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1. Introduction  

Actif is Carmarthenshire County Council’s in-house sport and leisure service, with a mission to use its three hundred-strong team of diverse staff and the eight facilities it operates to inspire the county’s population to be active for life. Its ten-year strategy is shortly to reach the midway point of its implementation, formed using empirical and secondary activity and health-related data.
Szukits and Móricz (2023) provide empirical evidence on the positive impact of using research and data analytics in strategic decision-making, reinforcing the importance of integrating research into organisational practices, which is not only a view that is widely supported, but laid out against the pitfalls of not taking this approach. These include increased risk and reduced effectiveness in decision-making (Rousseau, 2017) (Nutt, 1998) yet beneath the overarching strategy of Actif, evidence-based management (EBM) is not apparent, thus exposing Actif to evidenced pitfalls. 
Appreciating the political, epistemological and methodological challenges Rousseau provides as hindrances, if Actif is to avoid the well-documented demises of hugely successful entities of yester-year like Blockbuster and Kodak, it needs to learn from their failures. Blockbuster were too egotistically focussed on their hard-earned triumphs and ignored a paradigm shift in how consumers accessed and consumed media, Netflix being a tuned-in beneficiary (Smith & Telang, 2016) and Kodak followed a similar trajectory as they failed to respond to a consumer preference shift towards digital photography and irrecoverably lost the market share (Shih, 2016).
Leisure centres are a significant component of Actif’s portfolio, housing multiple business streams that account for most of the service’s income and expenditure. Income areas include fitness memberships, which generates approximately a third of all income, and aquatics, which is responsible for around a quarter. This illustrates the high dependence on the success of a limited number of income streams and emphasises the need to get the facility and programme mix right to ensure future sustainability.
Competition and consumer preference shifts are present in the market and this essay critically evaluates the variety of methodological approaches, research designs and methods that can be employed to collect data regarding whether a leisure centre’s offering meets the needs of its local population in order to inform an EBM approach.
For this study a pragmatic paradigm will be adopted, which allows for the integration of both qualitative and quantitative methods to address the research question comprehensively. Pragmatism is particularly suitable for applied research in organisational settings, as it emphasises practical solutions and the use of multiple methods to gain a holistic understanding. 
A realistic ontology will be adopted, which conceives that customer preference and satisfaction are real phenomena that exist independently of our perceptions. This ontological stance allows us to measure and observe these constructs objectively, using tools such as performance metrics and surveys. 
The epistemological approach is objectivist, aligning with the belief that knowledge about customer preference and satisfaction can be obtained through empirical observation and measurement. 

2. Main Findings

Methodological Approaches
As quantitative and qualitative approaches are appropriate for this study, a review of valuable quantitative data available from Actif is outlined in Fig 1 that would be useful for this study. Any additional data required will be discussed further below.
	Category
	Title
	Purpose
	Design
	Source

	Survey
	Net Promoter Score (NPS)
	Gather numerical data on customer satisfaction, and any further comments
	Rating 1-10 plus open question for feedback
	Proportion of active users emailed daily

	Audit
	Mystery Shop
	Obtain an objective, benchmarked assessment of customer service against sector metrics
	Closed-ended questions, each scored and collated into overall percentage
	One site survey conducted every two months

	Audit
	Customer experience self-assessment
	Obtain an objective assessment of customer service and environment against standards/metrics
	Closed-ended questions, each scored and collated into overall percentage
	One site survey conducted monthly

	Service utilisation metrics
	Membership data
	Analyse existing data on membership levels, including sales and cancellations
	Statistical analysis of patterns to identify trends and correlations between sales, cancellations, demographics and times of year
	System interrogated monthly, to align with Direct Debit income collection

	Service utilisation metrics
	Usage data
	Analyse existing data on attendances and service usage
	Statistical analysis of usage patterns to identify trends and correlations between customer behaviour, activity choices and times of year
	System interrogated monthly, to align with performance data submission

	Demographic analysis
	Population penetration benchmarking
	Analyse and understand the demographic profile of users and non-users and how it correlates with memberships and attendances
	Statistical analysis of age, gender, income and other relevant demographics using statistical techniques

	Integrated software system, benchmarking across the UK



Fig 1: Actif’s existing quantitative data collection methods. 

