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Counseling Psychology Thesis Handbook 2015-2016               

Methodology and Procedures 
 

The first purpose of the section on methodology and procedures, which is included in Chapter I, 

is to demonstrate your familiarity with the particular research methodology you intend to use. 

(Note that this discussion uses the term methodology, singular, though your research may draw 

on one or more specific research methodologies.) The second purpose of this section is to 

describe, at least tentatively, specific procedures that you anticipate adopting for your thesis. In 

other words, this section succinctly articulates specific procedures for addressing your research 

problem and what you intend to do to answer your research question. The methodology and 

procedures sections include a concise discussion of your methodology, materials, and 

procedures. 

Research Methodology  

The criteria for the thesis in the Counseling Psychology program were stated previously (see     

p. 34) as follows:  

Within the context of the Institute’s guiding vision, students are encouraged to select a 

particular topic that they wish to explore in depth. Towards this end, the student is asked 

to 

• pursue an area of individual interest relevant to the issues of marriage and 

family therapy, professional clinical counseling, and depth psychology (e.g., 

therapeutic issues, psychological motifs, clinical procedures); 

• ground this particular area of interest in a conceptual framework (e.g., 

background information, findings, concluding evaluation); 

• demonstrate competency in researching a specific area and in expressing ideas 

with clarity and precision; and 

• submit a thesis that meets all criteria for the completion of the thesis and is 

worthy of submission to ProQuest for publication as determined by the 

Research Associate. 

In order to satisfy these criteria and to assist future researchers, the student will select a 

methodology or methodologies suitable for the research problem and research question and write 

a statement regarding research methodology in the thesis proposal for CP 620-Research in 

Psychology; in the thesis outline for CP 650A-Seminar in Directed Research IA, CP 650B-

Seminar in Directed Research IB, and CP 650C-Seminar in Directed Research IC; and in both 

the Abstract and Chapter I of the thesis itself. In Chapter I, in addition to naming the research 

methodology utilized, the statement will include information about procedures and the 

limitations of the chosen research methodology. The use of human participants or co-researchers 

is not permitted for the purposes of researching or writing the Counseling Psychology M.A. 

thesis (see exception noted on page 58). 
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Quantitative Methodology 

Though the use of quantitative methodology is rare in Counseling Psychology theses since the 

use of human participants is not allowed, you are and will be consumers of quantitative research 

and therefore need to be familiar with this approach. Also, some students use the thesis as a pilot 

project for what becomes a doctoral dissertation, which may involve the use of quantitative 

research methods 

In a quantitative study there must be a testable hypothesis and the hypothesis must include 

concepts that can be measured by numbers. In quantitative studies the experimental methods 

must be appropriate and well designed and the statistical applications and tools must be 

appropriate. Quantitative studies are conducted with a variety of research designs. One form 

involves distinct experimental and control groups. In this form, to research clinical 

interventions, a study might be designed so one group receives the intervention and one group 

does not. The group that does not receive the intervention is called the control group. Other 

forms of quantitative studies may not have a separate control group.  

ABAB designs, for instance, have one group that alternates back and forth between control and 

experimental conditions. This design can yield important results. ABA and ABBA designs are 

similarly important.  

Quantitative research is a process of disproving the null hypothesis. Such a study tries to prove 

that there will be no difference in response between the experimental and control groups. If a 

difference in response occurs 95% of the time, then the null hypothesis, which states that there 

is no meaningful difference between the group receiving the treatment and the control group, 

has been disproved by the study. When this occurs the opposite of the null hypothesis, which the 

researcher surmised was the case, is proven.  

Quantitative methodology takes care to control the variables studied and to determine which 

variables are cause, which variables are effect, and which variables are correlative. An 

important consideration is choosing a sample in which both the test group and the control group 

are large enough to provide statistically significant results. Sample groups chosen can be 

representative or random samples. A quantitative study needs to be described sufficiently in the 

literature so that it can be replicated by other researchers. 

In quantitative methodology the researcher tries to be objective and to present a blank screen to 

the research participants. Nevertheless, ethical considerations are paramount, and, though 

neutral, the researcher must ensure the participants’ rights and well-being. 

Suggested Reading: 

Frankfort-Nachmias, C., & Nachmias, D. (2008). Research methods in the social sciences 

(7th ed.). New York, NY: Worth. 

Qualitative Methodology 

Many types of qualitative studies share common aspects. They are descriptive, and rather than 

proving or disproving a hypothesis, they explore some aspect of human experience in depth. A 

description of some behavior (e.g., a therapeutic strategy or approach) is offered as something 

described, not as a proven approach. The use of human participants is not allowed for the 

purposed of researching and writing the thesis. As such the methodological approaches below 

are those that do not involve human participants. A more inclusive list of methodological 
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approaches may be found on Desire2Learn (D2L) at https://elearning.my.pacifica.edu/index.asp. 

