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Exploring how to improve outcomes for all 
children under five in Southwark & Lambeth

Researcher’s handbook
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Researcher’s name:

Part 1: Introduction and guidance

INTRODUCTION
 
This handbook is divided into two parts:
•	 Part 1 has advice and guidance for you as a researcher.
•	 Part 2 includes all the research questions and is intended for 

you to complete during and after each interview. This section 
contains 3 sets of interview logs (A, B and C).

Please read part 1 carefully before beginning your interviews

Ethnographic research is usually done by professional researchers 
over a long period of weeks, months, even years. Its aim is to 
understand the unspoken rules, habits and ways in which people in 
groups see themselves and others, and how they live their lives. 

So, while the research we are undertaking is not real ethnographic 
research, there are similarities. Rather than ask respondents what 
they like or dislike, what they use and how, we will try to understand 
more about their motivations, aspirations and unspoken needs. 

We want to learn about families living in this locality as objectively 
as possible, and without assuming what they are like. We know that 
everybody’s life is different, so we want to uncover some common 
messages, challenges and opportunities that are hiding beneath the 
surface. This will help us to understand what could really improve 
outcomes for children under five in Southwark & Lambeth.

They key questions we want to answer before we start to think 
about solutions are these:

1. What do families want and need that they can’t get at the 
moment?

2. What type of support - informal and from services - do famillies 
trust and value? 

3. What would help parents and children to feel more in control of 
their own lives?

What’s in the book?

Purpose of this  
type of research 
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BEING A GOOD RESEARCHER

Your job is to understand and to record. It is not to offer 
solutions or judgements – however tempting! Things that can 
help with this include:

•	 Give people space and time to think and answer – don’t be 
scared of silence and feel you have to jump onto the next 
question straightaway. Let them think and respond.

•	 Ask open-ended questions that start with ‘tell me about’, 
‘why’ or ‘how’ rather than making suggestions or prompting 
a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer.

•	 Gentle prompts to think a bit harder can be really useful 
e.g. ‘tell me more about that’…

•	 Body language matters, show you’re listening: look people 
in the eyes, nod, smile

•	 Make sure you have heard things right: repeat back to 
people what you think they said

•	 Be nice: say thank you a lot!

•	 Don’t over-dress: wear clothes that feel natural to the 
surrounding – a suit might be off-putting even if it’s smart!

•	 If a question makes your interviewee feel uncomfortable 
don’t push it - move on to the next question.

•	 Remember the interviewee is more important than the 
interview or the data. Your first responsibility is to them.

•	 During the interview you can invite your interviewee to pick 
up a pen and fill in some of the questions themselves in 
your handbook.

•	 The interview is designed to last 1-2 hours. When beginning 
the interview let them know how long  
it is going to take; if they need to finish earlier make  
sure you know when that is

•	 Keep your priority questions and activities in mind  
– cut other things short if it looks like you’ll struggle  
to fit them in

•	 If your interviewee is tiring or looking disengaged  
– move on to something else

It’s all about listening

Make sure people  
feel comfortable

Be aware of time  
– yours and theirs

When introducing the project explain all the information that is 
on the Consent form:

•	 What’s this all about

•	 Where’s the information going

•	 Why have they been chosen

•	 This is all totally anonymous and confidential

•	 They can stop the interview at any point

Make sure they sign the Consent form and give it back to 
you, keeping the first page for themselves. 

For short pieces of research, we would suggest that you 
maintain focus on a single individual so as not to need to 
gather other consent.  

If another adult or child is present you must make them aware 
that research is being conducted and that they cannot take 
part in the research until full written consent is obtained. 

It is ok for other people to be present during the interview 
if the adult who has given written consent prefers that. If 
another adult wishes to take part then you will need to gain 
written consent directly from those present prior to the start 
of the interview.  
 
You must get written consent for anyone under 16 years old to 
take part in the research prior to the interview.  This consent 
needs to be provided both from the parent (responsible adult) 
and from the child. (The child must be able to opt out even if 
the parent says they can take part). You should not attempt to 
question under 16s for research purposes without their parent 
or guardian in direct earshot.

Keep them informed  
of what this is all about

Consent for other adults 
and children present at the 
research.
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PRACTICAL ADVICE

•	 Once you know which families you will be working 
with, ring them in advance to confirm they know what 
the research is about and what will happen. Use this 
opportunity to casually collect basic information about 
them, such as their general sense of wellbeing, how many 
people live in the house, which services have they been in 
contact with, etc. 

•	 Let them define a place to meet where they feel 
comfortable. This can be their home, a cafe or a park 
bench – remind them that the conversation could be quite 
personal, so not too loud and not too public!

