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Research proposal: Panacea or Placebo?

What impact does cyberbullying have on a young person’s mental health?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Key words; cyberbullying, mental health, well-being, harassment, social media platforms, victims, bullies, malicious, devastating. 

Aims;
There has been many debates and discussions on whether the outcomes of cyberbullying are as devastating as the outcomes of traditional bullying for its victims. Within the literature review, current debates on the topic were explored and addressed in order to widen current knowledge and gain a deeper insight in to whether there was a causative link between cyberbullying and suicide. Whilst researching, it was evident that victims of cyberbullying presented long lasting psychological problems and suffered devastating outcomes, (Li, et al., 2012).

Furthermore, it is clear from the literature reviewed that cyberbullying is not only linked to psychological problems but in severe cases, suicide. The act of cyberbullying will usually attract a much larger public audience due to the growing popularity and use of social media platforms, (Sticca and Perren, 2013).

The growing in popularity of social media platforms has led to an often-publicised negative impact associated with its use. In determining the findings of the literature review and its publicised impact, it is necessary to establish a focus group involving a cohort of third year counselling students in order to explore the topic of cyberbullying further.

The focus group will be created with the aim to answer the overall question of cyberbullying and the impact that cyberbullying can have a young person’s mental health and wellbeing.  

Focus groups are helpful when trying to discover individuals’ different perceptions and opinions on a specific topic, (Krueger, et al., 2017). As stated by Folch-Lyon & Trost, (1981) focus groups are also beneficial when trying to understand why and how people behave a certain way and is a good way to explore individual unique opinions. 

Interaction within a focus group is a crucial feature as it highlights their own unique view and will cover the topic in more depth as participants will express their real opinions and may disagree with the opinions of others, therefore promoting an interesting and natural debate on the topic presented.

Background;
The interest in conducting this research stems from the popularity and increase in internet users over the last ten years, and how cyberbullying has become the new form of bullying, thanks to the intervention of the internet. 

The interest in specifically exploring the younger generation stems from different literature postulating how young people are the most active on social media platforms and therefore, are continuously targeted by online bullies, (Brown, 2018).

As the internet is in constant use, there is no escape from the bullies as cyberbullying can be practiced by anyone at any time and will attack people of all ages. Cyberbullying is becoming more accepted and familiar amongst people across the world and is now seen as the norm, (Coloroso, 2003).

Social media, which as stated by Whittacker & Kowalski, (2015) is one of the main venues for cyberbullying victimisation and has become a major key component in young people’s lives. There are many benefits to social media such as; social and educational benefits. However, the increase in its popularity has made cyberbullying easily accessible for anybody to become involved in such malicious activities. The consequences of cyberbullying can be profoundly devastating for its victims and families of the victims, (Patchin & Hinduja, 2012). 

A study conducted by Price, et al., (2018) contradicts this assertion by Patchin & Hinduja, (2012) by stating how social media is beneficial as many of the different platforms are positive, engaging and is a good way of sharing information and encouraging discussion. 

Facebook is one of the main social media platforms that people of all ages use, whether it is used for staying in touch with friends and family or keeping up to date with recent and continuous news. Facebook alone had reached over two billion active monthly users across the world in 2017 and the popularity continues to grow, (Brown, 2018).

Literature review;
From the literature review, it is evident that social media has many benefits and is seen as a valuable resource in young people’s lives. However, the negatives of these social media platforms out way any perceived positive benefits. There is growing recognition of the link between cyberbullying, suicidal tendencies, self-harm, psychological problems and suicide. 

Research questions;
Through the qualitative research and thematic analysis, a focus group will be created with the goal of exploring the following questions:
Topic 1: are young people more likely to get involved in the act of cyberbullying?
Topic 2: The reasons that young people tend to get involved in bullying and online harassment?
Topic 3: The influence and change in behaviour that social media can have on a young person?
Topic 4: How individuals within this focus group would cope and react with experiencing cyberbullying themselves and how they would respond if a relative or acquaintance became the victim of such online abuse?

