Methodology
1. Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological approach adopted to investigate public perceptions of substance misuse among young adults in Wales and the perceived barriers and opportunities for enhancing police responses. The methodology provides a rationale for the research design, data collection methods, sampling strategy, and analytical procedures used in the study. Given the study’s focus on capturing current attitudes and experiences within a defined population, a quantitative survey approach was selected as the most appropriate means of generating relevant and timely data, while also offering a low‑risk method of data collection.
2. Research Strategy                 
To address the research question the study adopts a cross‑sectional survey strategy, using an online questionnaire to gather data from participants at a single time point. Cross‑sectional designs collect data from individuals at a single moment and provide an overview of existing attitudes and experiences without altering any conditions or influencing participants (Simkus, 2023). This design enables the exploration of current attitudes, perceptions, and experiences related to substance misuse among young adults in Wales, as well as public views on the barriers and opportunities for enhancing police responses. Such an approach is well‑suited for identifying patterns and associations across demographic groups without inferring causality or temporal change (Hunziker, Blankenagel, 2024).
Social surveys have long been the predominant method in social research, used primarily to describe or explain social phenomena and sometimes to accomplish both aims concurrently (McNeill, 2005). McKim’s (2015) findings suggest that mixed‑methods approaches yield a deeper understanding of research topics. The growing interest in mixed methods invites comparison with studies that rely exclusively on quantitative or qualitative designs. McKim (2015) characterises the value of mixed methods as their ability to illuminate complex realities, deepen readers’ comprehension, increase confidence in findings, enhance precision and thoroughness, and strengthen overall validity. 
Online surveys are widely recognised in recent methodological literature for the ability to extend these strengths by offering broad reach, rapid data collection, and cost efficiencies (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2016) are particularly valuable when targeting young adults across multiple Welsh regions; they enable recruitment through social media, community networks, and institutional channels, increasing the likelihood of capturing diverse respondent profiles. Web platforms permit automated routing, mobile responsiveness, and real‑time export of responses (Wright, 2019), which together reduce administrative burden and accelerate the pace from data collection to analysis. The online mode also supports anonymity and respondent control (Maslovskaya, Struminskava & Durrant, 2022), which can improve candour on sensitive topics such as substance misuse and perceptions of policing.
Building on this rationale, this research aims to develop an online survey to gather systematic quantitative data, including demographic information and attitudinal responses across diverse communities in Wales. The online format facilitates broad reach, respondent anonymity, efficient administration, and rapid data collection, while clear consent procedures, and a mix of closed and targeted open items will maximise validity and ethical rigour and allow the survey findings to be validated with complementary qualitative evidence (Menon & Muraleedharan, 2020). 

3. Data Collection   
The data for this study will be obtained directly from members of the public living in Wales. The target population includes individuals aged 18 and above who are able to provide informed perspectives on substance misuse among young adults and on policing practices within their communities. Participants will be recruited through social media, university mailing lists and professional networks including co‑workers, with eligibility restricted to individuals aged 18 and over currently residing in Wales. This approach enables broad reach across different regions of Wales and supports the inclusion of diverse demographic groups. Such an inclusive sampling strategy supports a wide range of viewpoints, reduces potential bias, and contributes to a more accurate picture (Government Social Research, 2022) of both substance misuse and the policing response to it. By gathering perspectives from individuals with varied experiences, the survey seeks to identify possible differences in views and build a comprehensive understanding of public opinion.
Data will be collected using an online, self‑administered questionnaire. The survey will be hosted on a secure digital platform and made accessible through a web link shared with potential participants. Respondents will complete the questionnaire at their convenience, providing both quantitative and qualitative data through a combination of closed‑ended and open‑ended items. The online format ensures efficient data collection, reduces administrative burden, and supports participant anonymity (Menon & Muraleedharan, 2020), which is particularly important given the sensitivity of topics such as substance misuse and policing. Data collection will take place over a defined period, with reminders issued to maximise response rates. All responses will be stored securely, and accessible only to the researcher.
4. Data Analysis
The data collected through the online questionnaire will be analysed using a combination of quantitative and qualitative techniques, reflecting the mixed‑format nature of the survey items. The analysis process is designed to identify patterns, associations, and key themes relevant to public perceptions of substance misuse among young adults in Wales and views on policing responses, where quantitative techniques reveal trends and relationships while qualitative analysis identifies recurring themes and deeper meanings (McLeod, 2024).
Data analysis will include descriptive statistics, comparisons between different groups, and models that explore which factors shape people’s perceptions and their willingness to seek help. Planned sensitivity checks will assess whether the findings are reliable. Ethical measures, clear informed consent, anonymity, secure data storage, and full compliance with data protection rules, will be followed throughout. The aim is to develop an online survey, using a mixed-method approach, to collect structured quantitative data that can later be compared with qualitative insights and used to guide policy and practice.
The survey data will be analysed in several stages to ensure that the findings are clear, reliable, and directly address the research questions. Because the survey consists mainly of closed‑ended items, the analysis will begin with descriptive statistics. These will summarise the data using frequencies, percentages, and average scores. According to Bryman (2016) this approach is appropriate because it provides an accessible overview of participants’ characteristics (Questions 1-5) and their views on safety, police visibility, help‑seeking, fairness, and concerns about policing practices (Questions 6-12).
