HARRY BEER 2307835 ARM 4 RESEARCH PROPOSAL
[image: A black text on a white background

Description automatically generated]

HARRY BEER
2307835
MA: 			Advanced Counselling Theory and Research
Module: 		Advanced Research Methods in Counselling
Assessment 4: 	Research proposal

CONTENTS:
PAGE
01		Cover page	
02		Introduction
02		Aims and objectives 
03		Proposal overview
03		Background literature review
05		Methodology and methods	
05		Target population and recruitment strategy
06		Data collection and analysis
06		Timescale
07		Ethical considerations
08		Reflexive statement
08		Expected outputs	
08		Potential limitations
09		Dissemination	
09		Conclusion
10		References
EXPLORING THE THERAPEUTIC EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH HOARDING DISORDER – AN INTERPRETATIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY.
INTRODUCTION 
Hoarding disorder (HD) was formally defined in 2013 with the publication of DSM V (APA, 2013) and is similarly recognised by the eleventh revision of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD) (WHO 2019).
In summary, the two publications agree the following as the key features of HD:
· The accumulation of items to the extent it impedes day to day functioning.
· Extreme distress / difficulty disposing of any possession, regardless of value.
· Distress or impairment in areas of functioning such as familial, social or occupational.
According to a 2019 systematic review and meta-analysis, hoarding disorder affects at least two in a hundred people in the general population (Postlethwaite et al). The American Psychiatric Association report prevalence of HD as approximately 2.6% (APA, 2023). Due to the associated shame and stigma, The British Psychological Society estimates prevalence could be as high as 6 percent (BPS, 2015) with as few as 5 percent of those affected coming to light.
HD is associated with shame, guilt and social isolation but also presents an urgent safeguarding issue. In 2022, London Fire Brigade attended 1,036 hoarding-related fires which led to approximately 186 injuries and sadly, 10 deaths (LFB, 2023). 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The aim of the research is to explore and and understand the therapeutic experiences of a small cohort of individuals who live with HD. 
The objectives of the endeavour include: 
· To ascertain how the intervention was received by the individual and how it impacted on them.
· To assess whether the process alleviated any distress and/or led to any long-term change in terms of accumulation and/or discard of possessions.
· To consider implications for effective support for HD. 
The aims and objectives summarise the opportunity presented in undertaking this research project, i.e. to better understand a complex condition through the experiences of those affected by it and their efforts to engage with therapeutic interventions.
PROPOSAL OVERVIEW
This qualitative study will involve a purposive sample of 3-6 participants and be conducted using semi-structured interviews. The resulting transcripts will be analysed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Smith et al, 2022). 
Questions posed will include:
· Is any therapeutic approach successful in treating HD?
· Did clients feel understood and supported?
· Was the support relevant and useful?
· Were any benefits enduring?
· What works, what doesn’t and why?
BACKGROUND LITERATURE REVIEW
The search for literature was conducted using the UWTSD online database. The initial search terms, “hoarding disorder” OR hoarding in the title AND intervention in any field yielded 188 results. The date range was set from 2013 as this was when HD was added to the DSM. Boolean operators were added, namely therap* in any field and research in any field. The 56 results yielded were reviewed and filtered manually to include only research into therapeutic interventions.
A second search was undertaken as above replacing research with CBT anywhere in the article and yielded 30 results. The titles were reviewed and filtered against the previous results.
When the term research was removed and CBT was replaced with “person cent*” OR “person-cent*” OR “client-cent*”, no relevant result was generated. When CBT was replaced with “psychodynamic”, no results were found. 
A final search replaced CBT with ACT and this yielded an additional 4 relevant studies. This represents a gap highlighting the paucity of evidence as to the efficacy of other therapeutic approaches for HD.
Articles pertaining to children were disregarded and results were filtered to include only work that was peer-reviewed, in English and with the full text available online.
CBT for HD is declared to be an effective treatment by a 2021 meta-analysis (Rodgers et al). 16 studies were included, the majority from the USA with only one from the UK which was Chandler et al (2019). The results across the studies showed large effect sizes of 1.11. The findings suggest long-term improvements in hoarding symptoms however only 4 of the 16 studies provided follow-up data and of these none went beyond 6 months.
The study by Chandler et al (2019) involved 24 participants taking part in Group Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. The authors reported notable improvement with significant reductions in hoarding and associated symptoms of depression. Participants also reported a reduction in social isolation and feelings of shame.
