value of 99%
 or 1%

. 

It is im
portant that the survey sam

ple size is considered for statistics 
w

here 50%
 of the population answ

er both ‘yes’ and ‘no’ as this is w
hen 

the confidence level is broadest and so provides the general level of ac-
curacy for a sam

ple. 

Population Size 
Th

e population size refers to the num
ber of people w

ithin a group that 
have a sim

ilar characteristic. Th
is could be the total num

ber of people 
living in a tow

n or the num
ber of people w

ith a m
ore specific attribute 

such as suffering from
 a disability or residents from

 a specific ethnic 
HSPVQ��1PQVMBUJPO�TJ[F�JT�PG�HSFBUFTU�JN

QPSUBODF�X
IFO�UIF�QPQVMBUJPO�JT�

relatively sm
all and is know

n. 

Exam
ples

Confidence A survey of 1,000 households has been com
pleted, in a tow

n of 20,000 
IPVTFIPMET�����

�PG�IPVTFIPMET�GFMU�UIBU�DSJN
F�IBE�UIF�MBSHFTU�JN

QBDU�PO�UIFJS�RVBMJUZ�PG�
life. U

sing a 95%
 confidence level a confidence interval of 3.01 can be assum

ed. So you 
can say that betw

een 51%
 and 57%

 of the tow
n’ss population feel the crim

e has the larg-
FTU�JN

QBDU�PO�RVBMJUZ�PG�MJGF��

Significance A survey is distributed to all 20,000 households in a tow
n, there are 1,000 

SFTQPOTFT�UP�UIF�TVSWFZ
�FRVBM�UP�B���
�SFTQPOTF��*O�BDDFQUJOH�BO�JOUFSWBM�MFWFM�PG��
�UIF�

sam
ple size needed for significant results at the 95%

 confidence level is 1013, therefore 
the response rate is just short of significance at the 95%

 level.  

Th
e significance of change over tim

e in survey findings
In m

easuring the confidence interval of survey data w
hen survey 

results are com
pared over tim

e, it is im
portant to understand if, for 

exam
ple, econom

ic activity has changed over tim
e or if the change in 

results is caused by survey error. To understand w
hether actual change 

has taken place, this requires the confidence interval of the difference 
betw

een the tw
o m

eans to be tested (see further reading for a link to a 
w

eb tool for m
easuring the confidence interval betw

een tw
o m

eans). 
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Exam
ple

Survey 1 finds that econom
ic activity stands at 49%

 using a sam
ple of 1,000 residents. 

Another sam
ple is selected one year later. Survey 2 finds that 51%

 of residents are eco-
nom

ically active. In this case the 95%
 confidence interval is from

 -0.05 to 0.03 m
eaning 

that w
e cannot be sure w

hether the econom
ic activity rates have actually increased or 

X
IFUIFS�UIJT�JT�B�SFTVMU�PG�TVSWFZ�FSSPS��ɥ

JT�JT�CFDBVTF�UIF����
�DPOmEFODF�JOUFSWBM�IBT�

values w
hich are either side of zero.

If econom
ic activity increases to 55%

, the 95%
 confidence interval is from

 -0.09 to -0.01 
m

eaning w
e can be 95%

 confident that econom
ic activity has actually increased. 

Considerations: Both surveys m
ust be based on a sam

ple that is representative of the 
QPQVMBUJPO��ɥ

F�TBN
QMF�VTFE�JO�TVSWFZ���BMTP�OFFET�UP�CF�JOEFQFOEFOU�GSPN

�UIF�TBN
QMF�

used in survey 1.

Cross-tabulation
Cross-tabluation is about taking tw

o variables and tabulating the 
results of one variable against the other variable. Th

is can be done quite 
TJN

QMZ�JO�EBUB�BOBMZTJT�UPPMT�TVDI�BT�.
JDSPTPGU�&YDFM�PS�4144��"�DSPTT�

tabulation gives you a basic picture of how
 tw

o variables inter-relate, 
so for exam

ple you m
ay have a question in your survey about em

ploy-
m

ent, by running a cross tabulation of the survey data obtained for this 
question against that of age or gender for exam

ple (or both), w
ould give 

you a table show
ing the em

ploym
ent status of both m

ales and fem
ales, 

broken dow
n by the age ranges you coded in your survey. Th

is can pro-
vide quite pow

erful levels of inform
ation and is a useful w

ay of testing 
the relationships betw

een variables.

Statistical tests
For m

ore com
plex statistical analysis there are a range of statistical 

tests that can be applied to your data. To select the right test, you need 
to ask yourself tw

o questions: 

���8
IBU�LJOE�PG�EBUB�IBWF�ZPV�DPMMFDUFE �

2. W
hat variables are you looking to establish a relationship 

CFUX
FFO �

Choosing the right test to com
pare m

easurem
ents can be a tricky one, 

as you m
ust choose betw

een tw
o fam

ilies of tests: param
etric and non-

param
etric:

t�1BSBN
FUSJD�UFTUT�o�JODMVEF�.

FBO
�4UBOEBSE�%
FWJBUJPO
�U�UFTU
�

BOBMZTJT�PG�WBSJBODF�	"/
0
7"

�1FBSTPO�DPSSFMBUJPO
�SFHSFTTJPO�

(linear and non linear);

t�/
PO�QBSBN

FUSJD�UFTUT�o�JODMVEF�.
FEJBO
�JOUFSRVBSUJMF�SBOHF
�

Spearm
an correlation, W

ilcoxon test, M
ann-W

hitney test, 
K

ruskal-W
allis test, Friedm

an test. 

Choosing the right test
Choosing betw

een these tw
o fam

ilies of tests can be diffi
cult. Th

e 
follow

ing section outlines som
e of the basic rules for deciding w

hich 
fam

ily of tests suits your data.

t�:PV�TIPVME�DIPPTF�B�QBSBN
FUSJD�UFTU�JG�ZPVS�EBUB�JT�TBN

QMFE�GSPN
�

a population that follow
s a norm

al distribution (or G
aussian 

distribution). Th
e norm

al distribution is a pattern for the distri-
bution of a set of data, w

hich follow
s a bell shaped curve. Th

is 
m

eans that the data has less of a tendency to produce unusually 
extrem

e values, com
pared to som

e other distributions.

t�:PV�TIPVME�DIPPTF�B�OPO�QBSBN
FUSJD�UFTU�JG�UIF�QPQVMBUJPO�

clearly does not follow
 a norm

al distribution. W
here values 

m
ay be “off

 the scale,” that is, too high or too low
 to m

easure, 
a non-param

etric test can assign values too low
 or too high to 

m
easure. 

W
hat do these tests tell you?

Param
etric tests 

M
ean - Th

e m
ean is m

ore com
m

only called the average, how
ever 

this is incorrect if “m
ean” is taken in the specific sense of 

“arithm
etic m

ean” as there are different types of averages: the 
m

ean, m
edian, and m

ode.

Standard D
eviation - Th

e standard deviation m
easures the 

spread of the data about the m
ean value. It is useful in com

par-
ing sets of data, w

hich m
ay have the sam

e m
ean but a different 

range.

t test - Th
e t-test assesses w

hether the m
eans of tw

o groups are 
statistically different from

 each other. Th
is analysis is appropri-

ate w
henever you w

ant to com
pare the m

eans of tw
o groups.
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Analysis of variance (AN
O

VA) – Th
is is used to test hypotheses 

about differences betw
een tw

o or m
ore m

eans as in the t-test, 
how

ever w
hen there are m

ore than tw
o m

eans, analysis of 
variance can be used to test differences for significance w

ithout 
increasing the error rate (Type I). 

Pearson correlation – Th
is is a com

m
on m

easure of the cor-
relation betw

een tw
o variables. A correlation of +1 m

eans that 
there is a perfect positive linear relationship betw

een variables. 
A correlation of -1 m

eans that there is a perfect negative linear 
relationship betw

een variables.

Regression (linear and non linear) - A technique used for the 
m

odelling and analysis of num
erical data. Regression can be 

used for prediction (including forecasting of tim
e-series data), 

inference, hypothesis testing, and m
odelling of causal relation-

ships.

N
on-param

etric tests 
M

edian - Th
e m

edian is the m
iddle of a distribution: half the 

scores are above the m
edian and half are below

 the m
edian. Th

e 
m

edian is less sensitive to extrem
e scores than the m

ean and 
this m

akes it a better m
easure than the m

ean for highly skew
ed 

distributions. Th
e m

edian incom
e is usually m

ore inform
ative 

than the m
ean incom

e for exam
ple.

Interquartile range - Th
e interquartile range (IQ

R) is the 
distance betw

een the 75th percentile and the 25th percentile. 
Th

e IQ
R is essentially the range of the m

iddle 50%
 of the data. 

Because it uses the m
iddle 50%

, the IQ
R is not affected by 

outliers or extrem
e values.

Spearm
an correlation - Spearm

an’s R
ank Correlation is a tech-

nique used to test the direction and strength of the relationship 
betw

een tw
o variables. In other w

ords, it’s a device to show
 

w
hether any one set of num

bers has an effect on another set of 
num

bers.

W
ilcoxon test - Th

e W
ilcoxon test com

pares tw
o paired groups 

of data. It calculates the differences betw
een each set of pairs, 

and analyses the list of differences.

M
ann-W

hitney test - Th
e M

ann-W
hitney test is a non-param

et-
ric test for assessing w

hether tw
o sam

ples of observations com
e 

from
 the sam

e distribution, testing the null hypothesis that the 
probability of an observation from

 one population exceeds the 
probability of an observation in a second population.

K
ruskal-W

allis test - A non-param
etric m

ethod for testing 
equality of population m

edians am
ong groups, using a one-w

ay 
analysis of variance by ranks.

Friedm
an test - Th

e Friedm
an test is a nonparam

etric test that 
com

pares three or m
ore paired groups.

W
hat is the output?

Th
e output of statistical analysis w

ill depend on the statistical test you 
apply to your data, a detailed understanding of the test is required to be 
able to interpret the results. Th

e output w
ill m

ost probably be further 
tables of data, w

ith a num
ber of things being reported. It is im

portant 
to understand the inform

ation you need from
 a table of results, as you 

m
ay only require a single figure, but be presented w

ith a range of infor-
m

ation w
hich m

ay be confusing if you are new
 to statistical analysis.

