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Exploring young people’s experiences of general anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Introduction 

This paper will outline the design and delivery of a hypothetical small scale participatory research exercise with young people, on a subject that is relevant to them. Moreover, the role of a youth worker will be critically reflected upon along with the discussion of the ethical considerations. 

The COVID-19 pandemic had a devastating impact on young people’s mental health due to extended periods of social isolation as well as school, university, and youth service closures (Courtney, et al., 2020, p. 688). This caused a considerable increase of general anxiety amongst adolescents and young people as numerous activities providing meaning, structure and daily routine were unexpectedly taken away. Some activities include social interactions, physical activity, and extracurricular activities (Courtney, et al., 2020, p. 688). As a result of losing daily routines and interactions with peers, young people’s anxiety symptoms worsened. Additionally, Courtney and Watson stated that there may be “a worsening in symptoms once normal activities resume”, which suggests that general anxiety symptoms are expected to worsen during the aftermath of the pandemic (Courtney, et al., 2020, p. 688). This highlights the importance of exploring young people’s experiences of general anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic in order to identify the improvements needed to be made within support services to ensure young people receive the best possible support. 

Aim and objectives of study 

The aims of this research question include exploring young people’s experiences of general anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic to identify the quality of support available to young people and to suggest improvements for support services. This will ensure young people are offered the best and most suitable support in order to encourage them to become informed decision makers to enhance their future development “YW16 - Enable young people to access information to make decisions” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.12). Secondly, to better understand young people’s personal experiences during the pandemic to establish young people’s existing knowledge of the support available to them. This will enable participants to have the opportunity to express their emotions and opinions whilst discussing their personal experiences of general anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic. This complies with the Expressive pillar from the Five Pillars of Youth Work in Wales:

“Encouraging and enabling young people to express their understanding and knowledge and their ideas, opinions, emotions and aspirations through a broad range of creative and often challenging opportunities”.
(Youth Work in Wales, 2018, p.8).

The objectives include encouraging young people to reflect on their personal experiences of general anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic in order to identify and engage in the issues which affect their lives and the lives of others’. This complies with the Participative Pillar in the Five Pillars of Youth Work as individuals are able to become partners in the decision-making structures to recognise the issues surrounding the support available to them (Youth Work in Wales, 2018, p.8). This will involve generating recommendations from young people to suggest improvements to be made to support services which affect their personal, social, and educational development B - “Facilitate the personal, social and educational development of young people” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.11). Moreover, the feedback will allow young people to develop their knowledge of the support available to them in order to recognise what support is most suitable to them. YW16 - “Enable young people to access information to make decisions” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.12). 

The aim and objectives were identified through discussions with the young people in the youth club and by carrying out a NAOMIE needs assessment. During observations of general discussions in the youth club, which involved young people discussing their thoughts and feelings about the COVID-19 pandemic, the experiences of general anxiety became evident amongst the majority of the group. Therefore, after further discussion, we organised arts and crafts activities one evening in the youth club to enable young people to feel comfortable whilst discussing their experiences of the pandemic. This offered young people a relaxed environment to draw their experiences if they don’t feel comfortable speaking to peers or staff. Additionally, it was made clear to the young people that participating in the session was completely voluntary and they could attend to only engage in the arts and crafts activities. 

Furthermore, the aims and objectives founded are important to our youth work setting as we aim to adhere to the principles and values of youth work. By setting these aims and objectives for the participatory research exercise, we are exploring with young people their wellbeing (YW18), working with young people to safeguard their own welfare (YW19) and promoting access to information and support (B4) (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.11,12). In addition to this, aspiring to achieve the aims will include encouraging young people to participate in the decisions that affect them now and in the future. Moreover, supporting them to find their voice, form ideas, develop relationships and build skills to reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2019, p.11).



Outline of design and delivery 

The research exercise included a group of 6 individuals between the age of 17-19, from the generation known as Gen Z. The young people were from the white ethnic group, including 4 Welsh individuals and 2 English individuals. Furthermore, there were 3 females and 3 males, with 4 in college and 2 employed in a part time job. In addition to this, all group members lived in Wales with 5 living in rural areas and 1 in a busy town. The majority of the group share similar characteristics which include honesty, independence, rebelliousness, resilience, creativity, empathy and confidence. Additionally, some individuals are impatient and talkative. 