Actif’s existing methods of collating qualitative data are very limited, not unusual given they are time-consuming and more expensive than quantitative methods, requiring management and organisation of large volumes of data which can be challenging and requires robust systems and processes, and presenting complex ethical issues that may be sensitive and require confidentiality (Pandy, 2016). Cassell and Symon (2015) evidence additional points for this list, stating that organisations may lack the expertise needed to conduct rigorous qualitative analysis, find it difficult to gain access to willing subjects for in-depth research and organisations themselves may resist the adoption of new research methods if they have a long history of relying on quantitative approaches. Given the comprehensive list of data collection methods in Fig 1, the latter point may certainly be true of Actif.
Finally, Actif has attempted to engage and consult with a group of service users at one of its centres, the group being of more of a specific demographic and preference and have come together independently of Actif. This has been reported as producing a bias of opinion which aligns with the findings of Spaar, et al (2022) highlighting how smaller sample sizing can lead to concerns about the generalisability of findings to the broader population. It would be pertinent then to also consider the ways in which it is suggested that limitations can be overcome. For example, researchers could enhance the transferability of their findings by providing rich, detailed descriptions of the research context and participants, allowing determination of the applicability of the results to different settings.
Broadening the qualitative research is therefore key, thus consideration of interviews and a holistic approach to focus groups is key. Given Actif’s buoyant online presence, content analysis might also be a beneficial research method for this study.
Connected to various methods above, a mixed-method approach should also be utilised. Actif’s existing process for Net Promoter Score (NPS) is to receive a score from one to ten expressing the likelihood of a service-user recommending Actif to a friend or family member, which can then be aggregated to benchmark using demographics, sites and the wider sector. Put forward as “The one number you need to grow,” (Reichheld, 2003) an effective capture and use of NPS is reported to increase revenue and growth and enable benchmarking scores in relation to the biggest competitors in one’s industry, chiming well with the needs of Actif.
Whilst comments are invited through the current email process, there is a requirement to contact customers giving a score of six or less – subjects classified as being a detractor. Managers query and discuss the reasoning with the customer, not gathering the information gained into any usable repository. Formalising this contact, even if semi-structured, and using a central repository for data obtained would be the desired mixed method approach.
The same process could apply via content analysis, proactively contacting those who rate Actif online, inviting them to participate in a focus group or interview, providing rich, contextual information that can explain the underlying reasons for feedback.

Research Design
There is no definitive list of types of research design, various sources claiming there are between four and five with sub-types under each, thus representing the diversity of ways of going about conducting research (Drew, 2023).
Critically appraising three of the twenty-five designs listed by Drew, case study research design is the first being considered given its applicability to a group of people in a specific phenomenon, person or group of people in a specific context (Bennnett, 2004), e.g. using a leisure centre. Whilst this design enables depth of research and strong insights, the offering of a leisure centres is broad and as case studies are not generalisable, it would be very resource-heavy to cover sufficient user and activity types to gather sufficient data to inform decision-making.
Action research design can be defined as: “systematic collection and analysis of data for the purpose of taking action and making changes.” (Gillis & Jackson, 2002) This certainly aligns with the purpose of the study, and its cyclical nature is familiar to Actif’s service improvement model of continuous improvement. A drawback is its incremental tendency, both limiting the ability to gather widespread data and bring about more significant change, plus there are echoes of the failures afore-mentioned Blockbuster and Kodak, who each chose a path of incremental change on their existing journeys rather than taking account of the bigger picture.
Finally, mixed method research design combines quantitative and qualitative research into a single study. Drew proposes that this design can provide a more in-depth understanding of a research problem or question but that it can be time-consuming as it requires a thorough understanding of both quantitative and qualitative research methods. However, given the data already being collected by Actif in Fig 1 and the subsequent opportunities to enhance and add qualitative research, this is an appropriate research design and will be adopted for this study.

