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Researching professional identities of female law
students: Ethical issues and dilemmas
LUCY FLOYD
Oxford Brookes University

Abstract
This paper discusses the ethical issues encountered in preparing for and carrying
out the initial stages of a project to investigate the extent to which the Legal Practice
Course (a one-year, postgraduate vocational course for intending solicitors)
influences the formation of female students’ professional identities. It examines the
ethical issues which the researcher has had to consider in the light of the decision to
collect data by interviewing (particularly those of harm to participants and privacy
and confidentiality), including the potential problems of conducting insider
research, before going on to reflect on the institutional approval process and
concludes by looking at how ethical issues might be relevant when assessing the
quality of a qualitative research project such as this. It concludes that ethical issues
must be constantly in the mind of the researcher even once ethical approval has
been obtained and data collected. In addition, the presentation of research findings
may in itself pose ethical dilemmas and those assessing research quality will expect
any description of the research to make it very clear that ethical issues have been
carefully considered at every stage.

Introduction
Dealing with ethical issues in socio-legal research poses many dilemmas for
inexperienced researchers. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the ethical
issues I encountered in preparing to carry out the initial stages of a PhD
research project. The project aims to investigate the extent to which the Legal
Practice Course (LPC - a one-year, postgraduate vocational course for
intending solicitors) influences the formation of female students’
professional identities. The initial stage of the project involved insider
research. While there is a reasonable body of literature discussing insider
research in education generally (Sikes and Potts, 2008; Drake, 2010; Mercer,
2007) there appears to be little literature focussing on the issue in the context
of research into legal education. This paper is, therefore, an attempt to make
a small contribution to, and perhaps encourage discussion in this area. It
aims also to crystallise some of my reflections on my experiences so far in
dealing with ethical issues in my project in the hope that they may be useful
to other PhD students. In particular, it examines the general ethical
principles of harm to participants and privacy and confidentiality, both of
which have relevance to my research project especially the initial stage. This
stage involved carrying out interviews with students from the LPC, the
course I was teaching at the time.
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I conduct my research from the point of view of a solicitor who used
to be in commercial practice. I did not particularly enjoy the job and had
never, before going into it, really thought about whether, given my own
values, I was likely to enjoy it and whether the professional identity I would
find myself developing was going to be a good fit with my own personal
identity. I am interested in issues of legal professional identity and the role
played by the LPC because I want to see whether there is scope for the LPC
to encourage students to reflect on the development of their own
professional identity and values and how these fit with their personal
identity and values. This might enable them to look for the sort of legal job
which suits them best and in which they stand the best chance possible of
being happy. I see this issue as one which has particular significance for
women. Sikes (2006) suggests that researchers should strive to do research
which is a good fit with their own values and identities and I feel that my
research project allows me to do that.

Background to the research
There is a substantial body of literature looking at women in the UK legal
profession (Sanderson and Sommerlad, 2000; Muzio and Ackroyd, 2005;
Bolton and Muzio, 2007; Tomlinson et al., 2013). It is suggested that women
tend to ‘lawyer differently’ from men (Sanderson and Sommerlad, 2000:
164), for example by being more likely to enter the ‘caring’ branches of the
law or to work in a ‘high street’ firm or as a professional support lawyer. It is
further suggested that this difference may be ‘the product of subtle and
institutionalised constraints’ (Sanderson and Sommerlad, 2000: 165).
Researchers in the UK have examined the general issue of professional
socialisation of those training to be solicitors (Sommerlad, 2007) and the role
of legal education in this among ‘students from previously excluded
groups’ (Sommerlad, 2008). These groups include mature students and
students from black and minority ethnic and lower socio-economic groups
as well as women. However, a review of relevant literature suggests that
there is no research which looks specifically at the effect on the professional
identity of female students of the LPC in England and Wales and how their
expected and experienced professional identity changes over time. My
research project aims to build on existing research, such as that done by
Sommerlad (2007), by investigating this issue within a theoretical framework
of professional identity, gender and legal education.
Factors in the formation of legal professional identity may include
educational background, legal work experience and exposure to law firms’
publicity material (Francis, 2011; Collier, 2005). It follows, then, that a
student’s professional identity may have started to develop before the
beginning of the LPC and may be influenced during the LPC both by the
course and by other factors such as work experience being undertaken at the
same time. It is also suggested that for a number of reasons entry into the
legal profession is more difficult for those from lower socio-economic
2
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groups, who find it difficult to demonstrate the ‘normative’ professional
identity (Francis, 2011). In order to understand the effect of the LPC, in my
interviews I needed to investigate these influences and issues from the
students’ point of view. Interviews in the initial study included questions
about students’ educational and family background (similar questions are to
be asked in the subsequent full study) and, in addition, specific questions
such as:
What does it mean to you to be a solicitor?
Do you think female solicitors are different from male solicitors?
What sort of person becomes a solicitor?
What do you want to achieve in your career? What might help or stop you?
How will you fit into a law firm?
How many job applications have you made to law firms?
How have you found the job application process?
The job applications referred to in the questions are applications for
training contracts, which are two-year, paid periods of training which must
be completed before someone can qualify as a solicitor in England and
Wales. There are, at the moment, far fewer training contracts available than
students seeking them. The Solicitors’ Regulation Authority (the regulatory
body for the solicitors’ profession) says on its website:
We do not provide careers advice; however, when seeking a training
contract place, you need to know that the number of employers able
to offer contracts may be dictated by economic factors and can be
significantly lower than the number of LPC graduates (SRA, 2013).
At the beginning of my research I was required to sketch out a
timetable for completion of the project. My timetable provided that
immediately following completion of the doctoral progression process I
would work on and obtain ethical approval. At the time, that seemed like a
simple form-filling exercise. However, the research project had not been
fully designed at that stage and I knew only a little about the principles of
ethical research or the ethical approval process and did not appreciate, as I
do now, the complications of the ethical obligation to think carefully at all
stages of the project about its possible effects (Floyd and Arthur, 2012). As
my studies progressed I learned more about the wider issues of research
ethics and began to realise that the way in which someone conducts their
whole research project ‘can have implications both in terms of their career
development and with regard to their personal integrity and moral
positioning’ (Sikes, 2006: 106).
In the context of this research project it may be useful at a general
level to think of ethicality as behaviour which is right and appropriate in
social research (Babbie, 2002). Mcauley describes ethical social research as
comprising a relationship between researcher and participants where both
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benefit from the research exercise and where useful results are obtained
(Mcauley, 2003). In the context of my own discipline, the Socio-Legal Studies
Association’s Statement of Principles of Ethical Research Practice emphasises
the importance of ‘integrity and quality’ in conducting research and of
collegiality amongst researchers (SLSA, 2009).
There is, then, a clear sense in which one cannot ensure that one
behaves ethically simply by adhering to a set list of ethical principles. Ethical
research requires that the researcher acts ethically in a wider sense.
However, a more detailed discussion of ethical issues arising in a research
project (and certainly any institutional approval process) will usually
involve considering one or more of a number of established individual
ethical principles. Traditionally, concepts of research ethics focus on the
effect the research may have on participants other than the researcher.
Silverman (2010: 253-4) lists the most ‘prominent’ general ethical principles
as ‘voluntary participation and the right to withdraw, protection of research
participants, assessment of potential benefits and risks to participants,
obtaining informed consent’ and ‘not doing harm’, the last of which must
also require consideration of the effect of the research on those not directly
involved in it. Silverman’s list implies that ethical research must take into
account the effect of the research not only on participants but also on those
who are not directly involved in the research.
Of course, a researcher might take an instrumental view of certain
aspects of ethical behaviour, such as the collegiality mentioned in the SLSA
statement (above). Silverman’s (2010) discussion of informed consent also
includes instrumental arguments such as the warning that participants may
withdraw from a study at a later date if care is not taken to make sure that
they are fully informed from the outset. It is obvious that on a day-to-day
basis concerns about the practicality of research (and the need to obtain
institutional approval) may discourage researchers from thinking of
principles of ethical research as goods in themselves. To think in this way,
though, is to disregard Kant’s (1994: 277) assertion that ‘in morals, the
proper and inestimable worth of an absolute good will consist precisely in
the freedom of the principle of action from all influences from contingent
grounds which only experience can furnish’. This means that when deciding
what is ethical we should have regard not to the consequences of our actions
but only to the nature of the actions themselves. Researchers must not be
tempted to assume that if they have institutional approval for their research
they can stop thinking about ethical issues since there must be a risk that a
researcher who thinks in this way may not be inclined to be sensitive to
ethical issues arising in the course of the research.
Given the nature of the interviews to be conducted and the questions
to be asked, then, it is clear that ethical issues may arise. Students may find
themselves discussing the difficulties they face in becoming a solicitor. They
may have spent a substantial amount of money on the LPC only to find that
they are unlikely to pass the course or that it is much more difficult to get a
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job than they had anticipated, and such discussions may be uncomfortable.
They may also discuss things they would not want others to know; perhaps
they have made many job applications and have not been invited to any
interviews, or perhaps they feel that their career will be hampered because
they do not have good ‘A’ level grades. The ethical issues of harm to
participants and privacy and confidentiality therefore clearly arise and this
paper considers those issues along with the potential problems of
conducting insider research in legal education. Next it reflects on the
institutional ethical approval processes I encountered and finally discusses
the question of how ethical issues might be relevant when assessing the
quality of a project. My conclusions are that the institutional approval
process and my own recent experience both of being an interviewee in
insider research and of carrying out the initial study have been valuable in
that they have both served to focus my mind on the complicated ethical
burden of responsibility involved in conducting this sort of research.
Moreover, my review of the literature on quality criteria in qualitative
research suggests that my research is likely to be judged, at least in part, on
how conscientiously and effectively ethical principles have been applied.
Therefore it is important that when writing about my research I do so in a
way which explicitly addresses relevant ethical issues in a clear and
transparent way.

What ethical issues arise when carrying out qualitative interviews?
At the time this paper was initially presented at the LCSS PhD conference on
19 April 2013 I was making preparations to begin collecting data and was
part way through the process of obtaining institutional ethical approval. In
order to answer the project’s main research question I planned to collect
qualitative data through semi-structured interviews with female students at
three different institutions including the institution at which I taught on the
LPC. I decided to carry out the initial study in this institution and to
interview 8-10 students as they came to the end of the course. The data I
obtained would help to refine the scope of more detailed interviews to be
carried out in a fuller longitudinal study (Thomas, 2011) where 10-12
students at each of two other provider institutions would be interviewed.
My ontological stance is that the data obtained in my interviews is coconstructed by interviewer and interviewee, in line with theories of social
constructionism (Andrews, 2012). I have now obtained ethical approval for
the whole project and carried out the initial study, in which nine students
were interviewed, and am therefore in a position to reflect on my experience
and on what it has taught me about research ethics in a project of this kind.
I chose to carry out qualitative interviews, which are used where a
researcher is interested in the interviewee’s point of view and where rich,
detailed answers are sought (Bryman, 2012). It has been suggested that
interviews are an appropriate research method:
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when we want to know something about what another person has to
say about his or her experience of a defining event, person, idea or
thing. We choose the interview because we know that the best way to
get into the lived experience of a person who has experienced an
important [health-related] issue is to enable the person to narrate that
experience (Nunkoosing, 2005: 699)
Therefore I felt that interviewing would be the best technique for
collecting the type of data needed for my project. However, it has been
necessary for me to think about the ethical implications of this type of
interview. Of particular relevance are the generally accepted principles that
research should not cause harm to participants and that the privacy and
confidentiality of participants should be maintained (Silverman, 2010). These
seem to be the ones most likely to cause difficulty with this kind of project,
particularly the issues of privacy and confidentiality in the context of my
initial study (Trowler, 2011).
Harm to participants
I think that the issue of harm to participants merits consideration here for
two main reasons. Firstly, the interview experience may cause upset to
interviewees (Norris, 1991; Corbin and Morse, 2003). Secondly, the interview
setting may create power imbalances (Kvale, 2007). It is also interesting to
consider whether the way in which the interview itself is conducted might
help to avoid subtle forms of harm to participants.
Harm to participants may be quite dramatic in nature. For example,
Milgram’s (1963) classic research into obedience to authority caused
participants great distress. Not all harm is so dramatic. Interviewing might
cause harm to participants in that the interview process may have emotional
consequences (albeit less severe) for the interviewee where personal or
sensitive issues are being discussed (Corbin and Morse, 2003). Striking
examples from the literature include research involving interviewing
mothers about their daughters’ abortions (Norris, 1991) and where women
were interviewed about their experiences of childbirth (Davies and Dodd,
2002). In my interviews I intend to ask (and in the initial study did ask)
students about some personal issues such as whether they feel they would
‘fit in’ in a law firm and what their experience of looking for jobs has been
like. Given that the interviews relate to students’ developing professional
identities and future career plans and aspirations, such questions are likely
to encourage careful reflection and self-analysis. Certainly the initial study
and the data obtained from interviewees have encouraged me to reflect on
the development of my own professional identity. I found it difficult to
imagine that the issues I wanted to discuss could cause upset of the sort one
might imagine would be involved in discussing issues explored by Norris
(1991), but it is perhaps possible that interviewees might feel a degree of
unease if encouraged to reflect, for example, on the fact that after completing

6

Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.1, No.1, Autumn 2014

the LPC they had realised that they did not enjoy standing up in court and
would therefore need to re-think their plan to become a solicitor-advocate.
However, it is also argued that interviewing may in fact have a
positive, quasi-therapeutic overall effect on the interviewee where sensitive
issues are discussed (Birch and Miller, 2000; Hutchinson et al., 1994; Ortiz,
2001). It is the view of Corbin and Morse (2003) that being interviewed about
sensitive or personal issues causes no more harm to participants than would
the normal conduct of their daily lives. When preparing for the initial stage
of my study I therefore concluded that discussion of the issues to be covered
in the interviews was unlikely to cause upset to participants. Indeed, one of
the participants in my initial study did comment that she had found that the
interview had provided her with an opportunity to reflect on her experience
of the LPC and on her future plans. Of the nine participants in the initial
study only three had secured training contracts by the end of the course.
However, none of the participants appeared upset by the interview.
Nonetheless, it is suggested that even where an interview does not
cause immediate upset, harm may be caused where interview dialogues
constitute unethical exercises of power and where the interviewer pretends
to form a friendship or create intimacy with the interviewer so as to
persuade them to divulge personal or sensitive information (Kvale, 2006). I
have to consider this possibility and to weigh it against the view expressed
by Davies and Dodd (2002) that creating an atmosphere of intimacy in the
interview setting was helpful to interviewees. In their research project they
deliberately fostered a feeling of intimacy by interviewing participants while
lying on a bed drinking coffee. They suggest that this was an effective and
legitimate way of making interviewees feel relaxed enough to discuss
personal issues. My interviews may give students an opportunity to discuss
personal issues should they want to do so, although perhaps not such
intimate ones as those investigated by Davies and Dodd. This means that I
must be mindful of the possibility of the type of harm described by Kvale
(2006) whilst being sensitive to the need to create as relaxed an atmosphere
as possible for interviewees.
Corbin and Morse (2003) suggest that it may be important for
researchers to develop interviewing skills so that they can conduct the
interview in a way which is sensitive to the participant’s needs. For example,
a long, tiring interview may need breaks built into it so that the participant
may rest and recover. I found that my interviewing skills developed during
the initial study. When conducting the first few interviews I felt slightly
apologetic and awkward when asking about issues such as family
background and parents’ jobs and education. I realised that this was because
I might have appeared judgmental and did not want to make interviewees
feel uncomfortable. I decided to explain to the participants that I was asking
about these issues because existing literature in this area suggested that such
factors might be relevant to professional identity development (Sommerlad,
2007; Francis, 2011). In this way, I feel that I evolved as an interviewer as
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time went on and begin to conduct interviews in a way which was more
sensitive to the need to make interviewees feel at ease. By trying to ensure
that interviewees do not feel uncomfortable I therefore sought to avoid what
may be subtle forms of harm to participants.
In short, in this project harm to participants in the form of emotional
upset is unlikely to occur because the issues being discussed are not, on the
whole, of an especially personal or intimate nature. Nonetheless, there may
be times when students do feel some unease and it is important to be
sensitive to that possibility and to guard against that form of harm.
Privacy and confidentiality
It is generally accepted that private data which might enable a reader to
identify interviewees should not be reported (Kvale, 2007). Research projects
of this nature should focus on the perceptions and experiences of the
interviewees, who need not be identified (Boschma et al., 2003). It was
important to consider these issues in my research because, particularly in my
initial study, I planned to interview only a relatively small number of
students and interviews would involve questions about things like their
background and education and their employment plans after they
completed the course. In some cases such data might, if published, enable an
individual to be identified, especially in the case of students from my own
institution, so it is important to pay careful attention to issues of
confidentiality and anonymity. My experience of the initial interviews,
though, has been that students were already sensitive to general issues of
confidentiality and tended to give me information which was already depersonalised.

Ethics and insider research
My initial study constituted what is referred to as ‘insider research’ which, in
an educational research context, means projects where the researcher looks
at an institution where they work or study (Trowler, 2011). Such research by
PhD and doctoral students is now relatively common, partly because of the
increasing number of professionals who choose to research their own
institution as a way of carrying out research in a way which may be
conveniently combined with their paid work (Mercer, 2007). Nonetheless I
anticipated that institutional review bodies might be cautious about this
kind of research, particularly because of perceived risks to participants’
privacy (Atkins and Wallace, 2012). Sikes (2006:110) observes that such
research can be ‘potentially dodgy in both ethical and career development
terms’, partly because of the potential consequences for, amongst other
things, personal and professional relationships.
Mercer explores the concept of ‘insiderness’ in her paper describing
research which investigated the experiences of her colleagues. She suggests
that:
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the researcher who shares a particular characteristic, for example
gender, ethnicity or culture, with the researched is an insider, and
everyone else, not sharing that particular characteristic, is an outsider
(Mercer, 2007: 3).
Mercer also points out that the ‘insider/outsider dichotomy’ is more
realistically viewed as a ‘continuum’ (Mercer, 2007: 3-4). In other words, a
researcher is not simply either an insider or an outsider but is positioned at a
point somewhere along that continuum.
Cownie when interviewing legal academics suggested that an
element of ‘insiderness’ came from the fact that she was speaking to people
who did similar jobs to her and that she did not, therefore, need to learn a
new ‘technical language or jargon’ (2004: 23). In my interviews during the
initial study I had the advantage of understanding the jargon which is
common to LPC courses generally. I did not have to ask what students
meant when they talked about ‘the compulsory subjects’ and ‘the electives’
and I also understood institution-specific jargon and abbreviations. This,
then, was an advantage of being an insider. However, although the focus of
this paper is on ethical issues it is relevant to note that interviewing as an
insider may also have disadvantages if it affects the nature of the data
obtained. Being an insider researcher could make it difficult to obtain such
rich, detailed data as when interviewing from an outsider’s point of view.
Hoong Sin describes a project where he interviewed an elderly Chinese man
and found that their shared ethnicity meant that the interviewee did not
always describe issues to him in detail because he assumed that he
understood them already. He tended instead to say things like ‘you would
know this’ (Hoong Sin, 2003: 310). Other scholars have also discussed the
importance of the ‘match’ between interviewer and interviewee and how it
may affect the data given in the interview, and concluded that differences in
ethnicity and gender may lead to the generation of richer, more detailed
interview data (Vincent and Warren, 2001). Sharing (at least) gender and
professional training (and often ethnicity) with my interviewees may
therefore have had disadvantages for me although I have tried to be careful
always to ask them to explain their answers fully rather than assume that I
know what they mean.
In short, my project involves a substantial element of ‘insiderness’. In
the initial stages of the project I interviewed students in my own institution
in line with Trowler’s (2011) brief definition of insider research. However,
the ‘insiderness’ of the whole project, both at my own and other institutions,
must also be borne in mind. Moreover, my teaching experience helps me
understand the context of what students tell me about the LPC as I am a
member of the profession into which the participants want to go and I am
female.

9
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Potential ethical issues with insider research in this project
The project, in its initial stage, involved interviewing nine students who
already knew me or at least knew of me. Therefore, my relationship with
each of the students was slightly different and would need to be handled
carefully and skilfully (Corbin and Morse, 2003). Issues of harm to
participants (perhaps not in the form of emotional upset but which are
nonetheless significant) and privacy and confidentiality have required and
will continue to require especially careful thought. More generally, it has
been necessary to keep in mind the need for constant internal ethical
engagement.
Privacy and confidentiality in the context of insider research
Trowler (2011) points out that a major issue in insider research is that of
privacy and confidentiality. He argues that a researcher, when writing about
their research, is faced with the dilemma of either admitting that they are
carrying out research at their own institution (so making the institution easy
to identify) or not mentioning that the research is insider research, in which
case the methodology cannot be fully described and discussed, so making
the research process less transparent. This might have significant
consequences for readers’ assessments of the quality of the research. Trowler
(2011) concludes that it is sensible to accept that any reader who wants to
work out which institution has been researched will find a way to do so and
that therefore researchers should concentrate instead on making sure that
individuals cannot be identified. This might be done by inviting participants
to review and approve any information about them which the researcher
plans to publish. Trowler (2011) also suggests changing small (but not
significant) details when describing participants. In spite of the fact that in
this project the consent form informs the participants that confidentiality
cannot be guaranteed, it is certainly my intention to guarantee their
confidentiality. I anticipate nonetheless that I may have to consider not using
some of the data obtained because if published it would make it too easy for
the participant to be identified. In the initial study several students gave me
information about their lives before the LPC which was so distinctive that if
published it might well enable them to be identified by anyone who knew
the institution.
I recently had useful first-hand experience as a participant in insider
research when interviewed by a colleague from my own institution. I was
surprised at the level of concern I felt during the interview to give
information which was not too critical of the institution, and after the
interview about whether the information I had given might enable me to be
identified. I was given the opportunity to review a transcript of the
interview and was at great pains to make sure that I could not be identified
from the information I had given. The strong desire to remain anonymous
stemmed from the fact that I was being interviewed about my developing
research career and felt self-conscious discussing it. It is easy to imagine that
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in my research project students might feel similarly self-conscious about
discussing issues such as their poor degree results or difficulties they
experience in finding a job after completing the LPC (Shah, 2004). My
experience as a participant helped me to realise the importance of how data
obtained is dealt with after the interview but also of carefully explaining to
the interviewee before the interview begins (regardless of what may already
have been said in formal documentation such as participant information
sheets and consent forms) the ways in which an interviewer will strive to
maintain confidentiality. This was perhaps especially important in the initial
study because I had been required by my institution to say in the consent
form that it might not be possible to guarantee confidentiality.
Harm to participants in insider research
Kvale argues that the traditional academic research interview always
involves the exercise of power by the interviewer over the participant and
that ‘recognition of power dynamics by the social construction of knowledge
in interviews is necessary to ascertain objectivity and ethicality of interview
research’ (2008: 480). He describes a ‘power asymmetry’ which must be
exacerbated if the interview is between people who are not peers (Kvale,
2006: 496; Mercer, 2007). Foucault’s explanation of the meaning of power
which was given in an interview in 1980 is useful in this context:
If I use my age, my social position, the knowledge I may have about
this or that, to make you behave in some particular way – that is to
say, I’m not forcing you at all and I’m leaving you completely free –
that’s when I begin to exercise power……it takes place when there is
a relation between two free subjects, and this relation is unbalanced,
so that one can act upon the other, and the other is acted upon, or
allows himself to be acted upon (Bess, 1988).
It is quite possible that during the interview my position as someone
older (usually, but not always) than the interviewees who also (always) had
more legal experience and qualifications than them may have created the
sort of unbalanced relationship described by Foucault. That relationship may
have been particularly unbalanced when interviewing students from my
own institution who knew that I was an LPC lecturer from ‘their’ LPC. This
might have affected the willingness of those students to participate in the
study and also the nature of the data obtained during the interviews.
Although, when I recruited students from my own institution, it is
conceivable that they may have felt pressure to agree to participate, I would
argue that every attempt possible was made to ensure that this did not
happen. Students were recruited by putting hard copy invitation letters in
their pigeonhole. These letters explained the scope and purpose of the
project and made it clear that a student’s decision whether or not to
participate would have no bearing on their marks for the course. I do not,
therefore, feel that issues of informed consent were particularly significant.
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However, the issue of access/informed consent might have been much more
significant had I been seeking to carry out research in a specifically crosscultural context where factors relevant to a decision to get involved in
research might include a feeling of obligation ‘to oblige, to obey someone’
(Shah, 2004: 557). What may be less easy to deal with is the significance of
the lecturer/student relationship for the sort of data to be obtained during
the interview and the possibility that students were more inclined to tell me
certain things because they thought those things were what I wanted to hear.
The potential power imbalance in the interviews I have carried and
will carry out is an issue which I must keep in mind particularly in relation
to the initial study. However, arguably, in the full study where students
from other institutions will be interviewed, the aspects of the relational
imbalance described by Foucault will still be present.
Ongoing relationships
Much of the literature on insider research in education focusses on issues
which arise when researchers interview colleagues with whom it will be
necessary, after the interview, to maintain an ongoing working relationship.
Floyd and Arthur (2012) discuss the awkwardness of being given personal
information about a colleague in the course of an interview and then
afterwards having to maintain a professional relationship where other
colleagues must not know that the interview has ever taken place. Mercer
(2007) comments that colleagues may be less candid in interviews where
they know that a working relationship has to be maintained. In the initial
study, I was interviewing students who had finished their course at the time
of the interviews. Therefore there was less need for them to be concerned
about an ongoing relationship with me or the institution. In the full study,
the students are based in institutions I am not part of and, when first
interviewed, will not have met me before. This will also alleviate concerns
over ongoing working relationships after the end of the research.
Internal ethical engagement
When preparing to carry out research in my own institution I began to
reflect on the ethical difficulties I might encounter which had not been
anticipated or discussed as part of the ethical approval process and I realised
that ethical issues may arise unexpectedly both in the course of the research
project and afterwards. An awareness of these types of issues when carrying
out insider research is defined as ‘internal ethical engagement’ (Floyd and
Arthur, 2012: 2). After obtaining institutional approval for the study I sent
out my project invitation letters and waited for students to respond. I
became sensitive to the way in which I interacted with them in the
meantime. When they accepted to participate and I said that I was happy to
meet for the interview at a time and place to suit them, did they really feel
that they had the freedom to choose whatever arrangement suited them
best? When I offered to meet one student at a hotel near her home because
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we realised it would be difficult for her to travel to me, I suggested we might
meet over a cup of tea. Did this constitute an inducement to participate?
When listening to interviewees speak, I have been very aware of the
importance of my response to what they say. I do not want to influence what
they tell me and have realised how easy it could be to do this by, for
example, nodding vigorously when they make a point with which I
sympathise or agree. I therefore felt it very important to seem objective
throughout the interview so as to try to avoid such problems, although
Mercer (2007) concludes that in her experience when carrying out insider
research it did not make much difference whether she revealed her stance on
a particular matter or not.

Reflections on the institutional approval process
I had to obtain ethical approval for the full project both from the institution
where I am a PhD student and from my own institution, where the initial
study was carried out. I decided to seek approval first for the initial study
from my own institution and then to seek approval from my PhD institution
for the whole study.
Before seeking institutional approval I was apprehensive. I had read
articles by writers like Dingwall (2007: 794) who suggest that in some
situations the scientific validity of the research might be distorted by ethical
regulation. He gives an extreme example of problems with the inflexibility of
the institutional ethical approval process when describing research which
was carried out in a factory setting in Asia and which in its latter stages was
to involve interviews with managers at that factory. The relevant
institutional review body insisted that signed consent forms be obtained
from each of the managers who had agreed to participate. The managers
were greatly offended by this because they felt that it suggested that the
institution did not trust their verbal agreement to participate. As a result
they were no longer prepared to co-operate and the research could not
proceed. It might, after reading stories like this, be tempting to think of the
institutional review process as rather adversarial in nature.
In my experience the process has been valuable in that firstly it has
made it necessary for me to give serious thought to ethical issues at an early
stage in the project. This will enable ethical considerations to be an
embedded element of the research process, thus ensuring the quality of my
thesis. Secondly, both ethical approval applications have required the
submission of a summary of the project and of draft interview schedules.
Putting these together has made it necessary to revisit the project’s
conceptual framework and to ask the question again: ‘what’s this all about
and why do I need this information?’ This has helped me reconsider the
focus of the research project. Thirdly, obtaining approval for the initial study
provided me with a form of endorsement for the project and gave me
renewed confidence to proceed. Approval for the initial study was obtained
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from my institution on the basis that documents in the form approved by its
research ethics committee would be used. I had been required to submit
drafts of my proposed letter of invitation to participants, project information
sheet, consent form and interview schedules, as well as a form summarising
the proposed project and its perceived risks. The research ethics committee
had required several amendments to the form of documents and suggested
procedure I submitted. Some were minor in nature. For example, I was not
allowed to send project invitation letters by email but was required instead
to send out hard copies. This was not too much of a problem except that it
may have limited the number of responses I received.
More significantly I was required to amend the consent form for the
initial study in order to specify that it may not be possible to guarantee
anonymity to participants because of the small sample size used. It was easy
to make the amendment to the consent form and it did not appear to cause
concern for any of the participants in the initial study. Nonetheless, this
amendment may perhaps be seen as example of a situation in which the
institutional approval process provides a solution (the inclusion of the point
in the consent form) to a problem which may never arise (the problem of
maintaining confidentiality and anonymity when publishing data). It is
important that, in spite of the warning issued to participants in the consent
form, I continue to make every possible effort to guarantee anonymity and
do not see myself as having been relieved of that obligation.
Wiles et al. (2008) discuss issues of privacy and confidentiality and the
different practices of researchers in this regard. They observe that some
researchers invite participants to approve what is to be published about
them, and feel that the issue is effectively dealt with in this way while others
feel that they must make the decision about what is to be published as it is
ultimately their responsibility to protect participants. The latter is the
approach taken by the Socio-Legal Studies Association’s Statement of
Principles of Ethical Research Practice (SLSA, 2009). I believe the latter position
is sensible as data to be published about other participants may be as
relevant to ensuring an individual participant’s anonymity and
confidentiality as might the data about that individual themselves. I cannot
ask participants to ‘vet’ information which is to be published about other
people. Interestingly, my impression during the initial study was that
students were not particularly concerned about their own anonymity and
focussed instead on the fact that they were glad to be able to help with
research which they said they found valuable and interesting.
The next stage in assuring institutional ethnical confirmation was to
seek approval from my PhD institution for the whole study. Preparing draft
documentation for submission to that institution’s research ethics committee
was a complicated process because it was necessary to submit two sets of
documents. One set was for the initial study at my institution, which had
already been approved and so could not be altered. The other set was for the
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full study, which might need to be altered in the light of comments from the
PhD institution’s committee.
Ethical approval was successfully obtained from both institutions but
I am aware that I must continue to have regard to general ethical principles
and must not assume that getting institutional approval for the research
means that it will automatically be ethical research (Israel and Hay, 2006). I
realise that although I have cleared the hurdle of what Floyd and Arthur
(2012: 4) call ‘external ethical engagement’ the hurdle of ‘internal ethical
engagement’ is one which must be constantly in mind, and repeatedly
negotiated. Although Floyd and Arthur apply the concepts to insider
research they seem equally relevant to the research I will carry out at the
other institutions. As an early career researcher I am anxious not to make
mistakes but am encouraged by writers such as Wiles et al. (2008) who admit
that researchers do sometimes get things wrong, for example by making
accidental disclosures about what participants have told them. Nonetheless,
Drake (2010) suggests that certain researchers (such as PhD candidates)
should be cautious about giving accounts of their research which are so
transparent and honest that they make themselves vulnerable to criticism
from examiners. There is clear conflict between this view and the suggestion
that the quality of qualitative research should be judged in part by reference
to the care and clarity with which the research process is described
(Whittemore et al., 2001).

Research ethics and research quality
Finally it is interesting to look at how ethical issues might be relevant when
assessing research quality for qualitative research. If they are deemed
relevant, then it would seem that any account of research carried out must
be careful to deal explicitly and transparently with the ethical issues
encountered. There is a wealth of literature discussing what the quality
criteria should be, most of which assumes that the criteria of validity and
reliability which are used to assess quantitative research are less useful for
assessing qualitative research. Various alternatives are suggested in the
literature, including that the criteria for quality should be set by the
researcher and made explicit at the beginning of the research project
(Parker, 2003; Lichtman, 2013). However, there appears to be no real
consensus on what the criteria should be, except for a tendency to emphasise
good research practice and methodological carefulness as being important
(Davies and Dodd, 2002) and to make explicit that careful attention to ethical
principles is an integral part of these practices (Fossey et al., 2002). The
government has also published its own guidance on showing quality in
qualitative research. The Framework for Assessing Research Evidence (Spencer et
al., 2003) (‘the Framework’) states that the authors do not deem it possible to
compile a set list of quality criteria (mainly because of the many different
methods used in qualitative research) but that ‘formalised criteria should
avoid being rigidly procedural and over-prescriptive . . . to aid informed
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judgment, not mechanistic rule-following’ (Whittemore et al., 2001: 4). The
Framework identifies that qualitative research should be ‘contributory in
advancing wider knowledge or understanding....defensible in design by
providing a research strategy that can address the evaluative questions
posed......rigorous in conduct . . . [and] credible in claim’ (2003: 7).
A journal to which a research report is submitted will also assess the
quality of the work. This is in spite of the fact that it appears that many
journals which publish qualitative work do not publish a list of the criteria
they apply when assessing reports submitted to them (Lichtman, 2013).
Moreover, the criteria applied by reviewers and journal editors who have
been prepared to provide such information suggests that they do not apply
many of the criteria which academic writers suggest are relevant (Savall et
al., 2008) and that the criteria which are applied tend to change over time.
I suggest that ethical issues must be constantly in the mind of the
researcher even after ethical approval is obtained and data has been
collected. The presentation of research findings may in itself pose ethical
dilemmas and those assessing research quality will expect any description of
the research to make it clear that ethical issues have been carefully
considered at every stage. Indeed, it is suggested by Fossey et al. that ‘central
to both issues is whether the subjective meaning, actions and social context
of those being researched is illuminated and represented faithfully’(2002:
731).

Conclusion
The ethical responsibilities of research involving qualitative interviewing are
significant and must be carefully handled, particularly in insider research
where it is especially important to maintain internal ethical engagement
once the institutional approval process is complete. The nature of my
research project is such that I have had to give careful thought to the
possibility of harm to participants and to issues of privacy and
confidentiality. Although emotional upset to participants is unlikely, it is
important that I am sensitive to the possibility that participants may feel
unease during interviews and that I conduct interviews so as to minimise
such feelings. Given the nature of my research it is possible that those
reading about my findings will be able to identify the institution at which
the initial study was carried out. It is, therefore, essential that I ensure that
individuals cannot be identified by the data I publish. My experiences of the
institutional approval process, the interviews I carried out during my initial
study and my experiences of being an ‘insider interviewee’, have been
valuable in helping me to focus on my ethical responsibilities and on the
need to produce a project in which ethical issues are carefully and explicitly
dealt with throughout. Indeed, the quality of my research may well be
judged, at least in part, on whether ethical issues have been carefully dealt
with. I am acutely aware of the need for constant ‘internal ethical
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engagement’ (Floyd and Arthur, 2012: 4) and will no doubt encounter plenty
of new ethical dilemmas as my project progresses.
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Abstract
The development of qualitative research within psychology has been characterised
in recent years by fragmentation. Responses to this have emerged with the
popularity of a flexible, pragmatic approach in the form of thematic analysis and
with the advocacy of a pluralist approach in which the achievement of rich, deep
analyses through the use of several qualitative methods in conjunction has been
prioritised. This article draws upon a study of responses to research on the health
implications of smoking to illustrate how a pragmatic, pluralist approach can work
within qualitative psychological research. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with three participant groups: smokers, ex-smokers and, as key
informants on cigarette consumption behaviours, newsagent staff. The interviews
were transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis from phenomenological,
discourse analytic and narrative analytic perspectives within an epistemological
macro-stance of critical realism. Analyses are presented of participants’
representations of decision-making about smoking in cost-benefit terms. A
pragmatic, pluralist approach to qualitative psychology is advocated but its
challenges are also noted.

