
bespoke research 
 services

CIPFA Research offers a bespoke research service to clients. Our team of researchers and analysts 
have many years’ experience providing qualitative and quantitative research services. We draw on 
considerable public sector expertise from within CIPFA’s networks and policy areas.

Our services
CIPFA Research has provided research and associated 
services to organisations across the private, public and not 
for profit sectors. In addition to high quality desk research we 
engage with members of the public, stakeholders and staff 
within organisations across all sectors.

As part of the CIPFA group we have access to numerous 
datasets, expertise and knowledge that enable us to extract 
real value from our research and surveys, delivering you a 
greater insight.

We produce high quality reports to client specifications, 
incorporating executive summaries, in depth analysis and 
clear, thematic outcomes.

We can offer an end-to-end service: designing your 
research programme, obtaining the data and providing 
both qualitative and quantitative analysis along with  
process management. 

We also offer supplementary research services to support and 
compliment any research you have already carried out.

Find out more
For more information please contact the research team: 

T: 020 7543 5600  E: research@cipfa.org  
www.cipfa.org/services/research

We also provide well established comparable national 
customer research for:

 � Finance users

 � UK archive visitors 

 � UK archive remote users

 � Library users (adults and young people)

Our expertise includes:
 � policy research

 � social research

 � market research

Our services include questionnaire design, on line  
hosting of surveys, scanning and coding, telephone  
and face to face interviewing, desk research and  
programme evaluation.

Expertise
Our clients include central and local government 
departments, the health sector and a wide range of private 
sector organisations, such as insurance companies, 
accountancy and audit firms and energy companies.

Whether your need a complete research solution or to fulfil 
a particular aspect of your overall consultation strategy 
you should make CIPFA Research your first point of call.
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Our approach
Below is a guide to the various aspects of a typical research 
process at CIPFA which complies with industry best practice.

Purpose and objectives
‘Research is the collection, use, or analysis of information 
about individuals or organisations intended to establish 
facts, acquire knowledge or reach conclusions.’ 

Source: www.mrs.org.uk

The first part of the research process is to consider its purpose, 
to ensure that your research outputs will address your 
objectives. You might want to: measure satisfaction levels; 
profile a population; identify market trends; assess user 
experience; or track improvements over time.

You may find that the information you require already exists 
in previous research – this information can be extracted using 
secondary research. Secondary research can also be used 
to inform primary research; for example, you can research 
literature on a topic to develop interview questions or a 
framework for analysis. To extract this information, CIPFA  
can conduct secondary data insight on your behalf.

Select appropriate design
There are various designs that can be applied, some of which 
are listed below:

Cross sectional

A cross sectional study, perhaps the most common approach 
to undertake surveys, involves researching to observe and 
understand what is happening at a specific point in time. The 
advantage of this type of study is that several variables can 
be measured at the same time, providing a “snapshot” of the 
specific situation.

Longitudinal

Longitudinal studies involve the measurement of changes 
over time for an individual or group of individuals (cohort). 
Questions may be asked to the same cohort on a number 
of occasions, with the advantage of being able to explore 
how respondents have changed or developed their actions, 
characteristics or attitudes.

Case study

Case studies are forms of research that observe individuals or 
groups, often within a set location such as a community or 
an organisation. Researchers may be required to examine the 
activities of a particular department, which could be used as 
an example of best practice. A case study can comprise of desk 
research and interviews from respondents who are familiar 
with the case, and typically describe a scenario that the 
individual or group has faced and/or addressed.

 

Select appropriate methodology
Selecting the appropriate methodology is dependent on 
a combination of the research design and the research 
objective(s). What then follows is the decision to use 
qualitative methods, quantitative methods, or a  
combination of the two.

Quantitative

Quantitative research is a structured approach to research 
that produces quantifiable insights. The research typically 
involves collecting data from relatively large samples, and 
the resulting data is usually presented as numbers, and often 
formatted in charts or graphs. Due to the predetermined 
nature of quantitative research, insights are unlikely to be as 
detailed as qualitative research. This means that quantitative 
surveys need to be designed so that participants are able to 
respond to pertinent questions without being overly restricted 
by the survey content. However, the methods can be more 
easily replicated than qualitative research, and data tends to 
be easier to interpret or compare. Quantitative research can be 
useful for describing the patterns or profile of a population or 
market, as it is mainly statistical in nature.

Qualitative

Qualitative research is typically more unstructured than 
quantitative research, but nonetheless requires careful 
planning to produce relevant insights. It generally involves 
small but appropriately chosen sample(s), and the findings 
are usually (but not always) expressed as words or images. 
While the subsequent data can be more difficult to interpret 
than quantitative research data, the outputs often provide 
more detailed and penetrating insights than the more rigid 
quantitative research.

Select appropriate method
Survey – self completion or interview

There are two principle ways of delivering a quantitative 
survey, either by interview or by self-completion. Besides cost, 
other advantages are:

 � the respondent can read and reply to the survey in their 
own time and at their own pace

 � the length of the survey can be considerably longer than is 
acceptable with a telephone interview

 � option of choice lists can be quite extensive.

Semi-structured/depth interview

Depth interviews allow researchers to gather more detailed 
insights of respondent viewpoints than is possible in a closed 
survey. Such insights may not otherwise be discovered within 
the boundaries of a survey i.e. the survey may not always 
ask the “right” questions. Depth interviews can be conducted 
face-to-face or over the phone, depending on research 
requirements/convenience. 



These interviews are likely to take longer than a short paper 
questionnaire, and may require more thought from the 
respondent. Respondents may also have to be probed by the 
interviewer for them to keep things on track. 

