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Reflection on Research Process


     This reflective piece of work is based on my live qualitative research project for my master's dissertation, in the form of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, 2009) into how prisons help to reduce re-offending. According to recent studies, research is vital for the counselling professions, in helping to provide evidence for the range of issues where therapy can be effective (McLeod, 2018) and as a counselling profession, this reflective piece and research study will be guided by the BACP Ethical Guidelines for Research in the Counselling Professions, (2019) to ensure best practice in research. My hope is that by undertaking this research that there is better understanding of what more can be done to help and support prisoners to rebuild their lives and reduce re-offending. In qualitative research, reflexivity is commonly viewed as a defining feature, where the researcher is required to reach inwards and engage in a continuous internal conversation and critical self-evaluation on their position within their research, to maintain a balance between the personal and the universal (Willig, 2001; Berger, 2015; Barrett, 2020). Kim Etherington, (2007) gives an adept definition of reflexivity: ‘reflexivity requires researchers to operate on several levels: being aware of being in the moment of what is influencing our internal and external responses, while also being aware of what influences our relationship to our topic and our participants' (p.46). Meaning, as a researcher, I need to carefully monitor the impact of my assumptions, preconceptions, beliefs and judgements on my research, which could shape the way I formulate my research question, the issues that are highlighted and the outcome (Berger, 2015). 
     
     Using reflexivity to depict my research, will not only enable me to review, describe, analyse and evaluate my research experience up to this point (reflection-on action), it will also enable me to examine my experiences as they unfold, to alter my actions and behaviour in the moment (reflection-in action) (Matthews, 2017, p. 267). Gaining this insight and reflexive knowledge will enable me to produce a more positive outcome, improve future research and practice (Schon, 1983). Research also indicates that, reflexivity has a powerful impact on the development of a researcher and changes the researcher in many ways (Attia, 2017) stating that: ‘reflexive action changes the form of the self: a reflexive practice never returns the self to the point of origin’. In other words, we shape and are shaped by the research process (Matthews, 2017). 

     The aim of this reflective piece is to trace my journey through the maze of personal choices, turning points, unforeseen struggles and illuminating moments, in not only understanding my study, but my own personal growth to becoming and being a researcher. The objective is to use the Gibbs, (1988) reflective model to depict and facilitate the process of reflection and learning, with an emphasis on the role of emotion and analysis. The model essentially depicts the progressive transformation of information into knowledge (Gibbs, 1988).





Formulation of Research Question
     
     For a novice researcher, such as myself, undertaking a research study was a daunting and overwhelming prospect. For me personally, I found the idea of endless hours of research and the hunt for academic sources that fits my argument, to be rather intimidating. Not to mention, the daunting prospect of entering a world filled with uncertainty, philosophical debate and demand for academic investigation. So far, it has been a journey with many twists and turns, ups and downs, letting go and holding on, amongst the balance of certainty-uncertainty and clarity-confusion. Starting off my research, I really did not know where to go. I spent time talking to and listening to module lectures and other university peers to help me identify the area of interest and to choose a research question that was feasible. My initial thoughts were to choose a topic that I had personal familiarity or experience with what is being studied, however I was aware that my own personal subjectivity could influence my research. It should be noted that researchers conducting qualitative research cannot be entirely objective (Palaganas, 2017). However, this awareness of my position within the research, allowed me to be conscious of my biases that may arise, which may influence my research.

     For that reason, the research question was formed through my own personal curiosity and interest in prisons, particularly in the ‘what works’ for reducing re-offending debate surrounding prisoners, which I had no acquaintance with or knowledge of. I chose this research question not only because I felt it would sustain my motivation throughout the study, but also, I felt, having no personal familiarity or experience with what is being studied, would enhance the rigor of my research and its ethics by reducing the potential or effect on the findings (Berger, 2015). 
     
     Once a topic was found, I checked and analysed available literature that I could use to foster my research and found a gap, which helped me in assessing and refining my research question. What I found to have worked well, is choosing Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis as my methodology, I felt this sits well with being a counsellor, obtaining the fundamental qualities of IPA such as, ‘open-mindedness, flexibility, patience, empathy and the willingness to enter into, and respond to the participants world’ (Smith, 2009, p.55), being able to identify emergent themes within a transcript or narrative, as well as being able to bracket or at least acknowledge my biases and preconceptions (Smith, 2009, p.35).

