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Abstract

This thesis proposes and explores the theory and application of pluralism in
the evaluation of counselling and psychotherapy. Current models of monistic
and multi-method research are seen as inadequate as each tends to actively
undermine the other(s). Those that attempt to offer a broad range of data types
often struggle to maintain adequate ‘truth value’ for all their statements and
findings. A pluralist process and mechanism is proposed to provide a
constructive alternative to the essentially destructive models of scientific and
epistemological (generally dialectical) progress described by Kuhn, Hegel and
others. It also offers an advance on previous alternatives and other pluralist
models. The pluralism proposed comprises cycles of structured interaction
between ditfering methods based on a positively framed dialogue. Utility, as
variously defined from different perspectives, is seen as a prime consideration.
However, the approach is not merely pragmatic as it also protects the idealist
epistemological aspirations and needs of the divergent research paradigms that
might be applied in evaluating counselling and psychotherapy. The thesis
describes a series of studies based on this pluralist model in order to explore its
practical application. Three of these studies investigated the effectiveness of
counselling services. Overall, their findings were supportive of the counselling
interventions studied while successfully meeting a broad range of stakeholder
needs. A fourth study explored pluralism in a context dominated by

reductionist concerns and produced normative data on a psychometric measure

of self / 1deal-self discrepancies (equated with self esteem).



‘A generation that had the courage to get rid of God, to crush the
state and the church, and to overthrow society and morality, still
bowed before Science. And in Science, where freedom ought to
reign, the order of the day was “believe in the authorities or off

with your head”.’

Strindberg, Antibarbarus, cited in Feyerabend, 1975, p. 21.
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Pretface

‘Excursus ad hominem’ occur in reflexive form at least twice in this thesis. It is
symptomatic of an important element in the procedure which provides the main
focus of this work that the particular, individual and more or less circumscribed view
of the author 1s made as transparent as possible in order to help critics account for its
starting point and consequent progress. As I write, inevitably, from a personal and
subjective point of view, I consider it a pre-requisite that I make myself available ad
hominem, at least 1n so far as my personal background has influenced this work. This
pretace, then, 1s a declaration of interest: my own ‘way in’ to this study stated as

clearly as possible.

[ am a counsellor and so have a professional interest in seeing counselling proven as
adequately effective, in having that proof accepted where it currently is not, and in
ensuring that the sum of such proofs should do justice (and no injury) to the values

and outcomes appropriate to counselling. Furthermore, I am a counsellor trained in

the person centred model (cf. Rogers, 1951; 1959; 1980a and 1986; Mearns and
Thorne, 1999 and 2000; Mearns, 1994), in which the subjectivity of the individual is
taken as both inescapable and as a starting point which 1s highly to be prized,
possibly leading to a constructivist bias. Mearns (1997) even goes so far as to state
that ‘reality is “socially constructed™ (p. 158, emphasis added). Although the
pluralism presented in this thesis would not take so literal and unqualified a stance,
the act of incorporating the subjective into even the most objectivist studies has

certainly been influenced by such training and prior views.

Furthermore, much of what follows constitutes a critique of current practice from a
distinctly humanistic and constructivist starting point. If some kind of reliable
symmetry in the degree of critical analysis imposed on the various schools ot thought
referred to below was considered necessary, at least one collaborating author would

be required.
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My earlier grounding in philosophy took the meta-philosophical approach of
studying the history of the philosophy of science. It is, perhaps, not surprising that I
should draw on the assumption underlying such an approach that there is value in an

overview of this highly heterogeneous subject and the implication that using and

building on elements from diverse sources might be a useful way forward.

The approaches to knowledge, research and counselling I have been systematically
taught have been almost entirely occidental and they generally excluded religious,
mystical or theological matters, except as socio-political pressures on thinkers at
various times. My knowledge, if not beliefs, are thus from the mould such study
produces. There 1s little in the following pages which is derived from mystic or
explicitly ‘spiritual’ influences, for example. I have not attempted to discuss the
merits of such diverse ‘ways of seeing’ (Berger, 1972) nor have I explicitly
incorporated them into the method I put forward or the applications of it which
follow. Where appropriate, I have tried to leave space, sometimes explicitly, for

others to incorporate their preferred ways of knowing into the kind of pluralism I

propose.

