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INTRODUCTION

Almost every day in our working lives we need to collect
and use evidence concerning people, whether they are
customers, stakeholders, communities, social groups or
some other category of interest (Figure 1). It makes sense
to gather this information in ways that allow it to be
compared with evidence collected by others, or collected
in different circumstances. We can also use techniques
that leave us confident that our data gives a good picture
of the topic or activity in which we are interested.

This introduction to social science in forestry looks at
how research knowledge can contribute to decision
making. We introduce key approaches and practical
aspects of gathering and using research information, and
then consider how management problems can be framed
as research questions and explore ways of collecting and
analysing information to inform practical management.
Finally, we point the reader to further sources of research
information. Our aim is not to make you an expert in
social research but rather to encourage you to use such
research and to understand how to obtain advice or to
commission professional researchers. 

231 Corstorphine Road
Edinburgh
EH12 7AT

www.forestry.gov.uk

SUMMARY

Social research involves the collection, classification and analysis of information about people, whether they are customers,
stakeholders, communities, social groups or some other category of interest to a forest manager. It is important as it provides
a means of gathering high quality information on which to base management decisions and enables forest management to
be more responsive to the needs and concerns of different groups of people. Before starting research it is important to be
clear about the rationale for the work, to set aims and objectives and translate these into research questions.

There are two broad approaches to social research – quantitative and qualitative. They differ according to the types of data
they gather and the methods they use. Quantitative methods are good at answering ‘what’ and ‘how many’ type questions
and in providing statistically representative findings. Qualitative methods are particularly useful in providing in-depth
information and answering ‘why’ and ‘how’ type questions.

Analysis of social data focuses on the validation or authentication of data and the identification of any themes and patterns.
Ethics are an important consideration in social research and should be addressed at all stages. The research process should
be recorded in as much detail as possible. When disseminating the results of research its important to think about the best way
of communicating with your intended audience. There are many sources of further advice and information on social research.

Figure 1

Social research is about gathering information about people:
customers, stakeholders and communities of interest to a forest
manager.
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people at different stages of their life – children, families,
older people, and those with different cultural outlooks or
people with special interests such as mountain bikers.

The public are not simply passive consumers; they can be
opinionated and demanding. As information becomes
increasingly accessible, for example through the media
and the internet, and as society becomes more educated,
people become more aware and informed of issues in
forest management. Many feel they want to have a say in
the way in which forests and woodlands are managed –
especially if they are publicly owned or supported through
public subsidy. Research can help identify such demands.

Local knowledge can be of great value. Local people are
likely to have an understanding of a forest gathered
through direct experience and through conversation, and
this may benefit the manager in identifying specific issues
or problems. People can also be ‘a resource’, for example
through helping with data collection, as is the case in the
Forestry Commission’s national ‘oak bud burst’ initiative.

Modern forest management therefore recognises the value
of the expertise and knowledge of forest users and wider
stakeholders. It tailors decisions according to local situations

Figure 2

The development of special interest groups makes forest
management today a more complex process.

This Information Note supports a training course of the
same title, run by Forestry Training Services (see page 12
for contact details). 

WHAT IS  SOCIAL RESEARCH?

Social research involves the collection, classification and
analysis of data on the attitudes, behaviour, needs,
expectations and experiences of individuals, groups and
populations. It relates these data to the social, political,
economic and cultural situations (contexts) in which people
live. In this way, we can use research (a) for gathering
social intelligence and evidence about people and groups
within society and (b) to understand how they relate to
the work of the forestry sector. For forest managers it is a
means to learn about and stay informed of the needs and
expectations of forest users, customers and stakeholders who
are influenced by forests, their products and their services.

Social research can be conducted in a variety of ways. It
can be carried out by the management team or you may
decide to ‘buy in’ the expertise of an external research
consultant. Within the Forestry Commission there is a
range of different research services available, from advice
through to the planning, management and undertaking
the research. See page 12 for further details.

THE BENEFITS AND
CHALLENGES OF RESEARCH

Research is an activity that managers may feel they know
little about. It can also be time consuming and cost money.
So why should we be concerned with it? The responsiveness
of forestry to stakeholders will be strongly influenced by the
quality of the information upon which forest management
decisions are based. It is therefore important that our
decision making is based on the use of sound information,
rather than guesswork, speculation or anecdotal evidence. 

Researching ‘people’ is becoming more important to
managers. As traditional class, age and gender boundaries
break down and as groups with particular interests or
needs emerge, understanding stakeholders becomes a
more complex task (Figure 2). Forest management in turn
needs to be designed and targeted to meet the require-
ments of specific groups. This market-driven approach,
based upon segmentation and differentiation of ‘customers’,
is common to all business sectors today. We have to
understand the views of different ‘publics’, for example
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rather than prescribing one-size-fits-all solutions. This
implies decision making that includes the views of people
who have an interest in the outcome of those decisions.