H
ow

 should it be analysed?
M

icrosoft Excel
M

icrosoft Excel includes a collection of statistical functions, w
ithin the 

BEE�PO�%
BUB�"OBMZTJT�5PPM1BL��&YDFM�DBO�BOBMZTF�EFTDSJQUJWF�TUBUJTUJDT�

at a sim
ple level and w

hen used effectively, can be very useful in the 
exploratory analysis of data, cross tabulations (pivot charts), view

ing 
data in graphs to detect errors, unusual values, trends and patterns and 
sum

m
arising data w

ith m
eans and standard deviations. H

ow
ever, Excel 

is of very lim
ited use in the form

al statistical analysis of data unless 
ZPVS�FYQFSJN

FOUBM�EFTJHO�JT�WFSZ�TJN
QMF��ɥ

F�"OBMZTJT�5PPM1BL�JT�BMTP�OP�
easier to use than m

ore form
al statistical packages, how

ever there are 
plenty of guides and tutorials to be found on the internet. 

Form
al Statistical Packages (SPSS, SAS, Stata)

Inferential statistics are m
ore often analysed in specialist statistical 

QBDLBHFT�TVDI�BT�4144�X
IJDI�QSPWJEF�HSFBUFS�GVODUJPOBMJUZ�DPN

QBSFE�
to Excel. Th

e package used by the researcher often depends on w
hich 
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package the researcher is fam
iliar w

ith and has access to. Th
ese form

al 
statistical packages can sum

m
arise data (e.g. frequencies), determ

ine 
w

hether there are significant differences betw
een groups (e.g. t-tests, 

analysis of variance) and exam
ine relationships am

ong variables (e.g. 
correlation, m

ultiple regression). Further, these packages can produce 
charts, graphs and tables from

 the results of the analysis.

Pro
s

C
o

n
s 

M
icro

so
ft Excel

C
om

m
only used and w

idely available
It is not possible to see a record of 
the analysis you have previously 
conducted

Easy to use for basic data analysis
Statistical analysis is only possible if 
data is sorted or in blocks

Easy to im
port inform

ation from
 other 

packages.
Lim

ited by space – M
S Excel has a 

size lim
itation of 256 colum

ns and 
over 65,500 row

s m
eaning it has 

lim
ited capacity for analysing larger 

datasets

C
reating and am

ending charts is sim
ple

Fo
rm

al 
Statistical 
Packag

es 
(SPSS, SA

S, 
Stata)

W
idely used.

Expensive to purchase.

M
ore recent versions are m

ore user 
friendly than earlier versions (m

enus to 
select rather than having to use syntax)

N
eed to buy add-ons to get full 

functionality

A
llow

s a w
ider range of statistics test to 

be conducted com
pared to Excel

O
utput isn’t user friendly for 

beginners

Easy to analyse survey / questionnaire 
responses

C
harts are poor quality and difficult 

to am
end - need to copy inform

ation 
into Excel

File size is only dependent on your 
com

puters capacity

Survey data can be given assigned labels

It is easy to analyse sub groups of a large 
dataset

Further reading
G

uide to G
ood Statistical Practice - Th

is resource is based at the Sta-
tistical Services Centre, U

niversity of Reading and consists of a series 
of guides on good statistical practice, intended prim

arily for research 
and support staff

 in developm
ent projects. G

uides can be dow
nloaded 

JO�)
5.

-�BOE�1%
'�PO�TVCKFDUT�TVDI�BT�%

BUB�.
BOBHFN

FOU�BOE�"OBMZTJT��
Links include: training courses and w

orkshops; consultancy; resources 
(such as publications, softw

are, external links) 
http://w

w
w

.rdg.ac.uk/ssc/publications/guides.htm
l

Introduction to Central Tendency, D
avid Lane 

http://cnx.org/content/m
10942/latest/ - A useful guide explaining 

som
e basics to Statistical Analysis.

Statsoft Electronic Textbook, 
http://w

w
w

.statsoft.com
/textbook/stathom

e.htm
l - Th

is Electronic 
Statistics Textbook offers training in the understanding and application 
of statistics.

Sim
ple Interactive Statistical Analysis, 

http://hom
e.clara.net/sisa/ - SISA allow

s you to do statistical analysis 
directly on the Internet. U

ser friendly guides are available for statistical 
procedures.

Excel For Statistical D
ata Analysis, 

http://hom
e.ubalt.edu/ntsbarsh/excel/excel.htm

#rintro

R
aynald’s SPSS Tools - http://w

w
w

.spsstools.net/ - A w
ebsite offering 

UPPMT�BOE�UJQT�GPS�VTFST�PG�4144�TPGUX
BSF
�UIF�TJUF�PĊFST�BO�BSDIJWF�PG�

�����TBN
QMF�4144�TZOUBY
�TDSJQUT�BOE�N

BDSPT�DMBTTJmFE�CZ�QVSQPTF
�BT�
w

ell as an FAQ
, tips, tutorials and a N

ew
bie’s Corner. It invites contri-

CVUJPOT�GSPN
�PUIFS�4144�VTFST�UP�DSFBUF�B�TIBSFE
�PQFO�TPVSDF�SFTPVSDF��

Choosing the correct Statistical Test - 
http://w

w
w

.ats.ucla.edu/STAT/m
ult_pkg/w

hatstat/default.htm

Confidence interval betw
een tw

o m
eans - Th

e follow
ing link pro-

vides a tool for m
easuring the confidence interval betw

een tw
o m

eans 
http://psychlops.org/cgi-bin/R

.cgi/binconf2.R
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Q
ualitative m

ethods are generally associated w
ith the evaluation of 

social dim
ensions. Q

ualitative m
ethods provide results that are usually 

rich and detailed, offering ideas and concepts to inform
 your research. 

Q
ualitative m

ethods can tell you how
 people feel and w

hat they think, 
but cannot tell you how

 m
any of the target population feel or think 

that w
ay as quantitative m

ethods can.

Social survey/questionnaire

W
hat is the m

ethod?
Social surveys are a questionnaire-based m

ethod of research that can 
produce both qualitative and quantitative inform

ation depending on 
how

 they are structured and analysed. Th
is section focuses on the use 

of surveys to collect and analyse qualitative data. M
any of the issues 

and considerations are the sam
e as for the quantitative use of surveys, 

and m
ore detail can be found in the earlier section of this handbook. 

W
hen should it be used?

Q
uestionnaire surveys can be used in a w

ide range of settings and to 
gather a variety of different types of inform

ation. You m
ay be evaluat-

ing a program
m

e in w
hich a w

ide range of projects have been com
-

m
issioned, and w

ant to gather the view
s of a w

ide range of project 
m

anagers, or you m
ay be m

easuring the im
pact of an initiative on the 

business com
m

unity in a specific geographical area. A sm
all-scale quali-

tative survey m
ay be conducted to explore in m

ore detail the findings 
of qualitative research. 

W
hat do I need to consider?

M
any of the considerations for a social survey are the sam

e as for a 
quantitative survey, how

ever w
e define a social survey as one w

here 
less statistical rigour is required, w

here sam
ple sizes are not as large, 

and w
ith results not expected to be significant of the w

ider population. 
A social survey m

ay have a greater focus on collecting rich and detailed 
qualitative data.  

Population 
A num

ber of questions about the proposed population for a social 
TVSWFZ�OFFE�UP�CF�DPOTJEFSFE��4VDI�BT�BSF�UIFSF�MBOHVBHF�JTTVFT �"OE�

Q
ualitative Research M

ethods

1. Is this the real life? 

yes/no

If no, please answ
er question 2

2. Is it just fantasy?

yes/no

1MFBTF�QSPWJEF�SFBTPOT�GPS�ZPVS�BOTX
FS

..................................................

..................................................

..................................................

..................................................

..................................................
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X
IBU�BSF�UIF�HFPHSBQIJD�SFTUSJDUJPOT �ɥ

FTF�BSF�UIF�TBN
F�JTTVFT�BT�GPS�

quantitative surveys.

Sam
pling 

Th
e sam

ple is the section of the w
ider population that w

ill be engaged in 
the survey. D

etailed consideration of sam
pling still needs to be m

ade even 
w

hen not striving for statistical significance. It is still im
portant to under-

stand w
ho the respondent is and w

hat your sam
pling fram

e is going to be.

Form
at 

A social survey w
ill usually be a cross-sectional survey used to gather 

inform
ation on a sm

all sam
ple population at a single point in tim

e. 
An exam

ple of a cross-sectional survey w
ould be a questionnaire that 

collects data on peoples’ experiences of a particular initiative. H
ow

-
ever, a qualitative survey could equally be used in a longitudinal study, 
perhaps returning to particular individuals over tim

e to m
easure the 

im
pact of an intervention on the direction of som

eone’s life.  

Q
uestions

Th
ere are a w

hole range of questions to be asked in relation to survey 
EFTJHO
�TVDI�BT��8

IBU�UZQFT�PG�RVFTUJPOT�DBO�CF�BTLFE �)
PX

�DPN
QMFY�

X
JMM�UIF�RVFTUJPOT�CF �8

JMM�TDSFFOJOH�RVFTUJPOT�CF�OFFEFE �$BO�RVFT-
UJPO�TFRVFODF�CF�DPOUSPMMFE �8

JMM�MFOHUIZ�RVFTUJPOT�CF�BTLFE �8
JMM�MPOH�

SFTQPOTF�TDBMFT�CF�VTFE �"�TPDJBM�TVSWFZ�X
JMM�CF�N

PSF�JOUFSFTUFE�JO�RVBM-
itative findings, in recording peoples’ opinions and perceptions, and 
therefore w

ill m
ake m

ore use of open questions w
here respondents can 

give their ow
n responses to a set question. O

pen questions w
ill begin 

w
ith w

hat, w
hy, how

, or describe, to elicit rich qualitative inform
ation.

O
pen questions can be used in a variety of w

ays: 

U
sag

e
Exam

p
le

A
s a follow

-on from
 closed questions, to develop a 

m
ore detailed response.

‘If answ
ering yes to question 7, please provide the 

reasons for this’

To find out m
ore about a person, their thoughts, 

needs, problem
s, etc.

W
hy is that so im

portant to you?

To get people to realise the extent of their 
problem

s.
W

hat effect does this have on your fam
ily life? 

To get people to reflect on the im
pact of 

som
ething or som

e change.
H

ow
 has this m

ade a difference to you?

