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Aims and Objectives

    The purpose of this research is to determine the importance of the therapeutic relationship between therapist and client and its contribution to a positive counselling outcome.

    The aims and objectives are therefore, to discover the focus groups’ thoughts and ideas on what constitutes a successful therapeutic relationship, by discussing three or possibly four questions related to the indicative research question in order to achieve an answer.

Literature Review

     According to McLeod (2009), the therapeutic relationship is the connection developed over time between client and therapist and is different to any other form of relationship.  This relationship acknowledges Derosis (2015), could be the first time an individual has formed an intimate connection with another where their thoughts, ideas and feelings have been allowed to be heard without judgement, disdain or distress and instead are uncensored, understood and valued.

    Studies conducted by Dollarhide et al, (2012), showed that counsellor skills and personal characteristics were responsible for the depth of connection and the outcome of therapy.  Therefore, the authors claimed, the therapeutic relationship is both necessary and sufficient to enable cognitive processing.  Easterbrook and Meehan (2017) however, argue the relationship between counsellor and client is secondary to achieving results in some approaches for example CBT, with the therapist not required to pay attention to the building of the relationship.  Existing research also shows the therapeutic relationship as necessary however not always sufficient in producing a favourable therapeutic outcome according to (Cronin, et al, (2015).  These conflicting views will be discussed within the focus group using the questions listed below, in order to discover the distinct elements of the ideal therapeutic relationship which in turn will perhaps inform important directions for future research. 

Research Question

    The overarching research question is ‘How important is the therapeutic relationship in relation to a successful counselling outcome?’

    The four subsidiary questions to be discussed within the focus group are;

1 – Carl Rogers outlined three essential ingredients of a therapeutic relationship, unconditional positive regard, genuineness and empathy.  What would be your fourth essential ingredient?

2 – Some approaches, for example CBT/EMDR, focus more on gaining results rather than the building of the therapeutic relationship.  How effective do you believe these techniques are compared to relationship focused techniques for example PCT?

3 – If you were a client, how would you like to be treated by your counsellor, what would be most important to you?
4 – What are your views on the thought that counsellors must already possess certain skills as part of their character in order to be effective?

    The therapeutic relationship is acknowledged as an area of importance by McLeod (2009), who maintains that the alliance between counsellor and client is unique and effective outcomes depend on how the relationship operates.  This research will therefore add to the current body of knowledge within the importance of the therapeutic relationship by exploring this in the focus group.

Method

    A focus group will be selected consisting of five fellow students from the Level 6 Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Undergraduate Course.  The participants will be fully informed of the overarching research question and the four subsidiary questions two weeks prior to the date of the meeting.  The anonymized data collected within the focus group will be analysed using the thematic analysis method and the findings will be shared with the entire Level 6 class by way of a power point presentation.

    By collecting data through a focus group, information collected will be that of the individual’s personal opinion, experience, feeling and attitude towards the specific questions asked (Dempster and Hanna, 2016).  These individual and unique views on the research topic would not be possible using alternative methods such as interviews, questionnaires or observation as often opening up discussions within a group setting can expand conversation further resulting in a richer and deeper data collection (Wilson, 2016).

    The chosen method to analyse the data collection is Thematic Analysis.  This method is commonly used in analysing qualitative data due to its theoretically-flexible approach in systematically gaining knowledge, by identifying patterned themes across a dataset (Norwell, et al, 2017). 

    Thematic Analysis, state Braun and Clarke (2006), is an ideal research method for discovering themes and perspectives within interviews.  The authors also claim that its theoretical flexibility allows for depth and richness in the research data and if conducted appropriately, can enable the researcher to achieve profound answers to specific research questions.  Dempster and Hannah (2015) agree, adding that data collected must be interpreted through empathic understanding of the participants’ contributions.