•	 Be punctual, and ring the day before to confirm time / 
place

•	 Be safe – take a mobile with you and tell someone where 
you are and what time you’re expected back 

•	 Make sure you have the following with you:

q This handbook

q An extra pen

q Consent form

q Address and telephone number of your interviewee

q Some tissues

•	 Analyse it quickly! It’s so much easier when it’s fresh…

•	 Have an initial follow up session with your interview ‘buddy’ 
to talk about the big issues that you think emerged and 
complete the ‘post interview’ questions at the end of Part 
2 (can just be 10 mins!)

Recruitment  
and preparation

Preparing for your interview

After the interview

SAFETY AND ETHICS 
WHILE DOING RESEARCH

Respondents are likely to provide more honest and revealing 
information if they trust you and believe that what they tell 
you will remain confidential and anonymous. Respondents will 
naturally avoid giving too much away and it is your duty to earn 
their trust by providing reassurances of how you will keep their 
information confidential. Respondents should know that:

•	 Any information they provide you will not be attributed to 
them in any way

•	 When analysing and reporting on this research, their names 
will be replaced with made-up names and particular places 
or people that can be traced will be replaced with fake 
ones

•	 If they have any questions or problems they have 
someplace they can turn to to discuss or make a complaint

•	 Your ‘field notes’ – the notes you take during and after the 
interview, which may contain sensitive information – will 
not have any contact personal details, such as names and 
contact details.  This booklet contains sensitive personally 
identifiable information and needs to be treated securely 
and confidentially.

•	 Transcripts and interview notes will not be used in the 
reporting of the research.

•	 Verbatim quotes will only be used where the respondent 
can’t be identified (the respondents real name won’t be 
used)

•	 All personal data will be destroyed at the end of the project, 
to make sure personal data is protected.

•	 They will not be contacted after the interview unless they 
give permission.

Good researchers earn the trust of their respondents and are 
exposed to information that is private and sometimes difficult 
to stay indifferent to. As a researcher you often feel you want 
to give something back to your respondents and wish to offer 
help and advice where you think you can provide it. You may 
be tempted to want to stay in touch and even become friends. 
However, it is important that you set clear rules when you go 
into the interview: you’re not there to help or to be a friend, 
but to listen.  There are several reasons why this is important: 
first, in some cases researchers might provide inaccurate 

Protect the anonymity  
of your respondents

Be professional,  
don’t try to be a friend  
and don’t try to help
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information which could accidentally harm the respondent. 
Second, you might accidentally patronise the respondent, 
making them feel like they could benefit somehow by saying 
what you want to hear.  Third, you should avoid being seen as 
someone who provides help and support, as this could confuse 
the respondents and change the way they speak to you.

It can be very difficult for many people to adopt the role of 
researcher if they are used to providing support to families. 
In research we observe and try to minimise our impact on a 
family. The following examples are a guide to the appropriate 
level of intervention.

1. You witness, or a parent tells you about, abuse towards a 
child.

In this case you must remind the parent of your obligation to 
inform social services in these cases and subsequently make a 
referral. 

2. You observe parenting or other behaviour that you regard as 
wrong, but there is no immediate danger to anybody.

In this case you should do nothing. It is not appropriate for 
researchers to get involved in family situations unless it is 
absolutely necessary.

3. During the interview you realise there is an opportunity for 
the family to receive support around a specific issue.

In this case you could choose to talk with the family about 
this at the end of the interview. That could mean giving them 
details of a service, or if it seems necessary, offering to contact 
that service on their behalf. You should only do this if the 
family agrees. Avoid giving families your personal, or regular 
work number. This will blur the boundaries between research, 
support and friendship.

4. During the interview the respondent becomes upset due to 
the content of your conversation

You might choose to give a list of organisations they can 
call at the beginning of your interview as a matter of course. 
Otherwise, just be sensitive to allow pauses where necessary 
and be open to the possibility of ending the interview earlier if 
that seems appropriate.

When meeting interviewees in their homes or elsewhere you 
need to take extra precautions against anything that might 
happen. Sometimes, something you say might upset someone 

The difference between being 
a researcher and working in 
an organisation that provides 
support

 

Keep out of harm’s way

and make them angry, maybe even violent. Some respondents 
might be under the influence or mentally disturbed and 
although you try to avoid such people you might only find out 
when it’s too late. Here are some precautions you can take:

•	 When going to an interview always take a mobile phone 
with you and make sure someone else from the group 
knows when and where you’re going. 

•	 Conduct the interview in pairs.

•	 If you feel threatened in any way just leave.

•	 Never get into an argument, or make your respondent feel 
like you are passing judgement on them – your respondent  
is always, always right! (even when they’re wrong)

NEXT STEPS

1. Recruit interviewees: phone people up and fix a time and  
a place for the interview. Let your research buddy know 
what the plans is and when yuo’ll check in with them.

2. Prepare for the interview: familiarise yourself with the 
questions you will be asking, make notes if necessary  
to remind you. 

