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Exploring Focus Group Methodology Through a Pilot Study: Evaluating Feasibility and Refining Research Design.
Introduction
This paper will explore the methodology and methods to be used in the above pilot study. A pilot study can be defined as a preliminary, small scale study which is designed to examine and test the strategic methods and operational processes that are being considered for a main study (Moore et al., 2011; Aziz and Khan, 2020; Wilson et al., 2021). Baldeh et al. (2020) and Renuse (2024) state that a pilot study can be particularly effective in identifying problems and identifying solutions that could otherwise impact the main study’s value and validity. Furthermore, they claim that by modifying or improving the method as a result of the pilot study findings, the researcher can reduce the risk of challenges arising in the main study. Additionally, Wilson et al. (2021) believe that pilot studies can reduce the risk of wasting any further resources on flawed or weak designs. The aims and methods of the pilot study should align with those of the main study (Kunselman, 2024). However, according to Bartholemew, Campbell and Moore (2020) a pilot study does not intend to answer the overarching research question which form the basis of the main study. Pilot studies are particularly effective for testing focus groups as a method, specifically to allow for testing features of the focus group including prompts, recruitment processes and data analysis methods (Nobrega et al., 2021). Additionally, the pilot study will help decide whether the process used elicits the meaningful responses desired. The preliminary testing of the focus group can support the smooth running and facilitation of future focus groups within the main study (Malmqvist et al., 2019). Should I add some arguments?
The main research project is titled; Contextual Safeguarding: An exploration of cultural sensitivity in early years safeguarding practices within contemporary Wales. The objectives of the main study are;
· To critically examine how cultural factors are represented within current UK and Welsh safeguarding policy frameworks 
· To explore early years professionals’ current perspectives and experiences on cultural competence in safeguarding
· To investigate potential training to ensure a culturally competent workforce to safeguard all children equitably
The main study will be taking a qualitative approach through utilising a combination of citizen’s juries and focus groups to gather data. This should illicit a range of rich data from in-depth explorations of experiences, beliefs and perceptions which Lim (2024) and Ostfeld and Reiner (2020) believe these are effective methods for examining complex social phenomena. Cultural safeguarding is a complex social phenomena (Laird and Williams, 2023). This is supported further by Cresswell and Poth (2018) who claim that focus groups and Schoon and Chi (2022) who state that Citizens juries can be particularly effective for examining attitudes, opinions, and behaviours that are influenced by social contexts.
However, before embarking on the main study, a pilot study will be carried out to identify good practice, explore the potential challenges and to test methods. The pilot study will be testing the focus group methodology.
Pilot Study Design
The purpose of the pilot study is to assess the feasibility and suitability of focus groups for use in the main study. The main study will explore cultural competence in early years safeguarding practice in contemporary Wales. Cultural competence in this context can be defined as professionals’ ability to engage effectively, respectfully, and sensitively with children and families from diverse backgrounds to ensure their equitable protection from harm (Laird and Tedam, 2019; Laird and Williams, 2023).
The pilot study will explore the focus group element of the design with the aim of identifying challenges, testing recruitment and selection criteria, reviewing consent and information distribution procedures, trialling discussion prompts and questions, identifying emerging themes, assessing practitioners understanding of ‘cultural competence’, evaluating facilitation strategies, trialling data collection tools, and data analysis techniques, practice reflexive journalling and field note taking and trial methods of collecting participant feedback. The pilot study will support the researcher to determine if the proposed methods support meaningful participation whilst considering and safeguarding participants’ rights and well-being. These goals are embodied/incorporated in the formal objectives of the pilot study, as noted on the PG2 ethics form and noted below. 
Pilot Study Objectives
· Test recruitment and consent processes: Assess clarity and accessibility of Participant Information Sheets(PIS) and Consent procedures.
· Refine data collection tools and identify ethical and logistical challenges. Trial discussion prompts and questions to ensure they elicit rich, relevant data, highlight potential risks, safeguarding concerns, and inclusivity issues.
· Gather preliminary insights: Collect initial feedback on practitioners’ understanding of cultural competence in safeguarding to inform adjustments to the research design.
