Methods of User Feedback

This briefing provides an overview of some of the different methods of user feedback and advantages and disadvantages of each method.  It then goes on to look at some of the other issues you need to think about when you choose and design your own method.

Group Discussion with Users

This method involves a discussion group of users and ex users with a facilitator who will use questions to prompt discussion. Can be a one off exercise or the group can be reconvened at regular intervals.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· More influenced by the users

· More informal and immediate

· Can give a flavour of the issues under discussion by user examples

· Useful if people have problems with reading or writing

· Can be easier to get people to speak when others are saying similar things

· Quicker than seeing people individually
	· Can be difficult to organise e.g. who selects the participants, can be difficult to get everyone available on the same day.

· Those who turn up may be more positive about the centre, or

· They may be those with a personal gripe

· Difficult to keep discussion focussed

· Only involves a small number of people.


Telephone Interviews

Can be carried out as a follow up to an enquiry or names can be picked at random from a list of users.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· Interviewer can be located away from the centre

· Interviews tend to be short and quick

· Users make comments additional to the questions

· Users comfortable in speaking as the phone protect anonymity
	· Problem of wrong or missing phone numbers

· Difficult to assure user the interviewer is not a member of staff

· Can be difficult to get hold of people

· Calling at an inconvenient time may make the user impatient and create a bad feeling which comes out in the responses


Adviser Interviews

Advisers carry out a short face-to-face interview at the end of the advice session.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· A high return as most clients will agree to answer questions
	· Client feels obliged to respond

· Cannot cover what the client thought of the quality of advice

· Answers likely to be positive as client unlikely to want to confront the adviser

· Biased as the adviser has a stake in the replies


Independent Interviews

An independent interviewer conducts a short face to face interview at the end of the advice session.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· High rate of return

· Impartial interviewer

· Impression of the service is fresh in user’s mind

· Opportunity for discussion
	· Time consuming 

· Expensive (to pay interviewer)

· Finding space to conduct the interview

· Clients may be emotional after the advice session


Home visits

A home visit can result in a more formal interview which is usually more in depth. It can take also take place at some other suitable location away from the centre.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· Suitable if the user has difficulty getting out of the house

· More relaxed setting and less threatening

· Can examine the issues in depth
	· Time consuming

· People do not always turn up for appointments 

· Tendency to select ‘satisfied’ users for interview


Self-Completion Questionnaires

A printed questionnaire that is either given to the user or sent to them at a later date to be completed in their own time. It is common practice to include a stamped addressed envelope for the return of the questionnaire. Can be produced in a variety of relevant languages.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· Less time consuming

· Relatively cheap

· User’s can complete it taking time to think about their replies

· Anonymity
	· Low response rate (rarely over 20%)

· Cannot seek clarification

· Difficult if users have reading, writing or language problems

· Cannot supplement questions


Suggestion Box

Can involve a box in a prominent position for users to put any comments. May involve the use of a printed card with a few questions and a space for comments and suggestions.

	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	· Anonymous

· Cheap

· Users can fill in the cards in their own time

· Can collect view over a length of time
	· Tends to be forgotten 

· Users are not confident that comments are taken seriously or even looked at


Question of the Week

Similar to the adviser interview but here the adviser asks every client the same agreed question for a week e.g. Did you have any difficulty in finding us?

Complaints

Do not forget that complaints encouraged positively can be a very useful source of feedback about the service your centre provides.

Which is the Most Suitable Method?

Not all the above methods are suited for use in every centre. For instance user discussion groups are not suited to a centre where the majority of work is one off telephone advice; Home visits may be ideal when the majority of clients are elderly, disabled or may be housebound for other reasons. Do not use adviser interviews when questions require the interviewer to be impartial for example about the quality of advice. A suggestion box can be used by almost any centre.

Preparation

A key consideration is the design and wording of any question, questionnaire or form. Keep the language simple and clear and be prepared to offer methods in languages relevant to the users of your centre. Offer assistance where necessary. 

Why Do You Want the Information? 

Think about why you are seeking the information. Is it for the use of your centre as a means of assessing performance or for planning new developments or changes to the services provided? Is the aim of the exercise to provide information to funders? Why you want information may affect how you obtain it

How Often and How many?

Should feedback be on a regular or on going basis or would periodic sampling (say for one week every other month) be appropriate. If your centre has large numbers of clients surveying a sample, say 20%, may be adequate, or you could survey clients for one week only, every other month.  If your main activity is casework you may give every client a questionnaire to fill in. If your user base is varied you will need to survey a greater number to get any meaningful statistics compared to if all your clients come from a single ethnic or age group.

What are the barriers to User Feedback?

Barriers for users

· Fear it may get a worker into trouble or lose their job

· Apathy

· If unhappy with the service client may simply want nothing more to do with the centre

· Client has the advice/help they need and that’s it!

· Confidentiality

· Privacy

· Client is too involved in own problems to look at more general issues

· May not want to complain/comment as the service is free or because their case is still on-going

Barriers for the organisation

· Staff over stretched already

· A belief that the centre is already aware of the issues

· A feeling that things cannot be changed e.g. overcrowded waiting area

· Cost

· Fear of asking own client about the service provided
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