Introduction: From fragmentation to pragmatism within qualitative
psychology
It is only over the last couple of decades that qualitative research methods
have begun to gain acceptance within British psychology, with much debate
having taken place about their value and contribution to psychological
knowledge. Over time, a range of qualitative methods has been advocated
and applied within psychological research (for an early example, see
Henwood and Pidgeon’s advocacy of grounded theory in the British Journal
of Psychology in 1992). New qualitative methods have been developed within
the discipline with specific psychological foci. Perhaps the most notable
example has been interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) with its
focus on individual meaning-making. This was developed and popularised

We wish to express our sincere thanks to Professor Jane Ogden at the University of Surrey
for her invaluable input into the study upon which we have drawn in this paper.
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in the latter part of the 1990s (Smith, 1996; Smith et al., 1999) and quickly
assumed a place in the core repertoire of qualitative psychological research
in the UK alongside grounded theory, narrative analysis and discourse
analysis, as is clear from (qualitative) research methods textbooks in the
discipline (for example, see Breakwell et al., 2012; Howitt, 2010; Lyons and
Coyle, 2007).
Over time, though, it is fair to say that qualitative psychology became
increasingly fragmented with a proliferation of methods being advanced,
each claiming to offer something distinctive to the researcher (for example,
King, 2004). This proliferation was also discernible within methodological
approaches. For example, quite distinct forms of discourse analysis came to
be used within critical psychological research in the UK and beyond:
discursive psychology has focused in a micro-level way on the social
functions of talk (in an approach akin to conversation analysis) (Edwards
and Potter, 1992) and what is sometimes referred to as ‘Foucauldian’
discourse analysis has attended to identity and selfhood, ideology, power
relations and social change (Parker, 1992). Also, the developmental trajectory
of some qualitative methodological approaches has seen them become more
narrowly defined and purist, such as in terms of their epistemological
commitments and expectations about sampling and types of data. For
example, discursive psychologists have privileged the use of ‘naturallyoccurring’ data, that is, data that would have been present or generated in
the absence of the research project, such as telephone calls to helplines
(Potter and Hepburn, 2005), although this has also been critiqued (Griffin,
2007). Such ‘refinements’ have rendered some applications of these
qualitative approaches officially legitimate or more legitimate but have
queried the legitimacy of others, with ‘legitimacy’ conferred or withheld by
recognised experts in the approaches through peer review of journal articles
and research grant applications, for example. These developments can make
it difficult to apply the methods with flexibility and creativity as departures
from methodological norms within an approach may be deemed
unacceptable. It must be acknowledged, though, that there are limits to
flexibility and creativity within any particular approach set by the
approach’s core, defining features: those recognised as authoritative
practitioners are entitled to express views on the boundaries of the
approach.
This methodological fragmentation and narrowing inspired a
response from Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, who published an article
in 2006 that advocated the use of a generic, flexible version of qualitative
analysis in psychological research that they called ‘thematic analysis’ (see
also Braun and Clarke, 2013). The term ‘thematic analysis’ had been used
elsewhere to describe a general approach to the discernment of
commonalities across a qualitative data set (Boyatzis, 1998; Ryan and
Bernard, 2000). Braun and Clarke, however, presented it as a method of
qualitative analysis in its own right with a specified set of procedural steps.
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What was deliberately not specified was a particular epistemological or
theoretical commitment or a commitment to a particular form of qualitative
data, sampling strategy or sample size. Braun and Clarke did not even
specify whether a thematic analysis should be deductive, involving the
application of a pre-determined coding frame, or inductive, working up
from participants’ own frames of reference (or a combination of both).
Instead they left it to the researcher to determine these in light of their
research aims and questions. This afforded enormous scope and flexibility to
thematic analysis, which can therefore be regarded as a pragmatic approach
to qualitative analysis: whatever epistemological, theoretical and other
commitments are held to facilitate an optimal engagement with the research
aims/questions can be incorporated within an analysis.
The advocacy and making of research decisions oriented to achieving
an optimal response to research aims/questions is nothing new of course.
Some researchers develop research questions and then choose approaches to
data generation and analysis that accord with the ontological and
epistemological assumptions embodied in the questions and that will most
effectively address those questions. Other researchers proceed from a
preferred position re ontology and epistemology and develop research
questions and make methodological choices in light of that, as in the case of
a social constructionist researcher developing a research question predicated
on the assumption that language is constitutive of social ‘reality’ and opting
to address that question through discourse analysis. What was new about
thematic analysis within qualitative psychology was to have such a high
degree of flexibility about ontology, epistemology, theory and a deductive or
inductive analytic approach within one broadly-presented method. This
clearly addressed a salient need within the domain, judging by the
extraordinary frequency with which Braun and Clarke’s article has been
cited (almost 8800 times by mid-2014) and the frequency with which
thematic analysis has been used within psychological research in the
intervening years.

A pluralist approach to qualitative psychology
Related to this pragmatism is the advocacy of a pluralist approach to
qualitative analysis. Such an approach to qualitative psychology has been
advanced in recent years by Nollaig Frost and colleagues (Frost, 2009, 2011;
Frost and Nolas, 2011, 2013; Frost et al., 2010) who have explored the value
of applying different qualitative methods with different ontologies and
epistemologies to a data set. The aim of pluralist analyses is to produce rich,
multi-layered, multi-perspective readings of any qualitative data set through
the application of diverse ‘ways of seeing’. The intention is to maximise
holistic understanding rather than to achieve consensus or ‘truth’, although
when Frost and colleagues have applied a pluralist approach to a data set,
strongly overlapping analyses have resulted. The pragmatic focus on
achieving the richest possible response to the research question from the
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data set can help to overcome what has been described as the problem of
‘methodolatry’, that is, an excessive focus on a certain research method and
its framework rather than on the topic under study and the research
questions (Holloway and Todres, 2003). It is also worth acknowledging that,
while pluralist analyses may seem innovative within psychology, they are
not exactly new to broader audiences across the social sciences. Indeed, this
analytic pluralism might appear to be a restrained version of the plurality
and multi-vocality sought elsewhere through a ‘bricolage’ approach (LeviStrauss, 1966) which is aimed at ‘learning from the juxtaposition of divergent
ideas and ways of seeing’ (Kincheloe, 2005: 344).
We suggest that the popularity of thematic analysis within psychology
has afforded a potential route for the acceptance of pluralist analyses within
that discipline too. In one place in their original paper, Braun and Clarke (2006:
80) observed that sometimes studies which claim to have used a particular
qualitative method can be understood at a macro-level as versions of thematic
analysis because of their analytic focus on commonalities of content, that is,
‘themes’ (and subthemes), across the data set. How these commonalities are
interpreted will depend upon the ontological, epistemological and theoretical
commitments associated with the specific method that is being applied
(and/or favoured by the researcher).
It is possible to take Braun and Clarke’s observation and craft an
intentionally pluralist form of thematic analysis from it. For example, it would
be possible to apply the procedures of thematic analysis to a data set from a
phenomenological perspective, attending to participants’ sense-making on
their terms; then to adopt a narrative perspective, attending to how
participants craft stories of their experiences (within interviews); and then to
consider the data from a social constructionist perspective, attending to the
functions of language use within the data set. The researcher could offer an
analysis of a given aspect of the data set, drawing upon these different insights
to produce a rich, deep analysis. It is important to emphasise, though, that the
epistemological openness of thematic analysis does not mean that the
researcher can avoid or bracket epistemological commitments. The researcher
will select analytic perspectives on the basis of their likelihood of contributing
distinct, valuable insights to the response to the research question and these
perspectives will be accompanied by their epistemological assumptions. The
task of the researcher then is to find ways of minimising or working creatively
with epistemological differences across the resultant analysis.
The greatest challenge that a single researcher may face in
implementing a pragmatic, pluralist form of thematic analysis is to develop
sufficient competence in a range of relevant analytic perspectives and to foster
a critical awareness of the role played by their own (personally and
professionally-based) interpretative framework in the analytic process as they
move between perspectives. It is worth noting that, in the study from which
Frost developed her ideas about the possibilities of pluralist analysis, each
analytic perspective was implemented by a different researcher with proven
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competence in that particular way of engaging with qualitative data (Frost,
2011; Frost et al., 2010). This team approach is probably the most practicable
way of implementing a pluralist analysis.
In this article, we offer some indications of the value of a pragmatic,
pluralist form of thematic analysis by applying this approach to interview
data on public responses to research which has identified the health risks of
smoking. This study was not conceptualised from the outset as a pluralist
endeavour but developed as such during the data analysis process. Our
reflections here illustrate one possible route through the research decisions
associated with pluralist work. First we shall contextualise the study to help
readers understand the rationale for the analysis.

Contextualising the study
In the early 1950s many studies were conducted to explore the relationship
between smoking and lung cancer. One ‘milestone’ study was conducted in
the UK by Doll and Hill (1954), based on data collected in 1951, in which
they examined the smoking habits and subsequent death rates and causes of
death among doctors. The research showed there to be a link between the
number of participants who had died of lung cancer and their smoking
behaviour. Following on from an initial preliminary paper (Doll and Hill,
1950), this research was amongst the first of its kind to demonstrate a
relationship between smoking and disease.
The research of Doll and Hill in the 1950s is considered to have
played a key role in the development of knowledge and understanding of
the negative health consequences of smoking. Yet, despite the fact that a
significant body of research reported links between smoking and disease,
especially lung cancer, the relationship remained a matter of some
controversy for a time. For example, Berkson (1958) expressed disbelief that
one single factor could have such a multitude of effects on the human body.
In 1963 Delarue questioned why the research had not yet had a greater
impact on smoking behaviour but it was not until 2003 that a tobacco
advertising ban was implemented in the UK; in 2007 a ban on smoking in
public places was introduced. By then the body of research on the adverse
health implications of smoking was definitive and substantial. This raised
questions for us about the ways in which health research is socially
disseminated, interpreted, implemented and resisted at the level of social
and political institutions, social groups and individuals, including
considerations of discourse and ideology in these processes. Hence we took
research on the health implications of smoking as a totemic example and
elected to study its (reported) influence on smoking behaviours. The focus
on individual behaviour change makes this a clearly psychological question
located within domains of health psychology and, on account of the
attention paid to social and cultural considerations, social psychology.
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As part of this endeavour, the current study sought to gain insight
into the understandings and responses to research on smoking reported by
current smokers, ex-smokers and newsagent staff. The newsagent staff were
recruited as ‘key informants’ who, by virtue of their role in selling cigarettes,
could offer insights into tobacco consumers’ purchasing behaviours over
time (Gilchrist, 1992). These three groups were focused upon with the aim of
generating a rich, textured account of responses to milestone research on
smoking and health. It was hoped that participants from these groups would
offer different but complementary perspectives on the research topic. It can
thus be said in retrospect that a pluralist approach was applied to the
sampling process as well as to the analysis of data. Frost and Nolas (2013: 78)
have acknowledged the value of having data from diverse participant
perspectives in pluralist analyses, yielding insights into convergences and
divergences within and across those discrete perspectives. This echoes
grounded theory in seeking a heterogeneous sample that could yield a rich,
multi-perspectival account but stands in contrast to some approaches to
qualitative psychology, such as IPA, that actively advocate the use of
homogeneous samples.
Fifteen participants have been recruited from the three groups using
opportunity and snowballing sampling strategies. Smoker and ex-smoker
participants had to be at least 70 years old so that (a substantial part of) their
history of smoking would have unfolded against a background of smoking
policy and practice in which major research studies on the adverse health
implications of smoking were available, even if the link between smoking
and adverse health consequences may not have been known or culturally
salient early in their lives. Smokers and ex-smokers had to have smoked for
at least ten years (that is, to have shown a ‘commitment’ to smoking rather
than being ‘casual’ smokers). Newsagent staff were required to have had at
least 15 years of experience in selling tobacco products to the public. This
was considered sufficient to enable them to draw upon an experiential base
that covered changes in social policy in relation to cigarettes in recent years.
All five of the smokers who were recruited were female; they ranged in age
from 70 to 84 years. One male and four female ex-smokers were recruited
who ranged in age from 70 to 79. The five newsagent staff were male.
Although the sample size was deemed sufficient to facilitate the likelihood of
discerning convergences and divergences, clearly some more focused
recruitment activities would be advantageous because male perspectives on
their own and others’ smoking behaviours may draw upon different sensemaking resources than female perspectives.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with individual
participants by the first author face-to-face or by telephone. This form of
interview was selected because our original intention was to conduct an
IPA-type phenomenological thematic analysis but with the flexibility to
include some deductive as well as inductive elements if we wished to do so
after engaging with the data. Hence, in selecting a data generation strategy,
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we took our lead from IPA and its favouring of semi-structured interviews.
In these interviews, smokers and ex-smokers were asked about their views
and experiences of attitudes towards smoking and smoking behaviours in
light of scientific research, advertising and policy changes in relation to
smoking. Newsagent staff were invited to reflect upon these matters
primarily in light of their experiences of selling tobacco products. Interviews
were digitally recorded and transcribed.
The interview transcripts were analysed using thematic analysis to
generate a set of meaningful patterns or themes associated with the research
aims/questions from across the data set. The analysis followed Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) six stages of familiarisation with the data, generating initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes
and writing up the analysis. The initial familiarisation with the data strongly
suggested that our original intention of adopting a phenomenological stance
towards the analysis would not capture some important features of the data
set, particularly the storied nature of the data (for example, in relation to
participants’ accounts of their initial engagement with smoking and the
often similarly structured accounts of stopping smoking or trying to stop)
and the clearly functional orientation of participants’ language at some
points (for example, in the crafting of explanations for having continued
smoking in spite of evidence about its harmful health consequences and in
the negotiation of issues of responsibility). Hence we were led into a
pluralist approach to analysis and the data were examined again from
narrative and social constructionist perspectives, although these would have
required much less structured interview data to allow us to apply them in a
concerted rather than an auxiliary fashion. Insights from these analyses were
used to enrich and extend the initial, more phenomenological analysis in a
pluralist, pragmatic way. In accordance with our earlier observation about
the practical management of a pluralist analysis, the different analyses were
initially conducted by the researcher who had particular competence in that
form of analysis, with the provisional analytic insights then reviewed in
terms of their groundedness within the data and their persuasiveness by two
other researchers. So, for example, the first author took the lead on the
phenomenological analysis and the second author on the social
constructionist analysis.
The epistemological macro-stance of the study is best described as
critical realist (Lopez and Potter, 2001): the reality of the phenomena under
investigation is acknowledged but the only access available to these
phenomena is through the participants’ and the researchers’ interpretative
lenses. This ‘reality’ concerns participants’ representations but the possibility
of these representations mapping onto actual behaviours, cognitions,
emotions and experiences in the past and present is acknowledged too.
However, this macro-stance varies in its critical and realist commitments
depending upon the analytic perspective being implemented at any given
point. If the research questions had been extended to accommodate the new
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theoretical/ epistemological perspectives more explicitly, the analyses could
also have generated new themes from these perspectives. Our
epistemological macro-stance was adopted at the outset as it suited our
research questions and also gave us scope for a critical analytic approach
which we have long favoured. This was fortunate as we found that the
analyses undertaken across the pluralist approach could be readily
accommodated within a critical realist stance. It may be that such a macrostance is particularly suited to pluralist work, although its adoption means
that researchers do not have to work creatively with much epistemological
tension in the analysis. This may be seen as a lost opportunity by some but
may be welcomed by others.

Illustrating the value of a pluralist sampling strategy
The research value that accrued from a pluralist sampling strategy
can be illustrated by considering the different responses elicited from
participants from the three groups by questions on how they believed
scientific research on the health sequelae of smoking might have affected
smoking behaviours and decision-making about smoking. Participants
within each group varied in their responses but some responses seemed
specific to participants’ group membership and so could not have been
obtained without having adopted a pluralist approach to sampling.
Victoria, a 70-year-old ex-smoker, spoke about the lack of impact that
she believed had been exerted on her smoking behaviour by knowledge of
the health consequences of smoking when she was younger:
I started smoking aged about twenty two, erm, knowing by this time
and sort of believing by this time that it was linked to, lung cancer
was linked to smoking but this feeling that it [smoking] was part of
being a gang overrode these feelings because I thought, you know,
aged twenty two or whatever I was, death seemed a long way away
so it didn’t really matter that much, I didn’t relate it to any danger,
any imminent danger to me so to hell with that I thought, you know, I
wanted to be part of a gang and in order to be part of the gang you
had to smoke.
Later in the interview, Victoria spoke about a time when she believed
that a personal, insight into potential future health consequences of smoking,
gained through an illness experience, directly impacted on her smoking
behaviour, particularly in relation to her decision to quit smoking:
I couldn’t breathe at all, I couldn’t eat for a fortnight cos I couldn’t,
because chewing the food means that you can’t breathe so you know,
so I could just stop breathing long enough to have a sip or two and I
thought when I was there this is what it’s going, this is what it would
be like dying of lung cancer.
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In these short extracts, Victoria oriented to the way in which she
believed context had shaped her response to knowledge about the health
risks of smoking. In the first extract, she represented a social motivation (that
is, conforming to the behavioural norms that determined membership of a
desired group), combined with a standard representation of the perceived
invulnerability of youth (see other interviews with ex-smokers and
smokers), as having informed her smoking behaviour and as having
outweighed any information about the health implications of smoking. The
second extract relates to a later point in her life where a sense of
invulnerability had been replaced by a vivid sense of mortality and
personally-relevant health risk based on an experience of not being able to
breathe easily which she represented as an insight into the experience of
lung cancer. Within the interview context, the extremity of the language in
this excerpt (‘I couldn’t breathe at all, I couldn’t eat for a fortnight’) rendered
this a powerful and understandable basis for a decision to stop smoking. The
different perceived risk context mediated research information about
smoking differently and offered a basis for different decision-making about
smoking behaviours
When asked about the role that she believed information from
scientific research had played in her smoking behaviour, Doris, a 75-year-old
smoker, stated (ellipsis points indicate where the quotation has been edited):
Well knowing that smoking is bad for you really because your health
comes before everything doesn’t it…So, I, you know, I should pack
up because of my health but I don’t think I will do, I mean I, I mean I
have cut down so much.
In response to the same question, Julie, a 75-year-old smoker, said:
Er, I think that it probably sort of made me, well I’m sure it was more
aware, I think it was probably at that time that I was certainly not
taking cigarettes out with me… I think that that’s what’s always kept
me at, smoking at a lower level.
These brief data excerpts from individuals who still smoke
represented scientific research as having exerted an effect upon awareness of
the negative health consequences of smoking (despite this awareness not
having been translated into stopping smoking) and upon smoking
behaviour (both women implied that they would have smoked more in the
absence of this research). What was clear from Doris’s words (and it was also
evident elsewhere in Julie’s data) was the dilemmatic position that the
(invocation of the) scientific research seemed to have created. Adopting a
functional perspective to these excerpts sheds light upon this dilemma. The
women could be said to have oriented towards an expectation for
explanation in the interview setting, that is, a requirement to account for
continued smoking behaviour in the face of available research on its harmful
health implications. Doris responded by acknowledging the legitimacy of an
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expectation of behaviour change even though she declined to accede to it in
a radical way; both Julie and Doris responded by invoking compromise
change, which may serve partially to deflect the expectation of cessation.
Doris’s opening line is particularly interesting because she advanced a
generic cultural ‘truth’ (‘your health comes before everything doesn’t it’) and
extended that into a clear personal imperative (‘I should pack up because of
my health’) before declining this (‘I don’t think I will do’) but then moving
towards it in compromise terms (‘I mean I have cut down so much’). There is
a considerable amount of rhetorical work enacted here within a very limited
space which points to the weight of the accounting dilemma faced by
smoker participants in this context and perhaps elsewhere. These and other
participants seemed to find it much easier to construct the smoking
behaviour of specified others as inexplicable, though. For example, young
people today were represented as being more fully aware of the health risks
than young people in the participants’ generation, thereby rendering their
smoking behaviour difficult to understand for some participants.
Newsagent staff viewed the implications of research on the health
implications of smoking in different terms such as its impact on their profits.
For example, Paul, a newsagent business partner, said:
It has impacted on my profit margins because we don’t sell as many
cigarettes… so yeah basically it has a huge impact as I say, probably
twenty years ago I sold three times the amount of cigarettes I do now.
From his key informant perspective, Paul drew upon his years of experience
and identified a major decrease in cigarette sales over a 20 year period,
reflected in profits, although he did not equate sales with consumption here.
This quotation offers a time frame for a perception of concerted impact. Paul
worked to confer credibility on his account (not necessarily intentionally) by
the use of quantification. He began with a non-specific quantitative
comparison (‘we don’t sell as many cigarettes’), then intensified the
quantification (‘it has a huge impact’) before offering a specific
quantification of this (‘I sold three times the amount of cigarettes I do now’).
Although these brief analyses do not convey findings that are
unexpected, they do provide an indication of the diverse perspectives on
one research issue afforded by a pluralist approach to sampling on account
of the different positions from which the participants spoke as ex-smoker,
smoker and newsagent. It is also worth noting that a pluralist approach has
been adopted in these analyses in which attention was paid to participants’
meaning-making as well as to narrative shifts and the social functions
performed by language use, enabling even these brief analyses of short data
extracts to extend beyond what could have been achieved through the use of
a single analytic perspective. This will be continued in the next section
where attention is explicitly directed towards themes generated through
thematic analysis of the interview data.
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Further illustrating a pluralist analysis
The analysis generated a range of themes at different levels that overlapped
in diverse ways. These concerned representations of layers of influence on
smoking behaviour and cigarette consumption in the past and present, with
scientific research represented as one layer of influence that interacts with
others, such as the influence exerted by advertising and by peers and family
members; accounts of cost-benefit analyses in decision-making about
smoking; and the role attributed to representations of self and others (or
identity) in smoking behaviours. The way in which these themes have been
rendered here reflects the general critical realist, ‘both/and’ epistemological
stance of the study. The themes are assumed to reflect the reality of
participants’ representations which may reflect the actualities of which they
appear to speak (for instance, influence, decision-making and self) but,
alternatively or additionally, may have been occasioned in situ by the
demands of the interview context and other local considerations and may or
may not transfer beyond those. It is impossible to choose with confidence
between these understandings of the nature of the themes as a whole or
aspects of the themes. This is not specific to pluralist analyses, of course. Any
social researcher who is epistemologically aware will communicate their
research findings with at least a degree of tentativeness when offering
conclusions and recommendations about the (reality of the) social
phenomena they have studied.
The data presented in the previous section can readily be slotted into
the themes identified above. The data from Doris, Julie and Paul concerned
the influence of scientific research; Victoria’s quotations indicated a
representation of peer influence and a cost-benefit analysis; although it is not
obvious from her quotation, Doris’s data related to representations of self (as
not easily manipulated). In what follows we shall return to the theme of
accounts of cost-benefit analyses in decision-making about smoking and
consider additional data from Victoria and data from another participant,
Shirley, who was also an ex-smoker. The reason for returning to this theme
is that it affords insight into other considerations that were said to be at play
in participants’ decision-making about smoking (and their accounts of
others’ decision-making) and that may have outweighed or moderated the
expected impact of scientific research on the health consequences of
smoking.
In her interview, Victoria extended her account of the impact of
research on smoking and considered the impact of social policy grounded in
this research. She reflected on the 2007 UK ban on smoking in public places,
reasoning about its cost-benefit implications for smokers:
Well I think banning smoking in public places probably has an
impact, I’m sure it does, it doesn’t stop people doing it but
nevertheless I think it makes it more difficult and in a way that
probably enhances its erm attraction for people who want to be
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rebellious because now, you know, they are a very highly visible gang
outside, you know, aren’t we, aren’t we the rebels, but on the other
hand it means you can’t smoke all the time so you, you, you’re
lessening their erm, their, their exposure to it I suppose. Perhaps as
they get older, you know, they will become a bit more sensible.
Here Victoria reasoned that the ban might have had an unintended
effect of creating or reinforcing an attractive identity for smokers as ‘rebels’
who are resisting attempts to curb or eradicate their smoking behaviour. The
reference to smokers having been rendered ‘a very highly visible gang
outside’ appeared to refer to smokers congregating outside workplaces and
other public venues to smoke, having been banned from smoking inside.
The invocation of ‘aren’t we, aren’t we the rebels’ is most likely to be
imagined speech that she was attributing to ‘exiled’ smokers (imparting
vividness to her account) rather than evidence of Victoria as an ex-smoker
entering into this identity category. Despite having represented the smoking
ban as possibly inadvertently adding to the benefits of smoking and
reducing the likelihood of individual cost-benefit analyses prompting
cessation, Victoria also suggested that the ban would reduce smoking by
reducing opportunities to smoke. However, at the end of the extract, she
offered a different possible route to cessation based upon general maturity,
which positioned smoking and smokers as immature or as part of a ‘foibles
of youth’ discourse (a discourse that, in the previous section, we saw her
drawing upon in accounting for her own smoking behaviour earlier in life).
Of course such a construction of smoking and smokers places older smokers
in a socially problematic position.
Turning to an example of a speaker referring to their own cost-benefit
analysis, Shirley offered an account of her smoking behaviour that, as in
Victoria’s case in the previous section, was linked to changes in health status
over time. She reported that when she was younger and in good health, she
was readily able to sustain a belief that her smoking was not adversely
affecting her and so there were no obvious health costs to challenge a
decision about smoking based on perceived benefits:
You know, when you, when you’re, well I’m not fit now but when I
was fit I used to think well it’s not affecting me.
Shirley later spoke about the time when she decided to stop smoking
after experiencing poor health:
My health really yeah, my health I think and actually I have four
flights of stairs to climb up here and you’re out of breath by the time
you get up there.
It might appear that such a consideration would readily shift the
smoking cost-benefit balance and lead the person directly towards smoking
cessation. However Shirley believed that she had not cognitively interpreted
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the fact of her physical decline as being due to smoking. As she said of her
decision to stop:
Yes I did find it [stopping smoking] very very hard yeah because I
couldn’t accept it that that’s [smoking] the reason.
What Shirley pointed to here was the need to align herself with the
aspects of the causal relationship between smoking and ill health before she
was motivated to engage in behaviour change. Earlier in the interview, it
became clear that smoking had been important to Shirley’s identity and
social world. This renders understandable her resistance to an interpretation
of smoking as having caused health problems that were adversely affecting
her functioning. Nonetheless she reported having reached an understanding
of her health problems as a cost of smoking which then outweighed the
benefits and enabled behaviour change. What Shirley presented here was a
tale of a cost-benefit analysis that was not straightforward and that took time
to exert its effects. Thinking of the data in narrative and social
constructionist terms, she offered a story of a struggle (‘I did find it very
very hard’) involving core aspects of self in which she nonetheless ultimately
triumphed. This may serve to deflect any temptation to see cost-benefit
analyses of health-relevant behaviours in simple terms and to interpret
critically her failure to stop smoking sooner. Her explanation of this failure
suggested psychological insight: psychological accounts of behaviour have a
powerful cultural purchase as authoritative.

Conclusion
In the brief analyses in preceding sections, we have sought to indicate
practically the value of a pragmatic, pluralist approach to qualitative
psychological research within the methodological framework provided by
thematic analysis. The analyses that were offered combined readings of the
data from phenomenological, discourse and narrative perspectives within an
epistemological macro-stance of critical realism, with the research aims
placed centre stage. Due to space constraints, we could only provide
indications of the value of the approach but, on the basis of our previous
experience of qualitative research, we contend that individual analytic
approaches applied to a more homogeneous sample would not have carried
the same rich analytic possibilities. Although space constraints allowed us to
illustrate this only in an indicative way, the analytic points that most clearly
illustrated the value of a pluralist analytic approach were when Doris and
Julie oriented towards the dilemmatic position created by their
acknowledgement of awareness of scientific research on the negative health
implications of smoking and when Shirley offered her story of a cost-benefit
analysis that exerted its personally demanding effects over time. By focusing
our attention on the storied and functional qualities of the data, our
engagement with the interviews through narrative and discourse analytic

33

Reflections on a study of responses to research on smoking, Dewe and Coyle
lenses enabled us to extend and deepen the initial phenomenological
analysis. It may be the case that a phenomenological analyst with greater
interpretative insight would have achieved similar analyses from that stance
alone but, for us, a pluralist approach put the foci of different ‘ways of
seeing’ the data on our analytic agenda in an explicit and helpful way.
This is not to claim that a pragmatic, pluralist approach to qualitative
psychology is without its challenges. To begin with, thematic analysis can
make considerable demands upon the researcher, whether or not it is used in
a pluralist manner. It requires the researcher to think carefully about the
epistemological and theoretical commitments that they hold or that would
best respond to their research question. An informed understanding of the
nature and implications of a range of epistemological and theoretical
possibilities is needed if a researcher is to exploit the flexibility and
pragmatism of thematic analysis fully. In adopting a pluralist approach to
analysis, care needs to be taken to avoid creating an incoherent analytic mess.
In our experience, it is best to foreground one epistemological or theoretical
stance in an analysis and then use analyses from other stances to extend this.
Coherence is imparted to the analysis partly by the primary epistemological
and theoretical stance and by the application of the same general procedures of
thematic analysis across stances. More generally the quality of the analysis is
guided by adherence to credible criteria that have been developed for
determining what constitutes high quality analyses within qualitative
psychology (for example, Yardley, 2000). Overall, though, in practical terms it
has to be said that achieving rich, pluralist readings of qualitative data has as
much to do with the creativity and broader interpretative lenses of the
analyst(s) as with the range of analytic methods and interpretative
perspectives involved. Despite these challenges, we believe that, for a
researcher or research team with competence in different qualitative
approaches, a pragmatic, pluralist approach offers a route for enriching,
deepening and imparting invaluable ‘texture’ to qualitative psychological
analyses.
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Abstract
This paper uses the author’s PhD project “Chinese Governmental and Academic
Views on the Post-Cold War Japan-U.S. Alliance” to illustrate four important issues
in designing interdisciplinary research. First, researchers should locate the research
focus at the very beginning and lay out the premise for the methodological
framework. The major discipline of an interdisciplinary research project should be
decided according to the nature of the research and the compatibility of
methodology. Second, researchers should try to avoid ambiguous terms that are
widely used in various disciplines with different meanings when choosing key
words, and clarify important concepts to stress the major research question. Third,
theories underlying the analytical framework should be justified by citing their
advantages, limitations, and adaptability according to the needs of the research
question. Fourth, when it comes to data collection and analysis, methods should be
adopted according to the nature of the research as well as feasibility.

Introduction
This paper addresses the methodological challenges that my PhD research
project ‘Chinese Governmental and Academic Views on the Post-Cold War
Japan-U.S. Alliance’ is faced with. My PhD project aims to provide a
thorough understanding of Chinese governmental and academic views on
the Japan-U.S. alliance since the end of the Cold War, explaining their
consistency and changes, with the focus on Chinese officials and IR scholars’
cognitive framework. I apply discourse analysis to opinions of the Chinese
government and IR scholars to provide a systematic description of their
views. Then attention will be paid to the points where Chinese officials and
IR scholars differ from international mainstream opinions, and the evolution
of Chinese governmental and academic views in response to the
development of the Japan-U.S. alliance. I will try to explain these
characteristics of Chinese governmental and academic views in the light of
China’s ideology, which constructs China’s national identity and the Chinese
government’s legitimacy, and ordinary Chinese people’s epistemology
towards foreign affairs. The government-academic interaction which shapes
China’s policies towards Japan and the U.S. will also be traced to indicate the
intellectual flow in the mechanism of Chinese foreign policy making. The
The author wishes to express her sincere thanks to King’s College London, the Japan
Foundation, and the Universities' China Committee in London for their generous support
for her PhD project.
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power transfer between the third and fourth generation of China’s
leadership is also taken into consideration. For my project, the major
challenges in terms of research methodology are locating an
interdisciplinary focus, defining key concepts, constructing the theoretical
structure, and improving interview techniques.

