COVID19: The effect of on Young People’s Mental and Emotional Health and Wellbeing.

The aim of this paper is to explore the views of young people with regards to the impact COVID-19 has had on their emotional health and wellbeing. The paper will highlight the current policies and guidelines around the subject and briefly explore evidence of the impact to date. In addition, it will explore the benefits and highlight the views of young people on the effect of living through a global pandemic while ‘normal’ life was grounded to a halt. The author aims to highlight the importance of wellbeing and how young people improvised in order to manage their emotional health and wellbeing throughout the pandemic. 

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of how young people’s emotional mental health and wellbeing has been impacted as a result of COVID19, unable to socialise face to face and being restricted to staying at home throughout a global pandemic. In light of the study, it is of high importance and best intentions that young people’s voice is heard and that they are part of a planning process within the road to recovery following the Coronavirus outbreak. The reason for the author researching the impact of young people’s emotional and mental health and wellbeing as a result of COVID-19 has developed as a result them wanting to use the information obtained to benefit young people in the future. 
The author’s role of a youth work practitioner in a setting that enabled them to discuss issues and topics relevant and current to interesting topics that are current in today’s society. Young people highlighted that emotional health and wellbeing are phrases that they are hearing more now than ever and want to understand more about. This was of interest to the author naturally as their supportive nature and interest in supporting young people to be educated in an area of interest personally to them.
Danese and Smith (2020) explain “The COVID-19 pandemic has been repeatedly described as a ‘perfect storm’ for mental health, and this description is certainly fitting for the mental health of young people” (Danese & Smith, 2020, p.169). The concern for the future of young people, their mental health and wellbeing is another reason for the study being carried out, gaining thoughts and feelings of young people throughout the pandemic. In addition, the raised profile of wellbeing and its importance throughout the lives of young people living in contemporary society is another reason for the research to be carried out.
In line with the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) 2015 Act (2015), the study aims to work with young people and communities to create a supportive and healthier nation. The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) 2015 Act have a goal to making a Healthier Wales, including “A society in which people’s physical and mental well-being is maximised and in which choices and behaviours that benefit future health are understood.” (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015).
Having engaged with young people throughout the pandemic, mainly via online platforms throughout the initial stages of the unknown breakout of the deadly virus, the importance of understanding wellbeing, how to manage emotional health and wellbeing has highlighted the relevance of understanding how young people’s wellbeing had been impacted as a cause of COVID 19. While COVID19 is still circulating and problematic throughout society, research on its impact is still in its initial stages and the author believes there is a need to carry out a study to gain perspectives of young people via youth work methodology.

The current role of the author involves engaging with young people aged 16-25, not in education, training or employment, hence the interest in the study. The method of engagement is based around the principles and purposes of youth work, encouraging young people to engage in meaningful activities that promotes the transition from dependence to independence. 

The nature of the activities throughout the authors role as a youth work practitioner encourages young people to access support on an individual and group work basis, creating person centred plans which allows the young people to raise their aspirations and gain opportunities to enter into education, training or education. The study will include a variety of young people aged 16-25, living in Pembrokeshire. Gathering the views, thoughts and feelings from young people involved in the study will be carried out in a manner by which young people feel safe and will be implemented alongside the guidance and information available by UNCRC. 

Sapin (2013), explains that “most (Youth Work) projects will involve some form of research, the type of research will depend on the information that is needed and at what stage the research is being undertaken” (Sapin, 2013, p. 168). The study will be conducted with emphasis on the principles and purposes of youth work, a participatory approach to the study will be applied and reinforced throughout the duration, allowing young people to be able to withdraw at any time should they wish. They will be encouraged to share their opinions in a non-judgemental manner, speaking openly and honestly based on a relationship built around trust, as highlighted in YW01 (LSIS, 2012, p.14). The National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (2012) will influence the methodology of the study, YW05 highlighting the importance of enabling young people to use their learning to enhance their future development (LSIS, 2012, p.14). The aim of the research is to highlight the impact that the virus has had on young people, educate them about the importance of their own wellbeing and be aware of how to manage their own emotional health and wellbeing as well as helping others.

The importance of the relationship developed with the young people will critical when carrying out the research. In line with the five pillars of youth work (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018), the research aims to ensure that the young people have information useful to them in order to benefit their understanding of the topic. The study also aims to allow young people to be expressive in their thoughts and feelings, inclusive, participative and empowering for young people. This is of high importance to the author having engaged with young people through youth work for a number of years, the morals and values as well as key interests of the author aiming to gather information to better young people’s lives will be embedded throughout the study.