It 1s possible that the fact that the pluralist philosophy and method set out 1n the
following pages conform to such a pattern 1s a reflection of my intention, prior beliet
structures or prejudicial assumptions. It 1s possible that I am creating rationalised
justifications of my position, rather than describing actual new ways of approaching
and carrying out evaluative research. The subjective expression of beliefs as objective
knowledge has been grist to the philosophers’ mill for millennia, of course, but the
threat to the validity of such arguments must be acknowledged at least and, 1t

possible, compensated for.

However, to recognise the possibility of bias 1s not to retract or qualify any of the
arguments that follow. I have brought to bear on this subject all my personal
experience, learning and various degrees of ability. By drawing together many threads

left me by my predecessors I hope to offer something different to that which has
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gone before. The degree to which 1t 1s usetul, valid, true or otherwise is best lett to
the judgement of those not constrained by my personal philosophical blinkers. Were

[ to suggest otherwise, I would be confounded by my own arguments that tollow
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Goals and intention

There are three main objectives for this thesis:

1. to outline one possible distinctively pluralist methodology for counselling

evaluationresearch;

2. to explore some of the philosophical and epistemological implications and

requirements of this method and, importantly,

3. to explore aspects of the application of this pluralist method through a

series of practical examples of, or related to, counselling evaluation.

As 1t 1s discussed below, a working definition of pluralism, albeit simplified, might be
that i1t constitutes a disparately composed yet robust, coherent and, above all,
systematic approach to research. It must be possible for diverse investigative
methods to be applied within its structure without compromising any
epistemological or methodological characteristics essential to any of them. This 1s
achievable, it will be argued, through a continually interactive hermeneutic process
between the diverse components of current evaluation research. As described, this
process comprises cycles of mutual support, validation, criticism, interpretation and
reinterpretation. These cycles can occur on different scales: within phases of a single
study and across separate studies 1n a research domain. It may also be possible to

link entirely different areas of study, but this lies outwith the scope of this thesis.

Even at this early stage i1t should be stressed that this coherent, structured interaction
between approaches makes this version of pluralism very different from already
commonplace practices such as methodological triangulation, in which multiple
methods are used concurrently or consecutively for the sake of comparing and

contrasting independently obtained results. As will become clear, 1t 1s essential to
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distinguish between the existence of a disordered plurality of approaches, from which

researchers may choose, and pluralism as a robust method by which that plurality
can be effectively harnessed. It is this step beyond the disorganised chaos of many,
often mutually unacceptable, alternatives to the use of a systematic method of
utilising those alternatives, that is the essential characteristic of the pluralism
explored here. The structure for achieving the pluralist combination of approaches

that 1s proposed may have the potential to allow research to make important

progress beyond our current position.

It 1s suggested that multi-method research designs often ignore or pass over various
theoretical and practical difficulties, especially those relating to the robustness of the
foundations such designs have in current scientific thought. These fundamental

contlicts might be expected to render current practice invalid, when viewed from any

established perspective on research methodology.

In the following discussion, pluralism is placed in its historical context by exploring
its philosophical and methodological heritage before launching into an investigation of
some essential aspects of pluralist theory and method themselves. However, there
has been no attempt to provide complete explorations or critiques of these precursors
to pluralism. Discussion of each of them has been restricted to those aspects that
were considered to be most relevant to the needs of developing the arguments for this

distinctive form of pluralism.

The sections which focus most directly on the theory of pluralism and the
methodology derived from it then play a pivotal role by developing the basis for the
practical applications of pluralism in the evaluation studies that follow in Part 5.
Discussion includes exploration of some conceptual 1ssues thought to be of
fundamental importance. A model for their application 1s then developed. Although
considered particularly applicable to evaluative research, especially that regarding

counselling and psychotherapy, this model may have many possible uses throughout
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the social and health sciences. Some of these are examined and exemplified in the

empirical investigations while others are noted in the concluding chapter.

The intention has been to produce a thesis that contributes to current knowledge,

understanding and practice of pluralist evaluation of counselling and psychotherapy.

Both the theory and the results of its practical application are considered valuable.