This objectives align closely to the objectives of the main study (do I need to put these in?), which according to Kunselman (2024), is an important facet of pilot studies. How can I be clearer on the fact that they align?

Testing recruitment and selection criteria
As part of the pilot study, the recruitment process will be tested (Teresi et al., 2022). The study will recruit 6 early years practitioners for one focus group. These practitioners will be made up of a mix of individuals (male and female) representing practice from rural West Wales and urban South Wales. The criteria will be as follows; qualified practitioners (to level 3) with a minimum of 12 months experience, working in any early years setting with children between the age of 0-5. There are however, some exclusions to the criteria, the pilot will exclude students, unqualified practitioners, and those with minimal experience in early years settings. This approach ensures that participants possess sufficient professional knowledge, safeguarding responsibilities and experience to provide meaningful insights into cultural competence. Including individuals with limited experience could dilute the depth and quality of discussion and therefore compromise the validity of the findings. Chand (2025) states that careful consideration should always be given to criteria set for focus groups. Further exclusions from the criteria will include; managers without direct child-facing roles; this is to ensure perspectives are grounded in current and contemporary practice rather than in policy, no participants currently under investigation for safeguarding concerns; this will help avoid and ethical or legal complications. The predetermined criteria will allow the researcher to capture a range of diverse perspectives on the subject of cultural competence within the field of safeguarding practice in the early years. The pilot will test the conceptual idea that a group of six is sufficient for providing variation for identifying themes and testing the effectiveness of the research design without being an overburden on participants or the researcher (Lokanath, 2016).  Edwin and Hundley (2002) argue that because pilot studies often use small participant numbers the pilot study cannot guarantee that foundational methods are effective enough for the main study. However, according to Gandy (2024), establishing and rationalising sample sizes is less about the number element and more about the quality of the data obtained and its ability to elicit a meaningful, deep and precise narrative around the phenomenon being studies. 

Trialling discussion prompts and questions
The pilot study will be an opportunity to trial the questions and prompts for the focus groups in the main study (Majid et al., 2017). This will allow the researcher to establish clarity and comprehension, ensuring that there is no ambiguity, misinterpretation and that the participants understand the prompts and questions in the way they were intended (Wurmbach et al., 2021). Furthermore, testing the discussion prompts and questions will allow the researcher to confirm that they elicit the desired rich and meaningful discussion that will yield useful and valuable data that aligns with the objectives of the main study (Shakir and Rahman, 2022).
Due to the sensitive nature of the topic; safeguarding and potential child abuse (Silverio et al. 2020) some of the prompts, questions or discussions could unintentionally cause discomfort, emotional harm or raise safeguarding concerns. Sensitive topics can be defined as any subject that explores personal attributes or experiences as these are often associated with substantial emotional and/or distressing implications which can induce short term psychological suffering (Silverio et al., 2022). The pilot will allow the researcher to refine or remove any such questions or prompts as deemed necessary based on feedback or observations (Roulston, de Marrais, and Lewis, 2003; Conn et al., 2010) to minimise or mitigate for this. Additionally, the pilot will provide an opportunity to test the strategies in place for supporting participants’ well-being, keeping them and others safe and reporting/escalating safeguarding concerns should the need arise. Novek and Wilkinson (2017) believe that developing effective support strategies is key to promoting safe participation, in particular where participants may feel vulnerable. Dempsey et al. (2016) argue that although sensitive topics can pose an emotional risk to participants, avoiding them could be viewed as disempowering those affected or avoidance of the responsibility of exploring the topic. However, Dempsey et al. (2016)  continue by highlighting that the benefits of the research must outweigh the risks to the participants. – does this need re organising to aid flow? Do I go into what support strategies there will be here?
By trialling the prompts and questions, the quality of data is enhanced by ensuring that they generate the depth and type of data needed for analysis, this strengthens the validity (Conn et al., 2010). In addition, it will support practitioners in contributing authentic, well represented views on the topic (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Carnegie Project on the Education Doctorate (2021) states that studies that neglect to undertake trials and pilots risk collecting data that is deficient, unsound and of limited value. 