The group of young people are close friends in the youth club and often engage in activities and discussions together. Certain individuals have developed leadership roles within the group which occasionally causes minor disagreements. However, with guidance and support the group work together to solve these issues and have learned to respect and listen to every individual in their group. Moreover, the young people’s group dynamics suggests they are on stage 3 of Tuckman’s (1965) stages in groups known as Norming (Sapin, 2013, p.129). The Norming stage involves the group being able to work together effectively, make decisions, test the responses of others, and continue to receive some support from the youth worker (Sapin, 2013, p.129). Therefore, the group’s position in Tuckman’s stages indicates the group of young people would be suitable for the research exercise as they are comfortable and work well together whilst continuing to challenge one and other. 
The research exercise will take place in a smaller room in the youth club where they regularly attend to ensure the young people feel comfortable and safe. This adheres to 2.7 in the Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales as it states, “create and ensure the maintenance of safe and healthy settings that foster young people’s physical, intellectual, social, emotional, moral and spiritual development” (Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales, 2012, p.8). 

Moreover, during the process of selecting the group of participants suitable for this research exercise, their age was taken into consideration due to the nature of the question. The research question could be triggering or a hard subject to talk about for some individuals and therefore, working with the young people to ensure they felt comfortable with the wording of the question was essential. Additionally, adolescent development was considered when forming the research question and exercise as brain processes continue to develop throughout the period of adolescence (Steinberg, 2005, p.69). Steinberg (2005) suggests during early adolescence “individuals show marked improvements in reasoning (especially deductive reasoning), information processing (in both efficiency and capacity) and expertise” (Steinberg, 2005, p.70). 

Methodology 

Qualitative research can be defined as the “use of interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2018, p.8). Moreover, it involves researchers applying a:

Qualitative approach to inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data analysis that is both inductive and deductive and establishes patterns or themes.
(Creswell, 2018, p.8).

Quantitative research can be defined as “presenting findings in a numerical form” for example, quantitative data collection methods include structured interviews, tests, laboratory experiments and surveys (Wilkinson, 2000, p.7). This research approach is highly structured and enables researchers to easily quantify data (Wilkinson, 2000, p.7). Moreover, threats to quantitative research validity can include complications in sampling, recruitment, measurement effects, ethical issues, and the Hawthorne effect (Walker, 2005). Moreover, a mixed method approach in research is commonly known as “combining qualitative and quantitative methods” (Ritchie, 2014, p.44). The two approaches can be used in the same study despite their differences and one method is typically dominant (Wilkinson, 2000, p.8). 

For this research exercise, a qualitative research approach was applied as the approach takes the “perspectives and accounts of research participants as a starting point” (Ritchie, 2014, p.3). This information was a vital factor when deciding on a research approach as the purpose of this participatory research project is to enable young people to explore and share their own experiences. This adheres to the Youth Work National Occupational Standards values as it states, “The work starts from where young people are in relation to their own values, views and principles, as well as their own personal and social space” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.5). 

In addition to this, by using a focus group as a qualitative research method, the young people are able to explore their own ideas and opinions with other participants, challenge one another and define their own categories (Bagnoli, 2010). Moreover, Morgan (1998) states that focus groups use “guided group discussions to generate a rich understanding of participants’ experiences and beliefs” (Morgan, 1998). Therefore, this qualitative research method was suitable for this research study as the main focus is to explore young people’s experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, this approach and method will enable myself as the researcher to strive to achieve the aims of the research which include identifying the quality of support available to young people and to suggest improvements for support services. Additionally, verbal feedback from young people will generate recommendations to suggest improvements to be made to support services. This feedback will allow young people to develop their knowledge of the support available to them. 

The reasons for not choosing a quantitative research approach for this research study include requiring more detailed responses from the young people about a subject that is relevant to them. The use of quantitative methods during this participatory research exercise would focus on the number of young people experiencing general anxiety during the pandemic rather than the genuine responses of participants. Moreover, this was a small-scale research study which involved a group of 6 participants and so, many quantitative methods that depend on recruitment and sample size would be unsuccessful during this study. In addition to this, a mixed method approach was not needed as a focus group method would generate the data needed to achieve the aims of the research study.

Method 

The planning of the research method involved researching the most suitable qualitative research method for this particular study. Following the research of the methodology necessary for this participatory research exercise, a focus group became the evident tool to use for the method of the study. During the planning process, numerous methods were discussed with the young people in order to ensure they are comfortable with the choice of method for this research. The reasons for this choice of method are based on the continual communication focus groups generate. 

Kitzinger defines focus groups as “a form of group interview that capitalises on communication between research participants in order to generate data” which explicitly use group interaction as a part of the method (Kitzinger, 1995, p.229). The method is useful for “exploring people’s knowledge and experiences” as well as understanding how individuals think (Kitzinger, 1995, p.229). However, some issues have been raised regarding the nature of interaction in focus group when analysing focus group material. These concerns include the role of the researcher, the interactions between participants and the phrasing of questions (Bagnoli, 2010). 

