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Hairdressing demands strong interpersonal skills and exceptional customer service,
leading to performance pressure that can affect the hairdresser’s mental, emotional,
and physical well-being. This qualitative study explores Open Awareness (OA), a
transpersonal coaching technique, as a way to enhance resilience in hairdressers
facing occupational stress. Nine co-researchers, aged between 24 and 62, who self-
identified as experiencing burnout, were trained in the practice of OA and committed
to daily practice for fourteen days. At the end, each co-researcher was interviewed. The
findings suggest that OA has the potential to decrease stress and increase well-being
among hairdressers. By integrating OA into their lives, hairdressers reported improved
emotional regulation, improved coping mechanisms, effective client interaction,
healthier boundaries, and increased motivation in their work. These results align
with research in other high-stress professions, such as teaching and nursing, where
awareness-based practices like mindfulness reduce burnout and foster resilience. OA’s
transpersonal focus, which emphasises awareness of relational and environmental
interconnectedness, offers a unique contribution. Limitations of the study include: a
small sample size, questions about the suitability of OA for all practitioners, and the
potential of OA to create overwhelm in those new to transpersonal techniques.
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Burnout in the workplace is a global phenomenon. A study conducted by the McKinsey
Health Institute (Brassey et al., 2023), across 30 countries and involving 30,000
employees, revealed that 22% of employees suffer from burnout symptoms and 42%
suffer from exhaustion. Another study of 2,060 UK workers (Mental Health UK,
2024) showed that 9 in 10 adults had experienced high or extreme stress in the last
year and that 20% of workers experienced burnout, needing to take time off work due
to mental health concerns. Burnout describes a chronic condition that develops as the
result of unmanaged long-term stress and is characterised by emotional exhaustion,
depersonalisation, and negative feelings towards work, a sense of hopelessness, and
reduced professional efficacy (Edu-Valsania et al., 2022).

In the hairdressing industry, hairdressers are significantly impacted by workplace stress
and burnout (May, 2023; World Health Organization, 2021). In a 2023 survey, carried
out in seven countries and involving 1,750 hairdressing professionals, it was revealed
that 65% of this sample have encountered anxiety, burnout, or depression at some
stage in their professional life (May, 2023). Long working hours and the emotional
labour demands of the profession can make it challenging to balance career, family, and
social responsibilities (May, 2023). These factors can increase the risk of burnout and
complicate the hairdresser’s ability to prioritise stress reduction, wellbeing, and self-care
(Jeung et al., 2018). While research on the rate of burnout in hairdressers is limited, the
available data suggests that it is a widespread and concerning phenomena (e.g., Klope &
Hedlin, 2023; Page et al., 2022).

Open Awareness

Open Awareness (OA) is a technique within transpersonal coaching developed by Jevon
Dangeli (2019) that aims to reduce anxiety and stress by creating an expanded field of
awareness and a tranquil, vigilant mental state. Situated within the field of transpersonal
psychology, which focuses upon the transformative and spiritual dimensions of human
experience (Cunningham, 2022), open awareness was chosen as a tool to address the
risks of burnout in hairdressing.

Open awareness is characterised by a state of consciousness that is relaxed, receptive,
responsive, and resourceful and is contrasted to tunnel awareness wherein a person
operates from unconscious trauma patterns of reactivity, caught in a repetitive stress
cycle (Dangeli, 2019). Similar to mindfulness, OA involves a focus on breathing, while
observing the flow of experience “through opening the aperture of one’s awareness”
(p- 9). OA is distinct from mindfulness in that it involves welcoming both conscious and
unconscious content while becoming especially open to energetic links “between oneself,
others, and the environment” (p. 79). This simple meditative technique has become
central to a growing movement within transpersonal coaching (Dangeli, 2023).

