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Peer Research Interviewing Guidelines
Introduction

This paper is targeted at projects who may wish to adopt peer research techniques when carrying out research for their project evaluations. These guidelines will be of use to project managers and other members of staff who are involved in the research design process.  

The guide introduces peer research as a concept, and explains the key principles which underpin the method.  The paper also discusses some key issues which should help you to decide whether peer research is the right approach for your project.  If you decide that peer research is for you, then this paper will guide you through the initial stages of involving and recruiting peer researchers, deciding whether or not to use incentives and agreeing the level of involvement of your researchers.  It then offers advice on how to provide your researchers with adequate training and preparation.  

The paper includes guidance on interview practicalities such as how to set up and carry out the interviews.  The paper provides some advice on approaches to writing up and disseminating your research and outlines how to include your peer researchers in the ongoing research process.  Finally, the paper provides you with some further sources of information and a link to an example of peer research which ECOTEC have carried out previously.
What is peer research

Peer research has developed from participatory research methods which emphasise the empowerment and participation of the target research group.  In peer research, members of the research target group adopt the role of active researchers, for example by interviewing or surveying their peer group to gain information about their experiences.  Peer research adopts a 'bottom up' approach where those individuals who are going to be directly affected by the research play an active role in the process.  The method adopts the view that peers are effectively experts within their field of experience.
Is it right for you? – The pro’s and con’s of peer research
There are a number of organisational aspects to consider when deciding if peer research is right for you.  Adopting peer research may reduce your workload, because other people will be carrying out the time consuming task of researching on the ground.  However, deciding to do peer research is not necessarily an easy option, as an organisation you will have to provide training and support to your peer researchers.  As well as investing in the setting up and selection of peer researchers, you will also need to provide ongoing support to them during and after the research process.  There are benefits to including peers in the research process, for example it can be positive for stakeholders and funders to see the involvement of beneficiaries and it can demonstrate the strong relationship which you may have with your target group. Peer researchers may offer a positive role model for participants and because of their experience of the subject being researched, peers may be able to positively influence and contribute to research design.
In addition, peer research can be very useful in researching sensitive issues.  Experience is important in peer research, using researchers with similar experiences or backgrounds to those you are interviewing can have a number of benefits such as improving the rapport between interviewer and interviewee, and putting the participant at ease through the ability of the researcher to build a trusting relationship.  Supportive and relaxed interview situations can enhance the quality of the data and the ability and willingness of peer researchers to share personal experiences enables research to be conducted in a sensitive and informed manner.  

Peer research can provide an alternative method to employing an external consultant.  If your evaluation team are prepared to invest the time in the set-up and support of peer research, it can offer a much cheaper option to employing external consultants to carry out interviews if you yourselves do not have the capacity.  However, it also means that you devolve some of your control over the research to your researchers.  Effective preparation and trust in your peer researchers is essential in ensuring that you get the results which you need / are expecting. 

When deciding whether peer research is appropriate for you and your project, it is also important that you consider your target group and any implications of using peers in the research process.  With some vulnerable groups, particularly children, you will have a responsibility to ensure their safety, and there may be Child Protection issues. In some cases it may sufficient to involve a third party as a mediator in the research process, in order to protect the peer researcher as well as the research subject. However, each case is different and you should give careful consideration to these ethical implications before commencing your project. 

We have also produced a separate note on ethical considerations which is available at: http://www.reachingcommunities.org/toolkit_extras.asp
At what stage to involve peer researchers?
Good practice models suggest that peer researchers should be fully involved in all stages of the research process.  Their involvement in the initial research design is recommended in order to increase 'ownership' and to draw on their expertise in the subject area and their knowledge of the research target group.  Where possible, peer researchers should be actively involved with all stages of the research including design, data collection, data analysis, writing up and disseminating.

