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AHRC Collaborative Doctoral Partnerships (CDP) – CDP3 Cohort 2021/22 

Call for HEI Partners/Academic Supervisors 

Research Theme 

Listening to the Listeners:  
An Oral History of Talking Therapists 

British Library Co-Supervisors:  

Dr Rob Perks (Lead Curator, Oral History)   

Mary Stewart (Curator, Oral History) 

Context & Summary 

This collaborative research proposal will explore the social history of the ‘talking therapies’ sector in the 

UK, through twenty life story oral history interviews with individuals who trained and worked as talking 

therapists from the 1960s.  The CDP student will research, record, catalogue and analyse the twenty in-

depth audio recordings, alongside interviews already archived in the Sound Archive.   

 

The UK has been a central base for the development of major schools of psychotherapy, group, family and 

systemic therapies and, more recently, behavioural and cognitive therapies which have transformed the 

landscape of treatment for particular psychological states of distress. UK practitioners (in contrast to many 

international counterparts) are not required to be medically trained, yet have had significant impact within 

the NHS, and in the independent, not-for-profit and private sectors.  With several studies already 

highlighting increased anxiety and mental distress due to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, talking 

therapies are set to rise further in prominence. By taking a squarely historical approach, this oral history 

project is innovative as it will look beyond entrenched institutional, theoretical and disciplinary boundaries 

to focus on the social history of the sector through the personal testimony of the narrators.  

 

Oral history and the talking therapies have key points of commonality: both centre on the personal 

encounter between two people, both explore personal histories of the participant, and much of the 

analytical framework for both disciplines focuses on the dynamics of the relationship between the two 

parties.  This collaboration will extend this research area, testing how the life story methodology can 

illuminate the life narratives of therapists to shed light on the social history and wider culture of the talking 

therapies sector as a whole.   

 

The Oral History team at the British Library are the UK sector leaders in both using life story interviews to 

explore wider societal and historical change, and in providing advice on oral history ethics and archival 

practice.  The CDP student will benefit from being embedded in the oral history team, receiving training, 

mentoring and ongoing support as they set about recording and documenting twenty life story interviews.  

Subject to interviewee permission, each interview will become publicly accessible as part of the British 

Library Sound Archive, greatly enhancing the BL collections.   

 

Blending the Oral History curators’ experience with the historical and theoretical expertise of the academic 

supervisor will not only result in innovative research with significant academic interest, but also provide the 

CDP student with in-depth methodological, theoretical and practical support during this challenging 

research.   
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Research Areas 

As evidenced by the National Life Stories Scoping Study in 2010-11, there is a paucity of oral history 

testimony about the UK talking therapy sector as a whole.  The student will therefore be contributing 

ground-breaking research into the social history of the talking therapies, and by employing a social historical 

approach the interviews will capture testimony that spans the sector’s theoretical and disciplinary divides.   

 

We will develop the research themes with the selected HEI partner and the successful student, taking 

account of their expertise and interests.  Initial plans envisage the research focusing on three case studies 

into local/regional therapy cultures, with five life story interviews recorded for each case study, to explore 

geographical areas with known differences in service provision, training and access to therapy.  A further 

five interviewees would be selected by the student to provide insight into additional themes, or to speak 

to gaps identified in previous interview cohorts.  Therapy has stereotypically been viewed as something 

available to affluent people based in metropolitan centres.  With its focus on regional therapy cultures, this 

research would enable more nuanced reflection on routes into the therapeutic professions, opportunities 

and barriers to training and employment and the balance of therapeutic modalities available in a given 

location. Opportunities to gather the perspectives of non-white practitioners and practitioners with 

experience of working with diverse patient groups would be welcomed. 