Research methods
Given the extensive range of empirical data already being collected by Actif, significant advantages can be gained in terms of enhancing research efficiency and enabling comparative studies (Pasquetto, et al., 2019) along with helping to refine research questions, avoid duplication and identify methodological flaws (Smith, 2008). However, they also raise the issues of needing deep expertise to assess data quality and the potential for misinterpretation, and the potential biases in the data, respectively.
As a result, research methods will be appraised on their merit initially, with the consideration of existing data being subsequent process.
Surveys are a common means of collecting numerical and textual data on themes such as satisfaction, preferences and demographics. Due to Actif’s database holding contact details for tens of thousands of sets of contact details, a large, representative sample could be surveyed to ensure generalisability, and this appears a good avenue to pursue in this study.
Disadvantages include limited depth, where the full complexity of user experiences and motivations may not be captured, along with the potential for responses to be influenced by the way in which questions are framed. Mitigation for the latter point would be to ensure questions are framed neutrally, and the former point – capturing full complexity – opens the opportunity for follow-up interviews and focus groups to elaborate on responses congruent with the mixed methodology approach adopted.
Referring back to the findings of Reichheld (2003) that linked NPS with organisational success, it would be prudent to utilise Actif’s existing system. However, it will be imperative utilise published learnings (Pasquetto, et al., 2019) (Smith, 2008) by ensuring comprehensive assessment of data quality, avoid the risk of misinterpretation and address potential bias in the data. For example, reviewing the criteria controlling who receives the NPS survey is key to understanding whether the feedback is truly representative, and taking remedial steps to address via the filters and/or the weighting of data.
Furthermore, the single question survey can be expanded to include additional questions to establish usage patterns and preferences using multiple choice and Likert scales, as appropriate. Responses can be correlated with activities attended, typical visit frequency, visit days and opinions about specific aspects can be obtained. Benefits would be in the large, representative sample of users to enable generalisability of results, thus surveys are an appropriate research method for this study.
Due to the mixed method research design, it would be appropriate to also enhance the empirical data gleaned from the NPS survey by engaging with respondents to elaborate on their scores and responses, providing qualitative data.
Actif’s current process invites a comment through an open question, contacting respondents providing a score of six or less. This is a controversial approach, argued by experts with the belief that focussing on resolving customer issues efficiently is more beneficial than trying to exceed customer expectations (Dixon, et al., 2010). However, a critical perspective on the limitations of this approach is put forward by Daniel, et al (2018) who evidence this approach can backfire, whereby overemphasising apologies and empathy has been shown to reduce customer satisfaction. This view is supported through the work of Orsingher, et al (2022) who found that customers may experience negative emotions even after recovery efforts. The authors suggest that a broader approach to service improvement is necessary rather than relying solely on complaint feedback, which is the preferred approach for this study.
All respondents provide a seed of hope that they would participate in further research, given they have given the time and effort to complete the initial survey. Qualitative methods of follow-up could include interviews, structured or semi-structured. 
Interviews have distinct advantages and disadvantages. The rich data collection, personal connection, ability to clarify responses, ability to observe non-verbal cues and the flexibility of semi-structured interviews elevate the attractiveness and potential value. Conversely, the potential bias resulting from interviewer influence or social desirability, the resource implications and knock-on effect on sample size and the lack of anonymity present an interesting dilemma. 
Structured interviews offer consistency and efficiency, while semi-structured interviews provide flexibility and depth, making them suitable for different research contexts. Given that this research study seeks to establish the views of almost thirty thousand unique members, the relatively small sample size that would typically be involved in interviews would limit the ability to generalise findings as rich, detailed data collected from a few individuals may not be representative of the broader population. (Taherdoost, 2022). Interviews will therefore be discounted on that basis and not be a research method for this study.
Alternatively, focus groups could be established for the respondents to join. Typically, these are made up of six to ten participants representing various demographics and usage patterns, and this would certainly address the commonality issues of the eighty-five strong group of members mentioned above that has formed itself and appears more as a lobbying group. That said, the leisure centres tend to have distinct user groups emerging as communities due to the variety of facilities and programmes it houses. In mapping the focus group method, it would be key to ensure sufficient coverage, likely requiring a network of focus groups to enable generalisation.
Rich data collection is also a feature of focus groups, arguably uncovering insights that might not emerge from individual interviews as a result of the discussions and elaborations between group members (Krueger & Casey, 2015). Group dynamics can provide stimulation through interaction and as multiple participants are contributing simultaneously, this can be a more time-efficient way of collecting qualitative data than individual interviews.
Disadvantages include ‘groupthink’ where participants conform to the majority view rather than expressing their own opinions which can limit the diversity of perspectives captured (Carey, 1994), influence of the moderator also outlined by Kitzinger (1995) as they can affect the direction and content of the discussion. It is argued that the findings from focus groups are often not generalisable to larger population due to the small, non-random sample size typically used (Sim, 1998) but I believe that with careful consideration put into creating a network of focus groups, including arrangement as a result of NPS feedback submission, this can be mitigated.
Logistical issues scan also be a disadvantage of focus groups as the mutual availability of participants, venue and moderator have to align. Given Actif has a range of facilities in which a focus group session can be held, partial mitigation of the logistical issues leads to focus groups being an appropriate research method for this study.
Considering content analysis as a suitable research method for Actif, its website, mobile application and social media platforms report approximately four hundred thousand engagements per month and hold large sample potential. That said, the volume of online traffic makes it critical to clearly define research questions and objectives to guide the analysis to help focus the study and determine scope (Krippendorff, 2018). Selecting content, using a coding scheme, deciding whether the analysis will be quantitative, qualitative or combined and ensuring validity are all key components of successful content analysis. Analysis tools such as Umbraco Engage Analytics, Google Analytics and social media analytics tools such as Hootsuite can all be employed to assist. On this basis, content analysis is an appropriate research method for this study.

