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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains the methodology used to explore the role of health visitors in supporting fathers experiencing mental health difficulties during the postnatal period in the United Kingdom. It outlines the secondary research approach, the planned and recorded literature-search process, the criteria used to assess relevance, the approach to source appraisal, the process for developing themes, and ethical considerations. The aim is to make the process transparent so that readers can understand how the literature informs the dissertation.
3.2 Research design and approach
The project uses secondary research: it examines existing published literature rather than recruiting participants or collecting new primary data. This approach is appropriate because the dissertation aims to explore what existing evidence says about fathers’ postnatal mental health and the role of health visitors in recognising, supporting and referring fathers who may be experiencing difficulties. The review draws on both primary studies and evidence syntheses where these are relevant to the research aim. The intention is to compare findings across sources, identify recurring issues and consider the implications for health-visiting practice in the UK.
This is a focused literature review for an undergraduate dissertation, rather than a claim to be a fully registered systematic review. The methods should therefore be reported accurately and with clear limits. The final chapter should describe searches and screening that were actually completed, not proposed procedures or reconstructed figures.
3.3 Search strategy and information sources
The working literature workbook identifies PubMed, Google Scholar and the UWTSD Library as relevant search platforms. These sources were chosen to locate health and biomedical research, discover related academic publications, and access literature available through the university. Search concepts were organised around four areas: fathers or paternal experience; mental health difficulties; the postnatal or perinatal period; and health visiting, support or screening.
The workbook contains proposed search strings, including combinations of terms such as father*, paternal, mental health, depression, anxiety, postnatal, postpartum, perinatal, health visitor*, health visiting, support and screening. These strings are useful as a reproducible search protocol, but the workbook explicitly notes that they are proposed queries rather than confirmed records of the original searches. The exact historical search dates, search strings, filters and record totals were not available in the material reviewed for this draft. They must be entered only after checking search history or carrying out and recording a fresh search.
3.4 Inclusion and exclusion criteria
The working criteria prioritise literature about fathers’ or non-birthing parents’ mental health during pregnancy and/or the postnatal or perinatal period, where the evidence informs recognition, assessment, support, help-seeking or health and social-care practice. UK evidence is particularly relevant to the dissertation question, while relevant international evidence may be used to provide context. Peer-reviewed primary studies and evidence syntheses may be considered as core evidence, provided that their relevance and quality can be assessed. English-language full text is preferred where required for critical appraisal.
Sources are excluded from the core evidence set when they focus only on maternal mental health without separate findings about fathers, do not address the perinatal period, do not examine a relevant mental-health or support outcome, duplicate another record, or provide insufficient information for appraisal. Opinion pieces may inform background discussion but should not be treated as equivalent to empirical research.
These criteria are a working version recorded in the literature workbook. Before the final dissertation, they should be checked against the criteria actually applied during screening and adjusted if the process differed.
3.5 Source appraisal and selection
The literature workbook uses the CRAAP framework to structure appraisal of Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose. This provides a consistent prompt for considering whether a source is current enough for the topic, directly relevant to the research question, produced by credible authors or publishers, supported by an appropriate method and evidence, and written for a clear purpose. CRAAP scores should be supported by reasons drawn from each source rather than assigned solely on the basis of publication date or journal name.
The workbook currently records ten candidate sources and identifies five core sources as a provisional selection. These include work by Darwin et al. (2021), Davenport and Swami (2023) on fathers’ experiences, Davenport and Swami (2023) on health visitors’ experiences, Copland and Hunter (2025), and Watkins et al. (2024). This is a reasonable working set because it includes evidence directly about health visitors, fathers’ experiences and wider paternal perinatal support. However, the workbook also states that the final five should be confirmed after comparing all ten sources and checking the full texts. The final dissertation should explain why each selected source contributes to the research aim and should not claim full-text appraisal where only an abstract or bibliographic record has been checked.
3.6 Data extraction and thematic analysis
The selected literature is compared using a structured extraction process. Relevant information includes the author and year, research aim, design, sample or evidence base, main findings, strengths, limitations, and relevance to the dissertation question. Recording these details in the literature tracking and analysis workbook helps make comparisons between sources visible and supports a clear audit trail.
The analysis focuses on patterns of meaning across the literature rather than simply summarising each paper in isolation. Initial keywords and findings are compared, related ideas are grouped, and possible themes are developed where similar issues recur across sources. The current working themes are: (1) fathers’ mental-health needs being overlooked; (2) stigma and gender expectations affecting disclosure and help-seeking; (3) challenges for professionals in identifying and responding to paternal distress, including confidence, training, time and referral pathways; and (4) opportunities for accessible, tailored and father-inclusive support. These themes remain provisional until the final five full texts have been checked and coded consistently.
The analysis should also consider differences between studies, including differences in design, sample, context and focus. Agreement between sources may strengthen a pattern, while contrasting findings or limitations should be retained rather than ignored. The completed workbook should be signposted in the appendix, and Chapter 4 should present the final themes with evidence from the selected literature.
3.7 Ethical considerations
As this project analyses existing published literature and does not involve recruiting participants or collecting identifiable personal data, the ethical focus is on responsible use and interpretation of existing evidence. All ideas, findings and quotations must be acknowledged using the UWTSD Harvard Cite Them Right referencing style. Sources should be represented accurately, findings should not be taken out of context, and limitations or uncertainty should be reported honestly. The researcher should avoid plagiarism, maintain a clear record of source selection and analysis, and distinguish empirical findings from interpretation. The university’s requirements for secondary research and academic integrity should be followed.
3.8 Methodological limitations
The review may be limited by the availability of full-text articles, the language restriction, variation in study designs, and the relatively small number of sources selected for detailed analysis. Evidence about fathers may also use different definitions of the postnatal or perinatal period and may not always focus specifically on health visitors in the UK. The search-history information currently available is incomplete, and the five-source selection, CRAAP scores and theme counts remain provisional. These limitations mean that the findings should be interpreted as a focused synthesis of selected literature rather than an exhaustive account of all research.
3.9 Conclusion
This chapter has outlined the secondary research approach, the intended search concepts and platforms, the working inclusion and exclusion criteria, the CRAAP appraisal framework, the process for extracting and comparing evidence, and the ethical principles guiding the review. The next stage is to verify and record the actual search process, confirm the final five sources, complete source appraisal and thematic coding, and ensure that the poster, workbook and dissertation describe the same method. Chapter 4 will then present and critically discuss the final themes developed from the selected literature.
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