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PREFACE

This book is an introducrory test to the area of qualitative research, in-
tended for advanced undergraduare and postgraduate students. Its empha-
sis is very much on methuds within psychology, and it assumes some hasic
knowledge of the discipline; we thus expect the reader to have a pre-
liminary acquaintance with the approach of psychology and more con-
ventional methods, including some familiarity wirh the philosophy of
psychological research, the research process, research methods and guan-
titative approaches. Thus the book is not aimed at introductory psychol-
ogy students, bur is a resource for academics and professionals who use
psychological methods in their work.

The book is intended to be a main rext for those interested in urilizing
qualitative research methods. There has been an increasing demand in
recent vears for this contrasting approach ro conventional psychological
research, especially from people who are concerned with the application of
psychology to real-world problems. This book is a resource text for ad-
vanced undergraduate/postgraduate research methods courses, as well as a
response 1o demands from research funding councils for increased raught
postgraduate input in this area. Not only do we provide an understanding
of the assumptions underlying such research methods, presenting them
as both a critigne and a complesment to quantirative approaches, we also
present here a practical guide ro how to carry out such research, along
with the basis for a critical evaluation of it.

Preface v

The reader will find here chapters that cover a selection of the major
technigues within qualitative methods, with sections on “how to carry it
our’, illustrations from appropriate research, ideas for possible research
projects, worked examples and a eritical analysis of the advansages and
disadvantages of each methad. 1t 15 hoped thar you will be able berter to
appreciate a range of approaches, their relanve drawbhacks, advantages,
contrasts, limitations and appropriateness for a number of research ques-
tions. As well as providing a general overview, the sext acts as a bodge to
other literature in the area, and cach chaprer concludes with supgestions
for further reading.

vou will find here that we draw on perspectives that are often ourside
the conventional Anglo-American tradition which has dominated psycho-
lopy during the rwentieth century, bur in a pragmaric handbook style,
emphasizing the practical use of such perspecrives, We atrempt to pull
topether a variery of rechniques and perspeetives not only from British and
American perspectives, but alse from maore Continental European rradi-
fions, iN OTE CONVERICNT source.

All the co-authors have carried out research using qualitative methods
and are commirted to this general approach; this book anses from our
eXpEriences 1N running a course on these meshods as part of an Mbe in
apphied psychology over a number of vears. We found that no one text
was suitable, so we decided that the hest solution to this problem was
write a buok ourselves, based on our course. Thus what vou read here has
been used extensively in teaching, and has been refined and developed as
a result of feedback from vur students. Through our teaching, we have
been exposed to the many problems experienced by students who are
interested in utilizing qualitarive research methods, burt who have encoun-
rered only quantitative approaches as part of their undergraduare curricu-
lum: it is hoped thar what we present here will support vou in your
inguiries.

Particular emphasis in the book is laid on the advantages and disadvan-
tages of departing from the conventional psychological world of reliance
on whar is taken to be empirical objecnivity. We want o encourage you,
the researcher, to go beyond posinvism, and to do psychology in a way
thar is useful and relevant, A common thread throughout the book is an
emphasis on reflexivity, not only concerning the research process and iss
outcomes, but also in terms of acknowledging and using vour own posi-
tion as a researcher.

This is not an edited collecrion of arricles. The five co-authoes, all of
whom teach on the postgraduare qualitative methods course, were respon-
sible for the initiat drafts of particular chaprers: Perer Banister ook par-
ticular responsibility for Chaprers 2 and 10, Erica Burman for Chapters 4
and 8, lan Parker for Chapters | and 6, Maye Tavior for Chapters 3 and
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7, and Carol Tindall for Chapters 5 and 9. Each chapter was subsequently
collectively discussed, reworked and rewritten as appropriate to develop a
lucid argument for qualirative research throughout the course of the book,
thereby ensuring that the finished text stands as a comprehensive review
and guide to the area. This does not mean that this is a coherent seamless
text; just as there are contrasts and conflicts (as well as condnuities) be-
rween the assumptions underlying quantirative and qualitative research,
so there are tensions and differences in approach between the various
gualitative methods and researchers. Such divisions are inevitable, given
the nature of research. Indeed, some of these researchers would not accept
the designation ‘method’ at all, seeing this as partaking in the scientist
division between experience, theory and action. Please note that we have
atrempted systemarically to use ‘we’ throughout the book, to signify that
this is a joint endeavour; however, when T* is used, this refers to the actual
initial writer of the chapter, who, it is recognized, may have a specific
stance or particular experiences and values in relation to the topic under
consideration. The move from general to specific author marks this shift.

We recognize that readers may want to use this book as an aid to
carrying out research using a particular methodological technigue from
within qualitative methods, and may thus just look at the appropriate
chapter. However, we think that a few words here about the book in
general may well encourage you to read a little more than just one par-
ricular chapter.

The book starts off with a general introduction, which sets the scene in
terms of the background, history, advantages and disadvantages and phil-
osophy of qualitative methods. The next six chapters then concentrate on
what we consider to be currently the major different research approaches
within psychology practised under the general heading of ‘qualitative
methods’: observation, ethnography, interviewing, personal construct theory,
discourse analysis and action research. These chapters follow a common
format and include a brief résumé of the specific area, its historical devel-
opment, a description of the method as applied to a particular research
example, a review of the advantages of the approach and a discussion of
problems with the method. Each chapter concludes with suggestions for
further reading. Your atention is particularly drawn to Chapter 2 on
‘observation’, as this chapter introduces the reader to a number of issues
that permeate the subsequent chapters; these include vital considerations
such as ethics and reflexivity.

The questions raised by the final three chapters of the book are common
to each of the specific methodologies discussed in Chapters 2 to 7. Chapter
8 covers the general approach of feminist methodology, which is of grow-
ing importance in qualitative methods, and needs to be considered by all
researchers. Chapter 9 is on the important topic of research evaluation,
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and the issues raised here are of use to all who are carrying out qualitative
research. Finally, Chapter 10 not only provides useful advice on the writing
up of qualitative research, but also attempts to tie a number of threads
that permeate the book together; the reader's attention is drawn to the
specific sections on reflexivity, ethics, the role of values and the relaton-
ship berween psychology and social change.

Our collective thanks are due to our students, who have helped us to
refine our thoughts, and to appreciate the problems faced by those who are
intending to start research using the exciting and challenging approaches
of qualitative methods.




1 | QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

IAN PARKER
—

Qualitative methods have emerged in psychology only fairly recently
as an array of alternative approaches to those in the mainstream, and it
is difficult to define, explain or illustrate qualitative research without
counterposing it to those methods in psychology which rest upon quanti-
fication, methods that have determined the shape of the discipline so far.
However, it is not necessary to set quantitative and qualitative traditions
in diametric opposition to one another, and we would lose sighr of the
value of much qualitative research if we were to do so. It would be wrong
to assume, for example, that a qualitative researcher will refuse to summar-
ize data numerically or that she should always disregard material that has
been gathered through rigorous sampling techniques or is represented in
statistical form. However, the process of reducing material to manageable
proportions and abstracting certain types of information from it is fraught
with difficulties; the logic of such a process of reduction and ahstraction
is that it will eventually reach a point where the context completely dis-
appears. The over-enthusiastic quantitative researcher, who in psychology
is often an experimenter of some kind, may be content and confident with
his results when that has happened. A gualitative researcher, on the other
hand, will be focusing on the context and integrity of the material and will
never build her account directly, or only from quantitative data.

In this chapter I will explore definitions of qualitative research before
moving on to illustrate how the role of interpretation functions to create
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2 Qualitative methods in psychology

both irremediable problems for a psychologist who wishes ro confine him-
self to quantification, and valuable opportunities for a researcher using the
qualitative methods described in later chapters in this book. In the course
of the book we will be describing and assessing a variety of approaches,
some of which are usually treated as if they were quantitarive methods,
and we will be dealing in detail (in Chaprer 9) with evaluation and {in
Chapter 10) with report writing. First, then, we should identify what is
distinctive about qualitative research.

Definitions

Qualitative research can be defined first in a simple, but quite loose, way.
It is the interpretative study of a specified issue or problem in which the
researcher is central to the sense that is made. A researcher’s selected
domain of interest here will be a particular aspect of action and experi-
ence, but it could just as well be a reflexive study of parr of the discipline
of psychology itself. With regard to the first of these types of domain, it
is important to differentiate the language of qualitative research, how we
talk about our object of study, from that of many quantitative researchers
who want to study what they rerm ‘behaviour’ directly. One of the fea-
tures of measurement in quantitative methodologies is that it attempts to
screen out interpretation, and to imagine that it is possible to produce a
clear and unmediated representation of the object of study. This sits un-
easily with the belief that nothing definite can be concluded from data, or
that it is only possible to confirm the *null hypothesis’ (the hypothesis that
the results will not be significant), but a belief in direct and unmediated
perception of behaviour is a starting point of much orthodox psychologi-
cal research. Many qualitative researchers would argue that this is impos-
sible because our representations of the world are always mediated, and
that since research always includes an interpretative component it is better
to use the phrase ‘action and experience’ as one which more easily includes
and respects the role of interpreration.

Study of an aspect of psychology is included here as a possible focus for
a piece of work because the researcher is central to qualitative work, and
so it is sometimes useful to turn around and look at the nature of the
discipline that defines what human psychology is supposed to be like.
Psychology is about people, and, despite the attempts of many psycholo-
gists to deny the fact, it is conducted by people who have much in com-
mon with those they study: psychology is one of the disciplines in which
subject {the investigator) and object {the investigated) coincide. Moreaver,
everyday accounts of action and experience are the source of theories in
psychology and these theories then trickle back out from the discipline into

i
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the explanations that people give of themselves and their lives. Qualitative
research as interpretative study often involves a questioning of the bounda-
ries between the inside and the outside of psychology. We will meet this
issue again when we come to consider the position of the researcher.

We can be a little more rigorous now about definidons, but here we
must also be open about the way they are used in psychology in a num-
ber of contrasting and overlapping ways. Qualitative research is part of a
debate, not fixed truth. Qualitarive research is: {a} an attempt to capture
the sense that lies within, and that structures what we say abour what
we do; (b} an exploration, elaboration and systematization of the signifi-
cance of an identified phenomenon; (c} the illuminative representation of
the meaning of a delimited issue or problem. There is no single qualisative
method, and quite different aims will be accomplished by fiifferent inter-
pretative approaches. Discourse analysis, participant observation or personal
construct work, for example, may only produce redescriptions of language,
social interaction or the self, while interviewing and ethnography will
touch upon and change a person or a community, and feminist method-
ology and action research will always involve reflection and transforma-
tion of experience and action.

The second reason why we cannot appeal to a single definition is that
it is in the nature of interpretation to be contradictory and for there always
to be a surplus of meaning, additional things thar could be said, that we
cannot limit or control. Quantification all too often fuels the fantasy of
prediction and control, but qualitative research in psychology takes as its
starting point an awareness of the gap berween an object of study and the
way we represent it, and the way interpretation necessarily comes to All
that gap. The process of interpretation provides a bridge between the
world and us, between our objects and our representations of them, but
it is important to remember that interpretation is a process, a process that
confinues as our relation to the world keeps changing. We have to follow
that process and acknowledge that there will always be a gap berwee‘n th.e
things we want to understand and our accounts of what they are like if
we are to do qualitative research properly.

The role of interpretation

The history of quantitative methods in psychology is a catalogue of at-
tempts to wish the gap away. The gap between objects and our represen-
tations of them is not peculiar to this discipline, but common to all sciences.
The gap appears in three forms. They have been termed the ‘methodol9—
gical horrors’ (Woolgar 1988) and described as follows: {a) indexicality, in
which an explanation is always tied to a particular occasion or use and
will change as the occasion changes; (b} inconcludability, in which an
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account can always be supplemented further and will continually mutate
as more is added to it; and (c) reflexivity, in which the way we charac-
terize a phenomenon will change the way it operates for us, and that will
then change our perception of it, etc. As a set of problems endemic o
scientific inquiry, a number of strategies are routinely employed to control
the methodological horrors, such as appealing to a hierarchy of existing
scientific knowledge that should not be questioned, treating the problem
as a technical one or as a trivial difficulty, or deferring the rask of dealing
with it, leaving it to others to solve as a philosophical problem. Qualitative
research does not pretend that we can fill the gap between objects and
representations once and for all. Rather, because it is an essendially inter-
pretative enterprise, it works with the problem — the gap ~ rather than
against ir. One only has to consider the atremprs to work against it in
much quantirative research to see why this alternative way of doing
psychology is preferable to the old.

The repression and return of meaning in positivist research

The ‘crisis” in psychology at the end of the 1960s and beginning of the
1970s was an expression of an awareness of the impossibility of dealing
with interpretation by arternpting to suppress it (Parker 1989). The old
way of doing things was characterized, using terminology from the phil-
osophy of science, as an ‘old paradigm’. The logic of the crisis was that
the old set of assumptions and practices which held the scienrific commu-
nity together and ser it certain types of puzzles 1o solve would give way
to a ‘new paradigm’ {Harré and Secord 1972; Reason and Rowan 1981).
The old paradigm and all too much contemporary quantitarive research in
psychology is underpinned by a positivist conception of science. A positiv-
ist attempts to discover the laws that he thinks govern the relationships
berween ‘causes’ and ‘effects’, and the preoccupation with independent
and dependent ‘variables’ in psychology is one expression of the hold of
positivism. Before I turn ro look at different views of science which eschew
positivism [ should underline the strength of positivist ideas in psychology
until the ‘crisis’. Not all quantitative research is positivist, but it had
become apparent by the 1960s that each attempt to deal with methodo-
logical problems thrown up by the old paradigm, a paradigm marked by
a fetish for quandfication, made the problem worse, Let us take six of
these interlocking problems.

Ecological validity

Some degree of ecological validity (that is, trying to make the research
firting to the real world) is necessary if the findings of a study are to be
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extrapolated to a wider population than the sample u‘sed in t-he st_udy and
if the findings are to be generalized beyond the particular situation con-
structed by the researcher {Brunswik 1947). If ane 'conceptuahzes the re-
search setting (whether it be a Iaborato-ry experiment, ﬁelfi .study or
interview) as the intersection of different variables, ecnlt?gtcal validity should
then be increased either by ensuring that as many.vanab]es as are present
in the ‘real world’ are present in the research setting or by restricting thf:
aumber of variables to the barest minimum so one knows that-onc is
rargeting only those thar are relevant to the study. The pro_blem with this
is that either solution, of course, actually serves to undern}me Fathcr than
guarantee ecological validity; for to make the research setring -ilke‘thc real
world we would have to refrain from measurix_Ig the ‘behaviour” of our
‘subjects’, and to exclude all ‘confounding varlablt?s‘ we would have to
make the serring as unlike the world as possible (M'ucon 1974). The latter
option obviously will not work, and if we tried to implement the fur.m.er,
and we were still operating as positivists, we could only do it by deceafffng
our ‘subjects’, measuring their behaviour surreptitiously, and :?mbro1l1ng
ourselves both in another set of ‘confounding variables’ and in another

problem.

Ethics

Deception of subjecrs is both a methodological and a r_noral issue (Kelman
1967), and is part of a second deeper issue to do with th::. treatmem.of
subjects as objects or as people like ourselves. The peculla.rl_y reflexive
quality of psychology means that it must express a moral/political stance;
it must in some respects be a moral science {Shotter 1975). It has ro
negotiate the boundaries berween ethical and unerthical resF:arch. The
confusion between the terms ‘subject’ and ‘object’ in quantitarive psycho-
logy {in which we call people ‘subjects’ but treat them as.‘obi.ccts’, and we
pretend to be objective but are still always deeply subjective) is a symptom
of how deep a moral problem there is. The psychology of [!‘le researc.h
setting, and the struggle to make sense of what is going on, 15 set up mn
positivist research as a bartle that must be won by the researcher if he is
to extract good data. There is a continual tension between ‘personal reac-
tivity’ (the artempt by the ‘subject’ to understand and control the rgsearf:h}
and *procedural reactivity’ {the ways in which the demands of the siruation
limit their room for manoeuvre). When psychologists agonize about decep-
tion or the depersonalization of those they treat like objects, however, tk}ey
then find themselves faced with the (to them) unbearable prospect of being
open about the hypotheses and giving the game away. The discussions of
informed consent, debriefing and minimizing harm in the literarure are all
ways of trying to solve the problem withour lewing the subject win the
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bartle. Research need not be set up in this way, but when it is the solutions
will always fail. ;

Demand characteristics

A third problem is that subjects attempt to make sense of the research,
and will always formulate their own version of what the hypotheses or
aims of the study are. The *subjects’ are not always right, but doing this
extra unwanted work constitutes over-engagement in the study, over-
engagement from the researcher’s point of view {and this extra work does
not compensate for the researcher’s subterfuge and deception). In some
cases subjects are anxious to confirm whar they think are the desired
outcomes of the study, and much work has been done on the power of
these ‘demand characteristics’ in experiments {Orne 1962). In this way the
confusion that is deliberately engineered by the researcher is compounded
by the confused way the subjects work their own agendas into the study.
In some cases the confusion is also increased by the subjects as they engage
in the wilful disruption of what they think are the hypotheses. Neverthe-
less, most of the time the spiral of misunderstanding is quite unintentional,
and there are good reasons to suspect that our ‘subjects’ are usually o
complianr (Rosenthal 1966). Again, the only options left open within the
positivist tradition to deal with demand characteristics produce, ar the very
least, the first two problems [ have already identified: ro righten up the
procedures so that the subject cannot possibly guess or interfere with the
hypotheses destroys ecological validity, and to reveal the purpose of an
experiment unravels the rationale thar ostensibly scientific psychologists
live for.

Volunteer characteristics

When subjects are compliant, and seem to behave well, this may be be-
cause of a further problem thar plagues experimental and much other
research, and that is usually treated under the heading of ‘volunteer
characteristics’. This phenomenon only appears when people are allowed
to volunteer to participate in research in the first place. If a strict sampling
of the popularion were to be carried our and only certain identified indi-
viduals were selected to take part and they did take part, then the char-
acteristics of the subjects would thereby be controlled for. The practice, for
example, of requiring psychology students to participate in studies as part
of their credited work for an undergraduate course enforces participation.
However, this practice immediately produces ethical problems, and the
nature of the sample, the types of people investigated, is nat representative
{Sears 1986). Similarly, a degree of coercion would be necessary to ensure
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that any other collection of people identified by the most thorough strati-
fied random sampling procedure took part in the final study. The types of
people who choose to take part in psychology studies tend to be younger,
brighter, friendlier, less conventional or authoritarian, but with a strong
need for approval (Rosenthal 1965). To relax control and to allow people
to come forward to be studied also, particularly owing to that last char-
acteristic, throws us back to the problem of demand characteristics. The
types of people who volunteer may be odd, then, and the people who carry
out the studies certainly affect the research.

‘Experimenter’ effects

Despite the rhetoric of falsifiability in scientific psychology, and the injunc-
tion thar a piece of research should aim to test a hypothesis rather than
simply show it to be true, experimenters, and not only experimenters, are
always anxious to get a good result. This is just one source of the general
anxiety that a researcher exhibits, which she communicates to the sub-
ject and which then affects the way the subject feels (Rosenthal 1966). This
is usually treated as a problem of ‘bias’, and once anxiety and desire for
the study to succeed are characterized in this way a series of unworkable
correctives can be quite logically, bur mistakenly, called for. The only way
to ensure that the ‘experimenter’ is unable to ‘bias’ the result is to prevent
him from meeting the subject or to know anything of the context from
which the data was collected (for then he would know which condition
was which, and this would *bias’ interpretation). Experimenter effects can
be controlied by the use of double-blind procedures, but even here anxiety
and desire seep through the patterns of relationships berween researchers
and between surrogate researchers and subjects. At its most efficient end
point, the procedure should guarantee that the subject never meets anyone
remotely connected with the research, that is anyone, and we would then
be caught once again in the traps of ecological validity. This process in-
creases the artificiality of the research situation and the sense, even if not
a deliberate intention on the researcher’s part, that deception is taking
place (Shotter 1975). These correctives are only needed, and they are then
always self-defeating, if the issue is seen as one of ‘bias’ to start with.

Language

Positivist approaches are faced with an insuperable problem when subjects
start to make their own sense of the research setting, and the most hard-
line experimental psychologists will be making sense of the situation they
have constructed for their subjects, which is surplus to that which they
want to measure and report (Gauld and Shotter 1977). All quantitative
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approaches become mired in this problem as soon as the subjects and the
researchers start to tallk; and the fact that human beings use language is
the most important and disruptive problem that these approaches face. It
is understandable, though not surprising, that language, the medinm through
which social life is maintained, is absent from most studies in psychology.
Sometimes the instrucrions are written in a brief standard form to screen
out the chatter that governs the rest of our lives outside the laboratory, but
whichever technique is employed to stop people talking brings into play
the guesswork that underlies demand characteristics and researcher effects,
and sets severe limits on ecological validity. The pretence thar people do
not speak is also the core of the repression of meaning in positivist re-
search {Harré and Secord 1972). The recognition of these problems com-
bined with the recognition thart language is crucial to self-reflection and the
developraent of psychology as a moral, as opposed to an amoral, science
fired the paradigm ‘crisis’. An outcome of the crisis was a ‘turn to lan-
guage’ in psychology which enabled a connection to be reforged between
research in the discipline and work in anthropology, sociology and other
human sciences.

Alternative foundations: philosophies of qualitative research

Qualitative research did not emerge newly born from the ‘crisis’ in psy-
chology, and it would be a mistake to subsume it only under the *new
paradigm’ heading. Many qualitacive methods, such as ethnographic and
action research, have a longstanding history in saciology and anthropo-
logy; some, such as personal construct theory, arose years before the ‘cri-
sis” as part of a humanist protest against the mainstream; and some, such
as feminist research, were developed in the 1960s as a reaction to the grip
of masculine assumptions abour rigour and hard science. There is no one
correct qualitative method, but there is a strong underlying sense in all the
approaches described in this book that much, perhaps too much, is lost
when material is quantified and that we need to base research on different
conceptual foundations from those occupied by orthodox psychology. There
are actually two contrasting foundations that can be constructed to ground
qualitative research in distincrive models of the person and the social
world. The first is that of realism, and the second is thar of social
constructionism. It is often felr, quite understandably, that qualitative
methods do not meet the standards that science demands of researchers
(Silverman 1993). There is a significant difference, however, berween the
image of science that most psychologists adore and the narure of science.
It does not have one fixed mature: the procedures that a science should
follow have been disputed, as have the claims made for it as the only
purveyor of truth.

Qualitative research 9

Realism

For a realist, any science must operate with adequate models of the objects
of study, and the methods used to investigate and exp!aix} the way those
objects operate must be appropriate to the object (M::xmcas and Sf:cord
1983). The favoured method in the natural sciences is often an inten-
sive study of a particular case rather than the accumulation of data across
a sample of instances. The natural and the social worlds are layered with
structures which define the tendencies or powers to act of objects. Chemi-
cals, for example, have certain structures by virrue of which they fgnction
in particular ways; they are endowed with particular ‘powers’ in different
siruations and in the presence of other chemicals. It is in the nature of
human beings, and a ‘power’ they have, to reflect upon their actions and
to give account of those actions, and this means that a properly scientific
approach to the study of action and experience should employ me’th.o.ds
which engage with rather than try to screen out these powers. Positivist
research in psychology that tries to ignore the powers of human beings is
unscientific. A realist will not be opposed to quantitative research that
aims to describe qualities common to a group (nomothetic research}, but
will insist that we can only develop an adequate account by intensive study
of particular cases (idiographic research). A realist view, then, aims to put
psychology on a more secure scientific basis (Harré 1974).