Disciplinary focus: Foreign policy as the starting point for domestic
politics
Disciplinary focus, or the centre of gravity of the research, is the overarching
question for the construction of an interdisciplinary methodological
framework. Though interdisciplinary research is related to more than one
discipline by nature, there is always one discipline to which the project bears
more than others. This should be specified at the very beginning of the
research, since the disciplinary property defines the research territory,
namely the nature of research questions to raise, the type of the
methodology to adopt, and the system of discourse to employ. Researchers
should always ask themselves an either-or question: which discipline does
my research fall into? This question is essential. Without a clear answer to
locate the centre of gravity of the research, no stable methodological
architecture can be built. Unfortunately, the disciplinary focus of an
interdisciplinary research is not as easy to discern as may initially appear.
Taking my project as an example, the centre of gravity has become
increasingly clear as I proceed with my research. The study of Chinese
governmental and academic views on the post-Cold War Japan-U.S. alliance
touches upon several disciplines: it involves the international relations
between China, Japan and the U.S., it deals with a cognitive framework that
is frequently examined in social psychology, political science, and
international relations, and it cannot be completed without investigating the
ideological roots from China’s domestic situations. At the beginning of my
project, my supervisors asked me: what do you want to be, an IR theorist, a
political scientist, or a social psychologist? The answer to this question was
decided by the choice of research methodology.
The same research question calls for different analytical frameworks
when examined in different disciplinary contexts, and the literature review
would have a different emphasis accordingly. From an IR perspective, my
research could be designed as a strategic analysis including a comparison
between China’s perspective of the Japan-U.S. alliance and the allies’ selfperceptions. In this case, IR theories, realist, liberal, constructive, or eclectic,
should be applied during the analysis and the bulk of literature review
should be on IR theories and China-Japan-U.S. relations. It would be quite
different if it was treated as a project in political science, for in that case, my
research should prioritise Chinese political culture and its influence on
foreign policies. Concepts including national identity, ideology, state
legitimacy, and propaganda, would be central to my research; a review of
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scholarly literature on cultural and institutional factors of Chinese politics
and foreign policy making would be indispensable in such a study. From a
social psychological starting point, however, my project would enter a
domain of cognition theories, which should be tested by the case of the
Chinese society. Issues including cognitive modes, biases, social
categorisation, and social thoughts should be brought under scrutiny, and
relevant theories of social cognition and sociology should be reviewed.
The first thing that was clarified was my project studied China, not
China-Japan-U.S. relations, though the sample of governmental and
academic discourses to be analysed was full of IR vocabulary. The focus of
my project emerged not as international relations, but as the Chinese way of
understanding international relations. Chinese governmental and academic
views on the Japan-U.S. alliance should serve as a case study to reveal
Chinese officials’ and scholars’ cognitive characteristics and pave the way
for further analysis.
The next step was to choose between political science and social
psychology. My research question can be seen as two consecutive questions:
what are the Chinese governmental and academic views, and how do they
form against the background of Chinese ideology? The exploration of the
cognitive framework is based on a comprehensive description of Chinese
governmental and academic views. It was necessary to justify my hypothesis
and methodology: as there were many factors that shaped Chinese officials
and scholars’ views on the post-Cold War Japan-U.S. alliance, I had to
identify why specifically I chose only domestic aspects and China’s
ideological education. Officials and scholars in various states are faced with
the same world situation, but usually draw different conclusions from the
same pieces of evidence.
These subjective discrepancies can be further divided into two
categories: one is decided by China’s position in the international system,
and the other is cultured by China’s domestic political environment;
different social cognition theories should apply. To name an example of the
first category, the Japan-U.S. alliance serves as a very important mechanism
to respond to China’s rise since the end of the Cold War. International
observers including Japanese and U.S. officials and scholars usually list the
Korean Peninsula threat above, or parallel to, China in the alliance’s
priorities. Chinese officials and scholars, in contrast, assert that China is the
Japan-U.S. alliance’s major target, and North Korea is tactic and short-term
target, or merely rhetoric (8 Chinese officials and 24 Chinese IR scholars,
2013, interviews) This can be easily explained by cognitive theory, or even
common sense, that cognitive agents, Chinese officials and scholars in this
case, tend to be more alerted when the threat is closely related to them than
when it is directed at others.
Yet when looking into the formation of Chinese governmental and
academic views, I’m more interested in the second category: characteristic
beliefs among Chinese officials and scholars that are in line with Chinese
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ideology, rather than cognitive factors that are shared by all human beings.
For instance, Chinese officials and scholars tend to see economic power as a
more significant factor in international relations than universal values.
Although they acknowledge the contribution of the Japan-U.S. alliance to
regional stability, they would not mention this unless specifically asked (8
Chinese officials and 24 Chinese IR scholars, 2013, interviews). I am more
interested in explaining these characteristics related to the construction of
Chinese officials and scholars’ cognitive framework and the constraints
imposed by China’s political system on officials and scholars’ expression of
opinions. The Communist Party’s rule in China has been such a unique case
in world politics, and the mechanism of its ideological education as an
approach of political socialisation, seems fascinating from an academic
research perspective. Therefore, the analytical framework of my PhD project
was built in the discipline of political science, selectively adapting some
social psychological elements where various methods were combined.
In terms of the adaptation of social psychology to my research, caveats
are also necessary. Political-psychological approaches have been fruitful in
explaining political phenomena from a psychological perspective, and are
traditionally seen as a sub-discipline under political science. The field
boomed in the twentieth century with excellent scholars adopting its
approaches to examine both domestic politics and international affairs (for a
review of the early development of political psychology, see Pye, 1991)
Social psychology relies heavily on experiments in verifying hypotheses.
Political psychology, on the other hand, can largely be seen as the
application of existing social psychological theories to political science
without changing the concepts or theories used. The fact that there have
been a small number of experiment-based studies in the field of political
psychology recently does not undermine the above observation. Political
scientists have been expressing incisive concerns about the validity of social
psychology theories in a political context, pointing out the discrepancies
between experiment subjects (usually sophomores majoring in psychology)
and experienced, intelligent, and accountable decision makers, and between
artificial experiment designs and complicated and high-pressured real
political environment (Holsti, 1976; Jervis, 1976b; Mercer, 2008)
Nevertheless, the prevalent approach taken by political scientists and IR
experts is to employ social psychology theories in their argument without
justifying those theories in their own right. I follow this normal practice
when it comes to the adaptation of social psychological theories.
Thus, it was clarified that the disciplinary focus of my research
territory would be confined within political science. Priority was assigned to
Chinese politics instead of China-Japan-U.S. relations or social cognition; the
methodology would be theoretical and explanatory, rather than
experimental and exploratory. Accordingly, IR and social psychological
elements should serve the purpose of my research as a study of Chinese
politics.
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Key concepts: Investigating the cognitive framework behind views
The definition of key concepts is critical to any research project, as it
determines the accuracy of the analysis by laying out the basis for the
analytical framework. It should be treated with special caution in
interdisciplinary research. When a term is widely used in various disciplines
and demands too much clarification, it might be more practical to avoid the
term, especially if it is not the major research question. Instead emphasis
should be on other key words.
At first, my project employed the term ‘perception’, which turned out
to be a great challenge. The trend in international political psychological
studies of using a fault-finding and fault-correcting thinking has been so
dominant that perception and misperception almost become synonymous.
Researchers focused on decision makers’ perceptions of adversaries’
intentions and capabilities, which was usually interpreted as the perception
of threat (Jervis, 1976a; Kemmelmeier and Winter, 2000; Stein, 1988). A
highly pressured context was often assumed: a great number of relevant
studies took the causes of war as their research question (Bueno de Mesquita
et al., 1997; Jervis, 1988). Another group of studies discussed the causes and
solutions for crises. The rest of the studies were also coloured with
confrontation and urgency even though a crisis context was not assumed
(Shapiro and Bonham, 1973). Scholars made a distinction between ‘hot’ and
‘cold’ factors that influenced perception, which referred to emotion and
(rational) cognition, respectively (Jervis, 1976b) and academic interest has
been increasingly drawn to the latter. In the context of these studies,
perception was treated as a given, as background knowledge for, and one of
the determinants of, foreign policies. On such a basis, relevant academic
works examined different forms of misperception, which was defined as not
optimal under given circumstances with the information available (Jervis,
1988; Kim and Mesquita, 1995) Scholars borrowed theories from social
psychology to explain different types of misperceptions, as observed in
historical events. With regards to changes of perception, a certain set of
relatively stable ideas, whether defined as belief system (Holsti, 1962),
attitudinal prism (Brecher et al., 1969), operational code (George, 1967;
Leites, 1951; Leites, 1953), or schema (Axelrod, 1973; Larson, 1994) was
argued to have shaped perceptions related to foreign affairs. I did not follow
their approach because they emphasised misperception disproportionately,
the occurrence of which was discrete instead of continuous, and the types of
which were interrelated or even mutually causal.
‘Image’, another possible key word, was also ruled out. Scholarly
literature related to image depicted the relatively stable impressions states
held towards others. Some of the studies looked at decision makers’ image
of certain states (Bronfenbrenner, 1961), hardly showing any difference from
the research on misperception apart from their preferences of key words.
The rest of the academic works on image took a perspective of
communication and cultural differences, and usually analysed the mass
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media or the general public. These studies relied heavily on content analysis
of texts of news and statistics from large-scale cross-national surveys, which
often ran over decades. The range of contents studied as image was broad,
including government performance, policy preference, public opinion,
national personality, as well as vaguely defined affections. Leading scholars
of research on misperception distinguished ‘perception’ from ‘image’, and
defined the latter as long-standing ideas held towards certain targets which
could be seen as part of the belief system/attitudinal prism/operational
code/schema (Holsti, 1976; Levy, 1983) However, the major problem of
assuming image to be enduring was that it resulted in indifference towards
changes, and the conclusions based on this assumption became essentially
arbitrary as they used a constant to explain variables in reality (Cha, 1999)
In short, neither ‘perception’ nor ‘image’ was employed in my research
as key words as my project focuses more on the cognitive factors behind the
views rather than the views themselves. A systematic description of Chinese
governmental and academic views is necessary as the premise for further
analysis. It should cover various dimensions and present a panorama of the
post-Cold War Japan-U.S. alliance with aspects that are mutually exclusive
and collectively exhaustive, and reflect consistency as well as changes.
Attention was then shifted to the cognitive framework behind these
views. Cognition is the mental action or process of acquiring knowledge and
understanding through thought, experience, and the senses. (Oxford
dictionaries) Extrapolating from this definition, cognition involves agent(s),
sources, a framework, and a result. A cognitive framework is the agent’s
basic, non-specific ideas that guide and confine the entire cognitive process.
A cognitive result can be either specific or general. Social cognition, its
competing conceptions aside, relates to cognition in a social context.
(Augoustinos et al., 2006; Macrae and Miles, 2012) It involves cognitive
processes where social information is interpreted under a certain cognitive
framework, analysed for adjustments, and stored in memory for potential
retrieval (Pennington, 2000)
A cognitive framework includes world views, principled beliefs, and
causal beliefs. World views are ontological beliefs concerning the self and
the world. Principled beliefs consist of normative ideas that specify criteria
for distinguishing right from wrong and just from unjust. Causal beliefs
include ideas about cause-effect relationships which derive authority from
the shared consensus of recognised elites.1 As far as my research is
This typology is borrowed from Goldstein and Keohane’s classification of ideas with only
slight changes of wording. However, just like we can use odd number/even number to
classify 0-99 in one math problem and 1-1000 in another, the universal sets in these two
pieces of research are totally different: Goldstein and Keohane classifes ideas related to
foreign policy, while this research is classifying ideas that consist of the cognitive
framework of a certain cognitive process. While they explored the pathways of ideas
influencing foreign policy without digging into the selection of the ideas, this research
studies not only how a cognitive framework influences perception, but also how certain
1
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concerned, a cognitive framework is not target-specific. It is constructed only
with those fundamental beliefs of ontology and value judgement, and those
(as believed by the cognitive agent to be) universally applicable causal
beliefs which are generalised from specific cases. For a certain cognitive
subject, there is one cognitive framework, various sub-sets (often
overlapping) of which are to be activated according to the nature of the
cognitive processes. For example, it is unlikely that the same ideas are at
work when a person is discussing international relations as are at work
when discussing a balanced diet, but the self-categorisation as both
politically a citizen of a certain country and biologically a human being are
always there as part of the cognitive framework. For convenience, my
research uses ‘cognitive framework’ to refer to the sub-set of ideas at work in
a certain cognitive process instead of the entire framework.
The cognitive framework filters out some cognitive sources while
colouring others in its own way. The function of a cognitive framework
proposed here is similar to that of a belief system/attitudinal
prism/operational code/schema, which have been discussed extensively
among a growing cohort of political scientists and IR theorists. The
advantage of using ‘cognitive framework’ instead is that it offers a clear
boundary between cognitive sources, frameworks, and results in each
cognitive process, while other terms enumerated above, often equalled to or
connected with image/stereotype, fail to identify the distinction.

Theoretical structure: Self-categorisation theory and attribution
mode
According to the self-categorisation theory, group formation is a distinctive
social-psychological process: a group exists not only in the sense that it is
recognised as a group according to social standards and external judgement,
but also in the sense that group members categorise themselves as part of a
group, in contrast with an out-group, and think and behave not only as
individuals, but also as group members (Turner, 1987) This represents selfcategorisation at a higher, more inclusive level of abstraction than the
personal self and thus functions to depersonalise individual self-perception
and behaviour. The individual can internalise and take on the character of
the social whole, not just in behaviour but also in respect of their
psychology, their self-identity.
I study the cognitive framework of Chinese officials and scholars on the
assumption that they categorise themselves as Chinese as average Chinese
people do, and as officials/scholars at the same time. In spite of the
increasing pluralisation of Chinese foreign policy’s input, I only take the
Chinese government and IR scholars as my research objects due to time
limitations. Governmental and academic views lie at the core of social
ideas became part of the cognitive framework in the first place (Goldstein and Keohane,
1993).
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thoughts and foreign policy making. In China, as in any other society, the
elites play a larger role than the general public in laying the foundation of
social thoughts and leading mainstream opinions towards domestic and
international affairs.
First, though the elites and the general public are usually seen as
separate social groups and do have different sources of information and
ways of thinking, they are all members of the state-as-group, as they are
Chinese not only by nationality, but also by the psychological process of selfcategorisation. When elites express their opinions and make foreign policies,
they are doing so not as individuals, but as a member of the Chinese group
who happen to hold opinion-leading or decision-making positions. They are
distinctive from their fellow group members (the general public of China) in
their power and influence, but not necessarily in their cognitive process.
While social categorisation is easy to observe, the psychological state of selfcategorisation is to be confirmed by direct questions during interviews and
hints gathered from Chinese officials and scholars’ public discourses.
Second, Chinese officials and scholars are not homogeneous groups
that hold consensus on every single issue, and there is no exception when it
comes to their views on the Japan-U.S. alliance. Differences of opinions can
definitely be found within the Chinese government and academic circles,
though probably in different forms. The government always has one single
official stance even if officials’ personal opinions vary. Academics often
enjoy more freedom and publicly express their ideas that may conflict with
others. Divergence of opinions is one of the research questions that motivate
my research. I examine mainstream opinions and the prevailing way of
thinking that leads to these opinions, and then investigate non-mainstream
ideas and their formation.
Third, the study of governmental/academic interaction alleviates the
problem of the categorisation of elites with mixed backgrounds. Some elites
have rich experience in both the public sector and academia, but in most
cases it is not painstaking to tell their career foci. Under circumstances where
it is difficult to classify certain elites, I follow a government first principle
and group him/her as officials, since experience in the public sector can
have obvious influence on people’s way of thinking, especially when it
comes to issues in which they have personally been involved. In addition,
my research addresses the interaction between the government and
academia, and elites with mixed backgrounds are one of the interaction
mechanisms themselves.
My research uses social psychological models when analysing the
Chinese governmental and academic views on the post-Cold War Japan-U.S.
alliance and their characteristics. Most of the Chinese governmental
discourses related to the Japan-U.S. alliance are elicited by the alliance’s
development, and a large percentage of relevant academic discourses are on
current affairs as well. In these discourses, the Chinese government and
scholars interpreted individual events of the alliance according to their own
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understanding of the underlying cause-effect relationships. As these
opinions form a great portion of the raw materials from which Chinese
governmental and academic views are extracted, it is illuminating to study
their logics and patterns.
For this purpose, basic assumptions and hypotheses of attribution
theory are borrowed from the discipline of social psychology to classify and
explain modes of Chinese officials’ and scholars’ attributions of the JapanU.S. alliance’s events. Attribution theory is the theory pertaining to how
people attribute actions to certain causes. The broad outlines of attribution
theory were first sketched in the 1950s, and have been developed over the
decades based on experimental findings (Ross and Anderson, 1982).
Relevant studies are not confined to the individual level, but also address
attributions at the group level.
Social psychologists hold two different attribution theories. One is the
traditional actor/situation attribution theory, where actions are explained by
citing either the actor or the situation.2 One of the key arguments of this
theory is confirmative attribution associated with the beliefs of an actor’s
disposition and derivative expectations: actions that are inconsistent with
existing beliefs are more likely to be attributed to the situation, while
consistent ones are more often attributed to the actor’s disposition (Kulik,
1983).
The other is a relatively new causal history of reasons (CHR) theory,
where unintentional behaviours are attributed to causes, and intentional
actions are attributed either to reasons or the causal history of reasons,
namely factors that preceded and thus brought about the reasons for an
action (Malle, 1999).3 Whereas reason explanations entail that the cited
explanation content was part of the agent’s subjective awareness and
deliberation (subjectivity assumption) and provided rational grounds for
deciding to act (rationality assumption), CHR explanations entail neither of
these assumptions (Malle, 1999). Based on common sense, the Japan-U.S.
alliance’s development should be intentional, so my research only employs
the theoretical mode that addresses the attribution of intentional behaviours.
Social psychologists commonly use person/situation and disposition/situation to refer to
the same typology of explanations of actions. The difference between person and
disposition attributions, if they must be distinguished from each other, is that person
attribution emphasises the location of an explanation on the actor instead of the situation,
while disposition attribution emphasises the enduring traits of the actor (after locating the
explanation on the actor). To avoid linguistic misleading, this research adopts the actor as
the category of attribution opposite to the situation, which means the same as person
attribution and generally the same as disposition attribution (Heider, 1958; Jones and Davis,
1965).
3 In the context of research on the CHR theory, researchers refer to the traditional attribution
theory as ‘attribution theory’ and CHR theory as a more accurate framework than
‘attribution theory’. My research categorises both actor/situation attribution theory and
CHR theory under attribution theory, because both are frameworks to study people’s
explanation of actions.
2
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Figure 1: Causal History of Reasons Mode of Attribution (O'Laughlin and Malle, 2002)

As far as my research is concerned, the two attribution theories do not
exclude each other. In fact, CHR theorists saw the actor/situation attribution
theory as a reductive framework which was validated only in some of the
explanation modes (Malle, 1999). While the former makes a distinction
between actor and situational factors, the latter analyses attribution
according to the emphasis on the actor’s subjectivity. It is feasible to modify
the actor/situation theory and CHR theory into compatible dimensions of an
attribution analysis framework. And actions can be explained by citing four
categories of factors: actor causal history of reasons, situation causal history
of reason, actor reasons, and situation reasons.
Caveats are needed here. First, there are always both temporal and
causal relationships along the CHR-reasons-intentions line. For each action
ax and its actor’s intention ix, there must be a set of reasons rx preceding and
causing it. In turn, for each set of reasons rx there must be a causal history of
reasons hx preceding and causing it. Yet in the explanations, reasons and
CHR are not necessarily cited at the same time. Second, the framework
employed here does not represent the actual psychological process of the
actor. It is employed to analyse the actor’s psychological process as
perceived by the explainer, though the actor and explainer are not
necessarily different agents. Third, because they are subjective mental states
inside the actor, reason attributions are always actor attributions in the
absolute sense, and the distinction between actor reasons/situation reasons
only refers to the contents of the reasons.4 Fourth, CHR and reasons are not
paired according to the actor/situation dimension. Actor reasons can be
caused by an actor CHR or a situation CHR, and the same applies to
situation reasons.
This modified framework will then be employed to study the Chinese
government’s and IR scholars’ interpretations of significant events in the
Japan-U.S. alliance’s development. Opinions will be categorised. For
example, if China explains an event in the alliance’s development with
reference to Japan’s aggressive nature (Midford, 2004) it will be categorised
as an actor CHR.

According to Malle, reasons can be divided into eight categories following a threedimensional feature space concerning its types (belief or desire), content (person or
situation), and forms (marked or unmarked) (Malle, 1999).
4

46

Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.1, No.1, Autumn 2014
Dimension

Causal history of
reasons

Reasons

Actor

Japan/U.S. is an
aggressive country
in nature

Japan/U.S. wants to
develop its military power

Situation

The international
environment for
the Japan-U.S.
alliance is
compelling

Japan/U.S. felt threatened
by North Korea’s nuclear
development

Table 1: Example of Chinese Officials’ and Scholars' Attributions of the Japan-U.S. Alliance's
Events

Content analysis will be applied to discern the prevalent mode of
Chinese officials’ and scholars’ attribution of the Japan-U.S. alliance’s events.
Two social psychological hypotheses are to be tested by the findings. The
first is related to the confirmative attribution hypothesis mentioned above.
My research investigates whether it is the actors’ disposition or other factors
that falls under the focus of China’s attribution. The second is that explainers
use more CHR explanations for group actions than individual actions when
two conditions are satisfied. One condition holds when the why-question
concerns more than one agent–action unit, namely when it involves one
agent performing multiple actions or multiple agents performing one type of
action (parsimony principle). The other condition holds when explainers do
not have specific information about the particular agent performing the
particular action, and they use general information that is available about
the type of agent or the type of action performed (information principle).
When reasons are offered for aggregate group actions, there is possibility
that the explainers believe that the multiple agents comprising the aggregate
are very similar to each other and therefore have the same reason for acting.
Or, the explainers perceive aggregates (for example, ‘African Americans’,
‘high school students’) as coordinated groups who plan their actions
together (O'Laughlin and Malle, 2002). Here, Japan and the United States can
be seen as a group (alliance) of actors and China is the observer.

Interview techniques: Studying officials and scholars in the Chinese
context
After building the theoretical structure, researchers still face challenges
concerning many practical aspects of choosing and employing data
collection and analysis methods. In this regard, it is important to make
decisions by taking into account the research needs, advantages and
constraints of different methods, the environment in which the research is
conducted, and the researchers’ professional training and skills.
I decided not to undertake an elite survey or an expert survey for the
following reasons. Firstly, my project investigated the cognitive framework
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behind views, which was more indirect and difficult to discern. It would be
more likely to elicit clues for Chinese officials’ and scholars’ deeper beliefs
during interviews. Secondly, surveys required a larger sample and therefore
more time to conduct, but my time and research resources were limited and
should be concentrated on the analysis of cognitive framework rather than
the description of views. Thirdly, the response rate of elite survey or expert
survey was not likely to be satisfactory. Contacts of Chinese officials and
scholars were not usually available online. Moreover, PhD candidates were
generally seen as students instead of researchers in the Chinese context, and
questionnaires for PhD projects were not very appealing to Chinese officials
and scholars. Therefore, it would be more effective to employ interviews for
my research.
There were concerns when designing the interview questions as well.
One such concern was about making sure that the questions leave enough
space for the interviewees to reveal their priorities and what underlies their
judgements. It would also be important to ask questions relating to their
ways of thinking which would not be confirmed elsewhere. Lastly, it would
be illuminating to ask interviewees about their opinions of their peers, which
would reflect their level of self-awareness as a group in terms of certain
ways of thinking.
In the light of these guidelines, I proposed interview questions in a
non-specific manner and divided them into three clusters. The first set of
questions investigated the interviewees’ beliefs about the Japan-U.S. alliance,
including its nature, utility, and the trend of its development. I raised followup questions when the interviewees’ answers matched my hypothesis. For
example, Chinese officials and scholars widely acknowledged the positive
aspects of the U.S. presence in East Asia, (Zhang Lili, Zhao Xiaochun,
Chinese MOFA official, Chinese Ministry of State Security official, 2013,
interviews) but they would tacitly underplay this point in their discourses.
In such cases, I would ask about the alliance’s contribution to regional
stability to confirm their opinions if the interviewees did not mention
anything themselves.
The second set of questions explored the interviewees’ way of thinking.
Chinese officials and scholars are affected by epistemological distractions
just as ordinary Chinese people are, including national pride and the
influence of the mass media. I asked interviewees about cognitive obstacles
to getting a balanced view on international affairs and how they would
overcome them. Chinese officials in foreign policy departments and
researchers in official and quasi-governmental institutions have the privilege
of receiving information distributed routinely from related governmental
branches, which has been edited with the ‘organisational thinking’ (George,
1980; Janis, 1973). Other scholars may suffer less from this kind of subtle
influence, but as a result, they complain about insufficiency of information
or ‘information asymmetry’, which weakens their analysis of foreign affairs
(Zhang Lili, 2013, interview).
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The third set of questions featured the practical constraints on scholars’
influencing foreign policy making and conveying opinions among the
general public. Confusing usages of words are noises hidden in the
background. Terms which should be strictly defined are often used for
convenience without clarification, which blurs the meaning and easily
causes misunderstanding. ‘The West has never ceased plotting against us’ is
not an unusual statement in Chinese discourses on foreign affairs, though
Chinese officials and scholars do not believe it is true. (Ma Licheng, Liang
Yunxiang, Zhang Tuosheng, Chinese MOFA official, 2013, interviews).5
‘Western countries try to contain China’ is another popular argument, while
some notice that ‘contain’ has meanings unique to the Cold War period and
neutral words like ‘balance’ or ‘restrict’ would be more appropriate for
current discussions (Zhang Tuosheng, 2013, interview).
In addition to subconscious discourse confusions, there are
conspicuous restrictions on speech imposed by the government. In response
to international and domestic situations, the Party issues instructions or
guidelines to different categories of elites concerning their discourses on
‘sensitive topics’ (Wang Xiangming, He Husehng, 2013, interviews). More
alarmingly, the majority of Chinese scholars are imposing self-regulation on
their discourses. This is more detrimental than the government’s direct
monitoring, for it extinguishes the desire for free speech. For most ‘within
system’ elites, namely those holding positions in the government, quasiofficial institutions, or universities, expressions of opinions are directly
linked with life conditions. As long as they rely on the bureaucratic system
financially, they are reluctant to displease the government and trouble
themselves. This is why Chinese scholars would cautiously keep themselves
away from ‘sensitive topics’ that are not even listed in official guidelines—
which is totally unnecessary in the eyes of officials (Chinese Ministry of State
Security official, Chinese MOFA officials, 2013, interviews).

Conclusion
In terms of research methodology, I addressed four challenges facing my
PhD project on Chinese Governmental and Academic Views on the PostCold War Japan-U.S. Alliance. Despite its interdisciplinary nature, my
research was defined as a project on Chinese politics, employing IR and
social psychological methods when necessary. Cognitive framework, the key
concept of analysis, was defined in relation to existing terms like belief
system, attitudinal prism, operational code, and schema, while I avoided
ambiguous terms like ‘perception’ that were widely employed in various
disciplines. The theoretical structure of my project was built on the basis of
self-categorisation theory and attribution theories. When it came to data
collection methods, I chose interviews because my research studied Chinese
officials’ and scholars’ cognitive frameworks which were not easily reflected
5
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in questionnaires, and it may be difficult for PhD students to conduct an elite
survey or expert survey in the Chinese context.
To construct an interdisciplinary methodological framework is more a
process of choice and exclusion than addition and combination. While
borrowing and adapting are necessary and helpful, the essential question
remains at the disciplinary focus. Researchers should locate the centre of
gravity of the research at the very beginning and lay out the premise for the
methodological framework. Only on this basis is it possible to define key
concepts, build theoretical structures, and decide data collection and
analysis methods. Researchers should try to avoid ambiguous terms when
choosing key words, and clarify important concepts to stress the major
research question. Theories to be employed in the analytical framework
should be justified and adapted according to the needs of the research
question. When it comes to data collection and analysis, methods should be
adopted according to the nature of the research as well as feasibility.
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Abstract
Participant observation can be an excellent way to gather qualitative data and
observe real behaviours, provided the participant observer does not cause a
behavioural change from the norm. Such a change in behaviour is known as the
Hawthorne effect – where people modify their behaviour when they know they are
being watched or studied. The Hawthorne effect is one of the greatest challenges
research observers face when gathering data and has long been described as the
‘Achilles heel’ of participant research (Coombs and Smith, 2003). This challenge is
discussed based on experiences from gathering data on behavioural safety and
attitudes on a very large civil engineering construction project currently underway
in the UK. The proposed six-stage protocol helped the participant observer witness
real behaviours and true attitudes of the workforce while limiting the potential
negative consequences of the Hawthorne effect. A case study example using this
protocol suggests that it is important that the researcher becomes successfully
immersed in the social setting by gaining trust and making the workers feel relaxed
and unthreatened. The paper also discusses other challenges associated with an
ethnographic approach including validity, bias, interpreting evidence and
analysing the data collected.

Introduction
The Hawthorne effect is when there is a change in the subject’s normal
behaviour, attributed to the knowledge that their behaviour is being
watched or studied. There are actually several similar definitions of the
Hawthorne effect (as discussed below), but this definition will be used for
the purpose of this paper. The Hawthorne effect and other forms of
reactivity can contaminate the pure social environment being studied (Hunt,
1985). Therefore it is of no great surprise that there are many ethnographers
that are concerned about this phenomenon (O’Reilly, 2009). This concern has
resulted in some ethnographers using covert observations to avoid any
reactivity, such as in Rawlinson et al (2010). Ethnography usually occurs on
a long-term basis, and such sustained observation can be used as a check
against reactivity, such as the Hawthorne effect (Adair, 1984). However,
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sustained observation alone does not necessarily guarantee success in
overcoming reactivity, as ethnographers also rely on building trusting
relationships (Carroll and Mesman, 2011) usually through participant
observation. This paper proposes a six-stage protocol that aims to aid the
participant observer in overcoming the Hawthorne effect through
establishing rapport and building these trusting relationships. This protocol
was used on a large civil engineering project (+£500m) in the UK, where
attitudes towards safety and safety-related behaviours of the workforce were
investigated. Using this protocol as a guideline, the participant observer was
able to establish rapport with the workforce and witness real behaviours and
true attitudes, while limiting any potential negative effects caused by the
Hawthorne effect. A case study example of the protocol in use demonstrates
that the participant observer’s subject reveals attitudes towards safety which
would not ordinarily be observed before establishing rapport. Hence, this
contribution illustrates that any negative effects potentially caused by the
Hawthorne effect can be limited, even in confrontational environments such
as the construction industry, and by using this protocol to establish rapport,
real behaviours and true attitudes can be observed.
The researcher has been undertaking an ethnographic methodology
for the past 18 months on a large civil engineering project in the UK. The
main technique used by ethnographers is participant observation. De Walt et
al. (1998) describe four different types of participant observation: passive
(researcher has a bystander role), moderate (researcher has a balance of
insider and outsider roles), active (researcher participates in certain or all
activities) and complete (researcher is completely integrated). A ‘moderate
participation’ stance was undertaken to have a balance of insider and
outsider roles, allowing a worthy combination of involvement and necessary
detachment to remain objective (De Walt et al., 1998). The participant
observer’s ‘insider’ roles occurred two to three times a week during the core
business hours (08:00 to 17:00) and primarily involved interacting with the
workforce and attending meetings, while observing and recording findings.
The researcher employed an overt approach, although there were rare
occasions when a covert approach was unintentionally applied. An open
approach does inform the subjects that they are being studied and could
cause reactive behaviour. As it is ethically important to introduce the
researcher’s purpose, my position within the company was described as ‘a
researcher investigating health and safety’. Health and safety is a sensitive
issue in construction, and this overt approach could alter the subject’s
behaviours.
The structure of this paper is in three distinct parts. The following
section positions the researcher and discusses the relevant literature
including the initial identification of the Hawthorne effect, its definition,
challenges, criticisms and attempts to overcome it. The next section
introduces the findings and, in particular, the six stage protocol that has
developed from the researcher’s experience in an attempt to overcome and
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avoid the Hawthorne effect in research practice. The final section addresses
other challenges the observer faces including interpreting evidence, validity,
reliability and bias.

The Hawthorne effect
The ‘Hawthorne effect’ is a phrase derived from experiments in the
Hawthorne Works of the Western Electric Company in Chicago between
1927 and 1933 (Chiesa and Hobbs, 2008). The aim of the experiments was to
investigate whether certain physical features of the factory, such as lighting,
impacted the productivity. However, instead the Hawthorne effect
phenomenon was accidently identified. Though there is no universal
definition of the Hawthorne effect, it is generally accepted to be the
phenomenon where participants in an experimental study alter their
behaviour or performance because they are aware that they are being
observed (Campbell, Maxey and Watson, 1995). The first use of the term
appears to have been in the early 1950s (French, 1953) and the phrase has
been used in academic texts since (Chiesa and Hobbs, 2008). It still plays a
key role in the methodology of experiments, has a widespread influence in
research (Jones, 1992) and demonstrates just how difficult it is to understand
human behaviour in the workplace (Holden, 2001).
The Hawthorne Studies comprised of six partly overlapping studies
at Western Electric Company between 1924 and 1933 including: the
illumination studies (1924-27), the first (1927-33) and second (1928-1929)
relay assembly group studies, the micra splitting test room (1928-30), the
interview program (1928-30) and the bank wiring observation room study
(1931-32). In industrial sociology or psychology, there has perhaps been no
other set of experiments or theory that has stimulated as much research and
controversy as the Hawthorne studies (Adair, 1984). The two most famous
experiments are the illumination studies and the first relay assembly group
studies:
The illumination studies were undertaken between November 1924
and April 1927 after the electrical suppliers of Western Electric claimed that
better lighting would improve productivity output (Gale, 2004). As expected
when the lighting was high, the productivity increased. However, quite
unexpectedly, when the lighting was low, at around a moonlight level,
productivity still increased (Adair, 1984). The data was never formally
reported and it is unknown how many participants were studied (Kompier,
2006) but a report by Snow (1927: 257–82), a representative from the research
sponsor, concluded that:
The corresponding production efficiencies by no means followed the
magnitude or trend of the lighting intensities. The output bobbed up
and down without direct relation to the amount of illumination.
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Original investigators were perplexed by the findings but realised that there
were other factors contributing to output.
The second form of experiment, the first relay study, inspired by the
illumination study, was a very famous experiment (Kompier, 2006). It was
an extremely detailed study based on five women for a five year period. The
research aimed to identify how production of relays (a part used in the
construction of a telephone) could be increased and what factors influenced
the women’s work production rate. During this study various factors
changed, including the introduction of breaks, breaks with food and a
shortened working day (Kompier, 2006). One might suspect that the
productivity rate would decrease from the introduction of these changes, yet
each time a change occurred, production increased. The observers found this
very puzzling, but what was even more confusing was that when the
working day structure returned to the norm, with no breaks, hot lunches or
incentive pay, then production peaked (Blalock and Blalock, 1968). No
matter what the changes were, whether the day was shorter or longer, had
more or less rest periods, an increase in productivity was still observed
(Ruch and Zimbardo, 1971). It was concluded that since the workers knew
that the experimenters expected the workplace adjustments to affect them,
their behaviour changed (Elmes et al., 1985) because of the attention (Ruch
and Zimbardo, 1971) that they were receiving.
The greatest criticism of the methodology of the Hawthorne
experiments was that two of the female subjects were allegedly changed
during the experiment. Though there is contradicting evidence on this
matter with Mayo (1933) stating they ‘dropped out’, while Roethlisberger
(1941) suggests that there were not any replacements after the first year and
a half, stating that ‘everyone was happy’. Regardless of whether the method
was sloppy or not, the research work presented in the Hawthorne studies
was ground-breaking.
The research on the Hawthorne experiments was incredibly detailed,
which has given the opportunity for researchers to re-interpret the findings
repeatedly. However, according to Kompier (2006) many have
misinterpreted, which has meant there is no universal agreement on the
findings of the Hawthorne studies and on the definition of the Hawthorne
effect itself. More recently, it has become common to attribute any
unexpected result within an experiment with human participants to the
Hawthorne effect (Wickstrom and Bendix, 2000). Authors, such as Olson et
al. (2004) and Chiesa and Hobbs (2008), have argued that the term
‘Hawthorne effect’ is often used inappropriately and refers to such a wide
range and often contradictory phenomena. Such phenomena include the
John Henry effect, reactivity, social facilitation (Chiesa and Hobbs, 2008) and
the placebo effect, a term sometimes used as a social equivalent to the
Hawthorne effect (Wickstrom and Bendix. 2000).
It appears that in almost every academic piece of work, each author
has their own definition for the Hawthorne effect and some even have two
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(as in Davis and Shackleton, 1975), which can be confusing. Nevertheless,
the central idea appears to consistently be that the Hawthorne effect is a
change in behaviour or increase in performance due to the subject’s
knowledge that they are being observed. For the purpose of clarity in this
study, the Hawthorne effect is defined here as a change in the subject’s normal
behaviour, attributed to the knowledge that their behaviour is being watched or
studied.
In an effort to overcome any adverse reactions from the Hawthorne
effect, a separate control group – a group separated from the rest of the
experiment, independent of the variable being tested, that can be used as a
comparison – could be used. However, the Hawthorne effect can still occur
in these situations, just in another and more specific form known as the ‘John
Henry effect’, where the control group behaves differently based on the
knowledge that they are the control group. This term was first used by Gary
Saretsky (1972) to describe the story of an American steel driver in the 1870s.
John Henry is an American folk hero that has his own statue in West
Virginia and has many songs, stories, novels and plays based on him. Henry
was a steel driver, a profession which involved hammering into rocks to
create space for explosives to blast away the rock. In the legend, his work
rate was being measured against a steam powered hammer. In reaction to
being compared with this machine, Henry worked so hard and tirelessly that
he died in victory holding his hammer. The ’John Henry effect’ was based on
this ’tall tale’ as when made aware he was essentially an experimental
control, Henry reacted by working extremely hard.
Another attempt to overcome the Hawthorne effect is the process of
triangulation. Triangulation is the use of more than one approach to an
investigation in order to enhance confidence in the findings (Bryman, 2003).
This approach may overcome the problems arising from the Hawthorne
effect better than single method approaches such as controlled trials
(Holden, 2001). It is an important technique for the researcher in any
observational study and should be used to cross-check, compare and
triangulate any information before it builds the basis of a knowledge
foundation (Fetterman, 2010). In some research projects it is possible that full
participant observation can reduce the number of subjects altering their
behaviour when they are being observed (Bernard, 1994).
The Hawthorne experiments accidently discovered what is now
known as the Hawthorne effect. This effect can contaminate the natural
social environment being studied, and hence overcoming any adverse effects
of this phenomenon is very important. For this particular study on a large
civil engineering project, this was achieved using the following six-stage
protocol as a guideline for establishing rapport and making the subjects feel
relaxed in the presence of a participant observer.
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Application: Developing the six-stage protocol
‘You must be clever to be at University… aged 12.’
This was a light-hearted and cheeky comment made in reference to my
youthful looks by one of the construction workers, before he proceeded to
answer his mobile phone in an unsafe area. Most people would probably
take this comment as an offence, but I was in fact delighted. Becoming
immersed into a social setting without changing behaviours is very
challenging and this was a message that, even though I was a researcher
investigating behavioural safety, I appeared not to be perceived as a threat,
not to be influencing their behaviour and that the workers seemed relaxed
around me. I was making headway in becoming what Kellehear (1993) calls
an unobtrusive researcher.
The experience of feeling like an outsider is not uncommon amongst
ethnographers (Pink et al., 2013). Agar (1996) even titled his book as the
‘Professional Stranger: An Informal Introduction to Ethnography’. It is
necessary for an ethnographer to build relationships with surrounding
participants (Jorgensen, 1989) in order to extract more accurate and detailed
data. The construction industry in particular has been highlighted for having
a confrontational nature (such as in Smith, 1992 and Latham, 1994).
Loosemore (1998) stated that the confrontational nature of the industry was
as much of a threat to effective research as it is to effective construction
management. In methodological terms, there are particular challenges of
emotion, sensitivity, tension, stress, pressure and uncertainty that the
researcher needs to address. Though this confrontational nature only
exacerbates the researchers challenge, an ethnographic approach does hold
considerable promise for addressing practical, problem-based research
concerned with construction sites, despite being infrequently used by
construction researchers (Pink et al., 2010).
Building relationships through conversation
Relationships are built through conversations with surrounding participants
and are a key part of participant observation. This is a significant challenge
for the ethnographer especially in industries that are fraught with
confrontation such as the construction industry. Building relations will not
only improve the quality of data but also reduce the chances of the findings
being influenced by the Hawthorne effect. But there are challenges in
developing these conversations, which can be summarised as follows:
Becoming immersed and accepted in the community (Fetterman,
2010)
Building relationships with surrounding participants (Jorgensen,
1989)
Ensuring people find you trustworthy and are relaxed around you
(Fetterman, 2010)
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Extracting accurate information of interest from the conversation
(Fetterman, 2010)
Language barriers (Guest, Namey and Mitchell, 2013)
Ethical issues (Kellehear, 1993)
Conversation time restrictions
A protocol for Hawthorne effect mitigation
The six key stages developed in this paper (shown in Figure 1) are proposed
to act as a protocol for participant researchers during conversations. It is
more likely that the data collected from the conversation will be more
accurate if the first five stages are completed before the conversation is led in
the direction the participant wishes to explore, namely in the area that the
observer is researching. To demonstrate this protocol and understand its
development, a case example is provided, based on a real conversation with
a worker on a large civil engineering construction project in the UK.

