[bookmark: _Toc210149293]CHAPTER3: METHODS AND SEARCH STRATEGY

Academic Methodology Poster
The poster below summarizes a rigorous, desk-based methodology used to synthesise evidence on mothers raising autistic children. A reproducible search strategy combined keywords, subject headings, and Boolean operators across Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and the UWTSD library. Filters limited results to peer-reviewed sources from the last decade, with justified inclusion of seminal works. Records were logged and screened using a PRISMA-style flow. Credibility was assessed using the CRAAP checklist; data were coded and organized through Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis. Inclusion/exclusion criteria, an audit trail, and reflexive notes enhanced transparency. Ethical practice emphasized citation, fair representation, and cultural sensitivity.
With the visual overview in place, the chapter from section 3.1 to 3.8 expands each methodological step in prose.
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	Mothers’ Experiences Of Raising A Child With Autism: A Thematic Analysis Of Existing Qualitative Research And Case Studies 

	Chapter 3 Roadmap


	01 Introduction and Research Aim 
What this poster shows: a concise overview of the desk‑based methodology used to plan, search, appraise and synthesise literature for the dissertation.
Aim: To thematically analyse mothers’ lived experiences of raising a child with autism by synthesising recent qualitative studies and case/care reports to identify emotional, social and practical issues and coping mechanisms. 
	02 Search Strategy 
Definition: A search strategy is a structured, reproducible plan for locating evidence using pre‑defined keywords, operators, sources and limits (Fink, 2019; Booth, Sutton & Papaioannou, 2016).
How applied: Iterative keyword development from the title (e.g., autism/ASD, mothers/parent*, stigma, coping, services), synonym mapping (e.g., “caregiving”, “parental stress”), Boolean logic (AND/OR/NOT), and field limits (title/abstract). A search log recorded strings, filters and yields for replicability. 


	03 Searching for Information 
Where searched: Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, UWTSD Library Discovery for breadth across health, psychology and social care (Fink, 2019).
How done (step‑by‑step):
1. Scoping searches to refine keywords & subject headings;
2. Apply filters: last 10 years, peer‑reviewed, English, UK focus where relevant;
3. Snowballing via reference lists & forward citations (Booth et al., 2016);
4. Record in a source table (bibliography, design, sample, key findings).


 
	04 Picture / Graph / Visual Aid / Statistics 


	

	


	05 Research Validation and Analysis
Validation (secondary research): Appraise Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose (CRAAP) to judge credibility (Blakeslee, 2004). Benefits: transparency and quality; Limits: may exclude useful grey literature.
Analysis: Reflexive thematic analysis following six phases, familiarisation, coding, searching, reviewing, defining, reporting—applied to included texts; codebook, memos and audit trail maintained (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Gough, Oliver & Thomas, 2012). 

	06 Inclusion Criteria 
· Peer‑reviewed qualitative studies or rigorous reviews;
· Published ≤10 years (older seminal pieces if justified);
· English; UK context prioritised when relevant;
· Focus on mothers’ experiences, stress/resilience, stigma, support/services. 

	07 Exclusion Criteria 
· Opinion blogs, unreviewed pieces;
· Outdated (>10 years) unless seminal; non‑English without translation;
· Wrong population/context; inaccessible full text.


	08 Ethical Considerations
Definition: Ethics in secondary research concerns honest use, accurate representation and acknowledgment of sources; avoidance of bias; and transparency in selection/analysis (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).
Practices used: Consistent Harvard referencing; balanced reporting of convergent/divergent findings; clear inclusion/exclusion rationale; storage of notes/logs for audit. 