After describing the overall patterns, subgroup comparisons may be conducted where relevant, for example, examining whether perceptions differ by age group, gender, ethnicity, or region of Wales. This step is justified because it helps identify whether particular groups experience policing or substance‑misuse‑related issues differently, which is central to understanding community variation and potential inequalities (Kim, 2025).
For questions that explore more complex attitudes, such as perceived obstacles for police (Question 10) or suggested improvements (Questions 13-14), responses will be categorised and summarised to identify common themes or priorities. Although these items are open‑ended in content, they can still be analysed systematically by grouping similar responses. This is justified because it allows qualitative insights to be presented in a structured, policy‑relevant way while maintaining the survey’s primarily quantitative focus (Webster, Geisen, 2024).
Where appropriate, additional exploratory analyses may be used to examine how multiple factors relate to key outcomes, such as feelings of safety or likelihood of seeking help. This strengthens the analysis by moving beyond simple description and helping to identify which variables may influence perceptions or behaviours (Bryman, 2016). 
This analytical approach is justified because it aligns with the aims of the study: to provide a clear, evidence‑based picture of community perceptions, trust in policing, and barriers to help‑seeking among young adults in Wales. The combination of descriptive summaries, subgroup comparisons, and structured analysis of open‑ended responses supports a balanced and policy‑relevant interpretation of the data.
5. Limitations and Potential Hurdles
Although the online questionnaire is an efficient and accessible method for gathering data from young adults across Wales, several limitations and practical challenges must be acknowledged. First, online surveys are vulnerable to variable response rates, which may be influenced by demographic factors, levels of digital confidence, or interest in the topic. Low or uneven response rates can introduce non‑response bias and reduce the representativeness of the sample (Parish, 2023). Technical and design‑related factors also present potential hurdles. Participants may disengage if the survey appears too long, repetitive, or complex, which can lead to higher dropout rates or reduced data quality (Dillman, Smyth and Christian, 2014). Although the survey platform supports automated routing and centralised data storage, these features do not eliminate the possibility of incomplete responses or misinterpretation of fixed‑choice items, particularly when researchers cannot clarify questions in real time (Bryman, 2016). 
To address the risk of low or uneven response rates, the survey was designed to be concise, clearly structured, and easy to complete on a range of devices. Following recommendations from Dillman, Smyth and Christian (2014), unnecessary complexity was avoided, and the survey was piloted to ensure that the length and wording did not discourage participation. The survey link will also be distributed through multiple channels to widen reach and reduce the likelihood of demographic imbalance.
Another limitation concerns the depth of insight available from predominantly closed‑ended questions. While these items support efficient data collection and quantifiable analysis, they restrict participants’ ability to express nuance or context behind their views. Recent research shows that closed‑ended formats limit rich insights, and can lead to misleading assumptions, particularly when exploring complex issues such as perceptions of policing, trust, or help‑seeking behaviours (Sanchez, 2024). To address this shortcoming, the survey will include open‑ended items that allow participants to offer richer, narrative responses. Integrating quantitative survey data with qualitative elements will provide a more balanced and comprehensive picture of substance misuse.
Finally, a further limitation arises from the ethical requirement to prevent harm to participants. Ethical research demands clear communication about the study and the provision of sufficient information for participants to give informed consent (Parish, 2023). Consequently, the survey’s first question is dedicated to obtaining informed consent, which, while essential, may also heighten awareness of the study’s sensitive themes and influence how some participants choose to respond.
These limitations do not undermine the value of the survey but highlight the importance of careful design, clear question wording, and transparent reporting. Acknowledging these constraints ensures that the findings are interpreted appropriately and that conclusions remain proportionate to the strengths and boundaries of the data (Braun, Clarke, 2023). Ultimately, several steps will be taken to minimise the impact of the identified limitations and to ensure that the data collected remains as trustworthy as possible. Throughout the process, routine checks will be carried out to ensure the robustness of the findings, including reviewing missing data, identifying outliers, and confirming that results are consistent across different analytical choices. These procedures reflect established guidance that missing values, outliers, and other data‑quality issues can distort results if not systematically addressed, and that these steps are essential for producing reliable and transparent analysis (Pallant, 2020).
The reliability of this research is supported by the use of a standardised, self‑administered online questionnaire that ensures all participants receive the same questions, in the same format, under the same conditions. This consistency reduces researcher influence and enhances the comparability of responses. Closed‑ended items provide structured, repeatable measures, while qualitative responses will be analysed using systematic and transparent coding procedures to maintain consistency in interpretation. The digital format further strengthens reliability by automating data capture, reducing the risk of administrative error, and ensuring that responses are recorded accurately. Together, these features create a dependable and replicable methodological framework.
Overall, the study provides meaningful value by generating evidence that can inform more responsive, equitable, and effective approaches to policing and support services on issues that directly affect young people’s safety, wellbeing, and trust in public services. By capturing the perspectives of young adults in Wales, it contributes new insight to an area where contemporary, data‑driven understanding is urgently needed. Its findings can support both scholarly understanding and practical improvements, demonstrating the broader worth of the research.
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