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Written Reflective Essay : Produce a written critical evaluation of your own research process so far.

For the purpose of this reflective piece I will be using Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) throughout.

DESCRIPTION
  
  Young parents, in previous years, have been shown in research to have not been given the time to be heard and share their parenting experiences (Barcelos and Aline, 2014), this is shown to have changed in recent years and through current research new developments are said to have created a better awareness and new knowledge surrounding social stigma, in relation to young parents. There has been a high quantity of significant empirical research surrounding social stigma and the affects this has on young parents and their well-being and mental health. Research suggests (Mills et al, 2012), that the higher level of support and healthy relationships, surrounding the young parent, are aligned with ‘positive’ and higher correlations of parenting identity, empowerment, self-esteem, mental health and well-being. 

  In choosing my topic of research for my MA dissertation, I felt that there was a lot of thought into what literature I would truly want to engage with, the participants lived experiences which would create a deeper understanding and knowledge, not only for myself but also to create knowledge and understanding throughout society and professional practice (BACP,2020). I was aware that the research topic would also need to be something which I would be passionate about. Therefore, I chose to conduct a qualitative research study (Willing, 2008), that seeks to understand the mental health and well-being of younger mothers, their lived experience surrounding parenthood and social stigma.    

FEELINGS
  Younger mothers lived experience, is something that, as researcher, I can also personally relate to. At the age of 17 I became a ‘young mother’, although the experience is something that has truly inspired me to work hard and to grow within myself, my experience of being a younger mother was a hard and hurtful space to be in, at times. A brief example of my own lived experience would be, on one occasion, when I was around the age of 18. I had just completed various qualifications and applied for a job locally to where I live, I received a message from the manager who stated that I would not be shortlisted for an interview, ‘as I would find it extremely hard to cope with salon life having small children and being a lone parent’. I had not disclosed any of my personal information on the application and so, I can only assume, there was an awareness of my circumstances by local word of mouth. The salon manager had no insight to what support network I had in place or other factors in general and was not willing for my voice to be heard. This was one of my first experiences of what it felt like to be judged and the feeling of societal inequality. 

  On the outset of my research process, I made sure to disclose my thoughts and feelings surrounding my own lived experience to my research supervisor, in align with the ethical standards and principles of the British Association for Counsellors and Psycotherapist (BACP) and UWTSD with regards to risk to researcher and any boundary or conflict of interest issues, that may arise (BACP,2019). It was discussed that being open and honest in the initial part of the written assignment would minimise any conflict of interest and that I should be actively aware and reflective throughout this research study (UWTSD,2020), as to not create a one-sided bias. Having engaged in vigorous personal development, utilising personal therapy and knowledge surrounding self-care tools within university and clinical practice, I felt that I would be able to identify any uncomfortable thoughts or feelings that may arise and be able to implement appropriate support, if needed. In addition, I felt that my lived experience of this research topic would provide great foundational knowledge and enable me to show empathy and understanding towards participants taking part, taking into consideration, however, that this is the participants exploration of their own lived experience (BACP,2019) and not my own. I was confident with my research topic as all recent literature findings suggest that there is still an area of curiosity and further research needed to acknowledge younger mothers experiences (Lucas, et al, 2019) in present times, and how, this research could therefore create change within professional practice by incorporating additional knowledge of mental health support and the appropriate implementation for younger mothers.


 EVALUATION/ANALYSIS
  Research shows my experience as a younger mother is not an isolated one, as factors surrounding my own experience are still shown to be a problem that young mothers face in present times. Although, there is shown to be a significant increase in support for young parents within the last decade (GOV.UK, 2019), it is questionable to why in current empirical research, there appears to be the same hypothesis questioned, the familiar patterns and themes in findings, in regards to young parents mental health and well-being problems, relating to social stigma and judgement. These findings would suggest that young parents are still facing stigma, judgement and discrimination in the current 21st century (Jones, et al; 2019), in Western Society. There is emphasis on promotion of social justice (Smithbattle,2020) and mitigation of social inequities, where all parents regardless of their age, income, ethnicity, gender, are all treated equally (Equality Act, 2010), something which has been heavily researched. The same literature findings have been discussed for decades (Barcelos and Gubrium, 2014) in association with younger mothers and societal perspectives. It stands out to me as researcher, why this would be? 
  
