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Background
Happiness seems to be a topic of interest not only for social disciplines and others but central to a person’s life. Literature seems to confirm that pursuing happiness has been part of humanity for a long time (EPS, 2015). It seems as though everyone is looking for that “happily ever after”, which is portrayed in the movies and on social media every day. There is a sense of happiness being some kind of Holy Grail, something that if actively pursued, it is attainable. But, does happily ever after exist?

To answer this question, it is of importance to know what individuals’ perceptions on happiness are. Happiness means different things for different people, it seems that no concept and definition of happiness is ever right for everyone. Over the years, literature has shown different ways of understanding happiness. Some of these are based on scales that in fact measure wellbeing and not happiness. This happens due to misinterpretations of what happiness and wellbeing are. Happiness is comprised of emotions and feelings (Lyubomirsky, 2008). It is about how a person thinks and feels about themselves and their circumstances (Damasio, 1999 and Veenhoven, 2009 cited in Abdel-khalek and Lester, 2017, p. 13). The concept of wellbeing is about assessing an individual’s quality of life by using scales which are based on a series of factors (Bartels, 2015), such as “income, healthy life expectancy, social support, freedom, trust and generosity” (Helliwell, Layard and Sachs, 2017).

Following from this misinterpretation between these two concepts, research has demonstrated that some individuals seek happiness in the wrong places. Some people will try to look for happiness in material things. Money, as an example, is associated with happiness, however, literature suggests that, while having some money brings more happiness, pursuing money as a way of being happy, will more likely lead to unhappiness (Sheldon and Kasser, 1998 cited in Lyubomirsky, 2008, p.43). This unhappiness could be because individuals expect that money on its own will bring all the happiness they were looking for, but focusing on material things, individuals lose the connection with themselves, their family, friends and also their community (Lyubomirsky, 2008). According to Helliwell and Putman (2004) having social connections plays an important role in the development of happiness. 

Culture also has a preponderant role when it comes to happiness (Ford, et al, 2014) as does an individual’s environment and their active or passive role in changing (Lyubomirsky, 2008). Whilst culture is of fundamental importance when it comes to happiness, as it determines how individuals seek happiness, it seems as important to look into an individual’s early experiences (Lyubomirsky, 2008). In some cultures, happiness is a right and only the individual is responsible for their happiness (individualistic cultures, such as the USA) (Kitayama, Mesquita and Karasawa, 2006). In other cultures, happiness is seen as attainable by social engagement (collectivistic cultures, such as Asian countries) Markus and Kitayama, (1991 cited in Oyserman, Coon and Kemmelmeier, 2002, p.1054).

 Attachment and genetics seem to be predictors of happiness / unhappiness (Lyubomirsky, 2008), however, an individual can foster their own happiness. Lyubomirsky (2008) states that if an individual wants to be happy then they must act on it. Although there may be a genetic predisposition for unhappiness, the genes will only manifest if the environment is leading to it. As an example, by having a supportive environment, the individual has more chances to be happy (Lyubomirsky, 2008).

Happiness is still seen as fleeting, however, a growing body of literature, especially in the spiritual realm, comes to confirm that happiness lies within each person and if individuals are not happy all the time it is simply because they do not see happiness as being a choice (Qayoom and Husain, 2016). Happiness through this lens is then, attainable and sustainable (Tatankiewicz, 1976 cited in Joshanloo, et al, 2014). By controlling their state of mind (emotions, feelings and beliefs about one’s self) happiness will always be in abundance (Qayoom and Husain, 2016).  Individuals can foster their happiness by using techniques rooted in spiritual traditions such as meditation, gratitude diaries, compassion, and forgiveness (Lyubormirsky, et al, 2011; Qayoom and Husain, 2016). 

This Literature Review prompts a focus group to develop the ways in which the concept of happiness can be applied to counselling. It is observed that individuals seek counselling in order to deal with issues that impact on their happiness (BACP, 2015).