Social constructionism

While realists are committed to the view that there are underlying struc-
cures to be described, social constructionists will insist that all forms of
knowledge, including scientific knowledge, produce images of the world
that then operate as if they were true {Gergen 1985). This does not mean
thar social constructionists are necessarily opposed to ‘science’, but it does
mean that they have a more sceptical view of how science operates, and
they will insist that there is always a moral aspecr to research. Research
questions are structured by personal and political interests that need o be
explored rather than hidden away, for it is when they are concealed that
they do the most damage. For a social constructionist these strictures apply
to even the most ostensibly ‘neutral’ natural sciences. In the case of psycho-
logy, in which the object (investigated) is endowed with the same qualities
of reflection as the subject (invesrigator), the explorarion should ner only
be one which respects the specificities of each case {idiographic research],
but should also be one which explores the particular meanings that are
produced on this occasion {(hermeneutic research). A social constructionist
view, then, sees science as a form of knowledge which creates as well as
describes the world.
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When we adopt either a realist or a sacial constructionist view of sci-
ence and of ourselves as qualitative researchers in the best traditions of
science we are likely to disappoint our colleagues in psychology. However,
we have to point out that they cannot themselves, in their own quantita-
tive work, live up to the expectations they set qualitative researchers, and

that the model of science that underpins much psychology can be success-
fully challenged.

Working through the horrors

It is now possible to characterize qualitative methods in more-detail by
considering how a researcher can work interpretarively within the meth-
odological horrors and transform them into methodological virtues.

Indexicality

The work that goes on in a research serting is something thar is quite
particular to that situarion, and we can take the ‘problem’ of ecological
validity and turn it into an aspect of the research irself. All meaning is
indexical, which means that it will change as the occasion changes and as
it is used in different ways. An explanation changes as the occasion changes,
and so the best alternative to suppressing this change is to theorize it. In
this contexr theorizing does not mean that esoteric and obscure metaphy-
sical systems of thoughe should be brought to bear on the research, but
rather thar patterns of influence on the research setting be identified and
an account be developed as to how these patterns have played their part
in the outcome of the study (Henwood and Pidgeon 1992). There is a
general issue here concerning the relationship berween empirical and theo-
retical research, a relationship which changes when we move into the area
of qualitative methods. While quantitative research sees theory as a do-
main of work that is conceprually distinct from empirical work, and sees
empirical work as the ‘rest’ of a theory, qualitative research brings the two
domains together. A qualitative researcher must, in some respects, be a
theorist, for each occasion sets particular puzzles that must be addressed
as the research proceeds. (Similarly, a ‘theoretical psychologist’ who takes
the turn to language seriously must, in some respects, be a qualitative
researcher, for theory never floats in a realm free from context.)

An artention to indexicality in the research setring means that we must
reformulate what we understand by validity and reliability. In quantitative
research validity refers to the degree to which what has been measured
corresponds with other independent measures obrained by different re-
search tools. The correlation berween a test and other tests of the same
thing, for example, will be a measure of how far that test is picking up
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whar it claims to be picking up. Reliability in quanti.tative research i_s the
extent to which the same results will be obtained if the rgsegr'ch is re-
pea'ted. In the case of psychometric tests, for umple, the nf,hal:‘nllry of the
test is measured by the correlation berween dxffe.renf applications of the
test. Validity and reliability are discussed in quantitative research. as prop-
erties of the research tool, whether it be the test protocol.or interview
schedule. There is an assumption built into this way of freating the mate-
rials that are brought to the research setting, which will often bf: quite
inappropriate to qualitative research. There is an assumed separation be-
tween theoretical and empirical work and between the rc?searc:h tool a-nd
its application here which is mistaken, and there is a failure to theorize
Ch:}?lie'search for both validity and reliability rests on the assumption that
it is possible to replicate good research. A quaht?twe resgarcher, howcw.&r,
will never make the mistake of claiming that their work is perfect?y replic-
able. It is certainly possible to repeat the work that Qas been descrlb‘ed, but
thar repetition will necessarily also be a different piece of };vork: d1fferen5
at the very least by virtue of the change in the rese'flrcher, u_lformants (zim

meanings of the research tool over time. The meaning that is produced in
the course of research is something that has to be followed and r.c:corded
carefully and sensitively, and an account of the process of tracing and
presenting the analysis as the ‘results’ of the study is an account of cl?ange,
and this entails change in the research tool itself. The aim in qua'ht‘atlv.e
research is not so much replicability as specificity. ECch.)glCal validity is
sustained when the particular meanings of the research serting are_cxplored.
When thar exploration is thorough and when iF is done with the lnfor{'na_nt
rather than against them, demand characteristics, volunteer characteristics
and experimenter effects are rendered visible and' accounmble: The process
respects the importance of language and the rights of the .mfo‘rma,nt_ fto
speak. In this way the research setting does become more hkfe real ‘h. e,
However, for this new guarantee for a stronger form of ecological \:'ahdxty
than that found in experiments to hold good we have to underline the
clause which says that the findings of the study are as fragile and mutable

as real life is.

Inconcludability

The notion of ecological validity can only be reworked when the impos-
sible task of constructing a research setting which is so Fhroughly control-
led as to prevent the outside world seeping in has been given up, and when
the search for ‘facts’ which are separable and distinct from the world he}s
been abandoned. Qualitative research draws its strength from the ways in
which accounts of action and experience reinterpret and understand facts
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anew, such thar their shape, function and very nature seem to change.

While a positivist who believes thar it is possible ro capture facts ahd -

arrange them in mathematical form will see inconcludability as a fatal
problem, qualitative researchers who follow the changes in meaning in the
course of research will both understand and welcome the opportunity for
others to supplement their account. There will always be a gap between
the meanings that appear in a research setting and the accounr written
in the report, and that gap is the space for a reader to bring their own
understanding of the issue to bear on the text. It is in the nature of much
*scientific’ psychology to resort to a variety of rhetorical devices to persuade
the reader that certain facts or laws have been ‘discovered’. One of the
ways in which the fact-like status of the results are supported is through
an appeal to ‘sampling’.

Sample size is often used to guarantee the strength of claims made for
results of quantitative research. The greater the number of subjects the
better able the researcher is to generalize 1o the rest of the population,
Equally, though, the grearer the sample size, the less the researcher is able
to respect the specificities of each subject’s response and the meanings of
the response to the subject. There is always the ‘problem’ that another
account can be added, and as the number of subjects rises more of the
material goes missing as responses are gathered together into manageable
categories for statistical analysis. The better solution to each problem with
positivist research is to turn to the meanings employed in each setting and
to explore the sense which underlies and strucrures a particular case, whether
it be the life story of an individual recorded in a diary or the setr of
discourses that hold a rexr rogether. The turn to a single case study is also
more in keeping with the most sophisticated pracrice of the natural sciences.

In practice, quantitative research will sometimes abandon claims to be
able to generalize from a study, and may even sanction the use of single
case studies if the measurement is rigorous enough. A single case study
may be necessary if only a small number of potential subjects are available,
and there may only be the one who has the particular characteristics that
the researcher wishes to focus upon. This departure from normal sampling
procedures is, however, normally undertaken reluctantly, and the results
will be discussed in relation to the probable wider population that this case
may be a member of. Much qualitative research, however, will treat every
study as if it were a single case study, and the aim is to provide an in-depth
examination of the meanings ar work rather than a skim over as wide a
surface as possible. It should be noted, however, that some researchers will
want to use a qualitative approach as a pilor study or as supplementary
work to support more traditional methods. There is some impatience now,

in addition, with the argument that gualitative research can only justify
its analysis by saying that it is telling a ‘plausible story’ (Silverman 1993).
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rather than apologize for the failure to study a saftll)lle,

ualitative researcher should clearly state the reason v»fhy a particular
e of informants was chosen. The results of qualitative research-are
e ovisional, and changes in the demands of the research setting,
alsw\.:ﬁi l;; of the v,oluntcers and researchers, place a moral responsibility
a

4 the researcher to allow readers of the report to Offt?[‘ different 1;11:&;—
N so opens up the research to a reflexive survey of the

But either way,

pretations. This al . .
assumptions that have guided it.

Reflexivity |
The ways in which we theorize a problerr.l will affect the \ivays we :{:mil‘le
it, and the ways we explore a prol‘)lerfl will affect the exp anatliotn e rﬁs u;
The reflexive spiral bedevils quantitative research and. means :; ? ct a ms 10
have really refuted a hypothesis or to have ever dxscurered Iar: sersmml
something dissolve the moment the problem is re‘formu afttc . t naItJEd onal
construct terms (and personal construct research is too ohen re ted as i
it were a quantitative method), once we acknowledge 1: edwaythe ‘agcu_
ceptions of the researcher define the p.roblem‘vye_ must a aln (;:e e accw
mulative fragmenralism’ that underjplns positivism. Cflfua :tad%ff researc
does not make claims to be ‘obiec.twe’, but it dges offer ad1 ‘Lr' o y
of working through the relationship between o]:wcuwg and su ];nmhz.
Objectivity and subjectivity are always. defined in relanor}: o t;ne. ot i;
and the mistake that positivists make is to assume t'hat the re at}llo asp; 5
like a conceptual zero-sum game in Wth}:l a diminution of one& t ::_ ;:Ir] sure
of subjectivity, will lead to an increase in the other, the product
jective account. ‘
ﬁﬂ]l:);ro?l:mlitative research, on the other hand, we arrive at.thE }cllc;s:s; \:s
can get to an objective account (?f the phenqu_'fu?n in 1:quitl_stmn thr hcgr 2
exploration of the ways in which the subjectivity of the researc e
structured the way it is defined in the first plac.e. Sub|ectlv.1ty isa ;esotion,
not a problem, for a theoretically an(.:l pragmatlc.:ail.y sufﬁC}ent fhxp a}r:a an;
When researchers, whether quantitative or qualitative, behevel art deyhe‘lr
being most objective by keeping a distance betwegn them;t? v;s a;cc {:um’
objects of study, they are acrually thems'e.lves prod‘uc'mg a 511: jective count
for a position of distance is still a position and it is al_l the more po bl
if it refuses to acknowledge itself to be such. Research is glw:.a.ys carrie Zﬁ_
from a particular standpoint, and thc pretence to nentrality in rrlllany q;.lder-
tirative studies in psychology is disingenuous. It is alv..rays \\;cart cons o
ing, then, the ‘position of the rese:?rcher', bqth with re ere;llce to the
definition of the problem to be studied and with reg.ard to the v\;ay
researcher interacts with the material to produce a pam‘cplar type © ;enlseé
In many cases it will be helpful to explore this position in a retlexiv

)
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analysis. A reflexive analysis which respects the different meanings broughe
to the research by researcher and volunteer is an ethical enterprise, and
characteristics, whether of the situation er the person, are treated as val-
ued resources rather than factors that must be screened out.

It will also be right on some occasions to acknowledge the role of sub-
jectivity in the process of change that occurs in the course of research. The
informant may be using the researcher as a ‘witness’ for her story, and the
telling of the story may change her understanding of it. It may be thar
the informant will wish to ensure that some material does nor appear
in the report, and there will certainly be some aspects of the research that
the researcher will want to censor deliberately. Such issues both exacerbate
the problems with objectivity that guantitative research is mired in and
intensify the ethical dimensions of the research process. Qualitative meth-
ods cannot, for example, comply with the demand that research should
not have any ‘effects’. The activity of studying something will always
change it, will affect it. The production of knowledge in science starts at
the moment a scientist starts to speak about the phenomenon, and thart
speaking will restructure the way it will be understood by others.

Langeage and truth

Psychologists immersed in quantitative methods often find it difficult to
underscand how qualitative work connects with their concerns. We should
not underestimate the challenge qualitative methodology throws to main-
stream psychology. Nevertheless, quantitative research precccupations do
need to be taken seriously, and if gualitative research needs to refuse
questions thar are habitually posed in the mainstream it must at least
explain why it will not address those questions. Such questions come to
the fore when the research is presented in a public, usuaily written, form.

We are able to recognize a2 good experimental report or journal paper
in large part owing to its adherence to a particular genre of writing.
Psychologists are trained to conform to the conventions of quantitative
research, and these conventions stipulate rules thar must be followed at all
levels of the report, from the use of introduction, method, results and
discussion sections to the use of the third person throughout. Similarly (as
we point out in Chapter 10), with qualitative research, the use or misuse
of terminology will commend or mar the study. It would be quite wrong,
for example, for a qualitative researcher to refer to herself as the ‘experi-
menter’ of her interviewees or co-researchers as ‘subjects’. In some cases
the use of the term ‘data’ to refer to the material that has been selected for
analysis will be acceptable, or writers may even feel thar they are right o
say thar they have ‘discovered’ something; but these are borderline con-
cepts that evoke the quantitative world of ‘facts’ and ‘laws’ and many
qualitative researchers will want to eschew them.

5L
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The language we use reproduces particular images of researc_h, :‘tnd of
psychology, and it has not been surprising, perhaps, thar qualitative re-
search has been of interest to feminists in psychology for some years
(Wilkinson 1986; Burman 1990). (The reader may have noticed that [ have
departed from British Psychological Society conventions for gendc?r—ﬁ‘-ee
writing in this chapter by referring, for rhetorical effect, to quantitative
researchers with the male pronoun and to qualitative researchers as if they
were always women.) Qualitative research speaks a differeqt lar}guage
from that spoken by many psychologists tied to the quantification of
action and experience, bur it needs ro speak more clearly. We do need
to specify the eriteria by which a piece of qualitative research should be
judged. If not, it will by default be judged against a mistaken model of
science, the person and the world {Chapter 10 explores this issue). In some
cases the task is to reframe, to reformulate the parameters that would be
set by a quantirative study. In other cases the task is to defend a com-
pletely different way of doing psychology. _

Qualitative research may not be the panacea for all the lllS- of psycho-
logy, and its role in a study or report may sometimes be marginal. I!: may
be the voice thar carries through the sense of the phenomena under inves-
tigation, while the quantitative research component circumscribes the scope
and extent of the topic. However, even when a qualitative method_ is
employed in this modest way, we should be careful to assess its role fairly
and to accord it due value. We have explored the rules by which we should
judge qualitative research in this chapter, and in the following chapters
you will find a range of methods that have made a more than modest
contribution to a scientific understanding of action and experience.

Useful reading
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2 | OBSERVATION

PETER BANISTER
I

In this chapter, we turn to what is probably the most basic and olde§t
method in the whole of psychology, one which in some way or Pthe.r is
involved in every other method used by the discipline. Observation is @
process we all are continuously engaged in, ant.! in the eyes of the public,
psychologists are notorious for spending their time watchmg (not to men-
tion analysing} other people. Even when we are not working as psycf‘m-
logists, we are always forming hypotheses, making inferences _and trying
to impose meaning on our social world, based on our observations. .Issges
are raised in this chapter which are pertinent to most other qual.:tat‘lve
methods in psychology, and this is why it is located near the beginning
of this book. The reader is advised to look at what is covered here, as
it is of relevance for any research utilizing qualitarive methods. .
All psychological research, including both quantitative and qualitative
methods, involves at least some element of observarion; this may be.some-
thing as simple as reading {or perhaps misreading) a dial on a .machmc, or
as complex as observing group interactions. Many of the major ‘devclop—
ments within psychology have come from the initial observ:itlon of a
serendipidous event; this is defined by Reber (1985) as the finding of one
thing while engaged in a search for something else. He uses Pavlov as an
example, but other instances abound, including Skinner and superstitious
behaviour, Piaget's observations of the systematic failure of children on
intelligence tests (which led to his theories on cognitive development) and

-
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Freud's insights, which developed from his initial observations of system-
atic links between earlier experiences and current problems in his patients.
Sometimes, observations of a single event have sparked off a whole series
of related studies, and have opened up huge new areas of psychological
research; an example that readily springs to mind here is the Latané and
Darley (1970) research on ‘bystander apathy’, which was initially inspired
by the rragic death of Kitty Genovese in New York.

In any psychological study, quantitative or qualirative, the researcher
should always be alert to unexpected as well as expected reactions of par-
ticipants to the situation; often such reactions may provide vital pointers
to future research, as well as providing useful feedback on the current
study. Qualitative methods have the advantage of focusing in on real-life
problems, of reflecting the world as it actually is, and are more likely to
come up with unexpected results. This chapter will include a small-scale
observational study based on an everyday occurrence which none the less
produces interesting findings. Although it is closely linked to observation,
participant observation (where the observer becomes part of the group
which is being observed, often withour the knowledge of the group) is
covered in this book in Chapter 3, on ethnographic study, as it shares
many features with such approaches.

Background

The term ‘observation’ derives from Latin, meaning to watch, to attend to.
Dictionary definitions (e.g. Oxford English Dictionary 1989) tend to stress
that it is concerned with the accurate warching and noting of phenomiena
as they occur in nature, with regard to cause and effect or murual relations
(note ‘in narure’, as opposed to an experiment, which concentrates on the
manipulation of conditions, often in artificial conditions). This definition
is exrended by Reber (1985), who points out that all psychological meth-
ods involve observation, but stresses that a distinction should be made
between research that is controlled by the manipulation of independent
variables and research that is carried out by the use of naturalistic obser-
vation. It must be stressed, however, that the observational method can be
successfully used in laboratory settings; the crucial distinction thar needs
to be made here is in terms of whether or not deliberate manipulation of
variables is involved. The essence of abservation in the context of this
book is that it is concerned with naturally occurring behaviour, which can
take place in any setting. Variables can nonetheless be examined, for in-
stance by looking at behaviour in different settings or by selecting people
to observe who have different demographic characteristics. A more specific
definition to use in this context (although not without problems of its
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own) is that of Marshall and Rossman (1989: 73}, who define observarion
as ‘a systematic description of events, behaviors and artifacts in the social
setting under study’.

Given this long historical background, it is difficult 1o separate out
observation as a qualitative method from much traditional research, as it
is intertwined with and permeates through all psychological methods. A
distinction can be made in the context of this book, though: in common
with other qualitative methods, with observation there is a commitment
to try to understand the world better, usually from the standpoint of in-
dividual participants. Thus we are concerned with such aims as getting
to understand ‘real’ people in their everyday situations, to learn abour the
world from different perspectives, to experience what others experience, to
unravel what is taken for granted, to find out about implicit social rules,
etc. It must be noted, however, that our ‘findings’ (in common with some
other qualitative approaches} can be divorced from the experiential knowl-
edge of those being observed; indeed, ar times one may be looking at
aspects of behaviour (e.g. non-verbal cues) of which the person being ob-
served is not consciously aware. In this context, it must also be stressed
that observation, unlike many other qualitative methods, does tend to be
from an oursider rather than an insider perspective. In addition, the method
can be used as a very useful precursor to later studies, opening up possi-
bilities and making suggestions for future research.

In the context of this book, it must be pointed out that observational
methods are not necessarily within the Reason and Rowan {1981}
conceptualization of ‘new paradigm’ research, their ethos of {in particular)
collaboration and participation being not always applicable to this ap-
proach. The method can be very much ‘objectivist’ in its standpoint, with
the researcher sometimes using the material gained very much for her or
his own ends. There are obvious ethical problems here, which can be
compounded by the (not necessarily invariable) tendency of psychologists
not to feed back and share findings with those who have been observed.
Some have called the methad a potential ‘act of betrayal’, where what is
private is made public, and those observed may have to take the conse-
quences of what has been written about them. An example of this is the
participant observation study of Ditton (1977} of the practices of bread
roundsmen, where he revealed working pracrices such as the recycling of
stale bread and deliberate cheating by underdelivery of large orders. Ethi-
cal problems are not inevitable, but always need to be carefully artended
to. There are ethical guidelines that must be adhered to, and this area is
so important that it is considered in detail in Chapter 10. It could be
claimed that there are fewer problems in naruralistic observation, which is
a necessary everyday activity we all engage in continuously (even if not con-
sciously!) when interacting with others. Pavement walking, for example,
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would be impossible unless we observed fellow walkers, and lirerally tock
steps to avoid colliding with them. 5 o

As has been suggested above, the typical observatior is {though not in-
variably) a field one, where one attempts to record in a relatively systemaric
fashion some aspect of the behaviour of people in their ordinary environ-
ment, usnally in as unobtrusive a fashion as is possible. It is thus basically
a ‘watching’ operation, but does embrace a whole variety of different ap-
proaches and techniques. There are very different methods in approaching
observation, and it is beyond the scope of this chapter to consider all
the possible permurations in detail. Nonetheless, it is important for the
reader to be aware of the range that observational methods €NICompass.
Among different approaches that can be included here are variations in:

1 Structuring of the observation, which can range from highly structured
detailed observation to very diffuse unstructured description.

2 Focus in observation, ranging from a VEIY NArrOwW CONCEntration on
specific aspects (such as a single non-verbal cue) to a broad focus.

3 Knowledge of those being observed abour the process, which can vary
from being known to all (for instance, in the observation of a teacher’s
classroom technique) to being known by none {where one is, for in-
stance, secretly observing people interacting in a public social setting
such as a library).

4 Explanations given to those being observed for the observation. These
can vary from full explanations to no explanations, and may even in-
clude highly ethically dubious false explanations, where participants are
told that the observer is watching something different from that which
is really of interest.

5 The time scale of whar is being observed, varying from one-off obser-
vations to extended observarions over time.

6 The methods used, which can vary from simple note-taking to the use
of devices such as audio and video tape-recorders, from checklists 1o
stopwatches.

7 Feedback given to those observed, which can range from a full sharing

of observations and interpretations to no further contacr ar all with the
participanrs.

These approaches can obviously be permutated in a variety of ways, and
it must be noted that there are even ser techniques that can be used. These
tend to be on the more quantitative side of the discipline, but mention of
them may be useful here. There are a number of examples.

Bales (1950} developed techniques for analysing group interactions, where
specific instances of verbal behaviour are recorded in terms of whether the
contribution is positive or negative, whether it is asking for or giving
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estions, etc., with the aim of anempting to loo[f at %roup participants
o8 of labelling them as “task’ or ‘socio-emotional’ specialists.
" ml':m‘r::hin (1974) divided family dynamics in terms of up/down, near/far

T;E;lout relationships, as a first step towards family therapy. Here, tfll(e
- tion and interdependence of participants are conccngr'flted on, look-
;L]:::ccharacteristic patrerns and strategies adopted by participants to cope
i in the family. -

Wl';‘hhgzlhe:;e[:: tis analys?:s of non-verbal cues, using content-analysis. As
Argyle (’1987) indicates, there are a wide yariery of cues that can be lo{g{ic;;i
at here, including style of speaking, voice fone, IO}JdnCSS, mte;t:up 1h 5,

ed. hesirations, address codes, paralinguistics, silences, clothing, :zllr
zf;rzle, :make—up, facial eXpressiops, use of eyes, body contact, 'm[:l]Ch,“ﬁ:)id);
movement, gesture and proximity. There are even further \.(r)ana e?des ich
are currently under-researched, such as 5mejls. Vrugr (199 )hprov: e
example of analysing the non—ver?mi behaviour of the I_'?u_tr: fQuif: fur
ing her annual relevised presentation of government pol}l]mes or t1s ;r ‘m:
atternpting to find if it was possible to detect when ;1 fc:i .Queltl:nt i é:, ™
ions were discrepant to those of her government, and fin :Iag t _ad_p ech
disturbances, object manipulation and looking up were clear indica

i ncies. .