[bookmark: _Toc210149294]3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains the desk-based, literature-based approach adopted for the study. It expands the academic methodology poster by detailing each stage of the process. A desk-based, literature-based methodology is important because it allows researchers to critically engage with existing knowledge without the time and resource constraints of primary data collection (Saunders et al., 2019). It enables systematic review of scholarly articles, books, and credible reports to identify gaps, patterns, and theoretical insights relevant to the research question (Booth et al., 2016). This approach is particularly valuable in fields where ethical or practical barriers limit direct data collection (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006). It ensures evidence-informed analysis, supports replicability, and enhances credibility by drawing from peer-reviewed and authoritative sources (Blakeslee, 2004). Ultimately, it provides a strong foundation for building arguments, synthesising perspectives, and guiding future empirical investigations (Cohen et al., 2018).
In this esearch, methods focus on locating, screening, and analysing published qualitative research and case studies about mothers raising autistic children. The procedures outlined here are essential for identifying and appraising sources that underpin the thematic findings presented in Chapter 4. To ensure rigour and transparency, the chapter sets out the search strategy, validation criteria, inclusion and exclusion rules, analytic framework, and ethical standards.
Having justified a desk-based approach, the section 3.2 specifies the structured search plan and keyword logic.
[bookmark: _Toc210149295]3.2 Search Strategy
A search strategy is a systematic plan that defines how keywords, operators, and databases are used to identify and retrieve relevant literature for a study (Fink, 2019). Keywords were derived from the title and research question. Core terms included “autism,” “ASD,” “mothers,” “maternal,” “lived experience,” “stigma,” “coping,” and “support.” Technical synonyms such as “caregiving,” “parental stress,” “family wellbeing,” and “post-diagnostic support” broadened retrieval. Boolean operators structured the queries: AND joined concepts (autism AND mothers), OR captured synonyms (maternal OR mother*), and NOT excluded irrelevant strands (Bryman, 2016). Searches were planned iteratively and logged, recording term combinations, filters, databases, and yield to support consistency and replicability (Booth et al., 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc210149327]Figure 2: Search Strategy
The section 3.3 operationalises the strategy, databases used, filters applied, and step-by-step retrieval.
[bookmark: _Toc210149296]3.3 Searching for Information
Searches were conducted in Google Scholar, PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, and the university library discovery system to ensure coverage of health, psychology, and social care literature. These platforms were selected for indexing quality, citation tools, and relevance to the topic (Fink, 2019). Filters narrowed results to recent publications (typically last ten years), peer-reviewed items, English language, and UK studies where relevant. Query strings were refined after scoping; subject headings from database thesauri were added to surface qualitative designs, including “phenomenology,” “grounded theory,” and “thematic analysis” (Saunders et al., 2019). Forward and backward citation tracking identified influential works missed by keywords (Booth et al., 2016). A source-tracking table documented bibliographic data, aims, methods, samples, and key findings, supporting auditability and later synthesis.
Database searches identified 612 records (Google Scholar 230, PubMed 162, PsycINFO 128, Scopus 92), with 37 additional records from citation tracking and policy sources. After removing 178 duplicates, 471 records remained for title/abstract screening; 329 were excluded as off-topic or non-qualitative. Full texts of 142 articles were assessed, and 98 were excluded for wrong population (n=34), mixed caregivers without subgroup data (n=21), non-comparable context (n=17), not peer-reviewed or editorials (n=16), and outside date range (n=10). Consequently, 44 sources were selected for the final review, providing a focused and methodologically robust evidence base for the thematic synthesis.

[bookmark: _Toc210149328]Figure 3: PRISMA Flow
After locating records, section 3.4 explains how relevance and credibility were appraised before inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc210149297]3.4 Research Validation
Research validation is the process of assessing the relevance, credibility, and methodological soundness of sources to ensure reliable inclusion in a study (Booth et al., 2016). Initial relevance was judged by skimming titles, abstracts, introductions, and conclusions before full-text assessment. The CRAAP framework Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose, guided appraisal (Blakeslee, 2004).  The table 2 below outlines the CRAAP-based inclusion and exclusion decision rules applied for evaluating sources in this review. Priority was given to current, topic-relevant, and authoritative sources, with methodological transparency and appropriate designs informing accuracy. Purpose helped identify advocacy or non-scholarly pieces. For example, a qualitative article with clear sampling, ethics, analytic steps, and coherent claims was rated suitable, whereas an unsupported opinion piece was excluded. Final decisions balanced topical fit with methodological robustness and contribution to the synthesis (Gough et al., 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc210149322]Table 2: CRAAP-based inclusion and exclusion decision rules
	CRAAP-BASED INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION DECISION RULES

	Row
	Criteria
	Decision rule

	Currency
	Publication date aligns with review window; policy/data reflect current guidance; references updated.
	Include if published within last 10 years or justified as seminal; exclude if outdated without clear contextual value.

	Relevance
	Focus on mothers’ experiences of autism; qualitative or review design; UK or comparable context.
	Include if addresses research question and population; exclude if peripheral, wrong population, or non-comparable setting.

	Authority
	Peer-reviewed source; credible publisher/journal; authors’ expertise and affiliations clear; ethical approval stated when applicable.
	Include if peer-reviewed and authored by qualified researchers; exclude if non-scholarly or author credibility unclear.

	Accuracy
	Transparent methods; adequate sample; clear analysis; consistent findings; sufficient evidence and citations.
	Include if methods and claims are coherent and supported; exclude if assertions are unsubstantiated or methods opaque.

	Purpose
	Objective, scholarly intent; balanced tone; conflicts of interest disclosed; minimal bias.
	Include if purpose is research/education and bias is managed; exclude if advocacy/marketing dominates or COI undisclosed.


