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Reflective paper: Assignment 3 
 
In 2019 the NHS stated its mission to create a wellness system, intending to adopt a supportive and preventative approach to care, expanding from the current curative approach (Gov Wales, 2021). I currently work as an Acute NHS Dietitian helping to treat patients with life-debilitating illnesses, many of which may have been prevented with earlier access to healthy lifestyle and activity interventions. Additionally, I am also undergoing a part-time position as a student studying MSc in Sport and Exercise Nutrition and beginning to understand the importance of adequate nutrition in fuelling activity, to prevent injury or illness long term. My current dietetic roles allow me to work within different areas in the field of nutrition making this topic of research a particularly important interest of mine, looking to improve both my practice and service development within the NHS. As I do not feel that adequate measures are in place to help promote a preventative approach within the field of NHS Dietetics, I felt that the dietetic department in the NHS could benefit from linking these two fields to help achieve their goal of creating a wellness system and adopt a preventative approach to health care.  
 
There is a huge volume of research observing positive long-term health effects of participating in physical activity as well as research demonstrating the importance of fuelling effectively for physical activity to prevent injury and increase rates of compliance (Close, Kasper and Morton, 2019). There is, however, little to no research primarily looking into eating to fuel physical activity to promote weight loss. With the current obesity crisis increasing in the UK as well as many other areas of the world (Keaver et al., 2020), is this something that the NHS should be looking into to help generate the described 'wellness system' in their recent statement (Gov UK, 2020). Recent statistics also demonstrate that preventative measures are not currently in place, with the NHS experiencing a national crisis, funding has been limited in areas such as those coordinating preventative measures (Martin et al., 2020). But how long can this go on for? I felt strongly that helping to provide strategies to generate a wellness system with the current staffing availability is the only way to help move forward. Although I felt passionate about this topic, I am particularly passionate about creating awareness for fuelling sport as a whole, which is unlike many NHS dietitians who are not specialising in sports in the private sector.  
 
Within dietetics and nutrition, there are areas of debate on whether the dietitian should be in a position to advise on exercise, particularly within the NHS this is a topic of conversation usually left to physiotherapists. But given the extensive research into the role of nutrition in enabling safe exercise practices, should this be a topic for consideration by dietitians or providing a multidisciplinary approach? In recent years Sport and exercise medicine (SEM) is a rapidly expanding specialism identified in the healthcare setting by the World Health Organisation (2018). SEM physicians are educated in sports medicine and have the ability to provide holistic treatment for patients to prevent ill health (De Lorenzo et al., 2020). However, unfortunately in the UK, this is not a commonly offered service, with only nine SEM consultants currently employed by the NHS (NHS, 2023). More research into the importance of SEM and how this could be incorporated into the structure of the NHS is needed to help make this a successful intervention nationally. Although the British Dietetic Association advertise that their registered dietitians can work in 'sport', they are not SEM physicians and do not hold a Sports nutrition registration. I, therefore, felt it crucial to obtain the opinions and perceptions of other NHS dietitians to gather a more generalist view and assess the perceived need for this particular area to help combat the general health crisis within the UK. As well as determining dietitians' prior education or knowledge in the sporting field. Findings would also help determine whether a change in dietetic curriculum structure to include a sport or exercise module would be felt to benefit the NHS dietetic staff.  
 
The results obtained from this smaller research project would then be used to influence further projects and identify any needs in particular areas to research, acting as a preliminary or pilot study. Pilot studies allow researchers to both identify any changes required in the research process, as well as a form of identifying the need or success of the project as a whole (Malmqvist et al., 2019). As there is little to no background research into the role of sports nutrition as a form of prevention within the structure of the NHS, the pilot study would help to identify the Dietitians' perceptions of the need for this strategy before completing larger research projects to identify how to implement the strategy.  
 