Aims and Objectives
Literature indicates the significance of exploring happiness as it seems that there is a misunderstanding about happiness and wellbeing. This exploration will give insight into a key concept for counselling. By distinguishing this and by understanding how culture and environment affects individuals, counsellors will have the tools to better help clients.
In order to gather data to answer the overarching question: - What is the meaning of happiness? The questions to be explored are:
1- What does happiness mean to you?
2- What makes some people happier than others?
3- What can people do to foster their happiness?

Methodology
Thematic data analysis will be used in order to analyse the qualitative data gathered (Creswell, 2009). This is flexible, allowing for exploration of the richness of the data gathered from the participants’ lived experiences, creating common themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Data analysis will be through the lens of relativism allowing for researcher interpretation and conclusions (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

Methods
The focus group will last around 20 minutes at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, SA1 campus. It will be composed of five students who vary in age and have chosen, upon reading Appendix 2, to participate as part of Level 6 Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies and signed an informed consent document, Appendix 3. The focus group will take place in a room, where participants can feel safe to give their opinions. All the opinions will be accepted and respected. Room set up will allow everybody to see and hear each other to facilitate the recording process. Participants will have the opportunity to read and familiarise themselves with the briefing documents before the start of the focus group and any questions they have will be answered. The participants will be made aware that they can withdraw from the focus group at any time during the session and up until two weeks later and any data collected from them will not be published. They must also be made aware that the they do not have to answer a question that they do not feel comfortable with.  The researcher’s verbal cues or body language will lead participant’s answers.  Recording is anonymous and therefore, for confidentiality purposes, participants will refer to one another as participant A, B, C, D, E. Data will be stored by the university to allow for course work evaluation. The research supervisor will be present in the room. 

Planning and Resources
For familiarity, the participants will have the questions two weeks in advance.  Equipment and data storage will be provided by the university and will not incur cost. 

Participants will be required to give their informed consent to participating in the focus group, and agreeing to be recorded.

Ethics
[bookmark: _GoBack]The aim of this research is to establish the meaning of happiness as an important concept within the counselling professions. This research is taking place under the School of Social Justice and Inclusion in the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. In doing this research, the researcher will follow the guidelines of the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice and also the BACP to ensure that no harm is caused and that high standards are maintained (BACP, 2016). The researcher will follow the ethical protocols for focus groups stated in the BACP (2017).
The questions that will be explored in the focus group should not have any negative impact on the participants, however, after finishing the focus group, there will be a de-brief, where participants will have the opportunity to speak to the research supervisor, who is a qualified counsellor. Signposting will be available should problems arise after the session and the researcher can be contacted by email or phone. 

In regards to data collection, under the BACP (2016), it will be treated confidentially and anonymously. Participants will be referred to by letter in the group and during the analysis of the data to comply with confidentially and data protection. The researcher should not be biased, therefore, all data should be analysed and interpreted in a transparent way, in order to make it accurate.
 
Outcomes
The researcher aims to gather detailed data that will allow her to give a clear answer to the overarching question - what is happiness. The researcher considers this question to be of great importance in counselling and as a future counsellor, the researcher will have a better understanding of the concept of happiness, when it comes to practice.
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APPENDIX 1: 

Covering letter


DATE: 12/03/2019


“Happily ever after – does it exist?” 

You are invited to take part in a research study to explore:

What does happiness mean to you?
What makes some people happier than others?
What can people do to foster their happiness?


Before you decide whether you wish to participate it is important that you understand why the research is being undertaken and what it entails. You should therefore read the attached information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 

The research is supervised by Beverly Cole. It has been approved by UWTSD Swansea Metropolitan University’s School of Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee [SREC]. The SREC is bound by the ethical guidelines of the British Psychological Society and the British Association for Psychology and Counselling and it is hoped that this research will give a better understanding of happiness for its application in the counselling practice.

Taking part in this study is voluntary and the attached information should clarify any questions you may have. If you still have concerns, please feel free to contact me using the contact details given in the information sheet. 

Thank you for taking the time to read this information. 