Focus group

Focus groups provide interaction between participants, 
which can prompt participants to reveal their thoughts and 
opinions. The process also saves time compared with individual 
interviews, as several participants can respond within the 
same timeframe. A drawback is that participant feelings may 
be affected by those of others, or participants may be more 
reluctant to reveal their true feelings in the presence of others. 
The group dynamic is important because participants may be 
restricted in their ability to participate due to the dominance 
of other respondents.

Secondary data analysis

Otherwise known as desk research, this method involves 
identifying and analysing existing data. This information may 
exist within an organisation or from other published sources. 
The information gathered from this method can help inform 
the next steps of the research process, or even satisfy the 
research needs altogether.

Decide on data collection tools
Pen and paper questionnaire

CIPFA Research uses pen and paper questionnaires for its 
library and archive surveys. The advantage of this process 
is that the respondent can complete the survey in their own 
time, and does not rely on (the often unpredictable) computer 
hardware / software. The main disadvantages to this approach 
are printing costs and the time taken to process the resulting 
data; however CIPFA Research is able to print and scan 
questionnaires on an organisation’s behalf.

Online survey

In recent times, a more common method of data collection has 
been online surveys, in the form of interactive questionnaires. 
These surveys have the benefit of being flexible, as they can be 
completed in the respondent’s own time and also on a variety 
of mobile/ computer devices. This process eradicates the need 
for staff to distribute questionnaires by hand, as surveys can 
be emailed and automated reminders can be sent. There can 
also be reduced costs as no printing or scanning is required. An 
additional benefit of this software is that organisations will be 
able to access the results online, and create outputs such as 
charts and tables using the analysis tool provided.

Discussion guide

A discussion guide outlines what themes are to be explored in 
depth interviews or focus groups, as well as ways to prompt the 
respondent and encourage participation. The guide is informed 
by the research objectives; however the interview does not 
have to remain rigid to the guide as additional themes may be 
unearthed that were previously unidentified by the researcher.

Sampling
Sampling involves selecting the people from whom to collect 
data. It involves defining the target population, choosing 
an appropriate sampling technique, deciding on the sample 
size, and preparing sampling instructions. It is not always 
possible, or practical, to survey the entire target population, 
due to costs, time restraints or lack of information. Therefore 
understanding the ideal target population ensures that any 
exclusions in your sample are explicitly identified, enabling 
the size and significance of the restrictions to be evaluated.

Testing, piloting and amendments
Before conducting a survey in full, it is important to clarify 
whether the survey is fit for purpose i.e. it addresses the 
research topics and is suitable for the target population. 
The pilot should be limited to a set number of participants, 
and they should be given the chance to provide feedback on 
the content as well as the process. Feedback could include 
the time taken to complete the survey, understanding the 
questions, reaction to the questions, formatting, as well as any 
errors. Following amendments to the design, you may wish to 
re-test the survey before sending it out to the audience.

Fieldwork

Conducting interviews or focus groups poses numerous 
challenges, not least because they are reliant on the 
interaction between the researcher and the respondents. 
Interviews which can be conducted over the phone or face-to-
face, can yield vast amounts of useful data but can also divert 
easily away from the topic. Therefore, both focus groups and 
individual depth interviews rely on the skill of the interviewer.

To ensure that interviews relate to the research, it is important 
to develop a discussion guide and prompt the respondent 
when necessary. Focus groups have an additional challenge 
as they involve interaction between multiple respondents, and 
rely on group dynamics. Such groups need to be appropriately 
recruited for and monitored effectively. The CIPFA Research 
team has experience of recruitment as well as conducting both 
interviews and focus groups for a variety of organisations.

Data processing
Transcription of interview or focus groups

The feedback that you receive from interviews or focus groups 
can be extensive, meaning that the process of transcription 
is time-consuming and error prone. Many researchers choose 
to use a digital recorder so that they can concentrate on the 
interview without having to scribble down – and possibly miss 
– responses. The CIPFA Research team use a fast and reliable 
transcription agency to ensure that the data can be  
analysed promptly.



Scanning and data extraction

The capture of information or data from a paper based 
questionnaire is most accurately and efficiently undertaken 
through a combination of scanning and data extraction. This 
is especially the case where the questionnaire is standardised, 
e.g. all respondents complete the same document. Once the 
questionnaire has been designed; a specification document is 
created that describes in technical terms the relative location 
of each question, in terms of its sequence and the rules 
pertaining to each question.

Indexing

The next stage, known as indexing, is where a copy of the 
scanned image along with the extracted data is presented to 
a human operator for validation. A check is made to ensure 
that what has been extracted matches what can be viewed. 
This process may lead to a record being approved, edited or 
rejected. It is likely that some information needs to be verified 
twice, for example a respondent’s actual age or their postcode. 
In these cases it can be effectively indexed twice.

Analysis and reporting
The final stage of the research process is to analyse and 
report your research findings. There may be pages of raw data 
that need to be collated, sorted, cleaned, interpreted, coded, 
totalled, etc. Once the data has been analysed, the findings 
can be reported in many forms, including a written report, a 
tabular report, or a presentation.

Reports need to be suitable for the target audience and 
address the objectives outlined. CIPFA’s high reporting 
standards ensure that outputs are clear, honest and concise, 
with all report-based projects subject to a peer review process 
as part of our commitment to quality assurance. CIPFA 
Research produces both headline and comprehensive reports 
depending on the needs of the target audience.

Find out more
For more information please contact the research team: 

T: 020 7543 5600  E: research@cipfa.org  
www.cipfa.org/services/research
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