Sound information therefore helps us to develop products
and services that are appropriate to different groups of
stakeholders and to anticipate conflicts of interest or need,
or what might be controversial decisions. It can bring to
light connections or barriers between people and
woodlands, and help us to manage those relationships. In
short, it can lead to efficient and consensus-based decision
making. Examples of how social research has contributed
to forest management can be found on page 11.

THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Social research is made up of a number of stages that are
common to any project regardless of its approach or topic
of study. These stages, along with the key things we need
to consider within each stage, are detailed in Table 1. As
we work through the stages, our ideas and understanding
of the research topic, aims and objectives, will develop. It
is therefore important not to be afraid to revisit previous
stages, so that new ideas and understanding can be
incorporated into them.

Before proceeding to consider stages in more detail, we
will briefly summarise different overarching approaches to
gathering research information.

Approaches to gathering research
information

There are two main ‘methodological’ approaches to
carrying out research. These are termed ‘quantitative’ and
‘qualitative’. Quantitative research includes surveys which
yield numerical data. Qualitative research includes
techniques such as focus groups and interviews.

The two methodologies have fundamental differences in
terms of the type of data they gather (and therefore the
information they produce), the methods and sampling
strategies they use, their approach to generalisation of
data as well as the way in which they understand a range
of situations. For example, the relationship between the
researcher and those being researched. It is useful to be
aware of these practical and philosophical differences as
they can tell us about the strengths and weaknesses of
different approaches. 

The main characteristics of quantitative and qualitative
research approaches are set out in Table 2. 

It can be seen that where we need numerical information,
that is representative of particular groups or populations,
for example where we want to know what proportion of
local residents directly use a particular woodland, a
quantitative approach to research should be taken. 
Alternatively, where our emphasis is on building in-depth
understanding about how and why individuals, groups and

Table 1 Stages in the research process.

Research stages What to think about

Identify your research topic What is the problem or management need for information? 

Formulate your aims and objectives What is the rationale behind the need for the research/what do you want to achieve?

Frame your research questions What questions do you need to ask to get the information you require?

Identify your data/information needs What data are required to address the problem or information need? What are you
going to do with the information?

Identify work that has already been
completed on your research topic

Check the literature. Speak to experts.

Select your research methods What methods will provide data suitable to answer your questions? What methods are
practicable given the resources you have available?

Undertake your research Collect data and record information, bearing in mind the importance of trust, ethics
and issues of disclosure when doing research.

Analyse and interpret your data What is the data saying? What implications does this have for forest management?

Record, apply and/or disseminate your
research process, its findings and their
implications

What is the best way of recording processes, data and information? How can we make
use of this information? Is it relevant to other areas of our work or the work of others?
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populations think or act in particular ways, for example,
‘How do people make choices about their use of
woodlands?’, then a qualitative approach to research is
appropriate. This approach is a good way of gathering
non-numerical, usually verbal information which enables us
to take account of the fact that people think and act as they
do, because they hold certain beliefs, values and interests.
Qualitative research can therefore help us to understand
how these factors, and the contexts in which people live,
affect the choices they make about their use of woodlands.

However, neither approach is exclusive and it may be that
both are used within a single research project. For
example, perhaps we have little understanding of a topic
and decide to carry out some qualitative research, such as
a focus group, with a relatively small number of
individuals to identify important issues. The relevance of
these issues to a larger and statistically relevant
population can then be assessed through the use of
quantitative research, say a questionnaire survey. It may
be that, having identified issues critical to certain groups
or a larger mass, we then wish to re-employ qualitative
research methods to explore those issues in greater detail,

perhaps amongst specific groups or in certain situations.
So the two methods are often used to support each other.
Some examples of the use of quantitative and qualitative
research, including mixed approaches, to address forest
management issues are provided on page 11. 

The next sections of this Note now consider the key stages
of research identified in Table 1.

Framing research problems and questions

To begin with it is necessary to identify the management
problem or explore the management need for information
on a particular topic and what we are going to do with
the information. 

Say, for example, that we want to understand the role of
woodlands in promoting physical activity amongst children.
Underlying this topic is a whole range of issues within
society, such as:

• Parents concerns over children’s safety outdoors. 
• The rise in computer use and watching television. 

Quantitative methodologies Qualitative methodologies

Type of
information
produced

Quantifiable numerical, categorical and
ranking data which is seen to be represent-
ative of particular groups or populations.

Textual or visual data which is not necessarily representative but
gives in-depth data which is relevant to the situation (context) in
which it is ‘produced’. 

Research
questions

Focus on identifying ‘what’ or ‘how many’
type questions. Tend to be closed and are
used to set hypotheses. Can include some
open-ended questions. Each participant is
asked the same questions.