Identify emerging themes
The pilot study will be used to identify emerging themes, by doing this at the pilot study stage, this will confirm if the method, questions and processes align with the objectives of the main study, and allows for further refinement of the research focus  (Ismail, Kinchin and Edwards, 2018). This is supported by Kimotho (2025) who states that if the themes that emerge from the pilot study are unclear, unexpected or too broad/narrow, aspects can be revised to capture more relevant, richer data in the main study. Furthermore, Triliva et al. (2020) state that a pilot will help identify gaps or overlaps in the themes, for example, if themes overlap excessively or if participants fail to engage as expected, the process can be streamlined. Additionally, Kimotho (2025) hypothesizes that the pilot will validate the researchers conceptual assumption that cultural sensitivity resonates with practitioners. 

Assess practitioners understanding of ‘cultural competence’
Having the ability to assess practitioners conceptual understanding of terms including  ‘cultural competence’ and ‘cultural sensitivity’ before the main study is important because these are nuanced terms and implicit in early years practice (Buchner, Eberl and Hess, 2023). Gaining an understanding of practitioners’ understanding and perceptions will allow the researcher to ensure the research resonates with lived experiences of practitioners and elicits the data required. Additionally, it will ensure that practitioners conceptualisation of cultural competence and cultural sensitivity aligns with the theoretical framework (Teresi et al., 2022). 
Evaluate and refine facilitation strategies
The pilot will allow the researcher to refine and hone their facilitation strategies (Pearson et al., 2020; Norbrega et al., 2021), including whether the guidelines are clear, encourages equal participation, management of group dynamics, establishing group etiquette such as cameras and microphones on, use of mute function when listening, remaining neutral, avoid authoritarian type facilitation and dominating conversation, reminding participants of confidentiality so they feel able to share, reassure that there are no right or wrong responses, consider the use of in-built Teams functions such as raise hand or chat function to allow those less confident to share. It will be an opportunity to practice clear, sensitive and culturally appropriate language, practice providing technical guidance on how to use Teams and how to troubleshoot before starting, consider the use of an ice breaker to put people at ease before starting, practice observation skills to identify disengagement or discomfort and adapt or have a back up plan. According to Murgado-Armenteros et al. (2012) and Zwaanswijk et al. (2014) an online focus group may require a more structured facilitation and intervention than an in-person focus group. 


Data collection tools
Data collection tools will be tested during the pilot study; Teams audio recordings, Teams transcriptions, field notes and researchers ‘reflexive notes. This is a methodological safeguard to ensure that data collected in the main study is of high quality, valid, trustworthy and ethically sound. 
It can also act as a technical check, to ensure that the platform is reliable, capturing clear, interpretable data. Teams transcript quality can vary as a result of accent, overlapping speech, volume or specialist terminology. The pilot will allow the researcher to assess if Teams is an accurate platform for use in the main study. The accuracy of the transcript can be assessed to check its suitability for coding. The researcher needs to  make sure that they are not required to substantially correct transcripts manually, overlapping speech is captured accurately and whether speaker labels are reliable. Checking these factors ultimately validates that any analysis will be accurate, credible and dependable, poor transcripts will compromise coding ability and quality.
Filed notes will allow the researcher to capture non-verbal cues, body language, group dynamics, emotions, silences, power, all of which could influence data analysis. There is a need to practice this because note taking simultaneously with focus group facilitation can be challenging. By capturing what the audio recordings may miss could add a richness to the data and ensure consistency across the focus groups in the main study (Dawson, Manderson, and Tallo, 1993). 
[bookmark: _Hlk219535985][bookmark: _Hlk219538201]Reflection and reflexivity are introspective analytical processes that can provide the researcher with a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the topic being studied (Band-Winterstein, Doron and Naim, 2014). Furthermore, Meyer and Willis (2019) believe that this is of particular benefit to novice researchers to develop and hone skills and to enhance the awareness of their positionality to better facilitate a thorough interpretation of the data. Jamieson, Govaart and Pownall (2023) add that the process of reflexivity prompts and encourages researchers to acknowledge and centre their own positionalities throughout the research process, resulting in a more considered engagement at every stage. Olmos-Vega et al. (2023) state that despite the knowledge that good quality qualitative research relies on researcher reflexivity, it can often be neglected completely or tackled in a superficial way. 
