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Exploring the issues and stigma surrounding male mental health: A qualitative approach



Summary of Proposed Research:


Introduction


According to Samaritans (2021) the national suicide data for England depicts that male suicide rates per 100,000 individuals were 15.8%, while female suicide rates were 5.5%. In addition to this, previous research indicates that male students account for 69% of university suicides, often as a result of lower rates of help-seeking (Ilyas Sagar-Ouriaghli et al., 2020). This data highlights the prevalence of mental health issues amongst men, as well as the high rates of suicide due to low rates of treatment seeking. The topic of men’s mental health has gained significant attention in recent years due to these concerning figures. Men often experience particular challenges when it comes to dealing with mental health concerns, and it's critical to identify and address these issues in order to promote overall better mental health and wellbeing. The aim of this proposed study is to explore these issues in depth by gathering further insight from the male perspective on the current issues regarding male mental health that need to be addressed. Throughout this research I aim to explore the stigma associated with men’s mental health, the challenges that men face when seeking treatment and the issues that need to be addressed in order to a achieve better approach to men’s mental health. Participants involved in the proposed study will not be asked to discuss their own personal experiences with mental health concerns. The research solely aims to collect data on the overall challenges that men face as a collective. The research will be conducted using a focus group of 6-8 male students between the ages of 20 and 22. The study will be qualitative in nature, employing the method of thematic analysis in order to collect data on the participants' perspectives of male mental health and its associated issues. I intend to analyse my data by identifying reoccurring themes and patterns within the transcription of the data collected from my male participants. The rationale for conducting this research is to raise awareness of the challenges that men face with their mental health in modern day society, particularly the stigma that surrounds it. The high rate of suicide in men indicates that there is a need for change in how we approach men’s mental health. By addressing these concerns and raising awareness of the stigma associated with men’s mental health, I hope that men will gain a deeper understanding of their mental health and wellbeing and feel empowered to seek treatment. 



Previous Research

There are numerous studies that demonstrate the variety of issues that men face with their mental health. The societal demand to conform to gender stereotypes is one of the most critical obstacles that males face. Many men believe that they must suppress their thoughts and feelings, even if they are suffering from mental health issues, as exhibiting emotions or vulnerability may be considered as weak. This can lead to feelings of isolation and make it difficult to seek help when required. For example, suicidal young men in Cleary's (2012) study revealed that they suppressed their mental suffering due to fear of being perceived as weak for revealing their emotions. Similarly, additional research found that Canadian males suffering with depression avoided seeking care as they believed it was perceived as emasculating, stigmatising, and further marginalising (McKenzie et al., 2022). These findings highlight the relationship between gender ideals of masculinity and its effect on discouraging men from seeking help for their mental health issues. This is an area of discussion that I would like to gather more insight on as part of my research as I believe that it is a factor that contributes significantly to the stigma associated with men’s mental health. Another challenge that men often encounter when dealing with mental health concerns is developing healthy coping mechanisms. According to research by Bilsker et al., (2018) it is common for men to abuse alcohol to cope with psychological distress, worsening their symptoms and creating a cycle of dependence. Research suggests that men are significantly more likely than women to develop a serious alcohol dependence. In a 2012 study of mental health and substance use disorders in Canada, 6.4% of males exhibited symptoms indicative of substance use disorder, compared to 2.5% of females over a 12-month period (Bilsker et al., 2018). The prevalence of substance use disorders among men is largely due to the development of inadequate coping strategies, men will often engage in unhealthy behaviour as a way of masking their mental health suffering as they feel like they can’t seek help. In addition to this, the tendency to develop negative coping styles is often associated with the pressure to conform to traditional gender ideals. Previous research has identified the negative coping styles in which men often engage with as a result of pressure to adhere to traditional notions of masculinity. These include the consumption of alcohol or drugs to reduce stress, the suppression or denial of negative emotions, the promotion of risky behaviours, and the prioritization of self-reliance and autonomy over professional care (Bilsker et al., 2018). Another issue with this is that men are often misdiagnosed or underdiagnosed within the field of mental health as they are more likely to mask their symptoms that meet the criteria for certain mental health disorders by engaging in this behaviour. This could explain why there is a high prevalence of suicide rates and substance use disorders among men but comparatively low rates of common mental health disorders such as depression. The gaps in symptomatology pose several difficulties for psychiatric epidemiology as symptoms of “acting out” (e.g., engaging in impulsive and unhealthy behaviours) do not meet the standardised diagnostic criteria for depression and anxiety, this can lead to inaccurate prevalence rates and a high rate of false-positive results in men (Affleck et al., 2018). This research highlights the challenges in effectively diagnosing mental health disorders in men, as well as the underutilization of mental health care. The stigma surrounding men’s mental health and the idea of being portrayed as “masculine” presents a significant challenge when it comes to men seeking help for their issues. By gaining a better understanding and awareness of the issues regarding male mental health through my research, I believe that this would allow society and mental health services to tackle these issues more efficiently as well as provide appropriate healthcare.



