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Instruction:	Heuristic Research.  Undertake a piece of research on yourself, using the phenomenological method of heuristic enquiry. This should focus on a phenomenon identified through your practice, personal therapy and/or personal development that will deepen your knowledge of yourself as therapist.




To begin this deeply reflective piece of work, we must first, as always, understand the instruction.  A heuristic enquiry following phenomenological methodology.  Moustakas (1990) details the design, methodology and applications of heuristic research, a fascinating text thankfully made available online by UWTSD library.  I say fascinating as for me, aside from its outstanding contribution to academia and research, Moustakas demonstrates a technique, a guide for self-exploration which has become somewhat of a pastime for me and very interesting to compare the dynamics of contemplation.  Moustakas states that the heuristic enquiry process begins with identifying the question or quandary which the researcher aims to explore and illuminate.  Moustakas goes further to state that the question would be one in which the researcher has faced “personal challenge and puzzlement” in the quest to “understand oneself and the world in which we live” (p.15).  Moustakas talks about exploring the deepest currents of meaning.
The instruction also calls for consideration towards a phenomenon identified within my personal development (PD) and/or my personal therapy (PT).  There is an option within the instruction to consider a phenomenon from my practice, but this option is null as I have yet to begin practice or placement, which leads the focus for this work towards (PD) and/or (PT).
In this frame, I understand this work to be a personal journey of discovery, of self-enquiry, exploring the meanings attached to my subjective experiences, and the influence these meanings have upon my life, and, to convey this to the reader in a genuine and authentic manner; a statement which could also act as the aim for this essay.
As for any research project, ethical considerations must be appreciated.  As I am the researcher and participant, I am responsible for my own wellbeing and security, but I also acknowledge and comply with the UWTSD ethical guidelines, and although nothing formal was required for this work I feel it sensible and a matter of routine when researching to include or at least acknowledge.  This work has been completed in conjunction with nature-based activities conducted in my own garden and around a local nature reserve with my dog.  Pondering the meaning of my deepest experiences does acknowledge various realities that I’ve swiftly and subconsciously compartmentalised away from my awareness, yet as with so many other positive contemplations a bitter tasting reality is exposed and I find essential peace as I move through nature which sweetens the flavour of my thoughts, as does my sense of belonging to nature, so I utilise this as I progress with this heuristic journey as I do with all my periods of contemplation.  I also wish to include within this section a note for the reader, a disclaimer if you will.  I appreciate there are some who may find the subject and themes expressed here a little sad; I know I do.  I am currently engaged in a journey of discovery. A significant transition regarding my awareness of my self.  My personal history hasn’t been fortunate in some significant areas, I bare the wounds of abuse, that have influenced my very being without me ever knowing.
The methodology for this work will follow Moustakas (1990). I find that the way I perceive, and process is in a period of change; it is subtle, but noticeable.  So, this research will be guided by my therapy journal for themes so I may find my question for the Initial Engagement phase.  I am intentionally adopting a relaxed personal flow to my writing in a belief it will ease the expression of intimacy.  However, as I considered the Initial Engagement, I found that sourcing a single phenomenon, from within my PD and PT is complicated.  For me, each and every new discovery, new realisation, or indeed each step forward or backwards upon my journey do all blend into one singular phenomenon, which is the personal process I experience because of my engagement with PD and PT, and the master’s course as a whole.  I do not have the wordcount within the parameters of this essay to do my journey of discovery justice.  One realisation seems to lead into another, and each new discovery fits in, contributing to the completion of a jigsaw-like picture.  The picture is far from complete, but Its coming together.