Focus on ‘why’ and ‘how’ type questions which tend to be ‘open-
ended’. Often use a protocol containing research themes to guide
questioning. Each participant is asked about the same themes but
they are also able to introduce their own themes if they feel they
are relevant.

Process of
research

Focused on objective gathering of data for
statistical analysis. Data are not contextually
rich.

Ideas emerge from the research, findings are context rich
(subjective) and the focus is on the search for themes rather than
figures. Researcher is seen to have an influence on the research
process and results produced.

Approach to
generalisation

Information produced is representative of
particular populations and is therefore
generalisable to larger numbers of people.
It is possible to create objective rules about
the way in which people think and behave.

Information produced is context bound. Meanings are therefore
specific to the situation in which they are produced. However, they
may be common to larger groups in similar contextual situations and
/or with the same attributes (e.g. values and beliefs). Studies in one
situation can be used to help form a judgement about other situations.

Research
methods

Usually ‘survey’ based for example, postal,
telephone and face to face questionnaire
surveys.

Interviews, focus groups, discussion groups, participant observation,
case studies and documentary evidence.

Sampling
strategies

Often random to gain a statistically
representative sample of a larger population.

Usually ‘purposeful’ to gain information rich cases

Analysis Usually begins when sampling is completed
and after data have been collected. Data
quantified so hypotheses can be statistically
analysed. Results are produced by
aggregating individual responses.

Begins with data collection which in turn can help drive further
sampling decisions. Thematic analysis using words and meanings.
Provides interpretative depth (insight into the meaning of
responses) and explanatory depth (understanding of why
individuals and groups respond as they do).

Table 2 Differing approaches and perspectives to gathering information.



5

• Transport. 
• Access to woods.
• An increase in the amount of junk food consumed. 

All of these have a bearing on children’s physical activity
levels. While we may not want to consider these as part of
the research project, we need to be aware of them as
wider issues within society so that we can set the research
in its proper context. If the subject is outside our normal
experience it might be that we don’t know that there are
issues such as these, and a qualitative scoping study would
then be valuable. This context might help us to
understand why we are interested in a particular topic as
well as things that might influence how people think and
behave. It is useful in understanding our need for
particular information, i.e. our rationale for research.

The rationale for a research project then needs to be laid
out as research aims and objectives. The aim should
explain what it is that we want our overall achievement to
be in carrying out our research. The objectives should
detail the sub-issues we need to address in order to
achieve the aim. 

Aims and objectives then need to be broken down into
research questions. These should be thought through
carefully. To translate the aims and objectives into
questions it is useful to ask, ‘What do we need to know to
tackle this objective or to manage for this particular issue
effectively?’ For example a forest district wanted to
replace visitor information boards and leaflets in one of its
forests. In order to do this managers decided that they
needed to know the types and levels of information
visitors to the site would like to see. To gather this
information, they ran a visitor survey.

Having determined the research questions we need to
decide what information is needed to answer them 
(Figure 3); for example, we might decide we need to
know the proportion of children that use woodlands for
walking. Here it is likely we will want to get a specific
answer to a question, such as one asking whether a child
has visited woodlands in the last year. In this situation a
choice of responses is likely, for example, ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or
‘Don’t Know’. Additionally, we might want to know how
often they visit and how important different aspects of the
forest visit are to them. In these situations we might ask
the research participants to respond to a scale detailing
different frequencies of visit or to rank the importance of
different aspects of their visit on a scale of one to five.
Questions where respondents are given specific choices of
response are called ‘closed questions’.

On the other hand, we may find that there is a gap in our
understanding. So, for example, not only do we need to
know what is going on but we also need to understand
why it is happening; for example, why do some children
use woodlands for walking while others do not? When we
have little understanding about a topic, it can be useful to
pose ‘open-ended questions’ that enable respondents to
explain, in their own words, why they behave in
particular ways. This can provide us with a more in-depth
understanding of the, perhaps complex, issues which
affect people’s behaviour.

It is also important to think about whether questions
might usefully include a comparison; for example, ‘How
does woodland use compare to use of other outdoor
environments?’ Or there might be a historical element to
the question; for example, ‘How has the use of woodlands
for recreation changed over time?’ Most fundamentally, in
framing questions we must keep focused on our research
aims and objectives. In other words, we must know why
we are asking each question. Also, we need to think
carefully about the type of information we need and how
the questions asked, whether closed or open, comparative
or historical, will impact on the type of information we
will receive.

With some research topics standard social science
questions are used. This makes it easier to make
comparisons between, or to amalgamate data gathered in,
different research projects. To find out more about
standard questions used in research see page 12.

