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Reflections on Advanced Counselling Research Methods

As a twentieth century development narrative research or inquiry in the human sciences incorporates post-modern, realist and constructionist elements (Riessmann and Speedy, 2007).  With its emphasis on narrative (storied) experiences, it is used in a wide variety of disciplines including medicine, education, anthropology, history and psychology amongst others. Qualitative research data in narrative form is collected and interpreted over a period of time.  Approaches within narrative inquiry are wide ranging and include phenomenology, ethnography and grounded theory.  It has several different frameworks, these include four different forms of narrative analysis – structural, functional, thematic, dialogic/performance.  The aim of narrative inquiry is to search for deeper understanding of human experiences and derive meaning from qualitative data based on personal or collective narratives (Creswell and Poth, 2016).  Narrative data analysis involves a description of a story and emergent themes.  Alongside the participant’s story the researcher’s own story may be interwoven with it providing the researcher with insight into their own life experiences (Creswell and Poth, 2016).  It can be argued that this form of research provides in-depth data of human experiences and affords the participant a voice.  Its challenges include the fact that it is labour-intensive, time-consuming, demands active collaboration with participants and a contextual understanding of the participant’s life, raises the issue of moral and ethical ownership of the story and lacks a scientific evidence base to test its effectiveness (Newby, 2014).  Each approach in the qualitative methods of research outlined briefly below offers a different lens through which to examine, understand, explain and interpret social phenonema and behaviour.

Thematic Analysis
In Braun and Clark’s (2020) view, thematic analysis occupies a place in experiential, qualitative research tradition as a research tool based on participants’ subjective experiences.  This method is used to identify, analyse and record patterns or themes within data (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  It is widely used within psychotherapy and counselling to discover people’s experiences, opinions, views and values from qualitative data collated from, amongst others, interviews, surveys, social media profiles.  Its aim is to discover themes and concepts embedded throughout qualitative data.  However, unlike interpretative phenomenological analysis, thematic analysis cannot capture difference and divergence in data (Braun and Clarke, 2020).

Interpretative phenomenological analysis
At its core, interpretative phenomenological analysis or IPA has phenomenology as its guiding theoretical framework.  Essentially, it is concerned with understanding and interpreting how individuals experience and make sense of the world (Braun and Clark, 2020).

[bookmark: _GoBack]IPA is data rather than theory-led where participants’ lived experiences are privileged within a particular context.  Their personal perceptions or accounts of an object or event are collated by using open-ended questions in semi-structured interviews or focus groups.  IPA uses an idiographic (individual) approach where the interest is on the particular and unique details of each case.  Owing to this idiographic approach to analysis, sample sizes are small and homogenous as the focus will be on participants who have had the same experience.  There is also a focus in IPA on language and metaphor to help the researcher to understand more conceptual meanings (Braun and Clarke, 2020).  IPA involves the element of reflexivity on the part of the researcher who has a central role in understanding and interpreting participants’ experiences.

IPA is regarded as an adaptable, accessible, in-depth and nuanced approach to phenomenological research that prioritises the individual.  Nevertheless, it is argued that this research approach is limited in terms of its subjectivity – due to difficulties with analysis and interpretation, it is challenging to establish its reliability and validity.   Its critics indicate researcher-influenced bias, ie, the ability to establish and maintain bracketing on the part of the researcher to avoid interference with interpreting the data can be regarded as questionable.  Finally, it lacks standardization, due to typically small sample sizes, and its results cannot be generalized (Tuffour, 2017).

Grounded Theory
Originally developed by sociologists Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a means to validate qualitative research, grounded theory is a research design method for developing theory that is grounded or based on data.  Large-scale data is systematically collected and analysed from participants’ lived experiences and perspectives and used to generate theories to explain social phenomena.  Grounded theory represents an important and influential research method that is widely used in health care professions, education, social sciences and psychology.  Its purpose is to move beyond description to provide a theory to explain or interpret complex social phenomena (Charmaz, 2006).  This has particular significance if contemporary theories are deemed to be inadequate or missing.