Before completing this research project the only experience I had in undergoing research was in quantitative research projects. Therefore, due to my lack of experience in completing qualitative research, an in-depth review of the literature on the processes of completing qualitative research successfully within the ontological paradigm of constructivism was completed before commencing the project. This included several books (Armour and Macdonald, 2012; Gray, 2004) and journal articles (Moon & Blackman, 2014). These literature searches allowed me to develop a greater understanding of the implications of qualitative data collection as well as allowing me to delve deeper into the methods appropriate for constructivist research which enabled me to identify appropriate methodology for this study. This went well as it ensured continued alignment throughout the research process. Overall, the process was a challenging one, introducing me to a field of research that I had not yet worked with. As the few past experiences in research I had were quantitative, which mainly meant dealing with statistics rather than individual perceptions and experiences when it came to data collection and analysis. The skills I have learned during this mini-research project will influence my future practices. I have learned appropriate interviewing techniques to gain sufficient information from participants by asking open-ended questions, allowing them to lead the direction of the conversation. This will influence my academic practice going forward as I now understand the importance and role of conducting semi-structured interviews to gain sufficient qualitative data. As my prior experience in completing research involving structured written questionnaires did not leave me well equipped for this task, extensive research was carried out before the interviews to learn techniques on semi-structured interviews, and a trial run was completed with a participant not included in the study, which I was then able to gain feedback from to improve in the actual study. I have now gained experience in observing personal perceptions and how exploring themes in these perceptions can help to identify required areas of future research or to determine theories. Due to the short time frame of this research project and research methods module, only literature relevant to this project was sourced when completing the initial background reading. In future research projects, completing an extensive reading list of literature appropriate for the particular paradigm of the research at hand would be beneficial when working with other ontological paradigms, to ensure correct alignment throughout the project. 
 
The research design involved the use of semi-structured interviews. This interview style is an effective method for the collection of qualitative data and allows the researcher to collect participants' thoughts, opinions, experiences, and perceptions (DeJonckheere and Vaughn, 2019). This method is therefore in line with the theoretical basis underpinning the research project of using the constructivist approach. The use of semi-structured interviews, allowing the researcher to explore individual perceptions, follows the ontological paradigm of interpretivism (Cohen et al., 2018). The trends identified from these individual perceptions can then be used to create theories for further future analysis in larger research projects. Another research method discussed within the planning stages of this project involved asking participants to complete a Likert scale questionnaire, of which theories could then be developed upon analysis of these responses. However, this process would not align with the constructivist approach, focusing primarily on the positivism paradigm (Park, Konge, and Artino, 2020). This is because developing theories from Likert scale questionnaires allows the researcher to interpret themes and meanings from closed-answered questions, as opposed to open ending questions from semi-structured interviews. Additionally, the process of completing Likert questionnaires would need to include a much larger sample size to accurately identify trends and themes. Due to the quick turnaround for this mini-research project, this would not have been feasible and assumptions could not then be made due to the lack of data collected. The use of more in-depth semi-structured interviews allowed for a greater amount of quality information to be collected from each of the three participants, making the results more easily analysable. The use of semi-structured interview techniques was, therefore, the most appropriate research method for collecting data aligning with the constructivist paradigm, in the time frame given for the project. Given more time in the future, focus groups with different areas of dietetics (public health, acute adults, paediatrics) may also be an appropriate method of successful data collection. Focus groups allow for group dynamics to influence the direction of the conversation and allow participants to reflect and alter their views about the information they have discussed (Gov, 2020). This may be a beneficial research method in a larger-scale study aiming to help identify areas of feasible preventative measures within the dietetic department. In future research, adopting the pragmatic paradigm involving mixed methods data collection may be a successful way to collect appropriate data for this particular research topic. This would allow for in-depth semi structures interviews to be completed to understand dietitians' perceptions on the need for sports nutrition education and their experience or need for this so far, as well as collecting quantitative data in determining current sports nutrition knowledge of the interviewed participants.  
 
All participants completed consent forms which ensured they were fully aware of the process of the research project and that all interviews would be recorded and transcribed. All interviews were held in a private and confidential space with only the interviewer and interviewee present, this eliminated any ethical concerns of individuals who had not consented to the recording being present in the voice recording. Adhering to the UWTSD ethical guidelines. Due to the nature of this project, it had very limited ethical risks and therefore this was not an issue that needed to be addressed. I understand that should there be any ethical risk in conducting research this must be approved by appropriate ethical bodies as well as ensuring all ethical risks are limited where possible. This can be ensured by maintaining honesty throughout the planning and delivering of the research and or interview, establishing a strong foundation with participants, and re-evaluating and revising the research process throughout planning to ensure any appropriate adaptations have been made. Should there be any ethical risk deemed from completing the research project then participants should be made fully aware of this risk before participating, which is known as ethically informed risk management (Card, 2020). 
 