Of\:ﬁiﬁ:}n]bdéistc;?‘p?l981) advocated the develppmenr of ‘uno_btruswlf meas-
ures’, where one artempts to establish ﬁndmg? on the basis of o sn?r\.'mgf
evidence left behind by people. Their research {ncludes the exz_arrclll‘natmn 0f
carpet wear and ‘nose-prints’ on glas§ protecting screens as in lijatsrs ([;-
the relative popularity of art at exhibitions. They. also_ cite dlscark ed rut
bish studies, where the contents of people’s rubbish bins are looked at in
terms of such variables as their consumption qf alcohol_. 0

Examples abound in the literature of interesting and important studies
which have been based on observational methodology. Three are given
hei:?;st, Albert and Kessler (1978) examined greeting rituals on tFleph%?les,
including the methods used to end personal t‘elephc_me conversations. e;;
found that in peneral there was a four-part ritual, 1nc1ux:!lpg a summary Dd
the call, a justification for terminating the call, some positive comment an
some indication that the relationship would continue. .

Second, Argyle {e.g. 1987} has published a myriad of studies on lr':llc_m-
verbal behaviour, including such important areas as postural mou mgl
and eye-gaze in the regulation of social encounters. }-_Ie S}lggezts d'ihat ﬁos;uraad
moulding {i.e. the copying of body posture) ofren 1nq:cate at t edyh
concerned were geming on well with each other, whll'e eye-gaze {an I the
breaking of eye contact) was important in 'synchroruzmg conversano?s,
signalling to the other when you wished him or her to take over, for

example.
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Third, Cary (1978} looked at procedures used by pedestrians in the
public use of pavements, finding (in this study wsing students on an uni-
versity campus) little support for Goffman’s {1963) notion of ‘civil inatten-
tion’, where two pedestrians are meant to look at each other unril they are
about 2.5 metres apart, and then o look away when acrually passing.
Such social rules might well change with different populations.

Example

The method has a lot of potential, and could be used in many sertings.
Examples that readily spring to mind include looking at patients’ inter-
actions with hospital personnel in terms of their perceptions of differences
in starus, gender differences in pupil-teacher interactions in schools, speech
accommeodation in professional and other sertings, and the play of children
with special learning difficulties.

As has been highlighted above, there are many different ways of car-
rying out observational qualitative research. This section will start by talk-
ing about general considerations, before going on to take the reader
through a particular example. The assumption underlying this chapter is
thar the reader is interested in carrying out conventional, non-intrusive,
non-participating, qualitative observation.

Obviously, specifics will vary, but in general there are three crucial
questions that need o be considered initially. First, ‘why” is the research
being carried out; whar is the research question thar is being considered?
This can be formally stated in terms of a hypothesis (e.g. that more active
play will be observed in male children than in female children), or may
more usually be formulated in rerms of a statement of intenr (e.g. ‘the
activity play of children will be observed’). Often, this may initially arise
from personal interest or concern, informal observation, the interests of
others, other research, experience, etc., which leads to a literature search.
Ideally, it should be rooted in the relevant literature; otherwise, the absence
of relevant literature {and possible reasons for such an absence) should be
discussed.

Second, ‘who’ is the research to be carried out on, or {better} who is the
research about? This includes not only the actual sample of people to be
used {e.g. what age children to use, how many to observe), bur also where
the study will rake place {e.g. in a nursery, in their homes), over what
period of time, etc. Decisions will be needed as to ethical and other con-
cerns, such as how much ought o be revealed to those being observed or
how to disengage oneself from the field.

Third, ‘what’ is to be recorded? How, for instance, is ‘active play’ to be
defined? Are time-samples to be taken (e.g. just the first ten minutes will
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be observed), is only play alone to be recorded, what environmental and
other constraints will be needed to be taken into account? What recording
methods are going to be utilized? Will a single child be concentrated on
or will single instances be taken from different children?

Other general points to keep in mind include the following.

Pilot studies are strongly advisable, to discover and smooth out prob-
lems, and to refine rechniques. Here, you might start by informally observ-
ing the area of interest, and then go on to carry out a preliminary observation
using the methods which you are intending to use subsequently, checking
to see if the chosen method is feasible, that it is producing useful mate-
rial, etc. It may not be possible to videotape in a particular nursery, for
instance, because the cameras cannot cover all the potendal play area and
behaviour may arise that is difficult to record, or it may be found that too
much is lost by only using pencil and paper recording methods.

Observational research is often best done with at least one other ob-
server, and the comparison of independent observations may help to indi-
cate if there are any reliability problems in terms of recording. It is also
useful to discuss findings with another persen, which may help to avoid
idiosyncratic recordings and interpretations.

Notes need to be taken ar the time, and subsequently systemarically and
quickly written up. They are usually useful in addition to any more formal
recording (such as a videotape, which may miss out crucial material). Such
notes should include reflections, personal feelings, hunches, guesses and
speculations as well as the observations themselves and anything else
observed {and these different aspects should be clearly differentiated).
Descriptions should be reasonably full, allowing the writer to remember
the observation from the account several months later, and the reader
should be able to visualize it reasonably accurately. It is often useful to
take two copies of such notes, to allow one to be cut up, to simplify any
subsequent analysis. Writing up is likely to take several drafts.

Ethical considerations are always crucial in research, and must be care-
fully considered. Observations in natural settings are often made without
participants being aware of the process, and they are usually unable to say
that they do nor wish to take part in the research. Individuals should not
be identifiable from the research report and should not be harmed by the
publishing of the data. Research generally should not be carried our if
the researcher has reason to believe that participants would refuse if given
the opportunity to do so.

en ir comes to writing up observational research reports, there are no
standard ways in which this should be done. Chapter 10, on research
report writing, makes general comments thar are useful here. The example
that follows is based on an attempr to provide a systematic narrative
account of a particular observation carried out in a chosen social setting
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to answer a specific reseacch question. Obviously, if a structured observa-
tion was being utilized, then the following suggested procedure would only
be partly appropriate. An important point to bear in mind is the criterion
of replicability: ideally, sufficient derail should be provided to allow the
reader to follow precisely what has been done, which should be in sufficient
detail to allow the study to be repeated from what is provided. Often, we
take many things for granted, and we are not aware that we are doing so.
One way to aid thinking here is to make notes under the following headings:

1 Describe the context, including the physical setting. Do remember that
aspects such as the date, the time, the weather or the lighting may be
of crucial importance, and noticing these things will cerrainly aid
replicability.

2 Describe the participants. Who they are needs to be noted, including
such potentially important variables as ape, gender, ethnicity, clothing
and physical description. Note that the boundary berween description
and interpretation is often a fuzzy one: how do we ‘know’ the ages of
others just by looking at them, and how accurate can we be?

3 Describe who the observer is, as this is likely to affect what is seen, what
is recorded and subsequent interpretations. If the chserver has any prior
links with those cbserved {and thus insider knowledge), this should also
be made clear.

4 Describe the actions of the participants, including both verbal and non-
verbal behaviours (where this is possible). Some coding may be needed
for some of the variables (e.g. body posture), to aid recording. The
sequence of actions over time is likely to be important, and needs to be
carefully noted.

5 Interpret the situation, attempting to give an indication of its meaning
to the participants and to the observer, what their experiences are likely
to be, what their background might be, etc. In this, the evidential basis
for the interpretations must be made as clear as possible; these could be
from direct observations, from the observer’s own experience or from
the observer’s projection of their own expectations or habits. Often, this
is very difficule to do, as we may not be consciously aware of how sacial
reality is constructed until our social expectations are violared in some
way or other. Metaphors are sometimes useful here, to aid the explanation
that is being put forward; for example, “waves of people’ may convey
a lot more than a simple record of the number of people and how they
were maving,

6 Consider alternative interpretations of the situation, again giving rea-
sons far the conclusions arrived ar. If ane looked ar the situation from
another perspective, might this affect the conclusions reached? Would a
child view the sitvation in the same way, or somebody from the Amazon
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jungle, or a Freudian, or a behaviourist? It does not matter how far-
ferched these examples may seem. It is most important to recognize that
many alternative interpretations may be possible in any given observa-
tion.

7 Explore your feelings in being an observer (reflexive analysis is always
important in qualitative research), including your experience of the
observation. Again, ethical considerations are useful here, especially in
highlighting the ways in which we may affect what we study, with
consequences that are often beyond our control.

A particular example will now be given, and worked through. Let us say
chat we are interested in observing peoples’ queuing behaviour.

Wh

WcJ:ire interested in following up work done by Mann {1977) on queuing
behaviour. He found in field experiment based studies in Jerusalem that
queues only formed when there were six or more people waiting for the
same bus. We are particularly concerned to see not only whether this
finding holds good for the United Kingdom, but also whart other variables
may affect queuing, in a ‘real-life’ setring. Mann’s use of a field experiment
can be criticized, for instance, for producing the results that he claimed ro
have found: what he might have discovered is solely what people in Jeru-
salem do when presented with a quene of strangers, and may bear no
resemblance to their normal queuing behaviour, which could possibly be
a lot more anarchic. A real-life study may help to uncover all sorts of other
behaviours and variables which need to be taken into considerarion when
we look at queuing in the real world. Work of this nature might provide
interesting cross-national findings, indicating differences in social rules that
might be of interest to people travelling to other countries. In addition,
work of this nature might help in the design of street furniture, and might
perhaps have implications for the design of social skills courses for, inter
aliz, people re-entering the community after having been institutionalized
for some length of time (especially people who may have problems with
aggressive behaviour; somebody was knifed to death at Waterloo Sration
in London recently in an argument about queuning for train rickers).

Who

In order to compare cur findings with those of Mann, we decided to
concentrate on queuing at bus stops. Afrer some pilot work, we decided
to concentrate on a particular bus stop in Manchester, where there is no
shelter (as the restricted space affects how people stand to wair), and
where there is plenty of pavement space (so people are free to queue or
not). Our earlier work found that rain affects queuing {people often shelter
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nearby, and then rush for the bus when it arrives), so we decided to carry
our the study ar a dry time, in an evening rush hour, when the buses are
well used. This example merely reports the results for the observation of
one particular queue over the five minutes immediately before a bus is
scheduled to come {the stop is near the start of the route, so we know that
it is reasonably likely to be on time). All the people who turn up to catch
the particular targeted bus will be recorded. We decided thar ethical con-
cerns are minimal, as we are merely watching naturally occurring behav-
iour from a window overlooking the bus stop, where our presence will not
affect what is being watched. We felt that it was not necessary to tell our
participants about our study; indeed, in this case, it may well be virtually
impossible to find them again.

What

We decided to atrempt to take detailed paper and pencil based notes, as
t was felr that a videocamera might be observed. Moreover, because of the
distance involved, it would have to be selective or produce images thatr
would be too small to provide useful material. Pilot studies indicated that
it is impossible to hear conversations, so we concentrated on the non-
verhal behaviour of all the participants. This was a relatively unstructured
observation, where we attempted to record all that occurred during the
five minutes period. Observarion was undertaken alone, as no other ob-
server was currently available. What follows is the detailed written ac-
count produced immediately after the observation period, following the

format outlined above.

The observation

Description of the context
The observation was carried out from 17.35 to 17.40 on Friday 8 October

1993 in Lever Screet, Manchester; the weather was dry but overcast, and
there was lirtle wind. Lever Street is a one-way street, the traffic coming
in ‘waves’, being governed by traffic lights at the beginning of the street.
The 183 bus stop for Uppermill was observed from the first floor window
of Australia House immediately above the bus stop {but about seven metres

away) by the observer.

Description of the participants
In all, 14 people were observed during the observation; to avoid needless

replication, their derails are pravided in the next section.

Description of the observer
The observer was a man in his forties from the Manchester Metropolitan

University psychology staff {i.e. one of the authors of this chapter}.
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Description of the actions of the participants

At the start of the observation period, nobody was standing at the bus
stop. After one minute, a young man wearing a shellsuit came up, and
stood right by the stop, on the south side of it; he stood looking around,
particularly towards Piccadilly, where the bus comes from. He was fol-
lowed after another minute by two conventionally dressed women in their
fifties carrying shopping bags, which they put down on the pavement two
metres from the first person, also to the south side; they rurned to face
each other, and one started to speak, while the other nodded her head. The
man glanced ar them, and started to tap his feet on the side of the litter
bin by the bus stop. At three minntes, two more smartly attired women in
their early twenties arrived, each carrying a black briefcase. They stood
one metre away from the last two, well back from the pavemenr, and
started talking to each other, both facing towards Piccadilly. They were
followed in rapid succession by a single man in his forties wearing a black
overcoat and carrying a briefcase, three women in their teens in casual
f:lothes, and two more men in their twenties wearing city suits. Each stood
in a vague line from each other, at variable distances from each other,
those furthest from the bus stop standing closer to the next person. The
b}ls, which was driven by a male bus driver, turned the corner, bags were
picked up and the queue filled up the gaps, becoming more orderly. The bus
stopped marginally short of the head of the queue, and the bus doors
folded inwards. The two older women got on it first, followed by the two
younger women. The young man who was first to arrive then boarded,
fo!lowed by the remainder of the queue; order was not entirely main-
tained, as three further younger women in casual clothes rushed up from
elsewhere, and pushed in before the two men who were at the end of the
queue.

Intgrpretarion of the situation

This was an everyday situation for the participants, who were a varying
bath:E of people. It might be assumed, bearing in mind variables such as
the time, the age and gender of those observed, their clothing and the
location of the observation, that some were shoppers, some city office
wuorkers, some shop assistants, some unemployed. All seemed familiar with
catch.ing buses, and appeared to be holding some implicit rules about
queuing, which broke down slightly in this context. It must be noted,
though, that none of the participants seemed to be particularly upser at
what might have been construed as queue jumping in this study. In terms
of the original inrerests, this research indicates that queuing behaviour in
the Unired Kingdom seems to occur {in marked contrast to Mann’s re-
fiearch.) even with one person, but it also suggests thar there is a need to
Investigate other variables, especially as the queue order was not the same
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as the bus boarding order. It could be that there are social rules as to who
is given preference in such settings (what is the impact of age and gender,
for instance?}, or differing expectations by the participants as to the social
expectations and rule-following of others {should those carrying heavy
bags or using season tickers be given precedence, for instance?). Further
investigation is obviously needed as to whether these results are replicated
in other similar observations.

Alternative interpretation of the situation

It could be suggested that the bus driver deliberately stopped the bus
before the stop, as he wanred to give preference to the rwo older women
who were laden down with shopping bags, or he thoughr that the young
male ar the head of the queue was just hanging around, and was not a
potential passenger. It may be that he resents picking up young males in
shellsuits, as they have caused problems on his bus in the past. It could be
that some of the potential passengers were smoking when the bus came up,
and lost their place in the queue while they extinguished their cigarertes.
The younger females who rushed up at the last moment could have been
psychology students who were carrying out a field experiment on the
effects of queue jumping. There may also be relationships between other
variables, such as gender, age and preferred interpersonal distance, which
could account for the results found. Moreover, there could be paossible
different types of personality or cultural codes (Manchester is 2 multicultural
city) thar are related to queuing behaviour.

Feelings as an observer

The presence of the observer seemed 1o have had no effect on the behav-
iour of the participants, and the observation felt erhically comfortable, as
it was watching people in their everyday situations. This method produces
a rich wealth of data, and sometimes unexpected results. Whar is clear is
that the observation above is only a selection of non-verbal behaviours, it
being impossible physically to record all the observable actions of some 14
people over even a five-minute period; for instance, the first male’s foor-
tapping is noted as started, but no record is made as to when it stopped.
No record was kept of smoking behaviour, which (as has been suggested
in the ‘alternative interpretations’ section) could have been crucial. Over
even a brief period of time, the relative positions and body postures of
participants will change with respect 1o each other: participants will need
to monitor whether the bus is coming on a fairly conrinuous basis, as well
as converse with and/or watch others. As the number of people increases,
the derailed amount recorded decreases; a video recording might be of
assistance here, but is likely to pose further problems. Interestingly, the
sample of people seem in this study was somewhat arypical in terms of
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demographic characteristics of Manchester bus users, with more males and
less older people than would normally be expected; this could be related
to the particular time of day andfor route chosen for cbservation. As well
as the questions raised above, it might be interesting to speculate as to
whether these findings would be replicated elsewhere in the country (or
even in other parts of Manchester). The fact that there was obviously
sufficient room on the bus for everyone queuing may have meant less
resentment ar queve jumping. What is also worthy of note is thar the
pbservation provides derailed estimates of gender, age and clothing, but
says nothing about ethniciry. This could be a reflection of biases of the
abserver, which could be conscious or unconscious. There is often a taken-
for-granted element that is difficult to avoid. Often, we are so rooted in
our own culture, time and background that we do not realize how myopic
we are. What led, for instance, to the interpretation of ‘unemployed’ made
above? Whether somebody from another culture would notice, record and
emphasize the same features is an interesting point; even another viewer
from the same culture may well have recorded the scene differently. Age
estimares are particularly problematic, burt in certain circumstances gender
assumptions may also be incorrect. At best, this is an interesting observa-
tion, bur one thar needs to be looked ar in the context of considerable
further research,

Assessment

Advantages of observation as a method

Although this very short observation only provides the briefest deseription
of five minutes of queuing behaviour, it has produced much material that
can be related ro previously published literature in the area, it has provided
some unexpected results, it is open-ended and it has suggested many av-
enues for further research. A picture is provided of a ‘real-life’ naruralistic
setting (with no problems of ecological validity), and many interesting
questions are raised. The research results are generally accessible. Though
there may be problems with the recording of the observation and its in-
terpretation, the researcher intrudes very little into the siruation, and his
presence is not obviously reactive. It is hoped that sufficient demails are
provided to allow readers to make their own judgements abour the findings,
and how they can be interpreted. The method can tell us not only what
is going on, but also who is involved, when and where things happen.
It can illuminate processes and it can examine causality, suggesting why
things happen as they do in particular settings. It can give access to phe-
nomena that are often obscured (e.g. non-verbal cues ) or not amenable to
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experimentation (it would be difficult to replicate the findings of the ob-
servation above in a laboratory based study). Situations can be examined
that cannot be replicated in a laboratory, such as weddings, political
meetings, prisons, behaviour in bars, football crowds and religious behav-
iour. The chronology of events can be taken into account, and continuities
over time can be looked at. The use of modern technological equipment
such as video recorders (though not withour their problems, an issue we
will take up below) allows permanent records to be made, which can be
independently analysed and reanalysed in detail, ensuring some reliability
of interpretation. Observation can, of course, be part of a more mixed
method approach, where a variety of different techniques are used, focusing
in on a common research question.

Disadvantages of observation as a method

There may be external validity problems. At times, the results can end up
being very subjective, depending mare on who the researcher is (and their
biases) than the situation being observed. Researchers may well notice dif-
ferent aspects of the situation. In the example above, a strong anti-smoker
may have noticed smoking behaviour to a greater extent, while somebody
who was more fashion-conscious might form different opinions about the
likely background of the participants based on a keen observation of the
clothes worn. A researcher can produce results that are over-impressionistic,
carelessly produced or just idiosyncratic. The fact that somebody is known
to be interested in a particular phenomenon may well affect peoples’
behaviour, and this is likely 1o be different when the observer is present
and when he or she is absent. There have been cases in educationat research
where a school has carried on utilizing a method that was being observed,
when in the ordinary course of events (when it was not being observed)
it would have been abandoned. As well as selectivity in terms of the
observation, inferences within interpretations are obviously subject to
research bias. Although the example in this chapter avoided reactivity of
the observer on the situation, there is always the possibility that the observer
may have been influenced in some way by the situation. Given that the
social world is socially created {as Berger and Luckmann 1967 suggest}, it
is often very difficult to be able to stand back from a process that one is
already part of; moreover, perceived reality may be structured through the
very framework being utilized.

The ‘why’ may be poorly formulated, leading to a concentration on the
wrong {or unimportant) aspects of a situation. As has been mentioned, one
should be aware of the likely interdependence of observations and inter-

pretations.
The ‘who’ may be a poor sample, the time chosen may be inappropriate.
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As supgested above, the rush hour may sample from 2 different population
of bus users. This is likely to be a particular problem if the observation is
carried out in a setting with which the researcher is unfamiliar. Special
care needs to be taken in cross-cultural settings, where the implicit social
rules are likely to be unfamiliar to the observer. The observatdon may be
for too short a time, thus missing our crucial material; it may be for too
long a time, ending up simply skimming the material, or being overwhelmed
by toe much informarion.

The ‘what’ may also be problematic, as there may well be internal

validity problems. The observer may be blind to what is being looked ar,
may not understand it, may think that they have seen something or may
influence the ongoing process both consciously and unconsciously. Although
videocameras and recorders have been heralded as the way of ensuring
thar accurate records are available, it must be realized that they also have
disadvantages. They are inevitably selective, giving at best only a partial
view, they only represent one particular viewpoint and the angles taken
may influence interpretations (for instance, a standing figure may be eva-
luated differently if a camera goes from head to toe, rather than from
toe to head), and they are likely to be reacted to. Even using paper and
pencil recording has problems: as the above example indicates, it is inevit-
ably selective, and the very act of note-taking will lead to material being
missed. Our sense organs and attentional mechanisms are inadequate for
the task.
) Observation as a method can be very time-consuming and labour-
intensive, especially as it creates an enormous amount of data which then
becomes very hard ro winnow. It is therefore very important to decide how
much is likely to be needed, and to consider carefully whar precisely it is
that will be analysed.

In common with many other methods and theories in psychology, the
approach is imbued with assumptions that people do make sense of their
SDFlal world, do carry around with them (albeit probably at an uncon-
scious level) a ser of implicit social rules, do behave purposively, etc. Bur
people may be inconsistent or behave in an unthinking manner in social
situations, somerimes even following inappropriate scripts. Langer (1978)
suggests that for a Jot of the time in social interactions we do not behave
in a thoughtful fashion, but rather act ‘mindlessly’. Thus the findings may
be 50 completely idiosyncratic as to be not worth discussing. As has been
menticned above, it could be that observation may actually produce a
structured and crystallized ‘reality’, rather than a reflection of the messy
nature of things as they really are.

_CfJntrol by the observer over the phenomena being observed is usually
munimal, and it may not be possible to predict when certain events are
Boing to occur. In the example discussed above, what if the bus had been
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cancelled, for instance? This might have produced further interesting
results, illuminating a different set of sacial rules.

