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PROJECT TITLE 
Investigating meaning making in bereaved men aged sixty-five and over, using self-determination theory (SDT): a six-week, group support qualitative pilot study.
LAY SUMMARY OF THE PROJECT 
The aim of this research is to explore the experiences of men over sixty-five who have experienced spousal bereavement. The focus is on how the participants have made meaning after their loss and to that end, the research will use principles of self-determination theory. This relates to individual experiences of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The theory suggests these are basic psychological needs, without which, humans struggle to flourish. Each is inevitably impacted by bereavement.
For this pilot study, the researcher will facilitate a series of six weekly group support sessions involving up to ten participants. Following the sessions a focus group will be held to discover and describe any outcomes and to consider how this might inform future provision of grief support.
The outcomes will be presented in the form of an academic report and also a briefing paper for a lay audience. This will summarise the findings, offering an insight into older male experiences of meaning-making after bereavement.
INTRODUCTION
Five percent of UK men aged between sixty-five and sixty-nine are widowed and the loss of a partner is a major cause of loneliness and isolation (Age UK, 2019). Worden (2009) argues those whose marriages were the most harmonious often experience the most loneliness. 
According to Willis and Vickery (2022), loneliness in older men can cause social inertia calling for more individualised support, however support groups can be effective in the longer-term.  
NHS England (2017) report nearly half of UK adults aged over fifty-five have experienced depression and the biggest trigger (36%) is the death of a loved one. The proposed research focuses on men because they are less likely to seek mental health support than women (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). 
Grief work (Parkes, 1998) involves relinquishing old patterns and roles while acknowledging the loss and slowly forging a new identity (Humphrey and Zimpfer, 1996). One key element of the process is ‘meaning making’ which is often referred to as the sixth stage of grief (Kessler, 2020).
BACKGROUND LITERATURE REVIEW 
This research will consider meaning making through the lens of self-determination theory (SDT). This is a theory of human motivation, development and wellness developed by Ryan and Deci (1985) which details three basic psychological needs:
1) Autonomy: to feel in control, setting own goals and making choices. 
2) Competence: feeling confident and effective, a sense of mastery, self-esteem.
3) Relatedness: to care and be cared for; being connected to others, a sense of belonging.
The theory, as with the proposed research, is concerned with how socio-contextual factors impact on thriving through meeting these three needs (Ryan and Deci, 2017). 
There is an established link between those who do less well with bereavement and inadequate social support (Worden, 2009) hence the choice of a group. Humphrey and Zimpfer (1996:55) argue that bereavement counselling must address “regaining control both within individuals and in their environments”; both can be addressed in a group setting. 
Loneliness, according to Ratcliffe et al (2019), is perceived by older men as non-masculine and marginalising. They found men are more likely to engage with a service that facilitates the notion of masculine pride while also providing space for emotional freedom.
What follows is the result of a limited search for literature conducted using the UWTSD online database. Peer reviewed articles were searched with the date range from 2019. The initial search terms, “bereave*” in the title AND “men” in any field AND older OR retired OR "over 65” yielded nineteen results, none of which were pertinent indicating a gap which the present research seeks to address. A further search using “bereave* OR loss” in the title AND “meaning” AND “old* OR retired” led to twelve articles, three of which were salient.
Holm et al (2019) considered the meaning of bereavement following spousal loss in older adults. This qualitative research from Norway involved interviews with people aged sixty-five and over. The search for meaning was highlighted as well as a longing for support, inclusion and togetherness. Difficulty asking for help emerged as a theme among participants who sought to maintain pride and dignity through self-reliance. Loneliness, social isolation and anxiety were reported as commonalities in the bereavement process. Helping others through voluntary work was pointed to as giving life meaning and togetherness was described as providing well-being.
Plaud and Urien’s (2021) qualitative research involved twenty-four in-depth interviews with French widows aged fifty-nine and over. Themes were categorised according to types of support and included administrative and financial issues, reorganizing daily life, facing loneliness and expressing the affects of bereavement. This research focused solely on bereaved women. Many found meaning in their new lives through active seeking for help and new networks.
Reminiscence styles and adaptation to bereavement were the subject of Wolf and Pociunaite’s research (2022). They found that a ruminative reminiscence style with its focus on negative memories may impede the ability to make meaning. A reflective style was found to be associated with personal growth. 
The lack of research related to older men’s experiences with spousal loss is stark and represents a gap which the proposed research seeks to fill.
METHODOLOGY AND METHOD 
This qualitative study takes the form of a pilot series of six weekly support group sessions lasting two hours each. 
At the end of the six weeks, a focus group session will be held to gather information about the experience of SDT-informed bereavement support. The findings will determine outcomes with a view to making recommendations. 
The intervention will look at resilience post bereavement by considering the participants’ sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness.
The qualitative design has been chosen because of the lack of phenomenologically informed research in this area. The short timescale of the study would not be favourable for reliable outcome measures; a quantitative approach being more suitable to a longitudinally based intervention.
STUDY DESIGN 
The study takes the form of a traditional grief support group but with the specific aim of understanding and promoting resilience and adaptation through exploring the key aspects of SDT. 
In particular the researcher is planning to consider the role motivation plays in successful adaptation. Research by Lumb et al (2017) suggests that autonomous motivation is positively related to post-traumatic growth. This is a key element of the proposed study and will be referred to in the recruitment and consent process. 
The discussions will be oriented to consider the key elements of SDT with two sessions for each of the three psychological needs. This structure will be deliberately loose to allow the conversations to be natural and free flowing. 
The sessions (and the focus group at the end) will take place at the Life Force counselling centre in Colchester with day and time to be decided. All proceedings will be subject to the usual ethical requirements of research in the counselling professions (BACP, 2019).
TARGET POPULATION AND PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT STRATEGY 
