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How has COVID-19 affected Young People’s Social Development? 

1.	Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]
The Covid-19 pandemic has been a part of our lives for over twelve months at the point of writing this paper and as such may have had some form on impact on all of us as individuals. Therefore, this paper will discuss a hypothetical research project to look at the impact Covid-19 may have had on young people and more specifically their social development. 
To begin, it may prove beneficial to define what research means. According to the Cambridge dictionary in 2021, 
‘Research is a detailed study of a subject, especially in order to discover new information or reach a new understanding’. 

(Research, 2021). 

To break this down further, there are two methods of research - qualitative and quantitative. 
According to Enoch, 2021, quantitative methods involve surveys, and structured content analysis, structured interviews, and observation, with qualitative methods using semi or unstructured interviews, observations, focus groups.
(Enoch, 2021).  
From discussions with the lecturer and fellow students, the authors understanding of qualitative research is that of a narrative piece of work with more open-ended questions/discussions with the quantitative method being that of data/statistical collection. 
To move onto what that has already been discovered in regards to young people and the impact Covid-19 already had on them, according to an article written by Sexton in the Echo on 2 May 2021, a lifeline counselling service has seen a surge in referrals of anxious young people suffering the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
(Sexton, 2021).

With this in mind part of the research will be to look at what young people’s views and feelings are in regards to the impact Covid-19 has had on them and how youth work can support their current and future social development. The research will also consult with others who work with young people such as Youth Workers, Teachers and Counsellors as well as their support networks of family and friends in order to get a holistic view of the impact Covid-19 may have or has had on young people.
As stated above, for the research to be accurate and meaningful, the participation of young people will play a vital role of the information and data gathering to define the outcome. 
According to the Principles and Purposes for Wales in 2013 they state, 
‘Participation of young people is to encourage and support them to share responsibility for the opportunities, learning processes and decision-making structures which affect their own and other people's lives and environments’. 

(Cwvys.org.uk, 2021).
As well as participation of the young people involved in research, there are many benefits to involving them. As Kirby advises cited by Involve in 2004, when involving young people in research it gives the young people’s perspectives, which is something that professionals may overlook. In addition he adds that it also supports the upskilling of the young people who get involved by giving them valuable experience and recognition. 
(Kirby, 2004).
Participation of young people in research projects also links into the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work in promoting young people’s self-awareness, confidence and participation as well linking into the consultation of their communities and working with young people and others such as multi-agency networks by consulting with professionals who work with them.    
(National Occupational Standards, 2019). 
The author, as a youth work practitioner feels that without the input from the young people in research then the information gathered may not be as effective as the whole reason for the research is to enhance and improve young people’s experiences and social development. To add to this, in the profession of youth work, the author senses that any information collected maybe more beneficial to be mainly qualitative with some aspects of quantitative. The reasons for this is to get an understanding of the feelings and journey that young people are on, and how youth work can improve this journey being of a qualitative aspect with the quantitative data to support the evidence in a statistical point of view. 
2.	Aims and Objectives 

The aim of the research is to improve services to young people, by putting together a tailored programme of support to develop young people’s social development through the pandemic and beyond. To do this, the research planned will involve professionals who work with young people, their personal support networks as well as the young people themselves. The reason for the variation of participants involved is to gain information and data for a realistic viewpoint. Involving young people in the research allows young people to have their views considered and for their voice to be heard. This links into Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). The article advises that every child and young person has the right to be involved in making decisions, planning and reviewing any action that might affect them. It also advises that children and young people should be given the information they need to make good decisions.
(Gov.Wales, 2021). 
The planned research also works in accordance to the five pillars of youth work being participative as the main pillar whilst allowing young people to show their views (expressive), including young people in decision making about them and their peers futures (inclusive and empowering) as well as educating them through the process. 
(Cwvys, 2021).
In addition, the aim is also to inform future policies, procedures and practice using evidence based information gathered from young people, and the individuals who have professional and/or personal relationships with them. 
The objective of the research to improve these services will be to use methods of data and information gathering using both quantitative and qualitative information. 
3.	Methods Used 

