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Chapter 3: Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This chapter describes the study design and methodology. It then explains the evaluation, coding and analysis of sources. The chapter concludes with ethical issues and the approach's limitations.
The study aims to explore the impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) on the mental health and wellbeing of vulnerable children in the United Kingdom (UK), and what this means for health and social care services. The methodology has been designed to fulfil the 4 goals outlined in Chapter 1. They aim to explain and understand ACEs, review the evidence of their effects, develop a thematic analysis to identify themes and patterns, and make recommendations for practice.
3.2 Research Philosophy and Approach
This study uses a critical realist approach. Critical realism holds that real events exist in the world, but what is known about them is shaped by the study's context and the account (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This ties in well with the topic. Children's experience of ACEs is real. However, definitions, measurement and understanding of these vary from study to study, service to service and UK nation to nation.
This study uses an inductive approach. No advance planning of themes. They were formulated based on the evidence. This allows the results to reflect what is found in the UK literature, not what the researcher expected.
3.3 Research Design
The study uses desk-based secondary research. Secondary research refers to the use of data gathered and published by others. (Johnston, 2014) Here are 3 reasons why this is a good topic to use.
First, UK evidence on ACEs is dispersed across cohort studies, population surveys, journal articles, and public health reports. Second, ACEs involve sensitive information related to children. Using published evidence avoids asking a child to retell a painful experience. Third, it is possible to compare patterns across settings and across UK nations by drawing on different sources (Snyder, 2019).
The process had 5 stages:
Structured literature search:
1. Proper literature search: 
2. An analysis of the information collected in the Literature Tracking and Analysis Workbook
3. Justifying the use of the selected sources.5.	Identifying the pros and cons of the sources.
4. Identify the top 5 sources
5. Thematic analysis and coding
3.4 Literature Search Strategy
The databases used included PubMed, CINAHL and SAGE Journals. We used Google Scholar to find additional articles. The UWTSD Library search tool was used to reach full-text articles.
The search also included UK government and public health reports. This comprised data from NHS England, Public Health Wales, Public Health Scotland, the NSPCC and the Children's Commissioner.
The researcher used five concepts to build the search. Concepts were connected with OR within each concept. The concepts were then combined with AND. Researchers captured word variations using truncation (*). The terms searched are listed in Table 3.1.
Table 3.1: Search concepts and terms
	Concept
	Search terms

	ACEs
	"adverse childhood experience*" OR ACE OR ACEs OR "childhood adversity" OR "childhood trauma"

	Children
	child* OR adolescent* OR "young people" OR vulnerable

	Outcomes
	"mental health" OR "emotional wellbeing" OR "emotional well-being" OR "psychological distress"

	UK context
	"United Kingdom" OR UK OR England OR Wales OR Scotland OR "Northern Ireland"

	Response
	"trauma-informed" OR "protective factor*" OR resilience OR "early intervention"



Search strings can include, for example: ("adverse childhood experience*" OR ACEs) AND (child* OR adolescen*) AND ("mental health" OR "emotional wellbeing") AND ("United Kingdom" OR UK).
Researchers first screened titles and abstracts then read promising sources in full also checked the reference lists of key sources for further relevant material.
3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear criteria kept the selection fair and focused. These are shown in Table 3.2.
Table 3.2: Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	
	Included
	Excluded

	Date
	Articles published between 2015 till 2025
	Articles not published in the mentioned tenure. 

	Language
	English
	Other languages

	Source type
	Peer-reviewed journal articles, plus UK government and public health reports
	Editorials, opinion pieces, blogs and non-academic websites

	Population
	Children and adolescents
	Studies of adults only

	Focus
	Impact of ACEs on mental health or emotional wellbeing
	Studies with no link to ACEs or mental health