A
dm

inistration 
Th

e costs, required facilities, tim
e, and personnel needed to conduct an 

effective survey are often underestim
ated, even w

hen it is not on a large 
scale. Th

ere should be an adm
inistrative system

 in place to deal w
ith the 

questionnaires for w
hen they are returned/com

pleted. Th
is m

ay include 
num

bering the questionnaires, recording w
hat action has been taken 

w
ith them

, entering the results into a spreadsheet/database etc.

H
ow

 should it be used?
Surveys can be carried out by phone, post, em

ail, w
ebsite or face-to-

face, for detailed pros and cons of these delivery m
ethods see the ear-

lier section on qualitative surveys. In collecting rich qualitative survey 
data, the m

ost effective m
ethod w

ould be via face to face, adm
inistered 

surveys, as the researcher w
ould be able to use prom

pts to encourage 
people to give m

ore detailed answ
ers. Th

is does how
ever introduce a 

bias, w
hich needs to be understood and controlled as m

uch as possible, 
i.e. by using standard prom

pts. In qualitative surveys, it is necessary 
that the interview

er conduct the interview
 w

ith total objectivity, so 
that respondents are not influenced by any outside source in their 
responses. For this reason, interview

s should be conducted by w
ell-

trained and qualified interview
ers.   

W
hat is the output?

Th
e data that a social survey can produce is very m

uch dependent on 
how

 the questionnaire is constructed. H
ow

ever, the data can be very 
useful for providing an overall picture of the w

ay in w
hich a project or 

program
m

e is being im
plem

ented and how
 effectively it is im

pacting 
upon its target audience. Q

ualitative data output w
ill be in a text, audio 

or picture form
at, and each answ

er m
ay be very different from

 another. 
Th

is can m
ake collection of data m

ore diffi
cult, and a w

ay of collating 
data needs to be considered early in the process. 

H
ow

 should it be analysed?
Th

e Q
uantification of Q

ualitative Survey D
ata

Surveys can be analysed by collating the frequency of responses to each 
of the questions on the survey form

. Th
is can be done m

anually using a 
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“frequency table”, w
hich can be easily set up on an Excel spreadsheet to 

analyse descriptive statistics. 

Q
SR N

U
D

*IST and N
VIVO

 are qualitative data analysis packages, w
hich 

enable non-statistical inform
ation from

 interview
s, group w

ork, obser-
vations, audio, video, pictures or docum

ents to be analysed according 
to chosen criteria.  For exam

ple, it is possible to use the package to ‘pull 
out’ all m

aterial relating to key w
ords or phrases (e.g. neighbourhood 

renew
al) and then sub-divide the data into m

ore specific areas of analy-
sis (e.g. statem

ent of use, problem
s, projects). Th

is is a pow
erful piece 

of softw
are that can provide clarity to w

ide range of often com
plicated 

w
ritten or m

edia m
aterials.

Case study: U
sing surveys to evaluate a project

A program
m

e targeted on helping young people back into w
ork through training w

ants 
to evaluate how

 w
ell it is achieving its objectives. It uses a survey to canvas the view

s 
PG�ZPVOH�QFPQMF�X

IP�IBWF�CFFO�PO�UIF�QSPHSBN
N
F�UP�EBUF��ɥ

F�TVSWFZ�BTLT�UIFN
�DMPTFE�

RVFTUJPOT�BCPVU�X
IBU�USBJOJOH�UIFZ�IBWF�BUUFOEFE�BOE�IPX

�VTFGVM�UIFZ�IBWF�GPVOE�UIF�
USBJOJOH�	PO�B�TDBMF�PG����
��ɥ

F�TVSWFZ�BMTP�VTFT�PQFO�RVFTUJPOT�UP�BTL�ZPVOH�QFPQMF�
BCPVU�X

IBU�UIFJS�QMBOT�BSF�GPS�UIF�GVUVSF�BT�B�SFTVMU�PG�UIF�USBJOJOH�	J�F��IBT�JU�IFMQFE�
UIFN

�UP�DPOTJEFS�BQQMZJOH�GPS�GVMM�UJN
F�X

PSL �0
S�GVSUIFS�FEVDBUJPO�PQQPSUVOJUJFT 
��ɥ

F�
RVBMJUBUJWF�EBUB�JT�BOBMZTFE�BOE�UIJT�TIPX

T�UIBU�UIF�ZPVOH�QFPQMF�IBWF�HBJOFE�JO�DPOm-
dence, are looking to go into further education or training or have already secured job 
interview

s in a range of occupational fields, how
ever there is a distinct focus on w

ork in 
the field of construction.  

ɥ
F�SFTVMUT�PG�UIF�TVSWFZ�BSF�BOBMZTFE�BOE�UIJT�QSPWJEFT�DPODMVTJPOT�BCPVU�PWFSBMM�TVDDFTT�

of the program
m

e, w
hich allow

s the program
m

e m
anager to draw

 conclusions and con-
sider design issues for m

aking the program
m

e m
ore eff

ective in the future.

Further Reading
See Q

uestion Bank for details of question design -  
http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/

Com
puter A

ssisted Q
ualitative D

ata Analysis (CAQ
D

A) –  
http://caqdas.soc.surrey.ac.uk/ - provides practical support, training 
and inform

ation in the use of a range of softw
are program

s designed 
to assist qualitative data analysis. Also provides various platform

s for 
debate concerning the m

ethodological and epistem
ological issues aris-

ing from
 the use of such softw

are packages.

Research O
bservatory, U

niversity of the W
est of England -  

IUUQ���SP�VX
F�BD�VL�3FOEFS1BHFT�3FOEFS)

PN
F1BHF�BTQY���UIF�TJUF�JT�

divided into topic areas w
ith each topic area containing a num

ber of 
learning units and a collection of resources about a particular subject 
related to research. 

Interview
s

W
hat is the m

ethod?
O

ne of the m
ost popular and frequently used m

ethods of gathering 
inform

ation from
 people about anything is by interview

ing them
. It is 

also the m
ost popular m

ethod used w
ithin the social sciences. Th

ere is 
a continuum

 of form
ality around interview

ing and it covers a m
ultitude 

of techniques, from
 inform

al “chats” m
aybe arranged as “vox-pops” 

right through to highly structured, form
al interview

s, taped and tran-
scribed. 

Th
e different types and styles of interview

 elicit very different types of 
inform

ation. Conducting interview
s is an interpersonal process and 

as an investigator you m
ust be very aw

are of your ow
n behaviours and 

assum
ptions in the context.  Interview

s are not “neutral” social spaces 
and you m

ust be respectful and m
aintain appropriate boundaries at all 

tim
es.  

W
hat do I need to consider? 

Interview
s are a qualitative m

ethod of research often used to obtain 
the interview

ees’ perceptions and attitudes to the issues.  Th
e key issue 
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w
ith interview

ing is m
aking decisions about w

ho are the key people to 
talk to and w

hat type of interview
 are you going to use.

Interview
 Style

Th
ere are three clearly identifiable styles of interview

- structured, sem
i-

structured and unstructured:

Structured - Follow
s a set of specific questions, w

hich are 
w

orked through system
atically. Th

is type of interview
 is used 

w
hen the researcher w

ishes to acquire inform
ation w

here the 
responses are directly com

parable.

Sem
i-structured - Th

is is a m
ore com

m
only used interview

 
technique that follow

s a fram
ew

ork in order to address key 
them

es rather than specific questions. At the sam
e tim

e it al-
low

s a certain degree of flexibility for the researcher to respond 
to the answ

ers of the interview
ee and therefore develop the 

them
es and issues as they arise.

U
nstructured - Th

is m
ethod of interview

 does not follow
 

any predeterm
ined pattern of questions or them

es. R
ather, 

the interview
er w

ill address the issues as they em
erge in the 

interview
. Th

e m
ethod is useful w

hen the researcher w
ishes to 

explore the full breadth of a topic.

Interview
 Type

Th
ese are som

e of the types of interview
s:

Fact finder - Th
is type of interview

 is used to obtain specific 
inform

ation from
 an interview

ee and usually includes struc-
tured or standardised interview

 questions (the w
ording of the 

questions and the order in w
hich they are asked is the sam

e).  It 
is used w

hen som
e inform

ation is already know
n and there is 

a need to gain a m
ore in-depth insight.  An exam

ple of w
hen a 

fact finder interview
 w

ould be appropriate is w
hen interview

-
ing a project offi

cer as part of an evaluation of their project.  
Q

uantitative (or ‘hard’) inform
ation is usually already know

n 
(such as outputs and funding data), therefore the interview

 
could be used to discover qualitative inform

ation that the hard 
data cannot portray, such as the ‘softer’ outcom

es of the project. 

Idea generator - In m
any respects, this type of interview

 is the 
opposite of the fact finder interview

.  It is used w
hen the inter-

view
er has no preconceptions about w

hat m
ight be discovered 

over the course of the interview
 and results can be used to set 

the param
eters or fram

ew
ork for the study.  Interview

 questions 
are loosely structured allow

ing m
axim

um
 flexibility to explore 

a range of issues.  Idea generator interview
s are usually applied 

at the start of a research project in order to discover and explore 
issues from

 a particular group or com
m

unity.  For exam
ple, in 

order to develop a com
m

unity cohesion strategy, idea generator 
interview

s m
ay be used to find out w

hat com
m

unity cohesion 
m

eans to different groups in the com
m

unity. 

Exploratory - Th
ese are the m

ost frequently used type of inter-
view

 as they are relevant to m
ost types of research project.  Th

ey 
are usually conducted w

ith representatives that have a strategic 
role to play in the research.  Th

ese types of interview
 require 

som
e degree of prior know

ledge about the research subject as 
they are about testing hypotheses, m

aking connections betw
een 

other elem
ents of the research, ensuring the strategic fit and 

progressing the findings of the research forw
ard (e.g. senior 

offi
cials from

 a local authority m
ay be interview

ed using this 
m

ethod in order to find out future plans and priorities and how
 

they fit in w
ith others’ plans and priorities). 

