Chapter 3 Methodology

3.1 Introduction to Methodology
This chapter will identify the research methods applied to reach the dissertation objectives and a comprehensive justification for these methods. It will focus on outlining the ethical considerations and commitments employed to this study and why this is so important. 
The intention of this study is to expand on the minimal research conducted on the effectiveness of the Dangerous Dogs Act and alternative solutions to dog attacks. The literature review identified that very little research has been conducted into whether the DDA has worked, but it is heavily populated with research on its shortfalls with no reference to alternative solutions. To be successful in my research, a good place to start is to understand what the term ‘research’ means. McLeod (2001) defines research as “a systematic process of critical inquiry leading to valid propositions and conclusions that are communicated to interest others”.  Research methodology hopes to obtain findings that can be judged to have validity, truthfulness and/or authenticity, which can create new information to build upon the currently available information. Thus, it has been decided to collect and produce primary data, which will allow the research to maintain control over the data collection and ensure it is objective, reliable and valid. Also, the data collected will be tailored specifically to the research objectives (Scribbr, 2024). 
3.2 Ethical Practice 
It is required practice that all research conducted conforms to current ethical standards, of which there are some 18 principles that should govern all research involving humans. Some examples of these principles include informed consent, voluntary participation and no coercion and respect for participants (Vanclay et al., 2013). It is imperative that a researcher always conforms and adheres to these ethical standards and does not deviate at any cost. The result of ensuring research is to a high ethical standard is that the research delivers morality, integrity, and fairness to all participants. 
This dissertation would not be considered or approved if ethical principles and practices had not been addressed initially. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2023) is committed to ensuring all research conducted by students and staff is to the highest standards of rigour and integrity, is underpinned by a cultural integrity, is transparent and a fair process, and it must meet the obligations of the Data Protection Act 2018, plus be accountable that the behaviour of the research falls within the set of ethical standards. Therefore, ethical approval is required by the university before any research involving humans can be conducted to ensure it is aligning with and maintaining the universities ethical standards. To get this ethical approval an ethics form was completed and submitted to the ethics committee, part of this form included a summary of the research objectives, a brief description of the proposed data collection methods (e.g. questionnaires), and the most crucial part, any potential risks to humans and how these will be minimalised.  The role of the ethics committee is to preserve the interests of the researcher, institutions, and society. To be effective, ethical committees must recognise the balance between risk and benefit, all research pertains some risk, however it must be minimal (Campbell and Groundwater-Smith, 2007). 
The ethical consent form required details about the intentions of the study and how data would be gathered for example, via questionnaires or surveys, how the participants would be sourced, how the information would be stored confidentially, and how the participants would be respected throughout. Additionally, the ethical considerations were further reflected on in a 1-1 meeting with my university mentor, where discussions were conducted over the target audience for the questionnaire and how their anonymity would be protected to minimise risk. If a high ethical standard is not adopted the research will have lower credibility and be morally questionable. Integrity, human rights, and dignity are an essential requirement for a successful and honest outcome (Bhandari, 2022).
3.3 Independence and impartiality 
The completion of the approved research ethics form has enabled the research to remain valid and uncompromised, the ethical committee is also assured of the impartiality of the research and that the researcher has no affiliation or known relationship to the research that would impact its integrity or validity. It is imperative that the research has neutrality in which preconceptions about the best or right outcome has not already been decided making the study bias and untrustworthy (Hooley, 2023). This helps contribute towards ensuring the research protects the rights and security of participants involved. Thus, the researcher has no known relationship to the participants in the study to ensure there is no conflict of interest or partiality. The ethics form was submitted, and permission was granted by the university for this research to be conducted. 
3.4 Ethical Research, Participant Confidentiality and Informed consent
It is imperative that the views of all participants are reflected accurately and as they intended it to be used within the research. Efforts must be made to ensure the researcher does not reflect any bias; however, it is impossible to expunge all bias as this is a lone study (Galdas, 2017). 
A password protected database was set up to store all sensitive materials to protect the information and responses provided by participants. This is in line with the ethical obligations to safeguard entrusted information and ensures confidentiality is maintained, especially as the database could only be accessed by the researcher and was destroyed on completion (GOV.UK, 2018). The participants were not expected to share any personal details that could cause GDPR breeches.  Participation was also voluntary and allowed participants the choice to be a part of the research without coercion or a feeling of obligation, they were informed that there would be no negative consequences or repercussions for their refusal or withdrawal of participation. Therefore, decisions of all were respected. 
