Research Methods 

The subject of social research contains many theoretical philosophies such as pragmatism, realism and Interpretivism which are still disputed by sociologists today. The definition of social research is more unanimously agreed in the sociology community as “a purposive and rigorous investigation that aims to generate new knowledge. It is the intellectual tool of social scientists, which allows them to enter contexts of personal and/or public interests that are unknown to them, and to search for the answers to their questions” (Sarantakos, 2013, p. 4). Using this definition, it may be deduced that social research is intended to broaden one’s knowledge through discovery and educate the community about the validity of theories and academic literature. 
	In the realm of social research there are two prominent areas of data collection consisting of Quantitative Data and Qualitative Data. The fundamental distinction between these two data collection methods is that qualitative data collection utilizes methods such as “participant observation or case studies which result in a narrative, descriptive account of a setting or practise,” whereas quantitative study is designed to “collect data and draw a numerical-based conclusion about that data. A conclusion that must reflect the numerical analysis and the study context.” (Albers, 2017, p. 1 and Guest, Namey, Mitchell, 2013, p.2).  
	Whether a researcher settles for quantitative or qualitative data collection methods, both harbour issues and disadvantages, however a good research agenda requires both methods to be used in tandem which allows for the neutralisation of these disadvantages. 
A study utilizing qualitative data allows participants to be themselves and not be subject to the pressures of a structured interview or poll found in the quantitative method. 
This allows for a more accurate and in-depth investigation which may yield more valuable data due to its flexibility and humanisation. However, this form of data collection has the disadvantage of not being measurable as it is based on participant perspectives and experiences only. Additionally, qualitive data is based on clear observation meaning a researcher must recognise data for it to be collected otherwise it will be lost. One solution to this issue is the recording of sessions either audio or visual. The amount of sessions required for data collection under this method is a further disadvantage as this extends the research time as to come to a conclusion, multiple perspectives must be analysed which adds to the cost and timescale of the project. Semi-structured interviews may be considered a common technique used in the collection of qualitative data as it “allows the researcher to collect open-ended data, to explore participant thoughts, feelings and beliefs about a particular topic and to delve deeply into personal and sometimes sensitive issues” (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2018). 
	In the realms of qualitative data exists 3 main areas consisting of interviews, observations and documents which form the foundation of which qualitative data is built on. The interpretation of the purpose of an interview may be “open-ended questions and probes yield in-depth responses about people’s experiences, perceptions, opinions, feelings and knowledge” (Pattern, 2002, p. 4). The interview method of data collection under qualitative research method may be considered to be the most common form of data collection possibly due to the reduction in stress and extraction of honest opinions from participants.  This form of data collection is divided into semi-structured and non-directive. The non-directive form of interview is simply an interview which has no structure and is more like a conversation than an interview due to the lack of pre-planned questions. In addition to this, the focused interview method is where the “interviewer is well aware of the respondent and in times of deviating away from the main issue the interviewer generally refocuses the respondent towards key subject” (Jamshed, 2014). 
	In contrast to unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews have a set of pre-planned, opened ended questions. This form of interview is most commonly used as an interviewing method by employers as the duration of the interview may only be thirty minutes to an hour meaning a researcher can collect more data with this method rather than the unstructured method as the interviews may be recorded either visually or audibly. In addition, this form of interview can allow a researcher to conduct group interviews which can allow for fast data collection but may be inappropriate when the subject is sensitive in nature or the participants are vulnerable. 
	Despite case study research being a respected tool for the collection of in depth and comprehensive data, it however does have its disadvantages that a researcher has to take into consideration when planning the project. One of the draw backs to this form of data collection is gaining permission from the targeted organisation and ensuring anonymity throughout the interview. Anonymity during an interview aids in the retrieval of data as the participant will be more relaxed as their identity will not be disclosed. However upholding anonymity during a semi-structured may be seen as a challenging task due to the nature of the semi-structured interview. For the assurance of anonymity permission sometimes has to be granted in order for a successful and ethical interview. This process involves informing an organisation or participant of any potential risks involved, the nature of the interview questions as participants may experience psychological distress through questioning depending on the topic and how the data will be stored. This process can be time consuming as the request has to be screened by a committee and the terms and conditions of the organisation or participant has to be met. 