As an aid to deciding on the rationale for research, its
aims and objectives and related questions, it is useful to
find out what work, if any, has been previously carried

Figure 3

Before we start working with people and in order to get the
information we need, it is important to think carefully about
the sorts of questions we need to ask.
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out on our topic of interest. Sometimes referred to as a
literature review, from this it is possible to identify the
current state of knowledge on our specific topic and
contextual information related to it. We can then use this
to make assessments about whether there is adequate
information already existing on the topic to enable us to
address the management problem. If this is the case, then
no more research is needed. 

On the other hand it may be that we find that more
information is required, perhaps specific to our local
situation. In this case, findings from previous work can
help to inform the aims and objectives and research
questions of our proposed new or primary research.
Alternatively, it may be that a dataset already exists on
our subject of interest but that further analysis, referred to
as secondary research, is needed to produce the required
information. Sources of information on research datasets
are described on page 12. Regardless of whether a dataset
is available, literature reviews are an inexpensive way of
gaining information on a topic of concern.

Having established the need for further research and
decided on the rationale, aims, objectives and questions
for research, the next step is to think about how we are
going to gather the necessary information. 

This next section therefore discusses information
collection methods, the different techniques available and
their strengths and weaknesses. It also looks at
considerations to bear in mind as we collect information.

Data collection methods

There are many methods of gathering information
through research. Generally the method we use will be
influenced by (a) the type of information we require and
(b) what we are going to do with that information. So, if
numerical data are required on the use of woods for
recreation activities through the use of mainly closed
questions, for example, ‘Which of the following activities
do you expect to take part in or have you already taken
part in during your visit here today?’ then we will
probably decide to use a survey method to gain the data
(Figure 4). Alternatively, if we want to be more
exploratory and gather in-depth non-numerical data, say
on the types of activities people undertake in woodlands
and why they do them there, we may be using open-ended
questions, for example: ‘Can you tell me about the
activities you take part in when you visit this forest and
why you do them here?’ In this case, we might decide to
use small focus groups to collect data (Figure 5). 

As discussed in the previous section, in some instances it
may be best to use more than one method to gather data.
For example, we might want to gather numerical
(quantitative) data to get an idea of the proportions of
people taking part in different activities, but supplement
that with non-numerical or ‘textual’ (qualitative) data to
help us understand why some activities are more or less
popular than others.

As well as thinking about the types of information we
want, we will also need to consider other things which
affect the suitability of different methods to our situation,
for example: 

• The time scale for gathering the information. 
• The financial cost of their administration. 
• The types of skills required to conduct them. 

Figure 4

Surveys such as this one by Inverness Forest District are useful
for gathering numerical data through the use of mainly closed
questions.

Figure 5

Focus groups provide in-depth information on why and how
people think and behave in different ways.
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• Their suitability to the types of people from whom
we wish to get information.

• The location of those people in relation to the
researchers who will carry out the work.

Tables 3 and 4 list and briefly describe some of the main
research methods used in quantitative and qualitative
research. They also set out their relative strengths and
weaknesses.

Having decided on the research methods we are going to
use, we now need to think about the way we are going to
select and recruit people to take part in the research and
how we are going to define the geographical limits to our
study.

Sampling strategies

The process of selecting people and places to take part in
our study is referred to as ‘sampling’. Sampling is an
extremely important stage in any study as it sets the
boundaries for the individuals, groups, populations and
areas that will be researched. It therefore has a large
influence on how the results of our work can be used.
Having a clear awareness and reasoning of the strengths
and weaknesses of different sampling approaches is
therefore fundamental to achieving high quality research.

The way we decide to sample will be closely related to the
information that we require and the types of methods we
have chosen to use. It may be that a specific group or
groups of people are the focus for our study. People can

Method Description Strengths Weaknesses

Documentary
evidence

Information in existing documents,
e.g. financial and management
accounts. Information from previous
national and local surveys.

Inexpensive and quick. May not relate specifically to the topic or
location of interest.

Postal
questionnaire
surveys

Paper-based questionnaires
containing mainly closed questions.
Respondents complete the form
themselves and return them to the
researcher in the post.

• Relatively quick to
administer. 

• Possibly less research time
required to target large
numbers of people
compared to telephone
and face to face surveys.

• Questions need to be easily understood in
writing and without further explanation. 

• Response rates can be lower compared to
telephone or face to face surveys. 

• Information cannot be directly input into a
computer as survey is being completed. 

• Specialist equipment is required to read
questionnaires and input information directly
into the computer. Manual input can be
time consuming and introduce errors.

Internet
surveys

Questionnaires sent by email or
embedded on a website which
respodents must visit in order to
participate.

Cheap and quick. Restricted to people with internet access. Can
be difficult to select a representative sample if
you do not have supporting personal data
e.g. on age, gender etc.