Additionally, OA has been specifically applied to the reduction and treatment of burnout.
In a mixed method study, Dangeli (2020) explored the impact of OA on mitigating
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burnout for eleven individuals and found that a brief training in OA reduced overall
burnout scores by 58.7%. The results of this study suggest that OA may facilitate a shift
in consciousness from a stressed identity, habitually dwelling in tunnel awareness, to a
more expansive identity that can reach beyond reactive patterns of behaviour. While there
has been limited research on OA, the benefits, similar to those indicated by mindfulness
research, may include stress reduction, burnout mitigation, enhanced resilience, and
improved performance.

Research Aims

This research explored the application of OA for mitigating burnout and enhancing
wellness in the hairdressing profession. The research was inspired by the first author’s
lived experience of burnout and subsequent recovery through ongoing OA meditation
practice. The guiding research question was: Can the practice of OA reduce burnout
amongst hairdressers?

Method

This qualitative study employed heuristic inquiry as its methodological approach. Developed
by Clark Moustakas (1990), heuristic inquiry is explicitly driven by the life experience of the
researcher and guided by an “internal search through which one discovers the nature and meaning
of experience” (p. 9). Since the research question emerged from the first author’s personal journey
as a hairdresser who recovered from burnout through applying OA, a study was designed to
explore if that experience would be similar for other hairdressers experiencing burnout.

The primary motive of heuristic inquiry is to uncover a qualitatively rich depiction of the
essential nature of the topic of inquiry (Hiles, 2001). Moustakas (1990) notes that the
composite depiction which results as the culmination of heuristic inquiry emerges via a
multi-stage methodological process that is founded upon the “self-search, self-dialogue, and
self-discovery” (p.11) of the principal researcher. A key application of the heuristic method
involves semi-structured interviews with research participants. In heuristic inquiry, research
participants are termed co-researchers to make explicit their active participation in the
research process (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985). Heuristic inquiry applies rigorous dialogue,
with self and co-researchers, to understand the phenomenon with greater clarity. Through
rigorous analysis and reflection on the experience with co-researchers, this collaborative
methodological approach is said to reveal “the nature, meaning, and essence of the human
experience” (Patton, 2002, p. 108).

Moustakas (1990) distinguished seven concepts and processes in the researcher’s journey to
understand the research question at a deeper level: identifying with the focus of investigation,
self-dialogue, tacit knowing, intuition, indwelling, focusing, and internal frame of reference.
While it is beyond the scope of this paper to detail these concepts and processes, each was
carefully applied by the primary researcher.
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Recruitment and Application of Method

In pursuit of a deeper understanding of burnout and its treatment, purposeful sampling was
used to select co-researchers who had experienced significant levels of stress and overwhelm
in the hairdressing industry. Nine co-researchers were recruited, ranging in age from 24
to 62, however one withdrew (without explanation), leaving the final sample of eight. All
co-researchers self-reported experience with burnout. All co-researchers had to meet the
following inclusion criteria:

1) Current active engagement in the hairdressing industry

2) At least 21 years of age

3) Successful completion of a two-year hairdressing training program
4) A minimum of one full year of experience in a salon environment

The criteria were a means of ensuring that co-researchers had an adequate level of
professional experience within the hairdressing industry. Table 1 presents the demographics
of eight co-researchers in this study. All co-researchers chose a pseudonym to secure
anonymity and confidentiality.

Table 1

Co-researcher Demographics

Pseudonym Age Gender Number of years hairdressing Professional Status
Michael 34 Male 10 Salon Owner

Tinker 60 Female 29 Manager & Stylist
Lynne 60 Female 42 Stylist
George 56 Male 30 Stylist
Ava 41 Female 25 Stylist
Mary 35 Female 4 Stylist
William 24 Male 4 Stylist
Isabella 62 Female 22 Stylist

Note: All co-researchers were based in UK.