All research should involve the careful consideration of ethical prab-

lems. This has been touched upon above, and will be discussed further in
Chapter 10. It is often assumed that there are fewer ethical problems with
observational studies than with many other approaches in psychological
research, burt ethics do need to be carefully thought through and discussed
with others before starting a study. The Britsh Psychological Society
guidelines see natural observation as being unproblematic, but we need to
consider the extent to which we have a right to record the behaviour of
others in public social settings, and issues such as anonymity and confiden-
tiality also need to be carefully considered. We are still accountable for
what we produce in observational reports.

Awareness of the potential pitfalls we have outlined should lead to
artempts ta try to avoid them, or at least minimize their effects. For in-
stance, if one is trying to reduce the impact of the observer on the observed
situation, then checking to see if results replicate themselves over time or
with different observers would be useful. With experience, too, note-taking
becomes an easier activity.

In conclusion, despite the potential drawbacks, observation will produce
rich and exciting results, which may well help to challenge existing as-
sumptions about social fife, experience and rules, and to point the way to
new developments. Admittedly {and this is true of all methods in psychol-
ogy, quantitarive and qualitative), a lot still depends on who the researcher
is, but following the guidelines abave should help to minimize the prob-
lems of this effect. Of all psychological methods, naturalistic observation
is probably potentially the least reactive and the one thar is most likely
to produce valid results and insights that are very much rooted in ‘real
life’. In conclusion, { would concur with Lofland (1971: 93) that observa-
tion ‘is the most penetrating of strategies, the most close and telling mode
of gathering information.’

Useful reading
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3 | ETHNOGRAPHY

MAYE TAYLOR
W

Ethnography is, perhaps, the original and quintessential qualitative re-
search method; hence its inclusion here in a book on applied qualitative
research methods. It has its roots in anthropology and sociology and in
recent years has become a model for research in social psychology and a
key source of new paradigm research. Many of the principles embodied in
ethnography have become key to the broader movement of qualitative
research. In short, ethnography is a basic form of social research involving
making observations, paining data from informants, constructing hypo-
theses and acting upon them. The ethnographer participates actively in the
research environment but does not structure it; the approach is discovery
based, the aim being to depict the activities and perspectives of actors.

Background

Ethnography is concerned with experience as it is lived, felt or undergone,
and thus involves a concern with phenomenological consciousness. To
research this, the ethnographer participates in people’s daily lives for a
period of rime, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking
questions, studying documents, in other words collecting whatever dara
are available to throw light on the issue(s) with which the research is
concerned. As ethnography is crucially a multimethod form of research,
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this chapter differs slightly from the other chapters in the book, in that
much of the emphasis will be on the principles of ethnography, and meth-
ods as outlined in other chapters can then be linked to these. Parricipant
observation, in particular, which many researchers see as synonymous
with ethnography, forms the base method, while interviewing and action
research inform later stages.

As a mode of qualitative research, ethnography only succeeds to the
degree it enables the reader to understand what goes on in a society or a
social circumstance as well as the participants. As Reason and Rowan
{1981) explain, ethnography has to be involved, commired, relevant, in-
tuitive, but above all it has to be alive. Ethnography goes beyond mere
story telling, to encompass elicitation and documentation of culrural
knowledge, as exemplified in Griffin's (1985) work on young working
class women making the transition from school to work, the derailed
investigation of patterns of interaction of ‘football hooligans” by Marsh ez
al. {1978) and the holistic analysis of the Moonies carried out by Barker
(1984). In addition all these investigations demonstrate the important
principle argued by Glaser and Strauss {1967) that it is vital in ethno-
graphic research that theories are developed and tested during rhe process
of the research itself.

Contrary to some views, ethnography is not new: it has a long history,
rooted in anthropology and cross-cultural research. Witness Fanny Wright's
1821 study, “View of society and manners in America’, and Harriet Mar-
tineau’s 1837 ‘Society in America’ study, quoted in Reinharz {1992), both
of which provide prime examples of ethnography giving powerful insights
into ‘everyday life’. Specifically, in these two examples, the lived reality
of women’s lives. Psychologically ethnography is very interesting in itself,
in thar it bears a close resemblance to the routine ways in which people
make sense of their world in everyday life. It could be seen as the most
basic form of social research, for when we are a ‘novice’ in a new world
and trying ro make sense of our new situation we will probably:

1 Make observations and draw inferences.
2 Ask people questions.

3 Construct a working hypothesis.

4 Act on ir.

Observation of *freshers’ in their first few days at university would con-
stitute a research project thar would aptly demonstrate people doing this,
and student counselling services are well aware of those students who “get
it wrong’ ar this time. There is a significant drop-out rate at this stage, for
example, and ethnographic studies that give detailed pictures of the expe-
Tience of being a fresher could provide valuable informarion on critical
incidents, which could help to shape appropriate institutional responses.
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However, 1t is the formalized multimethod form of ethnographic re-
search that takes it beyond ‘everyday’ sense-making activity into the do-
main of formal psychological research. This multimethod approach reduces
the risks that can stem from reliance on a single kind of dara, which might
mean that one’s own findings are method dependent. It also means that
triangulation is possible, allowing the researcher to compare dara collected
by different methods. This is discussed in more detail in Chaper 9, on
evaluation.

Essentially, then, ethnography is characterized by:

* gathering data from a range of sources, e.g. interviews, conversations,
observations, documents;

* studying behaviour in everyday contexts rather than experimental con-
ditions;

* using an unstructured approach to data gathering in the early stages, so
that key issues can emerge gradually through analysis;

* comprising an in-depth study of one or twao situations.

It is clear that this type of research is concerned with the interaction of
factors and events; one does not exist in any meaningful sense wichour the
others, and the research itself is embedded in the very social world it is
seeking to study. Ethnographic researchers thus recognize that they are
part of the social world they are studying, and that they cannot avoid
having an effect on the social phenomena being studied, The issue is:
‘rather than engaging in futile artempts to eliminate the effects of the
researcher, we should set about understanding them’ (Hammersley and
Atkinson 1983: 17); so that this approach is not a marter of methodologi-
cal commitment but an existential fact. Reason and Rowan (1981) further
‘defend’ the subjectivity so involved, and claim that it was precisely be-
cause psychologists wished 1o get away from subjectivity and whar they
see as maive inquiry that they set up the whole apparatus of experimental
method, quasi-experimental method tests of statistical significance, de-
pendent and independent variables and so on. They further argue thar
while this apparatus does counter some of the problem of naive inquiry,
it also kills off everything ir comes into conract with, so whar we are left
with is ‘dead knowledge’. 1 certainly agree with their stated view that ‘in
human inquiry it is much better to be deeply interesting than accurately
boring’.

Following on from the principle that ethnography involves abandoning
artempts to eliminate the effects of the researcher in favour of understand-
ing them, one could argue that this would be an important feature in the
practice of any social research that inclines towards laying claim to the
notion of relevance to the real world, a central concern of this book.
Another link we can make here is with research that puts emphasis on
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the research having a closeness to how people :_u:tualiy conduct their lives.
So, according to Adelman (1377), ethnographic case study, for example,
recognizes the complexity and embeddedness of social truths and repre-
sents something of the discrepancies or conflicts between the various
icipants.

pa’?}ﬁﬁelevance to research in educational contexts, lfor example, is clea.r.
Many research questions are based on the identification of a problematic
area of pracrice where there are disagreements‘about what is to be rflor}e
{and about what is the cause of the ‘problem’ in the ﬁrst Place). ['ntrms.xc
to such a study should be a consideration of whetht':r it }vxll con_trxbute in
some way to improvement in the practice of w.hat is being studied; there
is a fuller account of this in Chapter 7, on action research. Much of Fhe
research on equal opportunities work in schqols, for e_xample, has rlehed
heavily on the ethnographic approach to highlight the diverging experience
hetween certain particular groups, and the dysjunction between theory and
practice: a good example of this is the Girls into Science and Technology
(GIST) project {Kelly 1984). . - ,

If there is, as Adelman argues, complexity of ‘social truths t-hcn the
multimethod approach of ethnography gives the advantage of .bemg' abvle
to develop converging lines of enquiry. Yin (1988) fievelops this poinr in
case study research, claiming thar the findings are l:kel.y to be more con-
vincing and accurate if they are based on several d:fferent_ sources of
information in corroborative mode. The intending ethnographic resear(_:her
is advised to look at examples of ethnographic research and ask questions
Fke: whar is there in this study that I can learn from and apply to my own
situation and research question? In addition to those already quoted in this
chapter, readers might find Wilson-Barnetr (1983 )_, Burgess (1990) and Lee
{1953} helpful. It will be evident from these studies that ‘me:hods have to
be chosen that fit the purpose of the inquiry. This is no different from any
other approach. As mentioned before, the ethnographic }'esearcher can use
interviews, observarion and documents, particularly diaries; the example in
this chapter, for example, relies heavily on participant observatifm and a
detailed research diary. Whatever the method(s) of dara col]f{c_tlon used,
the principle of reflexivity, that is, how the researchers position r}}em-
selves within the context, process and production of the research, 1s'of
central importance in understanding the perspectives of the people being
looked at: the researcher and researched are parr of the same social wmild.
Further, it is important that those observations are in conzexr, fol‘lowmg
the ethnographic principle that humans behave differently under different
circumstances. _

The ‘doing of it’ raises two key issues, of access and of field relations.
Obviously before you can study anything you have to BEt access 10 th‘e
serting and to the ‘actors and actions’. The way in which this access is
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negotiated, and thus the field relationships are established, can have a
significant impact on the quality and quantity of data that the researcher
can obtain {the example later in this chapter will highlight this). Sometimes
parts of any setting will nor necessarily be equally open to observation:
some people may not be willing to talk and even those who do agree to
talk to you may not be prepared to divulge all the informartion they have
available.

When observation is central there are many situations that might be
excluded, psychotherapy and counselling sessions, for example. However,
participant observation in co-counselling groups is possible, where the
researcher is a fuller participant, and this is mirrored by feminist counsel-
lors, in that the participation per se lessens the objecrifying of the other
participants, and directly addresses the problem of inequality of power in
feld relations. Much counselling and psychotherapy research is evaluation
based and tends to rely on whar the clients say about their experience
{Toukmanian and Rennie 1992).

Even when access is granted there is still ‘actual’ entry into the ‘real” and
everyday of the serting, which sometimes involves the researcher in having
to get behind fronts put on for their benefit, such as ‘extra macho’ behav-
iour displayed by young men for the benefit of a woman researcher that
was nat typical of the everyday interaction in the youth club under obser-
vation. Sometimes the researchers might find themselves working around
the funcrion of gatekeeper, and this can involve the researcher in intricate
and delicate negotiations within the serting when access has been obtained.
For example, much research about the therapeutic {or otherwisel} factors
in residential institutions for difficult adolescents floundered nor at the
door of the director of social services who had given permission for the
research, but at the door of the recreation room, when the ‘informal
leader’ of the residents controls events and thus what the researcher is
allowed ‘to see’.

People in the field will seek to “place’ or locate the ethnographer within
their own experience, so negotiating field relations can be fraught with
difficulty. Many researchers have puzzled at the hostility they have met,
not suspecting that they were seen as government spies or tools of man-
agement. Concern with what kind of person the researcher is, rather than
the purpose of the research, can often render the research impossible, with
questions such as can they be trusted, can they be exploited, can they be
manipulated, could they be a source of support? These issues may well still
be present when people have agreed to participate, since, as highlighted in
Chapter 4, informants set their own, as well as concur with the ‘official’,
research agendas.

Morgan's {1972) ethnographic study of a northern factory illustrates
how these feldwork issues work in practice. He quotes a story of how one
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of the. women in the labour force offered ro wash his shirts! Morgan
interpreted this as perhaps an unconscious attempt to neutralize some of
the ambiguities of his participant observer research role. Morgan reflects
on his own ambiguous position in the department, where his gender placed
him in the work context in the same position as the foreman and managers,
who were all men, but the occupational role he had taken up as partici-
pant observer placed him in the same position as the female employees. He
discusses how much he learned about gender, and how it is shaped through
interactional contexts. Morgan’s work underlines how important it is to
give attention to impression management and basic inreraction skills, to
how you participate, as well as to how inventive or interesting your theo-
retical questions and analysis are. There have been lots of humorous sto-
ties rold at the expense of action research social workers dressing themselves
in old jeans and suchlike in order to ‘blend in’, only to find themselves
confronted by street smart young people in designer label clothes.

It is evident thar there are some fieldwork roles thar are clearly fixed,
i.e. characteristics that the researcher can’t stage manage, such as gender,
age, races or colour. It is important to accepr that no position of gender
or ethnic neutrality can be claimed in ethnographic research. This has only
recently been accepted, but it is a principle that is important in evaluating
findings as well as accepting how the actual research process will be influ-
enced. Many ethnographers argue thar sexist and cultural stereotypes in-
fluence the research process in certain situations, with women seen as
non-threatening, for instance, but this often means that they are treared
with more suspicion than male researchers when anything serious is being
researched (Hunt 1989). In terms of ethnicity we are now very aware of
culture, power and personal style, and of how many anthropologists {the
original ethnographers) objectified their research subjects despite the stated
aims of their research.

Here field role relationships are influential. People are not ‘social facts’,
inhabiting the place, institution etc. and just waiting to be studied and to
reveal their all. There is thus 2 question of more than just observing, which
raises the spectre of immersion that could result from the participation.
The time for the research activity per se would be eroded, so the aim
throughout is to maintain one’s role definition. If a researcher starts feeling
‘at home’ and all sense of being a stranger is lost the critical analytical
perspective can be diluted. [t is wise to bear in mind, in this context,
Gold’s (1958) classic paper on participant observation, where he suggested
four ‘ideal’ type researcher roles, ranged along a continuum from ‘com-
plete participant’ through ‘participant as observer’ and ‘observer as par-
ticipant’ to ‘complete observer’. This captures the delicate balance needed
between the relarively objective observer and the relatively subjective
Participant.




40  Qualitative methods in psychology

Ethnographic researchers have specific problems with recording evidence
in situations where they are being ‘bombarded with material’, and memory
can play tricks. A particular one is the way in which subconsciously data
can be transformed in line with an emerging theory as to ‘what is going
on’. If you commit the data to audio, video or detailed field notes you have
records. It is often impossible, and inappropriate, to audio or video record,
so field notes are most common, and consist of relatively concrete descrip-
tions of social processes and their contexts, which sometimes have to be
written up out of the immediate situations if it is clear that note-taking
would be an inrrusive activity. These field notes will be the record and it
is vital that they encompass the features on which your analysis will be
based. Analytical notes as your research proceeds are also useful. While
you are reading your own field notes or documents, or transcribing a tape,
it is helpful to construct a commentary, especially if theoretical ideas arise.
Again these should be chronclogically sorted so thar it is clear when they
were noted or the ideas occurred. The formulation of precise problems,
hypotheses and an appropriate research strategy is, as Glaser and Strauss
{1967} claim, an emergent feature of ethnographic research. So these ana-
Iytical notes constitute the ‘thinking our loud’ process that is a central part
of the reflexive enterprise. Some noting of the feelings of the researcher is
also encouraged, ro add informarion ro the analytical process so that it can
be both a resource for, and a record of, developing interpretations.

Ethnography can provide relatively concrete descriptions or rather more
developed typologies; that is, when a set of phenomena is identified that
represents sub-types of some more general typology. Much wark, for ex-
ample, has been done on a typology of psychotherapists® difficulties and a
typology of the strategies they use to deal with such difficulties. Work with
a co-therapist in group psychotherapy provides an excellent opporrunity
for such research, often using critical incident analysis by recall, immedi-
ately after the group, whereby each therapist in turn raises incidents from
the group where they saw the other therapist intervene. What the therapist
was feeling at the time of the intervention is noted, as well as what was
actually said. To take another example, Glaser and Strauss (1968) developed
a typology of ‘awareness’ contexts in hospitals in respect of terminally il
patients, which, when linked with the medical control of information, can
present a picture of the difficulties patients have in getting information and
shed light on the strategies they employ to deal with this.

Example

Ethnography, as previously indicated in this chapter, is a multimerhod
form of research, it often combines a variety of techniques, so it is possible

to check construct validity by examining dara relating to the same construct
from participant observation, from observation, from interviewing and
from document analysis. For the purpose of illustration here participant
observation will be highlighted as the method to demonstrate ethnographic
principles in practice. However, given the limitations of a chapter and the
extended and complex nature of ethnography, the example will be in
outline only.

You should read this in conjunction with Chapter 2, where we looked
at the place of observation as a method in psychology. In participant
observation, the observation is varied in that the observer ‘becomes parr
of the group’ which is being observed. All the points raised, particularly
the three crucial questions of ‘why’, “who’ and ‘what’, need ro be borne
in mind, given that the researcher is occupying the complementary roles of
observer and participant. It is important to remember that the researcher
will be actively participating in a social world in which people are already
busy interpreting and understanding their environments for themselves.
The participant observer is engaged not only in making his or her own
observations, but also in ‘tapping into’ this subjective world. Thus partici-
pant observation is about engaging in a social scene, experiencing it and
secking to understand and explain it, and it is this understanding which
requires systematic and sustained study.

In a casual conversation with a group of police officers in a different
context, it emerged thar West Ham United football supporters were the
new folk devils, viewed as being the most difficult of all supporters, so
much so that extra police were always on duty when West Ham were the
visiting team. They were viewed and portrayed as amongst the most vio-
lent, racist and sexist of all football supporters; the notorious ICF (Inter-
City Firm) of the 1980s was quoted as evidence in support. For my purposes
it offered a good ethnographic social psychological project, which could
concern itself with making sense of a social phenomenen and the oppor-
tunity to carry out some cultural analysis.

I chose this study quite deliberately once the topic had presented itself
to me via the conversation with the police officers. I would be a ‘stranger’
in a very distinctive culture and was offered an opportunity to study male
behaviour, albeit in one context, from very close quarters. I was anxious
to pur to the test the ‘making sense’ aspect of ethnography and therefore
did not choose an area of familiarity or one connected with acrion, in view
of my later chapter on action research. I would most certainly be ‘the
novice in the new world". | wanted to know what those supporters were
like, how they behaved ro get that reputation and something abour why
West Ham, a London East End football club with a reputation for good
football, as exemplified, as I already knew, by Bobby Moore and Trevor
Brooking, should attract such supporters. Participant observation, [ assumed,
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would clearly provide the material needed to address the questions and
perhaps give me insight into the process of ‘becoming’ a West Ham

supporter!
For the purpose of the study I chose to do the following things.

1 To artend ten away matches and four home matches, during the 1592—
3 season, when West Ham were in the First Division (the season when
they won automatic promotion to the Premier League of English foot-
ball).

2 To travel to the respective grounds with the fans by coach or train as
appropriate, which included walking in ranks, with mounted police
escorts, from the station to the ground ar away games.

3 To use the cafe before the game and at half dme.

4 To stand on the terraces to watch the away games in the visiting
supporters’ enclosure, and for home games to stand behind the goal.

5 To buy match programmes and the fanzine to use as documentary
evidence.

6 To talk to as many fans as possible, men and womeun, in informal
‘interviews’.

This allowed me to observe the West Ham supporters in several different
contexrs and provided me with enough material to draw conclusions. In
total I spent about 100 hours with the fans. These were the regular group
of travelling fans, in the order of about 1,000; the ratio of men to women
was usually about 10 to I and there were a number of young children,
with a wide adult age range.

I did not announce my ‘academic status’ but it became known during
an incident at the second game, when [ was routinely body searched by the
police as 1 came through the turnstiles. When I was asked what [ had in
my bag, my response of ‘a book and an orange juice’ was met with
derision: it was said that “West Ham fans can’t read’. The interaction was
observed by several fans and one of them jokingly asked what my book
was. | answered truthfully that it was a psychology hocok, and from then
on I was known as ‘the clever bird who reads books’, and ascribed my
starus accordingly. T thus gained access and acceptance, my ‘field role
relationships’ established from that point.

Analysis

This section can provide only a small glimpse of the sort of episodes,
incidents and ralk thar I observed, but in line with the nature of ethnog-
raphy I will try to communicate the quality of the experience. From the
outset it was obvious rhar it was not just a question of wartching the
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football, bur that social ritual figured strongly in being a West Ham fan
and that there was a well rehearsed sequence of behaviours which played
a large part in this. I was expected to take my part in the regular rendi-
tions of “We're forever blowing bubbles’ and ‘Billy Bond’s magic army’ at
appropriate times when pointed at. The various song leaders have evi-
dently become an accepted feature, and they point ar different peopie in
turn, which is the signal for them to lead the next bit of the song. From
my observations it would appear that these rituals are very well established.
As each West Ham player comes out on to the pitch for the pre-match
practice, he comes towards the fans, and each player is acknowledged and
greeted by having his name chanted and then applauded. Nicknames are
used for some of the players, Martin Allen being ‘affectionately’ known as
‘Mad Dog’. The cry of ‘givus a ball’ follows these greetings and a player
always obliges by kicking a practice ball into the crowd, which is the key
for the supporters’ version of rerrace handball, which continues until kick-
off. On several occasions when West FHam were playing very, very badly,
this game was taken up again during play, with the supporters very point-
edly not watching the football march itself. On one oceasion, when West
Ham were playing even more badly, there was a call from one of the
‘leaders’ of ‘sit down for West Ham’, a large section of the crowd imme-
diately sar down on the terraces with their backs to the pitch and an
impromptu ‘cabaret’ ensued.

The language of some of the fans was crude and offensive. Other fans
apologized to me at times, and there were a number of occasions when the
swearing supporters were told to ‘watch their language’ by other fans in
the vicinity, because of the presence of women and children. In my imme-
diate hearing the language was not racist. West Ham had, at this time, a
number of black players and the kind of comments they got when missing
a goal or making a poor pass were substandally no different from the
abuse that the white players got. Much of the unsolicited comment was in
the form of humour. At the game at Barmsley, the day was dark and
gloomy and grit and dust was being blown off slag heaps across the pitch.
A fan in front of me suddenly screamed, pointing at the sky, “Whar's that?’
His friend hit himn on the head and said, *You daft s—, that’s the sun.’
Cries of *Oh come on West Ham, we’re in pain up here’ rang round the
Bround. The humour was always well to the fore, winning or losing, home
or away.