 

Research questions to explore could include, but are not limited to:  

 The social history of talking therapists: Who are the talking therapists, what are their backgrounds and 

what has motivated their decisions to work in the sector?  By capturing the memories of therapists, the 

oral history project will document the social history and networks within the developing professions, 

the influence of training schools, theoretical debate and convergence and distinctions between the 

modalities.  The relationship with the NHS is also ripe for analysis, as are the changing fortunes and 

trends within the sector – particular the rise of ‘evidence-based’ assessment and the shift to more 

behavioural time-bound therapies.  Previous historical research has almost exclusively focused on one 

therapeutic discipline or organisation, leaving a research gap that looks across the whole field and 

examines local/regional differences over time.  

 

 Understanding and reception of talking therapy in society and its change over time: With the 

increasing acceptance of ‘talking therapies’ as a method to alleviate mental distress, many of us will 

know someone who has undergone ‘therapy’ but what does this actually mean?  Due to the intimate 

and confidential nature of the therapeutic relationship, what takes place in a talking therapy session 

(and the difference between types of therapy) is often poorly understood by the general population, 

policy makers and medical staff alike.  How can interviewing a group of practitioners help to demystify 

and shed some light into the mysteries of the therapeutic session?  How will the interviewees react to 

the research outcomes and analysis?  In the last five years the use of online therapy has risen 

dramatically, and interviewees’ reflections on this new delivery mechanism, boosted by the restrictions 

of Covid-19, will be insightful.   

  

 Methodological reflection and analysis: Almost all of the potential interviewees for this project will 

have had therapy themselves, in which they will have explored their own histories and personal 

relationships.  Part of the craft of a talking therapist is in listening to their clients’ life narrative within 

the therapeutic setting.  How will these interviewees who are steeped in narrative tell their own stories 

in a life story interview?  Interesting comparisons might be made with interviews in projects with 



Page 3 of 3 
 

similarly skilled narrators (e.g. Authors’ Lives) and those whose daily work was very far from 

introspective (e.g. An Oral History of the Water Industry).   

 

Benefits & Training Opportunities for the CDP Student 

The oral history department at the British Library is the UK sector leader in conducting in-depth life story 

recordings and will provide training and mentoring in the theory, techniques and the practicalities of oral 

history fieldwork, ethics and curation.  In addition to the new material they will record, the student will be 

offered the opportunity to work alongside the oral history curators to further analyse life story recordings 

already recorded for An Oral History of Talking Therapists and will receive training to complete work on the 

Pioneers of Child Psychotherapy collection (recorded 2001-2002) in order to increase discoverability and 

enable in-depth analysis of this important resource.   

 

The CDP student would be encouraged to attend conferences related to oral history, social and historical 

studies and in the talking therapies – building networks within each sector and linking these.  There is also 

an opportunity to co-ordinate a web archive initiative to collate a special collection to showcase the 

websites of many disparate professional bodies in this sector.  The student could also convene an on-site 

or virtual symposium at the BL on the research theme, in addition to blogs and social media activity from 

the accounts of the BL Oral History, potentially including a Twitter conference.   

 

The deep engagement with research material – new and archived - has been one of the benefits most 

appreciated by previous collaborative students associated with the oral history team.   The organisational 

work required to set up a symposium and to coordinate web archive work would build their public profile 

and increase the future employment pathways.  At the conclusion of the CDP project, the student will be a 

skilled historian (with experience in oral history interviewing, audio editing, project management and 

communication with different audiences, including blogs) who is also connected to the world of libraries, 

museums and archives, capable of pursuing a career in academia and/or the heritage and archive sector.   

 

Application Deadline 

5 pm on Friday 18 December 2020 

 

Application Guidance 

Further information and details of how to apply can be found on the British Library website – please follow 

the link to the 2020 call for HEI partners on this page:  

https://www.bl.uk/help/ahrc-collaborative-doctoral-partnerships 

 

Contact for Queries 

British Library Research Development Office 

Research.Development@bl.uk 

and 

Mary Stewart, Curator of Oral History 

mary.stewart@bl.uk  
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