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Reflective paper for the research study:  How does smart wearable technology influence the experience of digital natives, aged 20 – 30 whilst, walking a trail in a country park?
The involvement and use of technology in outdoor education has been largely debated for many years, particularly with the rapid development and advancements in digital technology (Hills, Van Kraalingen, and Thomas, 2023). Digital natives, as termed by Prensky (2001), is often used to refers to digitally literate children, and how technology influences their engagement and experiences in nature. However, there is little acknowledgement within the field, that this generation are now young adults (Jayman, Ohl and Jewett, 2021) and how this now impacts their experience in nature. It is largely debated that technology will detract from their surroundings (Beames, Mackie and Atencio, 2019). However, there are various studies that argue if it is used correctly, digital technology will modernise outdoor education and enhance the experience of these individuals, particularly in unstructured settings (Bollinger and Shepherd, 2018). The research study I have chosen to conduct leans into this by looking at the experience of young adults, aged between 20 – 30, and how digital wearable technology is used within their experience when walking in nature. I decided to adopt a qualitative approach to achieve the purpose of the study and allow for the participants to best voice their own opinions, feelings and experiences as suggested by Humberstone and Prince (2020).
I have undertaken the role of the researcher in this study and will explore and reflect on my decisions, experience and the implications throughout my research process.
Alignment:
Through choosing a qualitative study I decided to use interpretivism as my philosophical paradigm and phenomenology as my methodology. I chose to use a qualitative approach as I believed it would be the best research approach for understanding the experience of participants. In choosing interpretivism, to better understand and acknowledge the subjectivity of the participants feelings, it appeared to be a valid alignment. However, on reflection, I believe it could be argued that social constructivism could be used as the philosophical paradigm as the walk that was undertaken was in social groups rather than individually. As a result, the understanding of the participant’s experiences and their use of technology is constructed differently through cultural contexts and the social interaction around them (Cohen et al, 2011). This would change the angle the research would be approached from to better understand the participants constructed realities. I did consider changing the philosophical paradigm to social constructivism to better answer the research question, by viewing it from the reality constructed within their social group. However, I decided that interpretivism would be more appropriate for aligning my research question as I believed that the focus for this study was the interpretation of their experiences rather than the significance of the social interactions and would not fully meet the aims and objectives of the research.
By using phenomenology as my methodology, it aligned well with the qualitative approach to the research as it allowed my understanding, of the individual’s experience and feelings, to be better and more accurate. The use of phenomenology allowed for my interpretation from the individuals experiences and feelings as discussed by Humberstone and Prince (2020). This was appropriate as my aim was to understand the participant’s experience and feelings and how technology was interacted with, if it was used. With digital smart technology as the phenomena, I believe it was an appropriate alignment for the research design, particularly as it is already largely adopted into daily life for young adults aged between 20 – 30 and complimented the aims and objectives. My decision to use phenomenology worked when looking at the data as it drew out the experiences of the individuals and established the focus for the research study. To improve for future research, I would read more depth into the diversity within the methodology and further clarify the exact domain within phenomenology I would be using to improve my understanding of the data collected and enhance the results. Additionally, I would consider using bracketing, as discussed by DeHart (2023), to better engage with the participant’s experiences and improve the validity of the study through being more aware of my reflexivity. 
For my data collection, I decided to use triangulation to understand the participants experiences from multiple perspectives and allow the research to be more holistic (VanderStoep and Johnston, 2009). In my research design I planned to undertake both semi-structured interviews and observation to achieve this. I believe that it did align appropriately with the research design, as it worked well with the smaller sample sizes as discussed by Frechette et al. (2020) as it allowed my insight to be more holistic and improved my understanding of the participants subjectivity with the overall experience. It also provided me with the opportunity to look at the data in an alternative way and improved the validity of the study as I was able to observe their social interactions and whether their smart wearable devices were used or discussed. I believe this added more validity to the research when conducting data analysis with the two methods. For future studies I will take forward the benefit of having different types of data to gain new perspectives, but I am now aware of the challenge that multiple participants can introduce, and I feel I will have a better understanding of different ways I could capture the data to avoid missing moments, for example through recording the walks.
