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Define and describe the importance of counselling research and examine why engaging in research can help the practitioner
Research is an integral component in maintaining and further enhancing all areas of public life.  If it were not for research it would be a fair observation to make that the world would not have advanced in the way that it has.  People learn, grow and develop from research as it is not only an academic practise, but also a way of  thinking.  A primary school teacher by way of example may well question what it is that defines a good teacher; they may ponder over the relevant attributes that would be advantageous and therefore try to adapt some of these qualities.  Despite this not being an academic piece of research, it is, nonetheless research that could potentially result in a more efficient way of teaching.  Everyone thinks, and it could be argued that everyone therefore conducts their own internal research on a daily basis.  However, research is more typically defined in a scientific and pragmatic way, and is usually conducted in an academic manner.  There are various forms of research; qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods, all of which pave the way to improved services and a better understanding of the world in general.  Counselling benefits a great deal from such research.  This essay will examine why engaging in research can be useful to the practitioner, and will discuss why research is such an important area within counselling.    

In order to better understand the impact and importance research has within counselling, it may be useful to look more closely at some of research methods that are used.  There are three main approaches that are adopted within social research.  These are known as the quantitative approach (sometimes referred to as the structured approach), the qualitative approach (or unstructured approach), and also the mixed methods approach (Kumar, 2014, p.14).  All three approaches are useful in counselling research, however they are different in their adaptations.  The main contrasts between the three methods are defined by the extent to which the researcher is given flexibility within the process of research.  
For example, everything within the quantitative research is predetermined.  By which is meant that it is very structured, the questions to respondents are set, as is the objective.  In essence the quantitative approach has a far more rigid and specific design with an emphasis on measurable results.  It is often seen as the more data reliant form of research and more scientific in its nature.  In contrast to the rigid methodology of the quantitative approach, the qualitative approach is deeply woven into empirical philosophy, and therefore has a far more open, flowing and unstructured approach.  The aim with this form of research is to investigate diversity as apposed to trying to put a number on it in a quantitative regard (Kumar, 2014, p.14).  It often lends itself more suitably to counselling research, as it is extremely difficult for a figure to be put on a persons experience or emotion.  Qualitative research is far less analytical and instead focuses on narrative.


Mixed method research, as indicated by its name is a mixed methodology approach which uses both quantitative and qualitative techniques (Kumar, 2014, p.14).  The mixed method approach could be well adapted to counselling research.  Brewer & Hunter (1989) stated that those working within applied fields may well find it more useful to adopt a pragmatic approach and utilise all research tools available to them, whether that be a methodological or philosophical approach, thus resulting in mixed method research.  In basic terms, whatever answers and explores a research topic with more depth and accuracy, the better, and with counselling being a field based almost entirely on thoughts and feelings, its subjectivity requires a broader mode of investigative research.  

Modern counselling psychology which emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was at the time classified as a technical-rational approach to science (Douglas et al. 2016, p.24).  Since then, almost exclusively down to research counselling has developed a great deal. The importance of research within counselling and psychology cannot be underestimated.  By way of example from some of the earlier days within the field, Watson (1913) developed the concept of behaviourism; Pavlov (1941) further researched conditioning, which indicated that there were ways in which behaviour could be controlled.  A researcher building upon the work of others work, as Pavlov (1941) demonstrated has been integral to counselling and psychology developing in the way that it has today.  It could be suggested that the thirst for knowledge amongst academics to better, or further develop a theory has indeed contributed to counselling to be at the standard that it is today.  If it were not for influential key players such as Watson and Pavlov, the understanding of behaviour would not have been so well understood, and in turn, therapies such as counselling would not have advanced as they have.  It is paradigm shifts such as this that make research such a developmental and inspiring process in the counselling profession.
 