  Emphasises surrounding this research topic also shows, young parents are fearful of accessing support because of the judgements and stigma they feel would be opposed upon them, either from health practitioners or other parents who may be using the same support service, at the same time (Conn et al, 2018). Becoming a parent at any age is deemed to bring unique and individual parenting challenges (Leese, 2017), the consensus being that there is ‘no one parenting handbook to fit all’. I feel that, is it therefore, contradictory to impose a higher level of support to a mother based on their age? Should it stand that all parents, regardless of their age (Smithbattle,2020) are all treated equally? Is this in itself a generalisation and labelling of specific members/groups of society? Are current legislations creating the divide (Lucas et al, 2019) by discussing young parents with ‘prevention framework’? These are the questions I was asking myself to make sense of the literature in front of me. It is shown that social and societal stigma and judgement are contributing to higher levels of mental health problems (Kola,2020) for young parents. 
  Throughout the process, having learnt from the literature discussed, I have been more aware of how younger mothers may feel in accessing support or in turn engage in a research interview with someone who is deemed a part of a ‘health organisation’. I am asking them to divulge into their lived experience of being a parent. There may be fear of divulging too much, of being judged, as the participant would be aware that as researcher I still have a duty of care to contact relevant organisations (BACP,2019) if there is a safeguarding concern. When understanding the correlation of stigma towards mental health in society and also the addition to younger mothers perceptions of stigma (Lucas et al,2019) towards themselves, as parents, I have reflected on this possibly being a bold sample group to research. The participation of younger mothers in this research study, has thus far been incredibly difficult. I have also taken into consideration the current situation we are all facing in the COVID-19 lockdown (GOV.UK,2020) and how this in turn may influence participants coming forward, accessibility to research was a key element and so social media platforms where utilised and information of the research study was shared via Instagram. I have also gained awareness of myself in the research interview process, through university assessment. I engaged with peers who were my research participants and conducted the semi-structured interview, questioning participants as I would in the final interview stage. From the feedback provided to me, I was aware in the process that I was actively looking for an answer, at some points, from the peer participant. In a subconscious attempt to achieve the answer I was looking for, I was asking subsidiary questions which were leading the participant to answer, in what could be perceived, in a bias way. This was a valuable experience going forward and something which I actively reflected on and learned from and influenced my knowledge surrounding boundaries.

  In managing boundaries with participant, throughout the research interview, I would maintain boundaries in a similar format to counselling sessions, on a one to one basis between researcher and participant. That being said, I have an awareness of the difference of my professionalism as counsellor and how there were some elements that now differed taking on the ‘researcher’ role. For example, participants would be signposted to relevant organisations, such as, No Teen Shame, Gingerbread, and MIND. The participants are given relevant information in regards to these organisations before the interview commenced in their information pack, to utilise if they felt additional support was needed. The prime importance of research (BACP,2019) being participant welfare. The participant would also be aware that as researcher I have a duty of care to disclose any information to appropriate authorities (Sharpe,2015), if a safeguarding issue was to arise. Meaning in the context, of harm to themselves or others, appropriate safeguarding details would also be verbalised before the research interview started, including child safeguarding procedures.  As researcher, I also engaged in BACP ethical guidelines (2020) which outlines the importance of supervision and ethical personal boundaries in research and University of Wales Trinity Saint David Ethics and Integrity Codes of Practice (2020). Some of these ethical risks include, myself as researcher sharing any personal information, any extension of the research relationship after the research has been completed and any safeguarding issues that may arise. This came into consideration where it had become difficult to acquire participation from participants for this research study, it was questioned in supervision whether I knew of anyone that would be able to take part, however, because there is already deemed a friendship between myself and potential particpant, it would be unethical (BACP,2020) to proceed in that manner. As discussed, there was the addition of my own self positioning within this study as having lived experience of this research topic and being mindful going forward of leading questions and my own self developmental needs in relation to this (UWTSD,2020), which I would acquire through research supervision, personal therapy and self-care. 

CONCLUSION/ACTION PLAN
  As a consequence of my research process so far, I have become aware that there are certain aspects of my research proposal that could have been changed. The lack of potential participants coming forward to volunteer in this study could be distinctly linked to the current situation with COVID-19 (GOV.UK, 2021) or could possibly be that any potential participants that meet the criteria of ‘young mother’ are apprehensive (Rice et al, 2019) and/or fearful to volunteer themselves for the research interview (Mills et al, 2013). In hindsight, my research proposal may have reached many more potential participants if I had changed the criteria from young mothers to possibly ‘single parents’ (Chopel,2019) and/or including fathers within the sample. These have been questions I have discussed in supervision, as discussed earlier. My drive and passion for this research was to create a platform that younger mothers could use to share their experiences and use their voice (Conn,2018), to create more understanding and possibly a more holistic approach within society, professional practice (BACP,2020), and to incorporate into policies (GOV.UK, 2018) and legislations. In understanding the literature surrounding young mums, in this process, I feel that, in a system which promotes change, acceptance and does show positive change for some younger parents (Jones, 2019), the re-occurring research literature themes and findings show that there is still an element to these understandings (Lucas, 2019) that lack the congruence and ability to move away from a cyclical pattern. It is from this learning that will inform my dissertation by critically evaluating, without bias, to potentially seek and further understand, a more holistic approach to parents in general and not specifically where age is the predominant factor. To gain more depth of awareness to the current experiences and perceptions of young mothers from Wales in 2021, on parenthood and social stigma, which could totally differ from my own.
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