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Unravelling Toxic Masculinity: An exploration into what contributes to young boys’ (ages 7-16) perception and expectation of men in society.
To begin, it has been proposed that men begin to foster and embody detrimental male stereotypes during childhood and adolescence (Ford, 2019; Sexton, 2019; Smart, 2019; Elliot, 2018); this would suggest that during this period, individuals are being exposed to phenomena (e.g. environmental, social, biological etc.) that leads them to an unhealthy perception of masculinity. This so-called ‘toxic masculinity’ has been linked to a rising number of male suicides (Goyne, 2017), a general deterioration of men’s mental health and well-being (Plank, 2019), aggressive and violent behaviour in men (The Men’s Project & Flood, 2018) and a number of other negative impacts both on men and society. The study would aim to identify how boys (ages 7-16) perceive masculinity and how they have reached their perspectives. In doing so, a conclusion could be made as to what adults in society can do to prevent children adopting harmful and poisonous mentalities. Going forward, this response offers an ethical defence of choices made during the construction of this research proposal. 
Firstly, it is prevalent to note that the research is being undertaken as part of an educational endeavour with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) and that a core aim of the research is to ‘extend knowledge and understanding’ in an area of ‘educational activity’ (British Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA), 2018, p.3). So, to manage and mitigate risk, the study and its plan of ethical practice would comply with both BERA and UWTSD’s ethical guidelines (UWTSD, 2017), as well as adhering to legal, ethical and professional frameworks, obligations and standards, as required by the relevant regulatory and statutory authorities. 
Moreover, the nature of this research would involve working closely with children and young people (mostly but not exclusively in an educational setting); this would require its own set of ethical considerations that focus on minimizing risk and avoiding harm or distress (Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC), 2018; Chowdhury, 2014; Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Interestingly, the literature surrounding ethical research with children and young people highlights the importance of justifying the necessity of involving them in the research (ERIC, 2018; Laws and Mann, 2014; Greig, Taylor and MacKay, 2013; Alderson and Morrow, 2011). This study would focus on the perceptions of children and young people, therefore justifying the need to consult them. 
Importantly, children under the age of 16 are legally unable to give informed consent (The British Psychological Society, 2014). As a result, children under the age of 16 will be unable to participate in the study without written parental consent (consent form sent to parents). Alternatively, the implications of not allowing children to participate without parental consent could be considered exclusive, particularly if children demonstrate ‘assent’. Further, the United Nations Conventions on the Rights of a Child (UNCRC) (United Nations, 1989) stipulates children have the right to a choice in decisions that involve or affect them. Thus, denying children the opportunity to engage in the study may unintentionally disenfranchise them. Considering that, it is vital to conduct the research legally (as specified in the Ethics Form), so there must be a conscious decision to acknowledge, yet disregard this previous point.
Further, it was also considered that parents who give consent must also have enough information to give ‘informed’ consent; by providing a description of the research with its aims and objectives via an informative (differentiated and bilingual, if necessary) cover sheet. As a result, parents can form an accurate perception of how appropriate their child’s involvement in the research is (Field, 2004), minimising risks to participants. 
Likewise, it was considered that underage participants must be able to give ‘informed assent’. To address this, participants with parental consent would be provided with a differentiated explanation of the research. Next, participants’ understanding of the content would be sensitively clarified before continuing with a written assent form; participants would decide (privately) whether they wished to continue by ticking a ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ box  on their forms, in an enabling and relaxed environment, preventing any unconscious coercion by the researcher (Oxfordshire County Council, 2008). With that, the potential to include incentives was considered, due to the acknowledgement  that incentives have the capacity to increase engagement in research (Sugarman and Grant, 2004), alas, due to the potential that incentives  have to corrupt the data set (Hsieh and Kocielnik, 2016), this was rejected. 
In addition, the researcher will collaborate with the appropriate educational professionals to ensure that the needs of all participants are met, encouraging inclusivity and optimum engagement. This would include ensuring that all communication with participants would be appropriately differentiated and adjusted to prevent any confusion or distress. The welfare of participants has been given credence by the presence of regular well-being checks throughout the study. At regular intervals, participants will be asked to clarify if they are comfortable with how the study is progressing and if they are willing to proceed; the assent/consent form signed at the beginning of the process will stipulate their right to withdraw at any time; not only is this stated as a requirement within the ethical guidelines, it coincides with the notion that consent is a process (The Research Ethics Guidebook, 2012). 
Due to the constructivist nature of the study, the selected qualitative research methods (questionnaires, focus groups, interviews, artistic interpretations etc.) will produce physical data that must be kept in accordance with General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2018). Additionally, all information will be kept on a password secured computer and all participants given appropriate codenames that will leave them only identifiable by the researcher. No personal details will be taken from participants whose responses will be coded, so that complete anonymity can be ensured. The research methods have been constructed to reflect and respect the privacy of the participants. 
Finally, a common theme in the literature surrounding ethicality appears to be ‘honesty’ (Carling, 2019; BERA, 2018; Resnik, 2015; Macfarlane, 2009; Watts, 2008, p.140; Pring, 2004). Though this can be interpreted as the conscious avoidance of plagiarism, communicating effectively with participants or not falsifying results; it can also be seen as embracing researcher bias. I traversed my education as a closeted homosexual, rejecting most ‘male’ stereotypes and attracting a lot of hostility from male peers who had adopted unhelpful male-gender stereotypes. At their limited childhood/adolescent capacity, they chose to express these through ridiculing anybody who dared break from these “norms”. Although it will not impact the way the research is conducted, I predict that not much has changed since my time in education and that ‘toxic masculinity’ is still one of the most prevalent seeds of misery we face as a society. 
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