In my research design I had decided to opt for a volunteer sample who were already within the country park walking the trail, which was successful to an extent and aligned well with the methodology I had chosen. This was ethically sound and worked as it allowed for the individuals to feel more comfortable as they already had the intention of walking the route. However, I was required to change the time frame for the data collection as I was unable to obtain a second sample initially. This meant that although the samples did work in the end, it was more difficult to find participants than I had initially considered. When replicating this study, I would consider using focus group as it would be easier to find the participants and allow for the studies to be undertaken on the same day. However, if the study was to be conducted over a longer period, this would perhaps not have been an issue. I also needed to be aware that this was likely to have an impact on their responses when being interviewed as they had chosen to be in that setting whereas with a focus group this may not be the case and that may change the responses and perspective of the research.
Experience 
Throughout the research process I have gained a variety of experience, especially in conducting observation, semi-structured interviews and undertaking data analysis. I decided using these methods for data collection were the most appropriate for gaining a more holistic understanding of the participant’s experience. By using observation as one of the data collection techniques, I realise that I had not anticipated that in groups of participants it could be challenging to observe and make notes on all interactions. In my ethical guidance, I decided that maintaining a 2-metre distance from the participants for observations would be beneficial to refrain from intruding or influencing their experience. However, this meant that I missed some of the interactions between participants and their technology. An example of this is when the participants followed the path around a sharp corner, and as I followed, a participant was putting a phone back into their pocket. Therefore, I found that it was difficult to provide enough distance to ensure their experience was not influenced, by making them feel self-conscious or uncomfortable, whilst balancing the need for my observation to gain data and not miss any moments of interest. This puts into question the validity of the study due to some information being missed to misunderstood and the follow-on effect this had on the data analysis and the findings. During this experience, I felt I had lost some control when I could not see the participants which resulted in a knock in my confidence and focus. Overall, I have learnt that being flexible as a researcher is important, but also to manage and be aware of my own emotions during the process. I felt I recovered well from this as I made notes of key moments I wished to discuss with the participants about their experience and asked them to expand where something may have been missed. 
For data collection I decided to use semi-structured interviews and observations to gain a more holistic understanding of the participant’s experience. When putting together the questions for the interviews, I found it difficult to link the aims and objectives to the questions which made the unstructured parts more challenging. In hindsight, I think I underestimated the time needed to be spent on preparing the interview questions to make the most of the surprisingly short time you have with the participant. I think in future I would run a few pilot interviews to practice the interview questions as discussed by Thomas (2017), to ensure that the questions I had constructed were likely to produce the right types of responses for my research. I felt that despite going over them aloud with myself, it limited my interview skills as I felt conscious of the thinking what the next question would be and did not feel fully present when the participants were discussing their experience. Although I had considered my questions carefully, I think to improve my skills as a researcher I would need to spend additional time researching different styles of questions and practicing the unstructured part of the interview and improving my prompts.
I undertook my interviews in a room within the country park, although this made sense ethically and provided privacy for the participants, I think it detracted from their expressions of the experiences. There were various reasons for this, including the unaccounted time between finishing the walk and travelling to the room. From this, I learnt that this time was valuable and some of the participants had already moved on emotionally from their experience. In future, I would look at undertaking walking interviews immediately after, to ensure that the data is still fresh. In reading Heijnen’s (2022) discussion around walking interviews, I believe this would have been beneficial for my research in the field of outdoor education as it appears to be less formal and encourage openness as a form of interviewing. I think for this age group and the topic of the research, this method of interviewing would be more beneficial. However, there is an argument that reflections on experiences should also be conducted some time after the experience as well to allow participants to have time to reflect (Humberstone and Prince, 2020) which I think works well for longitudinal studies in the context of experiences as they are everchanging and not static. Therefore, I think it would be beneficial to consider this for future studies, if there was scope, to undertake and interview immediately after the experience and a month later. 
I found being in the same age bracket as the participants both beneficial and challenging when undertaking the data collection. My age worked to my advantage as, I believe, it assisted in participants feeling more comfortable when responding to questions. However, this also was challenging as I found that I wanted to convey my thoughts, feelings, experiences and knowledge surrounding technology in the outdoors occasionally in response to participant’s answers. However, I was conscious of this during the interviews which allowed me to be largely reflexive in my practice and ethical in my approach to the interviews. Therefore, I found that I needed to be more aware of my own opinions and input when interviewing. For example, when interviewees were discussing their use of technology and their opinions, I found that I would, on occasion, lead the participant and go against the ethical approach I set out. I believe that through this study, I have developed my skills surrounding personal reflexivity and will be able to continually build on my awareness. Having undertaken practical application with my interview skills it clearly highlighted these areas for improvement. Furthermore, through listening back to the interviews, I not only learnt a lot about my own skills, but it allowed me to consider patterns with the participants and how I might change my approach in phrasing questions in the future to be clearer. This will assist with the efficiency of the data collection process in the future, by allowing participants to be confident in answering questions but also help the data analysis process. I believe one of my strengths during the research process was my ability to explain my research well with the participants as they seemed comfortable throughout the process and asked questions if they were curious. I think this is important and will be a skill I take forward, particularly with qualitative research. 