1.2 The boundaries of this study

This thesis will, for the most part, restrict itself to an exploration of applied
epistemological pluralism and its implications for developing pluralist methodologies
for evaluative research into counselling and psychotherapy: consequently, there are a

range of pluralisms which cannot be considered (see Appendix C.4).

Detailed discussion of particular methodological tools and practices, such as
demographic sampling, questionnaire design or interview techniques has been kept to
a minimum. Such issues are generally discussed at length in the existing literature.
References have been included as appropriate, of course. This has permitted Parts 2,
3 and 4 to discuss the background, foundations and mechanisms of pluralism more
thoroughly than would otherwise have been possible. Part 5 then provides a suitably
practical balance to the theoretical sections preceding it as described below. It should
also be noted that the reported empirical studies are presented here primarily for the
sake of developing the exploration of pluralism. While they undoubtedly contribute
to knowledge regarding the effectiveness of counselling this has been a secondary
consideration. Consequently, readers are referred to the appropriate Appendices and

research reports for further details on their findings.
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1.3 A map of the thesis: the work is outlined, its main

arguments and the purpose of each section are summarised

This study 1s divided into six main parts.

Part one: overview and introduction

The first part, comprising the preface and Chapter 1, is intended to do no more than
introduce the following material and lay out the boundaries of the work. The main

goals are stated and some terminology is defined.

Part two: the background to pluralism

The second part of the study, comprising Chapters 2 and 3, considers the
background to the pluralism explored in the later sections. Chapter 2 introduces the
history of conflict between the traditions of reductionist and phenomenological
research, especially 1n relation to counselling evaluation. Both schools of thought are
seen as being useful in their own terms. However, the intransigence and dogmatism
with which the debate between them has been characterised can be seen as
constituting a kind of paradigmatic war. Despite their vehement attacks on each
other, neither approach 1s seen as entirely sufficient in itseltf. Moreover, neither side
can accept the basic tenets of the alternative. The clashes are at such a fundamental
level that each side can even be seen as actively undermining the contributions of the
other. This is seen as a problem inherent in al/ monistic approaches to research: they

can neither utilise nor tolerate their alternatives.

Chapter 3 then considers some approaches to resolving the split between the
different research types. In section 3.1 the possibility of reaching consensus between
them is seen as being extremely unlikely while its desirability 1s questioned.
Conversely, diversity is seen as being positively valuable. The problem that remains
for pluralism is, of course, in making that diversity work. In 3.2, the option of

considering all approaches as equally valuable is also rejected. However, some form
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of détente between the warring factions is clearly required. It is suggested that peace
between the warring factions will only be sustained by establishing some form of
productive, rather than destructive, communication between the paradigms. Sections
3.3 and 3.4 then consider the important contributions to the subsequent debate on

pluralism from pragmatic and post-modern approaches to science. However, neither

1S seen as sufficient in this case. The whole of Part 2 is then summarised.

Part three: the basis of pluralism

The third part then considers the basis for pluralism itself. In Chapter 4, the current
state of multi-method research 1s considered inadequate because of the largely chaotic
and unintegrated use of conflicting paradigms. The form of pluralism proposed here 1s
then outlined. It 1s not amenable to standardisation and the different approaches it
seeks to incorporate may have to accept procedures they see as ‘non-standard’. It 1s
noted that the process of developing pluralism must be constructive and that the
overall result should be an increase in our knowledge about whatever topic 1s studied.
Maintaining a constant, mutual critique between all the approaches involved at all
stages of a study is seen as vital in avoiding the return of either monistic dogmatism
or uncontrolled relativism. The pluralism proposed is fundamentally inclusive but
seeks to maintain distinct paradigmatic identities. It is seen as inherently retlexive.

Finally, the current proposals are differentiated from an earlier, narrower version of

pluralism.

Chapter 5 then considers some limitations of the pluralist approach as 1t 1s proposed
here. It is recognised that some degree of consensus is still required, that pluralism
cannot tolerate any absolute monism and that it is possible that this version of
pluralism is biased or may even be mistaken as identical to current practices in some
circumstances. It is also noted that, in its current form, pluralism cannot support any

single ontological position. However, none of these points are seen as fatally

undermining the pluralist principles stated in the preceding discussion. A point by
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point summary of the pluralist position taken is then provided as a summary of Part

3.