The participants will be a single group of between six and ten men aged over sixty-five who have experienced the death of a spouse. No further inclusion criteria are being outlined in order to consider as broad a range as possible and to allow for serendipitous adjustment accordingly. Homogeneity will extend only to the key recruitment characteristics. Beyond that it is hoped for a diverse cross-section in terms of socio-economic and cultural background to ensure the richest possible data.
To create an egalitarian environment, participants will not already be acquainted with each other. It is acknowledged this reduces potential avenues for recruitment such as existing groups and social clubs. Participants will therefore be sought through a poster in GP surgeries and libraries within five miles of Colchester city centre.
Bringing together a group of strangers increases the risk of non-attendance (Hennink et al, 2020) therefore the researcher will aim for twelve people in the hope of achieving a minimum of eight. Should it transpire any participants are already known to each other, the matter will be discussed privately with each and the option of withdrawl offered (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
People interested in taking part will be invited to contact the researcher via phone, text or email. This will lead to an initial exploratory conversation and the offer of more detail in terms of a covering letter, information sheet, consent form and provisional timetable. A final cohort will be purposively selected to facilitate a diverse sample. If fewer than eight people respond, the researcher will consider other options such as social media. 
Informed consent will be vital at the point of recruitment. The subject matter will inevitably be highly personal and participants will be made fully aware of the context, the expectations of them and their right to withdraw. 
No incentive, remuneration, reimbursement or compensation for travel or time will be offered to any participant.
DATA COLLECTION AND EVALUATION METHOD 
Data will be collected through a single focus group session lasting around ninety minutes. Discretion will be used to extend this according to emerging data. The researcher will convene and facilitate with an assistant present to support with matters such as note taking, recording and refreshments. The assistant’s role will encompass elements such as noting of non-verbal messages and body language (King and Horrocks, 2010).
The focus group format has been chosen to replicate the conditions of the preceding sessions. Group discussions reflect the way opinions, views and experiences are expressed and exchanged in everyday life (Flick, 2014) and this naturalistic context is an important facet of the project.
The researcher, who is a person-centred counsellor (see appendix 1), will moderate the focus group session using open-ended questions and active listening to facilitate discussion between participants. SDT will inform the process in accordance with the aim of understanding meaning making after spousal death.
A crucial element of the preparation for the study will be the development of a schedule for the event, similar to a semi-structured interview schedule or topic guide (King and Harrison, 2010). This will be constructed in advance, piloted and refined using peer support and feedback sought from a member of staff at UWTSD prior to the focus group taking place. The design will consider the issues of autonomy, competence and relatedness through discussions of issues raised during the sessions. This might include such things as family relationships, social life, finance, hobbies and domestic issues. These subjects will inevitably be intersubjective, with potentially common or opposing motivational forces, and will require detailed consideration at the analysis stage.    
Equally fundamental to the study design will be ensuring adequate time for a debrief. It is possible that participants may be triggered or made vulnerable as a result of the experience and the researcher will be attentive to such eventualities and prepared with appropriate referral information (King and Harrison, 2010).
The proceedings of the focus group are the data; predominantly the words but also the silences, reactions, exclamations and gestures. The session will be set up in a horse-shoe shape with the researcher facing the group. The assistant will have a table from which to record using a digital audio device and a separate video camera as a back-up and to allow for cross-checking later at the analysis stage. The specificities and data protection aspects will have previously been addressed within informed consent.
PLANNED ANALYSES 
The data will be transcribed using MS365 and thoroughly checked and cross-referenced with recordings for accuracy. The corpus will then be subjected to Thematic Analysis (TA) (Braun and Clarke, 2006). As the research is being conducted using the lens of SDT, the analysis will be similarly informed and therefore inevitably be reflexive and deductive. This acknowledges an intersectionality between the data and the researcher as a “situated, insight-bringing, integral component of the analysis” (Braun and Clarke, 2022:10).
MAIN ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
The end of this brief intervention may represent a loss to participants. This will be discussed in the focus group and debrief but also individually as required in the most appropriate form, e.g. a one-to-one session or offer of on-referral.
The lack of confidentiality in a focus group is relevant both in terms of conduciveness and ethics. The consent process will emphasise the importance of maintaining confidentiality which the researcher will highlight as a contractual fundamental (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
While ensuring anonymity is superficially straightforward through pseudonyms, the risk of deductive disclosure (Sim and Waterfield, 2019) will be borne in mind and to that end a peer will be asked to review the analysis.
The researcher’s aspiration is that the group environment will confer solidarity in discussing a painful issue. The emphasis on meaning making directly calls for the expression of the need for connection which is reflected in the study design (Hennink et al, 2020). 
Discussing spousal bereavement will be upsetting. The researcher commits to attending to the emotional temperature in the room and the welfare of the participants. The group setting may cause inadvertent harm (embarrassment, anger) and lead to an imbalance of contributions and consequently to some points of view being denied expression (Sim and Waterfield, 2019).
Withdrawl from a focus group is a complicated matter. Leaving would be a public act and impactful on the group dynamic (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). The insights that emerge are a result of dialogue between all participants therefore removing any sequence would inevitably impact, possibly ruinously, the semantic coherence of the whole (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). In this case, right to withdraw will be connected to a specific timescale according to the date that analysis is expected to begin. 
Any group activity is inherently complex with many potential sources of harm. All reasonable efforts will be made at each stage. Ethical responsibility for this research is therefore three-fold: in the preparation and consent process beforehand, the active attention and in-action (Schon, 1983) responses of the researcher during and a thorough and open debrief immediately afterwards.
TIMESCALES FOR PROJECT COMPLETION 
The project from start to finish will be based on a six-month timescale. This is to allow for thorough planning, adequate time for recruitment and consent and an eight-week window for analysis and writing up. 
	WEEK
	ACTIVITY

