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Produce a plan of a small scale participatory research project, including a critical consideration of the theory of research with young people, the role of ethics and participatory approaches and the potential benefits for young people of their involvement in participatory research.
[bookmark: _Hlk503174207][bookmark: _Hlk502479578]   The author of this ‘hypothetical’ participatory research project is a level 5 BA(Hons) Youth and Community Work Student at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. His research interests lie in the fields of; Children and Young Persons Mental Health and Well Being plus Youth Homelessness. As the title lays out the purpose of this assignment is to produce a plan of a small scale participatory research project. The first topic of discussion will be a literature review on ‘What is Social Research’ followed by a over-arching literature review of the methodology, methods and ethics involved in social research. The author of this paper will then give a step by step account of the chosen ‘hypothetical’ research project and how they have put their research plan together. This paper will conclude by discussing the potential benefits that young people can gain by their involvement in participatory research. 
   Social research comes in many shapes and forms with the different approaches equating to different research paradigms. According to the Governmental Research Profession social research is used to inform and implement governmental policies that enables professionals working in fields such as; health and social care, social workers and youth and community workers to adhere to, as well as work within a framework that leads to best practice. Said social research aims to provide not only in-depth data and a statistical generalisation of the population as a whole, but also, provide a critical and objective analysis as to why individuals, groups and organisations both think and behave the way they do towards societal issues and as to how new legislation and/or policy can affect the whole of society, groups, and/or individuals in either a positive or negative way (Gov.UK, No Date). Social research in, and of itself tends to run on a cyclical cycle beginning with the practical considerations surrounding the actual project such as; the research hypothesis, the target group, and research questions (Bell, 2010 p. 40-41). Following on from the practical consideration involved in the research project will be the methodology used. Social research falls into two methodologies, either the quantitative or qualitive research paradigm. 
[bookmark: _Hlk502492188][bookmark: _Hlk502492230][bookmark: _Hlk502493681]Quantitative research is, as the name suggests, based upon numerical and statistical methods of data collection and can be traced back to two of the ‘founding fathers’ of sociology…Auguste Comte (1798-1857) and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917). Auguste Comte is acknowledged as being the first person as using the term ‘sociology’ when referring to the systematic study of society as well as ‘coining’ the term ‘positive philosophy’. Comte believed that there was a ‘…hierarchy of scientific subjects with sociology at the pinnacle of the hierarchy’ (Comte 1986, first published in the 1840s cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 2013 p. 879). Both Comte (1798-1857) and Durkheim (1858-1917) lived during what was known as the ‘Age of Enlightenment’. The Age of Enlighten heralded a massive paradigm shift in the way that mankind viewed the world in which they lived…a turning away from religious belief and superstition to one of rational thought and the belief that accumulated scientific knowledge about society could be used to help improve mankind’s life chances. Comte’ (1858-1917) some of the key points of Comte’ philosophical theory of positivism were: 
that reality is objective, simple and positive, there is only one reality. Human beings and the naturalistic world are governed by fixed laws. Facts should be kept apart from values. Natural and social sciences share common logical and methodological foundations
(Sarantakos, 2000)

[bookmark: _Hlk502900218] Both Auguste Comte (1798-1857) and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) believed that through the research paradigm of ‘positive philosophy’ or what is nowadays known as quantitative methodology social facts could be accumulated through the observing of society and ‘phenomena’ that happens within society, groups and individuals objectively. These social facts can then be turned into statistical data, correlated with other social facts bringing one to a ‘causation’ or cause for human/societal behaviour based upon statistical and/or numerical findings/data (Haralambos and Holborn p. 879-881). In its simplest form positivism measures ‘cause and effect’ by ‘manipulating one or more variable[s]’ for the ‘purposes of research’ by the ‘random assignment of participants to comparison groups’ (Punch, 2005 p. 65-69). According to Fraser Health Authority (2011) some of the characteristics of quantitative research are
The generation of models, theories and hypotheses, the collecting of empirical data, the modelling of data, the analysis of data, experimental control, variable manipulation and the measurement methods.
(Fraser Health Authority, 2011).
Because quantitative data is based upon ‘Empirical’ research using, as already discussed, ‘numerical and statistical data’ (Punch, 2005 p. 4) numbers that cannot be argued with, that are correlated through an actual set experiment with a hypothesis, controllable variables, a control group and recognised methods of measurement, many social researchers see quantitative methodology as the purest form of social research (Punch, 2005 p. 1- 13; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013 p. 875-894; Bell, 2010 p. 40-45; Fraser Health Authority, 2011) Through the use of quantitative methodology and  the statistical, mathematical, or numerical analysis of data collected through polls, questionnaires, and surveys we are, as researchers, able to give an overview of, and generalisation of societal issues…a bigger picture of what is happening in, and affecting individuals, groups, and society as a whole (Haralambos and Holborn p. 897). 
However, not all social researchers would agree with the last statement because whilst quantitative methodology gives a reliable overview and generalisation many social researchers would argue that it take’s the individual and person out of social research as, shall be discussed and explored next.