Telephone
questionnaire
surveys

Questions are asked by researchers
over the telephone. Respondents
give verbal responses which are
then recorded by the researcher on
to a paper questionnaire form or in-
to an electronic form on a computer.

Can explain questions to
respondents if required. 

Cannot use graphics or pictures. Can be
relatively expensive to administer as require
high levels of researcher time compared to
other types of surveys.

Face to face
questionnaire
surveys

Questions are asked by a researcher
in situ with the participants.
Responses are recorded by the
researcher on to paper or directly
into a computer.

Can target respondents in
particular locations. Can
explain questions to
respondents if required.
Relatively high response rate
compared to postal surveys.

Can be relatively expensive to administer as
require high levels of researcher time
compared to other types of surveys, and also
if travel to site is costly.

Self-complete
surveys

Questionnaires are displayed in a
location(s) and are selected and
completed by respondents away
from their place of distribution.

Inexpensive. Tend to have lower response rates than other
forms of questionnaire survey. Difficult to
control the sample.

Table 3 Quantitative methods for gathering information.
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be grouped in many different ways, for example,
according to age, gender, socio-economic status,
recreational activity group or frequency of use of
woodland. Our work may also have a geographical focus,
for example, an interest in people living in urban areas or
local to a particular woodland. In this case we may decide
to use one or more ‘study areas’ to explore the topic in
question.

There are many different approaches to sampling (referred
to as sampling strategies). Two of the main ones are
random sampling and purposeful sampling. Random
sampling is often used in quantitative studies, for example
questionnaire surveys, where we aim to gather
information from a broad and statistically representative
cross-section of the public. The number of people involved
in the study will be determined by the degree of statistical
reliability we wish to gain. Random samples can be
stratified so that if we are interested in getting (and
perhaps comparing) results for different sub-groups, say
those living in different regions within the UK, we can
make sure that we have sufficient respondents in each sub-
group to provide reliable results.

Purposeful sampling is usually used in qualitative studies,
where our focus is on gaining an in-depth and context-
rich understanding of issues. A smaller number of
participants are worked with in more depth than would
be the case for an equivalent study using a quantitative

approach. The aim of sampling is therefore to select
participants who are not necessarily representative of a
particular population but who give us a particular
opportunity to study our topic of interest. For example,
we may select people because they have something in
common and therefore provide an opportunity to study
our topic under some similar circumstances. On the other
hand, we may want to explore our topic in as many
different situations as possible. In this case we would
select respondents because they possessed a range of
different attributes (or sampling criteria). 

When deciding on our sampling strategy, it can be useful
to read through the results of previous studies on our
topic of research as this can provide information on
factors and/or contexts that are important to
understanding the topic. For example, it may be that
proximity of residence to a woodland has been found to
be important in influencing people’s use of woodlands.
We might want to use this as a sampling criterion to
ensure that we select people who live at a range of
different distances from woodland or focus on people
living within a certain radius of woodland.

Once we have gathered and recorded our research data, it
is time to start analysing it and producing information for
forest managers to use. The next section describes this
analysis stage first with quantitative data and then with
qualitative data.

Method Description Strengths Weaknesses

Documentary
evidence

Uses existing data sources, e.g.
newspapers and historical documents,
to gain information.

There maybe a wealth of relevant data
already collected by others that can be
utilised for the research. This is therefore a
quick and cheap method of gathering
evidence.

Existing information may not
meet your specific research
objectives.

Interviews These can be semi-structured or un-
structured. Lack of interaction
between interviewees enables the
researcher to build up a detailed
picture on each individual’s attitudes,
behaviours, etc.

Responses are context and information
rich. They provide in-depth understanding
on why people think and act in particular
ways.

Lack of interaction with other
participants may curtail the
generation of thoughts or
development of ideas by
participants (but this can also
be a strength).

Focus groups
or discussion
groups

These tend to be semi-structured: use
a topic guide to steer discussions.
Focus groups use pre-planned
‘activities’ to gather information from
participants.

Excellent at uncovering why respondents
think as they do as the interaction
between people in groups means people
have to explain and justify their views.

One person in the group may
dominate or be disruptive
whilst others may be
subdued or feel pressure to
conform to the group view.

Participant
observation

Researcher takes part in the activity of
the group or community being
studied.

Can highlight how people behave and use
spaces, e.g. to observe which footpaths
people use or the interactions between
children in adventure play areas.

Time is needed in the area or
community of study.

Table 4 Qualitative methods for gathering information.
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Analysis of data

Analysis of quantitative data
The first stage in any quantitative data analysis is usually
validation. That is, checking that the responses are within
any valid ranges and that they are consistent with the
responses given to any other questions. Any
inconsistencies or apparent errors found are then
investigated and, if necessary, the data are amended. For
computer-assisted interviewing (CAPI or CATI) this
validation checking is built into the interview so that any
queries can be raised with the respondent.