Part four: the methodology of pluralism

Part 4 turns to the practical application of the more fundamental issues considered
thus far. Chapter 6 looks at a number of vital issues in developing and sustaining
pluralist evaluations. Firstly, the diverse approaches must be brought together and
the importance of establishing a real mutuality between them is emphasised. This
allows each side to engage the other in what can then develop into a repeating cycle of
reciprocal interpretation, critique and counter-critique. Each approach 1s also required
to consider 1ts own position as represented by its alternative. It 1s also noted that
these developmental cycles must be reflexive and maintained at every stage of a
pluralist study. Pluralist development can continue into later studies as well or across
whole research domains. A further requirement, however, 1s that every research
design must always be adapted to the necessarily different needs of each new context.
Moreover, the pluralist processes outlined are seen as being extremely well suited to

this.

Chapter 7 has an even more practical orientation and looks at how pluralist studies
can be developed. Their ‘shape’ and the interconnectedness of the various parts are
considered. It is emphasised that pluralist studies should be developed according to

the needs of those with a stake in them, rather than according to a priori rules. Part 4

is then also summarised.

Part five: example pluralist studies

Part 5 continues the increasingly practical focus of the thesis. Following some general
introductory comments in Chapter 8, a series of pluralist studies 1s described. These
studies are used as tools with which the exploration of pluralism can be extended
beyond the theoretical. The first three, presented in Chapters 9, 10 and 11, are

evaluations of counselling services in different settings and with different contextual
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21
requirements. Chapter 12, 1s an exploration of pluralism as applied in a study
dominated by concerns from one extreme end of the paradigmatic spectrum and

presents the testing of a psychometric measure believed to equate inversely with self

esteem.

Part six: conclusions

Part 6 comprises the concluding chapter and postscript. It opens with a brief review
of the advances made in this work, especially noting progression beyond both current
multi-method and monistic forms of evaluation research. It is noted that the
development and application of pluralism in the field of counselling and
psychotherapy evaluation may be seen as highly appropriate. Some wider
applications of pluralism are also briefly considered. Limitations of this work are
noted along with areas that may warrant further investigation. Finally, it is asserted

that this thesis has successfully met its original goals as outlined above.

1.4 Note on terminology

Throughout this work the terms ‘counselling’ and ‘psychotherapy’ have frequently
been used 1n conjunction, and sometimes interchangeably, in order to identify a
particular range of interventions. The Advice, Guidance and Counselling Lead Body
(1993, p. 1) for the development of National Vocational Qualifications (N.V.Q.s)

1dentifies both as forming part of a spectrum of activities shown in Diagram 1.1.

Inevitably, there 1s a large area in which either term, or the more general terms
‘therapy’ or ‘psychological therapies’, could be used. Sometimes referred to as
‘therapeutic counselling’, this 1s the type of helping that has been at the forefront of
the author’s mind in this study. Following McLeod (1994a), 1t has been assumed 1)
that for many such helping relationships the main difference intended by the terms

relates to professional context and 11) that both are amenable to similar types of

Investigation:
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This sense of counselling and psychotherapy being almost

indistinguishable from each other in practice is ... reflected in the types
of research that have been carried out. For example, an inspection of
the titles of articles published in counselling research journals ... and
psychotherapy research journals ... reveals a high level of

correspondence in topics and methods.’

McLeod (1994a) p. 41.

On the same ground, the terms ‘psychotherapist’, ‘therapist’ and ‘counsellor’ have

generally been used as synonyms.

Although the giving of information and advice can sometimes properly be called
counselling, and much of what follows could be applied in that context, this work is
less directly relevant for such tasks and 1t i1s not primarily intended for use in
evaluating them. Similarly, uses of the word ‘psychotherapy’ that have more in
common with psychiatry and are clearly not synonymous with counselling are not
entirely to be ignored, but neither should they be taken to be indicated by the use of

the combined phrase ‘counselling and / or psychotherapy’ or its equivalents here.

Where a more specific point on the advice - counselling - psychotherapy continuum
1s intended, the terms have been separated. For example, much of the work
undertaken <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>