In qualitative studies, the focus is on the wholeness of the experience rather than its parts. The 

focus is also on meanings and essences of experience rather than parts of the experience that can 

be measured more easily. The purpose of qualitative studies is to develop ideas and theories 

about human experience rather than quantified, replicable comparisons of identified groups of 

people. The interest is therefore in the subjective experience of oneself as a subject. Below are a 

few qualitative research methods that might be used in the Counseling Psychology thesis. 

Suggested Reading: 

Denzin, N., & Lincoln, Y. (2003). The landscape of qualitative research: Theories and 

issues (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Frankfort-Nachmias, C., & Nachmias, D. (2008). Research methods in the social sciences 

(7th ed.). New York, NY: Worth. 

  Hermeneutic. Hermes is the god of communication. Traditional hermeneutics involves 

the search for meaning in and between different contexts including texts, stories people tell about 

themselves, films, and art. Hermeneutic methodology places concepts in dialogue with one 

another to look for deeper meaning through exploring their relationships to each other and 

involves the comparative study of various source materials.  

Theoretical theses involve hermeneutic methodology and often focus on philosophical questions 

concerned with rational structures, organizing principles, and the nature of the relationship 

between the researcher and the researched. Theoretical theses may evaluate existing theories or 

propose new theories. 

Alchemical hermeneutics, a new research framework proposed by Robert Romanyshyn (2007), 

posits that one is chosen by the research rather than the reverse, as in traditional hermeneutics. As an 

imaginal and depth-oriented methodology, the task of alchemical hermeneutics is to make 

philosophical hermeneutics more psychologically aware. This approach perceives the soul as a 

landscape that can be accessed through continuous dialogue within psyche. The methodology asks 

that the intentions of the researcher’s ego be differentiated from the soul’s voice in the work. 

Research is a re-membering and a re-turning to the source. All interpretation is seen as filtered 

through a complex, which is Carl Jung’s way of describing important archetypally-based structures 

occurring in the psyche which powerfully influence behavior (e.g., father-complex, mother-complex, 

hero-complex).  

In the alchemical hermeneutic approach, transference “dialogues” take place, in which the soul 

of the work is invited into dialogue with the ego’s intentions. Reflection, reverie, synchronicity, 

dreams, visions, revelations, and all manifestations of the mundus imaginalis are sources of data. 

The researcher is transformed as the research progresses, and therefore the work is considered 

alchemical in nature. 

Suggested Reading: 

Manen, M. van. (1990). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action 

sensitive pedagogy. New York, NY: State University of New York. 

Messer, S. B., Sass, L. A., & Woolfolk, R. L. (1988). Introduction to hermeneutics. In 

Hermeneutics and psychological theory: Interpretive perspectives in personality, 

psychotherapy, and psychopathology (pp. 2-26). New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 

University Press. 
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Moustakas, C. (1994). Human science perspectives and models. In Phenomenological 

research methods (pp. 1-24). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Romanyshyn, R. (2007). The wounded researcher: Research with soul in mind. New 

Orleans, LA: Spring Journal Books. 

  Heuristic. Heuristic research encourages relationship and connectedness rather than 

detachment. In heuristic research, a particular phenomenon in the researcher’s personal 

experience is explored over time. The approach is more autobiographical than found in 

phenomenological research, and the researcher usually is personally called to the topic. Heuristic 

research seeks immediacy and meaning. The researcher then synthesizes the experience and 

writes about the structure and meaning of the entire study. 

Methodologically, the first step is the initial engagement of the researcher to discover a question with 

intense interest. The second step is total immersion of the researcher in the question. The third step is 

incubation, which is like tending to or sitting on one egg waiting for it to hatch. The fourth step is 

illumination and is a change in consciousness in which the constituents of the experience come alive 

and rearrange themselves with new meaning and relevance. The fifth step in this methodology is 

explication, in which the researcher examines the various levels of meaning arising through these 

processes. The final step is creative synthesis, in which the researcher expresses the findings. 

In heuristic research, whatever presents itself to the researcher can be considered data. The 

researcher is both the object and subject of the research. The researcher goes back and forth from 

experience to witnessing to experience. The methodology requires developing the capacity to be 

objective about self while delving deeper into subjectivity. It requires simultaneously being the 

researcher, the object of the research, and the comparative researcher as readings and the 

literature review cast light on the experience. In heuristic methodology, the subject remains 

visible throughout the process of research and is portrayed as a whole human being. Heuristic 

research retains the essence of the subject in the experience. It leads to meaning on an essential 

and personal level and leaves room for paradox and inconclusive results.  

Suggested Reading: 

Heron, J. (1996). Co-operative inquiry: Research into the human condition. London, 

England: Sage. 