The data are then aggregated and tables produced to show
results for the entire sample and for any subsets of the
sample desired. If the sample is considered to be
representative of a wider population, rating factors can be
applied to the figures to produce results for this
population. Rating factors will usually take into account
the composition of both the population and the sample (in
terms of known characteristics such as age and gender).

In reporting the results from the survey, the following
information should be included:

• Purpose of the survey.
• Methodology used.
• Response rates, if known.
• How the sample results have been rated up to

produce population results, if relevant.
• Estimates of sampling errors, if available.
• The main results from the survey.

The main results should be reported objectively, covering
both positive and negative findings. Careful thought
should be given to the most appropriate presentation of
the results. In many cases a graph can convey the main
messages much more effectively than a large table of
numbers. However, the most appropriate presentation
will depend upon the audience for the results.

Analysis of qualitative data
There is a range of approaches to analysing qualitative
data. However, generally, qualitative analysis is based on
the process of identifying themes and patterns in the data.
In qualitative research we often begin analysing our data
before we have finished the data collection. This enables
us to develop an understanding of the issues being raised
which can help us to decide who else we want to speak
with, i.e. sample, and what themes we want to discuss
with them. Having thought about the key themes of our
work and how they are similar or different between

individuals and groups, we need to think about the key
messages that are emerging from the work and the
implications that these have for forest management.

As discussed, qualitative research aims to develop an in-
depth understanding of an issue(s) in a specific context(s)
rather than to obtain data representative of a larger
population. However, it might be that the attitudes,
behaviours and experiences of our participants are shared
by a larger group. One way to make assessments on the
extent to which our findings are generalisable to other
people, places and times, is to work with different groups
of people, use a multi-site study or repeat the study at a
different time(s). Another way is to identify whether other
studies on the same topic but working with different
groups of people, in different places or at a different
times, have produced similar findings.

As we may wish to come back to our research in the
future or others may want to use it, when the findings are
recorded, it is important to set out broader information
about the research, for example, the rationale behind it,
the aims and objectives, the research approach and
methods (including sampling) used, as well as how our
data were gathered and analysed. When writing up work,
it is also useful to think about the strengths and
weaknesses of the findings, for example in terms of the
questions asked and the methods used. If we were to do
the study again, what would we keep the same and what
would we do differently?

When disseminating the results of our work, and in order
to exemplify particular points, we may use direct word for
word (verbatim) extracts from discussions with research
participants. However, we can only use the names of
participants if they have agreed to be identified. Most
social research will not identify people specifically, for
example provide names, but instead will give readers an
idea of their age range, socio-economic background and
geographical location, depending on what seems most
relevant.

The next section discusses other ethical issues which
should be kept in mind and addressed during the research
process.

Ethical issues

Ethical issues are an important consideration in social
research as we are gathering data about people. We
recommend that anyone commissioning social research
should ask the researchers to state the ethical code of
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conduct they will be following. The Chartered Institute of
Marketing website (www.cim.co.uk) gives links to several
codes of conduct, as well as their own code. Forest
Research Social Research Group also has an ethical
statement (see Sources of support and further information,
page 12).

Addressing ethical issues enables us to consider and
protect the rights of the people with whom we wish to
work. However, it can also help to establish trust between
researchers and participants – an important pre-requisite
for obtaining high quality information. Ethics are
therefore fundamental to the integrity and success of any
research project. In particular, it is important that we
clearly explain the purpose of the work we are carrying
out to the people we want to take part in the study. Also,
the role that we would like individuals to play in that
work must be made clear, including how the information
they provide will be used. We can tell people about these
things through an initial contact letter, telephone call or
face to face with participants. If children are to be
included in the research we will need to seek their parents
permission
. It is important that we ensure that people’s right not to
take part in the work is respected and for those who do
take part, that they remain anonymous, unless they
specifically state otherwise. As a way of providing
confidentiality, participants are usually allocated code
numbers. Lists of codes and names should be kept
separate from the research data and removed from records
after a period of time, agreed in advance with each
research participant.

In the case of qualitative work, discussions are sometimes
recorded on a tape or mini disc. The advantage of
recording discussions is that it enables an accurate record
of conversations to be gained while also allowing the
researcher to focus their attention on what participants
are saying. Before the start of any recording, permission
should always be obtained from participants. An
alternative to recording is to take detailed notes of
discussions. As some respondents may not want to have
their voices recorded, we must always be prepared to take
full notes of what is said (although basic notes should
always be taken in case the recording device fails).

