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Title.  
A Thematic Discourse Analysis of counsellors’ views about social justice: A research proposal.
Proposal Summary.
This research proposal sets out the intention to conduct qualitative research that seeks to collect counsellors’ views on social justice. Data on counsellors’ views will be collected using a questionnaire and participants will be invited to respond to questions using free text boxes. Data will be analysed using methodology appropriate for a Thematic Discourse Analysis.  It will adopt a social constructionist approach described by McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas (2021 p328), in their exploration of an aspect of social justice as: “viewing the participants’ sense-making as reflecting the discourses they have available to them”. In exploring this topic for this assignment it is anticipated that eventually it will lead to research that can be disseminated to the wider professional community. The completed research may encourage practitioners to actively engage with issues of social justice and to consider how such issues effect the lives and experiences of clients, and our own relationship with them.  The findings will add to debate concerning the orientation of both counselling and political discourse. The study’s aim is to explore how counsellor-participants in this study understand and relate to the concept of social justice, and the objectives are to explore:
1.  counsellors’ accounts of how social justice issues effect their work with clients.
2.  how counsellors view social justice movements.
3.  the ways in which counsellors make sense of the relationship between issues of social justice  and mental health.

Research Context.
In 2019, David Weaver, the then President of the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) stated “Social justice frames what counsellors do”  (Weaver 2019, online).  In light of this comment from such a significant voice, research into social justice seems important. However, from a counselling perspective research on this topic, especially in the UK, is very rare. The concept of justice, as demonstrated by words such as fairness, equity and inclusion have long been considered important principles for psycho-therapeutic practice.  These words can be found with ease in the codes of practice for the various professional bodies (e.g.: National Counselling and Psychotherapy Society  (NCPS) (2023);  British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy  (BACP,2017)). These principles, however, have often been considered at the level of the individual justice:  placing an ethical duty on the practitioner to treat each individual client with fairness; exploring equality as means to reduce power imbalances; and considering inclusivity as a means to raise our self-awareness of direct and indirect prejudice.  Justice is clearly important in counselling.  But it is revealing that  the word “social” does not appear in a justice context in the BACP’s, the largest professional body’s, ethical framework. (The NCPS however, makes one specific reference to the social context of justice[footnoteRef:2]).  Winter and Charura (2023) make the argument that it is no longer appropriate to consider justice only at an individual level. They point out that the Global social context has changed: displacement of large populations prompted by conflict and natural disaster through climate change, political instability amongst leading world powers in the west, (exemplified by Brexit in the UK, overturning Roe v/s Wade in the USA, gilets jaune in France and the Global  pandemic) have all resulted in debate about  justice.  The #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, and movements supporting neurodiversity and gender identity add to the sense that people in society are in conflict about how just and fair society ought to be.   Winter and Charura (2023) echo Kearney  and Proctor’s (2018) argument that these phenomena are present in the issues that clients bring to counselling, that our clients lives are affected by the same issues, and therefore acknowledgment of and engagement with issues that cause social injustice is crucial to our work.  Additionally Hays (2022) claims that a social justice perspective is a shift, from locating the cause and resolution of problems purely within a clients’ psychological process, towards recognising that some problems, and our clients’ chances of overcoming them, are caused and blocked by social inequality.  The question is whether counsellors believe that this is important, as a failure to recognise this political phenomenon may mean that counselling props up a socially unjust society, which in the longer term perpetuates the quantity and nature of individual suffering.  This issue is widely explored as a central concern in the seminal texts of Kearney (1996), and Masson (1990). [2:  The BACP Ethical Framework for the Counselling Professions code contains the word social only twice, once in the phrase “social sciences”, and the other in relation to social media.  The NCPS Code of Ethical Practice includes the word 10 times, 8 in relation to social media, one in relation to “social standing” as diversity issue, and only once in relation to justice. ] 