At all the away games there was considerable barracking from the home
supporters, which was greeted with evidently rehearsed songs. I learned a
new version of ‘The Blaydon Races’ ar Newcastle that was not compli-
mentary. In facr the rewording of the home team’s ‘song’ was a regular
part of the fans' repertoire of behaviours. The *song’ would not only be
reworded but sung in an exapggerated loeal accent calenlated to incense the
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home supporters. That same Newcastle game held a sequence which wag
to underline the difference between what was clearly expected of Wesge
Ham fans and what I myself had experienced. The fans were held behind,
as always, by the police to let the home supporters leave first. There wag
a long delay in opening the gates, it was wer and cold and after the vsual
renditions of ‘why are we waiting’ they suddenly started 'waving 4t the
now empty home supporter’s terraces, laughing and chanting ‘you’re not
singing now” and ‘you're supposed to be at home’, to the evidenr puzzle-
ment of the very large numbers of police present. West Ham had lost the
match, incidentally,

I filled several notebooks with my observations, dividing the recordings
up into short time sequences and using what was happening in the game
as an organizing device to locate the incidents. These notebooks constitute
a diary, using the Bruyn (1966) indices of time, place, social circumstances,
language and intimacy as organizing indices for recording and analysis of
observarions. I used the train journeys to make extensive notes. Many of
the fans would volunteer comments and query what [ was going to in-
clude. My experience challenged my ‘starting assumptions’. I was never
frightened and saw no violence, though I was spat on by home supporters
on two occasions. It all seemed quite the reverse of my assumptions, in
thar the crowd I rravelled with appeared to be a very large extended
family, and most certainly was contrary to the media portrayal of West
Ham supporters. The fans themselves complained bitterly about what they
saw as an our-of-date view. Lots of them told me thar things had changed,
that banning alcohol on trains and other such measures had had a good
effect, and that it had only been a minority of their fans thar had been
‘rotten to the core’,

I had to accept that ‘what I saw was what I got’. There was little chance
that my presence had distorted in any global way the fans' behaviour and
I'do not think I'am being dishonest here or denying the effect I might have
had. There was sexist language and behaviour, I got used to being greeted
with “You all right doll?* and ‘protected’ by being given room at barriers
etc. On one occasion the only women’s lavatory for visiting supporters
was out of order, so a male lavarory was commandeered by two of the
older men and given over to ‘the ladies’, and they stood guard over it
Women supporters were there, and were there in their own right, not just
accompanying men but taking a lively part in the rituals and enjoying the
game. They felt that they were a good influence and a contributory factor
to the changes. In conversations with them I checked on their experiences:
none of them felr frightened, several of them indicated that they went to
the football matches because it was a social event where they considered

they could be safe in the crowd, and they enjoyed watching West Ham
play football.
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Chapter 10, on report writing, underlines I:h'c mair_l points to ad_hfzre 10,
put I think it is important to make some spcg:tfic points abouth wrmf?g up
chis particuiar kind of project, which has its own SFy.le. T e reflexive
researcher must remain sclf-conscious as an author; writing up is not just
a technical matter because it is at the point of representation, the report,
in this type of research that the _rese_archer has most power. How y&u
represent the group you have studied is a central concern: that [ ;vasha t;
{0 enjoy the experience inﬂuem:‘e.d the content and the style E \; at
wrote. Quantitative research writing conv_entmnally. demands the hlstant
and the impersonal, formally written in tbe third peron,l wci:]re.as
ethnographies are often embedded in and constftutf:d b_y their styl_e. fotﬁe
of language in the writing of an ethnogra_phy is vital if the Quality 10 the
observation and experience in the case is to l?e communicated. le wa;
certainly difficult to make an absolute distinction between anal_ysts an
account in my West Ham study. The formal researcl‘_l report, which sepa-
rates ‘method’, results and discussion, does not lend itself to commentary.
There is a strong argument that ethnographies 5ho'uld be very .m.uch like
narrative writing, with an emphasis on theme and 1Ilustrfttmn: it is essen-
tial to make clear the pattern of events and the r.esearcher 5 undf.:rsmndm‘g.
This is not to suggest that there is no organization or systematic analysis,
for the ethnographer, like other rcsearchers,. has to ?ghleve C,llstam:f: and
impose a coherent, analyrical framework. Given the rl_chncss of the ma-
terial I had gathered it was tempting to spl‘:t_the narrative fro{n the a?aly-
sis, the narrative serving the function of giving the regder a ‘feel f{)r the
West Ham supporter culture, and the analy_sm accounting for the discrep-
ancy between the repurtation and my experience. ng&ver, the danger of
this textual separation is that it can sometimes hide the fact fhat th_e
narrative part itself is analytic selection by the researcher of rnater'lal: Th%s
ties in with the ongoing debate as to whether theory-free description is
possible (which is further developed in Cl_mprer 8).

As my research had been concerned with observing ma.le (West Ham
supporters’) behaviour in a new (for me) context over a period of months,
in order to make sense of their reputation, I chose to use the qatural
history model of writing up, producing de.scriptions of t}'lc perspectives c_)f
a group of people and descriptions of t}_1e1r parterns of interaction within
the particular semings. One of the claims of c_thnogra'ph){ is that su_ch
descriptions have value in their own righe, pmducm.g gua[1tanve data which
give inside and derailed information. In this study it is perhaps the 'abscnce
of certain behaviours thart is significant: I did not observe any!Ehipg jchat
could justify the reputation. However, this exposes one of the hgnu:atmns
of the ethnographic account: it cannot research history as such, it takes a
‘slice of time’. Many of the fans admitted that there had been an unruly
mob element in the supporters but that was over ten years ago. Clearly
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reputations take time to change. Rather than simply ‘telling the story’ as
events progress over time and the picture unfolds, ariother approach would
be to write up in terms of the developmental cycle of the actors or the
setting. This is particularly useful in terms of medical interventions and
illness. Current counselling psychology research, for example, which is
process rather than outcome focused, lends itself to this approach, particu-
larly when the research is looking at how and why institution-based coun-
selling services function, or not, as the case may be.

Assessment

I was certainly led to a more empathetic understanding of the state of
being a West Ham supporter, and faced with the actual behaviour, forced,
in the classic Glaser and Strauss (1967) model, to find 2 meaningful theory
to account for the behaviour I encountered. This is over and above what
I already ‘knew’ as a counselling psychologist about male behaviour, and
whar I was ‘told’ by the media. I am in the process of writing the account
up, reflecting on the collective defensive containment of violence by the
use of rirual and how those rituals were negotiated, the displacement of
aggression by the use of humour and the rationalization of sexism into
‘gallantry’.

1 was not faced with the difficulty of finding myself unsympathetic to the
group that I looked at, which, of course, can be a problem for ethnogra-
phy, given that it does offer the opportunity to enter and understand social
and cultural worlds thar other methodologies cannot reach, and therefore
does highlight how the issues of morive, method and morality can be
inextricably intertwined in ethnography, demanding a sharper awareness
and constant vigilance from the researcher. Chapter 8, on feminist re-
search, provides a more specific treatment of this. Any method which
involves intensive contact and ongoing personal relationships carries extra
ethical responsibility, in terms of both how the researcher conducts the
fieldwork and how the text conveys the findings. Fielding {1981), when
faced with this dilemma, saw his role in his work on the National Front
as that of interpreter between the inner workings of the organization and
society in general, in the hope that from his account people could under-
stand its appea! and find constructive ways of combating it. The problem
of doing ethical ethnographic research manifests around the issue of ‘fit-
ting in’, given the commitment to naturalistic understanding,.

One of the criticisms of ethnography’s important claim to naturalness is
that in the selection of meetings, time periods and people for study others
are excluded, so that an entirely ‘natural’ setting is never really possible.
Obviously this was so in the West Ham study. I did not actend all games
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and it is just possible thar the games I artended were relatively ‘low key’.
However, using as informants several fans who became known to me it
was possible 1o monitor whart happened at other games. After the first two
games, stories of the ‘missing matches’ were relayed to me without
prompting. One further restriction is that as I travelled by train the hun-
dreds of fans who rravel by car are outside my post-martch conversations.

Another criticism focuses on the possible influence the researcher/ob-
server might have upeon the other participants (subjects of research}, which
could modify the validity of the findings. The claim to naturalisr;1 is re-
parded as ‘dishonest” by Stanley and Wise (1983}, in that by claiming
‘naturalism’ the researchers are denying their effect on the scene. However,
one of the strengths of participant observation, the method I used, was tha;
I was able to consider my own actions as well as those around me. This
was a most illuminating part of the study in terms of understanding the
impact of the rituals. 1 was well aware that my presence as a woman led
to modified behaviour but as a researcher 1 was largely unimportant: a
salutary lesson for psychologists? However, the example I have used does
hav:*: limitations for the purpose of this particular point. It was a public
setting where access could be bought, so there was more equality berween
psychologist and football supporter.

I started as a ‘stranger’ bur ir is possible that I became too immersed in
the cultwre and so my perception was selective. But perhaps the idea that
the truth is there for the taking if we can part the veil of prejudice and
preconception and observe things as they really are was challenged
throughout by the sitnation and it was important to accept that, in ethnog-
ra_phy, description and interpretation are a continuum strucrured into the
history of the researcher’s involvement. 1 *became’ a West Flam supporter
by chfmsing the *novice’ role so that I could reduce the taken-for-granted
knowings that [ could have brought. I did not carry out ‘covert’ partici-
pant observation: if I had not have been identified during the incident
ahout the book I would have indicared my research intention. There is
strong criticism of the ethics of covert research, putting the spotlight on
the relationship between means and ends. The methed is time consuming.
1 haq to spend lots of time with a relatively small group of people, but it
certainly demonstrated to me thar this approach ‘greatly assists in junder-
standing human actions and brings with it new ways of viewing the social
world' {May 1993: 132).

Useful reading

Burgess, R. (1990). Ins the Field: an Introduction to Field Research. London: Allen
and Unwin. -
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Hammersley, M. and Ackinson, P. {1983). Ethnography: Principles in Practice,
London: Routledge.

May, T. (1993). Social Rescarch- Issues, Methods and Process. Buckingham; Open

University Press.
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4 | INTERVIEWING

ERICA BURMAN
1

Conducting interviews is a complex, lal).our—i'rlter}51vc and u;certzidbu:::
ness, fraught with tricky issues th'at soc‘lal scientific resear_T_ hffrs,is bec:use
ticularly psychologises, are often 1ll-egu1pped to addr(;:sbs. lsn s because
the emphasis on detachment and the dl‘stance structure etwehe 1 rescarcher
and researched within most psychological thcory- and r’es«“.'arli:I inst ments
is rudely challenged by the face-to-face research interview. o\.vcvcriew "
this is warded off by professional and personal‘ deff:r-]cc_s, an interv W s
at some level inevitably a personal and sometimes mtlfnate[, afs wz i rz:

public, encounter. This chapter briefly outlines thc. rationale for :es sg
interviews and different theoretical models of the interviewing pro '1i
The focus here is on the researcher's rf:)le, a.nd the ana_lysm sectllolx: wnte
draw on examples of interviewer and interviewee relations t}? e :_idt;Fa

this further. At the outser I should make it c‘:lear that, althoug lgult_ e ll':_t;s-
for good practice are presented here, as with some ther qualita 1}\;&:t ©
search methods, the diverse and specific nature of interviews rlnezcalns t 1aim:d
blueprint of interviewing practice or gnalysts. can be absolute fy ete;trpu]ar
in advance and in abstraction from t.he topic and context of a p}:]i tlcn e
inquiry. Rarher, the aim here is to hlghl}ght some of t}le issues t a_b e
to be addressed when designing, conducting and analysing 111:&1_'\nf:wf as :
research. It should also be noted that this chapter, as a reflection o rl;nos
of the research literature and practice, is concerned with one»to—one,h acc&
to-face interviews. While questions about the conduct of the research an
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the power of the researcher discussed here also apply to group discussions
{which are increasingly gaining recognition as confexts of research, from
marker research to action research}, these may be either magnified or
mitigated by distinctive group processes.

While the content of this chapter covers issues sometimes addressed
under the titles of ‘social research’ or ‘ethnography’, we are dealing here
with what might broadly be called ‘semi-structured’ approaches to inter-
viewing. We will use the rerm ‘themaric analysis’ for the process of making
sense of the interview. There is a double contrast implied in the dEcount
of interviewing practice presented here: with structured approaches, which
are usually quantitative and closer to questionnaires in structuring the
interviewee’s responses, and with so-called unstructured approaches, which
for reasons argued below we regard as at best a disingenuocus and sometimes
a dangerous misnomer for refusing to acknowledge prior expectations or
agendas. The position taken here is that assumptions structure all re-
search, and the least we can do is to recognize this and theorize the impact
of these assumptions. Betrer still, we can plan and articulate our starting
assumptions sa as o scrutinize and promote the research goals. Accord-
ingly, the questions raised in this chapter tie in closely with the discussion
in Chapter 8 on feminist research, and some of the more critical issues
abour interviewing practice are taken up there.

Background

There are four main reasons for conducting interviews. First, uniting the
many models of interviewing is a concern with subjective meanings (the
meanings the participants accord to the topic of the interview) rather than
with eliciting responses within a standard format for comparison with
other individuals or groups.

Second, interviews can permit exploration of issues that may be too
complex to investigate through quantitative means. That is, given the lat-
ter’s aim to simplify phenomena, they can misrepresent the nature of the
questions under investigation. For example, if you wanted to explore roles,
relationships and ethics with a particular professional group, or even to
compare perceptions of a service between service providers and recipients,
it is unlikely that you would gain a sufficiently sensitive and incisive grasp
of your participants’ concerns by administering a questionnaire with rating
scale categories. This might be not so much because the scale does not
address the correct questions {although this mighr also be true), as because
the views of the participants cannot be readily representable within that
form. Hence, holding inconsistent, contradictory views is not necessarily 3
function of faulty reasoning, but rather may be a reflecrion of the real
contradicrions and complexities of the way the service works in pracrice.
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Your aim in using a semi-structured interview may be to explore precisely
Ehose‘ areas where your interviewee perceives gaps, contradictions and dif-
ficulties. Hence another advantage of using a less structured approach is
Fhat you can tailor your questions to the position and comments of your
interviewee, and you are not bound by the codes of standardization and
replicability to soldier on through your interview schedule irrespective of
how appropriate it is for your interviewee.

Within this approach, then, you should respond to and foliow up issues
ralseq by your interviewee, including ones that you may not have anticipated.
In this sense, semi-structured interviewing, as a more open and flexible
rese.arch tool, can document perspectives not usually represented {or even
envisaged by researchers), and hence rhe approach can empower disadvan-
tage'cl groups by validaring and publicizing their views {e.g. Mishler 1986).
While in an experiment the key question is specified in advance as the
hypaothesis (or so the story goes), and that question is {(supposedly) the
cmly. ques.tion that the experiment addresses, in an interview the focus of
the interview can be {although is not necessarily} a matter of negotiation.

Third, doing interviews is a salutary lesson in research involvement and
practice, Without the ‘safe’ distance of a one-way mirror or the position
of the detached manipulator of variables, as an interviewer one is forced
to _confmnt one’s own participation within the research. We can take this
point further to reflect on whether this lesson is particular ro interviewing
or whether questions of the social construction of research ‘data’ reverber:
are further with implications for all empirical work. At any rate, conduct-
ing interviews demands consideration of reflexivity in the researc’h process
EX‘tt?l'lding from the devising of the research question, ro identifying anci
IS::’.L‘tmg up interviews with informants, to the interview itself (your role,

OW you were seen by the interviewee, your reflections on the process)
ﬂl:ld including the work done to transform an interactive encounter into z;
piece of written research.

Fourth, necessarily associated with the process of making visible your
own waork in the construction of your material, is the question of power
relations in research. An early account of interviewing (Bingham and Moore
1959) describ.es the interview as a ‘conversation with a purpose’. We should
:g:sp uto c;on:IS{der w&’:ose purposes the convers_ation_ is pursuing. Research
o c}:; ; ,-?t is conf Ectid I\:ﬂthm, power JEE'laEIOHShlpS. We need to attend
N Crizr?s Of (:lt the morahry.-pohtics of research practice and the
e :;_1 of adequate e»:aluatmn of regearch (though such a strict
ey of course impossible to [maintain once we consider these

es). Some models of research relationships try to do more than ac-
Ch:;’\tfit;:lg:ntlfle sFryctural power re]ati‘onships set up by research (see the
or eminist r_esearch and acrion Fesearch), ro mirigate, challenge
en reverse traditional power dynamics., The move from designating
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the people who form the focus of the research as ‘subjects’ to-finterviewees’
or ‘participants’ or ‘informants’ or ‘co-researchers’ reflects arempts to dg
research ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ people. Of course, the research relationship
is only one of various structural power relations that can enter into the
research. We should also, therefore, consider the extent to which class,
‘race’, gender and age relations {for example) interact with the interview-
ing relationship. Again we can reflect on the extent to which these issues
are specific to interviewing, or, although perhaps particularly visible here,
are just as relevant to other forms of research practice. Nevertheless, we
need to maintain an ‘interpretive vigilence’ (Figueroa and Lopez, 1991) 1o

ward off the ways researcher control is implicitly structured and exercised”

within research instruments claiming ro be participative and consultative,

Models of interviewing

Broadly speaking, four approaches inform interviewing practice: ethno-
graphic, ‘new paradigm’, feminist and postmodernist. While these ap-
proaches can overlap and combine, each has its own language and way of
conceiving the research process and relationship. So while they have much
in common with each other, it is worth identifying a few contrasts or
points of tension within interviewing style and interpretation here. In all
approaches, however, reflexivity is accorded a key role, in the sense of the
researcher reflecting on her or his own experience and role within the
conduct of the research.

While ethnographic work highlights informants” expertise and the de-
pendence of the researcher on the informant for access to her or his sub-
jective rules, meanings and cultural life, there is a clear role demarcation
berween researcher and researched in determining the research topic and
ourcome {although this is changing within contemporary anthropological
work: see Nencel and Pels 1991}. Further, notwithstanding its ethos of
eliciting and representing descriprions, we should not lose sight of how
even ethnographic work still requires prior identification and structuring
of themes to be investigated. On this, James Spradley {1979: 55} provides
a clear account of the differences between an ethnographic interview and
an ‘ordinary conversation’. There are similarities here with Jean Piager's
clinical interview process, where it is argued that ‘the good practitioner lets
himself [sic] be led, though always in control, and takes account of the
whole of the mental context’ {Piager 1929: 19).

In contrast, in ‘new paradigm’ research (Reason and Rowan 1981),
while following the ethos of valuing whar people say and treating rhis as
meaningful and informative, research is viewed as a collaborative enter-
prise which not only involves the full participation of the interviewees but
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also incurs responsibility on the part of the researcher w© be accountable
to, and in some cases to conduct research agendas accordmg to the demands
of, the participants {see Chapter 1). Here we see the traditional mode! of
researcher—researched relations undergoing upheaval as the rt‘aSt.zarcher strives
to carry out research in a non-exploitative, non-dehumanizing way.

Discussions of feminist methodology also take as central issues of power
in the conduct of research. Bur rather than focusing only on the interper-
sonal relationship ser up within the research encounter, feminist ap[?maches
atend in addition to wider questions of power as they enter into the
funding, popularization and uses of research {e.g. Spender 1981). More-
over, they often treat power not as something that can be removed from
sesearch, but rather as an ever-present dynamic that needs_ to be acknc_wfri-
edged as structuring the interaction in diverse ways. In tl:llS sense femfmst
analyses of power in terms of the social positions occupied by interview-
ces, and {re}produced within interviews, go beyond tho§e offe_red in ‘new
paradigm’ accounts — most noticeably, bur not exclusively, in terms of
gender. .

Finally, there are accounts of research drawing on post-structuralist an_d
postmodernist writings o critique traditional models of research. This
might include sacial constructionist and narrative approaches to research
{e.g. Mishler 1986; Steier 1991). Of particular relevance here is the ques-
tioning of the presumption that participants within research share the re-
search goals. The changes to which the rescarch is directed may well be
worthy, but may be of no immediate benefit to the infarmal"lt at whose
expense careers are gained and whose experience is subordinated o a
preconceived or more or less imposed interpretive framework (see Gubrium
and Silverman 198%; Opie 1992). Critiques along these lines invite atten-
tion to the variery of interpretations that can and will be made by diffgrem:
parties to the research encounter, and therefore also call for a Princxpled
scrutiny of our work of interpretation as researchers. In addition, more
transformative research practice would seek to identify and address this
multiplicity of interprerations in terms of research goals.

Constructing and selecting interview material

It is worth remembering thar work done before the actual conduct of the
interview is usually amply repaid in rerms of its success and ease of ana-
lysis. First, you will have arrived at a ropic to research, bur you should
clarify the rationale for doing this. Second, you should specify who would
best exemplify the perspectives or range of perspectives relevant ro your
research question. Third, you should generate an interview schedule. At
early stages in the planning of the research this may simply be a list of

1
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headings which you can elaborate in more detail once you have sorred out
who your participants are, but it is worth doing this work now so that you
have a clearer focus for when you approach your participants. Fourth,
now that you have decided what kinds of people you want to interview,
you need to contact them. It is very important to consider the impact of
the route by which you contacted your participants in terms of how this
structures the ways they see you, so that, for example, if you are interested
in experiences of social or health services delivery it may be difficult to
dispel the image of being associated with evalvation or treatmenr if you
initially approach them via a medical or legal agency. It may, however, be
impaossible to avoid such constraints, but you should at least theorize how
this may limit the form and content of the accounts you elicit.

Whar your prospective interviewees see the study as being abour will
also be central to their decision about whether to participate, and, in line
with codes of practice abour ‘informed consent’, you should be as open as
possible about your aims. This may include outlining the kinds of areas or
questions you want to discuss with them, and this information can do
much to allay participants’ anxieties or reservations. You should also at
this point discuss what records you want to make of the interview, as in
seeking permission to audiotape, for example; it might be helpful to ex-
plain why this is useful and how you will use it. Fifth, ar this poinr you
should negotiate a research contract with your participant, which includes
guarantees of anonymity, a promise to terminate the interview at any point
if the interviewee feels uncomfortable, the exclusion from the transcript or
other records of anything the inrerviewee does not wish to be seen by
others and a copy of the final report if desired.

While all this may gain you your participants (and if people refuse, you
should consider why this may be), you now need to plan the interview
itself. First, you will need to elaborate your interview schedule. In quali-
tative interviews it may not be appropriate to ask your interviewees similar
questions; indeed, the ‘same’ question may have a far from equivalent
meaning depending on the interview context, the interviewee’s position
and the research relationship. Since what you are interested in here is
divergence and variery, rather than convergence and replicability, you may
be better able to address your general aims by arienting the question to the
particular positions of your participants.

Some people like ro prepare a detailed interview schedule, with ques-
tions addressing all the key issues they want to cover. While this can be
reassuring for the researcher, it needs to be treated flexibly in the interview
itself since too rigid adherence can intimidate the participant or can fail 0
follow the participant’s train of associations and perspectives. It can there-
fore be more helpful to have a list of topic areas, with lists of issues you
want to cover, arranged so thar it is easy for you o check them our .in the
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course of the interview, But in this case the danger is that, while respond-
ing to the particular context and moment to ask your question, you either
betray too much of your own perspective in the formulation you use or,
in the hear of the moment, are lost for words. This is why it is useful to
pose topic headings in the form of questions so that you do not have to
do so much thinking on your feet. In general you should ask open ques-

tHons, not only in the sense of avoiding questions that can be answered

with a simple yes or no {unless you follow this up with a ‘Can you say a
bit more about that?’), bur also avoiding formulations that could be inter-
preted as prescriptions for, or prohibitions on, what can be talked about
— unless you consider that the situation or topic merits you positioning
yourself more clearly.