[bookmark: _Hlk502504203]   Unlike quantitative methodology which deals with numerical data qualitative research is primarily a form of exploratory research. It is used to gain an understanding of underlying reasons, opinions, and motivations as to why individuals, groups and whole societies behave the way they do . It can also provide insights into, as well as help to develop ideas or hypotheses for potential quantitative research. (Punch, 2005, p. 5; Bell, 2010 p. 10).  Qualitative research is more person centred and according to John, W. Creswell (2003) in his book entitled ‘Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative. and Mixed Methods Approaches’, Creswell (2003) defines the qualitative methodology as:
A qualitative study is defined as an inquiry process of understanding a social or human problem, based on building a complex, holistic picture, formed with words, reporting detailed views of informants, and conducted in a natural setting. 
(Creswell, 2003)
Qualitative data is in some ways the mirror opposite quantitative data. Instead of generalisation and the highlighting of trends of behaviour through using numerical data qualitative data tends to be more person centred and applicable to social research on large/small groups and individuals within society, rather than society and societal issues as a whole. The many methods of data collection used within qualitative research include; life stories, reflective journals, formal/and, or informal interviews, focus groups and participant observation. Participant observation can come in the form of either covert or overt observations depending upon the type of research being carried out. These research methods fall into various types of data collection methodology up to, and including; case studies, ethnography, grounded theory, action research, and participative research (Punch, 2005 p. 168-190; Bell; 2010 p. 6-22; Haralambos and Holborn, 2013 p. 875-894; Creswell, 2003). There is great debate in contemporary social research as to which methodology is the best one to use in obtaining research data. Both methodologies have their own strengths and weaknesses. In fact, two of the main strengths of quantitative data are also two of the main weaknesses of qualitative data and…vies versa. Social researchers such as Punch (2005) and Bell (2010) both argue that two of the main strengths of quantitative research are also two of its main weaknesses because whilst study findings can be generalized to the whole of the population and/or specific target groups as required, as well as, through the use of standardised quantitative methodology, quantitative research projects can be replicated in different population areas and/or over time with the correlation of similar results and data. On the other hand, as already mentioned these can also be seen as two of quantitative methodologies weakness, as many kinds of information and data of a sensitive nature such as; substance misuse and criminal activity simply cannot be corelated and quantified just through the use of numerical statistical data collection methods. The reality is that many minority groups such as; illegal immigrants, drug users, alcoholics, ethnic minorities and person[s] involved in criminal activities simply are not available to answer questionnaires or take part in formal interviews (Creswell, 2003; Todd, 1979; Carr, 1994). Many contemporary researchers such as Punch (2005) Bell (2010) and Creswell (2003) suggest that whilst quantitative research has a longer history and may…or may not be considered the ‘best’ or even ‘purest’ form of research because it is based on ‘empirical evidence a third alternative is the use of a mixed methodology of both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection. Creswell (2003) argues that a mixed methodology of research ‘fits a person who enjoys both the structure of quantitative research and the flexibility of qualitative inquiry’. For the purposes of this paper a mixed research methodology will be used for reasons that will be explored next. 
   When working with young people in a youth and community work setting everything a youth worker does should be young person centred with informal education being at the very heart of it. Through the use of participative research in which young people are fully involved in both the design and implementation of said participative research projects, youth workers not only improve their own ethical practice and youthwork values, the young people involved are given agency and a sense of ownership in whatever project they are involved with (Smith, 2001). The National Occupational Standards for Youth Work also ties participative research and actual youthwork practice together by stating under standard YW23 that all youth workers should be able to ‘Investigate the needs of young people and the community in relation to youthwork’ as well as to; ‘support young people to identify and achieve aims’ whilst at the same time ‘initiate, build and maintain purposeful relationships with young people’ (LSIS, 2012 p. 14). Amongst other reasons youthwork based research is normally used in an ‘exploratory’ form as in a need will arise in a practice setting and research will be carried out to better understand this ‘unknown’. Research can also be used to ‘identify whether a project or intervention will work’ through the use of a feasibility study as well for evaluation purposes. By identifying set outcomes youth workers can evaluate the ‘…quality and effectiveness of a project or intervention to identify its effectiveness or appropriateness’ (Sapin, 2013 p. 168-169). According to Sapin (2013) the best time to get young people involved in participatory research projects is…right from the beginning. Sapin (2013) that young people can and should be involved as ‘consultants, researchers and/or managers of project development’ (Sapin 2013, p. 169). By doing so young people can take ownership of projects and instead of merely being bystanders and having activities and sessions designed around them in a very tokenism way, young people are given full autonomy, agency and a real voice on issues that affect them and needs that they may have to be met in a holistic, young person centred way…instead of adults in intervening and adultism taking over (Hart, 1994; Sapin, 2013 pp. 169-171).  
   The setting for the ‘hypothetical’ participatory research project is to be based in a local youth centre where a youth and community work student is on placement. The target group will consist of fifteen young people between the ages of sixteen and eighteen years of age. The youthwork student has observed that this group of young people using the centre spend a lot of their time in the computer lab using social media to communicate with each other rather than speaking face to face. Following a conversation with the centre manager the youth work student was given permission to carry out a small-scale, participatory research project to find out how many hours a week the young people attending the centre spent online and the possible negative effects that excessive use of social media could have on young people’s mental health and wellbeing.