Figure 1 – Six stage protocol for Hawthorne effect mitigation
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Stage 1 – Gauge the person
The first stage can be challenging. As previously discussed ethnographers
are often perceived as and feel like ‘outsiders’ in the community. As an
outsider, it can be difficult to gauge the types of participants with whom the
ethnographer will engage (or liaise). It is important to gauge both the type of
participants and the setting. The setting is important as people change their
image and behaviour dependent on the setting, whether a professional or
more social setting. It is often a good idea to try to engage with the
participants in different types of settings. In this particular study, though the
work setting was where the majority of data were gathered, when in a more
social setting, the data was often richer and of high quality. This was due to
the participants being more relaxed in a social setting and that there was less
time pressure on the conversation lengths since the participants were not
working.
Case example:
In this case example, from the subject’s appearance it was evident he was a
labourer and from his accent (from hearing his voice as he walked past) he
was Scottish. From past experience, Scottish labourers generally have a
broad accent and a ‘laddish’ nature, with interests of football, beer and
women amongst others. Though this is a stereotypical approach these are
the presumptions I would make in order to adapt my behaviour and become
immersed in the setting.
Stage 2 – Create a non-threatening perception
Once within the setting, creating a non-threatening perception is vitally
important for the researcher. From gauging participants in the previous
stage, the researcher should have a better idea of what image to portray.
Often it is a good idea to dress in a casual manner to look non-threatening. It
is also worth planning your behaviour within the setting. As previously
mentioned, an ethnographer is likely to feel like an outsider, so thinking
what type of participant observation is most suitable for the research is
important. For those that are using complete or active participation, their
roles within the setting are generally clear, and therefore their behaviour
within the setting is more apparent. They are completely integrated into the
population and therefore generally have the same roles as the other
participants but this also risks ‘going native’. Going native is a danger for
ethnographers that become too involved and lose their objectivity and
distance (O’Reilly, 2009). Moderate participant observers avoid this problem
by having ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ roles which allow for involvement and
necessary detachment to remain objective (DeWalt et al., 1998). However,
their roles are not as clear and hence their behaviour within the setting
becomes very important. Unlike complete participants they are not present
all the time and may not undertake the same roles as the others within the
setting. Therefore, they may feel more like an outsider without a clear role.
In this scenario, the researcher needs to identify a clear role and behaviour
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within this setting. In this study a moderate participant observation
approach was used. The researcher’s role is to observe, communicate and
interact with the workers, but not to work with them. The behaviour of the
researcher becomes important here, as the workers need to be at ease when
the researcher is present. After discussions with the workers, it was clear
that the workers found that those who directly observe without introducing
themselves were quite daunting. It would make the workers question
themselves as to whether they were carrying out their role correctly and
make them more likely to make a mistake. Therefore, as a moderate
participant observer, I have since made an effort to always introduce myself
on each occasion I enter a works area. My behaviour within the works areas
then becomes consistent, normal and the workers know what to expect. This
approach is more likely to keep the workers at ease, as they are aware who I
am, my purpose and this is also one of the first stages in establishing
rapport.
Case example:
Managing your self-presentation is a technique that can be used for building
relationships (Jorgensen, 1989). For example, to go out observing
construction workers in a suit with a clipboard would potentially be
intimidating for the workers and hence would create a potentially
threatening perception. Therefore it is important to wear clothing that will fit
in with the culture, have a relaxed demeanour, be smiley and approachable.
It is also an advantage to use different approaches to data collection and
observation as this leads to a richer understanding of the participants and
the social context (Kawulich, 2005). Therefore, in this study, different points
of reference were used when observing. For example, when on-site I have
been accompanied by various different personnel, such as safety advisors,
works managers, students and PR officers, as well as going alone. When
with these different points of reference, I witnessed changes in behaviours
from the workforce. For example, when accompanying a group of
undergraduate students on a site visit and during a large concrete pour, a
student and I happened to be standing next to the operator controlling the
extraction of concrete with a remote control. This was one rare occasion
when a direct observation method (rather than participant observation) and
unintentional covert positioning was used. Assuming I was an
undergraduate student, rather than a researcher, the operator opened
conversation by offering the student beside me to use the remote control.
Offering a student and visitor to take control of a major concrete pour,
knowing the visitor was unqualified for this task is a behaviour that would
have been very unlikely to have occurred if there was a safety advisor
present rather than a group of students. Behaviours that are more common
when alongside the safety advisor are for the workforce to briefly stop work
and quickly put on any required personal protective equipment that they are
not wearing (e.g., gloves or safety glasses) and clean and clear the work area.
While it is important to realise how these different points of reference
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influence behaviour, the observer should also try to be aware of how their
gender, sexuality, class, ethnicity and approach may influence findings
(DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002).
Stage 3 – Introductions
Introductions are the essential foundations in establishing rapport with the
participants in the setting. Though meeting new people can be stressful for
some, it is important to remain calm and relaxed. Being relaxed and calm
will not only help the researcher introduce him or herself but it is also more
likely to create a non-threatening environment. Being interested in their roles
is often a good strategy and it is also important to respect their setting,
which in this study was the participant’s place of work.
Case example:
Researcher: Alright mate, how you doing?
Scaffolder: I’m good pal, you?
Researcher: Aye, I’m no bad. What you working as on the project?
Scaffolder: I’m a Scaff, mate. What you daeing?
Researcher: Class mate - I’m a researcher looking at safety.
Scaffolder: Good son. Someone needs to look at it like! How did you
get that gig?
Analysis:
Participant observation has been defined as establishing rapport and
learning to act in a certain way so that the members will act naturally, before
removing oneself from the community to analyse the data (Bernard, 1994).
Here, the use of slang words such as ‘pal’ and ‘class’ as well as standard
slang phrases such as ‘alright mate’ and ‘I’m no bad’ are typical amongst
working class Scots with a broad accent. Hence, to become immersed in the
setting and not to stand out, this act (using such slang words) is used so that
the scaffolder is more likely to behave naturally. It is also important not to be
judgemental. The slang word ‘scaff’ can be used as an offensive word used
to describe someone with little money and a rough appearance. The use of
‘scaff’ within slang is likely to have stemmed from ‘scaffolder’, as scaffolding
can be perceived as a relatively low paid profession and due to the nature of
the job, scaffolders often have a rough appearance. Being judgemental of
such a working class role would be ethnocentric, promote stereotyping and
would also ruin any chance of building a friendly relationship, hence my
reply: ‘class, mate’. Traits, such as a non-judgemental approach and
openness, are key characteristics of participant observation (DeWalt and
DeWalt, 1998) and any errors or miscalculations in such human relations can
be detrimental to the research (Fetterman, 2010).
From previous conversations with workers, some have been
dismissive when I alluded to myself as a ‘student.’ The workers appeared to
be more open with a ‘researcher’ rather than a ‘student’, hence why I
introduced myself as a ‘researcher’ investigating safety. From previous
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conversations on site, this is probably to do with some workers perceptions
that students are lazy, drains on society that drink alcohol frequently. In this
paper, the scaffolder’s name has remained anonymous to protect the
individual’s ethical rights. This is the case for all the subjects and
participants in this study, who are purposely not named or given false
names. The project itself is also deliberately not identified. As a participant
observer, as well as to protect the participants and the project, it is also
important to introduce the purpose for you being there (Kawulich, 2005).
In this case, the introductions have gone very well: the scaffolder has
not been dismissive and also has not been judgemental about the fact I’m
researching safety responding with: ‘Good son. Someone needs to look at it
like’.
Stage 4 – Establishing rapport
Rapport is a state of harmonious understanding with another individual and
is essentially building a friendly relationship. Establishing rapport with your
participants is essential for researchers as it improves communication,
creates trust and importantly improves the quality of data. This stage can be
established quickly but it can also take days, weeks or even months,
depending on the participants and the contact frequency. During
conversations it is helpful to:
have an open and accepting body language
to maintain some eye contact (if culturally appropriate)
nod and appear interested smile
try to agree with the participant, as establishing rapport is about
finding similarities with each other. Even if you disagree with 90%
of what is being said, make it clear you agree with the other 10%
try to use their name early in conversation. This makes the
conversation more personal and helps the researcher remember it
be complimentary where appropriate
use previous conversations with the participant to build on for
future conversations
Case example:
(Conversation continued)
Researcher: Well I got a Uni degree in Structural Engineering with
Fire Safety, then decided to go down the safety route, and got into research.
Scaffolder: Quality mate, Structural Engineering degree aye!? How
old are you?
Researcher: 23 mate.
Scaffolder: That’s quality! Here buddy, (turns to his friend, who is
passing) this boys got a structural engineering degree at 23! Quality eh?
Scaffolder’s Friend: Aye good son – that’s a good job like.
Researcher: Cheers!
Scaffolder: 23… you’re just older than my laddy!
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Analysis:
It is clear that a friendly relationship is being built. The scaffolder is being
very complimentary about my degree and the conversation is going to turn
to his more personal family life and in particular, his son. He appears at ease
and comfortable and very soon he confirms, with a cheeky joke, that he is
very relaxed around me.
Stage 5 – Relaxed signal
One of the most important stages to reach during engagement is the point
where surrounding participants feel relaxed around you, as then they are
more likely to express their true perceptions. The biggest indicator of
reaching this stage is generally a light-hearted comment or joke, such as the
comment made about my youthful looks at the beginning of the section. This
stage usually occurs at some point during Stage 4 (Establishing Rapport) and
demonstrates that the relationship has been built to a new level.
Case example:
(Conversation continued)
Researcher: Aye, how old is he?
Scaffolder: He’s 19… Oh I started young (he has a cheeky smile, he
laughs and winks)
Researcher: Good man! (laughs and smiles back)
Analysis:
The scaffolder has made a joke that he was sexually active from a young age
– a signal that he is relaxed around my presence. I smiled and laughed back
because, apart from the fact it was quite funny, this continues to build the
relationship as it shows that you are enjoying each other’s company. The
conversation now returns to Stage 4, discussing another one of the
presumptions gauged: his interest in football.
Stage 4
Case example:
(Conversation continued)
Researcher: He into any sports or that?
Scaffolder: Aye he’s into his football – you?
Researcher: Yea same, play for the Uni.
Scaffolder: Class mate, they play at Peffermill eh?
Resercher: Aye, got a new 3G pitch there – cost like 800 grand!
Scaffolder: Was gonna say I thought I saw that the other day when I
was driving past.
Researcher: Aye its class mate – same size as Hampden!
Scaffolder: Brilliant, Scottish football needs more decent facilities.
Analysis:
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Stages 1 to 5 have been successfully completed and now it is important to
direct the conversation to the interest area at an appropriate moment. Note
the slang language that has been present throughout the whole conversation,
to become immersed in the setting, for example ‘mate’, ‘aye’, ‘class’,
‘quality’, ‘son’, ‘pal’ and ‘scaff’.
Stage 6 – Link to conversation area
Once it is clear that the participant is relaxed in the researcher’s presence, the
researcher should try to change the topic of conversation to the researcher’s
interest area. The following section is an example of this protocol in use.
Case example:
(Conversation continues)
Researcher: Sure does. So how long you been a Scaff for?
Scaffolder: Since I left school – needed a job for the bairn eh. (note
“bairn” = “child”)
Researcher: Aye, course mate, you ever seen any bad accidents in
your time?
The conversation has now been linked to the interest area, and the
rest of the discussion revolved around safety in construction. During this
discussion the scaffolder made the following statements of interest to my
research:
He had witnessed fatalities.
Management just mainly care about money.
Subcontractors are promised “the world” to get the job done
quickly and hence often cut corners.
Workers coming in to do short jobs on the same site as others, such
as joiners, often try to do jobs quickly and unsafely to get onto the
next job.
He had refused to work in an area he thought was unsafe and got
moved to another site. Less experienced workers often wouldn’t
refuse to work even if they thought it was unsafe for fear of their
jobs.
Foreign workers who cannot speak fluent English should not be
allowed to work on site in the UK as it is a safety hazard.
Workers that have been taking risks for 20 years won’t change their
ways because they have avoided a serious accident.
Reflections
The scaffolder was very open, giving some interesting and, in some cases,
controversial statements. These statements may not have been made without
passing through the conversation protocol. The factual correctness of these
statements is not the issue here; it is that they have been made as a true
reflection of the scaffolder’s attitudes. They suggest the observer has been
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accepted by the scaffolder, and that observations reveal a more natural
behaviour, less likely to be affected by the Hawthorne effect.
As the researcher begins to immerse into the setting the protocol
becomes easier to implement. The researcher has a greater understanding of
the subjects and is able to improve his judgement when attempting to gauge
them in Stage One. Realising what perception to adopt can also improve
through on-site experience, and how to appear non-threatening.
Understanding the different behaviours that diverse subjects have will come
through site involvement and even other seemingly less important details,
such as what to wear while researching, will become clearer. For example,
once on approach two workers were being quite dismissive because of the
green jumper I was wearing as they were big fans of Rangers, a Scottish
football team who predominately wear blue and have a big rivalry with
another team, Celtic, who predominately wear green. When blue and green
hard hats and gloves were being returned for a different colour, I began to
understand that those with this view-point were likely to be more than just
the two workers I spoke with. Hence to even avoid this scenario reoccurring, I avoided wearing green or blue on-site as many workers have a
strong passion for football and Celtic and Rangers are two very wellsupported clubs in Scotland. This is an example which demonstrates that the
six stage protocol does not always work as well as the case example due to
different reactions from diverse subjects. There are many other reasons such
break down could occur, such as language barrier issues or conversation
time restrictions. However, the success rate of the protocol does improve
with more on-site experience and when it is proceeding successfully it is
often clear to the observer. This is important as it is then obvious to the
researcher when the Hawthorne effect has been overcome and avoided. The
data collected from these types of successful conversations is likely to be
richer, detailed and more accurate.

Other challenges for the participant observer
Observing evidence
Observation of evidence can be a powerful tool for learning about certain
behaviours. In this study, evidence could be used to learn about the workers’
safety behaviours, though it was crucial to have a good understanding of the
research area. See Figure 2 showing inside the scaffold.
Researchers without any prior knowledge in the construction industry
may not recognise anything unusual, (namely the single planks at the end of
the scaffold). Even if the researcher did notice this, he/she may not think it is
of any significance. My conclusion was that it was being used for
inappropriate access, namely a scaffolder had been walking along these
planks creating a risk of falling from height. Even if the scaffolder was
harnessed on during this act, it would still not be acceptable practice.
Though to check if this was the case, two independent employees on the
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project were asked: an experienced safety advisor and a works manager.
Both of whom confirmed that this was the case.
This process of verifying what is observed through conversations
with other participants in the setting significantly reduces the risk of
misinterpreting evidence.

Figure 2 – Planks placed at the end of a scaffold

Evidence can also become distorted. For example, when on-site I
walked into the following poor access route shown in Figure 3, my initial
thought was that the workers nearby the messy access route had created the
trip hazards. Again, to check that there was no misinterpretation, a nearby
worker was questioned, and he responded saying that the planks of wood
had instead come from the top of the scaffold. It was later confirmed by the
supervisor that the planks had been ‘bombed’ or thrown from the top of the
scaffold. In this case the evidence had been distorted, originally the messy
workplace was at the top of the scaffold, but when I had observed the site, it
had been moved. Again, understanding and checking all conclusions based
on evidence is key to avoid any misinterpretations. This etic/emic challenge
– emic is a view from within, while etic is a view from the outside (Pike,
1966) – is an important challenge (Kellehear, 1993) that a researcher must
attempt to overcome as misinterpreting evidence and data could lead to
potentially incorrect conclusions.
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Figure 3 – Planks in the access route creating trip hazards

Methodological positioning of the study
Whilst detailed discussions are beyond the scope of this paper, it is still
necessary to position the study within its wider methodological context. A
realist ontology and interpretive epistemological position have been
established, which consequently raises other considerations for the
participant observer.
The development of this protocol seeks to support in part the validity
and reliability of the research, enabling others to repeat the research process
to achieve the same depth and richness of data whilst providing confidence
in the process of data collection. Within this epistemological framework, the
issue of bias will need to be addressed, and in part the protocol put forward
in this paper seeks to address and mitigate such effects. A key criticism of
observational data is that the researcher’s own perceptions create bias.
Although this point may be valid, observational research provides a unique
holistic perspective of organisational life which many other research
methods do not (Hanlon, 1980). It can also be argued that within the context
of the construction site, some degree and application of an emic perspective
is needed to translate this highly specific and unique environment to the
wider reader and produce appropriate research outcomes.
Validity
The participant observer is a tool that can be used to increase the validity of
the study (Bernard, 1994) as being familiar with and immersed into the
surroundings can bring many benefits. For example, the observer can
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facilitate an involvement in sensitive activities that the researcher may
generally not be invited to. Also, an ethnographer can develop questions in
the native language or in a way in which the respondents would have
greater understanding. With relation to the construction industry, many
workers leave school with few qualifications and some struggle to, or
cannot, read or write; therefore use of more basic language is important in
such a culture.
Though participant observation can increase validity, there are
challenges with recording, collecting and analysing the data. Creating a
sound strategy for recording observations as completely as possible is an
important step for participant observers (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011). Careful
reporting and documentation of how the methodological choices were
made, the circumstances under which they were recorded and how they
were analysed, allows the reader to assess the validity and allows for
interested parties to reproduce the work if they desire. Bernard (1994)
suggests the observer should remain naïve yet competent, to only record
what he/she sees rather than what is implied and not to not speak to any
other participants about what has been seen before recording the data.
The first challenge to address when gathering data is to assess
whether the participant observer technique could give valid answers to the
researcher’s questions (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011). Though this may not be
obvious at the beginning of the work, as the research progresses it will
become clearer what questions could be answered using participant
observation. The overall aim of the wider research in this study is to identify
which factors influence unsafe behaviours on a construction site. While some
factors such as ‘time pressure’ could be answered using participant
observation, others such as ‘thrill-seeking’ (where risks are taken purely to
gain a thrill from it) are more difficult to interpret as how could one state for
sure that an unsafe act was taken for thrills? Therefore perhaps a more
appropriate research technique to investigate the ‘thrill seeking’ factor may
be to use observation techniques alongside a validated psychological risk
taking test.
Another challenge is selecting and determining whether the research
site will yield valid findings (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011). It is important to
choose an appropriate research site and if there are two or more possible and
equally appropriate locations within the site, the researcher should attempt
to give the same attention. At the time of writing on the research project in
question, there are construction works on land, which are mainly Britishbased workers and on barges, which are more of a mixture of British and
European workers. Both locations are of equal interest to the researcher, so
despite access to the barges being more difficult, giving both locations equal
attention will help to validate any conclusions of behaviour based on
cultural or national background.
As previously mentioned triangulation is an important technique in
attempting to overcome the Hawthorne effect, but it is also very useful in
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cross-referencing
observations
to
validate
findings.
Heuristic
representativeness is a mental shortcut that was proposed by psychologists
Tversky and Kahneman (1974). This mental shortcut occurs when we judge
the likelihood of an event by how well it corresponds with previous similar
events. While this enables us to make conclusions quicker, it can also lead to
errors. Participant observers should avoid making such judgement calls on
activities, venues and informants without cross-reference clarification.
DeWalt and DeWalt (2011) also note that the researcher should plan
on how to best analyse the collected data. For the research project in
question, the majority of the data collected from this type of research will be
rich, detailed and varied data, which can be challenging to analyse.
Grounded theory is being used as it is a useful technique for rich and
detailed data and is ideal for continuous comparisons, which suit the
lengthy timescale of the project (over four years).
Reliability
The classical approach to ensuring reliability in a laboratory or experiment is
to repeat the experiment. This approach is only applicable to phenomena
that are unchanging and therefore when dealing with social phenomena, this
would be a very shaky approach, since it is almost unquestionable that social
conditions are always shifting (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011). If two researchers
were to investigate the same research at the same setting but at a different
time, due to the nature of social change, this may not necessarily be a fair
test of reliability.
Therefore another, more appropriate way to test reliability for this
research project, is to carry out several observations at around the same time
(Dewalt and DeWalt, 2011). Since similar types of construction work will be
reoccurring for a fairly significant period, this approach is possible for this
research. The same issues can also be discussed with a wide range of
participants from varying nationalities and backgrounds. Another method
for testing reliability is to have another participant observer gathering data
at around the same time period (DeWalt and DeWalt, 2011), allowing direct
comparisons of findings.

Conclusion
In ethnography, participant observation is one of the main tools for
gathering and analysing data. Whilst a challenging research method, if
participant observation is utilised successfully the researcher can be
rewarded with unique and detailed findings. Ethnographers have been
concerned with reactivity such as the Hawthorne effect where the subjects
change their behaviour as a result of being observed or studied. Establishing
rapport with the subjects is essential for overcoming the Hawthorne effect
and gathering quality data. A six stage conversation protocol has been
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outlined in this paper as a process to overcoming the challenges of this
Hawthorne effect phenomenon.
There has been decades of debate over the Hawthorne studies and the
true meaning of the Hawthorne effect. Through lived researcher experience
on this project the early indications suggest that the Hawthorne effect does
exist and remains a key challenge that a participant observer must
overcome. The most important stages to reach in order to overcome this
challenge are to build a good relationship with the surrounding participants
and to ensure they are relaxed in your presence. A signal that the
surrounding participant is completely relaxed in your company is often a
joke or light-hearted comment. Through a case study example, it has been
shown that the observer’s subject eventually reveals behaviour which would
not ordinarily be observed before establishing rapport. Despite being in a
confrontational industry, this protocol will ensure further behavioural safety
research can be conducted in a more robust manner, providing a better
platform upon which interpretations can be made.
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Abstract
Identity is a complex and dynamic concept developed through interrelationship
between the individual and environment. Understanding this interrelationship has
been dealt with from different perspectives by many scholarly disciplines, yet there
is a missing essential thread linking the diverse data on identity construction. This
paper argues that the disciplines that are crucial in understanding identity in an
urban environment are human geography, phenomenology and social psychology.
The paper examines relevant concepts in these disciplines and demonstrates their
significance for a comprehensive understanding of the identity of people in the
urban context. This paper will explicate the interdisciplinary framework of analysis
developed from the various concepts, which is employed in a broader research
context that aims to propose a spatio-behavioural model of identity construction in
public spaces in the multicultural city of Sheffield. The conclusion of this paper
throws light on the need for adopting interdisciplinary approaches in research for
comprehending complex issues of urban societies.

Introduction
Modern identity construction is a process of adaptation and negotiation that
takes place in everyday encounters within multicultural urban settings. It is
an issue that is encountered in the context of debates surrounding the
emergence of global cities and their impact on the identity of people
belonging to diverse ethnic and/or religious backgrounds. In today’s world
of unequal political, economic, symbolic and cultural geographies, these
encounters involve greater challenges in the negotiation of one’s identity; as
a result, identity undergoes a continuous process of adaptation and
reconstruction. Scholars approach this phenomenon—the need to rethink
identity—in terms of ‘interconnectedness rather than counterposition,
inclusion rather than exclusion’ (Massey and Jess, 2005: 224). Similar views
are echoed in the concepts of the global sense of place (Massey, 1991) and
multi-territoriality (Petcou, 2002). While these global phenomena have been
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addressed from different perspectives by many scholarly disciplines, a
comprehensive inter-disciplinary understanding of identity construction
amidst the growing multicultural nature of cities remains missing.
In this context, this paper builds on an interdisciplinary doctoral
research project that draws insights from current work on identity and place
from the fields of human geography, phenomenological philosophy and
social psychology, and strives to reveal their relevance for spatial design
thinking. In this paper, we construct a spatio-behavioural model of identity
construction in multicultural urban spaces and seek to explore both the
prominent role of spatial practices in identity construction and its
implications for an integrated multi-cultural society. Discussing the
disciplinary choices made, the paper aims to delineate the interdisciplinary
framework of analysis developed as part of the research. The paper is
presented in three parts. The first part discusses the concepts and
approaches from the selected disciplines relevant for formulating the
interdisciplinary framework of analysis. The second part explains the case
study, methods of data collection and analysis using the framework
developed. The third part presents the case study analysis. The paper
concludes by discussing significant interconnections between various
aspects of identity construction made possible by this interdisciplinary
framework. The conclusions of this paper not only demonstrate the
significance and need for interdisciplinary approaches to comprehending
identity issues but also how various disciplines symbiotically inform each
other to bridge existing knowledge gaps in identity studies.
This paper focuses on identity construction in multicultural contexts
from an architectural, spatial perspective. This is not only because space
invariably links to the issue of identity but also because of the challenges
that are posed for architecture in dealing with identity issues.
Multiculturalism requires urban contexts that can support the endless spatial
negotiations of cultural difference to inscribe one’s identity, which in turn
implores a sensitive and responsible design approach. Today, these
architectural challenges have become manifold, especially with the urgency
for its meaningful intervention to address those identity issues instigated
with the volatility of ‘socio-physical’ urban forms. These challenges are
complex, as multicultural environments today demand the strengthening of
the distinctive cultural identities of different ethnic communities, enabling
them to have their own cultural voice and architectural expression
(Incirlioglu and Tandogan, 1999). This urges new directions to be considered
in architectural conceptualizations of spatiality which support the sociocultural connotations for identity negotiations.
In search of forms to address this diversity superficially, designers
often create homogenised environments rendering ‘universal sameness’
(Auge, 2009) in spatial and cultural expressions, erasing the scope for
individuals to identify with those environments. Such environments create a
condition of uniformity that leads to the deterritorialisation of the context. In
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broader anthropological terms, ‘deterritorialisations refer to the severance of
social, political, or cultural practices from their native places and
populations’ (Adam, 2012). From another perspective, namely that of
aesthetic sensibility, this uniformity also attests to the fact that it is
impossible to reach cross-cultural aesthetic appreciation outside the social
context (Incirlioglu and Tandogan, 1999). Hence designing environments for
people with diverse aesthetic sensibilities also presents a challenging task, as
new directions in architecture need to enable ‘aesthetic openness towards
divergent cultural experiences’ (Hannerz, 1990). Overall, a designed
environment which does not acknowledge and address multicultural needs
not only tends to create greater instability and difficulty in maintaining both
local and national identities, but also results in allowing spatial practices that
are devoid of any cultural connotations. Such developments deny the role of
architecture as a ‘bearer’ of cultural meaning (Emmons et al., 2012).
The above discussion sets out the need and the significance of the
larger multicultural context for understanding identity constructions.
Building on this, this paper examines the impacts of urban spatial
experiences on identity construction processes. In the context of
globalisation, multiculturalism and alienation in cities today, the study
examines the complex phenomenon of identity constructions through
everyday urban spatial experiences in Sheffield in the United Kingdom.
Sheffield, with its thriving and diverse international community
(international students make up 16.7% of the city’s population) was
identified as an appropriate and rich case study for this research. The study
focussed on the experiences of international students (studying at the
University of Sheffield), as this offers an interesting dimension to the study
of urban spatial experiences and valuable insights into the notions of
identity negotiations in contemporary societies more broadly. As different
cultural groups have different perceptions, their spatial practices also differ
and it is important to understand how these diversities are accommodated
and/or adapted through myriad possibilities in physical settings.

The need for interdisciplinary research
Manuel Castells observes that, from a sociological perspective, although all
identities are constructed, the complexity lies in understanding how, from
what, by whom and for what it is constructed (Castells, 2004). He notes how
identity construction involves multifarious factors:
The construction of identities uses building materials from history,
from geography, from biology, from productive and reproductive
institutions, from collective memory and from personal fantasies,
from power apparatuses and religious revelations (Castells, 2004).
Each discipline approaches or comprehends the above factors within
its own limits and boundaries. Fundamentally functioning ‘to represent
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society and culture’ (Kaminer, 2011), architecture is an all-encompassing
discipline which has been significantly challenged by identity issues that
characterise many urban societies today. The reasons for this can be
attributed to two major factors. Firstly, identity itself is caught in a labyrinth
of diverse yet interwoven issues of multiculturalism, which inscribe
differences at socio-cultural, economic and political levels. This in turn is
spatially manifested, transforming urban environments into places for
contestation and/or negotiation, adding to the already entangled and
complex spatial conditions. Secondly, spatial disciplines such as architecture
and urban planning are accused of foisting exaggerated attention onto visual
experience; moreover the designed environment is increasingly suffering
from what Relph (1985) refers to as stuffing one’s own genius into somebody
else’s ‘loci’. All these have not only made the relationship between people
and the physical environment fragile, but have also made it more difficult
for architecture to address independently the notions of identity negotiations
and constructions. In the current urban development paradigm however,
‘identity constructions become crucial for generating a sense of belonging’
(Castells, 2004). Hence from an architectural perspective, understanding the
notions of identity construction amidst the complexity of spatial practices in
multicultural societies compels an interdisciplinary approach towards
studying identity issues. The following section examines three disciplines,
each identified for its appropriate content and concepts which closely relate
to the aims and objectives of this research. The disciplines chosen are
fundamentally different but prove to be significant—and commensurate—in
terms of their ‘interfaces which connect [them] with human and place
relation’ (Castello, 2010).
The first disciplinary perspective used in this research is
Phenomenology and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA).
Research into identity construction in everyday life largely focuses on the
implicit meanings of perceptual and spatial experiences of people. For this
reason, the IPA method is considered to be of great significance as it
explores and seeks to explain the lived experience of a specified
phenomenon, providing a qualitative research approach committed to the
examination of how people make sense of their experiences (Smith, 2009).
IPA research follows philosopher Edmund Husserl’s (1927) advice when he
urged phenomenologists to go ‘back to things themselves’, and denies any
attempt to fix experiences in predefined or overly abstract categories.
Focussing on the phenomenological understanding of lived experiences, IPA
is particularly important for this research as it is context-dependent and
contingent upon social, historical and cultural perspectives which have a
great impact on identity (Eatough and Smith 2008; Smith, 2009). IPA as a
method enables an understanding of peoples’ place experiences that is
deeper and unselfconscious, allowing researchers to capture the complexity
of people-place relationships that is crucial for this study.
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The second disciplinary perspective that informs this research is
human geography, with a particular focus on Relph’s seven levels of
experiential involvement/identification in place. Relph (1976: 49) explains
that the essence of a place is embedded ‘in the experience of an inside that is
distinct from an outside; more than anything else this is what sets places
apart in space and defines a particular system of physical features, activities
and the meanings’. He offers an interesting way to understand place
experiences in terms of the notion of being ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ of a place,
which becomes intrinsically connected to the extent that one identifies or
belong to that place. Relph states that ‘the more profoundly inside you are
the stronger is this identity with the place’ (1976: 49). The dynamic changes
in contemporary urban living have required that peoples’ involvement and
relationship with places be reconceptualised. Relph’s seven modes of
experiential involvement/identification in places offer the required depth in
experiential concepts, with different levels and layers for comprehending the
complex spatiality and place engagement in contemporary urban
environments. The notion of insideness/outsideness is particularly
appropriate for studying and analysing peoples’ experiential understanding
and involvement with the physical setting in the cotemporary context.
Figure 1 provides a brief summary of the various levels of Relph’s
classification.
Types of place
involvement

Characteristics

Existential
Insideness

The deepest involvement in place where a person feels being
part of the place. The person feels at home.

Existential
Outsideness

The person feels out of place. There is no involvement and the
place gives a feeling of alienation, of strangeness.

Objective
Outsideness

Involving deliberate distancing. The place is like an object of
study, experienced based on reason, surveyed scientifically
and logically.

Incidental
Outsideness

Involving the situation where place is just a backdrop, as when
the person is heading somewhere else.

Behavioural
Insideness

When the deliberate experience of place is expected, there is a
set of elements, views, landmarks, visual patterns, observable
visual qualities.

Empathetic
Insideness

When a person from outside shows empathy with what the
place demonstrates as the expression of those who created it
and live in it.

Vicarious
Insideness

A second-hand feeling of indirect experience, where the person
is transported to the place via image, painting, film, mass
media.