Provided in the disclaimer at the start of the questionnaire was a section of informed consent. This provided all potential participants with all the information required to help them decide if they wished to participate, such as the reason for the research, risks, and benefits of taking part, ways in which their data will be stored and protected (Bhandari, 2023). 
The transparency of the research and the way it was shared to participants assures them that the research is free of prejudice and is on a voluntary basis, with the freedom to withdraw without repercussions at any time. This hopes to encourage accurate and honest responses to the questionnaire (Turcotte-Tremblay and Sween-Cadieux, 2018).  
3.5 Research Methods 
Qualitative and quantitative data was obtained to generate research with a mixed method approach. A quantitative approach allows for rapid data collection, whilst also obtaining and transferring participants response into numerical data that can be translated into graphs for ease in interpretation. Quantitative research is more disposed to the positivist paradigm as it provides empirical data rather than getting emotionally involved with the participants. Therefore, quantitative data is less open to personal interpretations as there is a lack of ability for the participant to elaborate or explain their response (Nakaziba and Namuguzic, 1963). Therefore, to overcome this obstacle a mixed method approach was taken where qualitative questions were incorporated into the questionnaire. The applicant was then able to answer certain questions that had no fixed or predetermined response by providing space for them to respond to the questions with their own thoughts, feelings, opinions, or experiences making the research more of emotive. In addition, if a participant could not conscribe to a fixed answer, they were given the option of ‘other’ and room to explain their reason. By incorporating qualitative questions alongside quantitative ones provided participants with more freedom rather than just fixed responses. McKim, 2016, supports this approach by arguing that a mixed method approach helps to gain a deeper and broader understanding of the phenomenon and increases the validity of the findings.  She also argues that mixed methods help the reader to access the study, increases confidence in the findings, improved accuracy and completeness, and overall validity. 
3.6 Data collection
An online multiple-choice questionnaire was adopted to obtain data for this study. The questionnaire was generated on an online secure platform, where a link is generated and can be accessed by a target audience. The questionnaire link was then shared with professional organisations that deal with canines, as they should have the knowledge to respond to questions. Although the target audience of professionals who work with canines was decided for the questionnaire, the use of an online secure platform meant that the organisations approached remain anonymous and have the freedom of choice as to whether they participate.  The data collection is therefore through a self-administered questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of neutrally phrased and non-bias questions. 
There are a variety of benefits for using online questionnaires in research such as the convenience, flexibility, and ease of access. Also, they allow for participants to feel freer to express themselves than they may if conducting a face-to-face survey, as the constraint and any feelings of awkwardness are removed from the situation (wright, 2017). Reips (1996) reiterates this point by arguing that ecological validity is increased as the participant takes part in their own surroundings, rather than in a controlled face-to-face environment. When researching controversial topics such as the Dangerous Dogs Act and whether current procedures work could make participants from certain organisations, such as the police, feel fearful to express their own thoughts and feelings on the topic. This using an online method provides the participants with the reassurance of anonymity, which could be argued, leads to more honest and authentic responses and therefore increased validity (Roberts, 2007). 
Online questionnaires also remove geographical barriers as they can reach target audiences from further afield, generating more data from a wider audience at a lower cost and the dispatch and interpretation of online questionnaires is quicker than that for offline research (Thach, 1995). A distribution list was set up to send the questionnaire to large groups in one go. The online secure platform used in this research has only low administration fees. The information was delivered to the participants in an electronic form (Survey Monkey) which automatically translated the quantitative data into graphs and charts and qualitative data for translation into the findings. 
3.7 Sampling Technique 
To obtain authentic and relevant findings the research questionnaire had to target specific professionals for participation. The target audience in this case, was professionals who work with canines (e.g., dog handlers in the police, an RSPCA worker, Battersea Dogs Home volunteer, etc.). 
Via the use of an online platform to generate a questionnaire link allowed the dissemination of the questionnaire to the target audience via email. The link provided led to the electronic questionnaire allows participants to remain anonymous and without fear of persecution from their organisation, this is possible as the researcher is unable to identify who completed each questionnaire. The researcher took all possible steps to make sure the target audience were the only participants to increase the reliability and validity of the data obtained. The disclaimer at the beginning of the questionnaire outlines the rights and entitlements for each participant. The questionnaire was available for the period of two weeks in March 2024, providing a reasonable amount of tome for participants to take part in the research. 
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