The table 4 in appendix presents appraisal summary of key studies included in the review. With appraisal principles set, section 3.5 details the concrete eligibility rules used in screening.
[bookmark: _Toc210149298]3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion and exclusion criteria (see Table 3) are predefined rules that specify which studies are eligible or ineligible for selection in a research review (Moher et al., 2009). Inclusion covered peer-reviewed journal articles and scholarly books reporting empirical qualitative studies or rigorous reviews on mothers’ experiences of autism, preferably from the last decade and with UK relevance where appropriate. Studies addressing parental stress, stigma, coping, service access, or post-diagnostic pathways were prioritised. Exclusion applied to opinion blogs, non-scholarly items, non-English texts, and outdated research unless historically significant. These criteria maintained focus, ensured quality, and aligned the corpus with evidence-informed review guidance (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc210149323]Table 3: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
	Criteria
	Inclusion
	Exclusion

	Source type
	Peer-reviewed journals; scholarly books; rigorous reviews
	Opinion blogs; non-scholarly items

	Design
	Empirical qualitative studies; systematic/review studies
	Unsupported editorials; unclear methods

	Focus
	Mothers’ experiences of autism; parental stress, stigma, coping, service access, post-diagnostic pathways
	Wrong population; unrelated to maternal experiences

	Date/Context
	Last 10 years; UK relevance (where appropriate); seminal older studies if justified
	Outdated research without contextual value; non-comparable settings

	Language
	English
	Non-English


Eligible studies identified, the section 3.6 outlines the thematic analysis and coding workflow.
[bookmark: _Toc210149299]3.6 Analysing Research
Research analysis is the systematic process of examining and interpreting data to identify patterns, themes, and insights that address the research question (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). A 6 phase thematic coding approach by Braun and Clarke, see in figure, suitable for qualitative synthesis was employed (Braun and Clarke, 2006). After full-text reading, repeated ideas, issues, and keywords were noted to generate initial codes such as “diagnostic delays,” “courtesy stigma,” “service navigation,” “coping strategies,” and “peer support.” Related codes were then clustered into broader themes aligned with the objectives, for example, “Emotional Load and Stress,” “Stigma and Social Relations,” and “Support Systems and Access.” Organisation was managed with a spreadsheet containing study details, codes, extracts, and theme mapping. Colour coding and memo notes tracked movement from codes to themes, creating an auditable trail for Chapter 4.

[bookmark: _Toc210149329]Figure 4: Thematic analysis workflow (Braun & Clarke, 2006)
Before reporting results, ethical standards guiding secondary synthesis are clarified in section 3.7.
[bookmark: _Toc210149300]3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are the principles and practices that ensure research is conducted with integrity, transparency, and respect for scholarly and professional standards (Cohen et al., 2018). The study used secondary sources only; no new data were collected. Ethical risk was therefore low but required robust scholarly conduct. Academic integrity was upheld through accurate citation, consistent Harvard referencing, and fair representation of findings. Conflicting evidence was reported without selective omission, and claims were limited to what the sources supported. Transparency in search logs, screening, and coding enhanced credibility and allowed readers to judge trustworthiness (Tranfield et al., 2003).
With methods and ethics established, section 3.8 closes by signposting to the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc210149301]3.8 Chapter Conclusion
This chapter set out a systematic, transparent approach for identifying, evaluating, and analysing literature on mothers raising autistic children. A planned search strategy, CRAAP-based validation, and clear inclusion and exclusion criteria safeguarded relevance and quality. The thematic coding framework and organised audit trail prepared the ground for a coherent synthesis. Chapter 4 now presents the thematic findings, linking each theme to the research question and situating results within the wider evidence base.
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Search Strategy


Define aim
Clarify research question and scope


Identify keywords
Autism, ASD, mothers, maternal, lived experience, stigma, coping, support


Add synonyms / related terms
Caregiving, parental stress, family wellbeing, post-diagnostic support


Apply Boolean operators
AND (link concepts)
OR (include synonyms, e.g., maternal OR mother*)
NOT (exclude irrelevant results)


Select databases
e.g., PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science


Apply filters
Date range (last decade)
Peer-reviewed
Language (English)


Log and refine searches
Record combinations, yields, and adjustments
Iterative refinement for accuracy


Output
Search log
Master library (deduplicated references)



PRSIMA Diagram



Identification
Records from databases: 612; Google Scholar: 230; PubMed: 162
PsycINFO: 128; Scopus: 92
Additional records (citation tracking + policy sources): 37
Total records before duplicates: 649


Screening
Duplicates removed: 178
Records after duplicates: 471
Title/abstract screening: 471
Records excluded: 329 (off-topic or non-qualitative)


Eligibility
Full-text articles assessed: 142
Full-text articles excluded: 98
Wrong population: 34
Mixed caregivers (no subgroup data): 21
Non-comparable context: 17
Not peer-reviewed/editorials: 16
Outside date range: 10


Included
Studies in final synthesis: 44



Thematic analysis workflow (Braun & Clarke)



Phase 1: Familiarisation with the data
Actions: Read full texts; highlight salient extracts; write margin notes.
Outputs: Reading memos; initial idea list; evidence tags (e.g., “diagnostic delay”).