Experiential - Th
is type of interview

 aim
s to draw

 out people’s 
feelings, perceptions and experiences over a specific period 
of tim

e (e.g. the duration of a regeneration program
m

e or 
project).  Th

is provides rich, in-depth m
aterial about how

 the 
subject under investigation has affected an individual’s life on 
a personal level. Experiential interview

s m
ay be used to elicit 

inform
ation from

 people w
ho have benefited from

 a com
m

unity 
project or w

ho live in an area that has received regeneration 
m

onies. Th
erefore these interview

s can m
ap the feelings and 

im
pressions that any changes have m

ade and add a ‘story’ to the 
quantitative or ‘hard’ data. 
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Pro
s

C
o

n
s

 Face to
 Face

People can be very generous w
ith 

their tim
e and expertise

A
ppropriateness of setting

Interpersonal dynam
ics and 

establishing trust m
ay yield insights

Balance responsibility to your 
interview

ees and needs of 
investigation 

Telep
h

o
n

e
In-depth exam

ination of topic 
possible

C
an be tim

e intensive 

C
an do m

ore w
ithout travel-tim

e, 
from

 your desk
Less opportunity to establish rapport

W
hen should I use this m

ethod?
Interview

s are typically used w
hen seeking the view

s and opinions of 
people w

ith a specific perspective. Th
ey can be conducted by phone 

or face to face. Th
ey offer particular advantages in term

s of acquiring 
inform

ation, w
hich m

ight not otherw
ise be shared in a group setting.

W
hat type of data is produced?

Th
e nature of the data w

ill vary depending on the specific type of inter-
view

 undertaken by the researcher.  Som
e people prefer to take their 

ow
n notes, others prefer to tape and transcribe verbatim

, a lot depends 
on the preference of the interview

er.

H
ow

 can I analyse and use the data?
Th

e inform
ation obtained from

 interview
s can be used in tw

o key w
ays: 

Th
em

atic generation - identifying and draw
ing upon com

m
on 

them
es across the interview

s; 

Citation - directly quoting parts of the interview
 in the m

ain 
body of the report. 

Q
uotes have to be referenced properly. For exam

ple, you m
ay w

ish to 
refer to the title of the interview

ee in identifying w
ho m

ade the quote 
(eg project m

anager). Rem
em

ber that som
e inform

ation provided dur-
ing interview

s m
ay be confidential. In such cases, you should only refer 

to the broad them
e or argum

ent being m
ade rather than identifying 

w
ho said it.  

Further reading
Top tips for interview

ing – Research O
bservatory, U

niversity of the 
W

est of England
IUUQ���SP�VX

F�BD�VL�3FOEFS1BHFT�3FOEFS-FBSOJOH0
CKFDU�BTQY $POUFYU

=7&
Area=1&

Room
=3&

Constellation=25&
LearningO

bject=124

D
iscussion groups

W
hat is the m

ethod?
D

iscussion groups (also know
n as ‘focus’ groups) are an exam

ple of a 
technique im

ported into social research from
 m

arket research. Th
ey 

have been w
idely used in political circles to “road test” policies. A dis-

cussion groups consists of a num
ber of individuals you invite to discuss 

their view
s on a particular topic, typically involving betw

een 6 and 12 
people, w

hich is conducted specifically to get a group of people’s view
s 

on a subject. G
roups can be constructed in order to attem

pt to recreate 
dem

ographics. 

W
hen should it be used?

D
iscussion groups are best applied w

hen rich, in-depth m
aterial from

 
a num

ber of people is required. Being part of a group often creates 
a m

ore relaxed atm
osphere than a one-to-one interview

.  Th
erefore, 

inform
ation gathered from

 discussion groups is often m
ore varied than 

if participants had been interview
ed on a one-to-one basis.  Another 

advantage of using discussion groups, as opposed to one-to-one 
interview

s, is that they provide in-depth inform
ation from

 a num
ber 

of individuals sim
ultaneously, m

aking it a tim
e effective m

ethod of 
gathering data.
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W
hat do I need to consider?

Practical issues 
D

iscussion groups usually last one hour or so and include betw
een six 

UP�UX
FMWF�QBSUJDJQBOUT��1BSUJDJQBOU�SFDSVJUN

FOU�JT�WFSZ�JN
QPSUBOU�BOE�

can be done through a  range of m
ethods, including client contact lists, 

existing netw
orks and databases, advertising in appropriate public plac-

es and via the m
edia, and ‘hanging around’ places asking people to join 

in. Th
ese varied m

ethods of recruitm
ent m

ean that discussion groups 
can be targeted at different participants, including groups traditionally 
considered ‘hard to reach’, such as young people and people from

 Black 
and M

inority Ethnic (BM
E) backgrounds. Incentivising participants for 

their tim
e requires som

e ethical consideration. H
ow

ever, expenses for 
travel should alw

ays be provided, as w
ell as food and som

etim
es vouch-

ers or cash paym
ent.  

D
ecide on the m

ake up of the groups - identify the key groups 
and individuals that you need to speak to depending on w

hat 
you need to find out. Identify the individuals you need to 
contact. You m

ay know
 of people directly or you m

ay require the 
assistance of others to provide you w

ith a ‘route in’ to finding 
participants (eg project staff

, com
m

unity cham
pions). If this is 

the case, sim
ply outline w

hat you intend to do and enquire as 
to w

ho they think the best people to involve in the focus group 
w

ould be. H
ow

ever, be aw
are that you should try to attract a 

range of participants w
ith different view

s and experiences and 
that relying on one person to find all of your participants m

ay 
lim

it this taking place.

Arrange a location - ideally the discussion group should be held 
in a location that is fam

iliar to the participants, as this fam
iliar-

ity reduces the anxiety of the participant. Th
e next step is to 

contact all potential participants to invite them
 to the group, 

tell them
 w

hat it is about, and inform
 them

 of the tim
e, location 

etc. Ensure that you have m
ore contact nam

es than you need 
for the discussion group as som

e people m
ay not w

ish to be 
involved.

Q
uestions

Th
e types of questions that could be asked during a discussion group 

can be sim
ilar to interview

 questions, such as fact-finding, idea gener-

ating, exploratory and experiential. Th
e m

ain rationale for choosing to 
undertake group discussions as opposed to interview

s should not be 
the type of questions you are asking, rather to w

hom
 you are asking 

the questions. W
ithin group discussions having things to show

 or to 
dem

onstrate can really help the discussion as people interact w
ith each 

other and the stim
ulus provided.  

Facilitation
Focus group facilitation is a very specific skill, groups are notoriously 
susceptible to dynam

ics and can be quite diffi
cult to “control”, conse-

quently if your requirem
ents or param

eters are very tightly defined 
then a focus group m

ay be inappropriate.  Som
e people find such situ-

ations intim
idating and do not contribute as m

uch as they w
ould in a 

one-to-one situation w
hilst som

e people m
ay affect the dynam

ics by 
dom

inating proceedings. 

t��*O�QSFQBSJOH�GPS�UIF�EJTDVTTJPO
�JU�JT�X
PSUIX

IJMF�IBWJOH�B�
shortlist of questions, ideas and thoughts on the topic. Th

e list 
could be useful in starting the discussion and ensuring it flow

s 
continuously.

t�"
TL�SFMFWBOU�BOE�PQFO�RVFTUJPOT�TP�UIBU�UIF�EJTDVTTJPO�IBT�

breadth. It is im
portant that the group has a discussion rather 

than a question and answ
er session. Th

erefore try to steer clear 
of questions that are narrow

 and can be answ
ered easily w

ithout 
discussion.

t�&ODPVSBHF�HSPVQ�JOUFSBDUJPO�BOE�QBSUJDJQBUJPO��"MM�N
FN

CFST�PG�
the group should m

ake a contribution to the discussion. Try to 
avoid just one or tw

o people dom
inating.

t�1VSTVF
�DBQUVSF�BOE�EFWFMPQ�FN
FSHJOH�JTTVFT��"�HPPE�GBDJMJUBUPS�

should spot issues that are em
erging in the discussion and try 

to get the group to discuss them
 in m

ore detail.

t�5SZ�UP�FOTVSF�UIBU�UIF�EJTDVTTJPO�SFN
BJOT�GPDVTFE�PO�UIF�LFZ�

them
es or issues.

Recording the discussion
Th

is can be done either through the use of a tape recorder or by tak-
ing notes. Tape recording the discussion is useful in ensuring that no 
im

portant points are m
issed and enables the facilitator to focus on 
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guiding the discussion rather than taking notes. H
ow

ever, you w
ill need 

to m
ake sure that you have a good quality tape recorder in order to 

pick-up the group discussion. A good alternative is to have a note-taker 
sit in on the discussion.

H
ow

 should it be used?
D

iscussion groups are used w
hen seeking the view

s, perceptions and 
opinions of people in an open forum

. Th
ey are often used w

hen m
ore 

in-depth inform
ation is required than that w

hich can be gained from
 a 

questionnaire. Com
pared w

ith interview
s, they can be used w

hen confi-
dentiality is not an issue and w

here it is felt that participants are m
ore 

likely to contribute w
ithin a group setting rather than on a one-to-one 

basis. Th
ey can often be used to explore issues em

erging from
 other 

types of research (eg interview
s, surveys) in m

ore depth.

W
hat is the output?

Th
e discussion group produces qualitative data about thoughts, view

s, 
experiences etc.

H
ow

 should it be analysed?
U

se the inform
ation from

 interview
s to identify the relevant them

es 
that em

erge from
 the discussions to put into your evaluation report. 

Th
ere are also statistical packages that you can use to analyse this type 

of data including:

N
U

D
*IST: a qualitative data analysis package w

hich enables non statis-
tical inform

ation from
 interview

s, group w
ork, observation etc to be 

analysed according to chosen criteria. For exam
ple, it is possible to use 

the package to pull out all m
aterial relating to key w

ords or phrases (eg 
neighbourhood renew

al). If recorded, you m
ay not need to transcribe 

the w
hole discussion but just m

ake relevant notes from
 the tape. Th

is 
w

ill enable you to quote directly from
 the discussion w

ithin your evalu-
ation report, rem

em
bering to adhere to any issues of confidentiality.

Pro
s

C
o

n
s

You select and recruit group m
em

bers
Lack of interest in group could m

ake recruitm
ent 

difficult

You can control the topic 
Participants do not have m

uch to say or som
e 

participants dom
inate discussion

Interaction betw
een participants m

ay prom
pt 

new
 insights

M
ay be unsuitable for researching sensitive issues

Further reading
M

oderating focus groups – Th
e national centre for social research 

provides training courses in m
oderating or facilitating discussion 

groups - http://w
w

w
.natcen.ac.uk

Facilitating W
orkshops���1SBDUJDBM�5JQT�GPS�8

PSLTIPQ�'BDJMJUBUPST
�
Seeds for Change 
http://w

w
w

.seedsforchange.org.uk/free/facilw
sh.pdf

W
orkshops

W
hat is the m

ethod?
W

orkshops are a group-based m
ethod of research in w

hich there is an 
em

phasis on activity-based, interactive w
orking. Th

e focus is on every-
one participating and undertaking the w

ork. Th
erefore, w

hen using this 
type of research technique, the researcher acts as a facilitator, rather 
than leading the discussion or activity.  