It is also important to consider the extent to which our
interpretation of discussions is authentic. In other words,

if we were to give individual respondents our
interpretation of their discussions with us, would they
recognise them as their own? As researchers and users of
research information, we need to think about and be
explicit about how our interests and experiences or those
of the person doing the analysis might affect the
interpretation of our data. One way of increasing the
‘credibility’ of our research is to provide participants with
a copy of our interpretation of discussions with them and
give them an opportunity to respond to that analysis with
amendments. In this way, our final analysis can be revised
to provide a more accurate interpretation of participants’
attitudes, behaviours and so on.

IMPLEMENTING EVIDENCE:
HOW CAN RESEARCH
INFORMATION SUPPORT
MANAGEMENT PLANNING?

On page 2 we discussed some of the benefits and challenges
of using social research information. We mentioned the
importance of policies and management objectives being
based on an informed awareness of how people live their
lives and how management may impact on this.

Boxes 1–4 provide recent examples of quantitative,
qualitative and mixed approach studies which have
provided information on a range of forest management
issues. Some of the examples have provided practical
recommendations for forest management while others

*There are statutory requirements that people working with children and
vulnerable people go though a process of ‘disclosure’ where any past
convictions or investigations are brought to light. The Forestry Commission’s
Personnel Department produces guidance on working with children.
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Box 2 An example of using a qualitative research approach to explore policy issues.

The place of forestry in modern Welsh culture and life
In this work conducted by Bangor University, a series of focus groups were undertaken to explore the importance and value of woods and
trees to people in north Wales. The main themes emerging from the work included:

• Threat of urbanisation – this highlighted the importance of land use development and planning as significant concerns for the groups.
• Stability and familiarity – this was based on a desire to keep woods intact in the face of landscape and cultural change. There were

also worries about a lack of consultation by the government and forestry industry.
• Wildlife protection and biodiversity – this emphasised the importance of woods as a habitat for wildlife.

This work highlighted the layers of public understanding of the importance of woodlands not only to individuals but also for Welsh society.
The work contributed to forestry policy as it raised awareness of the psychological dimensions of environmental valuation, and some of the
methods of the research were used by the Forestry Commission as part of a public consultation exercise related to the development of the
Welsh woodland strategy in 1999.

Box 1 An example of a quantitative research approach to explore practical forest management issues.

Visitor monitoring surveys
Quantitative techniques such as questionnaire surveys can be used to gather data on numbers and types of people visiting forests and
woodlands. Basic demographic information (for example, on gender, age, socio-economic grouping and ethnicity) are gathered along
with information on, for example, the type of visitor, mode of transport used to reach a site, frequency of visits, main activity, length of
stay and views on site improvements which could be made. This provides a baseline of information to enable decisions about how to focus
forest management, for example, the types of users it needs to consider. 

In 2002 a visitor survey at Cwmcarn Visitor Centre, in Coed y Cymoedd Forest District in Wales found that:
• Half of the respondents were locals (49%).
• 11% of people said there was someone with a special need in their group.
• The main reason for the visit to Cwmcarn was to walk or to cycle.
• The average length of stay was 3.9 hours.
• Over two-fifths of groups visiting (44%) had always known about the site; 23% had found out about it from friends and relatives and

5% had found the site through road signs.
• The facilities in the Visitor Centre were generally rated as ‘good’ or ‘very good’ (café, shop and information). The picnic area, car

park and the management of the forest were not rated lower than ‘OK’.
Collecting such data over a period of years, enables trends in visitor use of sites to be tracked. This might be useful, for example in
monitoring the impact of funding. Visitor monitoring surveys might also point to further research which needs to be conducted, for example,
to understand why particular groups are not using forests and woodlands and how their needs and expectations might be accommodated.

Box 3 An example of using a mixed research approach to explore practical forest management issues.

aC2DE: skilled manual worker, semi-skilled and unskilled manual worker, or unemployed.
bABC1: higher, intermediate or supervisory managerial/administrative/professional.

Understanding and monitoring quality of experience among forest users
This research was carried out by NFO World Group on behalf of Forest Enterprise. Face to face and self-completion questionnaires were
used along with focus groups to explore the quality of experience of visitors to Grizedale Forest. In addition to visitor and trip profile
information, the questionnaire survey explored the importance of and satisfaction with different aspects of the visit, disturbances to
people’s enjoyment, expectations versus actual experience, and suggested site improvements.

Following analysis of the questionnaire surveys, it was possible to highlight issues (sometimes with specific groups of users) that
management needed to understand further to improve the quality of experience of recreational visitors. The survey found that:

• Overall, visitors in the ‘empty nester’ lifecycle perceived the sculptures, solitude, scenery, wildlife and opportunities to keep fit as
most important to their quality of experience, while ‘young independents’ rated car parking, trails for activities such as cycling and
bicycle hire as more important. Families rated signposting, toilets, play equipment, the ‘Go-Ape’ course, safety in the forest and
being able to spend time together as most important to them.