Ethical Considerations
Conducting research within one’s own organisation raises ethical considerations. An inside researcher can have deep understanding of context that can lead to more nuanced and accurate interpretations of data (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002) with ease of access to participants and data, as well as a higher level of trust and rapport with respondents (Unluer, 2012). 
Mercer (2007) evidenced bias and lack of objectivity due to close relationships with the community, but Flemming’s more recent study (2018) argues enhanced validity of research as the established relationships and familiarity can promote honesty and openness in responses, potentially leading to richer and more valid data.
Critical considerations will therefore be:
· Bias Mitigation: be aware of potential biases and take steps to maintain objectivity, such as seeking external validation and being transparent about dual role.
· Confidentiality: Protect the privacy of participants by anonymising data and securely storing information.
· Informed Consent: Ensure all participants are fully informed about the purpose of the research and their rights.

3. Conclusion

By adopting a pragmatic paradigm, realist ontology and objectivist epistemology, the quantitative and qualitative research methods of surveys, focus groups and content analysis can be combined to evaluate whether a leisure centre’s offerings meet the needs of its local population. This approach allows for a holistic and comprehensive understanding of user satisfaction, behaviour and preferences, providing valuable insights that will inform strategic decision-making throughout Actif and enable an evidence-based management approach.

4. Recommendations

The implementation of this study would represent a significant research development for Actif, particularly given its holistic intention. Future research should continue to adopt a mixed-methods approach to capture the complexity of organisational phenomena, this study informing subsequent areas of focus.
Additionally, ongoing ethical vigilance is necessary to ensure the integrity and credibility of insider research and so the stipulated ethical considerations should be maintained and reviewed accordingly.
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