W
hen should it be used?

Th
ere are a variety of reasons w

hy it w
ould be appropriate to hold w

ork-
shop sessions, including: 

R
aising aw

areness (e.g. about a new
 funding stream

 and how
 to 

apply); 
Capturing view

s and inform
ation (e.g. about local service 

provision); 
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O
utcom

e focused 
It is im

perative that w
orkshops have clear objectives and are grounded 

in the required outcom
es of the session.  K

ey to the achievem
ent of this 

are the pre-w
orkshop activities that are undertaken to design, plan and 

prepare for the w
orkshop itself (see above). Th

e em
phasis on outcom

es 
is im

portant for all concerned – it enables a gathering of inform
ation, 

perceptions and responses to contribute to the overall research, w
hilst 

enabling participants to understand the focus of the session, w
hich, 

in turn, allow
s them

 to play a full role. If your participants understand 
your aim

s for the w
orkshop, then the session is likely to be m

ore pro-
ductive. 

W
hat is the output?

Th
e output of a w

orkshop w
ill be dependant on the types of activities 

undertaken, but m
ay include flip chart m

aterial, draw
ings and diagram

s 
and lists of factors, possibly ranked. It is im

portant that all m
aterials 

and notes from
 the w

orkshop are collated, analysed and fed into the 
research findings.

H
ow

 should it be analysed?
Q

SR International’s N
U

D
*IST &

 N
VIVO

 com
puter packages enable 

non-statistical inform
ation from

 group w
ork, observations, audio, 

video, pictures or docum
ents to be analysed according to chosen crite-

ria.  Th
ese are pow

erful pieces of softw
are that can provide clarity to a 

w
ide range of often com

plicated w
ritten or m

edia m
aterials (see section 

on qualitative survey analysis).

Further Reading
Com

puter A
ssisted Q

ualitative D
ata Analysis (CAQ

D
A) – http://caqdas.

soc.surrey.ac.uk/ - provides practical support, training and inform
ation 

in the use of a range of softw
are program

s designed to assist qualitative 
data analysis. Also provides various platform

s for debate concerning 
the m

ethodological and epistem
ological issues arising from

 the use of 
such softw

are packages.

Facilitating W
orkshops�o�1SBDUJDBM�5JQT�GPS�8

PSLTIPQ�'BDJMJUBUPST
�
Seeds for Change
http://w

w
w

.seedsforchange.org.uk/free/facilw
sh.pdf

Building consensus (e.g. to take forw
ard a draft strategy or ac-

tion plan); 
D

eveloping skills and capacity (e.g. on how
 to im

plem
ent 

em
erging governm

ent policy).

W
hat do I need to consider?

Planning
W

orkshops need to be w
ell planned, this w

ill often involve establishing 
the date/tim

e/location of the w
orkshop as early as possible; inviting 

potential participants to the w
orkshop by letter/em

ail and requesting 
confirm

ation of their attendance; distributing background papers and 
the objectives/required outcom

es of the w
orkshop in advance; and pre-

paring practical aids for use in the w
orkshop itself (e.g. photos, m

aps, 
flipcharts, presentations, m

odels).

W
orkshops vary in size according to the nature of the subject, the 

specific group involved and the required outcom
es of the session.  

W
orkshops can contain as few

 as 4 participants and as m
any as 25. 

Th
e length of the w

orkshop w
ill vary depending on factors such as 

the planned activities, the tim
e available and the required outcom

es. 
W

orkshops can range in duration from
 one hour to full day sessions. 

H
ow

ever, it is im
portant to be aw

are of the tim
e pressures under w

hich 
people w

ork and to ensure that the scheduling and duration of the 
w

orkshop(s) is appropriate.

Interactive 
Th

e em
phasis during w

orkshops is on participation. Th
is can be encour-

aged through stim
ulating debate (e.g. posing questions) and encourag-

ing collaborative w
orking (e.g. group activities). A variety of m

echa-
nism

s can be em
ployed to encourage interaction, including: 

t�#SBJOTUPSN
JOH��

t�.
PEFM�N

BLJOH��
t�1IZTJDBM�BOE�N

FOUBM�N
BQQJOH��

t�3
BOLJOH�BOE�QSJPSJUJTBUJPO��

t�%
SBX

JOH�BOE�QIPUPHSBQIZ��
t�3PMF�QMBZ��

Th
e techniques selected need to be tailored according to the specific 

group of participants (e.g. strategic decision m
akers, project staff

, 
young people) and the outcom

es required. 
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O
bservation

W
hat is observation?

O
bservation, som

etim
es referred to as “participant observation” or 

“ethnography” is the key m
ethod of anthropology and in itself can 

consist of a m
ix of techniques; inform

al interview
s, direct observation, 

participation in the life of the group, collective discussions, analyses of 
personal docum

ents produced w
ithin the group, self-analysis, and life-

histories, notes, diaries and transcripts are often kept and the observa-
tion m

ethod can generate a lot of w
ritten m

aterial w
hich the investiga-

tor m
ust synthesize. 

1BSUJDJQBOU�PCTFSWBUJPO�JT�VTVBMMZ�VOEFSUBLFO�PWFS�BO�FYUFOEFE�QFSJPE�
of tim

e, ranging from
 several m

onths to m
any years. An extended 

research tim
e period m

eans that the researcher w
ill be able to obtain 

m
ore detailed and accurate inform

ation about the people he/she is 
studying. 

W
hen should it be used?

O
bservation is m

ore appropriate w
hen seeking to uncover: 

O
bservable details 

Like daily tim
e allotm

ent.  For exam
ple, the popular m

anagem
ent 

consultancy technique of the “tim
e and m

otion study” is a version of 
observation.  Th

e investigator w
atches the activities and actions of 

people involved in a process and w
orks out the specific tim

e allocation 
devoted to every single step, w

ith the objective of im
proving effi

ciency 
by cutting out unnecessary or tim

e consum
ing steps.    

G
roup dynam

ics 
If the subject of your enquiry is a collective, in this context m

ore likely 
to be a partnership board or steering group rather than a tribe or 
sub-culture, then close attention to the dynam

ics of the interaction 
betw

een the people involved can be very illum
inating. Th

e observation 
m

ethod highlights interpersonal relationships and the investigator can 
reflect upon social proxim

ity and distance, observe relationships and 
explore body lanuage and other behaviours. 

M
ore hidden details 

Like taboo behaviour. O
bservation can be effective in exploring or 

exposing secrets or the underlying realities of situations, researchers 
can discover discrepancies betw

een w
hat participants say – and often 

believe – should happen (the form
al system

) and w
hat actually does 

happen, or betw
een different aspects of the form

al system
; in contrast, 

a one-tim
e survey of people’s answ

ers to a set of questions m
ight be 

quite consistent, but is less likely to show
 conflicts betw

een different 
aspects of the social system

 or betw
een conscious representations and 

behavior.

W
hat do I need to consider?

O
bservation as part of a m

ixed m
ethods approach

O
bservation m

ay be appropriate as a part of your research strategy but 
it is unlikely that it w

ould “stand alone” in the research contexts that 
w

e have been describing. It is also w
orth rem

em
bering that it relies 

very heavily upon the judgem
ents, assum

ptions and prior know
ledge 

and experience of the observer them
selves. 

Reliability vs Validity
1BSUJDJQBOU�PCTFSWBUJPO�	X

IFUIFS�PWFSU�PS�DPWFSU
�JT�OPU�UIF�N
PTU�SFMJ-

able research m
ethod. Such studies, by their very nature, are im

pos-
sible to repeat and reliability can be further questioned in term

s of 
the extent to w

hich the presence of the observer actually changes the 
behaviour of those being studied. A

s soon as you do or say anything 
at all, you have slipped from

 the role of observer to participant, this 
boundary can be very hard to m

aintain.

1BSUJDJQBOU�PCTFSWFST�TUVEZ�QFPQMF�JO�UIFJS�OBUVSBM�FOWJSPON
FOU
�HBJO-

ing a depth of insight into behaviour that com
es not sim

ply from
 close, 

detailed, observation but also from
 the researcher’s ow

n experiences 
w

ithin the group being studied – a technique that provides first hand 
JOTJHIUT�JOUP�X

IZ�QFPQMF�CFIBWF�BT�UIFZ�EP��1BSUJDJQBOU�PCTFSWBUJPO�
does not prejudge issues and events (in the w

ay a questionnaire m
ay, 

for exam
ple) and, for these reasons it is possible to argue that such a 

m
ethod provides data that has a high level of validity.

Skills required
1BSUJDJQBOU�PCTFSWBUJPO�SFRVJSFT�B�HSFBU�EFBM�PG�TLJMM�BOE�DPN

N
JUN

FOU�
from

 the researcher. Th
e success or failure of the research w

ill hinge 
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on such factors as the ability to fit-in w
ith the people being studied 

and the ability to com
m

unicate w
ith groups m

em
bers on their level 

and term
s. It w

ill also, at different tim
es, require tact, clear and careful 

observation, the ability to separate the role of participant from
 that 

of observer and so forth. In other w
ords, before com

m
itting yourself 

to participant observation you need to be certain you have the tim
e, 

resources and skills required to carry this type of research.

W
hat is produced?

A key feature of participant observation is that data should be col-
lected in w

ays that cause as little disruption as possible to the ordinary 
activities of the research context. Th

e recording of inform
ation largely 

depends on the research situation. Fieldnotes are generally kept and 
som

etim
es it is possible to use tape recorders and video recorders. 

W
hichever m

ethods of recording inform
ation are used it is im

portant 
to be detailed and to devise a system

 that allow
s easy retrieval of infor-

m
ation.

H
ow

 should the data be analysed?
Analysis and interpretation of data is undertaken in a sim

ilar w
ay to 

analysing and interpreting data gathered by other qualitative research 
m

ethods, as detailed in other sections of this handbook.

  

Pro
s

C
o

n
s

 O
b

servatio
n

D
eep and nuanced picture can 

em
erge

Relies on observer to read social 
reality “accurately”

A
 flexible m

ethod  that can react 
to events / ideas, follow

 leads, 
pursue avenues of research that 
had not been considered

H
ard to m

aintain observer role

G
ives a researcher insights into 

individual and group behaviour 
and it m

ay allow
 them

 to 
form

ulate hypotheses that 
explain such behaviour

C
an need a significant tim

e 
period

Further reading
Collecting data through observation, W

eb Centre for Social Re-
search M

ethods - 
http://w

w
w

.socialresearchm
ethods.net/tutorial/Brow

n/lauratp.
htm

 - U
nderstand the advantages and disadvantages of observational 

research com
pared to other research m

ethods. 