	In addition to anonymity, confidentiality is another obstacle a researcher has to overcome to be successful with qualitative data collection. It is important that the participants be made anomalous as much as possible such as using code numbers for each participant, however, this is not so easy once the interview is conducted online through chatrooms or video link as internet information is stored and is accessible by system administrators or search engines. One possible solution to this issue would be to be granted access to the organisation’s intranet, however this increases the wait time as a researcher would require vetting by the organisation. 
	If a researcher wishes to explore the topic in a more panoramic view, they may adopt the mixed methods approach. This incorporates both qualitative and quantitative research methods which allows them to explore the topic from different perspectives or to gain more knowledge and understanding on connections and contradictions between the qualitative and quantitative data. The purpose of mixed method research is identified in Greene, However, this research approach may be seen as less common as “It often requires more resources (time and personnel) and additional research training, as multidisciplinary research teams need to become conversant with alternative research paradigms and different approaches to sample selection, data collection, data analysis and data synthesis or integration” (Shorten and Smith, 2017). 
In order for a researcher who is utilizing qualitative data to establish the validity of the research, they will utilize the triangulation tool. Existing within the triangulation tool are five main areas consisting of data, investigator, theory, methodological and environmental triangulation. Data triangulation involves the researcher to source different data from a different point of view which allows for a review of their findings and can be used to also check selected perceptions or identify blind spots in the research data. The purpose of this method is only to scrutinise the data from another angle rather than to obtain a consensus.  
Theory triangulation involves “the use of multiple professional perspectives to interpret a single set of data/information” (Guion, 2002, p. 2). One approach to the implementation of this type of triangulation is to include professionals from different outside the area of study. 
The Investigator triangulation method utilizes the collaboration of investigators of evaluators which develops into an evaluation team. By using this method, a researcher can check the validity of the research data as the findings from individuals in the evaluation team would be compared and if the findings from different evaluators came to the same conclusion then the researcher will have confidence in the validity of their data. However, if the opposite occurs it may suggest the researcher conduct further research in a specific field to achieve complete validity. The methodological triangulation method includes the use of both qualitative and quantitative data collection methods to study the topic of interest. With this form of triangulation, validity is established if both conclusions of both qualitative and quantitative data are the same. Finally, the environmental triangulation involves, “the use of different locations, settings and other key factors related to the environment in which the study took place, such as time of the day, day of the week or season of the year” (Guion, 2002, p. 3). The purpose of this triangulation is to identify whether the data would be affected by environmental factors during the study. To achieve validity under environmental triangulation the data must show consistency in to varying environmental factors. 
	Once qualitative data has been collected it is essential that the data be displayed in an appropriate manner so that it can be easily analysed and illustrates theories a researcher has developed. The form of visual representation of emerging theories may be considered an essential and vital part of developing a theory as this provides validity and strength to criticism. In Verdinelli and Scagnoli 2013, this form of qualitative enquiry is identified as “the use of diagrams and figures to synthesize major theoretical concepts and their connections.” The use of qualitative data display not only illuminates and strengths a theory or message but also can “be used to represent exploratory, basic, or initial data, or at the other end of the process of analysis” (Verdinelli and Scagnoli, 2013, p. 360). The format of qualitative data display may vary depending on the needs of the researcher however, generally this form of data display usually consists of word clouds, flow diagrams, graphic timelines or infographic displays. 
	In comparison quantitative data display provides less flexibility as it is centred around the statistics of the data collected meaning the display may require additional narration unlike qualitative which can narrate itself. The visualisation of quantitative data is split into two areas, discrete and continuous data. 
	Discrete data may be identified by Frost 2020 as, “a count of the presence of a characteristic, result, item, or activity. These measures cannot be meaningfully divided into smaller increments.” This form of data may be seen as similar to qualitative data as it can be illustrated in a similar way, through the use of histograms which include graphs and charts. Continuous data however may be seen as the opposite of discrete as the data can take any value within a given range such as height or weight. Due to the unorderly nature of continuous data, it is organised into groups and displayed in either a bar or a scatter plot as continuous data is measured on scale. 
