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BACKGROUND 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This report sets out the rationale, methodology and findings for a "mystery shopper" exercise, 
which was commissioned by the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) Clinical 
Research Network. 
 
Its purpose is to provide information about the experiences of patients seeking general 
information about what clinical research is happening in their local Trust. This includes guidance 
on where to go or what to do if they want to find out about local research opportunities, or how 
they might engage with the research agenda. 
 
We hope that the report will: 
 
• Encourage NHS organisations to reflect upon the extent to which they are providing an 

adequate level of information to support patient choice with regard to clinical research 
• Become more proactive in raising awareness about local clinical research activity and 

opportunities 
• Develop better signposting to existing resources and sources of information  
 
 
Role of clinical research in the NHS 
 
Clinical research is the way in which evidence is gathered about "what works" in order to 
improve patient treatments in the NHS.  It has a vital role to play in fuelling innovation, improving 
quality, and keeping the NHS at the forefront of patient care.  
 
There is evidence to show that having access to clinical research participation is important to 
patients.  For example: 
 
• A 2012 consumer poll showed that 82% of patients surveyed believed it is important for the 

NHS to offer patients opportunities to take part in clinical research [Source:  One Poll] 
• 95% of cancer patients who participated in a discussion about clinical research were glad to 

have been asked, whilst 53% of those who were not asked about research would have liked to 
have been (2012 National Cancer Patient Survey) 

 
 
Finding out about research - a clinician-initiated approach 
 
At present, the mechanism through which NHS patients get involved in clinical research is 
clinician-initiated.  That is to say, individual or groups of patients with specific conditions are 
approached by their doctor, nurse or surgery, and asked if they would consider participating in a 
study.  There is evidence to suggest that, until such an approach is made, many patients and 
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carers are unaware that clinical research is taking place or that participation in a research study 
is a potential option.  [Source:  One Poll consumer survey 2012.  Information at:  
http://www.crncc.nihr.ac.uk/news/news_archive/survey_raises_questions ] 
 
The work of linking patients with relevant research opportunities in the clinical setting is a key 
responsibility of the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) Clinical Research Network.  It 
delivers this by providing NHS Trusts with special funding to cover the cost of employing 
research nurses and other clinical research delivery staff, who identify and approach patients 
about relevant research opportunities and carry out research tasks associated with the studies.  
Network staff also work with clinicians to encourage engagement with clinical research activity, 
increase the capacity for high-quality research, and develop a clinical research culture across all 
parts of the NHS. 
 
This approach has been highly successful, and is testimony to the focus government policy has 
placed on clinical research, the work of the NIHR and the Clinical Research Network to deliver 
this policy on the ground, and the efforts of the many individual NHS clinicians and managers 
who are passionate about clinical research and its role in improving treatments for patients.   
 
Not only do 99% of NHS Trusts now carry out some level of research, but the number of 
patients involved in research has more than doubled since 2007, to a record 595,000+ patient 
volunteers in the year 2011/12.   
 
Table 1: Growth in patient recruitment to NIHR CRN Portfolio clinical research studies in the NHS 

2007/2008 2008/2009 2009/2010 2010/2011 2011/2012 

208,200 331,226 454,138 564,698 595,540 
 
Source:  NIHR Clinical Research Network Portfolio Database 
 
 
Is a clinician-initiated approach enough? 
 
Notwithstanding past growth and success, the NIHR Clinical Research Network believes that, in 
an era of patient choice, NHS Trusts should empower patients, and help to develop the appetite 
for clinical research participation, by providing a basic level of information about local activity 
and opportunities.   With this support, patients will be able to raise questions with their doctor if 
they wish to do so, rather than passively rely on a clinician making an approach. 
 
This is important when the level of clinical research engagement amongst clinicians is not 
uniformly developed across every therapy area within each Trust.  [Source:  NIHR Clinical 
Research Network Portfolio.  Information at:  
http://www.crncc.nihr.ac.uk/health+professionals/research_performance ] 
 
 
Promoting clinical research is part of the NHS Constitution 
 
Providing patients with basic information so that they know a Trust is research-active, 
understand how patients can get involved in clinical research opportunities, and can initiate a 
conversation with their doctor, does not require any new commitment from the NHS.  Rather it 

http://www.crncc.nihr.ac.uk/news/news_archive/survey_raises_questions
http://www.crncc.nihr.ac.uk/health+professionals/research_performance
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requires the NHS to deliver on what it has already pledged to do in accordance with the NHS 
Constitution.   
 
• The stated principles of the NHS contained in the Constitution include a “commitment to 

innovation and to the promotion and conduct of research to improve the current and future 
health and care of the population.” 
 

• The Constitution includes a pledge to provide information to support patient choice - 
including in the area of clinical research.  Specifically, it states that:  "The NHS will do all it 
can to ensure that patients, from every part of England, are made aware of research that is 
of particular relevance to them."  

 
THE MYSTERY SHOPPER INITIATIVE 
 
 
Purpose 
 
The purpose of the NIHR Clinical Research Network's mystery shopper initiative was to assess, 
through a survey of representative NHS Trusts, the extent to which the NHS is promoting 
research, as per the pledge in the Constitution.   
 
 
Method 
 
• The mystery shopper survey asked representatives to visit NHS Trust sites to see how easy 

it was to find out about clinical research opportunities, using the most obvious basic sources 
of information available (ie:  on-site notice boards/info stations, Trust website, asking at 
reception, using the Patient Advice and Liaison Service where provided) 
 

• A pilot project with five NHS Trusts was carried out in September 2012 to gather some initial 
evidence and test whether the survey was fit-for-purpose.  The results of the pilot suggested 
a very mixed picture with regard to accessibility of information, and indicated that a wider 
survey would be of value. 