Visual techniques

W
hat is the m

ethod?
V

isual techniques in social research offer an interesting, stim
ulating 

and interactive approach to gathering inform
ation. Th

ey are appropri-
ate in a variety of situations, as they fulfil num

erous functions. V
isual 

m
ethods such as draw

ing, painting, video, photography and hyperm
e-

dia offer increasingly accessible and popular resources for research. 

Types of visual research that you m
ight w

ant to consider:

Cartoon test – presented w
ith a picture of a cartoon depicting a 

specific situation, the consultees are then asked w
hat they think 

the character w
ould do, say or think in response to another 

character.

Com
pletion technique – using the cartoon test above, the char-

acter is show
n thinking or saying som

ething but the sentence 
JT�MFGU�VODPN

QMFUFE��1BSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�HJWFO�UIF�PQQPSUVOJUZ�UP�
m

ake suggestions to com
plete the sentence.

Collage/concept boards – uses a range of im
ages that can be 

used to represent or describe the subject for discussion (e.g. 
services, project, issues etc). In this w

ay, the participants can 
identify the subject w

ith a range of feelings and m
oods. Th

ere 
are tw

o w
ays to approach this technique; either the participants 

respond to prepared boards or they construct their ow
n collage 

or concept boards.
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Ideas board – this board invites participants to jot dow
n their 

ideas on post-it notes and add them
 to the board w

hich is 
grouped by them

e.

M
ind m

apping – visually representing inform
ation in an 

interesting form
at w

ithout the lim
its or form

ality of standard 
w

ritten text. Th
e open flow

ing form
at appears to support the 

natural thinking process, w
hich is thought to go on random

ly 
and in a nonlinear w

ay.

M
oney w

ell – an interesting w
ay of asking participants to 

QSJPSJUJTF�GVUVSF�BDUJPOT�PS�EFWFMPQN
FOUT��1BSUJDJQBOUT�BSF�HJWFO�

a certain am
ount of fake m

oney, w
hich they can place on the 

options displayed.

G
raffi

ti or ideas w
all – a strip of paper is hung on the w

all ac-
com

panied by shapes, such as speech bubbles. Th
e participants 

are able to w
rite com

m
ents about a research topic or discussion 

statem
ent.

Photographic research – consultees are either provided w
ith a 

series of photographs by the researchers or given a disposable 
cam

era or m
obile phone and asked to take their ow

n. D
epending 

on the nature of the research project, these photos m
ight in-

clude depictions of the local physical environm
ent and/or reflect 

how
 consultees view

 their com
m

unity, including w
hat they like 

and dislike about it. Th
e use of photographs in research can be 

used to evoke feelings or trigger m
em

ories that lead to perspec-
tives and explanations that w

ould not have been unlocked using 
a m

ore conventional research technique.

Film
 and video - video cam

eras are particularly w
ell suited as 

data gathering technologies for ethnography, participant obser-
vation, oral history, life history, etc, preserving things that are 
not preserved in even the best researchers’ field notes. Sim

ilarly, 
tape recordings preserve audible data not available in even the 
m

ost carefully annotated transcripts.

W
hen should it be used?

D
eciding to conduct visual research w

ill be dependant upon the type 
and scale of the research that you are undertaking. It m

ay be appropri-

ate to conduct this type of w
ork at the start of the research process as a 

w
ay of highlighting issues to be exam

ined further during the course of 
the process, or it m

ay be som
ething that is developed as part of a blend 

of evaluation m
ethodologies. V

isual techniques can be used in m
any 

settings, as an alternative to m
ore traditional m

ethods and m
ay be 

particularly useful as:

t�"�N
FUIPE�GPS�FĊFDUJWFMZ�FOHBHJOH�IBSE�UP�SFBDI�HSPVQT�X

JUIJO�
BSFBT�	F�H��ZPVOH�QFPQMF
��1JDUVSFT�BOE�QIPUPHSBQIT�DBO�IFMQ�
evoke opinions and allow

 the use of im
agination in expanding 

on a scene.

t�0
ĊFSJOH�BO�BMUFSOBUJWF�UP�USBEJUJPOBM�EJTDVTTJPO�HSPVQT
�ZFU�TUJMM�

being able to draw
 out the rich variety of qualitative inform

a-
tion from

 participants.

t�'PS�VTF�X
JUIJO�X

PSLTIPQT
�QSPWJEJOH�B�UBTL�CBTFE�BDUJWJUZ�UP�HFU�
m

em
bers of a group w

orking and thinking together.

t�"�N
FUIPE�PG�QSPEVDJOH�UBOHJCMF�PVUDPN

FT�BU�UIF�FOE�PG�UIF�
research process (e.g. series of com

m
unity generated im

pacts 
illustrating how

 local people view
 the local area).

W
hat do I need to consider?

t�$POTJEFS�X
IP�TIPVME�CF�JOWPMWFE�JO�UIJT�UZQF�PG�WJTVBM�SFTFBSDI�

and that the technique is appropriate for the type of audience 
you are seeking ideas and opinions from

.

t�&OTVSF�UIBU�SFTFBSDI�JT�DPOEVDUFE�JO�B�OFVUSBM�WFOVF�X
IFSF�QFP-

ple w
ill feel com

fortable and able to share their opinion freely.

t�ɥ
JOL�BCPVU�IPX

�UIF�WJTVBM�SFTFBSDI�X
JMM�MJOL�JOUP�UIF�SFTU�PG�UIF�

m
ethodology and how

 you w
ill use it to inform

 the evaluation 
process.

t�*G�HFOFSBUJOH�QIPUPHSBQIJD�PS�mMN
�N

FEJB�BT�QBSU�PG�UIF�SFTFBSDI
�
those people photographed and film

ed need to give their 
consent for their im

ages to be used for the purposes of research.
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H
ow

 should it be analysed?
Th

e interesting thing about data produced through visual research 
is that you produce visual data, w

hich can be used to illustrate your 
research and provide a very im

m
ediate and real w

ay of dem
onstrating 

how
 a project or program

m
e has im

pacted upon local people and com
-

m
unities.

For a m
ore detailed analysis of visual m

aterials, Q
SR N

V
ivo and Xsight 

are qualitative research softw
are program

s that help to m
anage, shape 

and m
ake sense of unstructured inform

ation produced by visual 
techniques. Th

ese program
m

es have purpose built tools for classifying, 
sorting and arranging inform

ation and the softw
are allow

s you to ana-
lyse visual data and discover patterns, identify them

es, glean insight 
and develop m

eaningful conclusions. Transana is an alternative, inex-
pensive and open source softw

are package for professional researchers 
w

ho w
ant to analyse digital video or audio data. 

Pro
s

C
o

n
s

Easy and inexpensive (bar perhaps video)
Potentially intrusive

Interesting and engaging, com
bats consultation 

fatigue 
D

ata protection issues need to be considered

C
an help engage groups w

here w
ritten or verbal 

skills m
ay not be advanced e.g. young people.

M
ay build unrealistic expectations am

ong 
participants

Further Reading
Building Capacity in V

isual M
ethods, U

niversity of Leeds – O
ffer a 

range of courses from
 an Introduction to V

isual M
ethods, to a M

aster-
class in V

isual M
ethods.  

http://w
w

w
.education.leeds.ac.uk/research/visual-m

ethods/

Choosing a CAQ
D

A
S Package - A w

orking paper by Ann Lew
ins &

 
Christina Silver,  
http://caqdas.soc.surrey.ac.uk/choosinglew

ins&
silverv5july06.pdf

Q
SR International have tutorial videos online w

hich allow
 you to 

explore the functionality of the program
s.

http://w
w

w
.qsrinternational.com

/products_nvivo.aspx
http://dow

nload.qsrinternational.com
/D

ocum
ent/XSight2/XSight_In-

troducing_XSight.htm

Transana, http://w
w

w
.transana.org/ - lets you analyse and m

anage 
visual data in very sophisticated w

ays. Transcribe it, identify analyti-
cally interesting clips, assign keyw

ords to clips, arrange and rearrange 
clips, create com

plex collections of interrelated clips, explore relation-
ships betw

een applied keyw
ords, and share your analysis w

ith col-
leagues. Can be dow

nloaded for $50.

V
isualising Ethnography, Loughborough U

niversity – U
seful w

ebsite 
providing a series of short introductions to the use of different visual 
m

ethods and m
edia.

http://w
w

w
.lboro.ac.uk/departm

ents/ss/visualising_ethnography/
index.htm

l
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W
ithin this guide w

e have tried to be as practical and clear as possible 
about the reality of carrying out social research, using the variety of 
m

ethods described.  By concentrating on such practical considerations 
as appropriateness and the pros and cons of each m

ethod w
e have 

aim
ed to avoid getting too “bogged dow

n” in the m
ore philosophical 

issues w
hich underpin the research endeavour.

H
ow

ever it is im
portant to address these issues in this section and to 

have som
e links for further reading.

If you agree that carrying out research has a role to play in constructing 
reality then it is very im

portant that you aim
 to do this as accurately 

and sensitively as possible.

Ethics 
Th

ere are m
any ethical dilem

m
as associated w

ith the practice of social 
research. Th

e Econom
ic and Social Research Council (ESRC) w

hich 
funds the m

ajority of the public-funded social research has an excellent 
Research Ethics Fram

ew
ork (REF – see further reading) w

hich is de-
signed to guide the researcher through any ethical issues they m

ay face.  