The first stage that the youth and community work student takes is to carry out some initial research into how excessive use of social media can affect a young person’s mental health and wellbeing…or not as the case maybe. During their research the youth work student discovered that:
 According to research carried out by Emily Frith (2017) on behalf of the Education Policy Institute:
•	Young people in the UK are extensive users of social media sites, such as Facebook, Instagram and Snapchat
•	 94.8 per cent of 15 year olds in the UK used social media before or after school in 2015
•	11 per cent of UK 10 to 15 year old girls and 5 per cent of boys spent over three hours on social media on a normal school day in 2012-13
•	This online activity is increasingly private, with young people using the internet in their bedrooms or on a smartphone. 
•	In 2014, over half (56 per cent) of UK 9 to 16 year olds used smart-phone on a daily basis
•	The rise in popularity of instant messaging means that online discussions are now often held in private groups, rather than on public profiles
•	The changing pace of technology, such as the recent development of livestreaming, means that the way young people interact with social media is continuing to change
(Frith, 2017 p. 5)
Frith (2017) goes onto state that whilst social media has some positives for young people such as ‘…helping with homework’ and ‘enabling teenagers to identify their identity’ plus ‘…being a positive platform for young people to share creative projects’ (Frith, 2017 p. 5) the negatives the positives were normally far outweighed by the negative effects of excessive social media usage. In their conference report, ‘Hate Crime and Bullying in the Age of Social Media’, Williams and Pearson (2016) discovered much the same as Frith (2017) that whilst there are positives to social media use by young people, teenagers with already existing mental health problems were far more likely to become victims of ‘cyber-bullying’ as well as the ‘sourcing of harmful content or advice’ such as ‘websites or social networks enabling the promotion of self-harm’. Both studies also found that due to the use of private messaging young people were more likely to share too share to much personal information with what, in effect could be a total stranger (Frith, 2017; Williams and Pearson, 2016). From a statistical perspective the youth and community work student discovered that:
•	1 in 4 children have experienced something upsetting on a social media networking site
•	1 in 3 children have been a victim of cyber-bullying
•	7 in 10 young people between the ages of 13 and 22 have been a victim of cyber-bullying
•	Over the last three years there has been an increase of 87% in the number of ChildLine counselling sessions about bullying
•	An estimated 5.43 million young people in the UK have experienced cyber-bullying with 1.26 million subjected to extreme cyber-bullying on a daily basis
(Anti-bullying, 2015; NSPCC, No Date; Nobullying.com, No Date).
Having found sound evidence that excessive use of social media can have a detrimental effect on young people’s mental health and well being the youthwork student then decided on a title for the research project ‘Does Excessive Use of Social Media Have a Detrimental Effect on Young Peoples Mental Health and Wellbeing’. With this in place they then decided on a mixed methodology of qualitative as well as quantitative data collection. The first step would be to set up a focus group of four or five young people from the target group that would help design and implement the research project by being ‘going between’s…between the youthwork student and the project manager who would also work as the research supervisor. The actual research would be done initially in the form of a questionnaire based upon how many hours a day/week that the target group spent using social media. This would be designed by the focus group speaking to the rest of the target group who would then feed back to the youthwork student. The questionnaire would compromise of questions such as; ‘How many hours a day/week do you spend on social media’, ‘what does good mental health and wellbeing mean to you’, ‘what does poor mental health and wellbeing mean to you’ as well as ‘do you think that your social media use has a positive and/or negative effect on your mental health and wellbeing’. A full list of questions would have been submitted via the medium of the youthwork student’s university ethical research form to both the centre manager and their university itself before any form of research could begin. Also, and as part of the research ethics form all of the young people involved in the research project would have signed an ‘Informed Consent’ form (University of Wales Trinity Saint David 1, No Date; University of Wales Trinity Saint David 2, No Date). Ethical standards is a key principle not only in social research but youthwork practice in general (LSIS, 2012; Sapin, 2013; Banks, 2010). Ethics can cover issues such as ‘Philosophy and personal morality’, ‘a researchers personal perspective’ as ‘well as researchers personal bias’s’ (Young, cited in Banks, 2010 pp. 92-104), ‘Power and Control’ (Jeffs and Banks, cited in Banks, 2010 pp. 106-122), as well as the law of the land (Batsleer, cited in Banks, 2010 pp. 178-191; HSMO Data Protection Act, 1998; Bera, 2011) Research with young people is also covered by ethical standards in the National Standards for Youth Work Practice (LSIS, 2012).
  In conclusion it can clearly be seen that involving young people in participative research is clearly a positive thing. In the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work, the key purpose of youth work is defined as to
Enable young people to develop holistically, working with then to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential 
(LSIS, 2012 p. 4)
Participative research involving young people as agents of change with a full voice and autonomy meets the above key principle and more.
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