Moustakas, C. (1990). Heuristic research: Design, methodology, and applications. 

Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Moustakas, C. (1994). Human science perspectives and models. In Phenomenological 

research methods (pp. 1-24). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

  Artistic-creative. Artistic-creative methodology involves engagement in the creative 

process combined with thorough understanding of the theoretical contexts of the work and its 

implications. Immersion in the material studied and the arising of material from the unconscious 

are both legitimate aspects of artistic-creative qualitative research. A production thesis contains 

both a production component and a theoretical analysis of the production (see Production Theses, 

pp. 57-58). The nature of the production is a creative, original piece of work, completed during 

one’s time as a student at Pacifica. Production theses have included multimedia, media, art, 

literature, and cultural interventions such as performance and ritual.  

Suggested Reading: 
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Barrett, E. (2004, April). What does it meme? The exegesis as valorization and validation 

of creative arts research [Special issue no. 3], TEXT. Retrieved from http://www 

.textjournal.com.au/speciss/issue3/barrett.htm 

Barrett, E. (2005). Creative arts practice, creative industries: Method and process as 

cultural capital. Paper presented at the Specialization and Innovation (SPIN) 

Conference, Applying practice led research in the creative industries, Queensland 

University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia: Retrieved from http://www.deakin 

.edu.au/dro/eserv/DU:30005892/barrett-creativeartspractice-2005.pdf  

Leavy, P. (2009). Method meets art: Arts-based research practice. New York, NY: The 

   Guilford Press. 

Sullivan, G. (2004). Art practice as research: Inquiry in the visual arts. Thousand Oaks, 

CA: Sage. 

  Intuitive inquiry. Intuitive inquiry is inclusive of transpersonal experiences and can be 

blended with other research methods. This methodology is based upon compassionately 

informed research using intuition and altered states of consciousness as sources of amplification 

and refinement of data observed. Dreams, visions, somatic experiences, and contemplative 

practices can provide insights that are considered intuitive. This approach seeks to incorporate 

subjective and objective knowledge.  

The steps in intuitive inquiry are first to choose a research topic or text (e.g., a song, painting, 

ballet, or image) that is usually not the researchers own text. The researcher then engages the text 

daily, recording impressions. A specific topic emerges from this initial cycle. In the second 

cycle, with the topic in mind, a new set of texts is engaged to help clarify the initial structure and 

values the researcher brings to the topic. These become lenses for interpretation and can develop 

and change as the researcher moves through cycles of interpretation. An interactive template is 

generated comprised of clustered lists of texts. This cycle concludes with a literature review. The 

third cycle begins with the collection of original textual data through collected narratives. This 

original textual data is used to modify, refine, and expand the researcher’s understanding of the 

topic. The imaginal is engaged as a subjective source of knowledge in a circular relationship with 

more objective knowledge. Metaphors, similes, symbols, and poetic writing or poetry may be 

used to convey the richness and fullness of experience. Embodied writing is encouraged, using 

the physical and visceral wisdom of the body.  

The goal of intuitive inquiry is to ensure that the researcher has expanded beyond his or her 

projections and has obtained some kind of breakthrough and synthesis of findings that can be 

communicated through empathic resonance. Currently, no standards have been developed for 

data analysis. 

Suggested Reading: 

Anderson, R. (1998). Intuitive inquiry: A transpersonal approach. In W. Braud & R. 

Anderson (Eds.), Transpersonal research methods for the social sciences: 

Honoring human experience (pp. 69-94). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Anderson, R. (2000). Intuitive inquiry: Interpreting objective and subjective data. 

ReVision, 22(4), 31-39. 

  Participatory epistemology. Participatory epistemology, a new philosophical framework 

proposed by Richard Tarnas (2007), is comprised of the recognition that meaning is neither 
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outside of the human mind in the objective world waiting to be discovered (the paradigmatically 

modern/structuralist worldview), nor simply constructed or projected onto an inherently 

meaningless world by the subjective human mind (the paradigmatically postmodern/ 

poststructuralist worldview). Rather, participatory epistemology posits that meaning is enacted 

through the participation of the human mind with the larger meaning of the cosmos. The mind 

draws forth a meaning that exists in potentia in the cosmos, but which must go through the 

process of articulation by means of human consciousness.  

Posited as a mode of integral thought, participatory epistemology is inclusive of the insights of 

transpersonal psychology, poststructuralism, and postmodernism. As a philosophical framework 

for qualitative research, participatory epistemology can be blended with other research methods. 

Suggested Reading: 

Tarnas, R. (2006). Cosmos and psyche: Intimations of a new world view. New York, NY: 

Plume. 

  Organic inquiry. Organic inquiry is based upon feminist and transpersonal psychology. 