For the focus group in this research study, Kitzinger’s (1995) suggestions for running successful focus groups was used as a guide. Kitzinger (1995) states that the ideal group size of a focus group is “between four and eight people”, therefore, this assisted the choice of including 6 participants for the focus group (Kitzinger, 1995, p.301). The participatory research exercise will take place in a smaller room in the youth club where the young people feel comfortable, safe, and relaxed. Moreover, the session will last two hours over two days of the week during the opening hours of the youth club in the early evening between 5 to 7pm. The reason for carrying out the research exercise in the early evening is due to the work and school commitments of the participants. Furthermore, the days and times of the participatory research exercise could possibly impact findings due to the participants feeling tired after work and school. However, during the planning process, the participants suggested this would be the appropriate time to engage in the exercise as they will be able to sit down with refreshments and relax with their friends whilst discussing the topic. 

The session will begin by asking the young people to sit in a circle in the room and make themselves comfortable. The researcher will explain to the young people that aim of the focus group is to encourage everyone to talk to each other and not directly to the researcher. In addition to this, there will be a 5-minute introduction around the aims and focus of the study in order to ensure participants are fully aware of the topic they will be discussing and are comfortable to continue. 

The young people will be presented with 3 questions on cards in the middle of the circle in order to guide conversation and enable individuals to explore their views and opinions. The first question will be “What were your general worries during the COVID-19 pandemic?”. The second question will be “Are you aware of support services that are available to help you with your worries? for example, Young Minds”. The third question will be “If you accessed any support, did it make you feel confident about managing your worries in the future?”. The participants will be encouraged to engage in group discussions and reflect on their experiences whilst being guided by these 3 questions. Additionally, the young people will have the option to draw their experiences if they do not feel comfortable to discuss with other participants. Furthermore, to collect data during the session a notepad and pen will be used to note down the comments made by participants in order to accurately analyse the data. 


Data Collection 

The data will be collected through observations of the group discussions and gathering notes of important information participants raise. To begin, the researcher will observe and “take a back seat” in order to allow the young people to feel comfortable and begin to engage in discussions (Kitzinger, 1995, p.301). However, throughout the remainder of the session, the researcher might possibly encourage further discussions around the focus of the research question. This is to ensure the young people are supported and guided whilst continuing to share their views, experiences, and knowledge. 

Furthermore, observation is a useful tool for collecting qualitative data as this allows the researcher to explore a wide range of valuable information from participants (Barrett, 2018, p.63). Additionally, through taking notes the researcher is able to keep record of the conversations with participants in order to accurately analyse data (Barrett, 2018, p.64). However, observation can cause concerns over the change in the behaviour of participants when being observed, known as the ‘Hawthorne effect’ (Barrett, 2018, p.64). Therefore, it is essential for the researcher to minimise their influence on the setting to ensure individuals feel comfortable when engaging in discussions. 


Data Analysis

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic data analysis is defined as “a method identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79). The method mainly focuses on “presenting the stories and experiences voiced by study participants as accurately and comprehensively as possible” (Guest and MacQueen, 2012, p.16). This complies with the values of youth work as it focuses on ensuring young people’s voices are heard during the data analysis process by generating results based on young people’s everyday life experiences, “facilitating and empowering the voice of young people” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.5). One disadvantage of thematic analysis is that it is often described as a “poorly demarcated” method in comparison to branded forms of analysis such as grounded theory (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.97). 

The data will be analysed by following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) step by step guide of the 6 phases of thematic analysis. The first phase involves becoming familiar with the data, followed by generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and finally, producing the report (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.87). For this research study, the first step of the thematic data analysis will include the researcher going over the data in order to note down ideas for generating initial codes. This will enable the researcher to identify patterns from the data and form ideas for coding (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.87). Secondly, the researcher will generate initial codes by using highlighters to identify patterns from the notes taken during the observation of the focus group. Moreover, the data will be coded by using a computer software which will involve “tagging and naming selections of text within each data item” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.89). The following provides an example for this research study:
	Data extract 
	Coded for

	After the last Covid lockdown ended, I was so anxious about going out to meet with friends like I was even worried about just going to the shop or going to the park. 
	1. Discussed their worries about resuming ‘normal’ life
2. Gave some examples of what situations they would be worried about 


(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.87).
Thirdly, the researcher will sort the various codes into themes to begin to analyse codes in more detail by using a mind map as a visual representation to make the process easier. The themes for this research study were identified by using an inductive approach as the data was collected specifically for the research using a focus group (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.83). The completion of this phase includes identifying the main and sub themes in order to begin to recognise the significance of individual themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.90). 