Susana Matos (Level 6 student - Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies)
[bookmark: _Toc508527652]APPENDIX 2: 
Information sheet
										
Information Sheet for participation in Research into “Happily ever after – does it exist?” 




Researcher: Susana Matos

You are invited to take part in a focus group as part of a research study. Before you decide whether you wish to participate it is important that you understand why the research is being undertaken and what it entails. 

Please take the time to read this information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. 

What is the purpose of the study? 

The aim of this part of the research is to explore the experiences of volunteers involved in the focus group entitled “Happily ever after – does it exist?” 

 

Do I have to take part in the study? 

· Participating in the study is voluntary, it is up to you to decide whether to participate and if or when to withdraw. 

· If you wish to withdraw from the research at any time you will be able to do so without giving a reason. The cut-off date for withdrawal will be one week after the focus group has taken place. Should you withdraw at, or before, this point, no data supplied by you will be used. 

What will happen if I take part in the study? 

· If, after reading the information provided, you decide to take part you will need to: 

1. Sign the consent form [no information will be used without this signed form] 
2. Return this form to me by 12/03/2019. 

· Where consent forms are returned by email, with an indication of intent to participate, this will be taken as informed consent. 

· Upon receipt of your consent form, you will be invited to attend a focus group which will take about twenty minutes of your time [plus any travelling to/from the SA1 Campus]. The focus group will consist of five students within Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies Level 6 cohort who will discuss the issues outlined on the Focus Group Schedule attached. 

What if I need to contact you? 

· You can contact me via the email address and telephone number provided below. 


What are the benefits of taking part? 

· You may consider advantageous to reflect upon your own perception of happiness and learning new ways of fostering happiness. You may also learn about what may impact on your happiness. 


· What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

· It is highly unlikely that this research could disturb anyone taking part, but should the facilitator feel at any time during the course of the focus group that the conversation is beginning to create distress or stress for anyone the discussion will be stopped at that point and a short break will take place before returning to more general topics of discussion. If participation brings up upsetting material which you would like to discuss with someone, you are free to discuss this with the research supervisor [see contact details provided], who is a qualified counsellor, or you can contact me for signposting to relevant support. Should any unsafe or unethical practice be identified, this will be addressed in accordance with the BACP Ethical Framework (2010). 

Will my taking part be confidential? 

· Although the researcher will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality, the nature of focus groups prevents a guarantee of confidentiality. The researcher will, however, remind participants to respect the privacy of fellow participants and not repeat what is said in the focus group to others. A section of the consent form also requires participants to agree to keep information appertaining to the focus group confidential. 
Will my taking part be anonymous? 

· Your contributions will be anonymised. It is likely that some actual quotations used by you may be used in the presentation of the research, although these extracts and any other personal information will be made anonymous by modification of any identifiable information. It will not be possible to link any data to any participant. 

What will happen if I don’t want to participate? 

· Nothing. Just ignore this correspondence. 




· What if there is a problem? 

· If you have a problem with any aspect of the research these can be addressed either to the researcher at email [sdacunhamatos.151441@student.utsd.ac.uk], telephone [07544116422] or Beverly Cole (email: beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk, telephone number 07786332338).

What will happen to the information I provide and the results of the study? 

· The focus group session will be recorded and transcribed to facilitate analysis of content. The recording and the transcription will be stored separately and securely and destroyed once the research process is completed. 

· The results will be presented to UWTSD and will be available in the libraries of this organisation. Further to this, findings will be used for journal articles/conference presentations and collected data could be used for training purposes. Should any malpractice become evident this will be addressed in accordance with BACP guidelines. 

Who has reviewed this study? 

· This study has been approved by UWTSD Swansea School of Social Justice and Inclusion bound by the ethical guidelines of the British Psychological Society and the British Association for Counsellors and Psychotherapists 



What if I have any other questions? 

· Reading the information sheets provided should answer many of your questions. However, you may require additional information, or have a query, now or at a future stage of the research. Should this be the case please do not hesitate to contact me by telephone (07544116422) or email (sdacunhamatos.151441@student.utsd.ac.uk). 