Phase 2: Generating initial codes
Actions: Code meaningful segments line-by-line; apply short, active labels.
Outputs: Codebook v1 (code, definition, inclusion/exclusion rules, exemplar quote).


Phase 3: Searching for themes
Actions: Cluster related codes; build candidate themes and subthemes.
Outputs: Theme map v1; table linking codes → candidate themes.


Phase 4: Reviewing themes
Actions: Check fit against coded extracts and entire corpus; merge/split/rename.
Outputs: Theme map v2; discarded/moved code log; coverage check notes.


Phase 5: Defining and naming themes
Actions: Write theme summaries; clarify scope, boundaries, and narrative.
Outputs: Final theme definitions; subtheme list; representative quotations.


Phase 6: Producing the report
Actions: Select vivid extracts; integrate with literature; align to objectives.
Outputs: Chapter 4 structure; theme-by-objective matrix; limitations/reflexivity note.



Academic integrity – report findings honestly; avoid fabrication, falsification, and plagiarism


Accurate attribution – cite and reference all sources consistently (Harvard), including quotes and figures


Fair representation – summarise studies faithfully; avoid cherry-picking or overstating conclusions.


Quality appraisal – apply consistent inclusion/exclusion and credibility checks (e.g., CRAAP) to limit bias


Copyright and permissions – use tables/figures under licence or open terms, with correct attribution


Privacy and sensitivity – avoid re-identifying individuals from case materials; handle sensitive topics carefully


Transparency and reproducibility – document search strings, databases, dates, and appraisal decisions in an audit trail.


Conflict of interest awareness – identify funders/affiliations that may influence evidence and note potential bias.


Search Strategy


Define aim
Clarify research question and scope


Identify keywords
Autism, ASD, mothers, maternal, lived experience, stigma, coping, support


Add synonyms / related terms
Caregiving, parental stress, family wellbeing, post-diagnostic support


Apply Boolean operators
AND (link concepts)
OR (include synonyms, e.g., maternal OR mother*)
NOT (exclude irrelevant results)


Select databases
e.g., PubMed, PsycINFO, Scopus, Web of Science


Apply filters
Date range (last decade)
Peer-reviewed
Language (English)


Log and refine searches
Record combinations, yields, and adjustments
Iterative refinement for accuracy


Output
Search log
Master library (deduplicated references)



Identification
Records from databases: 612, Google Scholar: 230
PubMed: 162, PsycINFO: 128 Scopus: 92
Additional records (citation tracking + policy sources): 37
Total records before duplicates: 649


Screening
Duplicates removed: 178
Records after duplicates: 471
Title/abstract screening: 471
Records excluded: 329 (off-topic or non-qualitative)


Eligibility
Full-text articles assessed: 142; Full-text articles excluded: 98
Wrong population: 34; Mixed caregivers (no subgroup data): 21
Non-comparable context: 17
Not peer-reviewed/editorials: 16
Outside date range: 10


Included
Studies in final synthesis: 44



Phase 1: Familiarisation with the data
Actions: Read full texts; highlight salient extracts; write margin notes.
Outputs: Reading memos; initial idea list; evidence tags (e.g., “diagnostic delay”).


Phase 2: Generating initial codes
Actions: Code meaningful segments line-by-line; apply short, active labels.
Outputs: Codebook v1 (code, definition, inclusion/exclusion rules, exemplar quote).


Phase 3: Searching for themes
Actions: Cluster related codes; build candidate themes and subthemes.
Outputs: Theme map v1; table linking codes → candidate themes.


Phase 4: Reviewing themes
Actions: Check fit against coded extracts and entire corpus; merge/split/rename.
Outputs: Theme map v2; discarded/moved code log; coverage check notes.


Phase 5: Defining and naming themes
Actions: Write theme summaries; clarify scope, boundaries, and narrative.
Outputs: Final theme definitions; subtheme list; representative quotations.


Phase 6: Producing the report
Actions: Select vivid extracts; integrate with literature; align to objectives.
Outputs: Chapter 4 structure; theme-by-objective matrix; limitations/reflexivity note.
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