Following this, the researcher will review and refine the themes, this process includes 2 levels. Level 1 involves “reviewing at the level of the coded data extracts” and level 2 is similar but relates to the “entire data set” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.91). This process involves refining themes in order to ensure each assembled extract form a consistent pattern as well as modifying themes or creating new themes to ensure each data extract fits within correct themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.91). Moreover, level 2 involves considering the reliability of specific themes in relation to the entire data set to identify any changes to be made to the coding stages (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.91).

Next, the researcher will continue to analyse the data in order to refine and generate clear definitions for each theme (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.87). This phase will involve identifying the reasoning behind each theme and determine “what aspect of the data each theme captures” (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.92). Moreover, the researcher will be required to write a detailed analysis for each theme including the story behind each theme. Lastly, this will be linked to the research question and to the overall focus of the research data. 

To conclude, the last phase of the thematic data analysis involves producing the report. The report will contain a “concise, coherent, logical, non-repetitive and interesting” summary of the data analysis. This will include quotations of the voices of participants and evidence of the themes to clarify the purpose and meaning of the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.93). 

This participatory research study enables myself as the researcher to work with young people throughout the research process to ensure their voices are heard in order to support and promote change for their wellbeing. This is achieved by encouraging young people to engage in discussions through participating in a focus group to explore their personal experiences. Moreover, collecting feedback directly from the individuals ensures they continue to be involved in the research process which will be largely beneficial to their lives and the lives of the people around them. 

To improve for future research, it will be beneficial to record discussions during focus groups as well as take notes as this will provide a wide range of feedback from young people and generate detailed data collection and analysis. The results from this research study will be used to identify and suggest improvements to be made to support services focusing on supporting young people that are suffering from general anxiety. 


Participatory Research    

Implementing a participatory research method was fundamental for this research study as empowering young people to actively participate in the research process enabled individuals to confidently express their views, opinions, and experiences B3 - “Promote young people’s self-awareness, confidence and participation” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.6). Moreover, participative practice is essential in youth work as it underpins the principles and values of youth work through: 

“Encouraging and supporting young people to become partners in, and share responsibility for, the opportunities, learning processes and decision-making structures which affect their own lives and other people’s lives and environments” 
(Youth Work in Wales, 2018, p.8).

Furthermore, supporting the active participation of young people through allowing their voices to be heard in the decision-making process enables young people to feel respected and listened to. This adheres to the Children and Young People’s National Participation Standards as it states that individuals’ views, experiences, and ideas will be listened to and taken seriously (Welsh Government, 2018). 


During this research study, the young people participated during various stages of the research process which included identifying the need for the research and during the design of the research. Firstly, the need for the research was identified through discussing the young people’s experiences of general anxiety during the pandemic during an arts and crafts session following initial observations of similar discussions in the youth club. After further discussions with young people and asking them if they would be interested in discussing these issues further, it became evident that they wanted to be involved in the research process to make a change. Moreover, the method for the research was selected through guiding the young people to choose which method they believe would be best for them and what made them feel most comfortable. 

Furthermore, the age and skills of the of the young people involved was considered before determining the level of participation in the research study. The selection of participants involved ensuring the group was of an older age due to the nature of the question. Additionally, the participants cognitive skills were considered in order to ensure they were sufficiently developed to engage in discussions around the research topic. Moreover, the young people’s level of participation in this research study can be associated with Hart’s Ladder of Participation as level 6 states “Adult initiated: shared decisions with children” (Sapin, 2013, p.150).



Ethical Considerations 

There are numerous harms and benefits of research, and it is essential to consider the ethics in research with young people. For this research study, the first ethical and legal consideration involved informed consent. It is a requirement to inform young people about the aims and objectives of the research as well as the “methods and plans for disseminating the results” (Sapin, 2013, p.173). This ensures that individuals have all the information required to decide whether or not they would like to be involved. This is highlighted in number 8 of the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research as it states, “It is normally expected that participants’ voluntary informed consent to be involved in a study will be obtained at the start of the study” (BERA, 2018, p.9). 

Furthermore, some participants were aged 17 and therefore parental or guardian consent was required. For example, for the initial discussions during the arts and craft session with young people, the young people aged 17 were asked to fill in forms at home to attain parental consent. This form included information about the research study to inform parents or guardians about what their child will be involved in during the process. This complies with 2.2 “promote the rights of young people and their parents and guardians” (Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales, 2012, p.7). 