Additionally, Olmos-Vega et al. (2023) state that reflection and reflexivity is essential in qualitative research because it permits the researcher to consider how subjectivity influences their investigation, which subsequently improves the validity and reliability of any findings. This becomes of greater importance when the researcher has some existing specialist knowledge in the area. This is because the researchers background and existing beliefs can subconsciously drive the research, shaping questions and influencing data (Trundle et al. 2025). Employing the use of reflexive journalling as part of this research, will allow the researcher to identify their own biases, assumptions, influence on the group and emotional responses. Furthermore, it allows the researcher to hone their journalling skills so that they are meaningful rather than descriptive. 
Testing all of the data collection tools together will allow the researcher to explore if there is synergy between them.
Trial methods of collecting participant feedback
Finally, the pilot study will allow the researcher to test methods for collecting participant feedback and use the feedback to inform any adaptions. 
Methodology
This research is using a qualitative approach through the use of online focus groups with early years practitioners from both rural and urban locations in Wales. Data will be collected through recorded discussions using the Microsoft Teams platforms due to its convenience, functionality and usefulness for focus group activity. The recording, transcription and camera functions are particularly useful.
[bookmark: _Hlk219538852]According to Gundumogula (2020) and Bachtiar, Fariz and Sholikhan (2024), a focus group is an effective qualitative method of which to gather data on a specific and nuanced topic which uses a structured approach to facilitate small group discussion. Focus groups are undertaken across a broad set of disciplines to explore a variety of phenomena to generate theories, investigate opinions and perceptions and develop new thinking  (ref x 3). This is supported by Lobe and Morgan (2021) and Morgan and Hoffman (2018) who claim that focus groups can support the researcher to investigate how concepts are challenged and more importantly, developed through meaningful interactions amongst participants. 
Furthermore, focus groups are particularly valuable when used to complement additional methods of data collection, such as interviews, questionnaires and observations (Gundumogula, 2020, more). This is a key point for this research as focus groups will be used in partnership with citizen’s juries in the main study. 
The benefits of using a focus group to collect qualitative data include allowing participants to respond to both the researcher prompts and questions but also to respond to each others thoughts and opinions through facilitated discussion (Estrada-Jaramillo, Michael and Farrimond, 2022). They continue by highlighting that focus groups can allow for the inclusion of  underrepresented groups and allow for sensitive topics to be discussed which may be challenging using an alternative methods such as interviews. 
Focus groups are not without limitations or challenges (Richards et al. 2020), these can include issues around anonymity, and limitations around the number of participants (Richards et al. 2020). Chauhan and Sehgal (2022) outline the risks of ethnocentric bias, where paradigmatic guidelines are indiscriminately followed. This means that approaches when using focus groups are often standardised, coming from only one cultural perspective, normally that of the researcher, therefore applying these universally can make research biased. In their research, Chauhan and Sehgal (2022) explore four main issues;
· relationships and onlookers; considering if people in the focus group know each other, or whether they are in the presence of other, which can impact their contribution
· Privacy assumptions; researcher have pften decided in advance how much privacy a group may need, but this might not correspond with the expectations of the participants
· Individual focus; research often treats each person as separate, but in some cultures, people behave and think as more of a group.
· Ignoring social context; research is not simply about the collecting of data, but also social activity.
This explains the importance of considering focus groups as a dynamic process,  environment, planning and design of the focussed discussion plays a key role in the success of eliciting useful and valuable data Gundumogula (2020) use another and take this out. 
Traditionally, focus groups were carried out in person however, due to technological  advances and the development of videoconferencing software, online platforms are now a common way to conduct a qualitative focus group (Falter et al., 2022). Olawade et al. (2025) state that the increase of software such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams has expanded the capabilities of qualitative research by removing geographical/logistical barriers, improving participant diversity and improving accessibility. Richard et al. (2020) highlight the lack of imperial data comparing traditional and online approaches is limited. However, Cheng, Krumwiede and Sheu  (2009), when comparing online and face-to-face focus groups did identify some interesting points for consideration. The findings from this research included that online focus groups yielded superior results, elicited more data and that participants were more open with each other. Jones et al. (2022) support this further, claiming that their research demonstrated increased interaction between participants online than in face-to-face focus groups. In addition, they found that participants exhibited more empathy, agreement and harmony online, which, for the sensitivity of the topic in question is important. 
