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	What is the purpose of your proposed project and how may it inform counselling practice? (please list the main aims and objectives)

Aims (what): 

To conduct research exploring the lived experiences of Neurodivergent Counselling Trainees, focusing on the training process, addressing the current gap within the academic literature.

To contribute towards wider conversations within the profession about how Counsellor training can be more Neuro-inclusive (Dark, 2024) for its trainees, therefore taking a top-down approach to Neuro-inclusion for clients.

To highlight and challenge Neuro-normative frames existent within modern Counselling training and practice (Leong and Graichen, 2024). 

To explore and challenge stereotypes, stigmatising narratives and ideological monoliths that exist about Neurodivergent individuals within society and the Counselling profession. 

To improve mental health outcomes, life experiences and opportunities for Neurodivergent individuals within society and the Counselling profession.

Objectives (how):

To conduct semi-structured interviews that; 

1. Identify challenges experienced by Neurodivergent individuals (related to Neurotype) throughout the Counsellor training process.
2. Identify strengths of Neurodivergent individuals (related to Neurotype) that were helpful throughout the Counsellor training process.
3. Uncover what was unhelpful/discriminatory/Neuro-normative as experienced by Neurodivergent individuals throughout the Counsellor training process.
4. Ask participants what was helpful and or what they would like to see implemented/increased/standardised as a part of the Counsellor training process, specifically regarding their Neurodivergent needs and inclusivity.


To use a research methodology (IPA) that is focused on unearthing subjective lived experiences; therefore, contributing towards authentic/unmasked Neurodivergent voices being represented within the world of Counselling research and practice.

To analyse the data using SEA as a complementary tool to IPA (Abdul, 2021; Iacovou, 2015); particularly the ‘lens of paradox’ that may help to highlight and account for the dual experience of masking (as opposed to viewing inconsistencies in data as a way to discredit validity).

To keep an awareness of internalised ableism within the researcher, methodology, research design and within participants own self and world views.

To conduct a thorough positionality statement/reflexivity/internal frame of reference (Moustakas, 1990) section, to mitigate (as far as possible) personal bias of the researcher.

To conduct Neuro-inclusive research by following Dark’s (2024) 8 Principles.



	Background literature Please briefly outline why you feel this research is necessary, what theoretical framework is being used and what literature has informed this proposal. 


Neurodivergent individuals experience significantly higher rates of poor mental health than their Neurotypical counterparts, in particular; Anxiety, Depression, Suicidal Ideation and completed Suicide. This is often linked to factors such as stigma, social isolation, burnout, the pressures of masking and trying to function in environments that are designed for Neurotypical nervous systems (Kudiakova et al, 2024). 

Typically research and practice has taken an objective ‘outside’ perspective on the subject of Neurodivergence, with Neurodivergent voices and the subjective experience only recently becoming part of the conversation (Benson, 2023; Leong and Graichen, 2024; Trew, 2025).  As a result, Neuro-inclusive and Neuro-affirming approaches as well as adapted interventions are gaining respect and credibility within the field of Counselling research and practice for clients (Dark, 2024; Dallman, 2024; Fuld and McKelvie, 2024; Paynter, Sommer and Cook, 2025).

However, despite these recent strides forward for Neurodivergent clients in both research and practice, the subject of Neuro-inclusion for Counsellors within the profession and training environment remains little explored which begs the question; “How can the profession be truly Neuro-inclusive for clients if it doesn’t provide, discuss or recognise Neuro-inclusion for its Counsellors and trainees?”. A recent and novel paper exploring the experience of Autistic Counsellors (Taylor and Sims, 2024), found that a lack of accommodation and awareness within the training environment significantly affects the confidence and mental health of its trainees; and further, may contribute towards perpetuating unhelpful and stigmatising narratives about Autism within the profession through lack of representation and consequent internalised ableism.

Lastly, there remains a lack of cohesion and an artificial severing of Neurotypes within the world of research. With a well-documented overlap and significant co-occurrence of Neurodivergences such as Autism and ADHD (Ramtekkar, 2017; Hours, Recasens and Baleyte, 2022), papers continue to separate these elements of the individual in a bid to control variables and avoid ‘methodological messiness’. However, the interplay between these factors is significant, particularly for those who identify as what is colloquially known as ‘AuDHD’ (Embrace Autism, 2024). This proposal therefore argues the importance of including and acknowledging multiple and generalised Neurodivergence within the current research design to address this ‘artificial severance’ and therefore capture a more accurate, nuanced and total experience of participants.

This discussion and the topics mentioned fall under the Theoretical Framework of Constructivism. This is the view that there is no one truth or objective reality, rather reality is constructed either by individuals (Cognitive Constructivism) or groups (Social Constructivism) and must be interpreted (Chand, 2023; Jung, 2019). Linked to the concept of Social Constructivism is the Social Model of Disability which views the experience of disability as a product of mismatch between the individual and their environment, as opposed to a deficit residing solely within the individual (Hogan, 2019).


