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Planning and executing my first piece of research has been an exciting though possibly also nerve-wracking endeavour.  The fact that in 2021 we are completing our research during a pandemic is not something anyone could have contemplated let alone foreseen, which at times has made this process even more daunting but at the same time very interesting. I am however very grateful that I came forearmed with years of experience as an Emergency Call Handler for the Ambulance Service and more recently as a trauma informed Counsellor, both of which have certainly helped prepare me to always expect the unexpected.  Throughout this assignment, I will adopt a reflexive approach to enable me to focus on my thoughts, hopes, fears and assumptions which will allow me to be aware of and learn how my thought processes and emotions are affecting the development of my research project. To help structure the essay, I will utilise the Gibbs (1998) framework, which will help me critically reflect upon my journey as the researcher thus far. 

The initial idea for a research project came to me at the beginning of the course and it had felt like a perfectly natural avenue to follow.  After completing my Literature Review last year and recognizing that morale in the NHS was very low (Wankhade P., 2018), I felt compelled to try and help look for a solution and perhaps make a positive change by contributing a piece of research to prevent burnout of staff in the service. The topic focused on the mental health challenges experienced by Emergency Call Handlers and the impact this has on their mental and physical health as reported by Smith, Holmes and Burkle (2019).  The goal was to consider whether the provision of Mindfulness and Psychoeducation could assist in achieving better mental health for call handlers.  However, unexpectedly this idea was no longer viable with the arrival of a new and deadly strain of the Corona virus, COVID-19. Populations were asked to stay at home and amongst many changes, the NHS Health Research Authority took its lead from the National Institute of Health Research (2020) and published a statement deeming it best practice to pause any new applications for research or existing studies and instead focus on Covid-19 studies. 

Overnight, my intended project became obsolete because one of the first hurdles I needed to overcome was to obtain ethical approval for it from the Ambulance Service research and ethical approval committee which was now not possible.  I felt huge disappointment and despair when realizing that I had come to a dead end and that I needed to change my research topic and change it quickly to enable me to complete the course. It felt extremely frustrating and very disturbing because I had no Plan B.   The only option that remained was to go back to the drawing board and reflect on the bigger picture and find another idea for my research proposal.  I asked myself what my interests were and what topics were relevant at this moment in time, what was happening around me? Suddenly it all made sense, when in the middle of a pandemic of course it made sense to write about it, after all we were all having to adapt to new norms in these times of shifting sands.  

My focus now turned to New Pathways, a charitable organisation helping individuals who had experienced rape or sexual abuse, I had been volunteering here as a counsellor for a few years so was encouraged when it was agreed that I may base my dissertation on the experiences of Counsellors who were all working remotely during this difficult time.  There was also a recognition that the sudden implementation of a worldwide Lockdown to save lives from COVID-19 was bringing with it a shadow pandemic globally (UNWomen, 2020) as there was a surge in domestic violence and sexual abuse.   Whilst many people found themselves either stuck at home on furlough or worse even suddenly unemployed, I found myself with more work than I had ever imagined, my new norm was to counsel from home via telephone or face to face via Zoom or Microsoft Teams instead of being face to face with clients.  Additionally, instead of working in the emergency control room, my counselling skills were also required by the Ambulance Service Occupational Health and Wellbeing department because of an increase of staff absence due to a sharp rise in frontline staff feeling traumatized and suffering from compassion fatigue and burnout.  

My initial literature search returned that a fair amount of research was being conducted such as that by Humer et al., (2020) and Johnson & Aldea (2021) however, the focus appeared to be on the efficacy of therapy when utilizing platforms such as the telephone, email, or Zoom rather than how working remotely was affecting counsellors during the pandemic. Immediately, I had so many questions; How were counsellors coping, having to share their home and workspace with other family members also battling for privacy and space?  What was it like to have to home school and juggle family commitments around work and clients?  What would effective selfcare look like in a home full of other family members? What difference did it make, if any, to not have to drive or travelling to and from work?  

Discovering a publication by McBeath et al., (2020) also suggested a gap in research, which furthermore cemented the recognition that this topic was current, relevant, and worth researching.  However, I do appreciate that being a counsellor for New Pathways and the researcher of this piece of work, I do have an obligation to weed out any potential bias so as not to influence the outcome.  