The preplanning and design of the discussion as well as its environment play an important role in conducting focus group sessions. Focus groups are a ‘carefully planned series of discussions, designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, non-threatening environment. Therefore, participants will be encouraged to participate in a quiet, confidential and neutral space, where they feel free from judgement.
Paradigm
This research is based on a participatory and interpretivist approach. Participatory Research (PR) are methods/frameworks that use structured investigations in partnerships with those directly affected or involved with the issue being explored, with the desired outcome of instigating action or change (Vaughn and Jacquez, 2020). Cornwall and Jewkes (1995) support this and add that PR is a ‘research-to-action’ method that focuses on the direct contributions of participants experiences, perspectives and knowledge. Opara (2025) claims that PR can promote development in important fields by empowering individuals to share conditions and experiences that impact lived experiences whilst balancing knowledge and priorities. This can lead to the implementation of processes that address societal needs. Duea et al. (2022) believe that research processes and any associated outcomes are dependent on authentic and meaningful engagement, which also positions participants as co-producers and develops the capacity of stakeholders to influence change. Moreover, Weddle and Oliveira (2024) believe that PR methods can better align to the needs of society and address urgent problems of practice, which the safeguarding literature has certainly identified.
According to Ravi et al. (2025) involving participants and their lived experiences as part of the PR and subsequent production of knowledge has become an effective way to challenge power dynamics at a policy level.  This is particularly pertinent for this research as traditionally, approaches to developing safeguarding policy has been to employ policymakers who are far removed from the lived experiences of the individuals whom these policies aim to protect (Rogowski, 2014; Parton, 2011). Power dynamics will be explored in more depth at the thesis stage due to word constraints for this piece.
Interpretivism can be defined as a way of developing an understanding human behaviour and social phenomena by interpreting data subjectively in order to construct new theoretical and social constructs (Pulla and Carter, 2018; Walt, 2020). Rooted in anthropology, interpretivism is a subjective approach to truth and knowledge, situated further in culture and history and based on the experiences of individuals and their understanding of them (Ryan, 2018; Alharahsheh and Abraham, 2020). Furthermore, Ryan (2018) claims that whilst recognising that the researchers own values, beliefs and views cannot be completely separated and therefore will ultimate influence the collection, interpretation and analysis of data. 
Interpretivist approaches, according to Choudhury (2014), stress the meaningful nature of individuals characters and their contribution to society and denotes the methods which utilises the position that peoples knowledge and understanding of reality is constructed socially by the actors inhabiting it rather than something that exists independently of humans and is a universal concept. One of the main approaches to interpretivism is phenomenology, which explores and delves into the interpretations and narratives of participants’ experiences (Ryan, 2018). Interpretivism has a realist approach, which argues that reality can only be known through constructing meanings socially and hypothesizing that there is no single/individual reality (Ryan, 2018). 
Alharahsheh and Abraham (2020) state that the interpretivist approach, using qualitative methods will allow the researcher to gather depth and richness through the exploration of the safeguarding experiences and perceptions of social phenomena. However, William (2024) claim that there is further need to investigate the nuances of interpretivism to explore their effective application in different contexts or fields.
Sampling
A sample is a subset of the population; a condensed, controllable representation of a much larger group, to make more broader deductions. Research sampling is a key factor in any research as it can potentially shape the impact on theory and practice and can affect both its rigour and value (Cash et al., 2022). Careful consideration of sampling should be undertaken so as to gather accurate and valid data (Makwana et al., 2023). This research will employ a non-probability, convenience sample. A non-probability sample is described as a sample where there is no equal chance of selection for the research (Rahman, 2023). This type of sampling is effective because it can typically be obtained quickly and without cost implications (Rahman, 2023). This is particularly useful for a pilot study because time and budget can often be a restrictive or limiting factor. Furthermore, Ahmed (2024) believes that non-probability sampling can be particularly useful in exploratory research; such as this. A convenience sample can be defined as individuals who are accessible to the researcher for one reason of another (Stratton, 2023). In this pilot study, the sample will be selected from exiting professional networks known to the researcher across both rural and urban parts of Wales. The researcher must acknowledge that there could be an element of bias in convenience sampling which can lead to limitations with generalizability (Ahmed, 2024). However, Sarker and AL-Muaalemi (2022) believe that a convenience sample can yield some generalizability if the sample is chosen wisely with sensible criteria in place to support. 