	Proposed methodology: Please briefly describe your intended study design (type of design and what you are planning to do with/to your participants) including who you expect your participants to be and how you propose to recruit them
 
The proposed methodology for this research study is Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), using methodological tools from Structural Existential Analysis (SEA). 

IPA’s focus on unearthing the ‘lived experience’ of individual participants may help to counter the unhelpful, and at times dehumanizing, homogony of concepts in circulation about Neurodivergent individuals. In particular, IPA intentionally looks for divergence as well as convergence in the data between participants, therefore looking for patterns as well as individuality (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022, p3).

SEA can be used as a stand-alone methodology, or as an add on to combine with another methodology, such as IPA. In the case of adding to, or blending, with another methodology, there are various tools that can be applied to data analysis such as; the filters of Time, Space, Paradox, Purpose and Passion, the Emotional Compass and the Four Worlds Model (Van Deurzen and Arnold Baker, 2025a; Van Deurzen and Arnold Baker, 2025b). Because of its similar theoretical and philosophical roots, SEA has been successfully used in conjunction with IPA for research in the fields of Counselling and Psychology (Abdul, 2021; Iacovou, 2015; Van Deurzen and Arnold Baker, 2025b).

Data will be collected via semi-structured interviews either in person or online. Interview questions will be sent to participants no later than 1 week before interviews are due to commence to provide adequate reflection time on material. 

Participants will be recruited via a brief study outline that will be circulated on professional and academic networks. Participants must meet the following selection criteria:

1. Be either diagnosed or self-identified as Neurodivergent; either generally Neurodivergent or with a specific or combined Neurotype (including but not exclusive to, Autism, ADHD, AuDHD, Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Tourette’s).
2. Have been enrolled on a Counselling or Psychotherapy practice-based training course for at least 3 months (including individuals who may have left/not completed such training) or have completed a practice-based training course in either Counselling or Psychotherapy within the last 3 years.
3. To have access to either Supervision or personal therapy.



	Main Ethical considerations: Please briefly outline the main ethical considerations of your proposed research and how you think you will take this into account in the design and conduct of your study.

The main ethical concerns of this research project are to do ‘no harm’ to the participants or researcher, and to provide (as far as possible) an accurate unbiased reflection of data in order to faithfully serve the Counselling and Neurodivergent communities. These factors will be mitigated by implementing the following measures:

Ethical Recruitment: 

Informed Consent documentation given at first point of contact and the Right to Withdraw stated clearly to participants.

Aims and objectives of the research study as well as possible interview questions to be provided to all potential research participants at first point of contact

Researcher to have no prior personal relationship with any research participants. 

Participants to be aware from first point of contact that work may be published in the public domain.




Ethical Data Collection: 

A follow up reflective interview offered to participants as part of aftercare.

Participants will be given interview questions ahead of time to account for potential delayed processing linked to Neurodivergence.

Anonymity (not confidentiality) of data will be offered, including ‘curated anonymity’ (Smith, Flowers and Larkin, 2022, pp48-49).

Researcher to check in with participants at the end of interviews for any comments they wish to not be included as verbatim extracts in any published works. 

Participants must have access to either supervision or personal therapy as part of the inclusion criteria. 

To follow Dark’s (2024) 8 Principles for Neuro-inclusion in research.

Adherence to GDPR regulations and standards regarding the holding and handling of raw data and participant contact details.

To adhere to strict privacy regulations regarding the collection of raw data either in person or online.

Ethical Analysis and Researcher Care: 

Researcher will engage in own Personal Therapy with a Neurodivergent Therapist for no less than 4 sessions throughout research project. 

Researcher will keep a reflective Journal throughout entirety of data collection, analysis and write up. 

Researcher will answer interview questions prior to interviewing participants as a form of bracketing and unconscious bias reduction (to be included as part of positionality statement/internal frame of reference section at the beginning of the research paper).

Ethical Dissemination of Results: 

A thorough positionality statement/reflexivity/internal frame of reference (Moustakas, 1990) section to be included at the beginning of the research paper. 

Participants to be informed of intention to publish work at recruitment stage.
 
Researcher to produce a ‘lay summary’ for inclusion in a variety of open access formats, such as blog websites, so that results may further and more inclusively reach the participant group of which they are about (Dark, 2024). 


	Please provide a proposed timetable/Gantt Chart for your study (this can be on an additional sheet/appendix)

See Appendix 1

	Please provide five key references to support your proposal (additional references can be supplied as an appendix)
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Dark, J. (2024). Eight principles of neuro-inclusion; an autistic perspective on innovating inclusive research methods. Frontiers in Psychology, 15. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1326536

Leong, C., & Graichen, R. (2024). Decentring Neuronormativity: A Transactional Analysis Impasse Theory Perspective for Understanding ADHD Masking and Authentically Honoring the Da Vinci Archetype Within. Transactional Analysis Journal, 54(1), 91–106. https://doi.org/10.1080/03621537.2024.2286581 

Taylor, J. R., & Sims, M. (2025). To understand the experiences of autistic counsellors: A United Kingdom phenomenological study. Counselling and Psychotherapy Research, 25(2). https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12839


(further references available as Appendix 2)
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