Using this dictated interview style approach ensured exact words and quotations were recorded from each participant, removing the limitation of memory or personal interpretations. For many years this has been determined to be the most accurate approach to collecting interview-style data, compare with note-taking from interviews (Potter, 1990). This technique of dictation allowed the researcher to provide their full attention to the conversation at hand and prompt participants to elaborate in certain areas as the researcher's mind was not focussed on writing down all relevant information or from memory post-interview. This aligns with the constructivist approach of the research project being naturalistic and delving into individuals' experiences and perceptions word for word (Park, Konge, and Artino, 2020). However, this was a much more timely process than originally anticipated. In future larger projects, this must be taken into account, particularly as it is likely that more participants will be involved in larger research projects. Adequate time must be allocated in the planning of the research timeline to ensure that no area of the process is rushed.  
 
This recorded information was then analysed using dictation and coding strategies. Not all information gathered from the interview process was relevant but coding allowed for relevant themes to be identified amongst the different interviews. In addition to this, the interview transcripts needed to be taken at face value when analysing and coding to ensure that my own opinions and passions within the field were not influencing any of the data collected. Using appropriate software such as creating word clouds and asking other masters level students to assist with coding helped to ensure that all appropriate themes were identified. The use of word clouds is beneficial when studying the results of qualitative data because it helps to enable common themes and ideas (DePaolo and Wilkinson, 2014). As recording and transcribing the interviews took more time than initially anticipated I was therefore more rushed for time towards the end of the research project. This unfortunately lead to a less extensive literature search carried out on the roles and implications of coding and identifying themes when analysing qualitative data. In future larger-scale research projects the use of NVIVO would be beneficial for an accurate analysis of the qualitative data gathered. It was not a feasible option to learn how to use NVIVO software for analysing the small number of transcripts in this project, particularly given the short time frame for the project itself. The use of software can assist researchers in organising, analysing, and finding insights in unstructured data sets, boosting the accuracy and speed of qualitative data analysis (Mclafferty and Farley, 2006). Unlike analysis software in quantitative research, the main function of software such as NVIVO is not necessarily to solely analyse the data, but to provide assistance to the research upon data analysis and interpretation (Bezeley, 2007). 
 
In summary, dietitians felt that there was more that the dietetic department could be doing to help increase preventative measures, but that this may not be specifically linked with sports nutrition. The difference in participant opinions and experiences forced me to reflect on my own opinions by seeing things from a different perspective. Information was gathered successfully from the use of semi-structured interviews, however, as discussed above, the use of focus groups may have helped to establish a more in-depth conversation about sports nutrition specifically. It is unlikely that more extensive research in this area is required at present and that potentially other areas of preventative measures may be more appropriate to the NHS setting initially. Future research may benefit from exploring dietitians' perceptions of ways of implementing dietary prevention techniques within the current structured service, before delving into alternative services that could be offered, such as sport and exercise medicine. This has therefore emphasised the importance of conducting preliminary or pilot studies before organising a larger, more time consuming, and potentially more expensive research project. Ensuring that the particular research is necessary and assisting in filling a gap in current research, as well as ensuring it would benefit the aimed cause (Tianjing, 2012). As in this case, the pilot study identified that NHS dietitians currently feel that there are earlier interventions that could be put into place before exploring sports and exercise medicine.  
 
This project allowed me to demonstrate my skills in independently undertaking research, providing me with confidence going into future, larger scale research projects. Appropriate literature was sourced independently before and throughout completing the project. The positive feedback gained from my supervisor for the completed research proposal which discussed the background literature in this field, further confirmed the use of appropriate literature sourcing before completing the project. The high grade received from the research proposal emphasised my organisational skills and evidenced basis for the research project at hand. During the initial stages of research planning, I had multiple group discussions with peers on my course and my supervisor to help when brainstorming ideas for our projects. This helped to inspire my research and alternative data collection methods and opinions on my planned research idea. After the group discussion in consolidating ideas for research, the project was then carried out independently within the allocated time frame. In future projects, I would like to provide a greater focus on the supporting literature for analysing the qualitative data collected and effective softwares for completing this accurately. Overall, the research project as a whole opened my eyes to implications in research designs, the importance of discussing ideas with others as well as the key differences between quantitative and qualitative data analysis.
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