For the research, the author has decided to use both qualitative and quantitative methods, both of which has its advantages and disadvantages of gathering information. 
A disadvantage of qualitative could be that the information gained although valuable, could be more difficult to measure as there are no such statistics to show, however an advantage is that the subject materials can be evaluated with detailed information based on human experiences and observations.  
(Gaille, 2021).
A disadvantage of quantitative research could be that the data gathered does not tell the story or journey; of the young person, however, an advantage is that it is straightforward to analysis, such as presenting it in a visual graph. 
(Advantages and Disadvantages of Quantitative Research, 2021).
For the research to have meaningful weight, the author has decided that there will need to be a minimum of one hundred individuals to be consulted, these will include young people and others who have professional and personal relationships with them. 
The questions and activities set would also consider the five ways to well-being.  
According to the NNS UK in 2021, evidence suggests there are five steps you can take to improve your mental health and wellbeing, and that trying them could help you feel more positive. These steps are to connect with other people, give to others, be physically active, learn new skills, and to take notice of their surroundings and environment.   
(5 steps to mental wellbeing, 2021).
To add to the subject of mental wellbeing, according to a survey carried out between 26th January and 12th February 2021 with 2,438 young people aged between thirteen and twenty-five by the provision Young Minds, it shows that 75% of respondents agreed that they have found the recent lockdown harder to cope with than the previous ones including 44% who said it said it was much harder. 
67% believed that the pandemic will have a long-term negative effect on their mental health. This included young people who had been bereaved or undergone traumatic experiences during the pandemic, who were concerned about whether friendships would recover, or who were worried about the loss of education or their prospects of finding work. 
79% of respondents agreed that their mental health would start to improve when most restrictions were lifted, but some expressed caution about restrictions being lifted too quickly and the prospect of future lockdowns.
(Coronavirus Report: Impact on Young People with Mental Health Needs, 2021). 
This may suggest that there could be long-term effects on young people’s mental health due to the pandemic. Therefore, the ongoing need to undertake research projects to identify different types of support packages needs to be a priority; both to support young people as well as to possibly prevent them developing mental health issues in the future, as well as to give them coping mechanisms.  
To move onto the hypothetical questions for the research, four open questions will be set in various scenarios for both the young people and the people who have professional and personal relationships with them. These will include for young people engaging activities such as forums, focus groups and surveys, with emails, phone calls and questionnaires for the individuals who have relationships with the young people. It is aimed to gain realistic, relevant and up-to-date information and data in a holistic approach. The results will then be complied into a document/policy for professionals, and a young people friendly information sheet for them and their support networks of how to support young people’s social development though the pandemic of Covid-19 and thereafter.
The qualitative methods would include a number of focus groups of up to six young people and their support networks each time, discussing their views and asking questions. These questions would be what five main changes have you experienced since Covid-19 was discovered, what have you enjoyed since Covid-19 started, what have you missed since Covid-19 started, what would you like to see change as a result of Covid-19.  
The same questions would be sent to professionals and young people’s support networks in the form on emails, phone calls and multi-agency meetings.  
The quantitative methods used would be to set up a survey monkey to the professionals who have been supporting young people through the pandemic. This survey would be questions that are more direct, such as how many young people have you had referrals for since Covid-19? What was the referral for, with tick boxes for anxiety, depression, employment support, emotional health & well-being, other. How long have you been working with the young person, one to three months, three to six months, six to twelve months or twelve months or more? What sex was the young person? What age was the young person and what was the outcome? The reasons for these questions is to get an understanding of how many young people the pandemic is effecting and their issues. In addition, to measure the average time it takes to support a young person with their concerns, the general age of young people the pandemic is effecting, whether there is more of a trend of males or females, with the knowledge of the outcome after working with them.  
4.	Ethical Issues 