Recruiting peer researchers

As project managers, you will need to recruit appropriate peers to carry out the research and to ensure that they are prepared fully for the research.  You may have a number of willing participants with an interest in the evaluation you are carrying out who may be a good starting point for your recruitment.  Other methods of recruiting participants in peer research might include: placing adverts in local newspapers or project newsletters, putting up posters, using online message boards and taking the opportunity to speak to and invite those attending your project to take part. 
It may also be worthwhile to advertise some of the advantages of peer research to participants.  For example, peer research can be rewarding because it offers a good opportunity to volunteer and frequently peer researchers are enabled to develop new skills and knowledge.  Ultimately such opportunities may improve and increase confidence.  It also offers people an opportunity to contribute something back to a project which they may have benefited from by helping out in the evaluation process.
In order to attract researchers you may decide to offer a form of incentive in return for their participation (this is discussed in the following section). When recruiting, peer researcher posts should be widely advertised to ensure that a diverse group of peers have the opportunity to be involved. 
It should be made explicit from the start what the role of peer researcher involves, and expectations need to be managed.  It is important to agree terms with peer researchers up front.  For example it may be worth agreeing upon the level of commitment your researchers are willing to offer, the timescale you are working within (including any deadlines) and any payment or other incentives you are offering.  It may be helpful to carry out a brief check about the kind of person who you select to carry out the research – as they will be representing your project.
Incentives 
As with incentives for all types of research it is important that you weigh up the advantages and disadvantages and consider the circumstances of your own research.  Incentives such as a monetary reward, a gift voucher or entry into a prize draw are common ways to encourage participation.  Alternative incentives such as training opportunities or work experience in a field which is relevant have also been offered in some cases.
Using incentives may encourage individuals who might typically be less likely to take part, however it may also encourage participation for the wrong reasons.  Therefore, it is important to ensure that all peer researchers have an interest in and a commitment to the research if you use incentives.  If you do incentivise your peer reviewers, you may want to agree the terms of this up front to ensure that you reward them once they have carried out all the required tasks. A separate sheet on using incentives is also available at: http://www.reachingcommunities.org/toolkit_extras.asp
Agreeing level of involvement

The extent of the participation of peer researchers has been mentioned a number of times already.  It is important that you agree in advance how and in what ways/with what tasks peer researchers can help and at what stage of the research.  For example, do you wish to engage them in designing research tools? Do you wish for their help in carrying out the first hand research, for example the survey, interviews or video diaries? It is worth considering what skills your peer researchers will bring with them and establishing the best way to utilise these skills.  For example if you are targeting a particularly hard to reach group, the understanding and experiences of your peer researchers may be valuable as early as the recruitment stage.
Training the peer researchers
A good first step is providing a briefing and some training to the peer researchers. You can use the below tips to train your peer researchers. Before your peer interviewers are ready to embark on the interviewing process you should give them the following guidance.
Setting up the interviews
The first stage is setting up the interview, initially your peer researchers will need to identify some potential interviewees and maybe consider sampling techniques in order to get your list of interviewees.  A sampling approach can be used to ensure that you are selecting a representative group of people. You should give your peer researchers some guidance about who you want them to interview and how many people, and how long they should spend doing it, as well as how you would like them to record the information (e.g. taking notes or by using recordings).
If your peer researchers intend to carry out the research by telephone, it is best to advise them to try to arrange a time in advance which will be suitable for both parties.  Cold calling can have poor outcomes and pre-arranging interviews tends to achieve better results.
If your peer researchers are meeting people face to face, ensure that it is going to be in a mutually agreed safe and open place.  It is always best to opt for a public place and somewhere which is quiet and confidential.  Providing the interviewee with confidence in the researcher and the research process is essential, and it is important that they are able to talk freely without having to worry about who else may be able to hear.  Suitable locations might be in an office at your venue, or a room in a centre, either in the premises used by the project or a room which can be hired (NB this may incur extra costs).

Ensure that your peer researchers set up a schedule for interviewing, and keep you informed about what they have set up, so that you have a full record of when and where each interview will take place, as it may be some time between arranging the interview and carrying it out.  

It is important for your peer researchers to think about their safety at all times, ensure that somebody knows where they are going and when they are going to start.  Ask them to arrange to make contact with somebody once the interview is finished.
Preliminaries with the interviewee

Before the interview takes place, get your peer researchers to inform the interviewee about the context of the research.  Ask them to define the type of work you are doing, explain why and give a little background to the evaluation, such as the rationale for the evaluation.  This allows the peer researchers to put the respondent at ease with the interview process, how the results will be handled and how the results will be used after they leave the interview setting.

Opening the Interview 

The peer researchers need to make it clear to the interviewee as soon as they make contact with them why they are doing the peer research: it may be useful to briefly explain the principle of peer research, for example to make it clear that they also have similar experiences.  The peer researchers should ensure all their contacts of the confidential nature of the interview, and make them aware that they have the right to end the interview at any point if they wish.
It is worth remembering not to promise anything which you or your peer researchers will be unable to deliver.  For example, if somebody asks to see the findings or transcript of the interview it may be worth considering if this is feasible and if you wish for them to have access to this information.  If you are using an incentive with your research group, it would be beneficial for your peer researchers to talk about how they intend to deal with it from the outset, for example, they will be given the incentive when the interview is completed / it will be posted it to them / someone will meet them outside of the interview room with it when the interview is over.

Practical things
From a practical perspective your peer researchers need to remember a few things as they carry out their interviews. They should:

· Ensure that the tape recorder (if they are using one) is working and that they know how to operate it.