Th
ere are six key principles of ethical social research: 

t�3FTFBSDI�TIPVME�CF�EFTJHOFE
�SFWJFX
FE�BOE�VOEFSUBLFO�UP�

ensure integrity and quality;

t�3FTFBSDI�TUBĊ
�BOE�TVCKFDUT�N

VTU�CF�JOGPSN
FE�GVMMZ�BCPVU�UIF�

purpose, m
ethods and intended possible uses of the research, 

w
hat their participation in the research entails and w

hat risks, if 
any, are involved; 

t�ɥ
F�DPOmEFOUJBMJUZ�PG�JOGPSN

BUJPO�TVQQMJFE�CZ�SFTFBSDI�TVCKFDUT�
and the anonym

ity of respondents m
ust be respected;

t�3FTFBSDI�QBSUJDJQBOUT�N
VTU�QBSUJDJQBUF�JO�B�WPMVOUBSZ�X

BZ
�GSFF�
from

 any coercion;

t�)
BSN

�UP�SFTFBSDI�QBSUJDJQBOUT�N
VTU�CF�BWPJEFE�

t�ɥ
F�JOEFQFOEFODF�PG�SFTFBSDI�N

VTU�CF�DMFBS
�BOE�BOZ�DPOnJDUT�PG�
interest or partiality m

ust be explicit;

Research Issues 

Please tick this box if 

you do N
O

T w
ish your 

personal data to be sold 

to the highest bidder.
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Responsibility
Everyone involved in a research project or process is responsible for 
m

aintaining good ethical standards.  It is also good practice w
ithin 

project team
s for there to be a space for ethical issues to be aired.

Position 
A

s in any social encounter, a lot rests on how
 you present yourself.  

Social research occupies a slightly odd position w
ithin hum

an interac-
tion and relies upon the good w

ill of the participants in the research.  
Broadly, people are quite am

azingly generous w
ith their tim

e and 
expertise w

hen asked to participate in research and m
ust agree freely 

to participate.  M
eanw

hile, as a researcher you also have responsibili-
ties to funders, deadlines or to your m

anager or colleagues.  Recent 
research from

 linguistics suggests that w
hilst researchers approach 

their subjects w
ith form

ality and are professional and businesslike their 
inform

ants behave m
ore like friends or intim

ates. Th
is is because it is 

flattering to have your opinions sought out and explored and people 
generally like to have their view

s considered.

It is up to the researcher to m
aintain appropriate boundaries in the 

research encounter and to seek to represent the view
s of their inform

-
ants faithfully.

Further reading 
ESRC Research Ethics Fram

ew
ork 

http://w
w

w
.esrc.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/Im

ages/ESRC_Re_Ethics_
Fram

e_tcm
6-11291.pdf

A
Action Research  
Action research is “learning by doing” - a group of people identify a 
problem

, do som
ething to resolve it, see how

 successful their efforts 
w

ere, and if not satisfied, try again. Action research is know
n by m

any 
other nam

es, including participatory research, collaborative inquiry, 
em

ancipatory research, action learning, and contextural action re-
search, but all are variations on a them

e. 

Attrition   
A reduction in the num

ber of participants during the course of a study. 
If m

ore participants w
ithdraw

 from
 one group than another group, this 

can introduce bias and threaten the internal validity of the research.  

Attribution
Th

e association or disassociation of a particular attribute w
ith a par-

ticular population unit.

B
Bias 
A loss of balance and accuracy in the use of research m

ethods. It can 
creep into research via sam

pling, w
hile interview

ing, in the design of 
questions, or in the w

ay data are analysed and presented. Bias m
eans 

that the research findings w
ill not be representative of, or generalisable 

to, a w
ider population.

Biographical Research
1SJN

BSJMZ�RVBMJUBUJWF
�BOE�JODMVEFT�HBUIFSJOH��VTJOH�EBUB�JO�UIF�GPSN
�PG�

diaries, stories and life histories.

C
Categorical variable   
A variable w

ith discrete values (e.g. a person’s gender or a person’s 
m

arital status).  

Causal relationship 
A relationship w

here variation in one variable causes variation in 
another.

G
lossary
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Chi-square
Chi-square is a fam

ily of distributions com
m

only used for significance 
UFTUJOH��ɥ

F�N
PTU�DPN

N
PO�WBSJBOUT�BSF�UIF�1FBSTPO�DIJ�TRVBSF�UFTU�BOE�

the likelihood ratio chi-square test.

Coded data (coding) 
Refers to a w

ay of recording m
aterial at data collection, either m

anually 
or on com

puter, for analysis. Th
e data are put into groups or categories, 

such as age groups, and each category is given a code num
ber. 

Cohort study
A cohort study is one in w

hich subjects w
ho presently benefit from

 an 
activity are follow

ed over tim
e and com

pared w
ith another group w

ho 
are not benefiting from

 the activity or intervention under investiga-
tion.

Confidence interval   
A confidence interval identifies a range of values that includes the true 
population value of a particular characteristic at a specified probability 
level (usually 95%

). (See Statistical Analysis). 

Confidence level
Th

e confidence level tells you how
 sure you can be that this inference is 

correct (See section on Statistical Analysis).

Construct 
Som

ething that exists theoretically but is not directly observable. 

Continuous variable    
A variable that can take on an infinite range of values along a specific 
continuum

 (e.g. w
eight, height).  

Controlled variables 
Researchers m

ay control som
e variables in order to allow

 the research 
to focus on specific variables w

ithout being distorted by the im
pact of 

the excluded variables. 

Correlation coeffi
cient  

A m
easure of the degree of relationship betw

een tw
o variables. A corre-

lation coeffi
cient lies betw

een +1 (indicating a perfect positive relation-
ship), through to 0 (indicating no relationship betw

een tw
o variables) 

to -1.0 (a perfect negative relationship).  (See Statistical Analysis sec-
tion for m

ore details).

Cross-tabulating 
Th

e process of analysing data according to one or m
ore key variables. 

A com
m

on exam
ple is to analyse data by the gender of the research 

subject or respondent, so that you can com
pare findings for m

en w
ith 

findings for w
om

en. Also know
n as cross-referencing. (See Statistical 

Analysis section for m
ore details).

Cross-sectional research
Cross-sectional research is used to gather inform

ation on a population 
at a single point in tim

e.

D
D

ata saturation 
Th

e point at w
hich data collection can cease, w

hen data becom
es repeti-

tive and contains no new
 ideas, the researcher can be reasonably confi-

dent that the inclusion of additional participants is unlikely to generate 
any new

 ideas. (Som
etim

es sim
ply referred to as saturation.)  

D
em

ographics 
Inform

ation about a population sam
ple that includes data such as age, 

sex, social class, num
ber of children, etc.

D
ependant variables 

In a research project w
hich seeks to establish cause and effect betw

een 
variables, the potential causal variable is know

n as the independent 
variable, and the variable(s) w

here effects are under scrutiny is depend-
ent. 

D
escriptive statistics  

Statistical m
ethods used to describe or sum

m
arise data collected from

 
a specific sam

ple (e.g. m
ean, m

edian, m
ode, range, standard deviation). 

(See Statistical Analysis section for m
ore details).

D
eterm

inism
   

Th
e belief that everything is caused by specified factors in a predictable 

w
ay rather than haphazardly; a key assum

ption w
ithin the positivist 

paradigm
.

D
eviation  

 
Th

e difference of a score from
 the m

ean.

D
iscrete variable

A variable w
hich can only have w

hole num
bers (integers).

E
Em

ancipatory research
Conducted on and w

ith people from
 m

arginalised groups/com
m

unities 
and is conducted largely for the purpose of em

pow
ering m

em
bers of 

that com
m

unity and im
proving services for them

. 
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Em
pirical research

Research conducted ‘in the field’, w
here data are gathered first hand. 

Case studies and surveys are exam
ples of em

pirical research.

Ethnography 
U

ses fieldw
ork to provide a descriptive study of hum

an societies.

Evaluation 
A form

 of research used to assess the value or effectiveness of social 
care interventions or program

m
es.

Experim
ental group

Th
e group that receives the treatm

ent is called the experim
ental group 

and the other group is called the control group.

Extraneous variables
Th

ese are variables that influence the outcom
e of research, though they 

are not the variables that are actually of interest. Th
ese variables are 

undesirable because they add error to an analysis.

F
Facilitator
A facilitator is som

eone w
ho skillfully helps a group of people under-

stand their com
m

on objectives and assists them
 to plan to achieve 

them
 w

ithout taking a particular position in the discussion.

Factor
Anything that contributes causally to a result; “a num

ber of factors 
determ

ined the outcom
e”.

Fem
inist research

Research into the relationship and understanding of the social con-
structions of gender. 

Filter 
W

hen only a section of the total sam
ple are required to answ

er the 
question.

Frequency distribution  
A visual display of num

erical values ranging from
 the low

est to the 
highest, show

ing the num
ber of tim

es (frequency) each value occurs.  

Frequency tables
A set of data, w

hich provides a count of the num
ber of occasions on 

w
hich a particular answ

er/response has been given across all of those 
respondents w

ho answ
ered the question.

G
 G

aussian distribution
A theoretical frequency distribution for a set of variable data, usually 
represented by a bell-shaped curve sym

m
etrical about the m

ean. Stat-
isticians and m

athem
aticians uniform

ly use the term
 “norm

al distribu-
tion” w

hile physicists som
etim

es call it a G
aussian distribution. 

G
eneralisable

In technical use, has a m
eaning of how

 results from
 a sam

ple can be 
generalised to a greater or lesser extent according to the outcom

e of 
statistical tests of significance.

H
H

ard data 
1SFDJTF�EBUB
�MJLF�EBUFT�PG�CJSUI�PS�JODPN

F�MFWFMT
�X
IJDI�DBO�SFBTPOBCMZ�

be subjected to precise form
s of analysis, such as statistical testing.

H
ypothesis   

 
A theory or prediction m

ade about the relationship betw
een tw

o vari-
ables.

I
Independent variables
Th

e causal variable is know
n as the independent variable, and the 

variable(s) w
here effects are under scrutiny are dependent variables.

Inference
Th

e reasoning involved in draw
ing a conclusion or m

aking a logical 
judgm

ent.

Inferential statistics  
Statistics that allow

 a researcher to m
ake inferences about w

hether 
relationships observed in a sam

ple are likely to occur in the w
ider popu-

lation from
 w

hich that sam
ple w

as draw
n. 

Inform
ed consent  

Th
e process of obtaining voluntary participation of individuals in re-

search based on a full understanding of the possible benefits and risks.  

Interval level
See confidence level

Interval variable
An interval variable is sim

ilar to an ordinal variable, except that the 
intervals betw

een the values of the interval variable are equally spaced.  
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L
Likert scale  
A m

ethod used to m
easure attitudes, w

hich involves respondents indi-
cating their degree of agreem

ent or disagreem
ent w

ith a series of state-
m

ents. Scores are sum
m

ed to give a com
posite m

easure of attitudes.

Literature review
Brings together a range of inform

ation on a topic to develop an aw
are-

ness of the current state of know
ledge in the subject. It is com

m
only 

used to set the scene for introducing new
 research or a new

 perspective 
on the research.