A brief background of the known knowns:  My mother and father were previously married with families of their own and lived all their lives in Yorkshire before I was born.  I’ve never met my father’s son, and I’ve met my mother’s daughters twice.  I wouldn’t know them in the street.  My parents were involved in an affair together, my mother became pregnant with me and they moved to somerset.  I was born, and I had a sister less than a year later.  I broke my collar bone when I was two, and I started school at three (despite intake being 5years).  I recall my mother being angry a lot and arguing with just about everyone.  I recall being explained what Fostering was by a teacher who was crying.  Fostering became a threat at home if I was bad.  I remember being tied to my bed with the door locked if I was naughty… I recall many negative experiences.  I’d just turned seven and we moved to West Oxfordshire.  I recall my mother expressing that neither myself or my sister didn’t talk ‘properly’, and I was bullied through primary school until about thirteen; I had no fight or flight reflex, just the freeze reflex, so became a bit of a target.  I had mixed reviews from my teachers, scoring well in the sciences but a disruptive influence in others. I went to Cubs, Scouts, Air Cadets, (In retrospect, I feel I was institutionalised, conditioned to perform to required standards, to respect the rules, to serve, to be act with honour, to be used for my abilities.  It sets the scene for the manner in which I behave, without consideration for myself) followed by seven years in the British Army (where it transpired that my belief system fitted in very well) which ended due to a medical discharge following injuries sustained on duty.  A year later I’d moved back to my parents’ home and was at College, then moved to University.  In the second term of my second year, at the end of an enjoyable evening in an Oxford pub with friends, I get assaulted in the pub toilets by three men, pulling me to the floor from behind as I used the open urinal.  I was kicked around the urine-soaked floor and stamped into unconsciousness several times.  I couldn’t escape, it seemed to be relentless, I truly thought I was going to end my days there, on that toilet floor. One time, I came round in the other corner of the toilets pleading “please stop mummy, I’m sorry I’m sorry”.  Not realising at the time but I’d just rebounded back to my mother disciplining me, at a moment where I believed I was going to die.  But I didn’t die, I survived a horrendous kicking, and brushed it off.  Except I didn’t. I didn’t brush that off, and four or five months later I began NHS counselling as I’d begun experiencing ‘the fear’ as I came to call it for the next fifteen years. Intense anxiety, panic, dread, sense of intense imminent threat, reliving the assault, obsessing about death plus the subsequent loss of self-esteem, self-worth, hopelessness.  I was a mess.  A few months after my first set of counselling via NHS, my mother became seriously ill and passed away within another six months.  I was distant with my mother, always had been although she had definitely mellowed with age. But even during her last months I visited seldom and didn’t stay long.  My last interaction with my mother was brief, I popped to the bedroom to say hello as I was passing through and my mother began to apologise for the way she was with me when I was young, but I cut her off, saying “I don’t know what you’re on about I’m ok, there’s nothing to apologise for”. I recall changing the subject and then making a swift exit. It was familiar for me not to feel the emotion of my mother’s funeral.  I feel I’ve always been a little out of touch with my emotions. Very matter of fact.  I managed to graduate and went back to live with my father. There is obviously so much more but I am aware of my essay parameters, however this background feels essential, but quickly moving forward, I worked in a zoo for twelve years following university, I was single for most of this, existing in my anxiety and panic induced bubble of safety that encompassed the zoo and the local area I grew up in.  I’d broken my shoulder in the pub toilet assault and the work at the zoo had weakened the joint which had become loose, the following operation rendered me of little use to the zoo in a physically active mode and I found myself being forced out. The same year my father passed away suddenly in his sleep, I needed to move away from my bubble as my home was tied to my job in the zoo, I’d somehow in this turmoil managed to detach myself from a very toxic partner, and I had a skin cancer diagnosis. I moved near Ross on Wye, I just liked the cottage on Rightmove, then on the Shropshire/Welsh boarder for work, where I met the mother of my daughter in 2015.  Fast-forward to the beginning of the master’s course in Sept 2019, my wife decided to split, gave me the bad news April 2019 and thanks to the way British legal services operate I had no options open to me but to let her go and they left in July.  It later transpired that she’d been having an affair with a Polish guy she introduced me to as a Gay man.  They have a baby together who is one and a half now, they live together as a family unit, my daughter left when she was two and a half, she will be five this November.  Its difficult for me, but Jagoda is developing well and is healthy, I have video calls most Sundays for 15 minutes or so but she’s lost her English language, so I learn Polish, otherwise our video interactions are translated by my soon to be ex.
So, my life has been influenced by these and many more factors, some in my awareness, some compartmentalised within my subconscious. 