• A quarter of respondents stated that the visit was ‘much better’ than they had expected while 20% stated that it was ‘a little better’.
About half of respondents found the forest ‘as expected’ (49%) while 5% thought that it was worse. Overall, visitors in the C2DEa

social classes and ‘young independents’ were most likely to find the forest to be much better than expected while ABC1sb and
visitors on short trips were less likely to do so.

• The most frequent suggestions of ways to improve quality of experience were more children’s activities or play areas (7%), more or
improved maps and signs (7%) and more trails and paths (4%).
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have provided guidance for future policymaking.

SOURCES OF SUPPORT AND
FURTHER INFORMATION

There are many sources of support and information for
those who wish to gather and use research information.
Some key contacts are listed below:

Association of Qualitative Researchers: www.aqrp.co.uk

Information on commercial qualitative research consultants (listed

according to subject area specialisms and services offered). Also, on

line library and information on events and training programme.

Bryman, A. (2004). 

Social research methods. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Companion website: www.oup.com

Chartered Institute of Marketing: www.cim.co.uk

Information on standards and reports by major market research

companies.

Economic and Social Research Council Social Survey Question Bank
http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk

Guidance on standard social science research questions.

Forestry Commission Economics and Statistics:
www.forestry.gov.uk/statistics  |  statistics@forestry.gsi.gov.uk

Statistics: Simon Gillam: 0131 314 6280

Sheila Ward: 0131 314 6475

Harvey Snowling: 0131 314 6218

Economics: Pat Snowdon: 0131 314 6254

Michael Thomson: 0131 314 6177

Advice and support on quantitative surveys, including

methodologies, questionnaire design, data entry and analysis.

Forestry Commission Forest Training Services
01387 860637/668  |  www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/hcou-4yqm8d

Training course: ‘Proving it!’ Evidence gathering for forest managers:

an introduction to the use of social research information in forestry.

Forest Research Social Research Group:

www.forestresearch.gov.uk/fr/infd-5stbz2

David Edwards: david.edwards@forestry.gsi.gov.uk  |  01420 22255

Liz O’Brien: liz.o’brien@forestry.gsi.gov.uk  |  01420 22255

Paul Tabbush: paul.tabbush@forestry.gsi.gov.uk  |  01420 22255

Max Hislop: max.hislop@forestry.gsi.gov.uk  |  0131 445 2176

Suzanne Martin: suzanne.martin@forestry.gsi.gov.uk  |  0131 445 2176

Advice and support on qualitative research including

Box 4 An example of using a mixed research approach to explore policy issues.

Ownership patterns, and owner’s attitudes and perceptions of public access provision in the south east of England 
The above study undertaken by the University of Brighton for the Forestry Commission began with a postal questionnaire to owners and
was followed up by a telephone interview. A sub-set of woodland owners then took part in in-depth interviews. The study grouped owners
into three distinct types:

• Dutyists – who felt they had a duty to provide public access. These were mainly public/non-profit making owners.
• Marketeers – those who will only provide access if the incentive is right: mainly private owners.
• Reluctants – this was a small group who did not wish to permit access and wanted to maintain privacy.

The research provided guidance on how the English woodland grant scheme might target different types of owners. It showed that some
owners require monetary incentives while others are willing to provide access but want advice and information from the Forestry
Commission on a range of management issues. The work also suggested that the ‘reluctants’ who often buy woodlands for privacy
purposes would be difficult to target and that it might therefore be more effective to concentrate on the other groups in order to increase
public access to woodlands.

methodologies, research design, management and analysis.

Market Research Industry: www.mrweb.co.uk

Information on market research companies.

Market Research Society: www.mrs.org.uk

Events, training and publications on market research, including

A newcomer’s guide to market and social research.

National Centre For Social Research: www.natcen.ac.uk

Specialises in social surveys and qualitative research for the

development and evaluation of public policy, including the design,

conduct and analysis of quantitative and qualitative research. Also

provides advice and support on research methods through

publications and training events.

National Statistics, Neighbourhood Statistics:
http://neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk

Census information and Index of Multiple Deprivation.

National Statistics:
www.statistics.gov.uk/methods_quality/classifications.asp

Guidance on standard social science research and questions used in

quantitative surveys.

UK Data Archive and Economic and Social Data Service:

www.data-archive.ac.uk and www.esds.ac.uk

Curator of the largest collection of digital data in the social sciences

and humanities in the UK. Holds both quantitative and qualitative

datasets which are available to users wishing to carry out further

analysis on ‘secondary’ data.

Enquiries relating to this publication should be addressed to:

Suzanne Martin
Social Research Group
Forest Research
Northern Research Station
Roslin
Midlothian
EH25 9SY

Tel: 0131 445 2176
Fax: 0131 445 5124

Email: suzanne.martin@forestry.gsi.gov.uk




