Research methods and methodology

1. Introduction

The previous chapter of this dissertation predominantly explored the second aim of this dissertation. This chapter of the dissertation will explain how this research seeks to achieve the first aim of this dissertation, to: 

‘Identify the main negative stressors experienced by officers working for SWP and the ways these can affect standards of policing in relation to the individual officer, the institution and the public served.’  

As discussed in the previous chapter, a gap in research highlights the need for further research in this area of wellbeing interventions in police organisations. Therefore, this study seeks to highlight the specific negative stressors experienced by officers in SWP and how they feel they impact on officers, the Force and the public. This chapter will explore and identify the most appropriate research method and methodology to acknowledge the identified issues in the previous chapter. It will also outline the research strategy, method of data collection and method of analysis. It will discuss any potential problems or limitations of the chosen research method, and how to mitigate these as far as possible.

2. Research Strategy/ Approach

Two types of approaches were considered for this study: inductive and deductive. Inductive research aims to derive theoretical concepts and patterns from observed data and is also known as ‘theory building research.’ As well as theory testing, this approach can be used to “refine, improve and extend it” (Bhattacherjee, 2012, pg 3; Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2012). In comparison, deductive research aims to test and verify existing theories and concepts by using new empirical data, also known as ‘theory testing.’ (Bhattacherjee, 2012)

The aim of this study is to gather empirical evidence to build on and improve existing theory and practices relating to the management of officers’ mental health and wellbeing. This will be done by evaluating current practices in place and by identifying the specific negative stressors affecting officers in SWP, to build an improved model for mitigating these. Therefore, the most appropriate approach for this study is an ‘inductive’ approach as the study is based on ‘theory building’ rather than testing a hypothesis. 

An inductive approach is often considered a strong approach in advancing knowledge (Locke, 2007). However, literature shows some potential limitations of using this approach. Despite this traditional approach being of undeniable value and usefulness, concerns have been raised about originality. Developing theory/ knowledge based too strongly on what we already know can limit the potential of improving or building on that theory (Corely and Gioia, 2011; Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2012)



3. Data collection

3.1 Secondary data

Secondary data will be gathered from the DC&WS (PF 2020a) as it has been identified as the largest and most recent relating survey to this study. The PF (2020a) have also produced subsets of data directly relating to individual forces and this study will specifically focus on the SWP subset (PF 2020b). This will allow for detailed comparison and analysis of the data. Due to the gap in research identified from secondary data as per the literature review, primary data will need to be sourced to help achieve the aim of this study.

3.2 Primary data

The primary data will be sourced by way of questionnaire/ survey. This method has been chosen to obtain a combination of qualitative and quantitative data which will assist in the triangulation of data. 

3.2.1 Sample

The target population for this study is a minimum of 100 officers from the general population of officers who work within SWP. The sample will be self-selective as respondents will self select to participate in the research by clicking on a link advertising the survey on social media. An advantage of using this type of sample is that participants choose to participate in the study. Thus, they may show more dedication to contribute as they have opinions about the objective of the research. This can be beneficial for the researcher in answering their research question and achieving their research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Sharma, 2017). In contrast, a disadvantage of this method is that there may be elements of self selection bias. Thos could either invalidate the sample or exaggerate particular findings (Sharma, 2017). All survey responses will be accepted until at least the minimum target is met. 


3.2.2 Survey design

Careful consideration will need to be taken when designing the questionnaire. The questions will need to be tailored to collect the precise data that is needed to answer the research question and objectives (Bell and Walters, 2018). The questions will be designed based the DC&WS (PF, 2020a), as this will allow for data gathered from this study to be compared with the existing data. The PF (2020b) SWP dataset revealed key areas to explore which included demand, resourcing and the prevalence of stress. With this being identified it will allow questions to be designed specifically around these key areas.

1. Design of the questions:
1.2 Demographic questions – these will follow PF (2020a) to allow for disaggregation 
1.3 5-point scale questions – these will source qualitative data, following PF (2020a) to allow for comparison/triangulation
1.4 Open ended questions – these will acquire quantitative data to allow for more detailed understanding to the key identified issues
Despite these criticisms, the use of individual attitude items has an important place in social science research as scholars seek to understand the views of residents concerning various social issues, to predict the values of consumers, or to assess the political views of constituents.