	The utilization of quantitative data may provide more stable results as the results can be replicated as and when desired which allows any hypothesis based on the research less susceptible to argument or criticism. Due to the nature of quantitative research, it may be used to firmly cement or disprove theories or assumptions. However, as this research method is based on solely statistics, a common assumption is that quantitative data may be more reliable and credible that quantitative data. This may be only true if the researcher is non-bias and has no errors in the setup of the research as mistakes or carelessness in the early stages in quantitative research could jeopardise the entire project. Additionally, it may be seen as easier to create bias using solely this method as the researcher can potentially influence the data in order to get a desired outcome through biased questionnaires or bias sample groups. The isolation of quantitative research also has the potential risk of missing out on valuable information which may not be picked up or expressed through statistical interpretation. 
	Once the analysis and validity checks of research data are complete, a researcher next step would be to generate a hypothesis of the findings. Here the method of grounded theory is at the researcher’s disposal. This theory enables someone to “offers an explanation about the main concern of the population of your substantive area and how that concern is resolved or processed” (Scott, 2009). This theory allows a researcher to uncover social processes such as group behaviours and social relationships which will allow for a richer and deeper understanding of the concept being investigated which makes it a useful tool when a researcher is trying to close gaps in data. 
	Under this theory lies two main areas which may aid in a researcher coming to a conclusion or developing a theory which are theoretical sampling and theoretical sensitivity. Theoretical sampling may be described as “a process of generating theory from data which includes collecting the data, then coding and analysing the data. Next the researcher makes a conscious decision about what further detail they feel needs exploring as the new theory develops” (Nobel and Mitchell, 2016). The process of theoretical sampling usually takes place after a conceptual theory is developed as it is used to expand and refine a theory and not create one. The area of theoretical sensitivity allows a researcher to add value and meaning to data and to discard any irrelevant research. Being theoretically sensitive enables a researcher to develop a more grounded and cohesive hypothesis. 
	The combination of theoretical sensitivity and sampling allows a researcher to develop a richer, more in depth and grounded conclusion to the research topic and also provides the researcher with the knowledge to develop a more solid hypothesis when discussing the data. 
The main area of investigation in this study is to identify and compare the historical developments of mental health protection in the UK Police Service to the current protective frameworks that have been adopted to provide support and protection. Additionally, there will be an investigation into whether mental health frameworks have had an impact on the stigmatisation of mental health through police culture. The research conducted on this project topic will utilize mainly the qualitative research method through the use of semi-structured interviews as the topic is personal in nature and focuses on personal experiences of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), the personal opinion of the safeguards that were in place to limit the impact of PTSD. However, if enough participants can be collected then a mixed methods approach, utilizing both qualitative and quantitative data will be used which will allow for a more in-depth analysis of the topic. This project additionally explores police culture and the stigmatisation of mental health which again comes from personal experiences which is difficult to convey onto statistical charts without the aid of statistical grouping. 
In order to check the validity of the research data, allowing for grounded theories and opinions to be made, the methodological theory will be used as this is the only validity screening tool appropriate for this study. 
	The main group of interest in this study is retired police officers as their experiences with previous mental health support frameworks and stigmatisation will be used to scrutinise or praise the modern developments of mental health protection. The dominant form of data collection will utilize interviews either telephone or video link due to the COVID-19 outbreak and due to the convenience of conducting telephone/video-chat interviews. Each interview should not exceed one hour per participant and if the total number of participants exceeds ten then the use of a survey will be employed to collect supplementary data to the initial qualitative data collected. Additionally, participation in this study is solely voluntary and carries no future repercussions for participants. 
	Analysis of the interview data will consist of the coding and grouping of themes and ideas which will then be displayed in a bar or pie chart. In addition, the data from the interviews will be also be interpreted and utilized in the evaluation of mental health protection which will aid in highlighting failings and strengths of the previous frameworks. Additionally, the experiences of the retired police officer participants will also be used to possibly layout improvements in the modern mental health protection, however this will only be possible if there is a reoccurring trend in the interview data. 
	The challenges contained within this project mainly stems from gaining access to retired police officers as they are protected under the National Association of Retired Police Officers (NARPO). For access to the targeted participants, a request has to be made and the intentions of the study have to be clearly communicated. In addition, the interview questions also have to be screened by the NARPO committee and deemed acceptable before access may be granted. However, if a substantial number of participants can be achieved then the qualitative data will be strengthened with the use of structured surveys in an attempt to collect additional data from another angle. 
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