Another key factor in the research will be linked to the principles and purposes of youth work through a rights based approach, regardless of what stage they are in their lives, that they can recognise their potential and ensure that they better their lives by actively participating in improving their emotional health and wellbeing (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018).  
The aim of the study is to explore whether COVID19 has impacted young people with regards to their emotional health and wellbeing. The study has emphasis on gaining the views from young people aged 16-25, allowing them to speak openly about the impact that COVID19 has had on their emotional health and wellbeing, using a non-judgemental approach as well providing them opportunities to discuss their feelings with other young people who may potentially have shared similar feelings. 

The opportunity will allow young people to share their feelings in a safe space and contribute to a solution based focused that will aim to gather information to provide solutions to their problems. The study also aims to seek any trends that may have occurred throughout the global pandemic and offer necessary support for those needing help as well as promoting successful methods of coping strategies that young people have developed as a result of COVID19.

An objective of the study is to obtain an interaction on the factors that have impacted the emotional health and wellbeing of young people in a positive manner and whether youth work has impacted their ability to engage via online platforms offered throughout the pandemic. In response to these, how youth work can support young people to overcome the barriers and improve their overall emotional and mental health and wellbeing. In addition, gathering knowledge of services available for young people to be signposted to.

It is of interest to the author to discover the feelings and thought processes of young people throughout the global pandemic. Finding common trends throughout the study is expected having already engaged with young people throughout the global pandemic as well as being informed by the news and articles relating to the subject on social media and news platforms online. 

Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) suggests that children and young people learn from watching each other’s behaviour, observing others in their presence and in turn, this will help self-regulate their own actions. Nabavi (2012) highlights that Bandura’s Learning Theory indicates learning can take place at any age, people learn from one another via three different methods: observation, imitation and modelling. Behaviourists suggest that in order for a change to be made in behaviour, there must be a permanent change in behavioural patterns. With the restrictions of young people unable to meet with their friends, forced to stay at home for a long period of time, further questions arise as to whether COVID19 and the inability to socialise with friends and those outside of the home has impacted the social development of young people and impacted their emotional health and wellbeing.

As a result, there is particular interest on the view of young people’s levels of emotional health and wellbeing following the pandemic and consequences of the lack of opportunity to socialise and interact with friends face to face, away from their homes. Despite the research study being hypothetical, the information provided on a daily basis and through previous engagement with young people will provide knowledge and understanding of how young people are currently feeling as a result of COVID19. The limited literature available, alongside the information previously obtained by young people suggests that young people are missing their friends, struggling with lack of routine and feel that their levels of anxiety have risen throughout the pandemic.

A survey carried out by Young Minds charity between January and February 2021 indicated that over 75% of young people interviewed about the impact of the pandemic on their mental health suggested that their mental health had deteriorated more so in the most recent lockdown (January 2021). Some of the reasons attached to the rise in the deterioration of their emotional wellbeing were increased levels of isolation and pressures of home learning (Young Minds, 2021). 

In addition, a report published as a result of a study carried out in Scotland in September 2020 suggests that common themes that have been identified by young people to have impacted their emotional health and wellbeing during the pandemic include boredom, isolation, lack of control and general worsening of mental wellbeing such as anxiety and depression (Scottish Government, 2020). This too was highlighted by the Mental Health Foundation (2021), indicating that young carers had been impacted negatively throughout the pandemic and young people aged 18-24 are those highest in the UK who have and continue to experience loneliness. This is also accompanied by worries about returning to school and is considered to impact the entire household as a result (Mental Health Foundation, 2021)

The research methodology for this study will include a qualitative type of research with young people aged 16-25, youth workers involved in the delivery of youth work, sports coaches and stake holders involved in youth work. Qualitative research as a whole is particularly difficult to define as it covers a wide area of research methods and techniques. This type of research methodology and data collection allows the researcher to “examine people’s experiences in detail by using a specific set of research methods such as in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, observation, content analysis or visual methods”. (Hennink et al, 2020, p.12). 
Young people will be at the forefront of the research and will be offered the opportunity to contribute via focus groups, video interviews and group work sessions that will allow the researcher an opportunity to gather the views of individuals and groups with regards to the impact of COVID19 in relation to their emotional health and wellbeing. A focus group will be created initially to discuss questions that they believe would be suitable to ask young people, they will be involved in the process of initiating questions asked to gain knowledge on the topic.