In a Single-Case Experimental Design 2-year CBT study (2014), Pollock et al reported “a significant increase in frequency and volume of discard, with a reliable and clinically significant reduction in hoarding”. Discard increased during the study in terms of individual items disposed of, however these may be insignificant in terms of volume (e.g. a leaflet) and therefore have little impact on the living conditions. The study notes that post-intervention, the trend for discarding slowed, suggesting reversion to previous patterns and progress not maintained.
The use of remote CBT is reported as beneficial in a more recent publication by Malone et al (2022). This is an n=1 study by the end of which the participant was no longer excessively acquiring possessions and was actively sorting accumulated items. The authors conclude that CBT delivered remotely for HD is at least as effective as face-to-face intervention. 18 of the 26 weekly sessions were conducted by phone due to the COVID-19 pandemic, at which stage the participant had already formed a relationship with the therapist.
Many other peer-reviewed studies report on the efficacy of CBT for HD. There is also published evidence relating to interventions using Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT).
This brief literature review highlights the absence of evidence for other therapeutic approaches and the gap in terms of qualitative assessments of client experience. Allied to this is the need for longer-term review on the robustness of the reported benefits provided by CBT.
METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
The ambitions of this research steer it comfortably towards IPA (Smith et al, 2022), with its emphasis on capturing the subjectivity of lived experience. IPA acknowledges that inevitably the researcher’s own interpretation is also subjective, hence the concept of the double hermeneutic (Smith et al, 2022).
The expressive freedom afforded by semi-structured interviews should serve to alleviate any unconscious bias such as the Hawthorne effect in which participants change their behaviour as a result of the interest being shown in them (Thomas, 2017).
In their meta-analysis, Rodgers et al (2021) noted a vast difference in self-reported improvement in terms of hoarding discard in relation to actual outcomes. The proposed research will obviate these effects and offer an honest reflection of the impact in the longer-term on the presenting issue, i.e. hoarding.
IPA is ideal for the research question at hand. The aims and objectives are rooted in an open, exploratory vein, which as Smith et al (2022) describe, are consistent with IPA’s inductive essence and the centrality of interpretation. 
TARGET POPULATION AND RECRUITMENT STRATEGY
The target population for this research is as follows. Adults (any gender) who:
· Have hoarding disorder as defined by the diagnostic criteria of DSM V and ICD 11.
· Have lived with impairment of day to day functioning for a minimum of ten years. 
· Have undergone any kind of therapeutic intervention within the preceding 5 years.
Homogeneity is desirable in regard to the defining characteristics of the hoarding behaviour but is unnecessary beyond that. The researcher will actively endeavour to recruit as widely as possible; geographically, socio-economically and culturally. 
A participant group of 3-6 individuals will be sought. These will be recruited in the following ways:
· Through the researchers own client base and professional contacts
· Through organisations such as Hoarding UK 
· Through approaches to facilitators of support groups
The aim of the sampling process will be to recruit participants who will offer the richest possible data (Braun and Clarke, 2013) and the researcher will be ever-alert to opportunities for snowball or friendship pyramiding (Braun and Clarke, 2013) in finding potential interviewees.
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
Once considered suitable, prospective participants will be contacted for an informal explanatory, exploratory phone conversation (or email exchange as preferred). This will be followed up with an information pack containing a covering letter, information sheet, consent form and interview schedule.
Data will be collected through a single, semi-structured interview with each participant of between 60 and 90-minutes duration. These will be conducted and recorded face-to-face or via an online video call. After the interviews have been transcribed but before analysis begins, participants will be contacted to see if they have anything they would like to add. 
Analysis will broadly follow IPA’s (Smith et al, 2022) set of processes while acknowledging its intrinsic flexibility, affording what the authors describe as “considerable room for manoeuvre” (Smith et al, 2022:76).
TIMESCALE
This is an essential element, serving as a test of practicability as well as a vital organisational guide (Walliman, 2011). In this instance a 6-month schedule has been devised which will be updated to reflect actual dates at the appropriate time.
	Planned
Activity
	Weeks 
1-4
	Weeks 
4-8
	Weeks 
8-12
	Weeks 
12-16
	Weeks 
16-20
	Weeks 
20-24