I must admit that I had found it quite difficult to let go of the initial research project, after all, I had hoped to research this subject matter since the start of my studies and had already invested a lot of time and effort in it. Furthermore, having to pick a completely new topic, research it briefly and then run with it was an additional learning curve, distressing, yet ultimately achievable. In hindsight, all this doubt was quite normal and healthy and has taught me that all aspects of research have a lot of uncertainty, and that the researcher requires above all a lot of patience and flexibility right from the start of the process.  Another noticeable element is that I realise how guilty I have felt about the huge amount of paper I have wasted.  I tend to print off relevant or interesting information and journals to peruse and reflect on; however, I now recognise that in future I will need to work more economically and efficiently. An alternative method might be to get used to saving links to relevant journals and place them in a research folder and then invest in and get used to working off two screens instead printing and wasting paper. 

Fortunately, from here on in my journey became a bit smoother and I was able to focus on, complete and submit an acceptable research proposal and an ethical application form without too much trouble.  Unfortunately, my inexperience of the research process and an eagerness to succeed saw me then proposing a two-part study. The first part consisted of a brief questionnaire, which I intended to send to all counsellors in New Pathways and from which I expected to gain data from individuals who might not consider a group activity.  This would be analysed by means of Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006). Subsequently I intended for a Focus Group discussion with 6-8 participants to ensue, from which data would be analysed utilising Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al., 2009).  Both methods were chosen because they look at themes and are concerned with the meanings an experience holds for the participant, this in turn is appealing as this is how I work as a counsellor.

In early January 2021, my proposal application gained ethical approval from both the New Pathways and the University Board of Ethics. The next step was to prepare and implement a pilot study, to enable me to verify that the research project flowed and could go live.   At this point all relevant paperwork such as the consent form, information and debriefing sheets were finalised, and the all-important questions set in the Survey going out to the participants.   

The constantly changing and uncertain times predetermined my method for collecting data.  Prior to the pandemic I had intended to conduct a questionnaire and either face to face interviews or a focus group, which I believed would permit me to gain a deeper understanding of the research process. Yet the implementation of social distancing and the need to complete the study from home, required me disregard these plans and think productively to be able to obtain data by alternate means. Suzuki et al., 2007 suggest that any qualitative data collected from participants are situational and subject to constraints and possibilities of a particular telling, therefore qualitative surveys are more appropriate if for instance the population is dispersed which, we are currently.  My original plan to have two parts to the study disappeared when I became aware that my idea was flawed,  I also became aware that I was putting myself under unnecessary pressure and that it would be a better idea to focus solely on a questionnaire which would still afford me the collection of rich data (Braun et al., 2020), if I implemented questions which were unambiguous and focused specifically upon remote working therapists. 

Although my pilot study only concentrated on the idea of a focus group it exposed a major flaw in my process, which was that because the participant criteria also included management participants and may have unintentionally prevented participants of non-managerial capacity from speaking freely.  Thus, a final decision was made to focus solely on an anonymous questionnaire. My choice of questionnaire on was based on the formulae of keeping things simple and I therefore opted to use Microsoft Forms Survey, which I found very easy to set up and guaranteed that participants would be able to return their questionnaires anonymously with only a number appearing on the completed item proving their participation but keeping their identity anonymous.


In conclusion, there have been many lessons learned throughout the preparation of my research project, which have all been invaluable.  Examples of this are that research projects are never set in stone, that there is always a possibility that the whole project may need to be shelved, furthermore, that elements will change over the course of the project and it may be imperative that whole sections are omitted or changed to enable the process to move forward.  As a researcher I now understand the requirement to be flexible and move with the project, in my case, after having completed the pilot study, it became clear that I was creating additional work for myself in an already stressful situation with a limited time frame. By initially suggesting that I would have two parts to the study it was noted that I would have two sets of data to analyse by two methods; Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al., 2009). Although I had originally believed that this may be benefit my research learning process, I now recognise that it may also have been detrimental to the quality and outcome of my study because I would not have had enough time to focus deeply on the project. I think it is fair to say this project has had its fair share of ups, downs, and uncertainties but it has certainly taught me a lot and I am sure there is still plenty more to learn as I now embark upon the analysis of data and the eventual writing up of the findings. 
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