Second, while these recommendations may seem daunting, all becomes
much clearer and easier when you do a practice interview, perhaps with
a friend with whom you feel at ease and who can give you frank feedback
on the content and process of the interview. This helps to identify and iron
out problems with the interview schedule and with the recording equip-

‘ment {so that you remember to switch it on, you know where to position

the microphone, you know not to have the machine on autoreverse so that
it records over the first side again, etc.). Not least, you will gain a lot of
confidence from the experience, even if you are also made acutely aware
of the demands made on you as interviewer. These include the capacities
to focus in parallel on listening intently to what your interviewee says,
reflecting on how this relares to your interests, preconceptions and sched-

ule, and working out what to say and when to say it

Example

The sample analysis below reflects the focus so far on reflexive issues. It
draws on aspects of all models identified above, but is most influenced by
feminist and postmodernist approaches. In looking at this thematic ana-
lysis it is important to be clear thar, even when carefully selected, abstract-
ed from its original context and juxtaposed with other examples, as are
the extracts below, they do nor ‘speak for themselves’. Meaning inheres

"not only in the text but in our construction and reading of it: despite

the process of selection and interpretation in the preparation of this il-
lustrative material, the analysis is inevitably selective. We are going to
illustrate features of interviewing practice through a focus on instances of
metacommentary {commentary on, in this case, the research process)
occurring within some extracts from interview transcripts. At the outset
we need to identify the questions in relaton to which the analysis is
structured, present the rationale for the material used and introduce the

‘material irself.
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Analytic questions

The questions selected here concern the visibility of rules governing the
structure of the interview, which here are exhibited through moments of
role-shifts and changes between interviewer and participant. Through this
analysis we aim ro illuserate how participants hold and useitheir-positions
within the research relationship. That is, they are neither passive nor
unknowing about their positioning, but rather use this 1o achieve specific
outcomes within the interview. We would not claim that these examples
are routinely found within interview transcripts, bur they are certainly not
unique. The fact that these examples originate from interviews in which al
the interviewers knew their informants beforehand {and indeed presum-
ably selected them as willing to talk, and to talk abour the selected topic)
perhaps enabled the expression of what is often either non-verbally or
indirectly communicared, or commented on off-tape. In line with corrent
reflexive work on research practice, the focus here is on making visible the
researcher within the research context. Correspondingly, for purposes of
exposition we are going to exaggerate the reflexive ethos to focus not on
the individual interview, or interviewer, bur on whar rhese extracts can tell
us about research processes {which also includes what we are doing with

them here).

Construction and selection of interview material

The extracts below are drawn from three second-year undergraduate
practicals where students were conducting a single semi-strucrured inter-
view supervised by one of us on a topic of their choice. As is appropriate
research practice, they negotiated a research contract with the participant
before the interview itself, which included ensuring that the transcripts
would remain anonymous and would be read only by them and the mark-
ers of the work (of which, as the supervisor, I was one). Students were
encouraged to discuss the interview process with participants to promote
reciprocity and feedback. Similarly, these are the conditions under which
I am drawing on these interviews. | am reproducing these extracts with the
students’ permission and with that of their informants. The fact thar [ did
not conducr these interviews, and moreover am presenting a necessarily
selective and motivated analysis, is an issue that I flag here to take up later.

Material

It is a moot point whether the material for analysis here is the text of the
interview or the interview itself. Frequently researchers take as their record,
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as their ‘raw material’ for analysis, the transcript .of their 'interview. This
is belied by the fact thar a transcript is: (a.) an impoverished record, a
key stopping point on the road of propressive remova'l from encounter,
to aural representation {on tape), to written representation; and (b) th?[‘ﬂ—
fore a selective/constructive representation, as highlighted t?y the variety
of transcription notations that embody their own assumptions, Whemer
through spatial arrangement (Ochs 1979) ar through levels of derail abnE:t
what is important {discussed briefly in Stubbs 1983, and extensively in
Tedlock 1984).

Furthermore, not only is the production of a transcripe also part of the
research process, but the interviewer brings to the transcript her expt?rience
and memory of the interview. Here too it is appropriate to articulate
impressions and perceptions of emergent issues and feelings, pre'ferably as
soon after the interview as possible, and in any case before starting on {:he
analysis. These ‘field notes’ can become a resource, both in informing
the analysis and in reminding you of what assumptions you brought to
that analysis — which may or may not be borne out. Given all this con-
struction and selection in the process of organization and synthesis that is
pecessary for an analysis, we should also question whar is excluded, sup-
pressed. The material presented here for analysis is of a variety that' in
many accounts would be sanitized away, deemed bad research, embarrassing
intrusions of the personal or even lapses of interviewer control. These are
precisely what make them interesting and important to analyse as indicati\_'e
of the implicit rules of research, rules which become more apparent in
their infracrion.

Analysis

A ‘thematic analysis’ is a coherent way of organizing or reading some
interview material in relation to specific research questions. These readings
are organized under themaric headings in ways thar arempt to do justice
both to the elements of the research question and to the preoccupations of
the interviewees. | will start by presenting each extract separately and then
move on to elaborate connections and contrasts berween them in relation
to the themes of power relations in research, the power of the participant
and shifrs in positions. The texts are longer here, for illustrative purposes,
than would normally be presented within the main text of a report. The
transcription and terminology (I, interviewer; R, respondent; P, partici-
pant) are as in the originals. Clearly these terms reflect different ways of
positioning the person being interviewed, and precisely because of this I
have chosen to rerain terminology from the original transcripts. Line num-
bers refer to those parts of the transcripts presented here.



58 Qualitative methods in psychology

Presentation of text and general comments

Extract 1 ) ) )
An interview by a young male student with a woman friend on the ropic

of formative influences on occupational choice.

1 I relax - this is nothing that will be judged
[interruption) .

2 R: I'm not looking at the questions ] )

3 1. All I want is to find out a few things concerming your family,

4 educational, friends — aspirarions, motivations etcerera

5 R: okay .

6 1: and I'll give you feedback on it — later on

7 R: not now ) '

8 I: no - you can have anything you have said which yon do not want
9 to be disclosed erased

10 R: aha

11 I: you can also have anonymity — you can choose your pseudonym
12 if you want 1o

13 R: oh fine

14 1: as fong as it isn’t {interviewer's name)

15 R: [laughs] ' ) )
16 I oh yes I'll be taking a few notes which have nothing to do with
17 your answers during the interview — is this akay

18 R: youw'll be taking notes — 1 see — okay

19 I no

[interruption] ‘

20 R: so you're going to be watching me as well

21 I: Il record anything that's interesting — relevant

22 R: I'll put my hands behind my back then... .

23 R: ...bur that's life — as long as I learn from my mistakes — what

24 was the question again — sOIry

25 I it's okay you've answered it

26 R: good — stop looking at my legs [laughs]
27 I erase

28 R sorry ! just wanted to say that - sorry

29 1. Hmm - let’s continue — okay — and cover your legs . . .

It seems that the prior friendship enables the respondent‘ (R_) to com-
ment on the prevailing rules structuring the inter-view by }ughllghtmg g:ﬂ
assumptions of control implicit within the interviewer’s (I) frz%m'mg of the
‘nterview: the feedback is ‘not now’ (1.7) bur later. While it is important

— o o e T s o
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not to minimize the ways interviews can become opportunities for sexual
harassment {see later), it is also possible to read this exchange as R assert-
ing in a mock-threatening way her power to evaluate and censor the
interview material. She comments on being scrutinized both verbally (‘you’ll
be taking notes — I see — okay’, .18} and visually (*so you’re going to be
wartching me as well’, 1.20). Throughout this extract there is an air of
what I read as amicably sarcastic compliance with clear suggestions of
how provisional this may be (*aha’, 1.10} and how the resistance can enter
into what is available to be recorded even before the explicit rights of
later erasure can be exercised (‘I'll put my hands behind my back then’,
1.22). R’s apparently wilful misinterpretation of I’s artemprs to assert his
position as interviewer and hers as respondent occurs even before the critical
moment of embarrassing I with ‘stop looking at my legs’ {1.26). Signifi-
cantly, this is immediately after R’s indication thar she had become so ab-
sorbed in her narration that she had forgoren the inrerviewing context
{1.23—4), and so this can be read as a correlative disengagement. It is pos-
sible to read the two times {1.8 and 1.19) I says ‘no’ more as dismay
and suppressed repudiation of R’s resistance rather than a refusal of any
specific feature of ir.

Extract 2

A male interviewer of a male acquaintance on his political involvement
with animal rights groups. In contrast to the tense atmosphere of Extract
1, I read this exrract as a more reflective and collaborarive exchange in
which the interview gravitates to become an interview abour interviewing.

1 I: Do you think it was a wise move for me to get into psychology?
2 R: I thought you were supposed to be interviewing me

3 I what's the difference

4 R: I don’t know

5 I do you think the person being interviewed can get as much or
6 more out of the interview as the interviewer

7 R: yes of course, they wouldn’t agree to be interviewed otherwise.
8 People enjoy being asked questions about whar they are interested
g in

10 It Bur the police don’t ask if you agree to be interviewed
11 R: No, but you don’t have to say anything

Extraet 3

A woman interviewer of a woman friend on the topic of the importance
of friendship.
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P: ... I know this is difficulr for you {I's name) bur you did ask me

to do this and I couldn’t possibly talk about friendship withous

talking about you

: right OK then {laughs)

: Right, it’s very very important to me but erm it's quite difficule
actually because I'm talking to you actually am | talking to you,
the person or you an interviewer?

MO N B W R e
o =

abjective it's subjective anyway

10 P: I's really wierd o be actually talking about you erm ir's not
11 embarrassing is ir? I have to do ir.

12 1. a bit but you will have to be clear for people reading it where we
13 met and that

14 P: I can ralk away from you if you want, right I will sorr of. Yea
15 the person I'm talking about her name is . . .

16 I do you think it [the interview] could be improved?

17 P: no I don’t because I wouldnt be, if I had somebody, if the

18 interviewer was somebody who, a person I didn't know, I really
19 don’t think T would convey my feelings with very many people
20 erm in actual fact'T would only do this interview for you I

21 wouldn't do it for anybody else I certainly wouldn't talk about
22 friendship the topic or whatever with anybody else it would
23 have to be a close friend

24 I how do you fee! abour all of this being seen by others?
25 P: How do 1 feel abour that, I don’t mind really I don’t mind
26 I: There is so much material on there and I just feel I'm E0ing to use

27 it for adverse means in a sense and I wouldn't like it er

28 P: No no I don’t mind the reason I don’t mind is that wharever is
29 recorded on there wharever is transcribed on to paper will be in your
30 hands that’s whar’s important to me. No it doesn’t marter actually
31 whatever you come up with it really doesn’t marter. Bur

32 nevertheless it's in your hands you're taking care of it it’s your

33 baby I'm entrusting my feelings my thoughts and feelings to you
34 which [ already know I feel very comfortable with anyway this makes
35 no difference in a sense it really doesn'r. ..

This interview moves from an emphasis on the meaning of friendship in
Eeneral to a focus on support, and supportive friends in particular. The
participant (P) uses the interview to tell the interviewer (I} abour the im-
portance of I's friendship to her; thar is, she uses the new set of positions
within their relationship combined with the public nature of the encounter

I think we can say you can talk about me as a person it can’t be i
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mment on the value of her relationship with I. The p(.JSitiCII‘IS ace
- ii(::itly marked where P asks ‘you the pers:r_on or you f:m ;lnterwei:w::til
o i ding ser of positions for her as
hich sets up a corresponding _ ‘ 0
B.7-8 tructs I as a research object to include her
and respondent. She construc ’ ,
persfgper material for the study by ‘talk{ing] a1way frt?m ylc;u (3;;1521 :rr:li
zssgribing her in the third person {*the person I'm talking about her
e
i ’, 3.16). .
is 'I_'I;;\;ing in)troduced the material, we can now use fc}:ur thelmtf-:s ZI);E';’\;?;I:]};
i i i the analytic
ts as 2 whole can be viewed in r‘efat:on to /
Fg:niﬁ?icearlier You mighr want to consider what your choice of themes
l .

might be before reading further.

Theme 1 Using the position of responder;]r cepondent in 8
Ext i sr
be seen as asserting her power a
b B hich 1 i i licitly, dependent on R for the
i i is, in this case quite explicitly, dep
context in which [ is, in g ! ‘ S
i ssment (‘erase’,
i ork. In addition, the embarra erase
B e i ki R’s leps highlights the
i i ositioned as looking ar, g
over looking at, or being p 0 ' the
covert sexuality, in this case heterosexuality, of ;he researc(l? .enco:;ttaﬁon
i it inter,
i official power of definition an
this research encounter, the | ; < prane
i tor. These culturally
inci i the active viewer and evalua
coincides with that of curally
masculine positions were here held by a male resea;cl}er. 11: der?hclnfmme
. . ng )
tion of the encounter by invoki : fr:
her power over the interpreta 1 by Invoking the ¥
1sti and disciplinary
hus enlisting a range of judicia
work of harassment, t 1 e e ey
i i this exchange, then, is that by i
ractices. One reading of h "
fentia[ sexual exploitaton of the encounter explicit, the female res;:a;nd
participant both comments on this convergence cn:l gender, sexua Jnd
i i i itl sive subjec
i i d resists being positioned as a pas >
interview power relations an c aasive Sublect
ing the strucrures of the research {g
of the research gaze by using : 1 : fon-
asking, recording) to turn the researcher hlms&!f into an object of scrubl0 l}:t
In E’xtract 2 it is the interviewer who sanctions the commentary a ‘
s - .
the interview process with ‘do you think it was a wise move for meI 1o fg;, ¥
into psychology?” {2.1). The explicit discussion of interviewing roles °
lows from I's assertion of, and departure from, the role of mtervu:wgr Qi
asking a question, but of a reflexive form thar transgresses, transcends
i iewing relationship.
reverses the current interviewing el ‘ _ -
In Extract 3 the additional positions made available by t_hehmtervu;:v
appear 10 be used by P to enable her to thank I and express her lap}? .
ciation of I as a friend. Using the rules of the interview, not only is y
. S o
required to hear this {owing to the injunction upon I tofl}sten 't:w?n
respect what P says), but it is also justified within the rules o ml:efrvn ,-_.g};
owing to the norm of frank disclosure conventionally assumed of resear

parricipants.
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Theme 2 Respondent-initiated reflexive comrentaries

In these exrracts, although in different ways, the respondents initiate
the reflection on the research process. In Exrract 1, R exploits the novice
I's highhandedness in reminding her of the rescarch contracr, which he
appears to inform her of, rather than negotiate. She therefore frustrates
I's attempts to assume the position of authority as the one who could bur
will nat judge (1.1}, who defines what is relevant to record (1.21), who
has defined the questions (1.3} to be answered, and who has the authority
to provide feedback {1.6). In Extract 2, R challenges I’s assumprion that
he can change the roles or rules of the interview with his I thought you
were supposed to be interviewing me’ {2.2). In Extract 3, in an interview
about friendship, it is significant that P raises the reflexive issues abour her
friendship with [. This emphasizes how commentaries on the research
process are by no means the prerogative of interviewers. Rarher such
cues and feedback are always present even if unarticnlated, and form the

infrastructure of research.

Theme 3 Public nature of the account

It is clear thar the fact thart these are interviews, rather than conversations,
constitutes key structural conditions for the accounts generated (and the
division berween the *public’ and ‘private’ itself has a history). R's resist-
ance in Extract 1 to the interviewer-respondent relation is exercised pre-
cisely through the public narure of their encounter. I's reaction to her
request to ‘stop looking at my legs” is in terms of his awareness of the tape-
recording (he says ‘erase’, 1.27), while R reasserts her desire to record this
(iterally reinscribes it) with ‘sorry just wanted to say that — sorry’ {1.28}.
R therefore enlists the broader structure of scrutiny hinted at earlier by I's
prohibition that R should use his name as a psendonym (1.14), which
would place him as doubly subjected to the interview {as interviewer an
respondent). (In psychoanalytic terms we might see this as a return of the
repressed with a vengeance!)

Within Extract 2, | initiates the discussion over who benefirs from the
research (*do you think the person being interviewed can ger as much of
more out of the interview as the interviewer’, 2.5-6). 1 also develops R’s
response in terms of people enjoying tatking about what they are intereste
in (2.8-9) by importing a legal-political interpretation of people’s ‘interests’
{in police interrogations) (2.10). The comparison berween legal/coercive
regulation and the structure of the interview is both taken up and refused
by R in his reminder of participants’ voluntary involvement as conditional
on personal engagement or relevance, as exhibited by the strategies avail-
able for non-compliance within even the most formal structures of inter-
rogation {2.7-11}. It may be appropriate thart [ defers to R over the success
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of this straregy; the probability that ise this i

more likely by the tpc')pic of ge mte?:i:l;.s hachto exercise his s rendered
¥n Ext.ract‘ 3, the -public nature of the account as well as the ropic

(friendship) isa prerequisite for P expressing and reasserting her trustpin

l: Both parties refer to a (temporally distanced but very present) andience

{*you will have to be clear for people reading it’, 3.13, and ‘how do you

feel about all of this being seen by others’, 3.25). ’ !

Theme 4 Past/future relations
In af} three extracts, the shifts in I-P positions are achieved by reference to
:_md in relation to, their relationships ourtside the interviews. In 1, the reas:
ing tenor gf the interview suggests that R wields her power th;ough the
prior relationship she has with him. In 2, I marks permission to digress
from. tht.E ervious!y agreed topic of the interview by asking R a quesgtion
that invites judgement of I on the basis of their prior relationship. He asks
R fo,r his perception of the rules of the interview with ‘what’s tl.m differ-
ence (.2.3). :]"he pasr relationship is alluded to by reference to the choice
to be 3nthv1ewed. As interviewer 2 commented to me after reading this
analys..xs, either his mistrust of psychology is well-placed, or else, as ag rior
acquaintance, the interviewer is a particularly clever l;olicem;n o }zrick
him into thinking he has a choice. In Extract 3, by the end of the interview
th'e rese:_arch encounter is incorporated into the structure of the existin
Erlendsl:up as not only a test of the relationship (‘it’s in your hands I’IE
entrusting my feelings my thoughts and feelings to you’, 3.33-4) but as
an expression of it {*I would only do this interview for, you', 3 2’2 ‘this
.malses no difference in a sense it really doesn’t’, 3.35-6) and’ b): d;e end
the interview itself is in the past, as ‘there’ on the tape (no,: here and now),

in “there is so much material on there’
o e is 5o ere’ {3.27), and as a record that can be

Reflexive analysis

) In + - - - -
mcﬁif section we locare the analysis within an account of its production
) ’ - 3
o ing relevant constraines, limits and possibilities wrought by our
ition as analysts. These are issues that might be regarded as the context

of is © " i
~ ot the research, and this ‘context’ {in the sense of what accompanies and

e . .
onstructs the text} can be divided into ten points.

- Records — what's lost {and gained)

The te . . -
. ndency ro _r:onfound interview with transcript discussed earlier is in
senses clarified by the fact that the analysis presented here is based
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on transcripts of interviews which I did not conduct or, transcribe. Par,.
doxically, the fact thar I did not conduct the interviews ‘puts my positign
closer to that of other readers in both generating and justifying the analy-
sis. What this brings home is the incompleteness and partiality of iner.
pretation (see below), qualities intrinsic to this kind of research but made
more manifest in these circumstances. I have reproduced the extracts using
the notation adopted by the original interviewersftranscribers. The use of
conventional punctuation and absence of explicit transcription codes in
part reflected their concern abour presenting to informants a formalized
and inaccessible representation of the interview thatr might compound further
the potentially alienating effect of seeing spoken language written down i
all its (in terms of written codes} untidiness (Stubbs 1983). But these
extracts would perhaps have gained from a more systematic coding (see
the Appendix for a simplified notation suitable for most themarically based
analyses).

Overinterpretation/misinterpretation

A common reaction to analyses of the kind offered above is that the
material has been misinterpreted or overinterprered, manipulated to pro-
duce meanings that were not ‘originally’ there. It is certainly true that the
process of analysis, including the shifting representational forms that the
interviewftext assumes, does provide new vantage points from which to
interpret, and thar, as Stubbs (1983} points out, close scrutiny of a tran-
script can magnify tensions or aggressive elements within the text, How-
ever, acknowledging this does not discredit the analysis offered; rather it
supports the suggestion that this is one of multiple ways of reading the
texts. Clearly if the reading is mine alone, thar is, if this reading is not
recognized by others, then its credibility is undermined. Similarly, the re-
actions of the original interviewers and participants in the extracts are
important. Depending on the model of research adopted, disagreement
would invalidate the reading {within an erhnographic model) or be inter-
preted within it (since from a postmodernist stance it could be argued that
there may be particular investments in refusing the interpreration; Opie
1992). Here it is worth saying thar the oripinal interviewers’ reactions to
this analysis were very favourable, and no reservations were expressed
about the readings outlined above, nor any alternatives pur forward. In
terms of additional points, the interviewer in Extract 1 wished to have
further emphasized how much is lost in the transition from tape to tran-
script. Feedback from interviewer and interviewee 2 confirmed the view of
the interview process as an elaboration of mutual agendas, and indicated
a view thar rthis should be recognized and explicitly structured into inter-
view procedures.
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Partial interpretation

All this emphasizes the constructed and inexhaustive nature of the analy-
«is. These features sometimes make this kind of research both frustrating
and dissatisfying, since a comman response is to feel acutely the partiality

" {in the double sense of incomplete and motivated) of interpretation. Nev-

ertheless, this too is an instructive reflecrion on the research process. It is
helpful here to explore the infinite regress and incoherenc; of the fantasy
of a complete and authentic original recard (Why use audiotape, why not
use videotape? But what about thar space behind the camera?), which
parallels that of the complete interpretation. Rather, we should accept the
uncertainty of unfinished analysis as an index of the arbitrary limit imposed
by writing up. In principle the research process could continue almost
indefinitely, both in the sense of exchanging readings and reactions berween
interpreter and participants, and in the analyst’s shifting perceptions of
their interpretations {and clearly some such mutual discussion and reflec-
tion with participants is good research praciice}.

Intentionality and multiple readings

There are clearly other ways of interpreting the extracts above. In fact it
is often useful to present and develop alternarive readings and explore the
different conclusions they indicate. For my purposes I have selected one
reading, but in drawing attention to its provisionality two issues should be
noted. First, acknowledging the multiplicity of readings (or accounts of the
account) does not mean that all readings are equal. Otherwise we are stuck
in the quagmire of relativistic nihilism which disempowers us from using
the research to say anything (see Bhavnani 1990; Burman 1990). There may
be good reasons for privileging the reading or account of the research par-
ticipants, particularly if their ‘voice’ is that of a disadvantaged or under-
represented group (but see problems with this in Chapter 8). Second, and
this is particularly relevant for the kind of mera-analysis I have presented
here, it is important not to equate the reading with either the intentions
of participants or their intentions i the interview. The analytic questions
driving the analysis offered here were concerned with research process
and not individual opinions, so the focus was correspondingly on implicit
features of the rules or framewarks structuring research rather than on
what each party said or did. In this sense other analyses of this material
could be made in relation to different questions feom those explored here.

Selection of material

A reflexive account could include examination of my own motives in
presenting this material. Perhaps I am aiming ta demonstrare something
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about my teaching practice through the interviewing competence of my
students. Perhaps I am avoiding subjecting my own interviewing and ana-
Iytic practice to critical scrutiny {but see Burman 1992a, b). A more stand-
ard criticism here would question the validity of generating this analysis
from interviews conducted on different topics and by different interview-
ers. However, once again this approach can be defended by recalling that
the analytic issues do not require absolute comparability of text {indeed
such a notion is questionable, see Chapter 1), and in fact may benefit from
the variety of positions adopted.