An emphasis on focus groups will be introduced to the study which will highlight the work already carried out throughout youth work, encouraging young people to discuss their views among their peers. Focus groups allow the researcher to understand the feelings of the participants and also seek clarification from those within the group, from these discussions, questions will be generated and discussed by the group. Focus groups have been a method used to gain knowledge and understanding from groups of young people throughout the author’s experience in youth work which has been successful and therefore, repeated process will be revisited.
In line with youth work National Occupational Standards (2012) YW23, ‘Investigate the needs of young people and the community in relation to youth work’, the qualitative approach of research will allow young people to have an open, honest conversation in a safe environment which coincides with youth work principles and purposes (2018), allowing them to be educated, expressive, included in the research process, empowered by sharing their voice as well as participative. Likewise, it will assist in gaining the views of young people about their communities and how working collaboratively, professionals can identify ways of improving opportunities for young people to improve their emotional health and wellbeing.
In order to ensure that young people have the opportunity to contribute and express their views and feelings to the study, there would be opportunities to email, text or send voice recordings to the researcher in order to collate the evidence from the candidates. However, due to this study being hypothetical, there will be no evidence gathered and therefore, the information collated throughout the study will not be analysed. 
Strengths of qualitative data explained by Naresh (2021) include the ability to gain an in-depth understanding of why common trends are occurring throughout data and the narrative to compliment the data gathered by the researcher. In addition, other benefits include subjectivity of the data researched and in this instance, young people, youth workers and stakeholders will be able to explain their rationale of their answers provided for the study (Naresh, 2021).
Similar to youth work, a qualitative method of research allows for creativity, an opportunity for the researcher to display innovative methods of research as well as discussions free to develop as trust is built between the researcher and participants, especially throughout the voluntary engagement approach that youth work is delivered. The qualitative approach allows the individual or group being interviewed an opportunity to take control which would be considered a positive in youth work practice for a young person to feel empowered to take the lead. Due to its similar principles and positives of youth work, it is of the authors preference to use this methodology to information for analysis (in a real-life study). 
While qualitative research proves to be beneficial when gaining information specific to each individual, its benefits can be time consuming and labour intensive. The Naresh (2021) highlights “the very nature of qualitative data means that researchers have to sift through each individual response to form a more thorough understanding of why participants felt or reacted to a product in a certain way”. Atieno (2009) states “The main disadvantage of qualitative approaches to corpus analysis is that their findings cannot be extended to wider populations with the same degree of certainty that quantitative analyses can. This is because the findings of the research are not tested to discover whether they are statistically significant or due to chance (Atieno, 2009, p.17).
While both qualitative and quantitative data can complement each other, the benefits of quantitative data include it being precise, pinpoint, the opposite to the qualitative research approach. Lichtman (2013) states “Since the research approach basically relies on hypotheses testing, the researcher need not to do intelligent guesswork, rather he would follow clear guidelines and objectives (Lichtman, 2013, p4). 
It is apparent that both methods of data collection have their strengths and are not comparable due to their different approaches however, the most suitable deemed by the author in this study would deem qualitative research methodology take preference for the method of research adopted.
In order for the researcher to be able to gain information from the participants of the study, it is of importance that they are able to use an interpretive approach to the research method and participants of the study. The qualitative researcher should show levels of open-mindedness, show good listening skills, be empathetic (Hennink et al, 2020). Pickell (2019) explains that the use of qualitative research methods will allow the researcher to ask the questions ‘why’ in response to answers provided by the participants, it will also allow the researcher to interpret the participants body language. Within youth work, practitioners such as Outreach workers will meet young people in their own habitat to ensure that they feel comfortable and safe, qualitative researchers adopt a similar method as suggested by Hennink et al (2020) when highlighting that they will often “study people in their natural settings to see how their experiences and behaviour is shaped” (Hennink et al, 2020, p.12). 
Alternative research methods considered for this study, another being quantitative methods, involving gathering of statistics as a collective. The purpose of quantitative data which is described by Pickell (2019) as a type of data that can be quantified, measured as well as expressed numerically, it is less descriptive and can be placed into categories based on any trends that may occur. Its disadvantages lay with the impersonal type of research conducted by the researcher, Bryman (2001) states “the researcher is in the driving seat” (Bryman, 2001, p.286). While this type of research is less time consuming, it would prevent the participants (young people and youth work practitioners) from having an input in the methodology of the research and would lack the inclusion of their voice, not necessarily promoting youth work principles and purposes.  
While qualitative research methods will allow young people to be descriptive when answering purposefully open-ended questions that allows the researcher to interpret their answers, quantitative data will usually consist of questions that are short and to the point. Hennink et al (2020) state “the purpose of quantitative research is to quantify a research problem, then generalize the findings to a broader population (Hennink et al, 2020, p.17). While quantitative data is perceived by the author as a valuable method of research, it is of their perception that in order to gain a descriptive view of the effects of COVID19 in relation to their emotional health and wellbeing, qualitative research methods would be best fit to gain an insight of the thoughts and feelings of young people. The benefits of using qualitative data include the ability to be able to carry out discussions with the participants in this case, young people, youth workers and those engaging in youth work from both the beneficiaries and professionals offering the service.
A participatory approach will be applied throughout the study, allowing the participants to be involved in the research process in line with the principles and purposes of youth work. Abma et al (2019) explain the participatory approach of research as “the ability to speak up, to participate, to experience oneself and be experienced as a person with the right to express yourself and to have the expression valued by others” (Abma et al., 2019, p.127). 