 
• The full project was undertaken in December 2012.  Forty acute Trusts were selected, 

taking a proportionate sample from different types of NHS Trust (using types as defined by 
Healthcare Commission clusters).  Mental Health and Ambulance Trusts were omitted from 
the project.  Eighty two sites were visited across these 40 Trusts. 
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Trust type Number of Trusts mystery shopped 

Acute specialist 3 

Acute teaching 5 

Large Trusts 10 

Medium Trusts 16 

Small Trusts 6 

 
FINDINGS  
 
 
Availability of information in public notice areas 
 
91% of hospital sites visited did not have any information on clinical research activity in their 
reception area on notice boards, on electronic screens or leaflets displays.  
 
The remaining 9% had information from a range of sources: 
 

• The hospitals own researchers - 6% of sites 
• National Institute for Health Research leaflets - 2% of sites 
• Information supplied by charities - 1% of sites 

 
 
Direction/signposting within the Trust 
 
78 of the 82 sites had a receptionist, often the patient’s first point of contact for information or 
direction.  The receptionist was asked who the mystery shopper should speak to if they were 
interested in clinical research. 
 
• Nearly half of all receptionists approached (46%) told our mystery shopper that clinical 

research was either not something they got involved in, and directed the mystery shopper to 
another hospital or site – or had no suggestion at all to make to direct the patient. 

 
Typical mystery shopper experiences 

 
One mystery shopper was connected by phone to the Research and Development Department, 
who told the shopper that there were lots of studies taking place – too many to mention – but 

that the information couldn’t be shared outside the Health Authority for “protection purposes”. 
 
Another mystery shopper was met with a blank when they enquired about clinical research, 
before being directed to the Human Resources department. 
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In another instance, a mystery shopper approached a greeter, who directed the shopper to the 
receptionist, who sent the shopper to the information desk where no information was available, 
after which they were sent to the Trust’s website.  The experience of being passed from one 
place to another was common. 
 
 
Information online 
 
All mystery shoppers were instructed to look at the Trust’s website as a means of finding out 
about research, and the opportunities available to patients to participate. 
 
• 43 Trusts (52% of our sample) did have a dedicated research section on their website – 

although usefulness varied from very good to poor 
• Only 28 (34%) of our mystery shoppers found that the Trust’s website information was 

useful from a patient perspective 
 
Typical mystery shopper experiences: 
 
Several mystery shoppers found that the research part of the Trust’s website was “under 

construction” and did not contain any information. 
 
One shopper commented that whilst long lists of names and phone numbers for researchers 
were provided online, there was no indication of who a patient should talk to. 
 
One Trust website gave general information that research “may take place from time to time” 
and a telephone number to contact.  However the Trust itself was not aware of this telephone 
number when the shopper made their visit in person. 
 
Another shopper encountered a website with a small paragraph asking for volunteers from a 
haematology trial dated 2010. 
 
On the plus side, some Trusts are providing better quality information.  One shopper found the 
website they visited to be very informative and patient-friendly, whilst other shoppers mentioned 
patient videos and links to other useful websites to be a helpful aide. 
 
One shopper was directed to a link to the UK Clinical Trials Gateway – where current trials are 
listed. 
 
 
 
The PALS service 
 
• 22% of receptionists directed the mystery shopper to the Patient Advice and Liaison 

Service.  However, this often proved unsatisfactory: 
 

• Of the 40 sites where the PALS was open, only 3 had any information to hand out to 
people about clinical research  
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• 11 people were referred by PALS to the Trust website for more information (although 
the website did not always contain this information) 

• Whilst five of our mystery shoppers did receive help in the form of a contact to talk to, or 
a positive suggestion to take forward, more than half of the mystery shoppers who 
contacted PALS felt they did not receive clear guidance about what to do next if they 
wanted to take part in clinical research. 

 
Typical mystery shopper experiences 
 
Whilst most mystery shoppers found the PALS to be helpful and polite, none found them 
knowledgeable about clinical research opportunities. 
 
One mystery shopper reported that they received no encouragement. “They were pleasant but I 
left feeling I had wasted my time”. 
 
Another reported that the PALS representative had tried to help, but didn’t have the knowledge 
to do so. 
 
 
WHAT HAPPENS NEXT? 
 
Whilst accepting this project involved only 10% of NHS Trusts, the NIHR Clinical Research 
Network believes that the findings indicate there is need for action. 
 
To this end, we intend to: 
 
• Use this report as a driver to open a dialogue with NHS Trusts regarding the provision of basic 

information to support patient choice on clinical research, and allow patients to initiate 
conversations with their clinician 

 
• Produce a pack outlining patient resources about clinical research, and how to access them, 

together with examples of best practice in research promotion from across the NHS.  This 
pack will be made available online for NHS Trusts to download, and publicized through local 
NIHR Clinical Research Network contacts. 

 
INFORMATION 
 
For further information about the mystery shopper initiative, please contact: 
 
Louise Wood 
Communications Team 
NIHR Clinical Research Network 
 
Tel:  0113 343 9064 
Email:  louise.s.wood@nihr.ac.uk  
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:louise.s.wood@nihr.ac.uk


Fairbairn House
71-75 Clarendon Road

Leeds
LS2 9PH

Tel:   0113 343 2314
Fax:  0113 343 2300

Web:  www.crncc.nihr.ac.uk
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