This study will consist of a combination of qualitative and quantitative data and therefore require a mixed methods approach. This approach has been chosen as there are two types of data that will be analysed making it the most appropriate approach to use.

Quantitative data will be sourced from the use of a numerical 5 point scale in the questionnaire. This can be a quick and efficient way to gather data from respondents, as well as providing us with valuable data that can be compared against qualitative data such as open questions. Thus, providing us with more creditable results (Nemoto and Beglar, 2014). 

The questionnaire will contain a mixture of both open and closed questions; 13 closed and 3 open. This will allow for a combination of qualitative and quantitative data to be sourced. Closed questions are those that give ‘predetermined’ answers for a participant to select from (Collis and Hussey, 2013).  Closed questions can be quick and convenient, more appealing to participants as they are quicker and more convenient to answer and allow for easy analysis of the data. (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Adams, Khan and Raeside, 2014)

In comparison, open questions require participants to answer a question based on their views, feelings and opinions which source more detailed answers. Open questions will allow this study to collect qualitative data that may yield unexpected insights that are not possible to identify from structured quantitative data alone (Bhattacherjee, 2012). Open ended questions will be used to obtain more detailed data in specific areas which will help in answering the research aims of this study. Although open questions may provide more detailed data, analysing data sourced from them can be incredibly time consuming. Other disadvantages include participants misinterpreting questions and participants lacking motivation to engage in the more time consuming approach of open questions which can affect the quality of responses (Adam, Khan and Raeside, 2014).

The survey will be designed on the website ‘SmartSurvey.’The use of a survey will mean that all respondents will be asked the exact same questions increasing credibility and should allow an efficient and cost effective way to gather responses (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019; Bell and Walters, 2018; Nemoto and Beglar, 2014).

Questionnaires will be distributed using two closed groups on Facebook, to which only SWP officers have access to. It will also be shared through group chats on Whatsapp in order to reach out to officers that are not on Facebook.  


4. Data Analysis

The initial data analysis will involve primary data gathered from the survey being divided into quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative data obtained from the survey will be analysed numerically and thematic coding will be used to analyse qualitative data. This will highlight key themes and areas of interest.

Comparative analysis will follow on from the initial analysis of data. Primary data sourced from the survey will then be triangulated against secondary data from. PF (2020b) DC&WS. In research, triangulation refers to addressing a research question through several datasets, techniques, hypotheses, and/or investigators. It's a research strategy that can help researchers improve their findings' validity and credibility (Collis and Hussey, 2013; Heale and Forbes, 2013). By analysing the data in this way it will lead to conclusions and recommendations that relate to the research aims and objectives.

Data will be analysed using software such as excel which will produce clear diagrams and graphs to represent the findings.


5. Limitations

This study will be limited if an appropriate sample size is not obtained. The study seeks to gather 100+ responses. This will mean that once the survey is released and is active, it will require close monitoring of responses rates. If response numbers don’t reach this target, contingencies will need to be considered. However, in order to mitigate this risk plenty of time has been allocated to data gathering in the case that there is a lack of respondents, or the response rate is slow.

The use of social media to distribute and obtain responses does come with some potential problems. Beninger et al. (2014) argues that people may conduct themselves differently on social media and therefore results may not be representative of the ‘real world.’ For example, due to the anonymity of a survey respondents may exaggerate or be impulsive with their views which could lead to misleading conclusions. Sampling bias may also pose a potential problem as not every officer in SWP will have Facebook. Bhattacherjee (2012) highlights that a sample may become misrepresented based on the fact that it is usually younger persons that use social media and this could lead to the survey being focussed towards a younger demographic. 

Time constraints due to submission dates and the commitments of working full time may limit the collection and analysis of data. Therefore, an organised and structured approach will be needed to optimise time in order to maximise the sample.

6. Ethical considerations

Ethics were first considered at the beginning of this study in the form of submitting an ‘ethics form’ to a supervisor. A disclaimer at the start of the survey explains that participating in the survey is voluntary and willingness to complete the questionnaire will indicate participants’ informed consent. Respondents’ privacy will be protected due to the survey being anonymous in nature.

Copy of questionnaire and ethics form to be added to appendix but not sure how this would look?