The co-researchers were recruited through salons and hairdressing academies in the UK.
Once prospective co-researchers expressed interest, emails were sent with the research
question and an overview of the inquiry process. Participation forms and consent forms
explained how two one-hour workshops would take place, followed by interviews. Once all
co-researchers were established, all forms had been completed, and a research schedule was
clarified, Zoom was used to hold the workshops.
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The first workshop introduced co-researchers to the practice of Open Awareness, engaging
them experientially with guided meditation, breathing techniques, and guidance on how to
ground themselves during and after OA practice. After the workshop each co-researcher was
encouraged to implement the OA practice for seven days. Following this initial seven-day
period, a second one-hour participatory workshop took place where co-researchers shared
their reflections on integrating OA into their lives. Co-researchers engaged in discussions
about their experiences, allowing reflections and questions to emerge. Co-researchers were
then encouraged to deepen their OA practice by identifying a problem that needed resolution
and using the mediative awareness that emerged during OA to provide guidance on the
problem. They were then asked to implement this new focus for an additional seven days.

At the end of the second seven-day period, and per ethical research standards, all co-
researcherstook partin a 30-60 minute confidential interview that was recorded (Haverkamp,
2005; Seidman, 2006). To secure ethical standards (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) and
increase researcher transparency (Bailey, 1996), all co-researchers received the interview
questions via e-mail prior to the interview, allowing time for reflection (Knox & Burkard,
2009). In alignment with qualitative research standards, interviews were semi-structured
and featured open-ended questions with the consent of each co-researcher, allowing for
flexibility and responsiveness. Each interview was conducted from a relational (Josselson,
2013) and embodied (Burns, 2003) approach, allowing for special attention to the details of
the intersubjective and nonverbal dynamics that unfolded. Interview recordings were saved
as password-protected electronic files (Cresswell, 2013).

The data was analysed until the primary researcher came to a point of saturation, no longer
gaining new insights on the data (Creswell, 2013; Gehart et al., 2001). Saturation occurred
after: (1) manually transcribing each interview, (2) listening to each interview many times,
(3) connecting to and analysing the co-researcher narrative, and (4) using the body as an
epistemological tool to highlight and develop five primary themes (Brooks, 2010). This
culminated in a creative synthesis that captured the essence of the research findings. The
process involved listening to each interview recording while reading the transcript to
verify accuracy, thematic analysis, and the elaboration of an individual portrait for each
co-researcher to review. The response of each co-researcher reinforced the validity of the
findings and supported content accuracy and “presence of voice” (Eisner, 1991, p. 36).

Analysis of the raw data required engagement with the six phases of heuristic inquiry
(Moustakas, 1990). After an extended (1) initial engagement with the research question
and the study’s design, the stages of heuristic inquiry were applied to the data, involving an
active (2) immersion in the data, (3) incubation—taking a retreat from the intensity of the
research process—and (4) illumination, as the primary themes began to intuitively emerge
(Moustakas, 1990). This process allowed for a structural and textural (5) explication of
each co-researcher’s experience and emergent themes. Finally, through an integrative and
embodied process, a (6) creative synthesis was manifested and expressed (Sultan, 2016).
This data is presented in the following section.
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Results

Through the process of thematic analysis, five primary themes emerged: (a) emotional
health and well-being, (b) personal development, (¢) work-related stress, (d) professional
impact, and (e) professional development. These themes are introduced below. Each theme,
obtained through extensive methodological analysis, illustrates how different co-researchers
experienced the practice of OA in mitigating burnout. The exploration of these themes has
been organised under three spheres: the personal, the day-to-day work environment, and the
professional (see Table 2).

Table 2

Grouping of Primary Themes

Sphere Themes

Personal (a) Emotional wellbeing
(b) Personal development

Work environment (c) Work-related stress
(d) Professional impact

Professional (e) Professional development

Personal Impact of OA

Within the personal sphere, a majority of co-researchers shared examples of how their
emotional wellbeing was negatively impacted within the profession of hairdressing and
positively supported through the practice of OA. Michael noted, “It is quite easy to get
emotionally invested into other people’s lives... [and for] the emotions to weigh me down”,
while Lynne identified that “people do offload”, which resulted in her feeling like a therapist
at times.