Figure 1: Relph’s Different Modes of Experiencing Places (adapted from Seamon D, 1996)
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The third, and last, disciplinary perspective adopted in this research is
social psychology, in particular Motivated Identity Construction Theory. The
concept of ‘motive’ brings out both explicit and implicit factors that govern
peoples’ spatial practices and experiences in a place. This research
incorporates Motivated Identity Construction Theory within the framework
of analysis. According to this theory, there are six motives of identity
constructions (distinctiveness, meaning, belongingness, continuity, selfesteem and efficacy) in people which were substantiated by recent studies in
social psychology (Easterbrook and Vignoles, 2012). Although these motives
are fundamentally related to how people develop their identity with
different groups of people, for this research these six motives are interpreted
as follows:
Distinctiveness: How much does being part of a place give a sense of
people’s experience in any sense?
Meaning: How much does being part of a place give people a sense of
meaningfulness to their life?
Continuity: How much does being part of a place make people feel
that their past, present and future are connected?
Belonging: How much does being part of a place make people feel
that they are included or accepted?
Self-esteem: How much does being part of a place make people see
themselves positively?
Efficacy: How much does being part of a place make people feel
efficient, competent and capable?
Although these six motives may not be comprehensive (Easterbrook
and Vignoles, 2012) they facilitate this research by providing valuable
insights into the impact of spatial dimensions on these identity motives.
Figure 2 illustrates how the various theories and concepts discussed above
were integrated to form an interdisciplinary framework of analysis for this
research.
Phenomenology
IPA- Interpretative
Phenomenological
Approach

Social Psychology
Motivated Identity
Construction Theory

Identity
construction
in urban
spaces

Human Geography
Relph’s levels of place
involvement

Figure 2: Interdisciplinary framework of analysis
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Research design and methodology
Research design for this research is developed based on Maxwell’s
interactive model where case study methodology, methods, goals and
conceptual framework formed an integrated and interacting whole, with
each component closely tied to several others, rather than being linked in a
linear or cyclic sequence (Figure 3)
Goals

Conceptual
Framework
Identity crisis/conflict
and
growing multi-cultural
cities is a complex
phenomenon

An interdisciplinary
understanding of sociospatial aspects of identity
construction

Research question
How do International
students negotiate identity
constructions in
multicultural urban spaces
in Sheffield, UK?

Methods

Qualitative research
Case study strategy

Validity

Transparency in
methodological
choices, data collection
and analysis

Figure 3: Research design (adapted from Maxwell, 1998)

During this research a qualitative case study methodology was
adopted. Purposive sampling was undertaken which aimed for an overall
diverse cultural background within the participants. All participants had
been living in Sheffield for period of two to three years and Sheffield was
their first experience living outside of their home country. The research
participants included fifteen international students (from China, Iran,
Mexico, Netherlands, Nigeria, Romania, and Thailand) studying at the
University of Sheffield. The places for studying their experiences included
urban outdoor spatial settings. These settings were carefully selected based
on the following criteria: the everyday life associated with the spaces,
avoidance of the overly ‘designed’ aspects of contemporary urban spaces
and familiarity/frequency of its use. Data collection was carried out through
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in-depth qualitative semi-structured interviews with the participants lasting
between 45 minutes and 1 hour. These interviews were composed of various
tasks including ranking images of the selected settings according to how
much each related to their self.
A total of thirty images of various physical settings (numbered one to
thirty) were used in the interview session. These images included the
everyday pathways leading to various university buildings, public parks
within the circulation zone of the university, spaces outside the student
union building, bus stops, and city centre spaces (Figure 4). Participants
were asked to rank the images in a ‘Diamond 9’ template,1 based on the
degree to which each image, and the experiences associated with it, related
to their self-identity.

Figure 4: Selected images of Sheffield used during the interview

The participants also matched the chosen nine images to words in the
wordlist provided during the interview. This list included words such as
‘comfort’, ‘safe’, ‘pleasant’, ‘complex’ (Figure 5). These terms were
deliberately chosen for their broad and general connotations with two aims
Diamond 9 ranking allows participants rank their choices from most significant to least
significant. The strength of the diamond 9 ranking lies in developing the interconnections
between the various choices and basis on which it was organised by the participants.
1
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in mind: firstly, to allow participants to choose easily and associate them
with the images chosen; and, secondly, to increase the opportunities for
exploring the implicit meanings associated with common words describing
spatial experiences. In the final task of the session, the participants were
asked to sketch places based on their personal choices and preferences about
spatial aspects in public/personal spaces to make one’s self ‘fit in’ to the
places. Based on the sketch provided, follow-up questions were posed to
help understand the deeper meanings of the spatial experiences represented
in terms of participants’ personal choices. Data at various stages were
recorded using smart pen technology.2 This also facilitated the transcription
and synchronisation of data sets. As the research aimed to elicit deeper
aspects of spatial experiences, the diverse methods of data collection and
analysis were designed to play a crucial role in capturing the elusive and
implicit aspects of the case study.

Figure 5: Samples of data collection: Diamond 9 Template, Wordlist, Sketching and
Interview Transcript

The analysis employed an interdisciplinary framework which forms
the crux of this research developed from the concepts discussed earlier.
Following the analysis, various significant interconnections and themes
emerged regarding the socio-spatial practices of the participants and their
identity constructions. The interconnections and themes identified were
instrumental in developing a socio-spatial model for understanding identity
constructions in multi-cultural urban spaces. As the presentation of the final
theoretical model is beyond the scope of this paper, discussions that follow
Echo Smartpen is a ballpoint pen with an embedded computer and digital audio recorder.
When used with Anoto digital paper, it records what it writes for later uploading to a
computer and synchronizes those notes with any audio it has recorded.
2
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focus on the delineation of analysis using the interdisciplinary framework
and the subsequent inferences. Overall, the research involved complex and
rich qualitative data gathered from semi-structured interviews and data
interpretation was based on the assumptions outlined in Figure 7.

Figure 6: Stages of research data collection and analysis
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Social Aspects

Spatial Aspects

Place
Involvement

Identity Motives

When the
participants’
narratives
emphasised more
than the sociocultural
elements/factors of
the places (sense of
privacy, religious
attachments, life
style etc) defining
their experiences
the emergent
themes were
assumed to be
more socio-cultural
than spatial.

When the
participants’
narratives
emphasised more
than the physical
elements/factors
(form, function,
visual and
aesthetic elements)
of the places
defining their
experiences the
emergent themes
were assumed to
be more spatial
than socio-cultural.

The presence or
absence of specific
modes of
experiences are
based on the
participants’
experiences
matching with the
description of the
respective modes
of place
involvement.

The presence or
absence of
identity motives
were based on the
participants’
experiences
responding to the
spatial
interpretation of
the questions.

Figure 7: Assumptions guiding data interpretation

Analysis and discussions
The interview transcripts prepared from the data collection of the 15
participants (referred as P1 to P15) were coded and interpreted using the
IPA method, allowing several themes to emerge which were analysed for
their socio-cultural and spatial relevance. These themes were used in the
later stages of analysis for comprehending the relationship between the
identity motives and spatial experiences of participants. Finally the
prevalence of various levels of place involvement in the participants’
narratives that enabled identity negotiations/construction was analysed.
The following section discusses in detail the analysis and inferences
developed based on the interdisciplinary framework (see Figure 3).
Emergent themes of identity and place experience
There were several themes that emerged from the participants’ narratives
about their experiences with the places with which they identified. As this
paper focuses on the methodological framework and analysis, themes are
discussed selectively to allow the reader to understand how the rich and
complex data was systematically layered to decipher the implicit
connections between participants’ spatial experiences and identity
constructions. A summary of all emergent themes is given at the end this
section for reference (Figure 8).
For participants identifying with those urban spaces that were
defined more by the spatial aspects of the environment, the themes that
emerged consistently in most of their narratives were the notion of visual
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appeal of the place (landscape, natural setting, buildings), familiarity
(frequency of use, proximity to home/work), physical comfort and safety
(pedestrian safety, thermal comfort) and functionality (proximity,
efficiency). From the discussions that developed around the participants’
sketches of their personal choice of places where they would identify
themselves, several participants expressed the need for inside/outside
connectedness which enabled a sense of relaxation, and considered this as a
means to avoid feeling isolated. The feeling of comfort in urban spaces,
which was expressed as a significant factor that enabled participants to
develop a sense of identity, was derived from the extent of spatial freedom
the environment offered. This was explained in terms of participants’ desire
for uncluttered spaces, clarity in circulation, spaces without obstacles
(behavioural restriction) and wider choices in using such spaces.
Almost all the participants expressed an affinity towards natural
landscape elements such as water bodies, plants and trees, and considered
these to be an important aspect of places that they identify themselves with.
Often the need for passive entertainment in urban spaces (such as watching
people engaged in activities) was mentioned as a strong factor to enable the
feeling of connectedness with the environment. In the category of themes
that manifested equal socio-cultural and spatial relevance were the notions
of privacy/sense of enclosure and user group comfort. Participants from
different ethnic background clearly expressed different ways in which they
perceived the need for privacy in urban spaces. For example, female Iranian
participants expressed this need for privacy and a sense of enclosure in
public spaces more strongly (preference for physically defined elements and
corner space) whereas female Romanian and male Chinese participants were
content with places where they were not the centre of attention.
Amongst the themes which were defined equally by socio-cultural
and spatial parameters of place experiences, the most prominent and
frequently occurring themes were familiarity and belonging to a place
(derived from similarity to their native spatial elements), user group
comfort, socio-psychological comfort, and territoriality. Although these
themes were defined by the socio-cultural background of participants, they
are realised through spatial manifestations. For instance, one of the male
Chinese participants, while explaining the notion of territoriality, discussed
his preference for circular forms of seating along with a road defining its
location, which marks the space of his group when using an urban space.
Additionally, the participant highlighted how such an arrangement could
give them more privacy from other student groups. Similarly, Iranian female
participants rarely engaged themselves in some urban spaces which were
busy as they were uncomfortable due to the sense that they were being
watched. In this case, although the participants’ socio cultural background
defined the meaning of ‘comfort,’ it was influenced/defined by the
particular spatiality of places.
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Those themes that placed more emphasis on the socio-cultural aspects
of place experience and which encouraged the sense of identity for
participants were religious needs, nostalgic place memories, and the sense of
community/social life. Participants’ religious backgrounds played a
significant role in determining the personal choice of places with which they
can identify. In this context, the proximity of a mosque or church, meeting
people with similar religious beliefs, and the resulting social life, emerged as
important needs for participants identifying with a specific urban
environment. Participants’ narratives also expressed an empathetic
attachment with urban spaces that allowed them to recollect memories
associated with their native and childhood memories.
The summary of various themes derived from the analysis of the
interview transcripts using IPA are illustrated in Figure 8. The themes are
categorized and colour coded according to the socio-cultural and spatial
relevance of each theme. This colour coding is followed throughout the
analysis.
Sociocultural >Spatial
Religious needs

Equally Socio-cultural and
Spatial
Historic/grandness

Nostalgic place
memories
Childhood
associations
Entertainment
Social life

Similarities to native places

Inside/Outside
connectedness
Nature

User group comfort

Spatial freedom

Sense of enclosure
More observer/ less
observed
Memory objects
Familiarity-Personal
experiences

Functional
Uncluttered spaces

Visual and physical
connectedness
Inspiring
Visual appeal
Tactile experience
Socio-psychological comfort

Everyday connectivity

Territoriality
Familiarity through
native spatial
experiences

Spatial > Socio-cultural

Safety/natural surveillance
Belonging in relation to
home/ everyday activities

Entertainment
Attractiveness
Safety
Personal meaning
Unselfconscious behaviour
Convenience
Physical comfort
Haptic experiences
Sense of Ownership

Figure 8: Summary of emergent themes and their socio-cultural and spatial relevance
themes developed using IPA
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Identity motives and their socio-spatial relevance
The themes discussed above were analysed for their interconnections with
the various identity motives (namely Distinctiveness, Meaning, Continuity,
Belonging, Self-Esteem and Efficiency) and their socio-cultural and spatial
relevance/significance in participants’ place experience as this related to
identity constructions. Belonging and Distinctiveness were manifest as the
most prominent identity motives in place experiences of 12 and nine
participants respectively. Distinctiveness was attached to themes which
involved more spatial elements (for instance, the historicity of the structure,
native style of buildings, the significance of the activities which the spaces
led into). Belonging was manifest through participants expressing the
importance they attached to native place memories, user group comfort, and
social life. While Distinctiveness was largely manifest through the spatial
elements of participants’ experiences, Belonging was defined through both
spatial and socio-cultural aspects. Meaning was also defined by both sociocultural and spatial aspects of participants’ experiences. Some of the themes
which revealed the meaningful experiences attached to identity construction
were a social life along with family in urban spaces, everyday connectedness
and place engagement through activities. The Efficiency motive was
prevalent to the same extent as the Distinctiveness motive.
The Efficiency motive emerged from those narratives where the
participants indicated the functional efficiency of the urban spaces as an
important criterion in developing of sense of identity with that environment,
while Continuity and Self-esteem motives rarely occurred in the
participants’ experiences. Interestingly some of the themes raised did not fit
under any of the aforementioned motives. To name a few of these, they
were: physical comfort, inside/outside connectedness, spatial freedom, and
familiarity. These themes were listed under non-categorical motives. It is
important to note that all the participants’ narratives suggested the
prevalence of non-categorical motives.
The various identity motives and their socio-spatial significance
inferred from the narratives of 15 participants were tabulated (see Figure 9).
Individual cells are colour-coded referring to the extent of socio cultural and
spatial relevance attached to each motive. Where the motives did not occur
in a participant’s place experiences, the respective cells are left blank. In this
stage of the analysis it became difficult to explain the socio-spatial relevance
of responses, due to the complexity of non-categorical motives; hence the
coding with a grey colour indicates only the prevalence of a non-categorical
motive for each participant.
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Identity Motives and their Socio-Spatial Relevance
Identity Motives

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

P

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

Distinctiveness
Meaning
Continuity
Belonging
Self-Esteem
Efficiency
Non-Categorical
Figure 8: Identity motives analysis

Modes of place involvement and sense of identity
In the final stage of the analysis, participants’ narratives were studied for
comprehending the modes of place involvement experienced in urban
spaces that are related to participant identity construction. Figure 9
illustrates the presence (cells coloured) and absence (blank cells) of various
modes of place involvement that occurred in the participants’ experiences. It
can be observed that Existential Outsideness (complete alienation from the
place) and Vicarious Insideness (indirect experience of places) rarely
occurred in the participants’ narratives. Behavioural Insideness was the most
prevalent (14 participants) mode of place involvement in identity-related
experiences, followed by Objective Outsideness (13 participants) and
Empathetic Insideness (12 participants). It is important to note here that
places that allowed logical reasoning and efficiency (in terms of safety and
functional aspects of a place) play an equally significant role as the
observable qualities, visual patterns (created by the visual appeal of the
place) and emotional experiences (associated with the notions of sense of
belonging). It is also observed that complete unselfconscious involvement
with people was notably prevalent (8 participants) in the experiences of
participants pertaining to identity construction.

89

Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.1, No.1, Autumn 2014
Modes of
Place
Involvement
Existential
insideness
Empathetic
Insideness
Behavioural
Insideness
Vicarious
Insideness
Incidental
Outsideness
Objective
Outsideness
Existential
Outsideness

P
1

P
2

P
3

P
4

P
5

P
6

P
7

P
8

P
9

P
10

P
11

P
12

P
13

P
14

P
15

Figure 9: Modes of place involvement analysis: Place involvement and sense of
identity relationship

Conclusion
The above discussion reveals the complexities of contemporary urban spatial
experiences. Especially with the increasing multi-cultural nature of societies,
complexities of people-place and identity, it becomes particularly significant
to disentangle their relationships. Understanding this complexity through an
interdisciplinary lens offers valuable insights into the interrelationships
between the socio-spatial aspects of identity construction. The socio-cultural
and spatial relevance of the various themes suggests the significance of
spatiality in understanding identity in contemporary societies. This is
reinforced in the analysis of identity motives. The spatial reinterpretation of
identity motives also reveals other non-categorical motives that are often
neglected due to disciplinary boundaries of identity studies and requires
further investigation. It also highlights how, when interpreted spatially,
identity motives require a reassessment in terms of their meaning and
relevance in order to reconceptualise the motives explained by Motivated
Identity Construction Theory in the contemporary urban context. The study
of various modes of places involved offers interesting insights on the
changing conceptions of people-place-identity relationships in contemporary
urban living.
The crucial part of the study involved both in generating rich data
and an effective method to analyse the complexity of identity constructions
and urban space experiences. The various methods employed in this
research facilitated the process of data collection. The interdisciplinary
framework enabled the creation of meaningful datasets that allowed the
revelation of the significant relationship between people-place-identity. The
framework established the need for and significance of adopting an
interdisciplinary approach, as it enabled the development of significant
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interconnections within the datasets from the three disciplinary concepts
which facilitated the move towards a more comprehensive socio-spatial
understanding of identity construction in multi-cultural urban environment.
The dataset discussed above offers the possibility of being synthesised
further for developing a socio-spatial model for understanding identity
construction, which is the main goal of this research.
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Challenges in choosing research methodologies as a
novice researcher
SARAH BEKAERT
City University

Abstract
Evidence of successful parenting by teenagers, which challenges dominant
narratives of social exclusion and pathology, inspired me to explore influences on
pregnancy choices for young women who had an abortion and then became a
parent in their teenage years. Exploring methodological challenges provided an
insightful approach to finding my methodology. My ‘challenges’ were fivefold:
articulating my motivations, locating these in a research paradigm, identifying
epistemological and ontological ideologies, finding a methodological framework
and accepting the chosen methodology as credible. I have a feminist aim, wishing
to amplify young mother’s voices in the debate. Critical theory articulates my
approach: exposing assumptions and exploring how young women grapple with
societal constraints; and the work of Foucault explores influence and power in
relationships. Drawing on ideas from social constructionism and hermeneutics I
feel knowledge is co-created, and historically and culturally located. I have decided
on narrative inquiry as my framework, using it in tandem with the Listening Guide
as analysis tool. From a feminist standpoint, the researcher traces voice across the
story reading for plot; reader response; the voice of ‘I’ and relationships and
networks. Being happy with the methodology is the hardest challenge, it may
evolve. However the Listening Guide is a ‘guide’ only and can be adapted to
researcher’s need.

Introduction
Identifying and constructing my methodology for a PhD research project has
been a long and continuing journey as my knowledge expands, reading
broadens, and thinking evolves. There have been four main challenges in
uncovering a credible methodology for this research: exploring what has
brought me to this particular piece of research, locating these motivations in
a research paradigm, identifying my ontological and epistemological
ideologies, and identifying an appropriate framework for the research.
Over the past 13 years I have been closely involved in the teenage
pregnancy prevention agenda as a nurse practitioner in an adolescent health
service in Hackney, East London. Hackney historically has had higher than
average teenage pregnancy rates, yet through partnership-working across
agencies, a focus on sex and relationship education in schools, and
supporting creative interventions such as outreach work with youth
organisations, the number of teenage pregnancies in Hackney has
dramatically declined during this time. The under-18 conception rate for
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2011 in Hackney and the City was 30.7 per thousand females aged 15-17
years. A reduction of 60.2% was observed compared with the 1998 baseline
(preceding the Teenage Pregnancy Strategy, Social Exclusion Unit, 1999).
One hundred and twenty eight conceptions were recorded during 2011,
compared with two hundred and seventy three in 1998 (Kelly, 2013).
Contrary to prevailing thought and theory however, I have met many
successful and happy teenage parents and have become increasingly
uncomfortable with the risk discourse surrounding young parenthood.
These young parents had struggled against the expectations and judgments
of organisations and professionals who had normalised teenage pregnancy
and parenting as negative and irresponsible. I observed how dominant
discourses of the family were utilised to produce pathologised readings of
how young people start families; with the expectation that a two-parent
family is created after completing education and both parents being
established in work. These readings lead to a risk discourse over which the
collective exercise vigilance and management (Macleod and Durrheim,
2002). In addition, descriptions of constantly attentive and protective
mothers who provide nurturance and unconditional love to their infants
have traditionally dominated discourses of motherhood and have a
powerful influence on professional practice. Generally there is a lack of
critical exploration of these dominant motherhood discourses (Fowler and
Lee, 2004). Development of maternal competence models frequently presents
the process of becoming a mother in ways that suggest a consistent
generalised outcome for all women. Such discourses can potentially silence
and pathologise some women who may not fulfil this 'ideal'.
My tentative research question came out of an audit to examine the
effectiveness of an assertive outreach model to reduce repeat teenage
pregnancies. From this audit I became intrigued by a small group of young
women who had an abortion yet became a parent within two years.
According to the teenage pregnancy strategy these were the 'hard to reach'
young women who despite assertive outreach became pregnant again. In
addition they confounded general research that shows young women who
have education and career aspirations tend to have an abortion when
unexpectedly pregnant in their teenage years whereas those who may not
have the same aspirations choose parenthood (Arai, 2003: Aldred and David,
2010).

Knowing yourself: Critical theory, Foucault and Feminism
The first major challenge in establishing a methodology for this research was
to explore my own motivations to do this particular piece of research and to
locate these motivations in a research paradigm. In the light of a decade of
overt strategy, seeking in essence to control teenage motherhood, I planned
to explore how popular narratives might influence pregnancy decisions as
revealed in young women’s stories of power relations. After much reading
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and reflection fixing a methodological approach proved difficult.
Philosophical theories are constantly changing and build on (whether critical
or in agreement) what has gone before, yet we are required to name the
tradition in which we place our research in an ever-changing landscape.
Having said this, after time and reflection, some consistencies appeared in
methodological approaches that articulated my research aims. Drawing
them together, overlap and complementary variance is apparent.
I was concerned with issues of power and injustice and exploring the
ways that the economy, matters of race, class, gender, ideologies, discourse,
education, religion, and other social institutions and cultural dynamics
interact to create a social ‘norm’. Motherhood appears not to be considered
as a valued contribution to society, as mothers are encouraged back into
work or to have a non-governmental source of income; teenagers are
charged with being troublesome and unfocused. To be a young mother
brings judgment in the form of accusations of being welfare dependent,
perpetuating a poverty cycle and poor parents. This context appeared
particularly relevant to critical theory, feminism and Foucault’s exploration
of power and these perspectives are resonant in explaining the choices of
individuals in the context of young motherhood. It calls into question the
status quo and advocates for the marginalised in the context of poor social
opportunities and role models, a lack of education and career pathways,
poor health, and risk through gang involvement and crime. Parenting in the
teenage years may be a reasonable choice in the absence of other pathways
available, and to avoid morbidity and mortality incurred by involvement in
risky lifestyles.
Often linked to feminist theory, critical theory is concerned with
empowering human beings to grapple with the constraints placed on them
by ethnicity, class and gender, and exposing the assumptions of existing
research orientation (Lindlof and Taylor, 2002). Critical theory highlights
ways in which participants come to terms with, and/or struggle against,
cultural norms that dominate them. They have a dynamic view of reality:
people's actions are shaped by social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic
and gender values, and encourage questioning of accepted norms.
Critical theorists seek new ways of researching and analysing the
construction of individuals. A critical theory approach to my work would
highlight how young women interact with, assimilate and/or contest the
constraints on their lives. The discourses in current western society
regarding teenage pregnancy and parenthood tend to follow the 'social
exclusion' or the 'drain on public resources' agenda. The social exclusion
definition sees the teenage pregnancy pathway as placing teenage mothers
outside of society’s norms, at a social disadvantage and prevented from fully
participating in the economic, social and political life of society. The ‘drain
on public resources’ view claims that most of the costs of teen childbearing
are associated with negative consequences for the children of teen mothers,
including increased costs for health care, foster care, incarceration, and lost
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tax revenue. Both these accounts of teenage parenthood have been
convincingly challenged (SmithBattle, 2000; Arai, 2003; Duncan et al., 2010).
Foucault's work exploring power in society is also pertinent for the
purposes of my research. I planned to explore the power dynamics in young
women's pregnancy decisions. Foucault was interested in power in every
day interactions ‘at its extremities’: observing how power is devolved from
government, to local authorities, to professionals, to social networks, and
finally to self - how we articulate, discipline and judge ourselves. He saw
power as not necessarily repressive, but that the ‘gaze’ and ‘surveillance’ of
authorities can be turned on the self (Foucault, 1980; Henderson et al., 2010).
This line of power can create biased categories of what is ‘normal’. Although
some criticise Foucault’s theories for lack of optimism and for offering little
viable discourse or practical guidance in terms of achieving a counter
discourse (Cheek and Porter, 1997), his approach does reflect how popular
narratives, which can permeate attitudes at all levels, might influence
personal decisions. Do young women’s narratives internalise and reflect
dominant discourses? Do the opinions and influence of professionals, family
and friends impinge on decision-making, and do the young women judge
themselves by society's dominant narratives? Do the young women show an
awareness of these possibilities and do they offer any resistance narrative?
The Foucauldian approach is also pertinent to an exploration of the
power dynamics between participant and researcher. The participant is in a
powerful position in that they can choose how much and what to reveal to
the researcher. The researcher also has power as it is usually the researcher
that draws together and sets out the 'findings'. Both the researcher and the
young woman telling her story are involved in 'an ethical relationship of
mutuality in the social construction of meaning' (Shields, 1996). However the
final shift of power between the researcher and the respondent tends to be
balanced in favour of the researcher, as the participant usually has little or
no control over representation, interpretation, and dissemination (Spivak,
1988; Edwards and Ribbens, 1998).
Where Foucault remains silent on the exploration of gender-based
domination and racial elements of power, both crucial elements for research
into teenage motherhood in a geographical area with a high black and
minority ethnic population, feminism is eloquent. There is plurality in a
feminist approach, however there are four main tenets to feminist research
that reflect my research aims: a focus on gender relations, the validity of
personal experience, rejecting the hierarchy in research method, and
emancipation of women as its goal (Hussain and Asad, 2012). Feminism
‘challenges’ power differentials (and refuses to pathologise the ‘other’),
where Foucauldian theory suggests ‘resistance’, and critical theory suggests
‘freeing’ (Weiler, 1988). The strengths of a feminist approach also present
challenges. With feminism it is impossible to create a research process that
completely erases the power imbalance in the relationship between the
researcher and the researched. Moreover, there is an ongoing tension
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between avoiding reductionism and offering a true representation of
women’s lives. This is due to the research process's need for organising the
data and producing an analysis, which is a reductionist process (Acker et al.,
1983).
Following feminist aims I was keen to hear the young women’s
stories: restoring women’s voices to the conversation, inspired by the work
of Lee SmithBattle (2000, 2008, 2009), Lisa Arai (2003), Ann Phoenix (1996),
Arlene Geronimus (1992, 1996) amongst others. Feminist qualitative
researchers have highlighted the difficulties involved in hearing and
theorising the 'muted voices' of women's lives. This occurs particularly in
more private domains such as childbearing and child rearing.
In summary, my motivations are broadly feminist and emancipatory.
This chimes historically with a critical theorist perspective where norms and
assumptions are questioned, and leads to an exploration of how these norms
can affect how people articulate their story. My approach also takes a
Foucauldian perspective: examining how the risk discourse of teenage
pregnancy has been taken up by government and devolved to professionals,
lay people and even self, and how the resulting gaze and surveillance might
be reflected in young women's stories.

Exploring ontological and epistemological
constructionism and hermeneutics

ideologies:

Social

The aim of research is to contribute to knowledge so it is vital to achieve
clarity on my perception of what knowledge is and how it is created, as it is
on these foundations that I build my theory. I feel that knowledge is cocreated and that there are no essential truths but multiple truths depending
on many factors such as location, relationship between researcher and
participant, and time of data gathering. I take a social constructionist
approach in that reality is seen as socially defined and refers to the subjective
experience of everyday life; how the world is understood rather than to the
objective reality of the natural world (Hammersley, 1992). Social
constructionists focus on the specific contexts in which people live and work
in order to understand the historical and cultural settings of the participants.
The findings from this type of research will not necessarily put forth
universal truths, but give insights and aspects that can add to and inform
thinking on a certain topic.
People are not entirely free to construct their own narratives; they can
only use the narratives that are available to them within popular
understanding. It is through narratives that we come to know, understand
and make sense of the social world. It is through narratives and narrativity
that we constitute our social identities, by being located or locating ourselves
(usually subconsciously) in social narratives rarely of our own making
(Somers, 1994). Consequently, in some cases, we can expect to find that
confusion, powerlessness, despair, and victimisation are some of the
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outcomes of an inability to accommodate certain happenings within a range
of available cultural, public and institutional narratives. At the extreme there
can be a narrative silence towards experiences. If a young mother does not
see examples of her story how then can she know herself? It is through
positioning in narratives that women learn to construct who they might be
and sometimes also the impossibility of that being (Fowler and Lee, 2004).
Criticism of social constructionism has centred on its focus on language as
the only raw material for analysis; this ignores ‘embodiment’ (something
that gives concrete form to an abstract idea) which interacts with social
discourse; materiality (‘things’ or sensations) in discourse but not reducible
to it, and power, inherent but not always acknowledged in discourse
(Nightingale and Cromby, 1999). However there is broad agreement in the
primacy of social processes and that language provides much, but not all,
raw material. Having a social constructionist approach to knowledge
creation and how one can know oneself, and recognising that the
participant’s ability to narrate their story is dependent on the social
narratives that are available, led me to a hermeneutic approach to my data.
Hermeneutics purports that the text should be understood within its
cultural, historical, and literary context as well as the context of the whole
narrative – and that neither the whole text nor any individual part can be
understood without reference to each other (SmithBattle, 2009).
Hermeneutics, and more latterly feminist research, also recognises the
role of the researcher in the creative process bringing together broad and
local context, the participant's direct experience as well as the motivations
and experience of the researcher. The participant makes choices, sometimes
subconscious, about what to emphasise and what to hold back from us
depending on a myriad of influences. The researcher is a part of the data
collected, consequently there is a need to account for the researcher's role in
the work, and to consider the impact on the story told and the interpretation
in the light of our own positioning. The researcher's role is to pay attention
to what we think this person is trying to tell us within the context of the
relationship, the research setting, and a particular location in the social
world, rather than making statements about just who this person or voice is
(Mauthner and Doucet, 1999; Parry and Mauthner, 2004). These approaches
highlight the difference between simply giving someone voice or placing
that voice in a framework that points out additional unseen understandings
through social, historical and political context.
For this research in particular, teenage pregnancy, or more
specifically popular opinion about teenage pregnancy, is rooted in various
narratives that have a historical perspective and any research with this
group needs to acknowledge, situate and examine these narratives before
theorising on findings. For example it is only in recent decades that teenage
pregnancy has been perceived as a problem. In fact, rates are at an all-time
low - the highest levels were in the 1950s yet did not receive such attention
(Luker, 1997). This was probably because most were in the context of
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marriage. The decreasing popularity of marriage, and increasing visibility of
single parent households, alongside concerns over limited public monies
and fear over (mythical) benefit dependency has seen the concern around
teenage pregnancy shift from a moral one to a moral-economic one (Duncan
et al., 2010). The most recent approach has been a social exclusion argument,
suggesting that young parents put themselves at risk of being socially
excluded through poorer education and work uptake. Without locating
young parenthood in an historical and political context, theorising on
current teenage parents’ narratives would be poorly grounded.
It seemed that I had quite an eclectic yet complementary selection of
ontological and epistemological approaches. Nursing academic, Sally
Thorne bemoans an unwarranted attachment to theorising (Thorne, 2011)
and suggests that, as a nurse, the motivation to a piece of research will be in
the nursing paradigm (the relationship between client, health, environment,
and nursing) which uses information from a range of sources and disciplines
to inform nursing practice. Perhaps this is why several approaches had
resonance for my research, the motivation for which came from a nursing
viewpoint. She states that the skilled practice of nursing never locates itself
within one domain of explanation, but keeps all options in play. However
philosophical tradition is important to nursing research as it helps to
deconstruct initial assumptions and scaffold inquiries.
It is viable not to be committed to any one system of philosophy or
research yet still to use the broad philosophical tradition to inform our
research approach. Whilst there is a long history of philosophy and research,
individual researchers have a freedom to choose the methods, techniques
and procedures that best meet their needs and purposes. The method ends
up being something, which has to be 'painstakingly custom built from other
cast offs’; no method was made for this particular job (Clough and
Nutbrown, 2012). Consequently the task of the methodology is to explain
this fit, and to give a justification for the decisions made.

Finding a framework
Having tentatively established the broad paradigms under which I was
approaching my research I had to establish a methodological framework; a
framework that reflected my ontological and epistemological approaches. As
I was reluctant to fragment immediately and generalise the women’s’ voices
I needed to find a methodology that aggregated knowledge without
rendering individual cases invisible. This is an approach that Thorne et al
(1997) described as reflecting a nursing philosophy where there is a balance
between knowledge that is shared by persons in similar situations and
knowledge that is particular to the lived experience of an individual person.
The three main methodologies in qualitative research did not seem to
be the right fit. They sought to reduce the subject to a cross sectional set of
themes or essential truths and, as such, did not suit my feminist hermeneutic
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direction of holism and recognising individual stories. Phenomenology has a
general philosophical stance that there is essential structure to human
experience, grounded social theory assumes there are human social
processes beyond individual consciousness which constrain and explain
human behaviour, and even ethnography seeks human universals (Thorne
et al., 1997).
I wanted an approach that would keep the young women's voices at
the fore thus it was evident to me that I would be reporting data in a literary
style that would be rich in participant commentary 'restoring women's
voices to the conversation' (Dreyfus, 1991; Benner, 1994) and as such I have
been led to narrative inquiry or story-telling. According to Frank (2010)
people tell stories and narratives are drawn out from analysis. Feminist
research has shown that stories recover the 'missing text' of women's lives
(Gilligan, 1982) in ways that do justice to women's perspectives and social
contexts (Oakley, 1992). Furthermore self-narration offers what Isabel
Hofmeyr (1988) calls transitory forms of power; it allows the narrator to
relive, control, transform, reimagine events, to reclaim and construct chosen
identities, social interactions and communities.