For the information and data gathered to be disseminated to young people and their support networks the researcher needs to consider ethics - what is morally right and wrong. To consider these ethics in youth work there are a number of guidelines that can be referred to in order to support the research being undertaken. Organisations such as BERA, who produced a fourth edition publication in 2018 on Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, as well as Trinity St David’s Universities Ethical Approval Form and Process document. Both these documents are useful guidelines and tools when considering research. 
As stated by the University for Trinity St David’s, prior to any research being undertaken with young people for university purposes, whether it being a staff member or a student, an application for ethical approval form would need to be completed and agreed by the university before the research can take place. 
(UWTSD, 2021). 
To discuss ethics in further detail, such issues that would need to be considered would be information and consent. Young people need to be issued relevant information so that they can make an informed decision regarding their involvement. The information provided should be clear for the young people to understand using appropriate language to the age and maturity of them. For example, the way the information is wrote may slightly differ from a younger person under eleven to an older teenager of fourteen or above. As well as the young person’s consent, where a young person is of the age of under eighteen, then consent should be gained from a parent or another with parental responsibility, as anyone under the age of eighteen is regarded as a child or young person. 
Another issue that needs to be considered would be the right to withdrawal from consent. This needs to be made aware to them at the beginning of every process that engaging work is undertaken with them. Youth work is voluntary participation, thus consent can be withdrawn at any time from young people. To add to this, young people should not be made to feel that they have to engage or continue if they feel they no longer wish to do so to avoid any distress to them. If a young person becomes distressed at any time in the involvement of the research then they should be withdrawn straightaway. Youth Workers who are undertaking research with young people need to remain observant and to be aware if a young person is withdrawing consent to take part as well as being sensitive to signs of unhappiness or distress.
Another factor that needs to be considered is confidentiality. Young people need to feel safe with the information they share. Having said this, young people do need to be made aware at the beginning of the research that should they disclose any information that may harm themselves or others then they need to be informed that this information will need to be reported to the necessary authorities. This could be if a young person discloses such a nature of child abuse, for example physical or emotional neglect. It is the Youth Workers duty of care to report this and write on the relevant paperwork and recordings to ensure that safety of all involved are paramount. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 which came into force in April 2016 provides the legal framework for social service provision in Wales. 
At local levels regional safeguarding children boards co-ordinate and ensure the effectiveness of work to protect and promote the welfare of children. They are responsible for local child protection policy, procedure and guidance.
(NSPCC Learning, 2021). 
As well as all the above, all youth work professionals need to hold an in date Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate. This certificate holds all enhanced information of any criminal activity (if any) that the youth worker has been involved in. This certificate if to inform the agency in whom they work for and to allow reassurance to the young people and their support networks ensuring the safety and protection of the individuals in whom they work with. 
When conducting research with young people it sometimes can be of benefit to offer rewards to their participation, which in some cases can be regarded as ethical.  However, it is appropriate for the researcher to ensure any incentives must ‘avoid choices which in themselves have an undesirable effect’. 
(BERA, 2004). 
What also needs to be considered is the use of images when conducting research. Again, consent needs to be gained from the young people as well as the parent or the person who has parental responsibility if under eighteen. The researcher needs to inform them of exactly why and where they are to be used in order for the young people to make an informed decision as to whether they wish to allow their images to be used. 
5.	Strengths and Weaknesses of the Approach 

For this section of the paper, the author has decided to use the SWOT analysis. 
[image: ]
 (Lewis, 2020).

The SWOT strategy, as the diagram above suggests uses its positive features of strengths to overcome weaknesses, to explore opportunities in order to avoid potential threats.  
As this is a hypothetical research project the following strengths, weaknesses opportunities and threats are what the author would envisage. 
The strengths of the project could be the differentiation and amount of participants for the consultation, being a mixture of young people, professionals and support networks to give a holistic approach to the research. Another strength could be the questions set for participants – open-ended questions for the young people with more direct questions for the professionals. This may result in a detailed narrative and evidence based data analysis for the reader of the research. 
Having said this, the weaknesses of the project could be that not all individuals who were asked to participate get involved or may not give their true feelings. As a result, the information and data may not show a true recording resulting in the findings not being wholly accurate. 
The opportunity that the research may create would be that it might get views from a range of people getting a holistic view in regards to the subject in hand. The information once analysed could also prove beneficial to other agencies, and support networks to have an understanding of the issues that Covid-19 affect their young people’s social development in their areas. 
To consider the potential threats that the research may pose is that if could have a detrimental effect on young people involved in the research. The questions could bring up negative feelings or issues that they have may have experienced throughout the pandemic that they thought were no longer there. This is why the right to withdraw should be of paramount in the researchers mind. 
6.	Methods of Analyses 

