
What types of health
research are there?

Observational research
In observational studies, researchers look at what’s already happening. Researchers will consider things like
your health, wellbeing and lifestyle – but they won’t test out ways to improve your health.  

There are lots of different types of
research you can get involved
with – it’s not all clinical trials! 

Qualitative research: 
Focuses on research participants’
experiences and perspectives 
Participation might involve interviews,
focus groups, keeping a diary, or creative
activities 
Types of data could include interview
transcripts, recordings, photos, diary
entries or artwork 
Researchers analyse this data by looking
for common themes and topics  

Example: Healthwatch Essex ran a research
project on women’s experiences of
Inflammatory Bowel Disease during
pregnancy. Participants’ accounts of how they
managed their conditions were used to make
recommendations to improve services. 

Cohort studies:
Follow a large group of people over a long period of time, tracking
things like their health, lifestyle and education. 
Help to identify risk factors for diseases at the population level.

 
Example: The 1970 British Cohort study follows the lives of more than
17,000 people in the UK born in a single week of 1970. It found that
physical activity and taking breaks improves physical and mental
health in middle-age. 

Case studies:
Look closely at the case of a person, a service, or a small group of
people in a real-world context. 
A qualitative case study is an in-depth look at someone’s lived
experience and perspectives. 
A medical case study looks at a complex or unusual situation -
for example, if someone is diagnosed with a rare disease. 



Clinical trials
Clinical trials are a type of experimental research. This means that rather than just observing, researchers
intervene with what they’re looking at to test a hypothesis. They are vital for figuring out if an intervention is safe
and effective.

What do clinical trials test? 
Clinical trials don’t only test new drugs - they can test any kind of medical, surgical, or behavioural intervention.
This could be a type of support group, a lifestyle change, medical equipment, or even a new surgery.  

Trial phases
Clinical trials take place over four or
five phases. Early phases have a
small number of participants – if
they are looking at a drug,
participants will only receive a very
small amount at first to check it is
safe. 

If the early phases find that a
treatment or intervention is safe, the
trial can proceed to later phases
with more participants. 

This process helps to understand
safe dosages, short-term and long-
term side effects of new treatments
and interventions, and how
effectively they work.  

Control and treatment groups
Some clinical trials will randomly
separate participants into different
groups – these are called
‘Randomised Control Trials’.  

The control group receives the
current standard treatment, a
placebo, or nothing at all. 

The treatment group receives the
new treatment that is being tested. 

Control groups are just as
important as treatment groups –
without the control group, there
would be no way to know if a new
treatment was better than an
existing one. 

Blind and double-blind trials
Trial blinding helps to ensure
that results are not biased by
people knowing about the
control and treatment groups.  

Blind trial: Participants don’t
know if they are in the treatment
or control group. 

Double-blind trial: Neither
researchers nor participants
know who is in which group. 