	1-2
	Prepare and distribute poster appealing for participants

	1-2
	Prepare information for prospective participants

	2-4
	Prepare information pack including informed consent

	1-4
	Check in with UWTSD regarding above stages

	4-6
	Preparation: schedule, logistics and facilitation

	6-8
	Contact potential participants who respond to poster

	6-8
	Select participants and liaise regarding informed consent

	8-10
	Check and double check participant understanding

	10-16
	Carry out the 6 sessions

	17
	Carry out the focus group

	18
	Transcribe the focus group

	18-24
	Analysis

	20-24
	Writing up

	24-26
	Contingencies


DATA PROTECTION
The ethical principles for data collection, protection and storage are in full adherence with the requirements laid out in the UWTSD Ethical Approval Form PG2. Key facts will be presented for participants as part of the consent process. 
In brief, the researcher commits to ensuring anonymity through the use of pseudonyms, password protecting electronic records and using physical rather than cloud storage which can be backed-up and stored securely. All manual files and paperwork will be anonymised and kept in a locked cabinet.
EXPECTED OUTPUTS AND DISSEMINATION
This research aims to offer insights into meaning making among older bereaved men. The combination of relevance to counsellors who work with older men and/or the bereaved along with the integration of SDT offers a much-needed focus.
The findings will be of interest to those in the fields of counselling, mental health and social work. Wider interest among other branches of the social sciences is likely as this is a hitherto under-researched group. 
The aim is to gather data to inform the development of a bereavement support group for older men using the principles of SDT. The outputs will be invaluable in considering if such an intervention is viable, desirable and likely to be of benefit. 
POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
Recruitment might prove difficult as the target population may well be socially isolated and suffering with anxiety or depressive symptoms. Should, however, many people respond, the researcher will consider how best to make use of the opportunity presented. 
The self-selecting nature of the cohort will inevitably exclude those who do not wish to speak in a group of strangers therefore the sample will not be representative.
The focus on meaning making might steer the discussion away from other potential sources of data. 
CONCLUSION
The research base examining meaning making post bereavement is currently lacking qualitative insights from older men who have lost a partner. This proposal hopes to help fill the gap through the analysis of a focus group, informed by SDT, seeking to gain understanding of lived experience of meaning making in the wake of a life-changing bereavement.
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APPENDIX
Appendix 1 – Reflective statement  
As McLeod (2001:195) states, in qualitative research, “the experience and identity of the researcher always influence the findings.” In this instance that person is a white, male, person-centred counsellor in his fifties who acknowledges his subjectiveness and aims to make use of it as a research tool (Braun and Clarke, 2013). While focus group facilitation is less directive than interviewing, the researcher inevitably influences, shapes and manages the unfolding interactions (King and Horrocks, 2010). A commitment to critical self-reflection is therefore a fundamental part of this project, particularly in relation to the different selves which will play a part in co-construction. These elements will be considered through the use of a reflective journal.
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