	Regular use of reflexive journal
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Prepare information for prospective participants
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contact organisations regarding appeal for participants
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature search and review
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Prepare interview questions
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contact prospective participants and make selection of 3-6
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Distribute and collect consent etc, plan interview schedule
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conduct interviews
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Transcribe interviews (using MS365)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Check back with participants
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Analysis of transcriptions
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Writing up
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Contingency and fine-tuning
	
	
	
	
	
	


ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Any activity involving people requires close attention to ethics as the careful consideration of what is right or wrong (Bond, 2015). As a BACP member the researcher commits to adhering to the organisation’s Ethical Guidelines for Research in the Counselling Professions (2019) along with those of UWTSD, and all statutory requirements such as data protection.
Some overarching ethical matters will be addressed in the research documentation distributed to participants. This will ensure full understanding of issues such as informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, right to withdraw and data handling (Oliver, 2003). 
The research will require participants to disclose information about their inner lives, their mental health and their experiences with therapy. The researcher must be attentive at all times to the wellbeing of participants and consider in advance mitigation or amelioration for any reasonably predictable response (e.g. re-traumatisation) and to be sensitive to anything spontaneously arising which might require the immediate awareness, and resolution, of an ethical issue. 
While the welfare of the participants is paramount, Hanley et al (2013) point out that research is not counselling and conversational parameters need to be set accordingly. This is a key ethical dimension requiring clarity of communication, expectation management and professionalism.
REFLEXIVE STATEMENT 
The researcher will inevitably exert influence on the project (McLeod, 2015), but IPA (Smith et al, 2022) recognises and incorporates this subjectivity and phenomenology.
In this instance the researcher has an emotional and professional relationship with the subject in the following ways:
· As the child of a now deceased parent who had HD
· As a professional hoarding support practitioner
· As a practicing person-centred counsellor
These facts contain a significant degree of emotional baggage and background knowledge as well as practical experience which combine to form a philosophical lens which would be impossible to fully counter. Mitigation will be sought through transparency and the use of a reflexive diary, advocated by authors including Hanley et al (2013) and Bright and Harrison (2013). Other mitigating efforts will include bracketing, participant validation, supervision and peer support. The researcher’s own commitment to honesty and personal accountability will be of prime importance at every stage. 
EXPECTED OUTPUTS
This research project seeks to add to the growing body of knowledge pertaining to therapeutic interventions in the treatment of HD. While extensive evidence exists recommending CBT, the lived experience of clients and long-terms effects have not been investigated. The researcher is hoping to provide the first study including non-CBT therapeutic interventions for HD, hitherto neglected and much needed both at clinical and individual level.
POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
Recruitment might prove difficult in the timescale. Anxiety disorders are common co-morbidities with HD and building trust takes time.
Conversely, too many qualifying participants might wish to take part in which case the researcher will have to make and justify decisions based on best interests.
The cohort may include a mix of clients already known to the researcher and others who have had no prior contact. The potential impact of this will be considered at the appropriate stage.
Recruitment that yields only experience of CBT might necessitate a reworking of aims and objectives. 
DISSEMINATION 
While this research is being carried out in fulfilment of an academic qualification, the researcher aspires to standards and rigour of publishable quality. The findings will be of interest to those in the fields of mental health and social work as well as to wider social sciences communities. 
CONCLUSION
The therapeutic intervention evidence base for HD is predominantly related to CBT with very little qualitative understanding of client experience. This research seeks to fill this gap through an interpretative, phenomenological analysis of interviews with people who have experienced therapy in their efforts to alleviate their suffering and symptomatology.
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