I have been on a selection of prescribed anti-depressants, SSRI’s and related medication since my first counselling in 2002 with three separate periods of NHS prescribed CBT.  I have been in PT as part of my course obligations – but Crickey, I need it; however, I’d say I engage with PT because I need it, I want it, for me, as opposed to taking part to tick a course box, and I’ve been on this amazing journey for almost eight months now on a weekly basis.  I started my therapy with the introduction that, I have trouble accessing my emotion.  I began this latest PT, which I call ‘proper therapy’, as I notice a significant difference to the previous CBT orientated NHS counselling I’d been prescribed by my GP’s.  My PT takes the approach of Transactional Analysis, which has been exceptional in helping me understand the many parts to my self.  One recent revelation from this has been the various ego states at play and how they influence my thoughts and behaviour.  It appeared that I hadn’t developed an ‘adult’ and began to create a new narrative which was born from compassion, kindness and consideration.  I feel I could write an essay on this alone, but it’s a realisation I’ve already made.  I had previously met my inner child and felt his upset at his need not being met.  I was deeply sad, and my anxiety and panic returned.  I used my new narrative to interact with the ego states narratives.  It felt rather odd, like I was encouraging a multiple personality of sorts.  I have a frightened child, a heavily critical parent.  My motivating narrative seems to come from the military, and there is a narrative that wants to hide, can’t be bothered, has little self-value.  I imagine these conversations, I accompany my child everywhere, giving him a gentle running commentary on what I am doing, with a calm voice. I acknowledge my military motivation and messages, like ‘never give in’, ‘you’ve got to push through’ etc, which may have good messages as a soldier, but only cause harm to my frightened child.  I hear my critical parent tell me I’m an idiot and ‘bloody useless’, but my new narrative calmly acknowledges this message but devalues it’s meaning: No, I don’t agree, I made this mistake due to my previous conditioning, which helped me survive, but is not required now. My free child only existed I feel within nature.  Until I was seven, we lived in the middle of nowhere, no neighbours, just fields, woodland and a derelict farm I’d play in so my interactions with others was limited which has definitely had an effect. As previously mentioned, I feel my understanding of these events is changing thanks to my PT and PD, for instance, as I interact with my ego states, I have been addressing them as you, they, them – which is separate from me, and this became to feel not right, it didn’t fit, so recently I began addressing them as I.  Like these separate entities are not separate, they are all parts of me.  And they all deserve the title I.  I then realise that I’ve begun to bring the parts together to form a whole, which itself is a significant revelation.  Also, for instance, I would say my childhood was strict, then it progressed to an acceptance that it was abusive, and now I see it as an unfortunate set of circumstances for all.  I have never felt anger towards my mother regardless of the terminology and meaning I attach.  Though I wonder, is this because I accept it in a healthy manner, or because I am emotionally blunted from SSRI’s, or emotionally detached due to the events of my life, or do I have a belief that I deserve bad things, because myself is bad, wrong, not worthy.  Bad events seem to fit and be accepted by me, considered as familiar. As I ponder my PT, and the many realisations I have made there is a deep sense that I do not like myself in some way.  
To understand this, I look back to myself as a foetus, developing in the womb of a mother who would have been subjected to significant stress.  I do not know why my parents chose to have an affair, but it must have been horrendous for all involved, then making a choice to leave the familiar support from family and friends and their children and move three hundred miles away to have me.  It is a widely accepted neuroscientific belief that high levels of cortisol from maternal stress can have adverse effects upon a foetus, (Kinsella & Monk 2013).  My needs were not met as a child, I have gently explored and felt this in session during PT. As a tiny child the difference between my mother’s belligerence and instability and the nurturing needs, I yearned was noticeable and I compartmentalised and ignored the bad and favoured the good.  As I then grow further, the Adult in the Child develops, my ‘little professor’ makes judgements and forms beliefs about why I experience this treatment – It must be because I am bad, that I deserve it.  Messages about Foster care and how this was my fault, how it was me that made my mother upset all the time.  Possibly, it can be accepted that at some level the troubles my mother faced were due to my existence, but I am not to blame, it is not the fault of an innocent child, however at the time my perceptions and these facts were integrated deeply into my self-belief system.  The beatings I received at home were deserved. The bullying I endured at school was deserved.  Abusive partners were deserved. Injuries are deserved. The loss of my daughter was deserved.
However, I contemplate these notions in nature and during appropriate spaces in mindfulness.  I find that my emotional detachment has been a survival strategy, designed over millions of years of mammalian brain evolution and it protected me, drew the emotional pain away from my awareness so that I could function – in a manner that fitted with my beliefs, and conditioning.  As I contemplate in my conscious awareness, similar to Moustakas heuristic research phases, I feel there is a part of contemplation that exists outside of my conscious awareness.  It feels like the conscious realisations, somehow drip down, like paint slowly oozing from this consideration, running down a sheet of glass, slowly dripping into my ego states awareness for us, ‘them’ (I) to interact with in narrative, then to me its feels like the paint runs from there down to my deeply subconscious beliefs, and it is here that the change is made.  But I feel this system is not linear, I find myself feeding up notions from deep within that I incorporate into my contemplation, letting these thoughts filter down to my TA ego states, but I feel it goes deeper from there and the process at this deep level requires commitment to endure the sadness it evokes and a sense of commitment to the considerations.  For me PT is not just turning up once a week for a chat.  It is work, and these efforts are nurturing a new identity, via my new narrative.