Grounded theory differs from other research methods due to its own characteristic set of procedures.  These include theoretical sampling, ie, where participants have experienced the process under investigation, and coding, where data is used to extract the theory.  This is in contrast to other theories where researchers start by applying a theory or hypothesis, then test it by proving or disproving it.  Grounded theorists use inductive (data-driven) logic, ie, they start by collecting data and analysing it concurrently to develop a hypothesis (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

During fieldwork researchers initially collect the data, then code and analyse it to form categories that are integrated into a theoretical framework.  In more detail, data analysis in grounded theory involves three stages: open coding; axial coding; selective coding.  During the open coding stage key concepts and phrases are identified, organized into sub-categories then categories.  This helps the researcher to reflect and theorise on their understanding, ie, to make sense of the data.  A constant comparison is made of the data from each participant with the emerging categories.  Axial coding involves identifying relationships between the categories and identifying connections.  Finally, during the selective coding stage a key category is identified and related to the remaining categories.  Integrating the categories together allows the grounded theory to be discovered.  Semi-structured in-depth, open-ended questions are used for data collection and observational methods and focus groups can also be employed.

More recent thinkers advocate a more constructivist approach towards grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006), with Clark (2005) emphasizing the significance of the social setting with the process.  El Hussein et al (2014)
propose that grounded theory offers many advantages, specifically: a systematic approach to data analysis; not limited to a specific discipline or field; promotes creativity; promotes conceptual analysis; provides richness and depth of data.  In terms of its limitations, the authors conclude that grounded theory is a lengthy, exhaustive process, has restricted generalizability, multiple non-standardised approaches and the potential for methodological error. 

Ethnography
As a form of social research, ethnography involves observing people’s behaviour and cultural values in social settings.  In addition to written observations and analysis, ethnographic studies can be represented creatively, eg, through art, photography or performed through stories, poems and theatre (Etherington, K, 2004).

As a qualitative from of research, immersing themselves in a specific community or group to observe participants’ behaviour gives the researcher the opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of a community or group’s shared culture and social dynamics.  It is this depth of understanding and authentic information that advocates of ethnography feel cannot be obtained by relying solely on questions or interviews used in other forms of research. It is a research method that offers flexibility - rather than aiming to test a hypothesis or test a theory, through direct access to practices and culture of the community or group under study, the researcher is able to offer a rich, narrative account of the nature of a particular social phenomenon (Jones and Smith, 2017).  Data analysis in ethnographic studies can often be in the form of thematic analysis using a constant comparison approach – each new finding is compared with existing evidence (Jones and Smith, 2017).  Ethnographic study involves investigating a small number of participants or even a single case in depth.  Whilst the aim of this research is to use the data collected to make sense of a social phenomenon, it also requires the researcher to be reflexive in their fieldwork to account for their own assumptions in order to underpin the evidence (Jones and Smith, 2017).

The challenges of this form of research include: observer bias due to subjective interpretation; ethical considerations when observing and reporting sensitive data, and negotiating access and consent to carry out the work; working primarily with unstructured data, ie, data that has not been coded with defined analytical categories at the point of collection (Reeves, Kuper and Hodges, 2008).  The distinction between choosing an overt or covert approach (where participants are unaware of being observed by the researcher) also presents an ethical challenge.  Working in an open or closed setting and observing actively or passively can also represent further challenges for the researcher.

The benefits of this type of research include the opportunity for the researcher to explore the complexities and cultural nuances of a group or community in a real world setting.  Perhaps most importantly, ethnographic research also gives a voice to overlooked or marginalized social groups (Jones and Smith, 2017).

In summary, it is evident that the qualitative research methods already discussed are inductive (data-driven) rather than deductive (theory-led).   
Braun and Clarke (2020) suggest that selecting the most appropriate research design method should be informed by the analyst’s research goals and objectives.  Moreover, there may not always be a single, clear-cut method of analysis for a research project, combining more than a single approach often allows the researcher to address the research question more effectively and deliver similar results.
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