Davies (2016) explains “at the heart of the activity of youth work is the ability of youth workers to make appropriate, justifiable ethical judgements (Davies, 2016, p187). In order for youth workers to make a positive impact on young people lives, it is evident that ethically, they too must set a good example. Ethically, the author recognises UWTSD policy and process around ethics and ethical forms as well as its importance regarding safeguarding as a priority throughout the study for both the researcher as well as the participants involved. The National Occupational standards of youth work, a professional code of practice will be followed throughout the process, ensuring that the research project will be carried out to the highest standard, honesty and integrity will be of high importance throughout the study.

The rights of the participants will be of utmost importance, in line with BERA Educational Research Guidelines (2011), voluntary informed consent will be central to the research as will openness and disclosure. Privacy and the right to withdraw will be emphasised and discussed with each participant, all will be explained in a document highlighting confidentiality, as well as the right to remain anonymous. 

The researcher (author) understands and feels strongly about the responsibilities that they possess while working with young people as participants and values their opinion as well as empowering them to express themselves and have their voice heard throughout the study, their feelings and safety is the priority throughout the study as the aim is to gather their views in order to have a positive impact on their future. The consideration of BERA consent guidelines will be taken into consideration and followed by the researcher, complying with Articles 3 and 12 of the UNCRC, where the children and young people involved will be the primary consideration (BERA, 2011). As company policy at PCC suggest, anyone under the age of 18 should have parental/guardian consent for those taking party in an activity or study, this shall be the case in the study carried out. Due to the nature of the participants, the role of the researcher and typically the settings that engagement between both would take place, the research will be carried out in a non-formal setting.

The Data Protection Act (1998) will be followed and adhered to throughout the study and only information that has consent to be shared will be done so, all in accordance with the preference of the participants. The researcher will be DBS checked and try to ensure that the experience will not probe any bad experiences or memories that are associated with trauma or negativity throughout the study as highlighted by Punch (1994) “avoidance of harm, fully informed consent, and the need for privacy and confidentiality” (Punch, 1994: 89).
Ethically, the research will aim to gather perceptions as opposed to personal experiences, linked to the National Occupational Standards of youth work that are underpinned by the Principles and Purposes of youth work.

While it will be possible to gather research from participants throughout the study, there may be forms of limitations in its delivery with regards to government guidelines and restrictions in place due to COVID19. At present the government guidelines suggest that people meet outside in groups of six where possible and socially distanced at all times. Ideally, for the study to remain completely confidential, the face to face interviews would be best placed indoors in a confidential setting. However, should this problem arise, interviews, focus groups and further discussions can be conducted via an online platform in a confidential space. 

The author would ensure that an unbiased approach to findings was adopted, accurate reflections of the recordings displayed in accordance to the participants voice as opposed to a biased approach that would lead to what the author would prefer to gather through findings to benefit their own personal views. Throughout the study, the research gathered would be analysed in a qualitative fashion, gathering trends and narratives from the findings and on this occasion would not include quantitative data. The data will be transcribed, analysed and transferred into a word document in order to interpret the data, looking for trends throughout.

The use of videos will be included as a method of research and analysis as well as a method of promotion to celebrate the success of young people in order to assist other young people that would benefit from the experiences of other young people throughout COVID19. 

As a result of the process of writing a proposal for a research study, the author has gained knowledge on the structure of a research study and the methods by which it will be carried out. The process of gathering data and comparing it to previous data is understood and methods of research are better understood. The interest of this study has sparked excitement and a better understanding of carrying out the proposal in the future.
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