Narrative inquiry - a broad tool
However despite having identified narrative inquiry as the best
methodology for my research it was difficult to pin down exactly what it is
and how it is used in research. Narrative inquiry is clearly an emerging,
evolving and broad tool. Even leading philosophers in narrative inquiry
state that it is ‘strikingly diverse in the way it’s understood’ (Squire et al.,
2008). There are a range of approaches, emanating from diverse disciplines
such as psychology, sociology, medicine, literature and cultural studies.
There is no, one, unifying method (Riley and Hawe, 2005). One difficulty
seems to be that narrative data can seem to be susceptible to endless
interpretation, 'by turns inconsequential and yet deeply meaningful' (Squire
et al., 2008). How the narrative is analysed enables different and sometimes
contradictory layers of meaning to be suggested. Whilst perturbing on the
surface this need not necessarily discredit findings and sits well with a social
constructionist stance. A social constructionist view does not expect a single
interpretation to emerge, it is argued that there are multiple valid
interpretations (Freeman, 2003). The hermeneutic circle never closes and the
researcher's work is to bring these layers into useful dialogue with each
other and consequently to understand more about individual and social
change, and to build a credible case for a particular interpretation (Squire et
al., 2008).
In fact, social constructionism suggests that the process of
composition and configuration is not even completed in the write up but in
the reading thereof. For the purpose of this research I am hoping to hear and
present personal stories as, in part, bids for representation and power from
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the disenfranchised. However, it is vital that there is an audience prepared
to hear them if the stories are to achieve currency – and therein is one of the
tensions between researchers and policy-makers, where the latter may not
wish to hear stories that challenge accepted discourses. Yet as researchers we
can hope to build collective identities that may lead, albeit slowly and
discontinuously, to cultural shifts and political change (Squire et al., 2008).
How then to use narrative inquiry for my research, exploring
influences on pregnancy decision-making for teenage mothers? The
researcher could undertake a thematic analysis – what is said rather than
how it is said; a structural analysis – examining the way a story is told
through the narrative devices that make a story persuasive; an interactional
analysis – emphasising the dialogic process between the teller and listener;
or a performative analysis – how the narrator engages with the listener
through language and gesture. A combination of approaches may be used
(Riessman, 2003).
Narrative inquiry encourages the researcher to consider what is in the
data and also what is not there, such as missing characters or alternative
viewpoints. This makes the systematic coding of data extremely difficult and
highlights the importance of a guiding set of analytical principles with
which to interrogate the data, ones that reflect the researcher’s broader
approaches (Rice and Ezzy, 1999). Methods are not neutral – we choose
certain methods as they 'fit' our philosophical stance; one cannot separate
philosophy from technique.
I have chosen to use the Listening Guide, also called the Voice
Centred Relational Method (VCRM) to explore my participants' stories. The
Listening Guide was founded by feminist philosophers Gilligan et al (2003)
in the psychological tradition and developed by Mauthner and Doucet
(2003) from a sociological standpoint. In this approach the researcher hears
the woman’s story and conducts several readings of her story: for plot and
reader response, the voice of I, relationships, cultural and social structures.
In this way the listener tunes into the multilayered nature of a narrative
rather than fragmenting it, as one might through a coding process. The
Listening Guide is not a prescriptive approach to data analysis. The authors
advocate for a creative approach with the layered readings as the main
approach. It can be used alongside other data analysis methods. Researchers
have used the Listening Guide in various ways – some using ‘I poems’ alone
(an element of the reading for the voice of ‘I’) (Edwards and Weller, 2012),
some combining with other methods such as thematic analysis (Balan, 2005).
Firstly the narrative is read for plot - what is this woman choosing to
tell me? A focus on the story as a whole reflects a feminist paradigm.
Secondly it is read for reader-response. As such I systematically place
myself, the researcher, in the research and acknowledge how my
interpretation flows from my own personal, cultural and historical
experiences. This formally locates the researcher in the process, reflecting a
social constructionist, hermeneutic and feminist approach. Throughout the
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process the researcher continuously checks and records her own thoughts,
emotional and embodied feelings and reactions as part of the data analysis.
Grounded in a feminist standpoint this relational practice increases the
listener’s ability to avoid bias or voicing over the story told with her own
reactions (Tolman, 1992).
A reading is then conducted for the voice of ‘I’. This gives the
opportunity to dwell with the narrator’s sense of self, and self in relation to
others. It also brings the woman’s voice to the fore, again reflecting a
feminist approach. 'I' poems can be drawn out by highlighting all 'I'
statements, and is a helpful way of distilling the narrator’s sense of self. For
example a segment of Sandra’s (aged 17) ‘I’ poem expresses her decision to
stop contraception:
I came off it
I didn’t want to do it no
more
I came off it
I didn’t go back
I thought what the point
I’ve done my GCSEs
I’m a big girl now
I also decided to draw out poems for other protagonists in the young
women’s stories such as partners, parents, friends, school and social care. I
feel it added insight into the perceived importance of a person or institution
in a young woman’s life – for example all partners had extensive poems. It
could also highlight important elements that may get lost in the general
narrative. For example Andie (aged 18), originally from the Gambia, loses
her sister to circumcision – her sister's poem is only 8 lines long, however
this event has had a huge impact on Andie:
My sister passed away
She done her one
She passed away straight away
She died straight away
She was 8
She was like a year older than me
We were meant to do it together
She got her one
She died straight away
She was really young
These poems became an element of the next reading: for relationships
or networks of relations. We listen for when, why and how the respondents
speak about their interpersonal relationships with partners, relatives, friends
and children and the broad social networks in which they live, parent and
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attend school/college/work. Are relationships enabling or constraining?
This reading reflects Foucault’s explorations of power and the relational
aspects of feminism. Through the recounting of stories, people reveal what
they perceive as the dominant influences that have shaped the course of
their lives (Andrews et al., 2004).
For example with first pregnancies parental reactions are very
important to the young women:
I crushed certain people’s hearts…my mum’s thoughts, my mum and
dad’s thoughts were like, Sandra you need to finish school…I was
agreeing with them… (Sandra, aged 17).
and,
She was actually broken hearted because I lied to her that I wasn’t
having sex and stuff…she took the umbrella and she beat me with the
umbrella… (Gloriana, aged 18).
However with time, their boyfriend’s opinion becomes more
influential, Sandra says to her mum, with the second pregnancy:
me and my baby father we’ve already spoken about it, I’m going to
keep it.
and, the parent-child relationship evolves. Gloriana's parents’ reaction is
very different the second time:
I don’t know if they’re going to beat me again…you’re a big girl, you
don’t live here no more, you’re a big girl, you do your own decision…
A fourth reading places people within cultural contexts and social
structures. How does the narrator position themselves within larger social
structures and cultural discourses? How do they speak about themselves in
relation to cultural and material structures? For example Sandra articulates
the lack of opportunities for young people in her area, reflecting the poor job
prospects for young people currently:
I think they (the government) should focus on other things, like
opening doors for people to have jobs….opening doors to new things
to make younger people, younger baby mothers, teenagers to get
involved in. There’s nothing for us to be involved in, apart from
youth centres, and who wants to really go youth centre?
The dominant discourse of nuclear family is also prevalent in the
dreams and aspirations of several of the young mothers interviewed:
Hopefully my future will be the same…keep having kids…hopefully
he puts the ring on it… (Sandra)
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I keep on saying I want to get engaged, get a ring. But he keeps on
saying, yeah, maybe. (Danielle, aged 19)
Mauthner and Doucet (2003) also suggest that other readings can be
done according to the research aims. Inspired by the dramatic content of
some of my interviews, and being told stories that, although very
interesting, appeared to have little to do with the research question, I did a
further two readings – for how a story is told and why a particular story is
told. I drew on Riessman’s (2003) (as described above) and Frank’s (2010)
typologies for insight into these readings. Arthur Frank explored illness
stories and suggested three typologies: chaos: no particular aim to story;
restitution: 'I've come through this and I'm ok now'; or quest: 'this is what
can be learned from my experience'. For each storyteller there is a specific
reason for the telling of their illness story.
Examples of where dramatic tension is created can be found in
Andie's description of how her uncle, of whom she's terrified as he's the
driving force behind the circumcisions, tracks her down via texts from
Africa, at the moment she's sitting down to do a secondary school state
examination:
...texting me to say "I know where you are"..."I'm sending someone to
get you now".
and in Gloriana's 80 line detailed description of a domestic violence
attack by her ex-partner, where she nearly died;
So he strangled me, waited til I turned red yeah, waited til I turned
red and then he took his hands off and then he done it again, telling
me that I had to say I loved him, if I don't then “I'm going to do it”.
Reflecting on why a particular story is told is also insightful.
Gloriana's story seemed to be a vehicle for convincing me (and perhaps
herself) that she has made the right choice in her baby’s father:
He's alright
He's not violent
We have our ups and
downs
He's not violent
For Susannah (aged 17), whose second planned pregnancy has just
ended in miscarriage, the telling of her story was a therapeutic opportunity
to explore why this had happened:
I noticed I was bleeding again
I got admitted
I got admitted
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I was awake
I was just passing clots
I hadn't spoken about it til today
Thus how I approach the analysis of the young mothers’ stories will
reflect my aim and approach and this is where methodology overlaps with
method. Through the Listening Guide layered readings take place and the
polyphony within the texts is amplified. It is in this method that my
paradigms and approaches become intertwined with method: reflecting
feminism, power relations, social constructionism and hermeneutics.
Whilst I have been resistant to reducing the participants’ narratives to
themes, essential truths or structures – I have struggled with how then to
analyse across the narratives. I have come to accept that I will be looking for
‘themes’ or ‘meanings’ – not as they emerge independently from the text –
but according to the readings of the Listening Guide, exploring difference as
well as similarity, and what is not said as well as what is. These readings
will enable me to focus on answering my research question: what have been
the influencing factors on pregnancy choices as a teenager, through
examining what they feel are the important story-lines in their lives, where
and how they place themselves in the story, and their stories of resistance
and relationship.

Conclusion
I have found the journey in discovering the methodology for this research
challenging. However, it is important to note that this journey has not been
made alone. The PhD student’s supervisors are essential for guidance and
support. There are several aspects to a supervisor’s role which grow an
effective independent researcher: a functional ‘project management’ role –
leading and encouraging the student through the stages of the research
project; an ‘enculturation’ role, where the supervisor(s) suggest avenues for
becoming a member of the disciplinary community; a role in encouraging
critical thinking through questioning and analysing the student’s work; an
emancipatory role which encourages the student to question and develop
the self; and, finally, there is a development of a quality relationship where
the student feels enthused, inspired and cared for (Lee, 2008). My
supervisors have fulfilled these roles and have led me to instigate further
expert and peer mentorship. Mentoring builds the researcher’s competence
through sustained support (Byrne and Keefe, 2002). Attendance at specific
conferences has been recommended where I have had the opportunity to
learn from experts in the field, to develop ideas, and establish networks. I
have joined a Study Group on the Listening Guide, which I attend monthly.
This group has been invaluable. It was set up in order to explore and
develop the Listening Guide and the group engages in debate, gains
practical experience of group data analysis and offers ongoing peer support.
I have also been working with a Professor in a US University with whom I
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made contact via email after reading her work. For the past three years we
have been building a table of articles pertaining to teenage parenthood for
metasynthesis. As well as exposing me to an unprecedented volume of
literature there is scope for joint publication and support to independent
publication. Networking is essential to research success. A systematic review
of business networking showed that companies who network share risk,
obtain access to new markets and technologies, bring products to market
more quickly, and pool complementary skills. Those that do not engage in
networking limit their knowledge base and reduce their ability to enter into
exchange relationships (Pittaway et al., 2004). Whilst describing the business
world these outcomes could similarly be applied to the research arena.
I have identified my own motivations to the research, formed an
understanding of knowledge and knowledge creation, located this in the
research domain, found a framework and a narrative analysis guide. Whilst
the journey is summarised here, it has been long and laced with frustration;
there is a wealth of philosophical history to explore, and it seems as soon as I
identified something that resonated with my standpoint a paper or talk
would challenge my thinking. Philosophy of ontology and epistemology can
initially seem distanced from, and irrelevant to, the work you wish to
undertake, yet exploration of knowledge and knowledge creation forms the
foundation on which we build our work. For my research, established
frameworks felt ill-fitting for the approach and aim of my work, however
narrative inquiry, once found, gave little specific guidance on how to use it
for my purpose. The Listening Guide reflects my approaches and gives me a
flexible 'how to' I need to apply to the narrative framework. I am encouraged
by the authors themselves who stress that the Listening Guide is a 'guide'
and can be adapted according to the researcher's need. How we justify this is
the key, and this will ultimately be critiqued by the research community, or
in the PhD candidate’s case, the examiners.
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Abstract
The most intriguing part of empirical fieldwork lies in the experiences one gathers
while traveling around the various, often unfavourable, areas of field study. But, in
some respects, a bigger challenge is that of successfully incorporating the field data
into a methodological framework. My experience of fieldwork along the border
areas of the West Bengal-Bangladesh border is, in itself, a study in the abovementioned trajectory. A key aspect of choosing a methodological question lies in
deciding the time of choice. If one has a set methodological question in mind, one
tends to format the questions for the interviewees according to the set pattern,
which reduces the scope for any other type of outcome. Again, a random pattern of
interaction with the interviewees, without a set methodological question in mind,
has the scope for bringing out certain ideas which otherwise the researcher might
not have hit upon. But at the same time, the responses are often so wide in range
and nature that incorporation of the responses into a methodological question itself
is difficult. Thus, being flexible in the choice of methodological framework is of
utmost necessity so as not to choke the possibilities of different and interesting
outcomes. In this case, it becomes comparatively easier to place the responses in the
methodological question later, while still being able to accommodate other relevant
discourses. The paper aims to highlight the challenges one might face in such
fieldwork-based research with reference to my experiences of carrying out an
extensive fieldwork along the international border between West Bengal and
Bangladesh.

A first rule should be to beware of one researcher, one method, or one instrument.
The point is not to prove that the hypothesis is correct, but to find out something. To
rely on a single approach is to be shackled.
Robert Clark (1977: 34)

Introduction
This paper aims to highlight the importance of empirical research in
understanding some of the finer nuances of a highly complex territorial and
socio-cultural space of a borderland, i.e. the cartographic borderline between
two states and the surrounding areas which are affected by this line. The
border between India’s eastern province of West Bengal and its
neighbouring state of Bangladesh has been chosen here as a case study. The
study of the creation and evolution of a spatial consciousness, which I have
termed here as a ‘border consciousness’, characterised by subalternity and
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subversiveness, constitutes the main research agenda in the larger version of
the research work of which this paper is a part. This paper briefly outlines
my interest in this research project, the methodological issues which had to
be dealt with in narrowing down my choice of methods and, finally, how the
fieldwork data guided me to my conclusions. The importance of the research
project lies in its originality in highlighting certain issues with regard to this
specific border zone and in offering certain fresh theoretical insights into
these issues, not addressed in existing works on this specific borderland.
The paper begins with the background to my interest in this project,
my pre-field studies literature survey and my choice of methodology. It,
then, moves on to discuss my preparations for field work, gives a brief
overview of my experiences during my field work, the challenges I faced
while analysing the data and how the choice of experience-centred
narratives as the main content of my interviews helped me find answers to
the initial research questions. The paper then outlines my thesis and how the
literature survey together with my field data helped me answer my research
question and also helped me to see the originality of my research in the
context of the existing literature. The paper, finally, concludes by
emphasising the need to have a flexible approach while working towards a
thesis, especially in instances relying on empirical findings, since only a
flexible approach with regard to methodology and theoretical issues can tap
the real potential which empirical research projects possess.

Background to research interest
A year before I embarked on my doctoral journey in London in 2009, I had
an opportunity to visit a village in West Bengal,1 India that was situated
along West Bengal’s border with Bangladesh.2 I went on an official visit for
two days to a village in the border district of Nadia (West Bengal) for a
survey of the situation of violence perpetrated by the Border Security Force
(BSF) on the civilian population living along the West Bengal border.3 I had
certain pre-conceived notions about life in the border areas, notions
West Bengal is a province (a state in India’s quasi-federal form of government) situated on
the eastern side of India and shares an international border with India’s neighbouring state,
Bangladesh. India shares 4096.7 kilometres of border with Bangladesh, in which the
province/state of West Bengal shares a 2216.7 kilometre stretch border with Bangladesh. I
use the word province for West Bengal here simply to distinguish it from ‘states’ meaning
countries, for example state of India or state of Bangladesh. Otherwise, West Bengal is one
among 30 states under the Central government of India.
2 The province of Bengal was partitioned in 1947, following the Independence of India, into
Pakistan and what then came to be called West Bengal. The eastern half of Pakistan
(bordering West Bengal) came to be known as East Pakistan. After the Liberation War in
1971, East Pakistan became the independent state of Bangladesh.
3 The people who live at the border areas who are not the official border guards or who do
not belong to the police/military force in any way are generally called ‘civilians’. This term
has become part of the everyday vocabulary of both the civilians themselves as well as the
border guards all along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border.
1
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pertaining to the stringency of border regulations and the patrolling of
border guards. I had never been a border resident and so my knowledge
about border areas was restricted to newspaper reports and a few official
survey reports. Most of the existing literature on borders pertained to
dealing with them as issues of international relations and bilateral affairs
between the states concerned and were, understandably, a simplistic
narrative of diplomacy and international relations.
The works of Avtar Singh Bhasin (2003), Farooq Sobhan (2005) and
Garry Purcell (2006) constituted some of the literature which dealt with
bilateral ties between India and Bangladesh at a purely diplomatic level,
highlighting aspects of trade and economy which these states could pursue
for improved relations. Narratives of (and from) the border between the two
states were conspicuous by their absence in these literatures. While these
works gave me a fair idea about bilateral ties between the states, they failed
to highlight the local narratives of the people who negotiate the border—
which was the purpose of my visit to the border village.
A brief survey of reports and articles prepared by government
officials of India (Jamwal, 2004) and Bangladesh exposed the dearth of
literature which dealt essentially with border life. These reports were
primarily viewing the border areas as disorderly spaces in need of stringent
disciplining mechanisms and as sites in need of strengthened security
apparatuses (Samaddar, 1999).4 Literature prepared by various NGOs and
human rights organisations, on the other hand, emphasised more on the
hapless condition of the border residents under the state machinery.5 As part
of a research organisation working on human rights and social justice, my
visit was meant to serve a similar purpose and to take general stock of the
condition of the border villages under the stringent presence of state
machinery.
The visit also served a bigger purpose than initially it attempted.
Apart from giving me an idea about the various instances of human rights
violations of the border civilians by the border guards and the hazards
associated with the daily lives of the people along the border (these formed
part of my official study), the visit made me realise that the responses,
perceptions and activities of the people living along the border reveal much
more than meets the eye. The everyday lives and activities of the people
produced a narrative which might be vastly different from the perspective of
a person who lived away from the border, like myself. I was convinced that
a closer study of such narratives would yield an interesting and possibly
unique understanding of the border as the state’s space for wielding control
and as the civilians’ space for negotiating such control mechanisms. Though
Samaddar, in his book on the India-Bangladesh border, provides an explanation on how
the state (mis)reads border activities and, in fact, is one of the first of the kind of work on
this border that takes note of ther need to study non-official border narratives.
5 Reports prepared by organisations as Odhikar (www.odhikar.org) and Human Rights
Watch (www.hrw.org) exemplify such literature.
4
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my ideas about these narratives were still vague given the short length of my
stay in the village, I left with a wish to study them in-depth in the future.
On my return, I took to learning more about the West BengalBangladesh border and the India-Bangladesh border at large, apart from
surveying literature on border studies in general. Eventually, my interest led
me to pursue the study of the West Bengal-Bangladesh border as a doctoral
project. I realised that a study of the entire India-Bangladesh border6 would
be too big a project. So I had to narrow the scope of my study to enable me to
analyse the border narratives in practically feasible ways without
compromising theoretical or empirical rigor. The fact that I shared the same
language (Bangla) and similar ethnic origin/cultural traits (of being Bengali)
with the majority of the people living along the West Bengal-Bangladesh
border acted as an encouraging catalyst behind my decision because I could
grasp their socio-cultural aspects. To add to this was my western education
that put me in a unique position to amplify the voices from the border to a
larger audience.

Pre-field studies literature survey
A literature survey gave me a broad overview of border studies from the
1960s until about 2011, which is when I visited the border areas as part of my
field studies. I understood that the study of borders had moved from being
primarily a theorisation of the bordering process and understanding
terminologies associated with borders (Prescott, 1968), to including
sociological and cultural studies of borders and the people who live in
proximity to them (Donnan and Wilson, 1994, 1998, 1999; Martinez, 1994).
There has also been much writing on borders as geographical spaces
of exclusion and the formation of peripheral subjectivities (Aggarwal, 2004;
Kumar Rajaram and Grundy-Warr, 2007; Eilenberg, 2010), besides works
studying them in the context of state and security issues (Samaddar, 1999;
Van Schendel, 2005; Van Schendel and Abraham, 2005; Coleman, 2009;
Jones, 2009). These works are studies of the vulnerable nature of the border
as demarcations of the state’s sovereignty and how these vulnerabilities are
policed by the state. The other significant contribution of these works
towards border studies has been their emphasis on going beyond discursive
studies of borders and highlighting the importance of empirical studies as
integral parts of methodological questions in studying these. The shift from
studying borders as a straightjacketed political phenomenon to
understanding them as catalysts for identity formations was also highlighted
in some works in the second half of the twentieth century (Asiwaju, 1985;
Anzaldua, 1987; Sahlins, 1998). Of the works mentioned so far, those of
Ranabir Samaddar (1999) and Willem van Schendel (2005) pertain

Bangladesh shares its border with West Bengal, Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura and Mizoram
in India.
6
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specifically to the India-Bangladesh border (including the West Bengal
border).
The lack of a specific focus in the existing literature on the responses
of the people living along the border drew my attention. Existing empirical
studies either related to specific issues (mostly smuggling or trafficking)
(Van Schendel and Abraham, 2005; Banerjee and Basu Ray Chaudhury, 2011)
or focussed on civilians’ deprivation of resources and basic facilities. The
focus on such pressing issues brought out the conflicting nature of the
relation between the state and its people. These works studied the activeuser and passive-victim roles of the state and the civilians, respectively, as
witnessed along the border – a structure which some of my own interactions
with civilians in 2008 failed to fit into. The works of Van Schendel (2005) and
Samaddar (1999) also fell into such categories where the victimisation
narratives of the border civilians at the hands of the state apparatuses form
the main concern, The conclusions that these authors reached regarding their
fieldwork data had probably to do with the issues they were looking at,
namely violence perpetrated by the border guards, illegal infiltration,
trafficking, and so on. The choice of issues steered the responses to easy
conclusions that the state is almost always the perpetrator and the civilians,
necessarily, victims, though Van Schendel’s works also talks about the other
side of the scenario, especially with regard to cross-border illegal
transactions. This viewpoint of the existing scholars on this borderland is
precisely what caught my attention and what much of my fieldwork data
will eventually question.
Most of the existing literature treated the geographic reality of the
border as a pre-given condition on which such narratives were produced.
But the geographical and cognitive production and reproduction of the
border by the border people hardly found a place in the literature. The
works of Van Schendel (2005) was, by far, the closest indicator to what I was
aiming to examine, namely border narratives of the people living along the
stipulated border, though my final analysis differed from his in many ways.
The aim of my doctoral research was, thus, to study the lives of the
people living on both sides of the West Bengal-Bangladesh border, including
civilians and border guards, and to understand if their narratives did, in fact,
reproduce and reinterpret the border. My aim was also to understand if such
narratives fitted into the frame of subaltern narratives more as being
alternate routes to resources rather than as narratives of either helplessness
or as being essentially subversive or even belligerent narratives against the
presence of the state at the borders (embodied in the border guards, border
fences and surveillance mechanisms). The goal was to keep the study
interdisciplinary so as not to choke the potential of the research.
A study of secondary materials in the various libraries and archives in
India and Bangladesh in 2010 formed my initial knowledge of the areas
which I was to study, providing an idea of the changing profile of the
population (from the first census of the states in the second half of the
115

Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.1, No.1, Autumn 2014

twentieth century until May 2010, and later census reports in the course of
my field studies) and statistical information about the economic, ethnic and
religious aspects of the people with whom I intended to interact during my
field visits.7 Newspaper reports related to the West Bengal-Bangladesh
border played an important role in shaping my thinking about the chosen
area of study. Both national and regional newspapers from India and
Bangladesh were consulted during the pre-field visit period as well as later
when analysing the field data. Ananda Bazar Patrika, the Bengali-daily
published from Kolkata, has been the most frequently cited newspaper, due
to its consistency in reporting border-related issues at least in its district
supplements, as well as its effort in addressing some border issues otherwise
neglected by official reports or other media. The official magazines of the
Border Security Forces in India, especially the ones published by the North
Bengal and South Bengal Frontiers, have been a revelation in terms of my
understanding of the ‘official’ roles allotted to the BSF by the Indian state
and their own interpretation of those roles, the challenges they think the
border poses and how, in the process of their negotiating the border life,
they become a ‘border man’. The existing literature on this border has not
been seen to make use of this particular body of work, thus, providing new
perspectives to my research.
That the mode of research would be qualitative in nature was, in a
way, obvious from the very outset given the scope and aims of the study.8
Personal accounts or ‘soft’ data (Cohen and Manion, 1994) would form the
foundation for my research rather than statistical records, though statistical
data would still be an important part of the larger scope of study. Given that
the aim was to understand the attitudes, opinions and modes of negotiating
the border devised by the border dwellers, a qualitative approach was the
best suited for the research. Thus, conducting interviews with people living
along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border was decided as the basic form of
data collection, though statistical records and surveys of the border
population and the border districts, both in West Bengal and Bangladesh,
was also sought as a background study before conducting the actual
fieldwork. A mix of qualitative and quantitative analysis methods was
sought, with more emphasis on the empirical aspect of the study. Of the ten
border districts in West Bengal9 and 16 border districts in Bangladesh,10 I

National Archives, New Delhi, India; National Library, Kolkata, India; Bureau of Applied
Economics and Statistics, Department of Planning, Government of West Bengal, India;
Census of India Regional Office, Kolkata; Ramkrishna Mission Institute of Culture, Kolkata,
India; West Bengal State Archives, Kolkata, India; Dhaka University Library, Bangladesh;
National Archives, Dhaka, Bangladesh; National Library, Dhaka, Bangladesh were where I
conducted my secondary data collection
8 For further readings on qualitative analysis, see Robson, 1993; Flick, 2002; Silverman, 2001;
Holliday, 2001; Coffey and Atkinson, 1996.
9 Cooch Behar, Jalpaiguri, Darjeeling, North Dinajpur, South Dinajpur, Malda,
Murshidabad, Nadia, North 24 Parganas, South 24 Parganas.
7
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chose to focus on six border districts of West Bengal11 and 11 border districts
of Bangladesh12 between September 2011 and March 2012. My choice was
informed by the geographical peculiarities of the areas (covering land
borders and riverine borders), as well as their importance in terms of
strategic location and economy (covering Enclaves,13 Chars and Border Land
Ports).
Having equipped myself with a fair idea of my chosen field of study,
and an aim to frame my thesis in a multidimensional approach, I set out on
my fieldwork in the chosen areas along the border between West Bengal and
Bangladesh. The plan was to interview the people living in the border areas,
including civilians involved in a wide variety of livelihood practices, and
across gender, religion and caste; border guards posted along the border
outposts; public figures associated with administrative offices, mainly
Panchayat members and heads (since most of the border areas are rural in
character and, hence, form parts of local village governance) and political
figures. The aim was to understand the strands of social, political and
economic narratives produced along the stipulated border. Methodological
questions and theoretical frameworks were only vaguely formed in my
mind when I set out on this journey – a journey that turned out to be far
more interesting but complicated than I had initially envisioned. The
paraphernalia associated with fieldwork served as an indication of the
complexities associated with studying sensitised areas such as the borders.
Borders, as territorial delimitations of a state, are spaces which mark
the strongest manifestations of a state’s sovereignty. Thus, they are also the
spaces which witness the most visible presence of state machinery in terms
of border fences, border guards and surveillance mechanisms. While the
people living along the border areas negotiate such state presences in their
everyday lives, the borders are virtually inaccessible, if not completely out of
bounds, for a person living elsewhere but wanting to visit/study the
borderlands, as in my case. My interactions with senior members of the
border guards regarding my plans of field visits also indicated the sensitivity
of the state towards its borders. A feeling of suspicion and apprehension was
present throughout our conversation as they took note of my plans. The
paraphernalia included obtaining consent from the ethics committee of my
Kurigram, Lalmonirhat, Nilphamari, Panchagarh, Thakurgaon, Dinajpur, Jaypurhat,
Naogaon, Nawabganj, Rajshahi, Kushtia, Meherpur, Chuadanga, Jhenaidah, Jessore,
Satkhira.
11 Cooch Behar, North Dinajpur, South Dinajpur, Murshidabad, Nadia, North 24 Parganas.
12 Kurigram, Lalmonirhat, Panchgarh, Thakurgaon, Rajshahi, Kushtia, Nilphamari,
Chuadanga, Jhenaidah, Jessore, Satkhira.
13 The West Bengal-Bangladesh border enclaves are examples of a unique territorial
configuration, not to be found anywhere else in the world, not just in terms of the
background to their creation, but also in terms of the legal and political limbo that they are
in, The people dwelling the enclaves have been thrust into statelessness with the Partition of
Bengal in 1947 into West Bengal and East Pakistan (later Bangladesh) and have remained so
ever since. Their uniqueness also lies in the fact that these enclaves occupy considerable
amount of territories (over 24,000 acres) and concern a large number of people (52,000).
10
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university for conducting field studies and convincing them of my plans for
handling possible risk hazards; preparing the Questionnaire, Consent Form
and Participant Information Sheets ; obtaining permission from the
Headquarters of the border guards of BSF and the Border Guard Bangladesh
for visiting the border areas and talking to border guards (written
permissions were not available); contacting key persons and field assistants
in the areas which I planned to visit; arranging my accommodation and
travel around my field areas and chalking out the dates for my visits. The
process of setting up the scene for the actual field work to take place was
tedious and bothersome. This also, in a way, made me realise the gap
between institutional research procedures and actual field studies. The
formalities associated with institutional research procedures often fail to
address or gauge the complexities of lived reality, especially when it comes
to sensitised places like the borders. They often fail to see the everyday
survival negotiations from their straightjacketed viewpoints. These gaps
became visible to me even before I started my field visits. My experiences
during my field visits only confirmed my apprehensions about the gap.
Having gone through the ordeal of preparing for my field work, I finally set
out on the much-awaited experience. Equipped with a recorder, a notepad
and the pertinent field documents, I went about interacting with the people
living along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border.

In action
The idea was to cover as many categories of people across caste, religion,
gender and livelihood as possible so as not to restrict myself to a particular
strand of narrative. Accordingly, I did not chalk out focus groups for my
interviews and deliberately kept the questionnaire open-ended. Apart from
some fundamental questions related to the identity (name, age, religion,
caste, gender, profession) of the person, the conversations were left to follow
their own path, though roughly centring on certain larger issues I had
planned beforehand. The aim was to provoke various kinds of outcomes
from the conversations and not restrict them to a set pattern of responses.
The experience of carrying out the actual field work was far more
exciting and challenging than I had imagined it would be. Getting access to
the border areas, interacting with the local people (sometimes as individuals,
sometimes in a group), interacting with the border guards, staying in the
residences of local civilians or in a tourist lodge in the border area, moving
from one area to another in the private vehicles of local people (mostly
motorbikes and sometimes bicycles) and sometimes in hired cars as well:
none of these activities turned out to be trouble-free. To travel around the
border areas alone and as a woman, to be ferried around the place on a
bike/bicycle driven by a man,14 having to answer the border guards every
This was often a cause of considerable embarrassment for the man doing it, given that I
was not a family relation.
14
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now and then about my identity and purpose of visit,15 being prevented
from visiting certain areas of the border by them on the grounds of ‘security
issues’, and getting them to speak to me were some of the recurrent troubles
throughout the visits. To add to that was the expanse of area that I had
planned to cover on both sides of this border within a limited period of six
months.
Carrying out fieldwork in sensitised areas such as the borders,
especially international ones, posed several challenges in not just interacting
with the local civilians or the border guards, but also on deciding the ways
of data collection, since organised settings for carrying out interviews were
often not available.16 Recording every response or using recorders was often
not possible or even welcomed. This made the process of data collection and
data storage difficult. Field dairies played important roles in filling in these
gaps. Besides being used for noting down the details of the places and
circumstances of the interviews, they were often used for jotting down entire
interviews as well.
Briefly put, the fieldwork enriched me not simply as a researcher but,
more importantly, as a person as it helped me to know myself better. My
capacities, incapacities, stamina or sometimes the lack of it were revealed to
myself during the process. I returned with a huge amount of field data and a
larger amount of questions than I had with me before the study. If
exploration, description and explanation are some of the larger aims of
research in general (Walliman, 2005),17 my field studies served some aspects
of all three. It sought to explore some of the non-explored aspects of the
West Bengal-Bangladesh border and contexts which produce the border
narratives, describe the socio-cultural, political and economic aspects of the
narratives and, finally, explain the spatial uniqueness of the border
narratives. Random sampling was chosen as the preferred method of data
collection due to its capability to represent all the elements/cases in a
population, in terms of class, group, person etc. in a population (Walliman,
2005: 276). Since the border population I aimed to study consisted of a wide
variety of people belonging to a wide range of classes, castes, professions,
the non-random sampling mode would have made it difficult to generalise
the aspects I aimed to explore.
The method of cluster-sampling (Walliman, 2005: 277) made it easier
for me to locate the one overarching theme of the study, namely the spatial
specificity of the borderland, in the midst of the heterogeneous
characteristics of the respondents in terms of age, sex, profession, social
The border guards often did not seem to be satisfied by my answers and continued being
suspicious of my purpose.
16 Situations were often not conducive for a formal set-up of the interviews or going through
the formalities of Consent Forms, Participant Information Sheets, etc. Many of the
interviews were impromptu and quick. Some of the informal conversations turned into
interviews eventually, with no prior preparation.
17 For detailed understanding of the larger aims of research in general, see Bryman, 2004;
Seale, 2004; Aldridge, 2001; Keats, 2000; Peterson RA, 2000.
15
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status, and so on. Cluster-sampling, or area sampling, to be more precise,
was the preferred mode of sampling given the common geographical area of
interest (border) across the varying socio-economic profile of the population
to be studied. The area to be studied was categorised into a number of nonoverlapping areas, representing the unique features witnessed along the
border, like Border Land Ports, riverine borders, fenced and unfenced
border, Chars, ghoj, and enclaves. Almost all the units or elements of the
people dwelling in these clusters (across age, sex and socio-economic
standing) were then interviewed. Area-based cluster sampling made it easier
for me to interview as many interviewees at each location as I could manage
to. Since understanding spatial narratives formed the foundational research
question, geographical/area cluster sampling helped me study a wide range
of socio-economic narratives in the context of the spatial question.
The open-ended interactions brought out certain responses which I
had least expected and which provided new dimensions to my thesis. The
themes that I eventually categorised my thesis into, namely livelihood,
enclaves, caste and gender – are common to sociological literature. In the
course of the field work, they fell into thematic clusters reaffirming not just
the resilience of analytical categories in contemporary sociological
discourses, but also the fact that these themes reflected the border narratives
in their most spontaneous forms. Conversations around those themes
seemed to emerge, almost automatically, in every interaction. Likewise, the
process of categorising my data into chapters became easy, with some of the
recurrent themes forming the topics for each of the chapters—themes, rather
certain aspects of the themes which did not find any resonance in earlier
work on the West Bengal-Bangladesh border.18

Making sense of the data
I noticed a pattern in the responses of my interviewees that was
characterised by the overwhelming presence of the reality of the border in
their lives. Many of the issues which formed parts of the interviews were no
more unique to the border than to any other non-border area, either in
Bangladesh or in India. However, what was noticeable was the recurrence of
the border in the responses to such issues and, more importantly, how the
same issues seen elsewhere in India and Bangladesh went under a
modification in the context of the specificity of their operation along the
border. The responses also suggested (a hint of which I had borne with me
right from my first interaction with the border people) that the people living
along the border have their own ways of perceiving and interpreting its
reality. The (re)interpretations are neither necessarily engineered by the
Aspects related to some of the themes such as gender, caste and livelihood practices
(besides illegal cross-border practices) along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border have not
been studied by Willem van Schendel, Ranabir Samaddar or Paula Banerjee—researchers
who have worked extensively in this area.
18
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state, nor are they necessarily signs of the victimisation of the people. This is
not to suggest that victimisation is absent along the border, but rather it
draws attention to the complex relation between the state and the border
people which might not always be addressed through the straightjacketed
binaries of the perpetrator-state and victimised-civilians.
Such re-interpretations of the space of the border formed a binding
factor among the people living along the border which, surprisingly,
included the border guards as well. In fact, the responses of the border
guards and their spontaneous answers to some of my random curiosities
revealed the irony of their situation—uncomfortably wedged between their
duties as representatives of the state at the borders and their everyday
negotiations with the reality of border life. In the process of living along the
border over a period of time (ranging from six months to a few years
depending on the terms of their posting), the border guards undergo similar
hazards as do the civilians, albeit in different versions. But the reality of
surviving the border is true for both. Border life, thus, makes the border
guards more a border people, often overshadowing their roles as
representatives and spokespersons of the states concerned. It is the
overarching presence of the spatial uniqueness of the border and the
everyday negotiations of the civilians and the border guards which form the
fundamental content of what I call border narratives.
Border narratives also contribute towards the understanding of the
negotiations between the border people and border laws and regulations.
Many aspects of the West Bengal-Bangladesh border, including the
undercurrents of violence and cross-border smuggling practices, have been
consequences of the very laws designed to contain and control it. Having
been affected by partition and the border culturally, historically,
linguistically and economically, the border people have devised ways of
negotiating the laws and regulations devised to control them – through
violation, re-interpretation and reproduction.
While the basic idea and knowledge about the West BengalBangladesh border was premised on the existing secondary materials
(census reports, survey reports, newspaper reports) and literature, my
understanding of this border as a socio-spatial process required me to look
at the border lives myself as an active observer and as a direct communicator
with the border people. Analysis of the interviews cleared my thoughts with
regard to the re-interpretation and reproduction of the border space by the
people who negotiate it every day. It also highlighted the pattern of psyche
or a particular mind-set or mental make-up in the people that expressed
itself spontaneously but persistently, in their responses. Newspaper reports
were used in support of some of my arguments as well as in highlighting the
recurrence of some of the border-related issues in the narratives. In the
process of understanding the responses, some of my pre-conceived ideas
about the West Bengal-Bangladesh border changed considerably. The more
difficult parts of analysing the data were:
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Narrowing down the relevant data and deciding the importance of
one set of data over another, largely because of the overwhelming amount of
data collected.
Interpreting and analysing contradictions in the responses of the
interviewees in support of my argument.
Methods of tackling such difficulties were, interestingly, found in the
data themselves. I could recognise that there was an internal logic to the
narratives. This logic bound the smaller socio-cultural narratives into a
larger spatial narrative, though some of the responses in the narratives
seemed contradictory on the surface. In fact, this ambiguous nature of
border narratives, itself, turned out to be one of the more important aspects
of the kind of spatial consciousness I was intending to understand.
Eventually, thus, this ambiguity became a ‘finding’ rather than a challenge
for me.
Theoretical discourses dealing with spatiality and subalternity in the
context of the omnipresence of the state machinery vis-à-vis the marginal
people (geographical marginality as seen from the state’s perspective)
seemed to form the basic tools of analysis. While the works of Henri
Lefebvre (1991) and Edward Soja (1989, 1996) provided me with the tools to
understand spatial reproductions, James C. Scott’s (1986) concept of
everyday forms of resistance helped me realise the rudimentary (and
ambiguous) nature of such border narratives. Works by scholars of subaltern
studies (Guha, 1988, 1997; Amin and Chakraborty, 1996; Chatterjee, 2004;
Chakravorty et al, 2006) provided the necessary understanding of
subalternity in the context of Indian social, political, economic and cultural
discourses.

