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3. Chapter 3 – Research Methodology

3.1 – Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk153186720]This chapter will outline the research methods carried out in this project and will explain why these methods were chosen to reach the set objectives of this dissertation. The methods utilised to achieve the objectives of identifying the mental health impact factors that police officers feel are the causes of poor mental health within the South Wales Police force, and to identify the perspectives of officers on the effectiveness of organisational wellbeing support were considered to be the most effective and ethical following the identification of the gap in research found in existing work during the literature review. 

3.2 – Quantitative and Qualitative Methods of Research

The process of research creates new knowledge, with research being the logical consequence to the emergence of a question that has not yet been answered. Research can analyse and develop pre-existing work that has been carried out or can approach a completely new identified area of study (Graue, 2015).

The two most common methods of research are Quantitative and Qualitative approaches which provide varying results based on either structure. Bell et al., (2022) state that a researcher’s decision with regards to a quantitative or qualitative research approach are based on their well-founded epistemological beliefs. 

Numerical data is gathered, and statistical techniques are used for analysis in Quantitative research. Producing objective, quantifiable and numerically stated empirical data is the outcome of this approach. This method allows the researcher to make predictions, identify patterns and test hypothesis as a result of the data obtained. Qualitative research gathers non-numerical data such as words, images and sounds through the exploration of subjective experiences, beliefs and attitudes, which are often gathered through interviewing and observations. The goal of Qualitative research is to produce in-depth explanations of the studied topic as well as identifying new insights and interpretations (Garbarino and Holland, 2009). If the object of a person’s research is to obtain richness, complexity and outcomes that cannot easily be translated into scaled numbers, a Qualitative data analysis approach would be beneficial. However, for clarity, reliability and validity of measurement, a Quantitative data analysis approach would be recommended. Although it is argued that both methods of research analysis are equally scientific (Taylor, 2005). 

3.3 – Research Approach

A mixed-method approach was carried out for the purpose of this research. This approach allowed the researcher to combine the obtained data from both a quantitative and qualitative approach to obtain a greater understanding into the perceived impact factors that South Wales Police officers believed were the causes of poor mental health amongst officers, and their perspectives on the effectiveness of organisational wellbeing support available to police officers within the force. Ivankona and Creswell (2009) found that with its emphasis on the meaningful integration of both quantitative and qualitative data, mixed methods research can offer depth and breadth that a single technique may not be able to deliver alone.

For the purpose of this research, a Web Survey was created to obtain quantitative data through responses from the sample group to pre-set questions around the first objective of this dissertation in the identification of impact factors that were the causes of poor mental health in police officers in South Wales Police. Web Surveys are a method of systematic data collection resulting from the responses of a targeted population of interest to a standardised questionnaire (Fowler, 2014). Through obtaining this quantitative data, the researcher was able to identify numerical patterns through the responses received with regards to Objective 1 of the project in the identification of mental health impact factors, with clear and concise answers obtained. The Web Survey contained an optional text box during the survey which enabled participants to expand on their answer which provided essential qualitative data capture with regards to Objective 2 of the project, which was the officers perceived effectiveness of organisational wellbeing support available to police officers within the force. This additional text box allowed serving police officers who had participated in the survey to provide detailed responses with regards to their feelings and opinions, and provided additional data collection to answers that may not have been available in the survey set questions. This invaluable qualitative data provided a greater understanding to the researcher with regards to how participants perceived the impact factors responsible for poor mental health and their beliefs around the organisational wellbeing support available. 

The research was carried out through the use of a Web Survey as this method of research was identified as being the most beneficial to understanding the outcomes of participants responses to support the conclusion of this project. Although the population of the survey was focused on serving police officers in the South Wales Police Force, the sharing of the survey through the police in-house communication intranet channel allowed a far wider audience capture of police officers working in different departments that the researcher would not otherwise reach. This allowed the number of responses to the survey to be far greater providing a more accurate and true reflection of officer’s beliefs around mental health impacts due to working within the police. The survey also allowed anonymity to those participating in the survey which provided participants to answer questions openly and honestly without any fear of re-percussions. Rogelberg et al., (2006) found that participants who responded to surveys that were perceived to not be anonymous were influenced in their response intentions. Web Surveys also allow the researcher to amend and correct any errors identified early on in the research with relative ease and cost effectively. However, Nayak and Narayan (2019) identified a number of challenges around online surveys with regards to the maintenance of confidentiality, ethical issues, response rates and response accuracy. 

The researcher in this project did consider carrying out interviews as a method of research, with interviews being an excellent means of capturing qualitative data as answers to interviews from the interviewee can be further probed and expanded on to obtain a greater insight into the subject. However, this means of research was not carried out due to the quantitative data capture being far less with a far smaller audience capture. It has been found that interviews are more time consuming for the researcher and can result in interview bias where the interviewer identifies their own opinion which can influence that of the interviewee (Phellas et al., 2001). Due to the research subject being mental health focused, it was also decided not to carry out interviews as disclosures from interviewees prompted by the sensitive nature of the interview questions may be made with no professional expertise held by the researcher to provide the necessary support.