Co-researchers described their experience of practicing OA as producing feelings of lightness,
freedom, calm, and an enhanced capacity to cope with life’s challenges. Michael described
his first OA practice as profoundly liberating: “My first meditation, when I stepped into
OA, it just felt freeing.” Similarly, Lynne, in describing the impact of OA, said: “I would say
lighter”, while Ava added: “It makes me feel quite relaxed”. Overall, the lightness and clarity
that emerged through OA provided co-researchers with a counterbalance to pressure, and
contributed to shifts in emotional health and wellbeing that were noticeable to others.

Co-researchers reported that these shifts in emotional health and well-being were supportive
of their efforts to increase self-care, resulting in personal development. This development
manifested in a greater sense of resilience, and more sustained patterns of self-improvement.
For instance, participants employed OA in a dual manner, both proactively, as an integral
part of their daily routines, and reactively, during moments of stress. Michael identified this,
saying: “I've done [OA] more on those stressful days . . . even taking a few minutes [between
clients] to reduce stress levels.” Lynne expressed how her OA practice had evolved: “At first
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just once a day, however, over the last few days twice a day”, noting that OA had a “hugely
positive affect on me mentally and emotionally”. For William, OA became a practical tool:
“It has become part of my tool belt.” Through regular OA practice, co-researchers developed
resilience and sustainable strategies for well-being, counteracting the depletion that is central
to burnout.

Impact of OA on Day-to-Day Work Environment

Turning to the next primary theme, co-researcher’s experienced work-related stress in
different ways. Lynne spoke about stress as “irritability, fatigue, and just basically, I can’t be
bothered”, while Tinker connected stress with “tiredness, not sleeping, feeling overwhelmed
and flying off the handle at small things.” Ava captured the intensity of salon work this way:
“I always feel under pressure and I am always on a time limit, you are always rushing”, while
Michael described the burden of empathic labour as: “You're seeing numerous clients every
day, the emotions weigh me down throughout the day, as a sense of baggage”.

Co-researchers reported becoming more patient and compassionate after implementing OA
in their daily routines. This professional impact shifted the way co-researchers approached
their work. For example, Michael explained: “It’s definitely allowed me to be more present
with clients, provide clearer solutions, rather than having the initial emotional reaction.”
Lynne reflected, “in the past I would have interjected, now I will listen”, and William observed
a broader cultural impact: “The general aura just allows people to be just more positive, and
that’s both customer and colleague.”

Impact of OA on Professional Development

The sphere of professional development matches the final theme of this study and reflects how
OAwas experienced by co-researchers as a tool for long-term growth and career sustainability.
Co-researchers expressed a desire to emphasise the value of integrating OA into training and
education to enhance skills, foster resilience, and support career longevity. Michael strongly
endorsed this integration, noting it was “100%, definitely” relevant to transpersonal education
for hairdressers, and Lynne described integrating OA into professional training as a “win-
win situation” that would enable practitioners to develop skills that support clients while
protecting their own well-being. Ava highlighted its relevance to mental health, and William
characterized OA as an essential “tool in the belt” for ongoing growth in the profession.

Creative Synthesis

As part of the procedure of heuristic inquiry, a composite depiction was constructed after
sitting with each co-researcher’s individual depictions, while moving back and forth between
the stages of immersion and incubation (Moustakas, 1990, 2015). This interplay between
intimacy with the data (immersion) and distance from it (incubation) facilitated a composite
understanding, reflecting the shared experiences of the phenomenon among co-researchers
(Moustakas, 1990, 2015; Sultan, 2019). The creative synthesis emerged as a labyrinth
(Figure 1) populated by words drawn from each co-researcher’s interview. The exterior of the
labyrinth is filled with words that reflect the challenging aspects of tunnel vision, while the
insights and core themes gained from co-researchers practising OA fill the many pathways
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within the labyrinth. Symbolically, the labyrinth can be viewed as a path toward wholeness
and, in this study, this metaphor can be applied to how co-researchers were able to open their
awareness and move toward greater well-being.