Experience-centred narratives
The border narratives obtained in the course of the interviews have
themselves been powerful texts and foundations for my thesis. The subaltern
nature of the narratives has been amply reflected in the resistant or rather reinterpretive nature of the narratives, as expressed in the interviews. The
narratives bear possibilities of questioning the sovereign nature of the state,
though the narratives themselves are open to interpretations in various
different ways. The narratives obtained through the interviews have been
mostly experience-centred (Andrews et al, 2009: 5), though event-centred
narratives have also been recorded from time to time. Ethnogenic studies
based on such experience-centred narratives often provide the most
authentic accounts and arguments for peoples’ actions. ‘Found on the belief
that human beings are plan-making, self-monitoring agents, who are aware
of goals and deliberately consider the best ways of achieving them’ (Cohen
and Manion,1994: 205), ethnogenic and experience-centred studies, such as the
ones I conducted, successfully bring out the ways people negotiate their
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spatial specificities to the best of their benefits. This was precisely what my
field studies aimed to explore.
Even then, the vast scope of interpretation created by the narratives,
often made it difficult for me to logically interpret or analyse the data. Yet I
sincerely believe that the everyday life experiences of the narratives (which
is what the narratives mostly consisted of) have been the nearest credible
expressions of reality—as constructed by the narrators—the border people
themselves. Experience-centred narratives often ‘vary drastically over time,
and across circumstances within which one lives, where a single
phenomenon may produce very different stories, even from the same
person’ (Andrews et al, 2009: 5-6). This explains the challenge I faced in
accommodating contradictory responses while, at the same time, baring
their spontaneous nature. But despite such challenges, the choice of
experience-centred narratives of the border people was driven by their
human nature and their capacity to ‘re-present experience, reconstituting it
as well as expressing it’ (Andrews et al, 2009: 48). Their capacity to ‘display
transformation’ has helped me highlight the evolution of border narratives
expressed by the border people over a period of six decades. Observation
has been an integral part of the survey, not just in terms of the daily
activities of the respondents but also in studying the subtle
reactions/gestures of the respondents to the questions I placed before them.

The thesis
My thesis argues that spontaneous and everyday forms of negotiation which
the border people produce over the years crystallise into a pattern of
consciousness characterised by a common psyche among the people which is
not always necessarily consciously designed. The consciousness is spatial in
character in being a result of, and tied to, the specificity of the borderland.
The border consciousness thus produced constitutes other social, political or
economic narratives, which might also be witnessed in other non-border
spaces within the territorial limits of a state. Yet these smaller strands of
narratives get engulfed by the larger spatial narrative of the borderland
producing, in the process, a unique psyche – a border consciousness.
The term ‘border consciousness’ has been adapted from Gloria
Anzaldua’s (1987) concept of ‘Mestiza consciousness’, which she describes as
a specific form of consciousness resulting from hybrid ethnicities of people
born out of mixed parentage between the US and Mexico.19 While people
belonging to such hybrid ethnicities can mostly be found along the USMexico border, she uses the Mestiza or border consciousness as more of a
social consciousness – born out of social marginalisation that these people of
hybrid ethnicities (and also alternate sexualities) face. I have used the
concept of border consciousness as more of a spatial consciousness in
For further understanding of Anzaldua’s concept of Mestiza consciousness, see Feghali,
2011; Aigner-Varoz, 2000.
19
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analysing how the specificity and the reality of surviving the border bind all
those who live along it.
Spatial consciousness in the context of the border differs from spatial
consciousness witnessed elsewhere, such as in spaces where a specific
social/ethnic/religious/gendered community comes together. In such
instances, it is the coming together of the community in a specific bounded
space that eventually produces the spatial consciousness. But in the case of
borderlands, as exemplified by the West Bengal-Bangladesh border, it is the
specificity of the space itself that produces the consciousness and not the
other way around. Moreover, few other spatial psyches are seen to affect
such a wide variety of people across age, class, caste, religion, gender and
economic position, as those seen to be affected by the spatial psyche of the
borderland.
Since this study is primarily based on empirical study, the
methodological challenge lay in justifying such claims purely through the
process of analysis of the field data. The recurrence of the spatial disposition
of the borderland in the responses of my interviewees, including the border
guards, helped me give shape to my understanding of the border
consciousness. In fact, the varied nature of my interviewees in terms of their
socio-political, economic and professional locations helped me realise that
the spatial specificity of the borderland engulfs all those living along the
borderline into forming the border culture. Some of the more recent works
on the West Bengal-Bangladesh border, as well as some of the contemporary
debates on state sovereignty and globalisation, helped me give shape to my
ideas.

Post-field studies literature survey
Debates on globalisation have emphasised the imminent possibilities of a
borderless world (Ohmae, 1990; Shapiro and Alker, 1996), especially in the
context of economic interaction between states and the increasing flexibility
of border rules in some parts of the globe. These literatures have focused on
the need for states and business corporations to adapt to globalisation and
the borderless world (Ohmae, 1990, 1995). Yet studies by some scholars
have, in fact, emphasised the significance of borders amidst such debates on
borderlessness (Agnew et al, 2002; Newman, 2006; Newman and Paasi, 1998;
Paasi, 1996, 1998; Van Houtum et al, 2005; Yeung, 1998). While it is a fact that
the blurring of boundaries has, indeed, been a significant feature of
economic interaction around the world from the mid-twentieth century, it is
also worth keeping in mind that such economic interaction has found more
relevance in certain parts of the world like Western Europe, where inter-state
borders increasingly became irrelevant with the free movement of the
inhabitants of the European Union (Newman, 2006: 171-186). While the
borders of the EU became much more interdependent and integrated, that of
others like India and Pakistan (also Israel and Palestine) hardened and
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became increasingly alienated (Van Schendel, 2005: 372). Moreover, the
increasing stringency of immigration regulations highlights a contradictory
trend – that of making the borders of states non-flexible like never before.
Movement of people across a border has been far more problematic than the
movement of wealth around the globe.
Some of the recent works on the West Bengal-Bangladesh border have
studied the distortive nature of the border narratives of the border people in
the context of the various cross-border practices that they practice.
According to Reece Jones (2012), some of these border practices challenge
the state sovereignty by refusing the existence of either India or Bangladesh
along the border and where the presence of either India or Bangladesh is
disregarded by the border people. My understanding of the border
narratives of the West Bengal-Bangladesh border differs from Jones’
understanding in terms of the perception of the border residents about the
bordered spaces. My field study suggests that these border narratives do
indeed challenge the sovereignty of the states concerned, namely India and
Bangladesh, at their boundaries. The nature of the contest is not through the
blurring of the border through cross-border practices but, in fact, by making
it more visible and real. The border, thus, becomes a space where both states
meet, a space of both India and Bangladesh rather than the ‘neither India nor
Bangladesh’ discourse suggested by Jones (2012). Moreover, Jones’ idea of
borderlands as spaces of ‘refusal’ indicates a conscious decision on the part
of the border people to refuse, and in the process, challenge the state. My
study suggests that the everyday forms of re-interpretation and
reproduction of the border space are not an organised or planned narrative
of refusal of the state, but rather rudimentary narratives of survival well
within the hegemonic structure and model of the state machinery (as
suggested by Scott) (Scott, 1986).
It is to be remembered, though, that Jones’ argument has been used in
the context of this particular border which is being discussed here, rather
than a general theory of borderlands everywhere. It is true that he does not
necessarily suggest that all border residents refuse the state at the border,
but he also makes a broad generalisation about his claim. My argument is
that my field studies and understanding of the practices of the border
residents along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border suggest that rather than
a refusal of the presence of the states, the practices of the border residents
suggest a convergence of both the states along the border. The residents do
not function outside the realms or structure of the state systems. They see
themselves as part of the state structure. What they do is create a space along
the border that suggests that the border, as a centre, brings the two states
together. This, I re-emphasise, is a bigger challenge for the states rather than
a refusal, because the border, especially in the case of West Bengal and
Bangladesh, is the basis of their existence and the foundation for their efforts
to keep their population separate, despite the similarities in the culture,
language, and customs. Both Jones’ and my arguments are somewhat based
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on broader generalisations (given my sampling procedures). But the point of
departure is whether the border refuses the presence of the states or whether
it brings the states together and makes the presence of the border even more
pronounced but on a different playing ground than what the states set out.
The engagement of scholars like Reece Jones (2012), Jason Cons (2008,
2012a, 2012b) and Cons and Sanyal (2013) with empirical research along the
India-Bangladesh border are, in fact, more in sync with my kind of
engagement with the same, namely trying to look for responses which could
question the existing framework of perpetrator state-victim civilians. Both
Jones and Cons highlight the varying interpretations of the borderland by
the people who negotiate it every day. In doing so, they rely heavily on their
fieldwork experiences while also grounding these experiences and the
responses of the interviewees in secondary sources. My methodological
choices and my engagement with the responses of my interviewees closely
resemble Jones’ and Cons’ engagement, although, I re-emphasise, often with
different conclusions.
The significance of the engagement with fieldwork by Cons, as also
by scholars like Megoran (2012), Van Schendel and Baud (1997), lies in the
understanding of the dynamics of borders with regard to the evolving
nature of borderlands. The recent works of these scholars have highlighted,
once more, and in very explicit ways, the fact that borderlands are not such
spaces where the role of the state and the civilians are pre-ordained, but are
themselves evolving spaces where social, cultural, economic and spatial
identities “materialize, rematerialize, and dematerialize in different contexts,
at different scales, and at different times” (Megoran, 2012: 477).
The dominant presence of the state at the West Bengal-Bangladesh
border is highlighted in the official journals of BSF where one comes across
‘suggestions to improve border domination’ along this border.20 In the
context of this border, the border people’s act of re-interpreting the border as
the meeting point is a bigger challenge for India and Bangladesh since
territorial imperatives formed the basic premise for partition. In reinterpreting the border as a meeting space for states, the border people
question the foundation of partition as well as the role of the ‘state as a
container’ (Brenner et al, 2003: 101). The borders of the states act as the
separating line between the state’s ‘inside’ (internal political interactions)
and the ‘outside’ (international relations), making the state a self-enclosed
container of political territory within a nested hierarchy of geographical
arenas (Walker, 1993). But border practices, including cross-border ties and
linkages as seen along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border, question this role
of the state. Such ‘horizontally articulated rhizomatic linkages among states’
put the vertically scaled ‘hierarchical conceptions of political spaces’ to the
test (Brenner et al., 2003: 14-15).

20

Uttar Vang Prahari Samachar Patrika (March 2012).
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Globalisation and capital flows perform a similar function of blurring
borders and questioning the role of the ‘state as the container’. But the
movement of people across states (mostly with official documents as
passports and visas) and the flow of capital through investments, and the
everyday movements of people and goods across the border mostly through
illegal means, must not be confused (Glassman, 1999). While there has been
an increasing flexibility of borders in some parts of the world and a growth
of global money through computer and telecommunication technologies,
which hint at an apparent blurring of borders, the reality hints at a reinterpretation and reproduction of the border (rather than blurring or even
refusal), making it all the more visible and significant in the backdrop of
debates regarding a borderless world. Gearoid O’Tuathail rightly observes:
‘The development of borderless worlds does not contradict but actually
hastens the simultaneous development of ever more bordered worlds’ (1999:
143). Border narratives provide discerning ways of analysing cross-border
practices which are neither universal nor planetary, despite constituting
long-distance networks across borders (Cooper, 2001: 189). They also
provide hints to questions as to who are the benefiters and promoters of
borderlessness. They reveal that the people who survive along the border
and depend on it for their livelihoods rarely, if at all, are champions of
borderlessness.
The nature of questioning the sovereignty of the state by the border
people is not through a ‘refusal of the state-imposed border’ but rather
through a re-interpretation and reproduction of the border – producing what
Soja (1996) calls a thirdspace of lived reality in the process. It becomes the
space that the people construct, characterised both by confusion and clarity,
direct experience and conceptual elaboration (Brenner et al., 2003: 85). Reinterpretation of the border poses a bigger discomfort and challenge for state
sovereignty since it is the borders which mark the strongest manifestations
of the sovereign nature of the state.
Involvement of the border guards (as embodied representations of the
state) in the creation of border consciousness together with the civilian
border population is integral to the understanding of the subaltern nature of
border narratives. The role of the border guards is often plagued by
deceptiveness. While it seems that, as representatives of the state, they
administer and control the border space ‘in practice, however, they
substitute another space for it, one that is first economic and social, and then
political. They believe they are obeying something in their heads – a
representation (of the country). In fact, they are establishing an order – their
own’ (Brenner et al., 2003: 87). And it is through this re-ordering of the border
that the border guards re-interpret the border differently from the order of
the state.
Borders always have been seen as a space of expropriation, peripheral
subjectivity and a platform for claiming inclusion – which is not always the
case (Cons, 2012b). It has also been a space for redefining certain statist
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definitions like belonging, citizenship, legal, illicit and so on. The
spontaneous and free-flowing nature of the interviews during my field
study contributed towards such unique revelations regarding the creation of
border narratives and their gradual evolution into a border consciousness.

Conclusion: A flexible approach
My attention towards the spontaneous narratives of lived experiences of the
border people and my flexibility with methodological and theoretical
questions, have helped me understand the complex nature of border life at
the West Bengal-Bangladesh border. They have helped me reveal the multidimensional narratives which are produced by the border people –
narratives which accommodate religious, social, political and economic
factors and yet cut across all these strands to create a psyche that has its
foundation in the unique spatiality of the borderland. An interdisciplinary
approach towards the analysis of the narratives, bringing together
discourses on state theories, space, geography and subaltern studies, have
helped me in explicating the complex yet interesting web of relations laid
out along this border. That the fruitfulness of a piece of research lies not in
‘proving the correctness of a hypothesis’ but in ‘finding out something’
(Clark, 1977: 34) has been amply qualified by my own research trajectory. A
flexible approach has helped me find some unique aspects of the border
narratives created along the West Bengal-Bangladesh border, hitherto
unnoticed.

References
Aggarwal R (2004) Beyond Lines of Control: Performance and Politics on the Disputed
Borders of Ladakh, India. Durham: Duke University Press.
Agnew J, Mitchell K and Toal G (eds) (2002) A Companion to Political Geography.
Oxford: Blackwell.
Aigner-Varoz E (2000) Metaphors of a Mestiza consciousness: Anzaldua’s
borderlands/la frontera. Melus 25(2): 47-62.
Aldridge A (2001) Surveying the Social World: Principles and Practice in Survey
Research. Buckingham: Open University Press.
Amin S and Chakraborty D (1996) Subaltern Studies IX: Writings on South Asian
History and Society. Delhi: Oxford University Press.
Andrews M, Squire C and Tamboukou M (2009) Doing Narrative Research. London:
Sage.
Anzaldua G (1987) Borderlands/La frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt
Lute Books.
Asiwaju AI (ed) (1985) Partitioned Africans: Ethnic Relations across Africa’s
International Boundaries, 1884-1984. London: C. Hurst & Co.
Banerjee P and Basu Ray Chaudhury A (eds) (2011) Women in Indian Borderlands.
New Delhi: Sage.

128

Exploring narratives and rationalising data on the West Bengal-Bangladesh border,
Debdatta Chowdhury
Bhasin AS (ed) (2003) India-Bangladesh Relations: Documents, 1971-2002. New Delhi:
Geetika Publishers.
Brenner N, Jessop B, Jones M and Macleod G (eds) (2003) State/Space: A Reader.
Malden, Oxford: Blackwell.
Bryman A (2004) Social Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Chakravorty S, Milevska S and Barlow TE (2006) Conversations with Gayatri
Chakraborty Spivak. London: Seagull.
Chatterjee P (2004) The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in Most
of the World. New York, Chichester, West Sussex: Columbia University Press.
Clark RS (1977) Fundamentals of Criminal Justice Research. New York: Lexington
Books.
Coffey A and Atkinson P (1996) Making Sense of Qualitative Data: Complementary
Research Strategies. London: Sage.
Cohen L and Manion L (1994) Research Methods in Education. London: Routledge.
Coleman M (2009) What counts as the politics and practice of security, and where?
Devolution and immigrant insecurity after 9/11. Annals of the Association of
American Geographers 99(5): 904-913.
Cons J (2008) A politics of sensitivity: Ambiguity and exceptionality along the
India-Bangladesh border. In: Program T (ed) Sarai reader 07: Frontiers. Delhi:
CSDS, 20-29.
Cons J (May 2012a) Histories of belonging(s): Narrating territory, possession, and
dispossession at the India-Bangladesh border. Modern Asian Studies 46(3):
527-558.
Cons J (2012b) Narrating boundaries: Framing and contesting suffering,
community, and belonging in enclaves along the India-Bangladesh border.
Political
Geography
1-10.
Available
at:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2012.06.004.
Cons J and Sanyal R (2013) Geographies at the margins: Borders in South Asia—an
introduction. Political Geography 35: 5-13.
Cooper F (2001) What is the concept of globalisation good for? An African
historian’s perspective. African Affairs 100: 189-213.
Donnan H and Wilson TM (eds) (1994) Border Approaches: Anthropological
Perspectives on Frontiers. Lanham, London: University Press of America.
Donnan H and Wilson TM (eds) (1998) Border Identities: Nation and State at
International Frontiers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Donnan H and Wilson TM (1999) Borders: Frontiers of Identity, Nation and State.
Oxford: Berg.
Eilenberg M (2010) Negotiating autonomy at the margins of the state: The dynamics
of elite politics in the borderland of West Kalimantan, Indonesia. South East
Asia Research 17(2): 201-227.
Feghali Z (2011) Re-articulating the New Mestiza. Journal of International Women’s
Studies Special Issue 12(2): 61-74.
Flick U (2002) An Introduction to Qualitative Research. London: Sage.
Glassman J (August 1999) State power beyond the ‘territorial trap’: The
internationalisation of the state. Political Geography 18(6): 669-696.
Guha R (1988) Selected Subaltern Studies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

129

Review of Social Studies (RoSS), Vol.1, No.1, Autumn 2014
Guha R (1997) A Subaltern Studies Reader, 1986-1995. Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press.
Holliday A (2001) Doing and Writing Qualitative Research. London: Sage.
Jamwal NS (2004) Border management: Dilemma of guarding the India-Bangladesh
border. Strategic Analysis 28(1): 5-36.
Jones R (2009) Geopolitical boundary narratives, the global war on terror and
border fencing in India. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 34:
290-304.
Jones R (2012) Spaces of refusal: Rethinking sovereign power and resistance at the
border. Annals of the Association of American Geographers 102(3): 685-699.
Keats DM (2000) Interviewing: A Practical Guide for Students and Professionals.
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Kumar Rajaram P and Grundy-Warr C (eds) (2007) Borderscapes: Hidden Geographies
and Politics at Territory’s Edge. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Lefebvre H (1991) The Production of Space. (trs. Donald Nicholson-Smith). Oxford:
Basil Blackwell.
Martinez OJ (1994) Border People: Life and Society in the US-Mexico Borderlands.
Tuscon: University of Arizona Press.
Megoran N (2012) Rethinking the study of international boundaries: A biography of
the Kyrgyzstan-Uzbekistan boundary. Annals of the Association of American
Geographers 102(2): 464-481.
Newman D (2006) The lines that continue to separate us: Borders in a borderless
world. Progress in Human Geography 30(2): 1-19.
Newman D and Paasi A (1998) Fences and neighbours in the post-modern world:
Boundary narratives in political geography. Progress in Human Geography
22(2): 186-207.
Ohmae K (1990) The Borderless World. New York: Harper Collins.
Ohmae K (1995) The End of the Nation State. New York: Free Press.
O’Tuathail G (1999) Borderless worlds? Problematising
deterritorialisation. Geopolitics 4(2): 139-154.

discourses

of

Paasi A (1996) Territories, Boundaries and Consciousness. New York: John Wiley &
Sons Ltd.
Paasi A (1998) Boundaries as social processes: Territoriality in the world of flows.
Geopolitics 3(1): 69-88.
Peterson RA (2000) Constructing Effective Questionnaires. London: Sage.
Prescott JRV (1968) The Geography of State Policies. London: Hutchinson & Co.
Purcell G (2006) India-Bangladesh Bilateral Trade and Potential Free Trade Agreement.
Dhaka: World Bank Office.
Robson C (1993) Real World Research: A Resource for Social Scientists and PractitionerResearchers. Oxford: Blackwell.
Sahlins P (1998) State formation and national identity in the Catalan borderlands
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In: Donnan H and Wilson
TM (eds) Border Identities: Nation and State at International Frontiers.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 31-61.
Samaddar R (1999) The Marginal Nation: Transborder Migration from Bangladesh to
West Bengal. New Delhi: Sage.
130

Exploring narratives and rationalising data on the West Bengal-Bangladesh border,
Debdatta Chowdhury
Scott J and Tria Kerkvliet BJ (eds) (1986) Everyday forms of peasant resistance in
South-east Asia. Library of Peasant Studies No 9. London: Frank Cass & Co.
Seale C (ed) (2004) Researching Society and Culture. London: Sage.
Shapiro M and Alker H (eds) (1996) Challenging Boundaries: Global Flows, Territorial
Identities. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
Silverman D (2001) Interpreting Qualitative Data: Methods for Analysing Talk, Text and
Interaction. London: Sage.
Sobhan F (ed) (2005) Dynamics of Bangladesh-India Relations: Dialogues of Young
Journalists Across the Border. Dhaka: The University Press Ltd.
Soja E (1989). Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory.
Londo: Verso.
Soja E (1996) Thirdspace. Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.
Uttar Vang Prahari Samachar Patrika (March 2012). 4(11).
Van Houtum H, Kramsch O and Zierhoffer W (eds) (2005) B/ordering Space.
Aldershot: Ashgate.
Van Schendel W (2005) The Bengal Borderland: Beyond State and Nation in South Asia.
London: Anthem.
Van Schendel W and Abraham I (eds) (2005) Illicit Flows and Criminal Things: States,
Borders, and the Other Side of Globalisation. Bloomington: University of
Indiana Press.
Van Schendel W and Baud M (1997) Toward a comparative history of borderlands.
Journal of World History 8(2): 211-242.
Walker RBJ (1993) Inside/Outside: International Relations as Political Theory.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Walliman N (2005) Your Research Project. London: Sage.
Yeung H (1998) Capital, state and space: Contesting the borderless world.
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 23(3): 291-310.

131

132

Secrecy and knowledge production in corporate organisational settings, Shadreck
Mwale

Secrecy and knowledge production: Doing research in
corporate organisational settings
SHADRECK MWALE
University of Brighton

Abstract
This paper examines the challenges of conducting research in secretive
corporate organisational settings where corporate professionals are
informants and gate keepers of the research. It draws on experiences of
negotiating access to informants and conducting research within regulatory
and Contract Research Organizations (CROs) for a PhD project aimed at
exploring the ethical and regulatory issues associated with the conduct of
first-in-human clinical trials in the UK. The explicit ways in which secrecy
surrounds the practice of clinical trials, relates to a theory of, and ways of,
knowledge production that directly opposes the principles of modern
academia. This brings up important questions for researchers: is it possible
to carry out research while abiding by the values of good research practice,
such as transparency, if one’s informants or gatekeepers are not open and
transparent? This is because the secrecy in the practice of pharmaceutical
research is in sharp contrast to postmodern social research practices in which
social scientists believe that the production and distribution of knowledge is
key to resolving social problems. Precisely, this paper explores the
challenges faced by early career researchers (ECRs) in negotiating access and
conducting research, and how such settings influence not only the questions
for the research but the methods to be used as well. Drawing on experiences
in tackling these issues, the paper argues that to carry out research ECRs
have to use a swathe of tactics and sometimes depend on luck to gain access
and eventually do their research.

Introduction
Among the major contributors to sociological debates about knowledge
production is Polish historian of science Fleck (1935). In the recent past, his
views have been included in debates about the production of scientific
knowledge (Arksey, 1994). In his work Fleck seemed to have foreseen
debates that were to follow half a century later about the production of
knowledge by philosophers and sociologists, such as Kuhn (2012), Bloor
(1976) and Collins (1981) among others. In his extensive work on the Genesis
and Development of a Scientific Fact on the study of syphilis, Fleck developed
the idea that knowledge emanates from a collective process of interactions
and communication among defined ‘thought collectives’. By ‘thought
collectives’ Fleck refers to groups of people organised with an esoteric core
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of specialist scientists and an exoteric (surrounding the esoteric core) of the
public consisting of both educated and uneducated individuals. Fleck’s
argument is that scientific knowledge is not merely produced in isolation
and then distributed to the public but rather that the public is involved in
the knowledge production process by verifying or endorsing knowledge
produced by specialists. Similarly, actor-network theorists such as Latour
(1987; 1988), suggest networks of expert scientists and their interactions with
their immediate portions of the wider public are integral parts in the
production of knowledge. In the aforementioned theories, they claim that
the public is involved in knowledge production, although only as endorsers
of the knowledge produced.
One of the criticisms of Fleck’s work is that he conceived of the public
as inactive in the knowledge production process. This has been taken further
by more recent sociologists of science and technology who argue that today
knowledge production is in ‘mode 2’ (Gibbons et al, 1994). Mode 2 refers to
the shift in the location of knowledge production from established scientific
institutions and disciplines to more heterogeneous and multiple spaces,
practices and locations. In other words, knowledge today is thought to be
produced and applied in trans-disciplinary collaborations and contexts. In
this sphere scientists are seen as more reflexive and working to different
quality standards compared to the traditional disciplinary mode (Hessels
and Van Lante, 2008). Mode 1 knowledge production (the traditional
disciplinary approach) refers to ways in which experts had hegemonic
power and expertise of what was known and considered as valid
knowledge. However, it is not clear in this discussion what the differences
are with regards to the quality criteria on which mode 1 and 2 are based or
how they come about. Nonetheless, it is important to note here that mode 2
is seen as referring to how knowledge production is now thought to be a
more democratic process in that it is open, involving both lay and expert
contributions.
The limitation to this view is that it over assumes consensus among
different actors in the knowledge production process and does not take into
account how power and interest can still result in secrecy. Although Fleck
has also been criticised for his view on the role of the public in the
knowledge production process, it is his awareness of the divide between
scientists and the public in the knowledge production process that this paper
aims to build on. Though recent debates assume a democratic knowledge
production process, the separation between the public and scientists remains
clear to see today, especially because knowledge in some contexts, but more
so in the pharmaceutical industry, has economic value. This paper aims to
illustrate how the esoteric and exoteric circles of scientists and the public are
sustained. This will be done by reflecting on the challenges I faced in
conducting research in a corporate medical setting for my PhD, which was
concerned with exploring human involvement in first-in-human clinical
trials. The aim of this research was to explore how risks that arise out of
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medical technological innovations are distributed across commercial and
geographical spaces in the UK. This paper is not a discussion of the ethics
involved in doing research in corporate medical settings, but rather a
reflection on how secrets, commercial interests and politics contour the
conduct of social research and the production of knowledge.