Clark, Moe and Chan et al. (2022) point out that research exploring the practical application of social justice is limited.  In response they conducted a review of 11 years’ worth of quantitative outcome research concerning social justice in the USA.  They were able to identify 35 empirical studies that enabled them to address the question of “How are professional counselors measuring the outcomes of social justice and advocacy interventions across professional counseling literature?”.  Their study implies that research in the field of social justice tends to have a narrow focus, focussing on one  of the intersectional aspects (e.g. race, culture or gender), or on particular marginalised groups in specific communities, rather than considering it as a wider construct.  Interestingly, they point out that their timeframe for selecting relevant papers intentionally included a transitional period for US counselling professionals, noting that in 2014 the American Counselling Association changed their ethical guidelines to explicitly include a duty for  counsellors to advocate and act for clients whose growth and development is obstructed by social barriers (ACA Governing Council 2014).  They note that despite this new emphasis, there was no increase in the nature, number or output of studies concerning social justice over time. 
In the UK, research into social justice and counselling is more limited still.  In her (2021) study Winter examines the connections between “small p large P” politics, counselling and social justice.  She notes that there is literature advancing theoretical discussion of these issues, and that it goes back many years, but only a small number of research studies exist. Winter notes that once again, these focus not on the broad concept of social justice, but instead on associated issues such as power dynamics and socio-political practice.  To help contextualise her study she cited a study from by Avissar (2009) which found that the majority of participants felt that counselling was a distinct and separate activity that is disconnected to matters of social injustice. This finding was also a theme of McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas’ (2021) qualitative exploration of counsellors views on social class in the UK.  They found a majority of participants preferred to be intentionally averse (the authors use the term blind) to recognising this aspect of social justice and its impact on clients.  Their overtly constructionist analysis allowed them to describe this in terms that suggest privilege is at work and oppressive practice is in play:  class “blindness”, they argue, may be as damaging to those experiencing the effects of classism, as race “blindness” is damaging to those experiencing the effects of racial division and oppression.  
Research Question.  
McEvoy, Clarke and Thomas’s (2021) finding above is the prompt that has led to this research proposal.  Their conclusion suggests that the discourse of counselling has created a way of practicing that leads counsellors to believe that the work is unaffected by issues of social class.  This research proposes to explore whether the discourse of counselling creates a similar mode of practice in relation to the overarching  concept of social justice.  Winter and Charura  (2023 p4) quote  Bell (2016):
“The goal of social justice is full and equal participation of people from all social identity groups, in a society that is mutually shaped to meet their needs.”
A question emerges then, is whether the practice of counselling, and the structures and communications that surround it, are shaped in a socially just  manner.  At this point in time, it is not clear whether counsellors in practice recognise the earlier mentioned statement that “Social justice frames what counsellors do”  (Weaver 2019:online) .
And so the research question is:  Do counsellors think that the concept of social justice has relevance to their work?
Theoretical approach.
Given that this research takes a social constructionist approach, and that Braun and Clarke (2013) draw attention to the need to ensure that research methods are appropriately aligned, some comments are needed on the theoretical approach  underpinning this research proposal.  Braun and Clarke  (2013 p 336)  describe social constructionism as a “broad theoretical framework…which rejects a single ultimate truth” and alternatively recognises that knowledge and experience is produced and created rather than emergent.  Our view of the world, and our actions with in it “are constructed through language, representation and other social processes.” This research explores a political concept and adopts a political orientation towards it that reflects a view that social injustice is brought into being by language, representation, and social processes that create barriers for marginalised groups seeking counselling.  The methodology brings with it a critical view that recognises a position held by researchers that comes from a Critical Discourse perspective.  Machin and Mayr (2023 p4) note that a critical perspective concerned with discourse is intended to capture an “interrelationship” between “language, power and ideology”, and has an intension “to draw out and describe the practices and conventions in and behind texts that reveal political and ideological investment”. The text in this study will be the written words captured by the proposed questionnaire.  This study, however, adopts the methodology of Thematic Discourse Analysis.  This is described in a “researcher reflection” by Gareth Terry in Braun and Clarke  (2022 e743).  Terry indicates that he adopts a hybrid approach to qualitative research, initially following the traditional steps of Reflexive Thematic Analysis by coding and identifying patterns and themes across the data,  and then applying a second level of analysis.  This second level engages with the themes discursively, creating researcher derived-coding (Braun and Clarke, 2013 p 336) that seeks to reveal implicit meaning, by bringing a social constructionist lens to the data that seeks to focus on the social influences that are constructing the practice and experience of counselling. 
Proposed data collection methods.
In order to explore this question counsellors will be asked to complete an anonymous free text questionnaire, with questions that will be based on the objectives stated at the beginning of this proposal.   The proposal is to collect this data from a random sample of 15 counsellors, self-enrolling from a call posted on known counsellor forums, (where many private practitioners engage) and asking counselling providers and training agencies to share the call with other potential participants.  Participants will need to be in practice, and at level 4 or above, either working towards or registration with a professional body.  Participants will made aware of these requirements in the information provided to accompany the research, where they will also be able to accept the terms of consent. The questionnaire will be administered remotely using an online research tool such as SurveyMonkey™.  This will ensure that the data is anonymised from the very outset, Braun and Clarke (2013) note that online surveys are good for textual analysis, and also produce the highest level of anonymity, extending all they way through the project into and including analysis and publication.  This may be even more important from an ethical perspective since the critical analysis may reveal contentious issues beyond an emergent analysis of themes.  

Some Considerations.
Institutional Ethical approval will be needed for this study and adjustments to the proposal will be made if required. The appointment of a suitably experienced supervisor will be useful throughout, helping to ensure that researcher reflexivity, synonymous as it is with qualitative research (Braun and Clarke, 2013) is present and evidenced throughout the process.  Winter and Charura (2023) argue that reflexivity takes on more significance when exploring issues of social justice, recognising our own positions of structural social advantage and privilege.   Braun and Clarke (2013) give indications of the timetable associated with a qualitative research design such as this, and with this in mind a timeline is included in the Appendix. 
Even at this stage it is worth recognising limitations that are imposed by the research design.  It could be argued that the use of an online survey is potentially excluding itself, not all counsellors may be able to access the questionnaire, as Gallistl, Rohner et al.  (2021) point out, technological marginalisation is also a social justice issue. Self-selection as a recruitment strategy means that it is not possible to assume that this study has any significant transferability.  It is conceivable that participants will choose to take part because they already feel they have something to say about social justice. But this research is not in search of neutrality, but instead is concerned with (one of the leading figures of Discourse Analysis) Fairclough’s  (2015 p89) question of
 “who has access to which discourses, and who has the power to impose and enforce constraints on access?”  
Understanding how social justice is talked about by counsellors will show something of the knowledge and power that frames and constructs the debate surrounding our practice. 
Conclusion.
Fairclough (2015 p 46) states that “our chances of changing social reality for the better in part depend upon understanding it better”, and writing this research proposal forms a tiny part of a social justice movement concerned with improving the experience of counselling for people from marginalised social groups. 
(2155 words excluding quotations)
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Adapted from recommendations by Braun and Clarke (2013)