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet. 


Susana Matos (Level 6 student - Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies) 

Date:12/03/2019
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Consent Form


Consent Form [Focus Group]: Research Project: “Happily ever after – does it exist?” 
 

Please read this form carefully, initialling each box to indicate agreement as appropriate. 

I have read and I understand the information provided about this research, I have a copy for future reference [dated 12/03/2019] and I have no reservations regarding content. 


I have had the opportunity to consider the information and ask questions. I have had these answered satisfactorily and I understand that there will be a further opportunity to address any questions at the end of data collection, just prior to the point where I am able to withdraw. 


I have a telephone number and an email address for the researcher, and contact details of the main project supervisor should I have any concerns. 


I understand that although the researcher will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality, the nature of focus groups prevents a guarantee of confidentiality. The researcher will remind participants to respect the privacy of participants and not repeat what is said in the focus group. I agree not to divulge any information regarding the focus group to others. 


I understand that the focus group session is to be recorded and transcribed and data will be stored securely. I also understand that actual quotations from my contributions may be used to support the research, although any data collected will be anonymised. Findings may be the subject of journal articles/conference presentations and/or any other related educational or research work. Data collected will be destroyed once the research process is finalised. 


I understand that I can withdraw from this study at any time up to the cut-off point, without giving any reason, if I do so data relating to me will not be used in the study. 


I consent to take part in the focus group. 




Signature: ____________________    Date: _____________________ Tel Number: _____________ 


Print Name:___________________      Email: _________________________________   


If you return this form via email, you may be able to sign it electronically. If this is not the case please note that receipt of this form via your email address will be taken as informed consent 


I would like to have sight of the research findings when these are produced Yes/No
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Focus Group Schedule


	
	Project: Research into perceptions of happiness.



Date:  01/04/2019                 Time of Group: Start: 1:15 pm     Finish: 1:35 pm
Venue: UWTSD – SA1 Campus

[Introductions. Briefly describe project and focus group protocol [including purpose of study, recording, dissemination and withdrawal], ensure participants have copies of the information sheet and focus group schedule and have signed the consent form}. Revisit informed consent. 


OVERARCHING QUESTION: “Happily ever after – does it exist?” 


Topic 1: What does happily ever after means to you?

Topic 2: In what ways can you foster happiness?

Topic 3: Why are there some people happier than other? 


[Thank participants for participating, assure them of anonymity and advise what will happen next. Ask whether participants have any questions, want sight of notes/themes, etc. Cool down period, debriefing chat]. 
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Debriefing form 


Date: 01/04/2019

Thank you for participating in this study. Your time and effort are appreciated. 
This research explored the different perceptions of happiness. It allowed for new ways of fostering happiness, as well as, for learning what may preventing you from being happier. It is an integral part of training for tomorrow’s counsellors.

Happiness has been a well-researched topic within academic literature, however, by taking part in this focus group I have experienced in first hand a personal perspective that may not be represented in the research already existent. 

You are reminded, however, that you still have the right to withdraw at this point. Should you decide to do so you will not have to give any reason and collected data will not be used and will be destroyed.  You will be aware that this study has received ethics approval from the Psychology and Counselling Research Ethics Committee of Swansea Metropolitan University. However, if you have any questions or concerns about your participation in this study, you can contact Beverly Cole (email: beverly.cole@smu.ac.uk, telephone 07786332338).

Although this study did not focus on any issues which would normally invoke emotionally sensitive reflection, sometimes the process of reflecting can prove to be disturbing. If answering any of these questions led you to feel distressed, you are free to discuss associated issues with myself or Beverly Cole, who is a qualified counsellor and if you would like to speak to someone else about your thoughts, arrangements can be made for you to be provided with a list of helpful organisations so that you can talk about any aspect of the research which has caused you distress. Should this be the case, you will need to contact the researcher within seven days of the date of this form. 

Susana Matos (Level 6 student - Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies)
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