Longitudinal research
A research process, w

hich is repeated on several occasions over a period 
of tim

e, as far as possible replicating the chosen m
ethodology each 

tim
e. Th

e key aim
 of such research is to m

onitor changes over tim
e.

M
M

acro
A m

acro is a rule or pattern that specifies how
 a certain input sequence 

(often a sequence of characters) should be m
apped to an output 

sequence (also often a sequence of characters) according to a defined 
procedure. U

sed in com
puter program

s to conduct repetitive tasks.

M
ean  

Th
e average of your sam

ple, com
puted by taking the sum

 of the indi-
vidual scores and dividing them

 by the total num
ber of individuals. 

(2,6,9,32,74 = 123/5 = 24.6).

M
edian  

If you rank the observations according to size, the m
edian is the obser-

vation that divides the list into equal halves. (2,6,9,32,74 = 9).

M
ethod/M

ethodology 
W

hile ‘m
ethod’ describes w

hat you as a researcher have done, m
ethod-

ology is about your reasons for doing it.

M
eta-analysis  

A statistical technique for com
bining and integrating the data derived 

from
 a num

ber of experim
ental studies undertaken on a specific topic.

M
ode  

 
 

Th
e observation that occurs m

ost frequently.

M
ultivariate analysis 

Techniques used to analyse data that arises from
 m

ore than one vari-
able.

N
N

aturalistic paradigm
  

Th
is paradigm

 assum
es that there are m

ultiple interpretations of reality 
and that the goal of researchers w

orking w
ithin this perspective is to 

understand how
 individuals construct their ow

n reality w
ithin their 

social context.  

N
om

inal scale
A nom

inal scale is one that allow
s the researcher to assign subjects 

to certain categories or groups. For exam
ple, w

ith variable of gender, 
respondents can be grouped into tw

o categories m
ale and fem

ale. Th
ese 

tw
o groups can be assigned code num

bers 0 and 1.

N
orm

al distribution
A theoretical frequency distribution for a set of variable data, usually 
represented by a bell-shaped curve sym

m
etrical about the m

ean. Stat-
isticians and m

athem
aticians uniform

ly use the term
 “norm

al distribu-
tion” w

hile physicists som
etim

es call it a G
aussian distribution.

N
ull H

ypothesis   
Th

e prediction that there is no relationship betw
een your treatm

ent 
and your outcom

e.

O
O

rdinal Variable
Variables w

ith an ordered series, e.g. “very poor, poor, no opinion, 
good, very good”.  N

um
bers assigned to such variables indicate rank 

order only, the “distance” betw
een the num

bers has no m
eaning.

P
Panel studies
1BOFM�TUVEJFT�N

FBTVSF�UIF�TBN
F�TBN

QMF�PG�SFTQPOEFOUT�BU�EJĊFSFOU�
points in tim

e.

Paradigm
  

A philosophical and theoretical fram
ew

ork of a scientific school or 
discipline w

ithin w
hich theories, law

s, and generalisations and the 
experim

ents perform
ed in support of them

 are form
ulated.

Param
eter

A quantity (such as the m
ean or variance) that characterises a statisti-

cal population and that can be estim
ated by calculations from

 sam
ple 

data.
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Phenom
enology  

A research m
ethodology w

hich has its roots in philosophy and w
hich 

focuses on the lived experience of individuals.

Population
See research population

Positivism
  

A paradigm
 that assum

es hum
an behaviour is determ

ined by exter-
nal stim

uli and that it is possible to use the principles and m
ethods 

traditionally em
ployed by the natural scientist to observe and m

easure 
social phenom

ena.

Predictive research
Concerned w

ith identifying indicators of future behaviour or dem
and 

in a population on the basis of the current behaviour and dem
ands of a 

TBN
QMF��1SFEJDUJWF�UFDIOJRVFT�VTF�B�OVN

CFS�PG�TUBUJTUJDBM�BQQSPBDIFT�

Prim
ary source

A prim
ary source is a docum

ent, speech, or other sort of evidence w
rit-

ten, created or otherw
ise produced during the tim

e under study.

Q
Q

ualitative 
Concerned w

ith a quality of inform
ation, qualitative m

ethods attem
pt 

to gain an understanding of the underlying reasons and m
otivations 

for actions and establish how
 people interpret their experiences and 

the w
orld around them

. Q
ualitative m

ethods provide insights into the 
setting of a problem

, generating ideas and/or hypotheses.

Q
uantitative 

A
s the nam

e suggests, is concerned w
ith trying to quantify things; it 

asks questions such as ‘how
 long’ or ‘how

 m
any’. Q

uantitative m
ethods 

look to quantify data and generalise results from
 a sam

ple of the popu-
lation of interest. Th

ey m
ay look to m

easure the incidence of various 
view

s and opinions in a chosen sam
ple, for exam

ple. 

R
Random

 sam
ple  

A sam
ple of a population w

here each m
em

ber of the population has an 
equal chance of being in the sam

ple.

Range  
A m

easure of variability indicating the difference betw
een the highest 

and low
est values in a distribution of scores.

Ratio scale
R

atio scales are like interval scales except they have a zero point. A 
good exam

ple is height or tem
perature. Th

ese have a scale w
ith an 

absolute zero. Th
us, a height of 2 m

etres is tw
ice as high as a height of 

1 m
etre.

References 
A reference is a form

al system
 for draw

ing attention to a literature 
source, usually published, both in the report itself and in the bibliogra-
phy or reading list at the end of the report. Th

ere are tw
o m

ain m
eth-

ods of referencing articles in journal and book publications. Th
ese are 

know
n as the H

arvard (author-date) and Vancouver (author-num
ber) 

reference system
s.

Relevance
Is about the closeness w

ith w
hich the data being gathered feeds into 

the aim
s of the study.

Reliability
Th

e extent to w
hich the sam

e result w
ill be repeated/achieved by using 

the sam
e m

easure.

Research plan
Th

is is the researcher’s guidebook for the project, and the yardstick 
against w

hich the various stages of progress can be judged. It states the 
outputs to be delivered and the tim

escale.

Research population
Th

e total num
ber of potential subjects for your research. 

Respondent
An individual or organisation that responds to research questions.

Response rate 
Th

e proportion of people asked to take part in research w
ho actually 

take part. 

S
Sam

pling
Th

e process by w
hich you reduce the total research population for a 

research project to a num
ber w

hich is practically feasible and theoreti-
cally acceptable (the sam

ple).

Sam
pling: non random

 
N

on random
 sam

pling m
eans that the principle of random

ness has not 
been m

aintained in the selection of a sam
ple. O

ften it involves struc-
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tured sam
pling w

hereby the sam
ple group is carefully m

atched to the 
overall population on key variables.

Sam
pling: random

Each individual is chosen entirely by chance and each m
em

ber of the 
population has a know

n, but possibly non-equal, chance of being 
included in the sam

ple.

Sam
pling: sim

ple random
 sam

pling
Each individual is chosen entirely by chance and each m

em
ber of the 

population has an equal chance of being included in the sam
ple.

Sam
pling: stratified sam

pling
A stratified sam

ple is obtained by taking sam
ples from

 each stratum
 or 

sub-group of a population.

Sam
pling fram

e
Th

e listing of the accessible population from
 w

hich you’ll draw
 your 

sam
ple is called the sam

pling fram
e.

Secondary source 
A secondary data source is that collected by other people, so for exam

-
ple the Census.

Significance level  
A significance level indicates the probability that an observed differ-
ence or relationship w

ould be found by chance.

Soft data 
A characteristic of qualitative research. D

ata such as people’s ideas and 
opinions. 

Stakeholders 
1FPQMF�X

JUI�BO�JOUFSFTU�JO�UIF�SFTFBSDI�CFJOH�VOEFSUBLFO��'PS�FYBN
QMF
�

if the research is about an im
itative w

hich has occurred at a particular 
geographic level, then the corresponding level of governance w

ould be 
a stakeholder e.g. a local authority or a regional developm

ent agency. 

Standard deviation  
A descriptive statistic used to m

easure the degree of variability w
ithin 

a set of scores.

Statistical analysis
Statistical analysis refers to a collection of m

ethods used to process 
large am

ounts of data and report overall trends.

Statistical significance 
Tests of statistical significance, of w

hich the best know
n is probably 

the Chi-square, w
hich is a m

easure of probability. W
here a research 

sam
ple has been used, it is im

portant to know
, w

hether the findings are 
valid or cam

e about by chance.

Statistical tests
See section on statistical analysis for a description of the m

ost com
m

on 
statistical tests.

Survey design
Survey design covers the definition of all aspects of a survey from

 the 
establishm

ent of a need for data to the production of final outputs.

T
Tabulations
A set of data, w

hich provides a count of the num
ber of occasions on 

w
hich a particular answ

er/response has been given across all of those 
respondents w

ho tackled the question.

Textual analysis 
U

sed in analysis of secondary source data and also in qualitative 
research. It involves w

orking on a text in depth, looking for keyw
ords 

and concepts and m
aking links betw

een them
. Th

e term
 also extends to 

literature review
ing. Increasingly, m

uch textual analysis is done using 
com

puter program
s such as N

V
ivo, ATLA

S.ti, N
U

*D
IST.

Trend studies
Trend studies establish a pattern over tim

e to detect shifts and changes 
and are valuable in describing long-term

 changes in a population. 

Triangulation 
A m

ulti-m
ethod approach, using different m

ethods in order to focus on 
the research topic from

 different view
points and to produce a m

ulti-
faceted set of data. Also used to check the validity of findings from

 any 
one m

ethod.

Type I Error   
Rejecting the null hypothesis w

hen it is true.

Type II Error   
Accepting the null hypothesis w

hen it is false.

U
U

niverse
Th

e term
 universe is used to denote w

hatever body of people is being 
studied.
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V
Validity
Concerns the extent to which your research findings can be said to be 
accurate and reliable, and the extent to which the conclusions are war-
ranted. 

Variable 
Any factor, which may be relevant to a research study. For example the 
age and gender of respondents would be variables. See also Standard 
Variables, Dependent/Independent variables, and Controlling vari-
ables.

Variation  (variance) 
A measure of the spread of the variable, usually used to describe the 
deviation from a central value (e.g, the mean). 

W
Weighting 
The process of weighting involves emphasising some aspects of a phe-
nomenon, or of a set of data – giving them ‘more weight’ in the final 
effect or result.