Additionally, there is an element of purposive sampling to this research which can be defined as individuals being chosen because of their relevance to the research objectives (Makwana et al., 2023). In this research participants are chosen because of their roles and experiences within the field of safeguarding in their early years setting. In the main study there will be 4 focus groups with 6 members in each group. According to Nyamathi and Shuler (1990) and Hennink and Kaiser (2022), four focus groups is an adequate number, however there is a need to consider that there may be a saturation of responses after the third focus group. Due to the complex nature of this topic, the varied experiences of the practitioners and variation in safeguarding issues geographically, the researcher does not anticipate this happening. For this pilot study, one focus group will be conducted with 6 participants. According to Pope and Mays (2020), the optimum number for a focus group is somewhere between seven and twelve participants. However, Creswell and Creswell (2018) believe that smaller groups, for example between 6-8 participants yield better results. This justifies the number or participants chosen. Ultimately, it is not the size of the group that influences the quality of data gathered but the topic being discussed, the facilitation method, the heterogeneity of the group, the skills of the researcher and the format i.e online or face to face (Ellis, 2023). This research will also have an element of comparison to it by inviting practitioners from rural and urban Wales. Blair-Walcott (2023) believes that employing a comparative element to research samples will allow for a richer and deeper data set. Participants from rural and urban areas of Wales will be used to gather deep and rich data.

Ethical Considerations
Additionally, the pilot study will allow the researcher to review the consent procedures and the testing of the methods for sharing information with participants (Khan et al., 2020). Gatekeeper permission will be acquired before approaching the participants. This is a critical element of the pilot study because these processes can directly impact the ethical compliance and gatekeepers/ participants understanding, which can subsequently impact the validity of the data (Khan et al., 2020). Consent must be informed, voluntary and clearly communicated (Jenkins, Calvert and Draper, 2020). This can only be achieved if information about the research has been shared effectively and participants have fully understood (O’Sullivan et al., 2021). The pilot study will confirm whether or not the participants have fully understood the purpose of the study, the risks involved, the voluntary nature, and their rights before giving consent to participate. Failure to secure this information could result in ethical breeches or withdrawal at a later stage of the research. Research by Piertzykowski and Smilowska (2021) found that, on examination of 14 studies, participant understanding of the fundamental basics of the research and its processes was limited. They continue by highlighting this as a significant concern as it undermines the ethical core at the centre of research (Xu et al., 2020). Furthermore, the testing of the practicalities of distributing and sharing information can provide valuable insight into the efficacy of reaching participants and gaining consent in a timely and effective way. Testing of different formats for sharing information and the number of times to allow full participant understanding (O’Rourke et al., 2025; Kelly, 2024).  In a study exploring consent and information procedures, Jenkins, Calvert and Draper (2020) concluded that information sheets were only minimally effective and that participants took the majority of the information that informed consent from verbal discussions rather than written information.
The testing of information sharing, including consent forms and Gatekeeper/ Participant Information Sheets (GIS/PIS), will allow the researcher to gather feedback on their clarity, accessibility, cultural sensitivity and appropriateness for the target audience (Health Research Authority, 2020). Feedback mechanisms are also being tested as part of the pilot study. Blom et al. (2025) articulate that well designed consent processes, effective communication and information sharing form the basis of good and ethical practice in research. Furthermore, they claim that it instils trust and improves engagement; essential for meaningful ethical participation (Kelly, 2024). Furthermore, UK Data Service (2025) testing of consent and information sharing will ensure the research aligns with the institutional and legal requirements.