3.4 – Population and Sample

The focused objectives of this research project were to identify the impact factors that police officers within South Wales Police believed were the causes of poor mental health for serving police officers and to obtain their perspective on the organisational wellbeing support that was available to them within the police force. The researcher identified that the population represented within this project were all warranted police officers currently serving within the South Wales Police force. This population was identified as being the representation as the researcher aimed to understand the perceived mental health impact factors that were the cause of poor officer mental health from differing operational roles and of officers of differing rank seniority. This project, having been inspired by earlier research carried out by that of Deschênes et al., (2018), who analysed the impact factors affecting the mental health of police officers in Toronto, Canada, aimed to identify the impact factors affecting officers of varying departments rather than being focused solely on one department such as response for example. This decision was made with the intention of identifying the ‘bigger picture’ of mental health impact factors, as being solely focused on one department may provide a false representation.

The Web Survey created was shared and presented through the South Wales Police internal intranet social media page making this available to all serving police officers. The target sample of officers to participate in this web survey were between 30 – 40 participants as a representative of South Wales Police in order to achieve the researchers’ objectives. A portion of the population chosen to be representative of the broader population is referred to as a “Sample”. This sample must be sufficiently large and representative of the entire population. By selecting a representative sample, we can cut down on the expenses, research time, and labour required to complete the study (Acharya et al., 2013). With almost 3000 serving police officers within South Wales Police (South Wales Police, 2023), a sample representative of this population was identified to carry out this research. The targeted sample of serving police officers were invited to participate through the availability of the survey on the front page of the South Wales Police intranet social media page and also through the researcher directly asking officers currently working in varying departments and of varying ranks of seniority to participate in the web survey. To ensure that those participating in the research were eligible to participate, the researcher implemented a confirmation at the beginning of the survey where participants were required to confirm their eligibility by ticking a confirmation box to the following statement – “I can confirm that I am a warranted police officer currently employed by South Wales Police”. 

Limitations were identified by the researcher prior to the distribution of the web survey. Due to the web survey being made available on the internal social media page of South Wales Police, it was not clearly known if the sampling group objective of 30 – 40 respondents would be achieved, or even if the number of respondents would surpass this number significantly which may have an effect on the outcomes. Although the web survey was also made available to current serving police officers in all departments and of all ranks of seniority, it was also unclear if responses would be received from the majority of departments or ranks or if only certain departments, for example Response, would participate, which in itself may distort the actual outcome of the objectives around the impact factors that affect the mental health of police officers in the South Wales Police force as a whole.

3.5 – Ethical Practice

When conducting the research for this dissertation, the importance of ensuring that all work carried out was conducted with fair, ethical practice was essential. The term “Ethics” is defined by Britannica (2023) as “the discipline concerned with what is morally good and bad and morally right and wrong”. Ethical practice ensures that all research is carried out in a transparent and impartial manner leading to honest, non-bias results. Ethical research must be conducted responsibly, with ethical decisions being made at the outset of the research idea and throughout the publication (Wester, 2011). When conducting Ethical research, Emanuel et al., (2000) found that 7 requirements systematically elucidate a coherent framework for evaluating the ethics of clinical research studies: Value, Scientific validity, Fair subject selection, Favourable risk-benefit ratio, Independent review, Informed consent, and Respect for enrolled subjects. All respondents to this research project were made aware of any ethical issues that may arise and were made aware that participation would be carried out in a confidential manner, with collected data being stored securely. A statement to confirm the consent of the respondent to participate in the survey was implemented at the beginning of the web survey with the respondent required to place a tick in a consent box to confirm the following statement – “I consent to taking part in this survey about the mental health impact factors that police officers believe are the causes of poor mental health within the South Wales Police force and the perspectives of officers on the effectiveness of organisational wellbeing support”.

Prior to this study being carried out, a requirement for ethical approval around the subject matter was completed through the submission of an Application for Ethical Approval Form. This application outlined the objectives of the proposed study, the method in which the study would be conducted, and the targeted respondents that would be required to complete the study. The application also provided an overview of how personal data obtained from the study would be held securely, and how the web survey carried out would clearly explain to respondents from the beginning that their participation would be anonymous with no option on the web survey to submit personal detail. In consideration of applications submitted regarding ethical approval, Cambridge University, (2023) state that research ethics committees, when assessing applications, will look for the benefits of a research application to outweigh the risk of harm, and a clear demonstration of the intent to respect the autonomy of individuals involved in	the research.

The research methods of this dissertation have now been outlined with the importance of conducting the research in an ethical manner explained. Following the distribution of the Web Survey for this project, the following chapter will analyse the results obtained and will discuss the findings.
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