	Location
	UK-based studies
	Studies conducted outside the UK

	Access
	Full text available
	Abstract only



Chapter 4 is based solely on UK evidence. Chapter 2 contextualises this using overseas sources. They are not related to the thematic analysis.
3.6 The Literature Tracking and Analysis Workbook
The Literature Tracking and Analysis Workbook recorded all sources.  The workbook documented for each source:
•	the full reference
The country and place of the story in the UK.
The design and sample of the study
•	The main findings
•	The capabilities and constraints
•	The link to the study objectives
The workbook also provided clear documentation of the sourcing, screening, and selection process. This helps ensure the study's transparency.
The assessment of the inputs and selection of sources.
Ten sources were assessed with the CRAAP test. CRAAP is an acronym for Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose (Blakeslee, 2004). These five questions were used as the criteria for each source:
Currency: If applicable, is the source very recent for the topic?
Relevance: Does it satisfy the aims of the research?
Authority: Are the authors and publisher credible?
Accuracy: Is the evidence, data and references accurate?
Purpose: Do the intent and absence of bias of the source appear obvious?
All the sources were marked, and the marks were noted in the workbook. The researcher then identified the five best sources for further investigation. This allowed for a managed analysis and a strong evidence base.
A workbook was also filled out and included the design of each study. The majority of ACE research is observational. Can present strong linkages between ACEs and mental health, but does not prove causality alone. This is considered in the evaluation of each source as well as reporting.
3.8 Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the five sources selected. Thematic analysis is a flexible approach that identifies, groups and interprets themes in a set of evidence (Braun and Clarke, 2006). It is appropriate to this study because the goal is to determine patterns of how children's mental health is impacted by ACEs and how services react.
The analysis was carried out in six phases as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006):
1. Becoming familiar with the data. I read each source several times. Notes were made in the workbook.
2. Generating initial codes. Main ideas were labelled with short labels. Examples include "cumulative adversity", "poverty", and "protective relationships".
3. Searching for themes. Related codes were clustered into larger patterns.
4. Reviewing themes. Themes were compared with the extracts and the entire sources.
5. Identifying and labelling themes. A clear name and definition were given to each theme.
6. Writing up. The themes are introduced and discussed in Chapter 4.
7. Hand coding. This enabled a focus on meaning and context. Themes are related to the four objectives. 
They are mentioned in Chapter 2 along with the historical, theoretical and policy background.
3.9 Ethical Considerations
[bookmark: _GoBack]No children or other humans were involved in this study. No new data were obtained. All evidence is from published and publicly available sources. Therefore, formal ethical approval was not necessary. 
The practice was conducted ethically. The study kept to the principles of academic integrity set out by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). All sources are credited using Harvard referencing. Findings are reported honestly, and evidence that does not support the anticipated findings has not been omitted.
The topic is about children who have suffered harm. Care was taken in the choice of words. Children are described as vulnerable because of their circumstances, not because of who they are. The study does not blame children or their families, nor does it imply that something is likely to go wrong.
3.10 Limitations
Several measures were implemented to ensure the study's credibility. The search terms, databases and criteria are clearly expressed, and the process can be repeated. The workbook provides an easy audit trail. Sources were evaluated against a predetermined set of criteria. These steps are based on Lincoln and Guba's (1985) concept of dependability.
The study also has limitations that need to be addressed.
•	Secondary data. The study relies on the methods the original authors used to collect and report data. The researcher could not review the data.
•	Small final sample. The five sources were analysed in great depth. The results cannot be extrapolated to the general population of children or across the whole of the UK. Their function is to be an informed interpretation of selected evidence.
•	Observational evidence. The majority of the studies report correlations, not causes. Other factors could contribute, including poverty.
•	ACE measurement. ACEs do not measure the severity, timing, and length of adversity, or factors that protect a child. Research also has varying definitions and measures of ACEs.
•	UK focus. Taking evidence from the UK only excludes findings from other countries that might be of use.
•	Single researcher. Coding was done by one person. No second coder to check agreement, so some bias may exist.
•	Use of CRAAP. The CRAAP test evaluates the general credibility of a source. Does not provide formal quality appraisal tools.
To minimise these problems, the researcher maintained a reflective record in the workbook. The researcher also cross-referenced themes with the original texts several times.
3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter explained the desk-based secondary research approach. Clear search terms and set criteria were used in the search for evidence in named databases. The CRAAP test was used to assess the ten sources, and the top five were selected. These were coded and analysed according to Braun and Clarke's (2006) six phases of thematic analysis. Ethical and quality issues were considered, and the approach was tested. The next chapter presents the results and discussion of the themes.
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