Methods;
The focus group will take place at the campus of University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) in a safe environment whereby individuals will be able to express their own opinion’s and thoughts on cyberbullying. The information discussed within the focus group will be carefully listened to and the same amount of respect will be given to each individual. The key points and different themes will be recorded on paper in order to make sure everything has been addressed accurately. Each participant will have a fair chance to present their findings and express their views and opinions on the topic of cyberbullying.

All information will be collated from the discussions within the group and presented within a power point presentation in class which will include the regular patterns, themes and similarities throughout as well as the different discrepancies between each individual participating within the group.

The method aims to obtain data from a wide demographic range of five counselling students, although the scale of the research is limited to a small sample of participants. 

The topic of cyberbullying will be discussed through a variety of different questions. There will be four questions all relating to cyberbullying and each participant will share their opinions on the topic for twenty minutes. 
Information has been sent to each participant in advance of the focus group in order for them to familiarise themselves with the questions and allow for any queries to be answered. The room will be set up in a way which will help promote positive discussion and make sure that each person will be able to see and hear each other clearly. 

Methodology;
In order to make findings transferable and conduct appropriate research, a qualitative approach will be used when facilitating the focus group. A Qualitative approach is defined by Jackson, et al., (2017) as being a process which helps to understand people’s experiences of life events in a humanistic and interpretive way.

The method used in order to conduct the research is that of thematic analysis. Thematic analysis Is described as a process for recording patterns and is frequently used within qualitative research, (Boyatzis, 1998). The thematic analysis will be carried out via focus group as part of a research study in to cyberbullying.

Outcomes;
The goal of facilitating this focus group is to obtain an understanding of people’s different opinions and experiences on cyberbullying and various coping mechanisms. This will be done in order to gain a deeper insight in to the topic of cyberbullying to ensure that any different opinions are taken notice of, and to identify any potential gaps that may have been over looked within the literature review, that can be explored further within the focus group.

Limitations and implications;
Limitations regarding this research will be difficult to determine as each participant within the focus group are white females of working to middle class, therefore the views and opinions of people may be biased because of their own up bringing’s and life experiences.



Ethics;
Ethics are fundamental when interacting with people as it draws upon many different sources of ethical insight, (Bond, 2015). Being considerate of the implications and ethical complications when undertaken data within a focus group is a vital part of conducting research. 

Limitations could include; participants not being honest and expressing their real opinions on the topic, conducting a focus group may not be as efficient as one to one interview’s as the topic may not be discussed in maximum depth if they are not confident to express themselves within the group.

Each participant will be made to feel comfortable and safe within the group and information shared between each participant will be treated with respect and confidentiality. A legal form will be signed by each participant agreeing to respect the privacy and confidentiality of others.

Each individual’s identity will be anonymised and will not be possible to link any data to the people involved. The information given will be used to determine the overall answer to the overarching question, however, the data will be disposed of when no longer needed in accordance with the general data protection act of 2018.

In order to minimise suffering of individuals, every part of the research study will comply with the principles of the BACP ethical framework (2016). The research study will also follow the ethical guidelines of UWTSD in order to work professionally.

It is unlikely that the topic being discussed will cause harm or distress to the people participating, however, if any uncomfortable or sensitive issues arise participants are more than welcome to leave the group. If anybody will need extra support helpful information is available to them during the de-brief and support by the researcher and supervisor will be available if anybody would like to ask any questions or bring up any concerns regarding the focus group.




















APPENDIX 1: Thematic analysis covering letter: focus groups.

Date:
“What impact does cyberbullying have on a young person’s mental health and well-being?”

You are invited to take part in a research study to explore the different impact that cyberbullying can have on a young person’s mental health and wellbeing.

Before you decide whether you wish to participate it is important that you understand why the research is being undertaken and what it entails. You should therefore read the attached information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.

This research is supervised by Beverly Cole at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and has been approved by University of Wales Trinity Saint David Swansea Metropolitan University’s School of Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee (SREC). The SREC is bound by the ethical guidelines of the British Psychology Society and the British Association for Counselling and Psychology and it is hoped that this research will enhance people’s understanding of the impacts of online bullying, and how it can affect the health and well-being of young people.

Taking part in this study is voluntary and the attached information should clarify any questions you may have. If you still have concerns, please feel free to contact me using the contact details given in the information sheet.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information.

BEVERELY COLE Mphil, MA, MBACP (Acred), UKRP.