I consider Abraham Maslow’s (1908-1970) Hierarchy of needs.  Is it possible that I have missed out some important needs, compartmentalised and devalued these needs as I feel I don’t deserve them or I’m not worthy, or they were not available when my self-belief system was being created.  Therefore, as I strive to reach self-actualisation, the resistance I feel is due to these missing parts.  I feel that deep down I am incongruent as I ignore my basic needs.  I can not progress up the hierarchy without successfully completing the previous layers needs.  Therefore, what needs have I ignored?  Closeness, intimacy, warmth and respect, the value of genuine love, to feel loved, to feel secure with another.  I can give those things (to some extent) but do not expect the same in return.  During exploration in PT I have also discovered I have a very low sense of entitlement, I am incredibly giving, but feel awkward receiving good – it is unfamiliar to me.  However, I feel sufficiently capable (when not experiencing ‘the fear’) to conduct my life in an overly independent manner, thinking of my 1st seven years living in a remote rural area, coupled with the fact my child’s needs were not met, I did exist on an independent level in some ways, and this has created difficulties as I have attempted to maintain this familiar existence.  But I do this at my own detriment.  I put extraordinary effort in for others, yet do not give myself the same consideration.
The sense of entitlement is a concept we are working on via PT, but back to my question, do I dislike or even hate myself.  Well, my new adult narrative would say NO.  The appreciation I have for myself was low, and I understand why in a psychotherapeutic manner coupled with my calm, compassionate adult narrative.  However I have learnt that for me there are trap doors in my therapeutic process, one being emotions and the other being a belief that I must walk my journey while I fill myself with psychological learning, however, this seems to be a trap door also, whereas I find my process works using meaning and references and understanding that is already integrated and known and simply allowing myself to experience the feelings – though blunted I do notice their subtlety.  By ‘sitting with’ these notions, contemplating during moments of peace, interacting with my ego states, explaining my understanding to them, to myself, solidifying these new compassionate realisations and allowing the paint to gently ooze down.

Do I dislike myself? Well, perhaps as Rogers (1902-1987) describes his concept of self which incorporates how we see ourselves vs how we wish to be.  There is naturally some incongruence, as I am not the man I have the potential to be and I am aware of that, but do I dislike myself for it? No.  I may feel trapped or stuck in the mindset that I have/had, and I feel sad, deeply sad, that my life was influenced this way.  I feel these influences every day, yet when I do now, I interact with my ego states and talk about the noticing.  I feel that every day I engage with my ego states, my PD, PT and course work this feeds into my identity, towards the man I have the potential to become and I feel satisfaction and self-worth through my developing efficacy as a budding therapist, and as a developing adult human being. I feel compassion for my mother, and the circumstances my parents endured while rearing my sister and me. The upset my mother felt may have been ‘caused’ by my conception, yet the belligerence was not deserved, my child was not at fault.  The perception that ‘others’ were unsafe and yet needed to be trusted created a skewed belief that endured.  But this is all it is.  These beliefs although complex and difficult to amend, are not fixed, and I do notice a delicate shift.  The feelings from these realisations and the notions of paint that run down towards ego states and on to my subconscious beliefs create a sense of joy and freedom, and importantly an increased self-value.  For example, facing my anxiety and panic with a military based motivation narrative isn’t going to be affective for a frightened child.  The way in which I have ‘soothed’ myself was ineffective, I wasn’t soothing at all, I was reinforcing a belief that I am not good enough, I’m a failure etc.  in contrast utilising my newly forming adult narrative, with compassion and kindness, where I avoid the anxiety, not force myself into some immersion therapy for panic.  Initially, the anxiety grew, the panic became more prevalent, and I doubted my weak new adult narrative, and I felt my child didn’t trust me, I see that treating myself with kindness – something missing perhaps as a child really does soothe.  It’s ok that I feel anxiety – is it surprising?  No, not really, it’s a manifestation of my abuse.  The abuse lives in the past, it affected my beliefs and influenced my very being in order to survive.  However, I live in the here and now.  I am the experiencing being who feeds information about my environment down, and my inner self reacts according to a set of parameters built during the foundation of my self and sends these influences up into my behaviour without awareness.  However,  my awareness is increasing and growing.  My Adult narrative is more self-aware, my self-awareness is growing all the time and I notice most of these influences and drivers.  But do I dislike myself for my past? No.  Do I value myself today; Yes.  I feel I have potential to become a good psychotherapist, but deeper, I feel I have the potential to be a decent human being. I am a decent human being!  One who has sadly been affected by circumstances out of my control.  But this age of unfortunate circumstances has ended, the battle in some respects is over, now is the time I heal my wounds, these wounds deserve healing, I deserve the healing.
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