Privileged access

In more typical circumstances, the researcher has privileged knowledge
both of the participants and of the experience of conducting the inter-
views. In this case the extra knowledge I bring to bear on this material is
my acquaintance with the interviewers, the history of having supervised
(and marked) their interviewing research, and therefore my access to the
larger transcripts from which the above extracts were selected. Again,
these differences in position from which the extracts can be read have to
be acknowledged rather than erased, and can perhaps be put forward
either to explain differences in or to fix interpretation (Burman 1933).

Exploitation

A legitimate question that should always be posed {both in conducting and
in evaluating research) is whether the participants have been exploited,
that is, whether their psychological or material condirions worsened through
their involvernent in the research. In this case, permission was gained from
all parties to use the material, and they were consulted over the interpre:
tations drawn. As discussed in the last three chapters of this book, issues
of exploitation go beyond notions of ‘informed consent” to include the usé
made of the research.

Effects of prior relationships

These arise in the form of the interviewers’ prior knowledge of their parti-
cipants from other than research contexts, and of my prior knowledge ©
the interviewers from a teaching context. In the first case it seems likely
that this facilitared greater disclosure and reflexive commentary, as well as
constituting the preconditions for some of the themes identified in the
analysis. The impact of the second issue is difficult to evaluate but clearly
does figure; quite how helpful or otherwise this is will depend on how pet-
suasive you as readers find this account. We are not, however, suggesting
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that people should only interview their friends, but rather we want to high-
light how the prior relationship (of acquaintance, or non-acquaineance,
which is also a relationship) enters into the structure and content of the
encounter.

Danger of fetishing particular strategies

Similarly, the analysis here should not be read as recommending particu-
lar interviewing devices in order to promote either equality ar reflection on
research processes. Used as techniques these can work to assert interviewer
authority in indirecr ways (see Walkerdine 1988: 53—63; Burman 1992a,
for examples from research with children). The examples presented here
arose spontaneously, and as initiated or at least taken up by the ‘respond-
ents’. The analysis here does not (and cannot) illustrate how interviews
should be done, but rather offers suggestions about what to look for, and
how to think about what happens in interviews. There are no techniques
or analytic procedures that escape the dangers of exploitation. Hence it is
important to structure consultation and feedback over the interpretation of
transcripts with participants.

Interpretive stance/countertransference issues

Given the nine points above, it is clear that the analyst brings to his or her
analysis a range of different identifications and responses. In these extracts
Lidentify as interviewer struggling to democratize the research process and
anxious about how o make sense of the material (perhaps anyone who
has engaged with semi-structured interviews can identify with the sense of
responsibility that the interviewer comments on in Bxtract 3, line 25). 1
also hold multiple positionings and identifications arising from structures

- of gender, class and so on, which inevitably enter into the particular analy-

sis formulated. Where personal reactions or invesuments play an important
part, these can be treated as a resource for, rather than ‘interference’
within, the analysis {for an example of this see Marks, in press}.

Discussion and assessment

- The analysis presented here is based on unusual material. These examples
~may not be everyday but they are also not unique, and are consistent with

the aim of highlighting the visibility of the researcher rather than the re-
searched. Qualitative analysis elucidates phenomena that would be missed

. or dismissed by other methods. Just as the exception can prove the rule,

so exceptional or incidental instances can function to highlight strucrural
dynamics that underlie research encounters.
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semi—strucmred interviewing can make the approaches appear atheoretical
or intuitivist. A disciplined analysis of the presuppasitions guiding all stages
of the research does much to ward off this criticism. The final analysis,
however, lies beyond the account here in the interpretations made of this

b}r you.

Appendix

Supgested transcription notation:
{.) pause
(2) two second pause (number indicates duration)

000 untranscribable
{xax} indistinct/doubtful transcription

Word underline emphasis

Potter and Wetherell {1987: 188-9) suggest a slightly more complex notation, which
in turn is a simplified version of Sacks et al. {1974).

Useful reading

Gubrium, J. and Silverman, D. {eds} (1989). The Politics of Field Research,
London: Sage.

Henwoaod, K. and Pidgeon, N. (1993). ‘Qualitarive research and psychological
theorizing'’, in M. Hammersley {ed.} Social Researching: Philosophy, Politics and

Practice. London: Sage.
Nencel, L. and Pels, P. {eds} (1991). Constructing Knowledge: Autharity and Critigue

in Social Science. London: Sage.
Steier, F. {ed.) (1991). Research and Reflexivity. London: Sage.
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5 | PERSONAL CONSTRUCT
APPROACHES
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The balance of this chapter varies slightly from the others as I intend to
look at a range of personal construct approaches. Most attention will be
given to the repertory grid, as this is most commonly dealt with quanti-
tatively and often with scant regard for its theoretical background, in a
somewhat free-floating fashion. My worked example of a repertory grid
with laddering is immediately followed by the associated discussion and
reflexive account. I then turn to other personal construct methods.

Background

First, as George Kelly's research designs are an integral part of his personal
construct psychology (PCP), some theoretical background is needed. How-
ever, this is necessarily brief and highly selective. There is some debate as
to whether PCP is a theory or a complete psychology. Jahoda suggests that
Kelly has both an approach and a theory. She defines an approach as

a relatively content free point of view about how best to proceed in
studying people. It is based on extra-scientific assumptions and often
incorporates personal values. It contains the fundamental questions
to which a psychologist seeks answers. In contrast to theories, an
approach can therefore neither be verified nor falsified: you can only
take it or leave ir.

{Jahoda 1988: 2)
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Kelly’s is a constructivist approach. For Kelly, objective reality is a
myth. Our subjective reality is based on the meanings we have attached to
previous experiences. It is the meaning that is influential, not the event
itself. Such personal meanings are the basis of our individual theories or
frameworks, through which we filter and interpret current experiences. We
are constantly engaged in psychological processing, purposefully searching
for meaning: operating ‘as if’ we were scientists, constantly applying our
very personal theories to “what’s going on’, shifting and restructuring our
frameworks in line with new understandings; aiming to inhabit an increas-
ingly useful personal world, one which facilitates more effective interac-
tions with others. In this way we construe ourselves, each other and our
personal reality. Kelly’s focus is on the individual as the maker of meaning.
It is the idiosyncratic nature of our experiencing that accounts for the
difference between people. Unlike in some psychodynamic and behaviour-
ist views, within personal construct psychology there is a dynamic element
of personal agency. ‘People are neither prisoners of their environment nor
victims of their biographies, but active individuals struggling to make sense
of their experiences and acting in accordance with the meaning they im-
pose on those experiences’ (Kelly 1955: 15).

Nevertheless, as Fransella (1990) points out, we may make ourselves
prisoners by the way we construe aur biography. Qur idiosyncratic con-
structions, firmly rooted in our unique stories, simultaneously provide an
anticipatory basis for furure action. This anticipatory element based on
our current understanding inevitably frames our reality and illuminates or
alerts us to particular aspects of ‘what is going on’, and equally limits or
blinds us to other aspects. When we predict that something will happen we
are also predicting that other things will not happen. Construing (a word
deliberarely chosen by Kelly) is experiencing, at all levels of awareness,
thoughts, feelings and actions in appropriate {personal) harmony. It is
essentially a dynamic search for personal understanding, which according
to Kelly is gained by recognizing similarities and differences in our expe-
riences. ‘Only when man [sic] attunes his ear to recurrent themes in the
monotonous flow does his universe begin to make sense to him’ (Kelly
1955: 53).

Our personal frameworks, or construct systems in Kelly’s rerms, are
made up of a vast collection of similariry—difference dimensions or bipolar
constructs. We each uniquely yet systematically hierarchically nerwork our
constructs. Core or superordinate constructs are those which are central to
our being, those which we use to impose personal order on our lives. Each
core construct subsumes a number of subordinate comstructs, which in
rurn subsume more subordinate constructs and 50 on. A construct gains its
meaning from both poles; similarity can only be understood in the context
of difference. Constructs are highly individual and personally understood.
For example, as an outsider we would recognize that two people using the
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construct ‘friendly’ are experiencing different realities if we also know that
the difference pole for one is ‘not so friendly” and for the other is *hostile’.
The difference pole may be a logical or idiosyncratic opposite. Thus our
current construct system frames our reality, aspects of which will be clear
and appropriate while others remain fuzzy. We must remember that it is
our construction, the meanings are inferred by us. These meanings are not
part of the event, not statements of reality.

‘Constructive alternativism’, the philosophical basis of personal con-
struct psychology, acknowledges that there are different ways of seeing,
that equally valid alternative constructions are always possible. We need
to be aware that others are likely to construe differently from ourselves.
Constructive alrernativism is abour exploring our construct system and
selecting the most appropriate theories to apply, which must then be judged
only in terms of their usefulness, not in terms of any absolute truth. They
do, however, determine the range of options open to us and can be lim-
iting. We can extend our knowledge and understanding by being continu-
ally open and prepared to update and reconstruct our theories in the light
of experience: ‘even the most obvious occurrences in daily life might appear
urterly transformed if we were inventive enough to construe them differently’
(Kelly 1986: 1).

Kelly suggested that psychologists should start their work not with theo-
ries but with involvement in the life situation of the people they have
chosen to study. If our aim is to understand someone, then we must gain
understanding from within that person, empathize with them, get to know
their story, explore their social world through their frameworks.

Another core element of personal construct psycholegy is reflexivity.
Personal construct psychology accounts for its own creation: it is a con-
struction like any other. The richness and relevance of the personal expe-
rience of all is acknowledged and validated. Both researcher and participants
are involved in interacting and construing. The aim of research is to en-
gage in a collaborative exploration of equality and mutuality to gain an
insider’s view of part of the participant’s reality, at the same time acknowl-
edging that the research question is necessarily part of the researcher’s
construct system. Clearly the research process offers all who take part the
opportunity for new understandings and self-development. The completed
research is a more or less useful construction, which is, of course, open to
reconstruction.

We can see, then, that Kelly’s approach encourages the democrarization
of the process of research. The subjectivity of both the researcher and
researched is embraced. People are dealt with as complex beings rather
than reduced to isolated variables. Participants’ constructions are valued,
not seen as requiring modification and adjustment to fit more easily into
another’s theoretical framework,

[ES—
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Personal construct technigues

The repertory grid

The repertory grid is a highly flexible technique which is often used quan-
titarively and on oceasions completely divorced from its theoretical under-
pinning. I will show how it can be used qualitatively. The aim of the
repertory grid is to illuminate a person’s current undersranding of what-
ever it is they are concerned with. This may be done alone or with one or
more co-researchers, depending on whart is being explored and by whom.

The first step is to choose a topic of concern, personally relevant to the
participant, which has the potential to offer insight. This may be their
work situation, family, friendships, themselves, relationships, leisure activi-
ties, possible opportunities, whatever is appropriare.

Second, the participant must choose a range of elements (more than ten
can become unwieldy). Elements are anything that give rise to construing:
they can be people, courses, pubs, leisure activities, careers, aspects of
work etc. To expose the maost illuminating picture and to allow some
comparison, elements need to vary on dimensions relevant to the partici-
pant and the topic. If explaining friendship, for example, it is likely that
you would want to include established friends, ex-friends, potential friends
and acquaintances. Traditionally, in Kellyan research, elements are roles —
someone | admire, someone I dislike, someone who has influenced me etc.
- or, if the focus of the research is yourself, each of your own roles —
friend, partner, colleague, worker, parent etc. — or yourself over time — as
a teenager, as a young adult, now, in ten years time.

You might want to look at relationships, perhaps in terms of similarity
of construing andfor ability to empathize. In this case elements and con-
structs (see below) would be jointly negotiated, then complered individu-
ally before being jointly completed {Bannister and Bott 1973). The
comparison between each individual’s reality and the negotiated picrure of
reality can reveal connections and areas of discord.

Thomas {1979} developed these ideas and devised a similar ‘exchange
grid’. This involves both participants jointly deciding on the elements, then
completing the grid individually using their own constructs. Constructs are
then exchanged and each completes the other’s grid ‘as if’ they were the
other. Analysis of the two pairs of grids offers insight into the degree of
understanding each has of the other's personal world,

To reiterate, elements need to be personally relevant to the participant,
even if they appear strange to oursiders, and both appropriate to and
representative of the topic explored.

The next task is to identify some of the constructs currently being used
within the area of exploration. This is done by choosing any three elements
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and asking in what way two of the three are similar to each other and
different from the third. I find it more useful ro ask participants to idenrify
a difference rather than a contrast or opposite, as in my experience these
last two terms encourage people to search for some generally accepted
contrast and therefore shift the emerging picture away from the personal.

The three elements to be compared can be chosen systematically or
randomly. Each element can be allocated a number and then three num-
bers can be chosen. Or each element can be written on a separate card,
with the cards being shuffled and the top three chosen. Used cards are
returned to the pack, the pack is reshuffled and the top three are chosen,
and so on. This process of choosing three elements and identifying simi-
farity and difference continues, ideally until the person runs out of constructs.
Ten to fifteen constructs often provide a useful picture.

The similarity, which may be positively or negatively stated, is written
on the left and the difference on the right. In the example below it is clear
which three elements a friend I will call Jo compared. The Xs indicate the
two elements who were seen similarly, as egotistical, when compared with
the third element O, who was idenrified as being group-oriented.

Elements
Similariey - - ~ - - . - _
Egoristical X X 8]

Difference
Group-oriented

In this way, one of the constructs used by the participant to understand
‘what’s going on at work’ is accessed. This procedure is repeated until the
participant decides that sufficient constructs have been externalized. It is
assumed thar the constructs are permeable, i.e. they can and will be ap-
plied to new elements and they do indeed represent rhe participant’s un-
derstanding of the area. It is also assumed that che language used does, to
an extent, capture the personal meaning of the construct. However many
constructs are generated, it must be remembered that we are only gaining
access to a sample of current constructs.

The fourth task is to locate each element on each construct. Each ele-
ment is allocated an X or O depending on whether the element is more like
the similarity pole of the construct, marked with X, or the difference pole,

marked with Q.

Elements
Similarity - - - -~ - = < - Difference
Egotistical X O X O X O O X Group-oriented
Creative X 0 X 0 O 0 0O X Rukebound

When the whole grid is completed in this way, patterns and associations
emerge. Clearly Jo, with the exception of one element, experiences people
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at work who are egotistical as also creative, and group-oriented people as
rule-bound. This may be a barrier to creative group-based work. We WOI:lld
need to see the rest of her grid and talk to her abour her understanding
of these two constructs to gain a clearer picture. ‘ _

A slightly more subtle picture can be glea_ned by using an ordl.na! scale
to reflect person relevance, rather than a norion of absolute quantity. Each
element is rated by the participant, on each construct, on a_scale of 1-3,
1-5 or 1-7, whichever scems most suitable. Some elements might share the
same number, other numbers might not be used ar all. Jo used a scale of
1-5.

Elements
1 5
Similarity Differencz;
Egotistical 2 4 1 4 2 5 4 2 Group-oriented
Creative 1 5§ 3 4 4 4 5 1 Rulebound

It must he remembered that these numbers carry no inherent meaning
but simply provide a way in which the participant can position elerr_lents
in relative terms on each of the dimensions and so expose a slightly richer
picrure. We can now see that all those people %n Jo's grid constroed as
group-oriented are also seen as rule-bound wh.xle only two of t.he four
experienced as egotistical are also creative. Qne is rulc—bound,. an interest-
ing phenomenon, worthy of more discussion with the participant. The
other is given a 3, which may mean that they appear to Jo to be rule-
bound in some situations and creative in others. )

Analysis may be focused on elements, constructs or i:‘poth. If a rating
scale is used, a simple cluster analysis is possible to clarify associations.

Analysis is an integral part of the collaborative process of working up
the grid to completion {i.e. it is part of, rather than succeeds, the ‘rcsearch
process). Information on how the participant ur}derstands t_helr worl‘d
emerges throughout, from the first step of identifying the pa.mcul'ar topic
to be explored, through to which elements are chosen for mclus.:cm and
which excluded, and beyond to how readily constructs are \tcrbahzed and
which particular constructs are applied. As it is the part:c:panlt’s }mc'ier-
standing that is being exposed it is for them to analyse and gain 'm51ght
from viewing the completed grid. If the participant does not 1dent1'fy and
verbalize obvious connecrions made explicit by completion of the grid Fhen
it is not necessarily the role of the co-researcher to voice then:n. Essentially
it depends on the area explored and the reason foF the explora.tlpn. Emergent
implications may be sensitively checked our with the participant bl.lt‘ we
must be aware of the possibility of harm. The grid may hlghhght'sensuwe
issues that the participant chooses nor to acknowledge art this time. The
understanding gained is thus framed by the parficipant.
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A worked example

This grid was constructed by a middle manager in a recently privatized
utility, who claims to be frustrated and somewhat limited by the work
climate set, in his opinion, by top management’s failure to act in a way
that values all workers and o offer sound leadership. His frustration has
been clear from numerous spontaneous discussions with him over the past
two years. His aim was to clarify his view of colleagues’ management
styles, with the possibility of gaining new insight. Mine was actively to re-
experience the process of working up a grid with a participant. Figure 5.1
shows his organizational structure.

Having outlined Keily’s theory to Alex, stressing particularly that it was
his understanding of his issues, framed by him and explained in his lan-
guage, thar we were attempting to access, asked him to identify a range
of elements. He chose managers liked and respected, disliked and not
respected, peers, middle, senior and top managers, although he stated at
this point that there were no top managers he respected. All were men. His
focus, then, is his experience of management styles and their implicarions
within his work sector.

He constructed the grid very readily (see Figure 5.2). The constiucts
flowed in response to me repeatedly offering him 2 random selection of
three elements, He occasionally offers further explanation of the meaning
of his constructs. Ambition, for example, is construed as being prepared
to knife others in the back, and if you’re not prepared to take this action
then you’re experienced as less ambitious.

His construct choices present a picture of traditional male work culture
underpinned by competition and in-house political correctness. He clearly
experiences a different work climate from Jo, who, when engaged in a —
similar work-based exercise, revealed the following constructs: reliable-a
bir erratic; clear communicator-rambling style; effective—less so; creative—
more limited; socially skilled—socially clumsy; enthusiastic-too much trou-
ble; good negotiator—directive; adventurous—doesn’t take risks; facilitative—
critical; weak-strong; stubborn-amenable.

Director of Works

Alan

Director of Operations
Jeremy

Strategic Development

General Manager
Stuart

General Manager
Business Development
Barry

Deputy MD
John

Discussion

Focusing en the constructs and just choosing a few of the evident associa-
tions, we can see that those colleagues construed as supportive are also
experienced as inventive, trustworthy and less likely to be politically
malleable. And of course the corollary is that those experienced as non-
supportive cannot be rrusted, are more likely to be politically malleable
and tied down by the flavour of the month — in Alex’s terms the -politically
correct’ current issue. He also experiences those who are less inventive to

General Manager

Investment

Brian
Corporate Programmie

Manager

Figure 5.1 Alex's organizational structure
Pat

Appraisal Manager

Alex
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be systems bound and unlikely to take risks. These people are seen as more
likely to use bullying tactics to achieve their aims.

The clearest association in the grid is that those experienced as suffi-
ciently ambitious to knife others in the back are also seen as concerned
with self rather than being person-oriented. These colleagues are also
described as more likely to be lacking in awareness of others. In all
probability there is a core construct (possibly egocentrism-altruism or
cooperative—competitive} underpinning these three slightly semanrically
different manifestations.

Conversational laddering, which is explained in the next section, could
be used here if more depth is required, to gain access to core construcrs
and thus perhaps to greater understanding.

In terms of elements, he construes the senior and top managers in his

sector, Brian and John, whose decisions have implications for him, in very
negative terms. He characterizes them as politically malleable, lacking in
long-term strategy, rarely prepared to take risks and shorr on invenrive-
ness, owing to their being tied down by the “flavour of the month’. They
- m ™ m m o moa are also experienced as untrustworthy, prepared not only to bully but if
necessary also to knife their colleagues in the back. Alan, who heads
another sector, is construed very similarly.
- The grid reveals thar Alex sees himself as most like Pat, his immediate
boss, and very similar to Jeremy, a top manager in a different sector, des-
pite his claim at the outset that there were no top managers he respecred.
T T Moo Beian and John are construed as most unlike him and in fact similar only
to Alan, another rop manager. Setting these findings in the slightly wider
context, Alex maintains that he has lirtle faith in top managers, as he
claims that those who are promoted are not necessarily the most skilled
and effective people, but those who play the ‘politically correct’ tune.
Their management actions are rooted in their own uncertainty. Their need
to maintain control means that their teams are not included in decision
making, nor are they trusted to operate responsibly and effectively, which
results in workers feeling undervalued and frustrated.

Clearly this analysis could be taken much further, the specific direction
depending on the research question. However, this initial exploratory grid
has captured Alex’s frustration and disillusionment with the manapement
of his organization.

There are a number of ways to extend this understanding. The grid
could now be used as a basis for further grids, perhaps including his
notion of an ideal manager or how he would handle the role. He might
find it useful to discuss findings from such a grid with a trusted colleague
who had completed a similar grid. Grids such as this form a useful focus,
an initial shared understanding on which to base an interview. If Alex
wanted a more illuminating picture of how he experiences his work
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Inventive — (not tied down
by flavour of the month)
Politically malleable - blows

Non organized — day to day
in the wind

existence
Perceptive — people aware

Not a bully
Note: % denotes similarity

basic engineer

(open}

Figure 5.2 Alex's repertory grid
Looks after himself - totally
non people oriented

Knife in the back

Supportive of subordinates
(ambitious)}

Simsilarity

Nan risk taking
conventional

Non systems — bound
Takes wider view — not
Not basically trustworthy
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setting, then conversational laddering based on the constructs revealed
would produce a deeper understanding.

Laddering

Laddering (Hinkle 1965) is a particular style of interviewing which allows
constructs to be revealed (see Chapter 4 for more details on interviewing).
It may be used in addition to the grid or independently using consLructs
that crop up in conversations. It needs to be used wisely and cautiously
{sce Rowe 1988) and only when the participant is willing and keen to gain
a deeper understanding. Often the grid gives rise to surface (subordinate)
constructs that are not generally applicable. They have implications, but
fewer than core constructs, which frame our reality as they are central to
our being. Often subordinate constructs are sufficient. Laddering, however,
not only allows elaborations of 2 more personal framework but also illumin-
ates how constructs are personally (hierarchically) integrated, and has the
advantage of being able to identify which of the revealed constructs is
more important, thus offering 2 better understanding of how the person
frames their realiry.

We move up the hierarchy from subordinate constructs to those thar
form the core of our value system by asking where the person would prefer
to be locared on a particular construct and why. This is best achieved by
using a conversational style, responding direerly to their comments cach
time {rather than repeating the question why, which often feels inter-
rogational). Occasionally laddering wotks neatly, when co-researchers move
from initially stated superficial constructs through to more psychological
core constructs fundamental to the person’s understanding, Often this is
nor the case, and core consiructs may be difficult to verbalize for a variery
of reasons. Rather than climbing up the ladder of the hierarchy we can
climb down to more subordinate constructs by pyramiding {Landfield 1971).
This is done by asking the question “What does it mean to be...?" {(or-
ganized, for example).