Counselling research, specifically, is so very important for numerous reasons.  However, a very noteworthy point to make is that clients, tax payers and health service providers and such like often insist on knowing exactly what actually works (Mcloed, 2011, p.5).  As such, counsellors and academics need to collate proof, via research.  Counselling has to be proven to work, in order for its services to continue.  A lot of the implications are financial in their nature unfortunately.  And although it could be argued that research within counselling would be more beneficial to focus on the improvement of services, it is so very often in place to simply prove its reason for existence in order for the service to continue. Without it, the profession would potentially be at risk.  
Research into the outcome and benefits of different types of counselling therapies is crucial.  By way of example Nilsson et al. (2007) carried out research by which they interviewed individuals who had undertaken either Psychodynamic therapy or CBT.  Their findings were that clients had benefited from both forms of therapy to some degree; however the benefits took shape in differing ways.  The researchers were able to compare and contrast the two forms of therapy and compile a research report outlining the advantages and disadvantages of both.  A piece of research such as this would be valuable to a mental health clinic trying to obtain government funding for one or possibly even both types of counselling therapies at their practice.  It would allow them to be able to put a case forward as to why they feel it would benefit their particular clientele base.  Ultimately, funding will only usually occur if an organisation is able to prove the therapy is beneficial.  
Although money often talks in such circumstances, finances are not the only reason why engaging in counselling research is very important.  From the viewpoint of practitioners, the importance of engaging in research is far less about money, and more about quality of service.   Key influencers such as Freud and Rogers commonly wrote case reports of their work with clients, this was not only in order to publicise their work, but was also a way of analysing the effectiveness of the therapy, a process still in use today.  This in itself is a form of research and was first introduced in the 1950s and 1960s (Mcloed, 2011, p.12).  So although this form of research is less academic in its nature, this form of after therapy appraisal is still as valuable a method of research.  

Appraisals following counselling sessions are indeed research methods within themselves.  What worked well with one client, may for example not work well with another.  This quantitative self report method is of utmost importance to a counselling practitioner as it has potential to greatly improve an individuals practice, and can allow them to tailor sessions to a specific client.  In addition to this, client self reports could potentially be used in a far larger scale of research, thus gaining further useful information that could improve services as a collective within the counselling profession.  It was in the 1950s where research within counselling began to be mainstream (Mcloed, 2011, p.12).  And from that time to now, a great wealth of knowledge has been discovered and adapted into the day to day working techniques of a counselling practitioner.  
It is evident that the historical trends of counselling research has created a methodological framework in which counsellors can build from (Mcloed, 2011, p.12).  But this is not to suggest that because there is a back catalogue of useful research, that practitioners do not need to engage in continued research.  It is very important that there is a continuous flow of new theories, ideas and concepts, as the world is constantly evolving.  Take social media for example, during the 1950s when some of the first pioneering research into counselling practises was published, social media did not exist. Culture has changed to such a large extent that the clients have different problems, and face a whole host of alternative anxieties, some of which relating to social media specifically.  Even the way some counselling is delivered is now different; it is now even possible to receive counselling in the online dimension.  An interesting point to note is that research conducted seemed to indicate that a strong working alliance can actually be built between client and practitioner online (Holmes & Foster, 2012).  Times have changed so dramatically, and research has shown that it is actually possible to receive a good standard of counselling using modern technology. But research was required within this field to ensure that counselling online was a worthwhile venture, and results needed to be seen.
  A practising counsellor would be best equipped by keeping up with and engaging in research as this would enhance their therapeutic relationships immensely.  It would also ensure that they did not inadvertently cause any harm, and would further develop their skill set.  Research is not only hugely important to the client and practitioner, but the profession as a whole.  It is integral from the financial viewpoint in obtaining funding for such valuable services, and is also crucial in advancing and honing the skills of a practitioner.  Therefore, it could be concluded that counselling research is vitally important as it allows practitioners the ability to practise counselling at the highest standard possible, and for the services to be accessible to everyone, thus enhancing society as a whole in its ability to heal its emotional issues.
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