The analyses of the data would be in two parts. The first section to write a narrative summary of the information gained from the qualitative information with the second being a graph showing the data gained from the quantitative statistics received. 
To break these two sections down, the first section would involve typing up all the discussions from each of the focus groups and analyse to see if there are any trends in the answers. From this information, the researcher can see what are the main factors are which can then be prioritised and used to create part of the final programme of support. 
The second section would be to analyse the findings in a graph form. Again, the information received would show the reader visually the findings and trends that the participants have given. 
From both sets of information, a tailored programme of support can be designed around the findings with the aim to support young people with their social development through the pandemic of Covid-19. 
7.	Reporting, Feedback and Dissemination

Due to the paper being hypothetical, there was no information to be recorded, hence no results and no information to record the impact it had on young people. 
Having said this, if the research was completed, then the reporting process would be a narrative summarising the qualitative information along with a visual graph to show the results of the quantitative data. 
The information and data gained from the research would be disseminated to all the participants involved as well as other agencies and organisations that support young people to educate them and offer the support packages and programmes that had been developed from the information and data gathered.  
8.	Reflection

For this section, the author will be using the Gibbs model of reflection (1988) to reflect on the experience of carrying out this hypothetical research project. 
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‘Gibbs' Reflective Cycle was developed by Graham Gibbs in 1988 to give structure to learning from experiences.  It covers 6 stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan.’
(Gibbs' Reflective Cycle, 2020).

Description
A hypothetical research question was decided by the author titled ‘How has COVID-19 affected Young People’s Social Development’ with the intent to write a 4000 word paper on the process/plan; evidencing knowledge from reading theories and other materials. 
The outcome was an essay giving a hypothetical plan as to how the author would undertake the research project. 
Feelings
The author’s feelings before, throughout and after this paper were that of worry and unsureness. The author found this particular paper difficult to write and struggled with most aspects of the essay. 
Evaluation
What was good about the experience of writing the paper was that due to having lectures and discussions with the lecturer and fellow students the author felt they had learned all about qualitative and quantitative methods of research which they were unaware of before. Also what was interesting to the author was the ethical issues that need to be considered. 
What was not so good about the experience was that it was difficult to write which in turn made the student worry and stress. Also, as it was a hypothetical research essay, aspects of the guidance given were difficult to complete, such as feedback section, as feedback was not gained due to it being hypothetical. 
Analysis
To analysis the paper, what worked well for the author was the advised structure to the essay - it allowed the writer to focus on each section, which helped breakdown the word count into each section. 
What did not work so well was the issue that this was a difficult subject to write about – being a hypothetical research project. This in turn caused the author anxiety, stress and a lack of confidence. 
Conclusion
The author learned from this situation that the planning aspect to research is key along with the type of methods being used when consulting with different types of individuals. For example, an email to a professional may need to look different to a method and language that would be used for a young person. 
For the author to handle a situation like this better next time it may be good practice to look at how other research projects have been planned, undertaken and evaluated to develop the skills and confidence needed to conduct a robust research project. 
Action Plan
If the same paper were to be wrote again, the author would look at getting extra support to undertake the essay. 
9.	Conclusion 

To conclude this paper, it is evident that research plays a vital role for future practice for professionals as well as that of implementing policies and procedures for services and practice to evolve and improve. In addition, it is of equal importance for the information and data to be recorded accurately with the information being disseminated to the relevant bodies who are involved in the research as well as sharing the results with others who would benefit from the information. 
As a final item, whilst writing this paper it became apparent that the planning process of undertaking research is also a key element, to ensure that the appropriate methods of collection of information are used as well as to ensure that the most effective questions are asked to gain the relevant information for services to be improved. 
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