· Again, if using a tape recorder ensure that they have tapes and batteries and also ensure that they have all the correct equipment for taking notes, such as a notebook and writing materials.
· Ensure that the room is arranged in a comfortable way, for example sitting opposite the interviewee at a large desk or at the head of a table may give the interviewer more power, it is important that both parties feel equal and that the interviewee does not feel like they are undergoing police questioning!
· Make sure that the peer researchers' ID is displayed (if they have any), either on their person or maybe on the desk.
· Have a mobile phone or means of contact ready so that you can get in touch with them if necessary.
The interview

At the start of each interview, advise your peer researchers to do the following:

Restate the research aims to the interviewee, set out what their key aims to investigate are and thank the interviewee for their cooperation.  Remember, the interviewee is doing the evaluation team a favour, they are under no obligation to take part and they can withdraw at any time.
If your researchers are using a tape recorder, make sure that they think about where to position it and that they remember to switch it on.  It is important that the researchers obtain permission from the interviewee to use the tape recorder, so make sure that they are prepared to explain to the interviewee why they are using a tape recorder and how the recording will be dealt with.  For example, they could explain that they will record the interview, it will be played back and transcribed by a member of project staff, and it will be from this transcription that the analysis will take place.  The interviewee might want reassurance that the tape itself will be destroyed / scrubbed over / stored until the evaluation is complete and then destroyed.  In addition, it may be worth taking simple precautions like using an interview ID code on the recording rather than the interviewees name to protect their identity.
During the interview advise your researchers to politely encourage the interviewee's involvement, and brief them to communicate to the interviewee if they receive a correct or particularly helpful comment.  Make it clear to your researchers that it is ok for respondents not to answer questions, but it is best, if possible to encourage participation and to remember that they should try to obtain material to answer the whole of the topic guide.  They do not necessarily need to cover all the questions you have set in sequence but it is useful to try to maintain a logical sequence to the questions that they ask to avoid repetition.  If there are questions which were not answered for instance at the start of the interview, it might be worth returning to these later when the interviewee has loosened up a bit.
Ask your researchers to try not to prompt respondents unless it is necessary, often people just need some time to think, and there may be awkward silences.  However, researchers should probe all questions (e.g. by saying 'what do you mean when you say that…' or 'how did you feel about that…?') and take up the opportunity to obtain more information.
Writing up 
When your peer researchers are writing up the interview, the process will depend on whether they used a tape recorder or whether they took notes as they went along.  Thorough notes are usually sufficient but if they have taken notes, it is better to encourage them to write them up sooner rather than later while the memory of the interview is still fresh.  If your peer researchers are willing to be involved in the analysis further, you may wish to ask them to provide you with some more information about  their overall impressions of the interview or get them to write a short note highlighting what they felt were the key issues emerging.  
Ongoing support
You will need to provide ongoing support to those carrying out the research, as well as some initial training / briefing on what needs to be done and your expectations of them.  It may be helpful to provide ongoing face to face sessions where someone from the evaluation team would be able to talk directly to your peer researchers.  This is a good opportunity for you to keep track of the progress of the research, and receive feedback on how the research is going (i.e. to check you are obtaining all of the information you need).  It is important that you keep in frequent contact and get progress reports from the peer researchers to know how they are getting on.

In addition, you should provide your peer researchers with named contacts, telephone numbers and an email address so that you are easily contactable throughout the process. 
Follow up

When you have compiled the write-ups from the research, there are a number of ways in which you can keep your peer researchers engaged in the reporting process.  
· You might want to hold focus groups/meetings with your peer researchers to bring them back together in order to discuss their thoughts and overall impressions.
· If your peer researchers have been engaged throughout the process they may be able to offer you valuable insights, through providing a different perspective to analysis, and even recommendations of how any issues which have been raised could be addressed in the future.  You could find this out through focus group discussions, or through one-on-one debriefs with your researchers.

· It may be worth consulting your peer researchers about how best to present some of your findings, particularly if you are reporting back to your target group, as they may be able to help you to design the material you disseminate.

· You may also want to involve a select number of your researchers in presenting and disseminating to stakeholders or funders.  This can be very effective in engaging with stakeholders as it demonstrates your ability to engage and work with your target community.

It is good practice to keep the contact details of your peer researchers so that you can keep them informed on a longer term basis and to give them an opportunity to follow the evaluation phase through.  It is also both good practice and rewarding for your peer researchers to enable them to see the outcomes and consequences of the work which  they have contributed to.
Further links
· A useful leaflet is available online which discusses some of the advantages and disadvantages and good practice examples of peer research methodology: 
   http://www.shu.ac.uk/research/hccj/publications_wiwr.html 
· For an example of peer research as part of research report carried out by ECOTEC Learning opportunities for lesbian, gay and bisexual people in Derbyshire: http://www.goem.gov.uk/497296/docs/347293/347306/356392/lgb
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