This orientation validates the personal and a nonhierarchical relationship between the researcher 

and the researched. Research is considered sacred and is entered into with an attitude of 

reverence. The researcher’s attitude is exploratory and oriented toward discovery.  

Like many other qualitative methodologies, organic inquiry is more descriptive than interpretive. 

The methodology involves a thorough excavation of old ways of thinking and the genesis of an 

initial concept for the study arising from the researcher’s personal experience. The first step is a 

descent into one’s own story, allowing the chthonic to emerge, and honoring the imaginal. The 

data are personal stories that are semistructured or unstructured. The primary material is seen as 

a personified image, muse, or deity who has universal teachings that need to be shared. It is 

posited that a connection with the numinous emerges. The analysis is the harvesting of the 

stories. No structure for harvesting them is specified. Narrative analysis, sequential analysis, or 

heuristic inquiry may be employed. Organic inquiry is anti-method and unique results are 

expected.  

Suggested Reading: 

Clements, J., Ettling, D., Jenett, D., & Shields, L. (n.d.). If research were sacred: An 

organic methodology. Draft manuscript available from Serpintina Bookstore. 

Retrieved from http://www.serpentina.com/research/organic-ifresearchsacred 

.html 

Participants 

When describing your methodology, if your thesis is a production thesis involving a study with 

participants, it is crucial to include the number of participants and the rationale as to why you 

selected them. Regarding your choice of participants, state any relevant inclusion or exclusion 

criteria such as age, ethnicity, education, absence of severe psychopathology, diagnosis, or 

comorbidity. One of the main purposes for such criteria is that you want to insure that your 

selection of participants will adequately represent the variable(s) you are studying. Conversely, 

you want to make sure they will not confound your results.  

Materials  
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Many studies utilize materials. If using arts-based images, a description of these and their source 

would be important. 

Procedures  

This final major component of your methodology section describes the processes and procedures 

you employed throughout the conduct of your study. This section will provide a confident sense 

of your own direction and activity as a researcher. It will also provide your readers with an 

unambiguous understanding of the specific research actions you undertook. Your description of 

processes and procedures also provides a basis for readers eventually to evaluate the nature, 

integrity, and veracity of your findings. For quantitative studies, it is also essential that your 

description of procedures is specific enough for other investigators to replicate them if necessary 

or desired. For qualitative studies, your procedures should be clear enough for other researchers 

to learn from them how to conduct similar, related, or follow up studies.  

      Procedures for gathering data. If participants are used (production theses only), they 

will not be used for gathering data. Nevertheless the researcher needs to indicate procedures for 

selecting participants (or sites); procedures for obtaining informed consent and insuring 

confidentiality; procedures for instructing participants; and procedures for conducting and 

documenting your study (e.g., notes, audio tape recording, video tape recording, etc.), or for 

participating in social settings. For text-based and arts-based studies, include criteria and 

procedures for selecting texts and other materials and procedures for gathering and documenting 

data (e.g., written notes, voice recorded notes, reference cards, etc.).   

  Procedures for analyzing data. Regardless of the kind of data used for your study, you 

need to articulate the specific steps and procedures followed in analyzing and interpreting the 

data. This means identifying and discussing your overall theoretical lens (e.g., psychoanalytic, 

Kleinian, object relations, Jungian, archetypal, existential, phenomenological, etc.) and also any 

particular conceptual lens you plan to employ (e.g., transference, self, primary process, splitting, 

projective identification, transference, complexes, archetypes, developmental stages and 

processes, etc.).  

  Limitations and Delimitations. Discuss ways in which you have, in advance, 

intentionally set certain parameters (delimitations) on your study, specifically in relation to the 

scope of your research question, texts, or other primary research data. Also, discuss ways in 

which you anticipate that your research design itself may establish certain limitations with 

respect to such matters as the generalizability of findings. Finally, discuss, at least briefly, the 

ways in which you anticipate relevant socio-cultural-historical contexts influencing the outcomes 

and implications of your study.  

Ethical Concerns. In this section, describe ethical concerns related to your topic, research 

problem, research question, approach to research, and their impact on the process of your 

research. Ethical concerns need to be assessed and addressed even though no human participants 

or co-researchers are used. The health and well-being of the researcher as well must be 

considered. See pages 60-63 for information regarding the principles of ethical research and 

obtaining Institutional Review Board approval. See pages 64-71 for a sample Ethics Application 

for Approval for the Use of Human Participants in a Production Thesis. See pages 107-114 for 

templates of Ethics Applications for the Non-Use of Human Participants, the Use of Human 

Participants in a Production Thesis, and the Use of Animals. 
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Organization of the study. In this section, you present a brief prospective overview of the 

anticipated thesis manuscript as a whole. Readers are well served with a clear sense as to the 

direction of your study.  

 

 