In addition to this, it is essential to emphasise to young people the right to withdraw consent (Sapin, 2013, p.173). This was stated to the group of young people before the research began during the initial discussions as well as throughout each step of the research process. This adheres to number 31 in the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research as it states, “Researchers should recognise the right of all participants to withdraw from the research for any or no reason, and at any time” (BERA, 2018, p.18).

Additionally, the confidentiality of participants data is a vital requirement in research to enable young people to recognise their right to privacy, anonymity, and respect. It was made clear to the young people that the data collected from their discussions during the focus group would not include their names in order to keep them anonymous and protected. Moreover, through enabling the young people to actively participate during the research process, it was made clear to them that their views, opinions, and experiences will be respected throughout. This complies with number 40 in the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research as it states, “Researchers should recognise the entitlement of both institutions and individual participants to privacy and should accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity” (BERA, 2018, p.21). 

The researcher’s role

According to Denicolo (2016), constructivists “seek to understand a person’s internal experiences from that person’s personal perspective, not the researcher’s own perspective” (Denicolo and Long, 2016, p.5). It is essential in research to clearly express the “nature of the reality, or phenomena, we seek to investigate” (Denicolo and Long, 2016, p.26). This is to ensure all features of the research including the research question, methodology, analysis, and findings produce a “congruent and cohesive process” (Denicolo and Long, 2016, p.26). My paradigm as a youth worker and a researcher for this study is a constructivist approach as I have applied constructivist techniques through inductive research. This approach was appropriate for this research as through using focus groups as an inductive research method, I was able to identify themes and patterns by collecting and analysing data based on young people’s experiences. 

Moreover, through applying a constructivist approach to this research study, I began the research by not making any assumptions about participants or their views and experiences. This is because constructivists put their “personal views, beliefs or bias” aside and continue to be “open minded to wide-ranging possibilities from the research” (Denicolo and Long, 2016, p.5). However, according to Norris (1997), potential sources of biases in research can include selection biases, the ability of researchers, the value preferences and commitments of the researcher and the personal qualities of researchers (Norris, 1997, p.174). 


Furthermore, one of the personal motivations I brought to this research study as a youth worker is a strong motivation to support the young people through promoting their wellbeing. This is indicated in the aims and objectives of the research as the main focus is to explore young people’s experiences of general anxiety during the pandemic in order to identify improvements to be made to support services. This personal motivation impacted my role in the design and facilitation of the research as my overall goal was to support and promote the young people’s wellbeing through empowering them to engage in the focus group to explore their experiences in order to make a change. This complies with YW18 - “Explore with young people their wellbeing” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.12). However, conflicts of interest can largely impact the research process as researchers may appear to favourite their own interests over their responsibilities which can include financial benefits.

Additionally, it is essential to consider the type of relationship between myself and the young people in order to determine the level of engagement from the participants in the research process. After consideration, the decision was made to conduct the research in collaboration with the young people as I believe the meaningful relationships I had built with individuals would continue to develop during the research process. This adheres to YW01 - “Initiate, build and maintain purposeful relationships with young people” (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, p.11). 

The level of engagement with participants during this process was largely beneficial as I was able to understand the young people’s perspectives fully through encouraging them to engage in discussions and explore their experiences with others. However, the ethical considerations around developing relationships with young people was vital as suddenly ending relationships at the end of the research process could cause attachment issues. This is highlighted in 2:12 “ensure that young people themselves understand the boundaries between occupation and personal relationships” (Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales, 2012, p.8).

Moreover, my experiences as a trainee youth worker were beneficial for this research study as I was able to apply my youth work skills, values and principles when working with young people during the research process. This was demonstrated through promoting participation and active involvement throughout the process. For example, working with young people to identify the need for the research and encouraging individuals to engage in the focus group to explore their experiences. This adheres to the values of youth work as it states, “promote participation and invite social commitment, in particular by encouraging them to be critical and creative in their responses to their experience and the world around them” (Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales, 2012, p.5). Additionally, it essential as youth workers to consider the risks, ethics, and values in research as research bias, personal motivations and a researcher’s engagement with young people can potentially harm young people. Therefore, risks should be minimised through careful considerations before conducting the research and throughout the duration of the research. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, this experience has been largely beneficial as I have been able to develop my knowledge around the process of conducing a small-scale participatory research exercise with young people. Moreover, I have been able to obtain essential research skills which will be transferable for future practice with young people.  During the process, I have learned various terms, theories and methods which will enable me to continue to improve my research skills to conduct effective research projects in the future. 
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