Chapter 3: Research Methods

3.1 Introduction 
This chapter outlines the methodology used to investigate the extent to which effective mental health support is available for police officers frequently exposed to trauma.

3.2 Research Questions
I have identified three key aims to assist me in answering my research question and obtaining reliable and valid responses. They are as follows:
1. Explore the effects of trauma on police officers in the UK
2. Examine the magnitude of the current mental health crisis within the UK police force
3. To examine whether there is appropriate and effective support in place to help police officers deal with trauma and mental health issues
Research questions are crucial to any study as they provide a clear aim and focus, especially within a broad topic. A well-defined research question ensures the information is more reliable (Igwenagu, 2016). Consequently, incorporating research questions/aims is essential for a successful research project (Burton, Brundrett & Jones. 2014). They enhance the reliability, relevance, and ease of analysis of the results, particularly in small-scale studies, while contributing valuable insights to the existing literature (Stokes & Wall, 2017).

3.3 Research Approach
A Mixed Methods approach was employed in this research, utilising questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Mixed-method research, as described by Leavy (2022), is particularly valuable when a single methodological approach is insufficient to address the complexities of a research question. Quantitative methods focus on gathering numerical data to generalise findings across groups or explain specific phenomena (Carminati, 2018; Tsang, 2014; Yilmaz, 2013). Conversely, qualitative methods provide deeper insights into research questions, exploring reasons and perceptions to aid theory development (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2020). By integrating diverse data types and analytical techniques, mixed-method research enhances the robustness and comprehensiveness of the findings, leading to a more holistic understanding of the subject under investigation. 

3.4 Research Strategy 
Questionnaires were chosen to address the research questions. Typically used to gather information on specific subjects (Rea & Parker, 2014). They offer a cost-effective, quick, and efficient way to collect large amounts of data from a broad sample (Regmi et al., 2016). Since the researcher does not need to be present during completion, this method is beneficial for large samples where individual interviews would be impractical (Dewaele, 2018). However, a common issue with questionnaires is the potential for respondents to provide false information, which can affect data validity (Thomas, 2009). 

Interviews are another widely used data collection method (Jain, 2021). Defined as a verbal conversation between two people to collect relevant information (Irvine, 2011), interviews allow the interviewer to delve deeper into the participant’s experiences (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). They are often used as follow-ups to questionnaires, based on initial responses, which is particularly valuable for research exploring perceptions (Irvine, 2011). Given the practicality of this research project, using questionnaires followed by interviews to gather more in-depth qualitative data was deemed the most suitable primary data collection method.

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for this study. Participants were interviewed using a guide of questions (Refer to Appendix __). According to Brinkman (2014), semi-structured interview questions are pre-planned beforehand, however, the answers provided by the participants are open-ended and unstructured. This format was selected to avoid being restricted to certain questions and to allow for follow-up questions if interesting data emerged (Petrescu et al., 2017). One disadvantage of semi-structured interviews is the potential for interviewer bias (Ruslin et al., 2022).

3.5 Sampling 
To be involved in this study, the following criteria were used for selecting participants. 
a) must be a police officer, 
b) actively engaged in the service, 
c) be 18 years and above, and 
d) be in a stable state of mind and health. 
For this research project, non-probability sampling was employed due to convenience sampling, which involves selecting participants who are readily available and willing to participate (Rahman, 2023). While non-probability sampling often results in samples that are not fully representative of the entire population, it was the most feasible option for this study given police officers' tight schedules, the sensitive nature of the topic, the small scale of the study, and the lack of funding (Schreuder, 2001).

3.5.1 Sample Size 
Fifty questionnaires were distributed to various police officers in Gwent Police. The goal was to achieve a 50% response rate or approximately twenty or more completed questionnaires. All participants were aged between 25 and 50. Additionally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with four police officers all aged between 28 to 39.

3.6 Data Collection Procedure 
Questionnaires were distributed online using a survey platform. Participants were invited via email to complete the questionnaire. Participation was voluntary, and respondents were assured of their anonymity and the confidentiality of their responses. Interviews were conducted face-to-face and each interview lasted approximately 45-60 minutes. They were audio recorded with participants' knowledge and later transcribed electronically.

3.7 Validity and Reliability 
Reliability refers to the consistency of a measurement tool, specifically whether it produces the same results when used multiple times (Cook & Beckman, 2006; Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008; Zohrabi, 2013). In other words, it indicates the extent to which repeated applications of the same method produce identical outcomes. Validity concerns the degree to which your findings accurately reflect the data you are measuring (MacKenzie et al., 2011; Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008). Both validity and reliability are crucial for research; without validity, the research lacks value (Noble & Smith, 2015). For research and data to be valid, there must be a sound rationale behind the questions being asked (Brod, Tesler & Christensen, 2009).

3.8 Ethical Considerations 
This study will involve police officers from the UK with specific reference to Gwent Police. This study adhered to the ethical guidelines set forth by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018). Ethics in research involve maintaining values and morals during data collection and dissemination of findings (Bell & Waters, 2018). Key ethical considerations include ensuring the confidentiality of data and preserving participant anonymity (Bell & Waters, 2018). Bryman and Bell (2007) emphasise that research ethics hinge on the agreement between the researcher and participants. For this research project, an ethics form was completed and signed by all relevant parties (see Appendix ___).  

3.8.1 Informed Consent and Right to Withdraw
Informed consent involves participants fully understanding and agreeing to their involvement in the research (BERA, 2018). Participants must be provided with detailed information about the research, including its purpose, their role, and their rights. A consent letter (see Appendix __) explains these rights, including the right to withdraw from the study at any time without needing to provide a reason. If a participant withdraws, all their data will be promptly destroyed and not used in the dissertation.

3.8.2 Confidentiality and Privacy
To maintain confidentiality, participant names will be anonymized (e.g., referred to as 'participant 1'). Interviews were recorded with participant consent, and participants were assured that recordings would be destroyed after transcription.

3.9 Limitations
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of the study, which include potential response bias, the limitations of self-reported data, and the generalisability of the findings to other populations. Additionally, the qualitative findings are not generalisable but provide in-depth insights that complement the quantitative results.

3.10 Analysis of Data
Initial analysis of the questionnaire revealed that many questions were overly simplistic and did not yield in-depth responses. Therefore, the decision was made to reduce the number of questions and conduct follow-up interviews for more detailed insights to obtain richer data. Following completion of four interviews, transcripts were generated (see Appendix ___). A thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurring themes and align responses with specific research questions. Direct quotes from police officers that closely related to each research question were extracted to enrich the discussion and results chapters, ensuring clarity and relevance to the study's objectives.
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