     

Planning and Resources  

    Participants will be issued with consent forms and an information pack which will detail the requirements of the focus group two weeks prior to the date set.  All data collected will be kept confidential and those taking part will be asked to respect others confidentiality at all times during and after the focus group has met.  Participants will be made aware that they are able to withdraw from taking part at any point, and any contributions made will be destroyed if they do so wish, they will also be advised of the option to withdraw from answering a particular question if they are in any way uncomfortable in doing so, or retract any answers they may have already given (Wiles, et al, 2009).  The anonymized data collected will be presented to a wider audience within the university at a later date through a power point presentation and participants will be informed that they are welcome to request a copy of the presentation if they require information on how their contributions will be presented.  Data will only be shared with the module leader who will be present at the focus group meeting, research used for the power point presentation will be anonymized before being shared with other Level 6 students for assessment purposes.  

    Consent forms will be issued and signed before the focus group commences, confidentiality will be addressed in these forms and a verbal reminder given before discussions start will be given to all involved.  There will be no cost for this research project and neither are there any financial interests to myself the researcher, or to the university. Participants are taking part voluntarily and the university rooms and recording equipment will be used.  All equipment used to record data collection will be password protected and locked away securely after use.  It will be requested that the participants’ own devices are turned off and left in a safe place during the discussion.  A recording of the focus group will be made by myself the researcher, however anonymity will be kept throughout the discussion with pseudonyms being used instead of participants’ real names.  

    There will be a de-brief at the end of the session where participants will be advised that myself and the supervising module leader will be available for a period of 30 minutes or longer if needed, to discuss any issues that may have arisen during the focus group with signposting to further assistance if required.  Participants will also be made aware that there will be a 2 week period from the date of the focus group meeting where any contributions made can be withdrawn if necessary and data will be destroyed and omitted from the final presentation.  The room in which the focus group will take place, will be set out to ensure comfort and privacy.     

Ethics

    This research will be conducted within the School of Social Justice and Inclusion in UWTSD and therefore will adhere to guidelines set out by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) Ethical Framework (BACP, 2016) and also the university’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, significant importance will be placed on the BACP Ethical Framework for Research (BACP, 2004).

    Research will be conducted through a focus group consisting of five student volunteers from the Level 6, Counselling Skills and Interdisciplinary Studies course.  The focus group will take place on university campus with the Empirical Research module leader present throughout the discussion.  The contents of the focus group will be recorded and subsequently analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), and finally the results will be presented in the form of a power point presentation to the entire Level 6 Empirical Research module class as part of an assessment.

    Both the researcher and the participants will be monitored by the supervising module leader to ensure that none are adversely affected by the process of the focus group, or any issues that may arise within it.  Participants will also be protected during the process by choosing to participate by their own free will and it will be reiterated that they are able to leave the discussion at any time.  In addition, those taking part will be informed of the topic of research and the questions they will be asked as part of that topic.  Individuals will be made to feel comfortable of their decision to decline to give an answer, in the event of a question arising that they are not confident in providing an answer to.

[bookmark: _GoBack]    Consent forms and informed consent will be a priority throughout the focus group procedure, with participants repeatedly made aware of the issues that can arise with confidentiality and anonymity.  Consent showing understanding and acceptance will be recorded in both written and verbal forms (Wiles, et al, 2009).

    The facilitator and researcher will ensure that counselling skills training is apparent during the discussion, recognising any forms of distress or unease by being aware of any non-verbal body language or noticeable discomfort during the session.  Any sensitive material that arises will be dealt with in a professional and sensitive manner.  The de-brief at the end of the session will be an opportunity for any participant to discuss any issues that have arisen and one-one de-briefs will be offered if an individual finds it more appropriate.  It is hoped that a learning experience for all will be achieved by conducting this research into the importance of the therapeutic relationship in counselling outcomes.  However, as it is of the utmost importance that no participant leaves the group in a distressed state, steps will be in place for individual discussions to be carried out with the module leader who is an experienced counsellor and researcher.  If any issues are unable to be solved immediately, participants will be signposted to relevant agencies for further help and discussion.
    
    
    
Outcomes

    The purpose of this research project is to gain insightful and individual perspectives by considering four specific questions within the focus group.  The aim is to determine through the information collected, the participants views on the overarching question of how important the therapeutic relationship is in relation to a successful counselling outcome.  By addressing specific aspects of the therapeutic relationship, this research will access and establish personal views and experiences of the therapeutic relationship and its importance, identifying areas for further research.  This outcomes will lead to a better understanding of what constitutes a successful therapeutic relationship and the areas that perhaps need developing further. 