Collection of Data
     
     One of the profound things I learnt from my research so far, is that when searching for journals and articles in this topic area, the problem will never be that I cannot find any but rather there is too much to even analyse. This required excessive narrowing by what exactly to look for as well as being precise and clear as possible. At first, I was overwhelmed by all the information I had gathered, due to the many segments this topic holds. I found by dividing my work into preliminary piles that represent each segment, enabled me to start writing my paper, using the research in each pile and working my way through the research literature. I found this challenged me to develop my skills as researcher, however, was time well spent. 
     Another profound thing I became aware of when analysing and dividing the literature, is how my counselling status affected the process of data collection, because it allowed me to approach the study with some knowledge about a segment of the topic. I found a significant proportion of my literature leaning more towards rehabilitation for prisoners rather than punishment. However, after some further research and assessing the information several times, it became apparent, I was ‘unconsciously editing’ (Berger, 2015). It became evident, I unknowingly projected my biases and included literature that was predominantly promoting my own views and beliefs around this topic and ignoring literature that opposed them. As a result, I learnt that although the process of sifting through all relevant literature was tedious work, it is essential to fully engage in identifying all core and fundamental issues surrounding my study, and to be mindful of detaching my own biases, views and beliefs at this stage of data collecting (Dreyer, 1998). I also recognised that the subjectivity of qualitative research makes it difficult for the researcher to detach completely from the research (Berger, 2015).
     
     As I made my way through the research process, I began to feel a constant struggle to balance my position as ‘outsider’ to the position of an ‘insider’ within the research (Berger, 2015). Initially, I had prepared the study to take an ‘outsiders’ stance within the research, choosing a topic that I was unfamiliar with. However, reflecting on my research process, I have become aware that my counselling status and experience has allowed me to have some connection with certain segments of the research, for example, rehabilitation. Having some familiarity of certain segments of the study, has allowed me to approach the study with some knowledge and enabled me to address certain topics more easily. 
     However, it has become evident that, throughout the research process, I have been unable to fully separate my own biases, beliefs and views as a counsellor. Having the lack of knowledge in other areas has had some advantages, it places the participant in the expert position and empowering them, and also allows me to approach the study with fresh eyes and a different viewpoint. However, because I have not had personal experience in being subject to the criminal justice system, I cannot fully comprehend what it is like to be a prisoner. As a result, this constant see saw has forced me to re-examine some biases and repeatedly ask myself and discuss with others where I am at any given moment in relation to my research and consider how my current position may affect my study.

Pilot Study
     
     Reflexivity is crucial throughout all phases of the research process, including during data analysis, for example during interviewing participants (Barrett, 2020). As this is still a live study, interviews have not yet taken place. So, for that reason, I have reflected on my pilot study. The semi-structured interviews were conducted online, with university peers as participants, along with module lectures observing and peer support. The interviews were recorded and did not exceed 60 minutes. Pilot studies are commonly associated with qualitative research, to test a particular research instrument (Majid, 2017), and has shown in recent studies, to strengthen interview protocols, thus contributes to improving the quality of data collected from research interviews (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). My initial thoughts and feelings were that I was grateful to have the opportunity to pre-test the interview protocol, to help me decide how best to conduct the interviews for ‘real’. My aim was to test the appropriateness of the interview questions, identify any flaws and limitations and gain some practice in conducting in-depth, semi structured interviews. During the interview, the participant was asked a set of open-ended questions, to really understand the lived experience of the participant and the meaning they make of that experience, which is central to the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis research focus (Smith, 2009). 
 
     However, after the interview and some deliberation with other peers, it became clear, that throughout the interview, I spontaneously asked a few additional leading questions, which were aligned with my own goals for the research, this not only caused the participant to answer in a biased way, but prepared the participant to unknowingly support my views, and as a result, could harm both the results and credibility of the research. My sense is, this could also be due to studying the unfamiliar and finding it challenging to conceptualize research questions that is relevant to the participants experience. Therefore, after conducting my pilot study, I will deliberately be paying attention to my biases and other preconceptions that may influence the way in which I hear, ignore, over emphasise certain aspects and disregard other aspects, in order to proceed in a way that will make the study a success. I found conducting this pilot study useful in refining my research questions, estimating how much time that will be necessary to complete and acknowledge my own biases and preconceptions that I was previously aware of. 



Conclusion
     
     The experience of conducting a qualitative research study has opened my eyes to the recognition of the potential effects that my beliefs, personal experience, feelings and preconceptions have on the research process and outcomes, no matter how hard I try to separate the self. Acknowledging that my own action and decisions will inevitably impact and influence the meaning and context of the experience being studied. Thus, acknowledging the importance of reflexivity in qualitative research to monitor such effects and enhance the accuracy of the research. I was personally changed by many aspects of the research process, through what I have learnt through my own reflexivities. I have also observed changes over time in my development as a researcher, continuously growing and refining my understanding of the complexity of how research, practice and theory inform each other. In addition, being able to look at it from a researcher perspective, has given me another way of looking at it as a counselling practitioner.
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