APPENDIX 2: Thematic analysis: information sheet: focus groups
Information Sheet for the participation in Research into cyberbullying and the impact that cyberbullying can have on a young person’s mental health and well-being. 
Placements/University of Wales Trinity Saint David.
Researcher: Beverly Cole.
You are invited to take part in a focus group as part of a research study. Before you decide whether you wish to participate it is important that you understand why the research is being undertaken and what it entails. 
Please take time to read this information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 
What is the purpose of the study?
· The aim of this part of the research is to explore people’s different thoughts and opinion’s on cyberbullying and the impact that cyberbullying can have on young people.
Do I have to take part in this study?
· Participating in the study is voluntary, it is up to you to decide whether to participate and if or when to withdraw 

· If you wish to withdraw from the research at any time, you will be able to do so without giving a reason. The cut-off date for withdrawal will be one week after the focus group has taken place. Should you withdraw at, or before, this point, no data supplied by you will be used.



What will happen if I take part in the study?
· If, after reading the information provided, you decide to take part you will need to:

1. sign the consent form (no information will be used without this signed form.)
2. return this form to me by …

· where consent forms are returned by email, with an indication of intent to participate, this will be taken as informed consent. 

· Upon receipt of your consent form, you will be invited to attend a focus group which will take about one hour of your time (plus any travelling to/from the Townhill campus). The focus group will consist of staff working at the Community Counselling Centre who will discuss the issues outlined on the Focus Group Schedule attached. 
What if I need to contact you?
· You can contact me via the email address and telephone number provided below.
What are the benefits of taking part?
· You may find that taking part in this focus group may help develop your understanding of cyberbullying further. Each participant may learn new information from other individuals they were not aware of and will be a good chance to listen to views and opinions of others.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?
· it is unlikely that this research could disturb anyone taking part, however the topic of cyberbullying may make some people feel uncomfortable if themselves or a close relative/acquaintance has experienced online bullying. Therefore, should the facilitator feel at any time during the course of the focus group that the conversation is beginning to create distress or stress for anyone, the discussion will be stopped at that point and a short break will take place before returning to more general topics of discussion. If participation brings up upsetting material which you would like to discuss with someone, you are free to discuss this with your counselling supervisor, or you can contact the researcher or the project supervisor (see contact details provided) for signposting to relevant support. Should any unsafe or unethical practice be identified, this will be addressed in accordance with the BACP Ethical Framework, (2010).

Will my taking part be confidential?
· Although the research will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality, the nature of focus groups prevents a guarantee of confidentiality. The researcher will, however, remind participants to respect the privacy of fellow participants and not repeat what is said in the focus group to others. A section of the consent form also requires participants to agree to keep information appertaining to the focus group confidential. 
Will my taking part be anonymous?
· Your contributions will be anonymised. It is likely that some actual quotations used by you may be used in the presentation of the research, although these extracts and any other personal information will be made anonymous by modification of any identifiable information. It will not be possible to link any data to any participant.

What will happen if I don’t want to participate?
· Nothing just ignore this correspondence. 



What If there is a problem?
· If you have a problem with any aspect of the research these can be addressed either to the researcher at email (Beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk), and telephone (07786332338).

 What will happen to the information I provide and the result of the study?
· The focus group session will be recorded and transcribed to facilitate analysis of content. The recording and the transcription will be stored separately and securely and destroyed once the research process is completed.

· The completed thesis will be presented to UWTSD and will be available in the libraries of this organisation. Further to this, findings will be used for journal articles/conference presentations and collected data could be used for training purposes. Should any malpractice become evident this will be addressed in accordance with BACP guidelines.

Who has reviewed this study?
· This study has been approved by UWTSD Swansea Metropolitan University’s School of Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee (SREC), bound by the ethical guidelines of the British Psychological Society and the British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists. 

What if I have any other questions?
· Reading the information sheets provided should answer many of your questions. However, you may require additional information, or have a query, now or at a future stage pf research. Should this be the case please do not hesitate to contact me by telephone (07786332338) or email (Beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk).

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet.




BEVERLY COLE Mphil, MA, MBACP (Accred), UKRP Date: 


APPENDIX 3: Thematic analysis consent form: focus group.