3. Do the interview.

4. After the interview spend a few more minutes talking on 
the phone with your research buddy to think about what 
you learned. Then answer the post-research questions  
at the end of this handbook.
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*To protect the interviewee’s anonymity, please don’t use their real name in this handbook,

Part 2: Interview questions logbookUSEFUL CONTACTS FOR ADVICE 
AND GENERAL QUESTIONS 

Jake Garber
Innovation Unit

jake.garber@innovationunit.org 
020 7250 8090

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

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

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

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

ABOUT YOU

Made-up name*:

Age: 

Sex: m / f

Number of children: 

Children ages: 

Single parent? y / n

Do you work? y / n (yes, please specify)

Besides you, who lives in your home?

1 minute story of your life:
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Write down any interesting or surprising insights:

LOCALITY MAPPING

Ask the family to draw a map of their area on a blank sheet of paper. This does not have to be 
realistic. To help them get started, ask them to draw their home first, and prompt them with 
questions such as:

•	 What places do you go to on a regular basis?

•	 Add on the local businesses or community services  
you use or the friends and family you visit

•	 Which places do you particularly like going to? 
Which do you dislike going to? 
Which do you avoid altogether?

In the boxes below write down the reasons why you like or dislike certain places

P O
What is the worst thing about where you currently live, that you would wish to change?

NEIGHBOURHOOD PROS AND CONS

What would you say is the best thing about where you live?
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Use the service cards provided:
1. Ask the family to select which one they have used in the past or are currently using.
2. Ask the family to prioritise the ones which they see as the most vital to them.
3. What are the top 3 and the bottom 3 in terms of importance? Why?

+

-

TOP 3

BOTTOM 3

1.

1.

1.

1.

2.

2.

2.

2.

3.

3.

3.

3.

WHY?

WHY?

EVALUATING SERVICESBEST LOCAL BUSINESS
If you were given a million pounds to invest in local businesses or community 
organisations worthy of investment, which top 3 would you invest in and why? 
(If you can’t think of any, which one would you create?)

WHY?
1

2

3
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Evening Night

ROUTINE

How do you spend your time? 

Are there moments that you 
particularly look forward to / 
are particularly apprehensive 
of? (use colours to mark 
those moments)

HEALTH & WELLBEING

•	 time spent looking 
after yourself

•	 meal times and diet

•	 physical activity

•	 sleep

CHILDREN

•	 their routine

•	 time spent together

•	 time spent playing

Morning

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Afternoon
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In the smallest circle, map the 
people the respondent feels the 
closest to, then work out from 
there.

Use different colours for each of 
these categories and circle people 
on the map (remember to make a 
key so we know what it means!)

- People who have children under 5

- People who are working at the 
moment

- People who live within a 5min 
journey from the house

- People they keep in touch with 
online

- People who they have asked in 
the past for help around being a 
parent (e.g. asking for childcare, 
advice, emotional support, etc.)

- People they help around being a 
parent

- People they would like to offer 
more support to

YOUR NETWORK
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HOPES AND FEARS
In the next 5 years, what are your greatest hopes and fears, for you and your family?

FEARSHOPES
YOU YOU

FAMILY FAMILY

KEEPING IN TOUCH WITH THE WORLD

How do you keep in touch with people and find out about things?

Television
hours: ___

Internet
hours: ___

Phone

W
hich websites you visit most often and w

hy

?

W
hich TV programme you watch regularly

 an
d 

w
hy

?

W
hat do you use your phone for? Who do you ta

lk 
to

 m
os

t o
ft

en
? 



-22- -23-

Part 3: Post-interview analysis
Make sure that all of your results are anonymous so that individuals can’t be identified. Use 
anonymous quotes to support your findings. Immediately after the interview discuss the following 
questions with your research partner and write down your impressions below. Divide questions 1, 
2, and 3 into sections when formulating results e.g. Q1 a) public services (positive and negative 
impacts), b) networks (positive and negative impacts), c) communities (positive and negative 
impacts) etc

THANK YOU!

Thank the interviewee for their time and effort. Remind them that all 
of the information is confidential and anonymous.

If they have any questions or comments they can call the number that 
is on the information sheet provided (first page of the consent form).

1.  What do families want and need that they can’t get at the moment? 

2.  What type of support - informal and from services - do famillies trust and value?

3.  What would help parents and children to feel more in control of their own lives?
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Opportunities
What are the opportunities to support children, parents and communities in a different way 
to live the lives they want to live?

ALL DONE!

Now that you have completed all of the interviews, read through your notes and highlight 
the information that you found particularly interesting. Discuss this with your partner and 
explain why you thought this information was significant. Consider the following questions, 
which you will discuss with the other parent-researchers at the debrief session:

Problems
What problems do parents and their children face?
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Themes
What were the recurring themes that need addressing most urgently?

Insights
What are the most interesting things you have learned about the families you met?
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