Figure 1
Labyrinth - A Visual Representation of the Co-researcher’s Words, Transitioning from Tunnel
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Discussion
This research supports existing literature on service professionals, which demonstrates that

continuous client interaction and sustained emotional engagement increase susceptibility
to burnout (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004). Through the cultivation of OA, co-researchers
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developed the capacity to establish healthy boundaries and to observe emotions without
becoming consumed by them. Such a shift facilitated the preservation of empathy while
avoiding over-identification, thereby addressing a fundamental factor contributing to
burnout within the hairdressing profession.

Additionally, these findings echo Shapiro and Schwartz’s (2000) work on embodied
awareness, a mindful approach to conscious attentional self-regulation akin to OA, which
supports greater patience, compassion, and relational attunement. In hairdressing, where
professional identity is closely tied to the client relationship, the results suggest that OA
may foster a calmer, more positive work environment, countering the depersonalisation
aspect of burnout, characterised by emotional detachment and a lack of empathy
(Edu-Valsania et al., 2022).

This study’s findings also support Sanford’s (2017) view that shifts in awareness manifest
through new patterns of behaviour and perception. Calmness and freedom from agitation,
consistently described by co-researchers, stand in contrast to the restlessness, irritability,
and emotional overload associated with burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). The expanded
effects of OA reached across mind, body, and emotions, with co-researchers consistently
reporting improved clarity of thought, reduced bodily stress, and greater emotional
regulation. These accounts echo Dangeli’s (2020) findings that OA fosters concentration,
inner peace, and relaxation.

Thepresentfindingssuggestthat OAsupportsmeaningful changesinprofessional hairdressers’
lives, enabling them to shift from a narrow, reactive mode of tunnel awareness towards a
more expansive and balanced state (Dangeli, 2020). This results in improved emotional
regulation, personal resilience, professional confidence, and quality of client interactions.
Additionally, the positive effects of OA moved beyond individual co-researchers into the
workplace, reinforcing the systemic potential of OA for fostering well-being in relationally
demanding professions. OA helped co-researchers be more authentic in themselves and
understand their boundaries and values more clearly, the later of which plays a crucial role in
preventing mental and emotional burnout (Scholl et al., 2014).

Beyond Hairdressing

While this study is the only one of its kind to apply OA to mitigating burnout in hairdressers,
the results are not especially surprising given the success of mindfulness-based approaches
in other high-stress professions (e.g., Emerson et al., 2017; Guillaumie et al., 2017). For
instance, the challenges faced by hairdressers mirror those encountered in teaching and
nursing, two professions consistently ranked as high risk for burnout (Brassey et al., 2023).

Most significantly, mindfulness-based stress reduction technique interventions have been
noted to reduce stress and enhance resilience among teachers (Emerson et al., 2017).
The outcomes parallel the effects of OA in this study, particularly in enhancing emotional
regulation. Just as OA assisted hairdressers to handle and manage client demands without
being emotionally depleted, mindfulness practices in education foster teacher presence and
improved relationships with students (Jennings et al., 2013).
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Nurses are a second comparison. Faced with working long shifts, high patient loads, and
emotionally charged environments, nurses often experience compassion fatigue and burnout
(Rushton, et al., 2015). Training programmes for nurses that include mindfulness and self-
awareness practices have improved stress management, resilience, and empathy (Guillaumie
et al., 2017). The practice of these techniques brings inner calm and helps practitioners set
healthier boundaries with patients. The parallels suggest that OA could support other caring
professions where emotional labour and interpersonal intensity are central.