Proposed Methodology

My research aims to explore the issues surrounding men’s mental health from the male perspective as a means to acquire a deeper understanding of the subject and the various challenges associated with it. I plan to conduct my study using a qualitative approach by using the method of thematic analysis to obtain my data. The research will be non-experimental therefore there will be no manipulation of an independent variable, the research purely aims to collect further information and a better understanding on the topic of my proposed study. Purposive sampling will be used to select my participants in order to acquire the necessary data for my field of study. Through purposive sampling I aim to recruit participants who identify as male for my sample population. When acquiring my participants, I aim to seek a sample size of 6-8 male participants to take part in my research. According to Fusch et al., (2022), the ideal size of a focus group is between six to twelve participants. This means that the group is small enough so that all members have the opportunity to share their thoughts, yet large enough to provide an accurate representation of the population being studied. When invited to participate in the study, participants will be fully briefed on the scope of the research in order to understand the context of the study and the nature of the questions that will be posed. Once I have gathered my participants, I plan to conduct my research by running a focus group. I have chosen to use a focus group as my method of study as it will allow to me to gather in depth insights and rich qualitative data. This will assist me in collecting the required data that I intend to collect for my proposed field of study. The study will take place in a classroom setting at my university building in a quiet and relaxed atmosphere to ensure that my participants feel comfortable and at ease. I aim to ask my participants five open ended questions on my area of study, and I expect my study to run for approximately 60 minutes or more. Participants will be able to share their responses to the questions within the group, expressing their views and opinions on the questions posed. The study will be audibly recorded using a voice recorder, the content of the study will then be transcribed onto a separate document so that it can be analysed, and the data can be collected. As the researcher, I will also be taking notes throughout the study on any information that I think is particularly relevant or important. Before beginning the study, participants will be asked to fill in a consent form informing them that their participation is entirely voluntary, and they have the right to withdraw from the study at any time. The consent form will ask the participants to keep any information shared amongst the group as confidential and that the data shared will be for research purposes only. Furthermore, the names of the participants will be kept as anonymous, each participant will be assigned a number so that their identities will remain unknown. At the end of the focus group interview participants will be asked to fill out a debrief form. The debrief form will further explain the purpose of the study to the participants so that they are aware of the rationale for my research. In addition to this, participants will be reminded of their right to withdraw from the study and be asked if they are happy for their data to be collected. Finally, the focus group will be thanked for their participation in the research and asked if there are any questions that they would like to ask. Once I have gathered the data from the focus group, I then plan to conduct a thematic analysis on the information I have received. Thematic analysis is a qualitative analysis method that focuses on the identification, analysis, and recognition of patterns or "themes" within a set of data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first step of thematic analysis is familiarising yourself with the data, after transcribing the data derived from the focus group, I then plan to read over the data and become familiar with it. Once I have become familiar with the data I’ve obtained, I will begin to generate initial codes. I will do this by searching for any keywords or phrases within the transcription that I think are relevant to the goal of my proposed research. I then plan to generate a set of themes within the data by identifying reoccurring patterns or phrases across the transcription of the interview. Following this, I will review the initial codes that I have generated and begin defining and naming the themes by grouping together the subordinate themes. At the end of the process, once I have identified and defined the themes that I have extracted from the data, I will produce a report on my analysis of the transcript and how I interpreted my findings. Included in my report will be various chapters dedicated to each theme, providing an in-depth analysis of the data accompanied with quotes taken from the transcription of the data. Within my discussion I plan to link my findings to any relevant previous research that has been conducted. I have decided to employ thematic analysis as my method of qualitative research as I am confident that it will yield detailed, pertinent data from my participants that I can use to conduct my analysis. Additionally, by organising a focus group and engaging in open dialogue, I will be able to gain in-depth insights from my participants regarding their perceptions and opinions regarding male mental health.


Ethical Considerations: 

When planning this proposed study, I carefully considered any potential ethical concerns. Before the study takes place, the participant’s will be asked to complete a consent form outlining the purpose of the research and the procedures involved. Once participants are fully aware of the nature of the study, they will be asked to sign the consent form on completion ensuring that I have gained their fully informed consent. Furthermore, participants will be informed that their identity will be kept fully confidential throughout the study. Each participant will be assigned a unique identification number, their name and appearance will be kept as anonymous. The data that I collect throughout my research will be stored on my personal computer, I plan to adhere to data protection guidelines by ensuring that the transcriptions of the focus group can only be accessed by myself through a password. In addition to this, the consent form will ask participants to keep any information disclosed during the discussion as confidential and that their data is being collected for research purposes only. Participants will also be made aware of their right to withdraw from the study at any given time. Whilst conducting the study I will be asking the focus group questions based on their perceptions of issues surrounding men’s mental health. It is important to note that I am not seeking information on those with lived experiences of mental illness. During the focus group participants will not be asked to discuss their own mental health issues but rather the challenges that men face as a general population. Despite this, there is a potential risk that participants may be experiencing mental health issues that I am not aware of which could result in a risk of psychological harm. To prevent the likelihood of this, I plan on carefully structuring my questions so that they are unlikely to provoke any sensitive topics of conversation, minimising the risk of psychological harm. On completion of the focus group, participants will be asked to complete a debrief form. The debrief form will provide a full explanation of the studies objectives and rationale for data collection, ensuring that there are no aspects of deception throughout the study. Furthermore, the debrief form will include the name and contact details of the researcher in case participants have any questions or concerns following the study. Finally, the debrief form will ask participants if they are happy for their data to be collected as part of the research. If participants are not happy to proceed, they will be given an option to withdraw their consent from the study. I will conclude the study by asking participants if they have any questions or concerns about the research that they would like to address. Lastly, participants will then be thanked for their time and participation in the study ensuring that they are aware of my appreciation for taking part in my research. 
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I have reviewed this proposal and am satisfied that it meets the requirements for this dissertation/project. I am happy for data collection to commence.
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