I made the decision to write a reflective journal after undertaking the observations and interviews to help with personal reflexivity and the reliability and validity of the study. I found this beneficial as I was able to understand and explore my own thoughts and feelings and establish how this may influence the data analysis and interpretations, as discussed by (Caetano, 2014), for the researcher to undertake personal reflexivity.
I decided to ethically record the interviews using a mobile device and transfer them onto the university online storage in an online folder that was password protected which was an easy and accessible system to follow. In re-coding the information, it allowed for the data to be transcribed easily through Word. However, I was required to re-type up the transcript due to many errors that did not translate across. Although this was time consuming it did benefit my process as I was able to listen to the recordings multiple times and consequently familiarise myself more with the data and gain a better understanding when approaching the data analysis. Therefore, this is something I will ensure to undertake in my future research with interviews through benefitting my practice as research as it allowed me to recognise my personal reflexivity and consider different avenues form listening to the information at different intervals whilst manually transcribing. However, I am aware that this may not be possible in larger studies and therefore other methods, such as computer-generated transcripts, need to be used to ensure time is used efficiently. 
I believe following the 7 steps of undertaking thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2013), made the process easier. Coding the data was a challenge to begin with, however, once I had familiarised myself with each participant’s interview, I was able to engage with identifying groups within the data. However, I found that although I had engaged with a smaller group of participants, which aligned well with the methodology, I think that the depth of the information made it difficult to analyse the data. This would improve the validity of the study which I will be ensured to consider in future qualitative studies. 

Implications
One of the implications I found when undertaking the data collection was that the trail initially picked was unusable due to recent weather and excessive water. This impacted my research as the original trail had Augmented Reality opportunities which would have been an opportunity to see if the participants engaged with it. However, I think it may have benefitted my research as without the augmented reality it is clearer to identify the experience of the individuals and their engagement with technology that is not prompted by external factors. Despite the change, it still aligned well with the research question and allowed for their experiences with nature and technology to be examined fully. In future, I will be more attentive around the site I am using and perhaps anticipate some problem-solving solutions for factors such as weather, changes in route or availability. As there are time constraints attached to the research process, I think this is beneficial for my practice to allow for more time to be used in the data analysis step in the research process.
I found that initial coding of the interviews and observations to be a clear process when analysing my data. I initially tried to use NVIVO straight away but found for my practice, using physical copies of the data elements were easier to remember, process and analyse. This is something I will be taking forward in my practice as it helped my understanding of the themes that were developed and the familiarisation of the data. I did find categorising some elements more difficult when they fit into multiple buckets to unpick. In underestimating the time frame, it made it more difficult to fully digest some of the more complex themes within the data. I believe the interviews needed to provide more depth to allow further insight into the experience and feelings of the participants. After reflecting on the recordings, there are moments where I believed I should have asked the participant to expand on their feelings or asked why they felt that way. This meant that the data analysis was challenging as not all the data was relevant. Therefore, I think the preparation for future research is vital alongside feeling confident with the interviewing process. Now that I have put these skills into practice it has enhance my awareness of it and allow me to progress and improve for my future research. This influenced the process as it made the analysing of the data more difficult, and I struggled to meet the criteria required for phenomenology where less data is required but the depth is far more. Consequently, I believe this may have altered the alignment and validity of the research project and it fully meeting the research question. However, it has increased my awareness of this when approaching interviewing for qualitative in the future for it to be successful. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, I decided to conduct a research study exploring the feelings and experiences of digital natives aged 20 – 30 and if smart wearable technology was used. This is something that has been debated within the field, however, there appears to be limited qualitative research on this age group. In completing the research process from beginning to end, I believe some of the strengths I gained include communicating my research well to participants, learning and undertaking the coding of data analysis and largely following the ethical guidance for the project. I have learnt that it is important to align the study appropriately as it will produce the best response to the research question proposed. In future, in my practice, I need to be more reflexive and aware to ensure that the validity and reliability of the study is maintained throughout. In practicing my interview skills, I will take forward, the importance of preparation for both the structured and unstructured elements. For the whole research process, I think time management is key and in completing the research process I am now aware and understand why it is necessary. 
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