Across teaching, nursing, and hairdressing, common themes emerge. Continuous emotional
demands, blurred professional boundaries, and limited time for self-care each contribute
to burnout. The importance of proactive self-care strategies has been emphasised across
professions, with academics arguing that self-care is not optional but a professional
imperative (Wise et al., 2012). Equally in these professions, interventions that expand
awareness, whether through mindfulness, compassion-based training, or OA, show promise
in enhancing resilience, emotional balance, and professional sustainability.

While it is beyond the scope of this study to detail the distinctions between OA and other
mindfulness practices, it is worth noting that OA is unique in its transpersonal emphasis
on expanding awareness beyond the individual (Dangeli, 2019). This expanded awareness
explicitly invites in a transpersonal or sacred dimension, and thereby encourages a
connection between self, other, the environment, and the greater mystery of which we are
a part (Dangeli, 2019). This may offer an additional layer of depth compared with standard
mindfulness practices, particularly for relational professions where human connection is the
cornerstone of practice.

Limitations

Because the aims of the research were so close to the personal life of the primary researcher, itis
important to acknowledge the possibility of researcher bias influencing the research process.
There is no doubt that I, Julie Stone, was carrying bias into the study, as my own journey of
burnout had been mitigated by regular engagement with the OA technique. However, in the
workshops, interviews, and data analysis, I made every effort to regularly bring awareness
to the potential for expectation bias through ongoing reflexivity and critical analysis in the
research process. Sela-Smith (2002) notes that awareness of biases is fundamental to any
research project, but especially so in the case of heuristic inquiry, which, if approached with
care, can lead to transformative outcomes both for co-researchers and researcher.

Additionally, research validity was cross-checked by the co-researchers themselves, as they
were sent and asked to validate the results. While this is an important step in strengthening
validity of results, it is also important to highlight the potential role of researcher influence
on the co-researchers. Through the primary researcher’s role as a workshop leader, salon
owner, and one who was previously helped by OA, co-researchers may have felt some degree
of pressure to provide favourable feedback. While this was mitigated by informed consent
and explicit encouragement of honest participation without expectation, the possibility of
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researcher influence could have still played some part in the results. It is also worth critically
considering whether the positive effects of OA were the result of the specific technique of OA
or the result of a non-specific secondary effect such as coming together for a workshop or
participating in a study related to their profession. While one can assume that OA played a
strong role in the outcomes, secondary effects should not be discounted.

Another limitation, and one that is inherent to qualitative research, is the small sample
size. This study concentrated on eight participants from the UK hairdressing industry. The
generalisability of findings should be made cautiously until more studies are done, both within
hairdressing and in other service professions. While the study’s findings were significant,
future research should extend this work by including larger and more diverse populations
of hairdressers, barbers, and beauty therapists, as well as conducting longitudinal studies to
assess the durability of OA effects over time. However, to deepen the understanding, relevance,
and efficacy of OA, comparative studies need to be done across different professions, such as
nursing and teaching, and other professions that are at high risk of burnout. Further, it is
not clear whether OA is suitable for all practitioners. For example, OA can potentially create
overwhelm in those new to transpersonal techniques.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study highlights the potential of OA as an effective approach to reducing
stress and reversing occupational burnout. The results are aligned with other studies
demonstrating the value of mindfulness practices for high-stress service professionals
with emotionally demanding and interpersonally intense client interactions. Integrating
OA and similar practices into foundational training curricula may be a valuable path
toward instilling wellness and resiliency in the hairdressing industry. The integration of
OA into hairdressers’ daily lives offered not just coping mechanisms, but a transformative
practice that reconnected them with meaning, creativity, and professional fulfilment.
OA enabled a notable transformation in perspective, aiding co-researchers in freeing
themselves from established stress patterns, attaining emotional clarity, and exercising
enhanced control over their professional and personal lives. As such, OA emerges
from this study as a valuable practice with potential for both burnout alleviation and
professional development in the hairdressing industry. However, it is important to
consider the suitability of OA for all practitioners, and the potential of OA to create
overwhelm in those new to transpersonal techniques.
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