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[bookmark: _Toc214602266]3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological approach used to investigate the relationship between low-income status, substance misuse, and untreated mental health disorders in England. It builds on the Academic Methodology Poster, which provided a visual overview of the research process. Here, the poster’s key components are expanded upon in narrative form to demonstrate how each stage of the process was systematically and critically executed.
The study employs a desk-based, literature-based approach, utilising secondary data to synthesise current knowledge through thematic analysis. This methodology allowed for an in-depth exploration of the social, psychological, and policy-based intersections between poverty, addiction, and mental health. According to Aveyard (2019), literature-based research is particularly effective for topics embedded in existing evidence bases, where ethical or practical barriers make primary data collection unfeasible.
The methods outlined here underpin the findings discussed in Chapter 4. By defining how data were searched, selected, and analysed, this chapter demonstrates academic rigour and transparency, ensuring that the results presented later are grounded in a clear and replicable process.
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Developing Keywords
The search strategy was structured around the research title and question:
“Is there a correlation between low-income status and higher rates of substance misuse in England, and how does this intersect with levels of untreated mental health disorders?”
From this, key concepts were extracted: “substance misuse”, “low income”, “mental health”, “England”, and “health inequalities”. Synonyms and related terms were added to capture broader academic language, including “drug use”, “socioeconomic deprivation”, “addiction”, “dual diagnosis”, “access to treatment”, and “psychological distress”.

Boolean Operators
Boolean operators were used to combine and refine results:
· AND to link major ideas (e.g., “substance misuse AND low income”).
· OR to include synonyms (e.g., “mental illness OR psychological disorder”).
· NOT to exclude irrelevant contexts (e.g., “NOT adolescent-only studies”).
Structured Search Plan
A search log was created in Excel to record terms, databases, and initial results. This structured process ensured consistency and allowed for iterative refinement. The approach followed guidance from Aveyard (2019), who emphasises developing a transparent and reproducible search trail in systematic literature reviews.
[bookmark: _Toc214602268]3.3 Searching for Information
Databases and Platforms
Academic databases were selected for credibility and coverage of health and social sciences:
· PubMed – biomedical and psychological research.
· Scopus and Web of Science – multidisciplinary studies and UK policy data.
· EBSCOhost and ProQuest Central – public health, social policy, and mental health literature.
· Google Scholar – supplementary searches for grey literature and open-access reports.
· UWTSD Library Database – access to books and peer-reviewed journals.
Using Filters
Filters were applied to ensure the relevance and quality of results:
· Publication date: 2014 / 2025 (to capture post-austerity and post-pandemic developments).
· Geography: England or the UK (with separate English data).
· Types: peer-reviewed articles, government and NGO reports, and national datasets.
· Language: English (to maintain consistency with available policy material).

Search Process
Over 150 initial records were identified, which were then screened for relevance using titles and abstracts. Duplicates and non-UK studies were removed. The final sample consisted of 30 high-quality sources, representing a balanced mix of peer-reviewed studies, national datasets, and policy reports.
A source tracking table was used to document author, year, topic focus, and methodological quality. This table is summarised in Appendix A: The Thematic Summary Matrix.
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Skimming Techniques
Following Cottrell (2017), a structured skimming process was used to quickly assess source relevance. Each paper was initially reviewed for relevance using its title, abstract, introduction, and conclusion before inclusion in full-text review.
CRAAP Test Application
The CRAAP Test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose) was used to evaluate reliability:
· Currency: Priority given to sources published within the last 10 years.
· Relevance: Focus on England and low-income populations.
· Authority: Only peer-reviewed journals or credible institutions (NHS, ONS, PHE).
· Accuracy: Verified statistical methods and transparent data sources.
· Purpose: Objective, research-based findings rather than advocacy.
While not all sources met every criterion, the highest weight was given to Currency, Relevance, and Authority, reflecting academic best practice for literature-based studies (Aveyard, 2019).




Decision-Making
For example, several early-2000s studies on substance use were excluded due to outdated context, while Black (2021) and Marmot (2020) were retained for their enduring relevance to current UK policy.
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Inclusion Criteria
· Peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2014 and 2025.
· Studies or reports focusing on England (or providing separate English data).
· Research addressing correlations between low income, substance misuse, and mental health.
· National datasets (e.g., NHS Digital, ONS, Public Health England).
· Grey literature from credible UK government or NGO sources.
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· Non-UK or international studies lacking English-specific data.
· Opinion pieces, blogs, or media commentary.
· Clinical trials with no socioeconomic context.
· Articles published before 2014 unless of theoretical significance.
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This framework ensured the research remained focused on the English context and recent social developments particularly post-austerity and COVID-19 impacts. It also prioritised sources with clear methodological transparency and statistical reliability, strengthening the thematic synthesis in Chapter 4.
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[bookmark: _Toc214602274]Thematic Coding Approach
Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework for thematic analysis, data were reviewed iteratively:
1. Familiarisation with data
2. Generating initial codes
3. Searching for themes
4. Reviewing themes
5. Defining and naming themes
6. Producing the report
Initial coding focused on recurring ideas such as poverty, mental health, access barriers, policy responses, and health inequality.
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Codes were grouped into four major themes:
1. Socioeconomic disadvantage and substance misuse.
2. Untreated mental health and substance misuse.
3. Barriers to access and support services.
4. Policy responses and structural inequalities.
5. The Impact of COVID-19 on Health Inequalities.
Each theme was reviewed and validated against the data set to ensure representativeness and coherence. Themes were further cross-checked with academic supervisors for validity, aligning with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) emphasis on reflexivity and peer review.
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NVivo software was used to assist with coding and thematic organisation. Tables and colour-coded spreadsheets were also used for transparency. This systematic approach supported the integration of multiple data types (qualitative and quantitative) and allowed consistent theme development later summarised in Appendix A.


[bookmark: _Toc214602277]3.7 Ethical Considerations
[bookmark: _Toc214602278]Secondary Research Ethics
As a desk-based study using publicly available data, formal ethical approval was not required. However, ethical principles of integrity, accuracy, and respect for vulnerable groups were strictly maintained. Sensitive issues such as addiction, poverty, and mental illness were discussed with empathy and without stigma.
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All sources were properly cited using the Harvard UWTSD referencing style to uphold academic honesty. The use of reference-management software (Zotero) ensured consistent citation. Cottrell (2017) highlights that maintaining accurate referencing demonstrates ethical scholarship and intellectual transparency.
[bookmark: _Toc214602280]Transparency and Credibility
Selection and interpretation of sources were guided by fairness and objectivity. To prevent bias, differing perspectives such as policy documents, qualitative studies, and quantitative datasets were triangulated to achieve a balanced view.
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This chapter has explained the systematic process used to identify, evaluate, and analyse literature for this dissertation. Using a structured search strategy grounded in Aveyard’s (2019) guidance and applying Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic framework, the study synthesised 30 high-quality sources from an initial pool of 150.
Rigorous validation ensured the inclusion of relevant, current, and credible materials. Ethical standards were upheld throughout, ensuring transparency and reliability in interpreting secondary data.
The results of this process are presented in Chapter 4, where themes derived through this methodology are explored in detail to reveal the complex interplay between low income, untreated mental health, and substance misuse in England.