Jenkins, Calvert and Draper (2020), in their research highlight that employing a continuous process of consent, whereby consent is obtained and reaffirmed at different stages of the research, safeguards the consent process. Furthermore, they claim that it aligns with proposals to move towards a ‘process based’ model of consent rather than an ‘event based’ model of consent.
The pilot study will determine whether the consent processes and the methods for sharing of information with participants are sufficiently effective for use in the main study, or if any modifications or adaptions are necessary. All information sheets and consent forms will be jargon free and clear to ensure that those participating in the research (setting gatekeepers and participants themselves) fully understand the process and how their data will be used and stored etc. The pilot will be an opportunity to gather feedback on the information provided and where there is a need for any refinement. 
During facilitation, participants will be encouraged to contribute from a quiet, neutral space, where gatekeepers and observers cannot influence the depth and honesty of contributions. This will guarantee that the data is meaningful and rich and maintains confidentiality. This will reassure participants that they can share sensitive content without fear of breeching confidentiality. 
The pilot study will allow the researcher to practice the safeguarding measures that have been put in place to reduce/ remove risk to participants well-being and to escalate any safeguarding concerns/referrals/disclosures should this become necessary. Measures in place include a full briefing and emotional/sensitivity warning prior to the focus group, flexible scheduling, breaks if necessary, avoidance of probing questions, debriefing session after the focus group, clear, robust and immediate escalation protocols for reporting procedures for any safeguarding concerns or disclosures, signposting to support services if needed and a safeguarding response plan.

Data analysis techniques
The pilot study will further allow the researcher to explore data analysis methods to assess if the approach is compatible with the data collected (Kunselman, 2024). Testing the analytic approach tools and methods will ensure that any final themes from the main study are credible, coherent and grounded in the data (Roberts, Dowell and Jing Bao, 2019). Data will be analysed using Thematic Analysis (TA) (Braun & Clarke, 2006), allowing patterns and themes to become apparent (Naeem et al., 2023). This flexible approach supports inductive and deductive coding and refinement of themes during the pilot (Richards and Hemphill, 2018). This is particularly useful because although flexible, it is also a structured and systematic method for data analysis (Ahmed et al., 2025). Maher et al. (2018) state that TA requires data which is deep, varied, meaningful and relevant. The data from the pilot study will confirm if the method has the potential to produce the type of data needed for meaningful coding. The pilot will allow the practicing of coding and the subsequent testing of the codes to ensure they capture complexity of the topic. Pilot studies have the potential to reveal that the data does not align with the research questions, the questions do not elicit the depth needed for TA or that the analytical approach needs refining or adapting. By identifying this at an early stage, insight can be acquired which may prevent major problems later on in the study. 
Ayre and McCaffery (2022) highlights the three categories of TA that were categorised by Braun and Clarke; coding reliability thematic analysis, reflexive thematic analysis and codebook thematic analysis. This research will use reflexive thematic analysis. This means that the analysis will be presented in themes which describe models of shared meaning. They can include precise ideas, concepts and connotations (Braun, et al.,2018). Coding from the data can be inductive (drive by the data) or deductive (data which is interpreted through existing research or literature) or a combination of the two (Trainor and Bundon, 2021). This approach can be complex and extensive however, it makes the most of the quality of the data gathered (Ayre and McCaffery, 2022)

The success of the  study will be evaluated in terms of feasibility within the allotted time frame and the resources available, the generation and clarity of the data generated, the level of participant engagement, effective facilitation and management of ethical and logistical considerations. Success will be indicated by the successful completion of the study.
The pilot study will be reviewed to reflect on the findings and the process itself. Particular attention will be paid to the identification of elements that work well and elements that require further refinement. Any reflections will inform and influence any adaptions to the research design and approach. Any insights that may be gleaned from the pilot will enhance methodological rigour, address any practical or ethical issues, and strengthen the overall design and feasibility of the main study. This will translate the research into tangible improvements for all children in Wales.
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The literature presents overwhelming evidence that pilot studies can mitigate and support understanding of risks associated with the main study. 

Kimotho (2025) claims that pilot studies are not only functional and effective for methodological context but to refine the ethical framework surrounding the research. 
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