Secrecy and knowledge production
In re-reading Fleck, his separation of an esoteric centre composed of
scientific specialists and an exoteric circumference composed of lay people
(both educated and uneducated) symbolised his awareness of the closed
nature of scientific knowledge production. Fleck argues that all knowledge
produced has its own thought style, particular cultural traditions and
education in which its producers partake. This context is thought to have its
‘own history and aspirations and demands that are decisive for their
cognition’ (Fleck, 1927: 49). Fleck’s point here is that scientific knowledge is
shaped by the cultural context in which it is produced and that producers of
such knowledge are a part of a community with mutually shared ideas and
intellectual interaction. The shared ‘thought collectives’ connect individuals
together. For Fleck, ‘thought collectives’ structure a scientific community
and its ‘thought styles’. Fleck defines ‘thought styles’ as ‘the readiness for
directed perception with corresponding mental objective assimilation of
what has been so perceived’ (1935: 99) which intertwine to carry and sustain
the discourse in scientific knowledge production process. However, he adds
that, ‘thought styles’ are not actually visible to the members of these groups.
However, they are governed by inherent assumptions which in the process
determine and constrain ways of thinking and responses (Fleck, 1936). What
is important here is that for Fleck, contrary to commonly held assumptions
that it is objective, scientific knowledge is shaped and structured by cultural
ideas in the contexts in which it is produced.
Although Fleck has been criticised, and rightly so, for portraying the
public as an inactive part of the process, his awareness of the separation of
specialist scientific knowledge production and public involvement in this
process is what this paper focuses on. As Aftergood (1995) observes,
although science is often thought to be aimed at producing knowledge with
an emphasis on the need for open exchange of information, secrecy is still
prevalent today in knowledge production and clearly sits in opposition to
the view that knowledge should be shared. Furthermore as Edsall (1975)
stated, the primary purpose of science and all those involved in its processes
is to advance knowledge and provide clarification, dispersion, elucidation
and evaluation of its impact. Therefore, if science is based on this premise
and includes the dispersion of produced knowledge, secrecy is the polar
opposite as it demands ‘differential knowledge’ (Aftergood, 1995; 17). By
limiting knowledge about practices and processes involved in the
production of pharmaceutical products such as drugs from the public, one
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would argue pharmaceutical companies derive benefits from it as they may
not be interrogated about their practices.
Within sociology there have been attempts to explore expert and lay
interactions in the knowledge production process. For instance Wynne
(1998) studied the differences between public and expert conceptions of risk.
Arksey (1994) looked at ways in which knowledge about disease conditions
are shaped by the sharing of knowledge between lay and professional
experts. Using Repetitive Strain Injury as a case study, Arksey explored the
challenges that arise when patient experiences do not fit into established
professional knowledge. Similarly Epstein (1995) explored how activism
played a key role in influencing scientific knowledge and responses to the
HIV/AIDS pandemic in the 1980s and 1990’s. Additionally, Brown and
Zavestoski (2004) have looked at how health social movements have shaped
medical knowledge by challenging political, expert and structural authority
on medical and health issues. What the above examples illustrate is, firstly,
how the public can challenge and influence expert knowledge production
and, secondly, they also illustrate how without some kind of resistance the
public is often likely to be excluded in the knowledge production process.
Therefore, Fleck’s observations become relevant in the analysis of the
practice of pharmaceutical clinical trials as these processes are often secret.
This links to how secrecy is connected to issues of access not just to
the knowledge produced but also to institutions in which knowledge is
produced (Fitz and Halpin, 1994). With regards to pharmaceutical research,
proponents of secrecy justify the secrets in the pharmaceutical industry
through economic rationality in which secrecy is seen as an essential part of
the industry. Therefore giving access to knowledge to your competitors or
any others who may duplicate your innovations makes the whole purpose of
research inefficient (Dennis, 1995). Other theorists, such as Merton (1942),
observe that secrecy became acceptable in the ways in which governments
operated because it was the only way certain policy actions would become
effective. He observes that making such things public would have
undermined the effectiveness of governments and thus keeping information
to a small close circle of confidants was considered a prudent thing to do.
Such an attitude is equally common in corporate institutions where
information about their mode of operations have to be kept from the public
in order to increase profit margins. In these contexts secrecy is seen as a
necessary part of the business. At the same time there is a call for public trust
in practices of such institutions.
A critical look at Fleck’s (1935) and Merton’s (1942) works shows that
analysing access is key to understanding secrecy, and that access is often
interspersed with notions of power and trust. Therefore, understanding
secrecy requires exploring aspects namely, like access, power and trust
among others. For anyone to have access to information about the operations
of the pharmaceutical industry, one must be seen as trustworthy and not a
threat to their interests. At the same time, corporations, like any powerful
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institutions, have the power to influence research by denying or granting
access. Goldacre (2012) has shown how secrecy surrounds the
pharmaceutical industry and its resistance to making data obtained from
clinical trials public. He also shows how the public is asked to trust the
industry in their work. Therefore, within this context, social research
attempts to explore ways in which knowledge is created are often looked
down upon. This may be due to, among other reasons, the nature of
questions that social scientists may ask – the questions may be seen as
attempts to reveal sensitive information; questions about what science is;
and whether social research falls within the remits of what is considered
‘science’. In this framework Fleck’s observations that science often involves
an inner circle of expertise becomes evident. It is this inner circle of experts
and the challenges of gaining access for social research specifically in
corporate medical settings that this paper attempts to explore.
Researching corporate professionals: Power and access
An analysis of the operations and organisations of the esoteric circle requires
a consideration of the power they possess. The definition of power as a
concept in social science is a highly contested one, with no consensus as to
whether power has positive or negative associations. As such there is no
single unifying definition of power (Neal, 1995). However, power involves
questions about who influences or impacts whose life more. Whose actions
seriously affect the interests of others? Who benefits by bringing about
certain outcomes? (Luke 2005). This paper adopts a meaning of power that
builds on the postmodern view where power is not a property to be owned
but is complexly linked to everyday interactions and can facilitate and
repress agency (Foucault, 1982). Therefore, power is not just the visible force
on people but also operates in subtle ways that may not necessarily be
visible to the eye (Deem, 1994).
It is important to consider power relations in research because most
social research on volunteering in clinical trials has been limited to research
on volunteers, specifically patient groups (Corrigan, 2003; Evans, 2004;
Slevin et al., 1995). One explanation for this has been the idea that by virtue
of their position, people of ‘low’ status in the social hierarchy tend to be
participants of most sociological research because their position makes them
easily accessible with little or no hindrances (Corrigan, 2003; Evans, 2004;
Heaven et al., 2006). In contrast, people in powerful positions are able to
shield themselves from public scrutiny by refusing to take part in research or
by the virtue of the complex processes in place that need to be negotiated to
access them (Maguire and Ball, 1994). In the recent past there has been an
increase in research looking at professionals such as, Hunter’s (1993) study
of local elites, Fitz and Halpin’s (1992) study of government civil servants
and ministers involved in the formulation of grant maintained schools, and
Atkinson and Flint’s (2001) study of hard to reach elite groups, among
others. The experiences from these studies and other studies involving
professionals show that research that involves professionals is political and
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wrought with complex power relations that need negotiating (Bryman, 2012;
Fitz and Halpin, 1994; Neal, 1995). Specifically research that involves
corporate organisations, such as the pharmaceutical companies is sensitive
research because information in such organisations has economic value.
Sociological research focuses on professionals not because they are
interesting entities but because there is a need to understand their power,
how they operate and their roles in the construction of knowledge in society.
While it is important to focus on giving voice to those Foucault refers to as
the subjugated (Duke, 2002), care must be taken that doing so does not result
in social research that ignores researching those in high positions in the
social hierarchy. Therefore, it is important that research focuses on
‘researching up’ as well as well as ‘researching down’ (Gusterson, 1993).
Analysing the role of corporate professionals in social research provides an
opportunity to understand the extent of their power and how those subject
to it may challenge it; hence the need for social scientific research focus on
professionals (Plesner, 2011).
Gaining access to the participants is an important aspect of the
research process because it is related to people in a particular location with
power (Foucault, 1982). Institutions, particularly corporate institutions, are
good examples for a locale of power, therefore, gaining access into multinational corporations to undertake research is obviously a political, complex,
difficult and lengthy process (Bryman, 2008). The term ‘corporate
organisations’ in this paper refers to regulatory bodies, industry
associations, pharmaceutical companies and Contract Research
Organisations (CROs). Like all other institutions, these organisations have
rules and gate keepers that include investors, shareholders, CEOs and in
some cases politicians, who are entrusted with maximising dividends and
protecting their businesses interests (Rajan, 2007). These gate keepers make
the rules about access and initial decisions as to whether a researcher should
be allowed access to their premises (Barker and Weller, 2003; Buchanan and
Bryman, 2007). They may also guard themselves in such a way that they
cannot be scrutinized. Their main concerns are to ensure that their
businesses are not portrayed negatively and that any secrets are kept and
not revealed to the public.
Obtaining access is complicated in any research study, particularly
research that involves accessing participants from public or private
institutions (Fitz and Halpin, 1994). Academic discussions around challenges
to accessing powerful groups for social research have primarily focused on
researchers who have contacts in organisations in which they wish to
conduct research or in a field where the researcher has prior knowledge and
expertise (Duke, 2002; Walford, 2011). Access without any prior contact or
links is simply viewed as complex and no details on complexity and how
these could be handled is provided. What these views negate is that ECRs,
and probably some established researchers too, sometimes have to do
research in institutions they have no prior contacts or associations with,
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hence, they may not have the privilege of contacts and social capital in that
field (Bourdieu, 1989). As a result it becomes harder or a matter of luck for
them to gain access to corporate settings. Another issue that makes access
even more challenging is that the process of gaining access in corporate
settings often involves hierarchical systems that require negotiation,
including the multi-professional teams involved in the actual administration
of the clinical trials (Fitz and Halpin, 1992; Duke, 2004) who may have other
demands or interests. Working with such a diverse group of professionals
ultimately requires an awareness of the complex power relations at play and
the skill to present research ideas in a way that does not seem to threaten the
interests and positions of individuals and institutions (Walford, 2011; Ozga,
2011; Williams, 1989).
The following section provides a reflexive account of methodological
and practical experiences of undertaking a PhD on regulatory and ethical
issues in human clinical trials through a lens of sociological theories of
thought collectives and secrecy.

Methodological choices doing research in corporate medical settings
To explore the issues discussed above the research adopted a qualitative
approach. This is because qualitative research is useful in providing a
contextual understanding of the regulatory and ethical process in a way that
research based on quantitative methods could not. Qualitative methods are
useful in providing a contextualised exploration of conflicts, contradictions,
innovations and policy implementation in practice (Coffey and Atkinson,
1996; Cohen et al., 2000). Field work and qualitative data collection for this
research was conducted between February 2012 and March 2013.
The participants in this research were professionals from regulatory
bodies, clinical CROs – companies which pharmaceutical companies contract
to conduct clinical trials on their behalf. I interviewed seven regulatory
officials and five professionals working in CROs and 35 healthy volunteers.
Interviews were semi-structured focusing on the perceptions and
experiences of risk in clinical trials. Three interviews with regulators, two
with professionals and ten with healthy volunteers were over the phone or
via Skype while the rest were face to face interviews. Whether over the
phone or face to face, interviews took place at a time and place that was
convenient to the participant. However, face to face interviews with
regulators took place in their offices or somewhere in the workplace.
Interviews were recorded and notes taken during interviews, except on three
occasions where the participants refused to be recorded. In such instances
data depended mainly on notes taken during the interview. Documentary
analysis provided the basis for analysing existing guidelines and was also
useful in informing the interview part of the research.
Methodological issues that arose were mainly to do with access and
sampling, which will be discussed in more detail later in the paper.
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However, suffice to say here that the sample was based purely on
availability and snowball sampling techniques. Thus the aim of the research
was not to generalise findings but to develop an understanding of the UK
context with regard to human involvement in clinical trials. I, however, had
to be aware of my own prejudices about the industry and how the context in
which interviews took place may have impacted the research. For instance,
the fact that the participants were predominately white middle-class, who
were being interviewed in their high-class and stylish offices, environments
which were alien to me, therefore could have impacted my research,
particularly my interpretation of the participants’ attitudes and their
answers to my questions.
This paper is a reflective account of my experiences in dealing with
corporate professionals in negotiating access, their influence on the research
and the ethical dilemmas that arose in the process. In sharing this experience
I am aware that the challenges I encountered are not unique to my research
but can be experienced by others in conducting research in other institutions.
However, the responses I received may be unique to my experience and I
hope this will provide some inspiration to others planning to conduct
research in corporate organisational settings.

The reality of conducting research in corporate medical settings
This section looks at two themes that arose in the process of doing research:
access and professional power. To illustrate these two themes, examples
were extracted from email exchanges and quotes from interviews with
professionals.
The challenges of gaining access
As discussed in the literature review above, access to corporations is
important for research to take place (Bryman, 2008; Walford, 2011). In
addition, social scientists are bound to ethical guidelines which require
transparency. More precisely, participants have to be well informed about
the research, including details of their role in the research and what the
purpose of the research is (Bryman, 2012). Gaining access to the elite is
challenging as they can easily refuse to grant access thereby keeping
themselves beyond reach and scrutiny (Fitz and Halpin, 1992; Duke, 2002).
In my research, gate keeping took different forms. For instance, personal
assistants (PAs) needed convincing to gain access to talk to or to schedule a
meeting with their superiors. Beyond PAs, in some cases, there were chief
executives who had to sanction the meeting or appointment.
However, while aware of the potential difficulties, I naively thought
the process would be less problematic and was expecting professionals to be
willing to share their experiences. In order to identify participants, I
searched company websites by looking at job descriptions of company staff.
I contacted the staff involved in recruiting volunteers or managing clinical
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trial units and those involved in running clinical trials. In keeping with
ethical principles of transparency I emailed the selected individuals to ask
for access and furnished them with details of the aims and purpose of the
research. Where participants were identified, contacted and provided with
details of the research project, I either received no reply or refusals. While I
expected this to be the case to some degree, in reality an unreasonably high
number of rejections and no replies were received. The replies were uniform.
Below is a sample email extract:
…thank you for your email and the questions, they are interesting
and insightful. After discussions with my team we have decided that
we do not have capacity to attend to guests such as yourself at our
facilities besides the questions you are proposing to ask are what we
already ask our staff and volunteers… (Professional A)
This illustrates how negotiating access can be extremely problematic
and, obviously, having contacts makes gaining access easier (Walford, 2011;
Duke, 2002) as it makes the initial contact easier as gatekeepers are less likely
going to be suspicious with someone who knows someone within the
corporation. Therefore, considering that time was running out and access
had to be obtained in one way or another, I decided to change the
communication tactics. I identified more potential participants via the
professional networking site LinkedIn. The selection was based on job titles
and roles in the industry such as involvement in administering, managing or
running clinical trial units. In addition, I searched their publications and
research interests. Using all this information I re-wrote project summaries to
match their interest and, where necessary, I cited their publications in the
summary (Thomas, 1993; Duke, 2002). These personalised summaries were
sent out to all those identified and even those who had not responded to
previous emails. After sending this information, five participants responded
expressing a willingness to grant access. See the following email extract:
… Thanks for your e-mail. I would be happy to talk to you about my
experience of working with healthy volunteers in first-in-human
clinical trials… I suggest that you might telephone me on the number
below, at a time that suits both of us. Currently, I can offer the
following… (Professional B)
The rate at which access was granted following this change in
approach was interesting and provided a conundrum about conducting
research with professionals. Going through this process led me to reflect on
the nature of social research. While ethical considerations may encroach
upon the conduct of social research, they are not the only aspect that
intrudes on the research. Rather, the wider social and moral expectations,
including who the researcher is (such as being a PhD student) and their
experience or qualifications shape how research is organised and conducted
(Bryman, 2012; Duke, 2002). However, this does not mean that ECRs may
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not ask questions or explore the sensitive topics they wish to research.
Rather, in order to conduct social research, ECRs like all other researchers
must be willing to confront the challenging ethical and often moral questions
that come with dealing with sensitive topics and participants. The following
section discusses encounters with corporate professionals when conducting
social research.
Entering another world?
To get to the office building from a bustling Victoria station one has to
negotiate and duck the many bodies in the way, put up with the noisy
traffic on the streets and avoid one or two charity fundraisers. This is
an Ivory Tower, you know… (Professional F)
Professionals especially those working in corporate organisations are
very visible. Their names are on company websites, they are also in the
media and now in an age of professional networking sites, the details of
corporate professionals may also be found online (Duke, 2002). Professionals
working in corporate organisations also often use modern buildings in cities.
These buildings are usually tall, often iconic and symbolic of cities in
modern society. Made of see-through glass, on the ground floor passers-by
can see through the glass walls. However, as Thomas (1993) argues, visibility
both in the media and through buildings does not necessarily mean
accessibility. Access into corporate organizations is difficult. There are PAs,
security guards, receptionists to report to and visitors are not allowed
through the doors until their host comes to pick them. In addition, to meet
the host in the building the visitor has to negotiate security scanners. All
these act as barriers to entry.
This is deliberately described in detail to illustrate that the barriers
that have to be negotiated to access corporate professionals for social
research. It is also to show that the capability professionals have to limit
access is not only in their ability to refuse to be interviewed. Rather, it is
equally in symbols, processes and structures, such as secure and guarded
doors, and strict limited admittance policy to their office buildings among
others (Fitz and Halpin, 1992).
In addition, the quote at the beginning of this section shows how
professionals perceive outsiders who come into their premises to ask
questions. They view themselves as being in an ivory tower and, in my view,
the outside world then is seen as a nuisance that should be barred and kept
out at all costs. This insider-outsider dichotomy is the basis for some
encounters and discussions with professionals in these settings. The research
encounter is a power relationship between the researcher and the
participants (Scott, 1984; Hunter, 1995; Ball, 1994; Maguire and Ball, 1994).
As Fitz and Halpin (1994) state, the power of the professionals is even more
vivid as research has to take place in their offices, which are obviously alien
and may be intimidating to the researchers. Encounters with corporate
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professionals in their offices also demonstrated how professionals can act as
guardians of the discourse of the subject being interrogated. They defined
the terms on which the interview took place, what was said or who spoke
and how it was said. Asking one of my participants if it was possible to talk
to other people on his team about their experiences and views on the subject,
the response suggested I would gain nothing new from interviewing others:
…I have no idea why you think talking to more people in my team
will give you more information, what I will tell you is what everyone
else will tell you in my team. So there is no need to talk to more
people… (Professional D)
This demonstrates that doing research with corporate professionals
involves negotiating not just the physical barriers of access but also
negotiating official systems, such as positions and hierarchy in organisations
that determine who speaks, what and when. In limiting access, professionals
clearly indicate that there are things that should never be public. The levels
of secrecy went even further. At the end of each interview I would ask my
participants for names of people they thought were important for me to
interview. Even when they knew people whom I could talk to they claimed I
would not learn anything new or different from their colleagues. On only
one occasion this question yielded a positive response. All other participants
said they did not know anybody. This shows that professionals can be in
tightly knit esoteric communities and will shield each other from public
scrutiny. However, the irony here is that they occupy and operate from the
most modern buildings in city centres. The buildings are made of glass and
one can see through from the streets yet they are not transparent with
information or willing to answer questions about their practices (Fleck, 1935;
Thomas, 1993).
What I found useful in these settings was identifying those who
wielded the power. As might be expected some members of the
organisations might not be actively involved in the decision-making process
as they maybe on the fringes. Because of this, identifying those who were at
the core of the esoteric circle was useful. Dealing with such people facilitated
easy access especially after finding some common ground. For example, in
one case I contacted the operations manager who was responsible for the
day to day operations of the unit rather than the doctor who was conducting
the trials. In addition, corporate professional participants are usually
interested in knowing who else the researcher spoke to (Duke, 2002). In my
experience this was even more challenging because of the nature of the
business my participants were involved in. In some cases I managed to give
inexplicit general answers while in other cases I openly told the participants
that due to confidentiality I could not disclose names. Giving such responses
gave the participants confidence that they could rely on me with information
and hence agreed to an interview.
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Power: Corporate professional influences on the research
In the literature discussed above it is suggested that research conducted in
corporate institutions is imbued with power relations. I suggested that
professionals and institutions can influence the conduct of research. In this
section I outline my experience in conducting research in this context.
Influence on research design and data collection
‘a method is the road after one has travelled it’ (Ginzburg, 1993: 75)
Ginsburg’s assertion illustrates that social research methods can only
be clearly defined as methods after we have conducted the research. This is
because they are liable to change in the process of doing research. In the
literature section above, I discussed how corporate professionals in positions
of power may have an influence over what and how social research is
conducted (Walford, 2011; Bryman, 2012). In this study the initial plans for
the research were to conduct a qualitative multi-sited ethnographic study
with some observations on the professionals at workplace. Observations
were intended to aid exploration of the policy implementations and
practices. However, encounters with two different gate keepers quickly
changed that. The professionals argued that the method was not ideal in
their opinion. Instead they stated that if they were to support the project it
should be a quantitative study. This is illustrated in the following quotes:
The only way to do this project is for you to prepare a questionnaire
that would be sent out to all those on our register, that’s all, no such
thing as interviews, no one will talk to you considering the numbers
you want. (Professional F)
We can support a survey type of research but access into our premises
for interviews is not possible… (Professional A)
In the extract above, the gate keepers felt qualitative research was not
an ideal approach even when they were told of the rationale for the
approach. Based on their corporate professional disciplinary background of
biomedical science, the only way to do research is to collect quantitative
data. A further analysis of the conversations also shows that using their
suggested approach was not about getting the best method but was about
attempting to adjust the research in a way that would be convenient for
them. In addition, it meant that the professionals would get rid of me as
quickly as possible as I would not be ‘hanging around’ their premises.
After some negotiations a questionnaire was included as a
recruitment tool as I insisted interviews would add more to the research
outcomes than conducting questionnaires with pre-determined answers.
After negotiations questionnaires were used for recruiting volunteers in
some cases but not for the professionals. Incorporating a survey into my
methods meant that only certain questions were asked and to a limited
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depth. With the inclusion of questionnaires as a recruitment tool my
research approach changed from a sociological ethnography to a mixed
method study, with very brief observations. I therefore found myself with
quantitative data I had not anticipated. While it is acceptable in social
research to change methods due to circumstances, what is significant here is
that I adjusted my methods as a result of a direct and non-negotiable
process. The issue was not that I could not interview staff and volunteers. It
may have been that they did not want to have conversations with people
that could possibly reveal things they would otherwise want kept secret.
However, the inclusion of the questionnaires was very useful as it provided
valuable demographic data for my research project.
Another influence gate-keepers exerted on the research design was
related to the content of the questions that I had to ask the participants. In
most cases participants requested to look at questions in advance, which
resulted in doctoring the interview schedule and questionnaires. A few
times I was told not to ask certain questions during the interviews, while on
the questionnaire they removed questions they were not comfortable with.
See extract below.
…we do not deal with uncertainty and risks in our work. We are sure
of what we are doing. So you are not asking these questions …
alright? (Professional F)
This was not a request but an outright command to change my
interview questions and remove questions on safety and uncertainty. They
were uncomfortable with questions about safety as this would have been
interrogating their safety record, while for the volunteers it would have been
reminders of their safety experiences. This is an issue of public interest in
relation to medical research but it is obviously not in the interest of
pharmaceutical companies or CROs. Therefore, secrecy and limitation of
access had implications on the quality and depth of the data collected. The
influence of professionals on research goes beyond influencing the research
approaches and questions. In addition to shaping the questions, the mode of
data collection equally changed. The participants and gate keepers decided
who will be involved, where, for how long and what information they
would give me.
Thank you for your email. I have been clear that there will be no
contact with volunteers without our supervision. The interviews will
be over the phone lasting no more than 15 minutes and we will
provide the space and telephone for you to use. You will not be given
their contact details nor will they be asked to give them to you…
(Professional F)
The above quotes and discussion relates to ways in which
professionals as participants in research shape the research design and
conduct of the research. Therefore, conducting research in such settings
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requires perseverance and flexibility, sticking to plans were necessary and
being flexible where you can.
Rapport-building
Building rapport was one of the problems I encountered when conducting
interviews or during meetings to discuss access. While research training
alludes to the importance of building rapport with participants to get them
on board and develop an understanding, the practical experience of doing
research was very different. I found that in these settings there was no time
for rapport-building as elites were abrasive and disinterested in the
individual doing the research. Instead they were focused solely on what they
could do to help and time was usually very short. This was often made clear
at the beginning of most encounters with statements such as:
I am very busy and only have 15 minutes so let’s cut to the chase.
What can I do for you?
or, better still,
I am sorry I forgot you were coming can we rearrange to meet next
week?
These coupled with the fact that research takes place in their
premises, places
which were obviously alien to me, added to the
intimidating atmosphere. In addition, the research involved asking
questions about views on practices they often seemed uncomfortable to
answer. As a result the participants took a combative or dismissive
approach. In other instances the participants took control of the research by
starting to dictate the terms on which the research was to take place. In some
cases I found that some participants tried to patronise me by trying to put
me off asking questions by not answering them and redirecting the focus of
the interviews to other questions. They also made deliberate attempts to
make sure I knew my place and tried to talk down the significance of my
study. This can be seen in the quote below:
…Who are your supervisors? …. I must say that if they had any idea
about ethics and how the industry works they would have advised
you not to embark on this journey. What I am saying is that this
project is not possible. No one, I repeat no one, will talk to you or
answer any of the questions you are asking. I am doing you a favour
to save you from … you know… heartache in future… (Professional
H)
The above quote illustrates two things. It demonstrates, firstly, the
difficulty in accessing corporate professionals for research and, secondly, the
power and influence powerful individuals have when involved in different
forms of social research.
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‘Corporate line’ as a hurdle
Conducting research involving corporate professionals was characterised by
constrained interviews with participants responding to questions by giving
official responses rather than their own views. However, it should be noted
that although in some cases some of their concerns were justifiable, in other
cases they clearly were not. This brings me to the other challenge of doing
research with corporate professionals as participants. Participants were
likely to be wary of the interview and thus were often giving constrained
corporate responses to questions about their views. In one case a participant
warned that if I wanted to ask professionals their views I will not get anyone
to participate in my research unless I focused on their official views. In two
other instances despite assuring participants of anonymity, participants
refused to have the interview recorded because they wanted the
conversations to be off record. Though this made me free to ask questions,
their responses where still official and what they said was not so different
from what others had said to me and some things were actually public
knowledge. As Thomas (1993) found, it was important for the participants to
be assured that their contribution will be treated as sensitive as they would
not want to be quoted as having said certain things. Therefore allowing them
to talk off the record while I profusely took notes seemed to make them
happy to share the knowledge they had.
Furthermore, when I succeeded in getting them to talk, another issue
surfaced. Participants wanted to know how much I knew about their work
or politics around the subject. While this seemed like a good thing it actually
had implications. I found some professionals wanted to talk to someone they
could educate (Duke, 2002). Therefore, if you came across as knowledgeable
they would think that there was no need for the interview since I had the
knowledge. However, for other professionals knowledge on the subject was
a sign of preparedness and made them enthusiastic to respond to the
questions. Consequently, for this type of participants if I indicated that I did
not know the subject and needed to prepare before interviews they were less
inclined to continue with the interview. This meant that I constantly found
myself in very awkward situations as I had to carefully determine when to
be seen as knowledgeable and when not to. In some cases this shifting
between being seen as ‘knowing’ and being seen as ‘naive’ (Duke, 2002)
worked and in some cases it backfired. In one instance I was asked if I had
read the history to the changes of the Medicines for Human Use Act in
reference to first-in-human clinical trials. My initial assessment of this
encounter was that my participant would have liked to teach me things so I
decided to play ‘naïve’. I was surprised because my participant said I had
some home work to do before I could go around asking questions. This
prompted some quick backtracking on my part to explain that I did not quite
get the question. Another issue in relation to dealing with corporate
responses was that in most cases I had to wrestle for control of the interview
as some professionals tended to want to swap roles by assuming the
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interviewers role. This was awkward but after some subtle replies I would
take the role of the interviewer back.
These experiences were in sharp contrast to my encounters with
professionals in public institutions, though access to them was difficult in
other ways. I found that civil servants were keen to have discussions about
the topic and answer my questions. In some cases they offered to talk to
someone they knew in the industry working for private firms, to see if they
could participate. None of their efforts materialised but their willingness to
participate was interesting. It showed the differences in professional views
about knowledge production. For civil servants, knowledge production was
seen as a public good while for professionals in private corporations it was a
personal and commercial good that should be kept private (Stiglitz, 1999).
The issue with secrets is that they tend to give those who hold power and
control over certain aspects of knowledge the ability to avoid being
scrutinized.

Conclusion
In sum, the findings showed that secrecy is maintained in the
pharmaceutical research industry through the structural organisation of the
industry and the environment in which professionals individually use
dynamic and innovative approaches to keep information from getting into
the public domain. These approaches include the use of their positions as
experts, their PAs and creating barriers to access to their premises for
research. The discussion supports Fleck’s observations about the social
construction of knowledge. Specifically that at the core of the medical
knowledge production process as the experts who have been given some
empirical substantiation. What the paper demonstrates is that there are
tensions between the corporate tendency to keep secrets and social
researchers’ demands for transparency and access to conduct research.
Therefore social research, specifically requests for access from social
scientists, are viewed mostly as a threat rather than as promising a better
understanding of corporate medical knowledge production. The thought
styles of corporate medical professionals have a unified response to outside
interrogations of their practice, namely secrecy. Though working in different
organisations, based on this sample, a culture of secrecy can be seen in the
respondents to this research. Professionals in corporate medical settings are
suspicious of outsiders, particularly those who ask questions about their
practices. Therefore they will do everything to protect their interest and each
other from public scrutiny. It is here that Fleck’s model of thought collectives
becomes clearly exemplified.
In conclusion, research involving professionals is complex and raises
a lot of ethical issues such as rapport-building and secrecy in research. These
in turn have an impact on the research design, research questions and the
conduct of the research itself. This paper is a reflexive account and has
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accentuated my experiences in conducting research in corporate
organisational settings. It has considered how the conduct of research with
these participants in corporate settings raises questions about the
relationship between transparency, ethics and knowledge production in
research. These questions arise from the power relations that are inherent in
the relationship between the researcher and the informants and how these
could be investigated. As Thomas (1993) states, there are no easy answers to
the ethical questions that arise in such processes, therefore, researchers have
to make judgements as and when they are confronted with these issues.
Indeed questions such as ‘is it possible to carry out good research while
sticking strictly to values of ethical research if informants are not
transparent?’ or ‘how much information should be given to informants
while negotiating access?’ have no easy answers. However, in presenting a
reflexive account, the paper has highlighted the political, paradoxical and
uncertain nature of research involving professionals, but also how
persistence eventually pays off.
This paper has also shown that to gain the confidence of professionals
in corporate settings, social researchers have to think about the impact and
significance the research has for the organizations in which research will be
carried out. Therefore, in the research design process consideration should
be given to what could be offered to participating organizations. Although
the experiences I had during the field work were disconcerting, they were
useful experiences because the encounters and official responses provided
valuable data for reflecting on conducting research that includes people in
powerful positions. In doing so, it provided a basis for reflecting on the
relationship between secrecy and knowledge production.
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The Double Crisis of the Welfare State and What We Can do About It. By
Peter Taylor-Gooby. Basingstoke: Palgrave Pivot. 2013. 144pp. Ebook.:
£21.00; ISBN 9781137328113.
In his book The Double Crisis of the Welfare State and What We Can Do about It,
Taylor-Gooby explains the immediate and long-run financial crisis and its
impacts on the welfare state. With a specific focus on the UK, the author
demonstrates the radical liberal policy reactions towards the crises and
points out politically feasible welfare policy approaches that would promote
a more inclusive and generous welfare state.
Being a welfare state that is mainly financed through taxation rather
than contributions, the UK adopted a radically liberal way of handling the
economic crisis and its side effects. At the core of the government’s policy
response was an emphasis on harsh cuts in government spending and much
less of a focus on raising taxes. Spending on popular mass services in areas
like health, education and pensions has been maintained, however, spending
on less popular services, such as services for the most vulnerable groups of
working-age - low-paid, unemployed and disabled people, families with
children, women and the homeless – were hit hardest.
From Taylor-Gooby’s point of view, these cutbacks fuel the immediate
crisis of a work-centred social division between middle/upper classes and
the working-class poor, between deserving and undeserving. In order to
establish a more developed welfare state, policies that meet the conditions of
generous and inclusive provision, political feasibility and effectiveness in
delivering desired outcomes should be introduced. Public resistance in the
UK to paying higher taxes, as well as the relatively strong public support for
popular mass services such as health-care, education, and pensions in
contrast to the more stigmatic attitudes towards unemployed, are obstacles
to the idea of a developed welfare state. In line with Van Oorschot’s five
deservingness criteria (2000), Taylor-Gooby links the stigmatisation of
certain benefit recipients to society’s perception of personal responsibility for
welfare dependence. This in turn leads to the classification of deserving and
undeserving welfare recipients. Taylor-Gooby adopts a problem-solving
approach and suggests reframing welfare redistribution. Redistributive
policies should present benefit recipients as member of groups who have
already made, who are currently making, or who will make contributions to
society, such as through low-paid work. Social investment programmes
focusing on labour market participation, prevention programmes in areas
such as health care, and pre-distribution programmes that mitigate
inequalities at source, could support this reframing process. Another
possibility would be to use family-centred approaches targeting child
poverty, which have the potential to circumvent negative values attached to
welfare recipients because children are not considered as personally
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responsible for their dependence.
Furthermore, Taylor-Gooby argues that new social risks which have
arisen in liberal European economies could provide an opportunity to
recognise shared needs in a society that is increasingly marked by social
division. In the UK, both liberalism and new social risks have accelerated
since the economy transitioned from a manufacturing based one into more
service sector employment. A consequence of this has been widening
inequalities and, therefore, state provisions to meet needs for those with low
wage are relatively weak compared to other European countries. In some
areas like education and training, which are necessary for successful labour
market integration, new patterns of risk traverse horizontally and vertically
through redistributive mass and minority welfare. These areas could offer
opportunities for developing new coalitions of interest between mass and
minority needs. Such policies could be framed as the effective response to
current challenges and could be supported by the majority of voters.
Taylor-Gooby elaborates on a very broad issue and therefore uses rather
general approaches in providing answers and solutions to this ‘double
crisis’. Considering the diversity of society, such as ethnic diversity,
adopting a narrow perspective might be more challenging than expected in
promoting collective support for a more inclusive and universal welfare
state. In the British context in particular, the assumed political feasibility of
policies that target child poverty might not be easily applicable. Children
from families with lower socio-economic resources and migrant
backgrounds are seen as an economic burden and, furthermore, as potential
gang members which makes them untrustworthy citizens (Larsen 2013: 172).
In the US, efforts to establish more generous and inclusive welfare schemes
were hindered by the negative relationship between ethnic heterogeneity
and welfare spending across the US (Ibid. 205). This relationship also applies
to the UK with regard to non-Western immigrants, and increased ethnic
diversity might fuel low public support for anti-poverty policies in this
country (Ibid. 216). Therefore, the justification for a developed welfare state
might be problematic, even if shared needs, child poverty and potential
contributions are emphasised through policies. This reason for this is that
such policies do not pay specific attention towards the impact of ethnic
diversity on public support. Specific policy programmes that promote the
perception of shared identities might be necessary. Achieving political
feasibility and broader public support for a generous and inclusive welfare
state requires these programmes to take into consideration new social risks
that cut across ethnically different groups.
Kathrin Lämmermann, University of Cologne
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The Dark Side of Modernity. By Jeffrey C. Alexander. Cambridge: Polity
Press. 2013. 187pp. Pb.: £15.99; ISBN 9780745648224.
Jeffrey C. Alexander’s The Dark Side of Modernity offers an insight to the lack
of engagement with the evils of modernity in social theory. Putting the
image of Janus’s face as the haunting theme, Alexander succeeds in
presenting how modernity brings about the good and the evil
simultaneously both in structural and cultural frameworks.
In this book, Alexander presents an eclectic selection on sociological
theories from Weber, Simmel, Eisenstadt, Parsons, as well as approaches to
the meaning of evil, the civil sphere and psychotherapy. These essays indeed
demonstrate his contribution to the field of social theory as they reveal both
good and dark sides of modern thought and scholarly work on modernity
while recognising the liberating function of modernity. To summarise his
book, Alexander succeeds in demonstrating ill-doings of rationalisation by
examining Weber’s connection of this-worldly asceticism with autonomy.
He further presents Simmel’s failure to problematise the stranger by
examining otherness. He also demonstrates Eisenstadt’s superficial
recognition of barbarity by welcoming ethical transcendence in the Axial
Age. He finally unfolds Parsons’s silence to modern fragmentation by
analysing the American community, the failure to acknowledge time and
space boundaries on the civil sphere and the drawbacks of institutionalised
psychotherapy in its quest for subjectivity.
One of the strongest arguments proposed by Alexander is his
argument that binary representations of secularity fills the gap left behind
the elimination of religion from the discourse of the civil sphere (110-113).
Moreover, Alexander’s portrayal of modernity as Janus-faced does not result
in the dismissal of modernity by social theory. For instance, he explains the
interplay between the good and the evil by giving Foucault’s work as an
example. Indeed, he demonstrates how ‘the definition of social evil and the
systematic effort to combat it’ came into existence with ‘the modern pursuit
of reason and progress’ (102). However, he criticises the ‘binarism’ that is
presented by the postmodern critique. He sees post-modernism as
‘ahistorical’, having a superficial understanding of cultural process and
argues that the institutional frameworks presented by post-modernism are
inadequate. He suggests that post-modernism rejects modernity as a whole
instead of ameliorating mistakes in modern systems. For instance, he states:
‘[post-modernism] throws the modernist baby out with the bathwater’ (149).
Therefore, he identifies social areas, such as hierarchy, nationalism, the
culture industry and othering, which are embedded in modernity and need
to be corrected. Alexander offers particular means to overcome those evils
by using modernity itself.
The weaker aspect of The Dark Side of Modernity is that while rejecting
anti-historicist claims of modern writers in his quest for absolute terms and
truths, Alexander overlooks his own ahistorical stance in selecting examples
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to support his position. This is perhaps very much embedded in the realm of
social theory as this theory compares and contrasts events across time and
space without focusing on the particularities of each instance. Moreover,
Alexander’s arguments on Marxism are limited to classical readings of Marx
or Engels and do not incorporate insights from neo-Marxist thinkers such as
Gramsci or post-Marxist such as Laclau and Mouffe.
Furthermore, in identifying the evils of modernity, Alexander could
have put more emphasis on the examination of the dynamics of power and
power relations both in society and sociology as a field. Power embedded
within societal, cultural and political institutions, including academia, has
covered the transcendental character and evils of social processes while
presenting that day’s phenomenon as the ultimate truth. Critiques of
modernity, including Alexander’s book, have not demonstrated, for
instance, how the hegemony of capitalism commodified and presented
psychotherapy as a market value under the disguise of ‘therapy culture’.
Alexander examines the institutionalisation of a therapy culture with
modernity (140-146), and identifies commodification and the culture
industry as the ill-doings of capitalism (151-152). However, it may have been
better if he attempted to explain the inherited power relations which
resulted in both institutionalisation of therapy culture and capitalism.
It should be noted that the emergence of the concept of capitalism is
embedded in modernity. However, it can be argued that the very ideas of
capitalism, such as surplus value, are transcendental and date back to the
clan societies and the transfer of power from a matriarchal to a patriarchal
culture (Fluehr-Lobban, 1979). Similarly, while rejecting perfectionism
presented with modern rational thinking (11-12), Alexander fails to
differentiate perfect Venus de Milo of 130-100 BC with supposedly imperfect
Cybele of 6000 BC.
To sum up, I agree with Alexander that the evils of modernity can be
ameliorated with the liberation and knowledge that are embedded in
modernity. We should keep modernist progress but change the context
within which the practices are carried out to eliminate the dark side.
Modernity has become one of the contemporary imaginary that social
theorists blame for the ill-doings of the modern system we live in, rather
than offering an understanding of the binary oppositional nature of the
social and political system within which modernity is embedded. Overall,
Alexander greatly contributes to social theory by demonstrating the two
sides of the coin of modernity in his explanation to diverse approaches and
various thinkers in the field.
Gönenç Uysal, Department of War Studies, King’s College London
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