Consent Form (Focus Group): Research Project: Exploring the issues relating to cyberbullying and the impact it has on a young person’s mental health and well-being.
Please read this form carefully, initialling each box to indicate agreement as appropriate. 

(  ) I have read and I understand the information provided about this research, I have a copy for future reference (dated ….) and I have no reservations regarding content. 

(  ) I have had the opportunity to consider the information and ask questions. I have had these answered satisfactory and I understand that there will be a further opportunity to address any questions at the end of data collection, just prior to the point where I am able to withdraw.

(  ) I have a telephone number and an email address for the researcher, and contact details of the main project supervisor should I have any concerns.

(  ) I understand that although the researcher will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality, the nature of the focus groups prevents a guarantee of confidentiality. The researcher will remind participants to respect the privacy of participants and not repeat what is said within the focus group. I agree not to divulge any information regarding the focus group to others.

(  ) I understand that the focus group session is to be recorded and transcribed , however, will be stored securely. I also understand that actual quotations from my contributors may be used to support the research, although any data collected will be anonymised. Findings may be the subject of journal articles/conference presentations and/or any other related educational or research work. Data collected will be destroyed once the research process is finalised. 

(  ) I understand that I can withdraw from this study at any time up to the cut-off point, without giving any reason, if I do so data relating to me will not be used in the study.

Consent to take part in the focus group.



Signiture:                                                        Date:                                        Telephone Number:

Print Name:                                                    Email:

If you return this form via email, you may be able to sign it electronically. If this is not the case, please note that receipt of this form via your email address will be taken as informed consent.
I would like to have sight of the research findings when these are produced: Yes/No.







FOCUS GROUP SCHEDULE                                                                                                 APPENDIX 4PROJECT: What impact does cyberbullying have on a young person’s health and well-being?

Date: _________ Time of Group: Start: _________ Finish: _________ 

Venue:__Counselling pod UWTSD, Townhill ________________

[Introductions. Briefly describe project and focus group protocol [including purpose of study, recording, dissemination and withdrawal], ensure participants have copies of the information sheet and focus group schedule and have signed the consent form. Revisit informed consent.

TOPIC 1: Are young people more likely to get involved in the act of bullying?
TOPIC 2: What are the reasons that young people get involved in bullying and harassment online?
TOPIC 3: What influence can social media have on a young person’s behaviour?
TOPIC 4: how would you cope with experiencing cyberbullying?
TOPIC 5: An opportunity for anyone to add any comments.




[Thank participants for participating, assure them of anonymity and advise what will happen next. Ask whether participants have any questions, want sight of notes/themes, etc. Cool down period, debriefing chat.







APPENDIX 5: Thematic analysis debriefing form.

Date: 

Thank you for participating in this study, your time and efforts are appreciated. 
This research explored the different impacts that cyberbullying can have on a young person’s mental health and well-being by exploring; why young people tend to get involved in cyberbullying, the influence that social media can have on a young person’s behaviour, various coping mechanisms and if young people are more likely to get involved in cyberbullying. 
To date, the experience has been under researched and underrepresented within academic literature and by taking part in this study you have contributed to the growing body of knowledge concerning this important aspect of cyberbullying. 
You are reminded, however, that you still have the right to withdraw at this point. Should you decide to do so you will not have to give any reason and collected data will not be used and will be destroyed. You will be aware that this study has received ethics approval from the Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee of Swansea Metropolitan University. However, if you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study, you can contact Beverly Cole by email at (beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk) and telephone on (07786332338).
Although this study did not focus on any issues which would normally invoke emotionally sensitive reflection, sometimes the process of reflecting can prove to be disturbing. If answering any of these questions led you to feel distressed, you are free to discuss associated issues with your supervisor and if you would like to speak to someone else about your thoughts, arrangements can be made for you to be provided with a list of helpful organisations so that you can talk about any aspect of the research which has caused you distress. Should this be the case, you will need to contact the researcher within seven days of the date of this form.
If you would like to learn more about cyberbullying you will find some excellent information on organisational sites, such as; the NSPCC, Samaritans and MEIC which are all Welsh Organisations.




BEVERLY COLE, MPhil, MA, MBACP (Accred), UKRP.
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