Alex and 1 used the laddering technique to ry 10 gain a better under-
standing of what he means by ‘political malleability’- We noted thar he
had put himself on the extreme position of less politically malleable. I
began by asking what advantages there are to being less politically malle-
able.

A:  Not a lot (said with a laugh) - I feel 2 bir more virtuous but it doesn’t
do a lot of good at the end of the day . .. sometimes I feel things are
right ... If T was politically malleable I’d have to go against my con-
science. I'm not as politically malleable as some, but I'm not fixed ~
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some of our managers duck and weave to stay in power... that's
their main aim in life.

CT: It’s not yours?

A: Tm ha[?py to be part of a team — to influence what’s going on. If
sgmethmg is wrong I'm prepared to stand up against it, to put it
right. 1 don’t seek power for power’s sake,

CT: Why don’t you seek power?

A: Those who are power driven have a narrow, limited view . ..some
people need power.

CT: You'd prefer to put it right?

A: Yes...although it doesn’t necessarily win many friends — i’s seen as
a negative position. I'd prefer a more positive job. People have said
to me ‘I wouldn’t have your job’.

CT: Is there anything positive about ‘putting it right’, about your posi-
tdon?

A: It helps achieve the company’s aims.

CT: Which are?

A:  To lower costs, to offer better value for money — which would secure
more jobs and satisfy customers.

We now have a fuller view of what Alex means by politically malleable
although we have moved to a more pragmatic rather than psychologicai
construct. It is tied up with power seeking and the consequent limitarions
of view. He experiences those in power as generating problems, ones that
he has to ‘stand up against’ and ‘put right’ for the good of the organization
and his conscience. His stated aim aligns with the company’s aims, to
lower costs and thus secure more jobs and to satisfy customers. In con-
trast, he construes the politically malleable as mainly aiming to stay in
power. Although his stance does not ‘necessarily win many friends’ we can
see that he and others construe this negativiry as at least partly to do with
hlis position. At least one of the sources of his frustration at work is now
clearer.

Discussion

What we see from the analysis is a middle manager who wants more
control, who wants to take part in decision making, who would prefer 1o
work in a more supportive consuleative climate. Jackson (1983) and Argyle
(1989} among others claim that such an environment leads to increased
health and job satisfaction.

The discussion could present some support for Alex’s experiences of top
managers by picking up the thread of organizational culture and looking
at possible reasons for the actions of managers at different levels, particularly
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the lack of power sharing. Handy (1985) claims that age and middle
management task experience lead top managers to dislike too much risk,
to prefer a style of tight structure and control, whereas Alex’s preference
to work within a supportive flexible climate is typical of middie managers.
This could then be developed in terms of the efficacy of work culeures,
seemingly a major concern for Alex, and the crearive integration of differ-
ent management styles.

Alex views top management as insecure about their own management
skills and there is objective insecurity in the wider organizational COntext,
as recent privatization has beought about change and the workforce is to
be halved over the next two years. A number of studies {(Cobb and Kag
1977; Dooley et al. 1987) suggest that the anticipation of job loss, for
managers, may well be as traumatic as unemploymenr itself. It is also
reasonable to speculate that those who feel stressed may adopt a tighter
style of management. It is possible that the insecurity of the situation itself
fosters a high need in Alex for participarion to enhance feelings of control
and professional worth. A study of managers (Roskies and Louis-Guerin
1390} in an ambiguous work contexr found links berween perceived job
insecurity and poor health, and berween negative work attitudes and
psychological distress.

Personal construct psychology connections and comments would need
to be made, particularly the fact thar we are dealing with the dynamic
construing of one middle manager whose personal experiences have led to
the construction of particular frameworks through which he filters and
understands his current experiences. This snapshot in time is inevitably
illuninating only part of the picture, and the picrure jtself is open to a
range of alternative construcrions.

Reflexive account

Personal construct psychology is reflexive. Both co-researcher and partici-
pants are, in Wilkinson’s (1988) words, ‘in the construing business’. The
choice of topic and the interaction involved in constructing and analysing
the grid would have been different with someone other than me, someone
with whom Alex has a different personal history and understanding. The
brief analysis, although checked out with Alex, is my construction, my
way of seeing, my struggle to understand his understanding. ‘The knower
is part of the matrix of what is known’ (DuBois 1983: 111}, Essentially it
is the sense that I can make, operating with my current frameworks as a
woman and social psychologist with both particular interests and a pre-
vious understanding of Alex’s work concerns, of the expressions of his
work experiences elicited at this time by the process of constructing the
grid with me.
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The researcher’s part in the process needs to be acknowledged. In a full
reflexive account specific consideration needs to be given to hn_w the re-
searcher, with her particular interests, skills and understanding, influenced

the process.

Other personal construct methods

Caution

Personal construct psychology methods may only give rise to superficial
construing, but all, particularly laddering and the ABC method,.have the
potential to tap into core constructs and therefore the potential to be
harmful. To a large extent the methods are participant Fontrolled, the level
of construing revealed depending on the level at which th.cy choose 10
work. However, core constructs and particularly personal links berween
constructs of which the person was previously unaware may be external-
ized for the first time. Caution and sensitivity are required throughour, as
such new understandings, while offering opportunities for self—developr.nept
may also be threatening. Researchers need to be aware of ways .uf limit-
ing participant disclosure and of supporting strategies to cope with what
might emerge. Participants need to be fully informed at the outser of the

possibilities.

ABC

Often we fail again and again to achieve personal change we -claim o want
to make. The ABC model devised by Tschudi {1977) is particularly useful
for revealing possible underlying tensions {core cqnstructs) that_ prevent
us from making the change. Again you can do this alone or with a co-
researcher asking the questions. When the change to be made has_, bee_n
identified, the person’s present and preferred positions are stated — in this

case mine.
A2 Preferred position
More organized life

Al Present position
Relatively disorganized life
I then list the advantages of my preferred pasition and the disadvantages
of my present position.

B1 Disadvantages of present B2 Advantages of preferred

position paosition

Stressful Less time and effort spent achieving
Being slightly chaotic is time tasks

consuming Smoother life?
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Untidy Appear (and feel?) more professional
Look tense and therefore less Appear calm and therefore more
approachable? approachable?

Slightly dizzy persona Gain some control

Occasionally feel out of control Less stress

Achieve less? Maybe have more time for more

social life

Finally, the advantages of the present position and the disadvantages of the
preferred position are listed. Often, the reason for the lack of movement

becomes clearer at this stage.

C1 Advantages of present C2 Disadvantages of preferred
position position

Appear {and feel) in control and
therefore strong; consequently,
maybe, never offered support, or
approached by others to support

Freer to ‘go with the flow’ —
respond to intuition

Room for spontaneity
Creativity and fun — self-

development them . .
Able to ask for and receive Maybe more distant from friends
practical and emotional support and colleagues .

when needed Appear dull and predictable,
More closely connected to others lacking in enthusiasm?

— more open relationships possible Ruled by my own organization?
More varied life? Mare fixed — possibly less
capacity for creativiry
Less open to new opportunities
for self development?

Clearly, I assaciate being disorganized with spontaneity, creativity and
the ability to act impulsively. Crucially, I also see it as allowing me to form
closer relationships and offering me more opportunities for self-development,
to enjoy a more interesting life. Although an organized life appeals in
rerms of less stress, more control and possibly more time, I also construe
being organized as a potential barrier to close connections with pcqple 'a_nd
self-development. As I currently value close connections with others., intuitive
understanding, creativity and opportunities for self-development, it is quite
clear why 1 do not become more organized.

Revealing such personal implications in this way can highlighg why a
person is ‘stuck’ and offer new understandings of the dilemma which then
enables them to begin to make changes, to reconstruct, if that is what they

choose to do.

E-::—- m_ _n 777777777 , fA.M :,Mw_,-nj P e :k_____
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Self-characterization

Self-characterization (see Fransella and Dalton 1990} is a method of cap-
turing the flavour of the idiosyncratic richness of the way individuals
construe themselves and their worlds. It is used a great deal in therapy, but
has applications in a variety of other contexts.

The instrucrions given to the participant are: “Write a character sketch
of yourself, as though you were the principal character in a play. Write it
from the point of view of a friend, someone who knows you intimately
and symparhertically, perhaps better than anyone really could know you.

The resultant skerch will reveal, in part, the participant’s truth, her
story. We are not in the business of content analysis, nor checking off
constructs used. Rather, we are looking at how the person construes, how
constructs are integrated and what implications they are seen to have. The
overall tone and character, the non-verbals of the sketch, also offer impor-
tant insight. The sketch needs, in Kelly’s terms, to be ‘broughr in o focus.”
We, as co-researchers, are attempting to empathize to gain a glimpse into
the world that the writer experiences, to understand their story. Under-
standing is best gained via a process of negotiation between the co-
researchers. Statements such as ‘it seems to me that. .. lIs that right?” are
useful for checking understanding. It is the script writer who is the final
arbiter as they alone can offer personal validity. We must remember, how-
ever, that this is our here-and-now construing, not necessarily how things
were or will be. Nevertheless, useful insight can be gained.

Drawings

Participants sometimes prefer to use drawings to explore their construing.
This initial freeing from language can give rise to more spontancous ex-
pression and illuminate, perhaps more readily, the personal quality of the
experience that language often fails ro convey. Drawings are most often
used in conjunction with other methods. They can be used in a multirude
of effective ways: for example, to illustrate parts of an interview, to chart
change, real or potential, to go beyond the words, to reveal more of the
underlying meaning. There are clear links here with art therapy. Drawing
skills are not necessary, and people can choose to represent themselves in
all sorts of ways.

Cooperative analysis will include the non-verbal characteristics of the
illustrations, such as size, positioning, and the use of colour. The research-
er’s understanding is best checked out by using propositional statements
like those mentioned above, so that it is the participant’s interpretation,
rather than the researcher’s, that is illuminarted.
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Assessment

I will look first at some general limitations of personal construct psycho-
logy approaches. Our aim is, to the extent that we can, to gain an under-
standing of our participant’s way of seeing, to enter their realiry. It must
be acknowledged that a complete understanding, an ability to experi-
ence the world ‘as if’ we were them, is not possible. There are many
barriers.

All the techniques rely on peaple’s ability to introspect, to reflect on
their experiences and assume that the idiosyncratic quality of such expe-
riences can be caprured and communicated via languape, This is not so.
Many have difficulty reflecting and the use of language is highly personat
and inadequate to convey the total meaning of an evenr. Some experienc-
ing is complerely beyond words: listening to a piece of music or achieving
a personal goal is active construing without lanpuage.

Some would claim that unconscious motives and physiology affect our
experiencing but are unknown and therefore cannot be stated. Kelly had
no truck with unconscious motives, but acknowledged thar constructs are
not always fully elaborated, in that one end, usually the difference, is
submerged and therefore not available for conscious exploration. His
concern was for the limirations this set for the individual, as people cannot
be something they cannot construe. However, a knowledge of constructs
lacking oppositional meaning is useful. As co-researchers our understand-
ing is limited by our ability to relate effectively to the participants and thus
to facilitate the telling of their story, by our capacity for open listening to
the complete message and by our own frameworks of understanding.

There is the problem of reification, of believing that we have accessed
some objective truth. All we have ever gained is our construction of a
section of someone’s current understanding, not their complete construct
system. Reconstruction is always a possibility as the theoretical underpinning
of current construing is one of change. We must remember not to generalize,
thar personally relevant constructs applied in a specific context are not
necessarily applied in other settings.

There are further problems, which are connected o wider issues to do
with qualitative research.

First is the notion thar constructs oversimplify experience. Construcrs
are dimensions, not either/ors: people may be experienced by the construer
as tense or relaxed to some degree. Constructs reside in our heads, they are
the way we make sense of what is going on. Friendliness, for example, is
a characteristic, with an idiosyncratic quality, used by me to interpret
someone’s behaviour — not their characteristic.

Connected to this is the debate that hinges on any distinctions between
constructs and conceprs, Kelly's aim was to develop a holistic approach,

1
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not one solely based on cognitions. He was clear about the distinctions.
For him the world is comprised of processes {constructs), not things (con-
cepts). He addressed this in the 1950s, actively choosing the term con-
structs, as unlike concepts they include an element of anricipation, based
on recognition of parterns of experience and outcomes of personal actions.
They are ‘an interpretative act of someone™ {Kelly 1955: 106), not a fea-
ture of the world. Constructs underpinned by dynamism, unlike concepts,
open up possibilities and enable us to extend our understanding. The
debare continues. Warren (1991) recognizes some similarity between pro-
totypical (as opposed to classical) concepts and constructs, and claims thar
this ‘is heartening for those who would wish to develop relations berween
personal construct theory and other perspectives in psychalogy’ {p. 535).
However, Warren (1991: 535} concludes thar ‘there is value in continuing
to differentiate constructs and concepts.’

Personal construct psychology has been accused of being a cognitive
approach at heart. This also has much to do with the confusion between
construct and concept. Kelly distanced himself from a reductionist cog-
nitive approach, which he regarded as a barrier to sensitive psychological
enquiry, preventing study of the whole person. Experiences are rarely
completely emotional, cognitive or rational. Construing is not thinking or
feeling but an act of discrimination that may take place ar many levels of
awareness, from intuitive thought through to verbal, which then enables
us to anticipate future events. We are forms of motion, an integrated
whole, not separate systems of body and mind. Rational and intuitive
knowing need to be acknowledged as equally valid, as integral parts of
human experiencing.

There are two levels of criticism that focus on Kelly’s neglecr of the
sociocultural context.

One concerns the lack of acknowledgement of the influence of prevailing
ideologies on Kelly’s understanding, and therefore on the emergent ap-
proach. It is true that Kelly paid little artention ro the wider contextual
influences. Although, from the vantage point of the 1990s, the values of
the 1950s are clearly evident, this does not necessarily imply that they are
no longer meaningful or appropriate. The format of his approach and his
use of language illustrate his firm grounding in the times and his personal
biography.

The second focuses on the neglect of rhe influence of the socioculrural
context on construing. It is clear from Kelly’s clinical work thar he was
aware of the impact of culture on people’s construing. His sociality cor-
ollary and commonality corollary acknowledge that both individuals and
groups influence a person’s construing. Kelly’s sociality corollary claims
that to interact effectively we must, at least in part, successfully construe
the other's construction processes, we must empathize. The commonality
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corollary explains similarity of behaviour, not in terms of similarity of
expectation, membership of the same cultural group or having similar

experiences, as due to construing experiences in the same way, using a .

shared framework, which will inevitably have some rooting in cultural
background. *So the individualist standpoint taken by Kelly does not pre-
clude one from construing aspects of life from a group or culrural standpoint’
{Fransella 1984: 180).

The emphasis, nevertheless, is on individuals as agents of their own
actions, shaping themselves by attaching personal meanings to whar is
going on rather than shaped via social construction; that is, a personal
rather than social construction {Rychlak 1990). Clearly individuals and
their contexts interact. The range of contexts a person is operating in at
any one time will influence their experiencing. However, it is the individual’s
understanding, the personal importance or otherwise of the contexts in
their construing, that is the emphasis of personal construct psychelogy.

As the focus of personal construct psychology is the individual, we may
fail o consider how our particular position in our sociocultural context
frames our realiry and limits our choices. However, the accounts we
gain from personal construct approaches are explicitly subjective, which
is indeed our aim and all thar research can ever gain. Unlike positivist
approaches, here it is the participant’s understanding that is valued.

Useful reading

Bannister, D. and Fransella, F. (1986). Inguiring Man: the Psychology of Personal
Constructs, 3rd edn. London: Croom Helm.

Burr, R. and Bur, T. (1992). Invitation to Personal Construct Psychology. London:
Whurr.

Dalton, P. and Dunnet, G. {1992). A Psychology for Living. Chichester: Wiley.

Fransella, F. and Dalton, P. (1290). Personal Construct Counselling in Action.
London: Sage.

Rowe, D. (1988). The Successful Self. London: Fontana.
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6 | DISCOURSE
ANALYSIS

IAN PARKER
1

ways in which language is so structured as to produce sets of nft:?ﬂﬁngs,
discourses, that operate independently of the intentions of speakers, or
writers. Discourse analysis treats the social world as a text, or rather as a
system of texts which can be systematically ‘read’ by a researcher to lay
open the psychological processes that lie within them, processes that the
discipline of psychology usually attributes to a machinery inside the indi-
vidual’s head. Most texts convey assumptions about the nature of indi-
vidual psychology. In the example we have chosen you will see that, despite

first appearances, the text is closely linked to the concerns of the discipline.

Background

The Latin roots of the word ‘text’ are to be found in the activity of
weaving, and the tissue of material that clothed us is now the model for
the tissue of meaning that holds the social world together. The recent
history of discourse analysis is woven into the history of transformations
inside and outside psychology, which started in the late 1960s and early
1970s. Inside psychology, the ‘turn-to-language’ that followed the para-
digm ‘crisis’, events we described in Chapter 1, opened the way for what
we now recognize to be a ‘turn-to-discourse’. Qutside psychology, a turn
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to language in German phenomenoclogy and French post-structuralism gave
issue ta discourse theories that now enrich and dynamize smdies of speech
and writing in qualitative research.

The debares that prompted the turn to language were crucial for the
development of qualitative research in psychology, for they permitred
psychologists to break from a positivist fetish for figures to an explorartion
of meaning. As we pointed out in Chapter 1, the new paradigm writers
gave a warrant for doing research in a way that was, they claimed, both
scientific and sensitive to the sense that people construct in their everyday
lives. The type of research - a form of qualitative research — thar was
proposed by the new paradigm writers focused on the roles and rules that
govern ordinary language in the different social worlds we inhabit. Some
interesting work appeared in the wake of the Harré and Secord (1972)
manifesto for this ‘ethogenic’ approach, looking at such social worlds as
school classrooms and football terraces {Marsh et al. 1374).

Despite Harré’s {1979, 1983} ambirious theoretical reworking of
Goffman’s writings to produce a systematic framework for social and in-
dividual psychology, there were not many applications of thar ‘ethogenic’
approach, and it has now all bur burnt out in social psychology. Its most
important legacy has been the space it provided for others wanting to do
research in a non-positivistic way; the studies collected in the Reason and
Rowan (1981} book, for example, are presented as part of the ‘new para-
digm’ bur range from action research to personal construct theory (ap-
proaches we believe still to be importan, as our chapters in this book
testify). Harré himself has moved rapidly from ethogenics through social
representations to what is now the curting edge of the new paradigm
movement, discourse analysis (e.g. Davies and Harré 1990).

One important conceprual problem that the ethogenic study of social
worlds foundered on was that of the diversity of meaning, the different
contradictory ways of speaking that govern what we do (and who we can
be). The firure that seemed to structure the way an ethogenic researcher
looked at a social world was that of a jigsaw; here, each member carries
a partial view of the whole, and the researcher gathers ‘accounts’ {through
interviews, sometimes through the use of repertory grids) from different
members to piece together whar the underlying form of that world is really
like. (It is no accident that the search for underlying structural forms was
animating ‘structuralists’ in other disciplines in France and then the Eng-
lish-speaking world in the 1560s and 1970s.) However, the jigsaw analogy
will not work, for conflicting representations of any social world enter
from the language used outside {a social world is never a closed system).
Meaning is continually changing (it is not static but dynamic), and lan-
guage is composed of many ‘languages’ or discourses.

Writers heavily influenced by the sociclogy of scientific knowledge
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(looking at how science is socially constructed) and by conversation ana-
lysis (looking at the mechanisms of talk) and ethhomethodology (looking
at the everyday making of sense) connected with these debates in the late
1970s. These are all approaches in sociology that privilege the ‘ordinary’
understanding people produce about the world over researchers’ theories
of whar is going on. These writers made the point thart rather than ferishize
‘consistency’, researchers into language should focus on variation, that a
variety of whar they called ‘interpretative repertoires’ constructed a sense
of what was going on for members, and thar language understood in this
way functioned in the world rather than stmply represented it (Potter and
Wetherell 1987). The emphasis on variability, construction and function
was already a distinguishing feature of a powerful intellecrual movement
— *post-structuralism’ — outside psychology {Macdonnell 1986), though the
terminology was different: instead of speaking of ‘interprerative reper-
toire’, for example, post-structuralists used the rerm ‘discourse’.

Post-structuralist writers had recognized that social relarionships and
our sense of ourselves is not produced by one structure but thar whar we
do and what we are is created, *constituted’, in such a way that conflict
berween discourses marks all symbolic activity. For Michel Foucault (1969),
discourses are ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which we
speak’ (p. 49}, and he argued that ‘we are difference, that our reason is
the difference of discourses, our history the difference of times, our selves
the difference of masks’ {p. 131). These assertions are powerful chal-
lenges to the ways we understand ourselves to be undivided, consistent
individuals, and in the analyric and discussion parts of this chapter I will
elaborare upon and explore these ideas.

At this point 1 will restrict myself to a brief example of how discourses
weave together to produce a text. Three unlikely examples of phrases may
serve to illustrare the operation of single discourses: if you say ‘my head
hurts so I must be il", you will be employing a medical discourse; if you
say ‘my head hurts so 1 cannot really want to go to that party’, you will
be employing some sort of psychodynamic discourse; and if you say ‘my
head hurts but not in the way that yours does when you are trying it on
in the way women do’, you will be employing a sort of sexist discourse
{whether or not, reader, you are a man). In the real world, of course,
th]ngs are more complex. Take the (admittedly unreal) statement ‘I've got
a migraine caused by your mother-in-law’s nagging which makes me relive
my mother’s complaints when I was a child." Here you may find at least
the three discourses, and the task of a discourse analysis is, among other
things, to tease apart the discourses that are at work.

Discourse analysis in psychology is now a well-established merhod, and
various forms of discourse analysis have illustrated how texts are not as
coherent as they first seern and how they are constructed our of cultural
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resources. To take some examples: Hollway (1984} arpues thar herero-
sexual couple talk is held in place by ‘male sexual drive’, *have/hold’, and
‘permissive’ discourses; Gilbert and Mulkay {1984} describe how scientists
use empiricist (resting on evidence) and contingent (relying on intuition)
repertoires to account for their choice of theory to the scientific commu-
nity; and Squire {1290) shows how social psychology is organized around
detective, autobiographical and science fiction narratives.

Example

It is the Foucauldian form of discourse analysis that informs the reading
I will present in this chapter. T will take up some of the problems with the
approach, along with the reproaches of those whao prefer more ethno-
methodologically inclined styles of discourse research rowards the end
of the chapter. Among the advantages of Foucault’s position are thar we
need make no assumptions abour whar the writer or speaker ‘meant’ to
say, and that in his historical studies he has been preoccupied with the way
in which discourses, ‘practices’, produce types of *psychology’ (Foucault
1961, 1976). I hope to illustrate these points through the analysis of our
sample text.

Common sense psychology is reproduced through all the texes of the
mass media and different competing forms of popular culture. Rather
than taking a segment of transcribed interview material or conversarion,
I have chasen a text from among the litter of contemporary consumer
packaging; my assumption is that the consumer buys the message in the
text on the package when they buy the product. In this case, the advice
that is provided as ro how to use the item partakes of a wider system of
repulating practices, practices which the discipline of psychology feeds.
The instructions on a packet of children’s toothpaste struck me as an
innocent and intriguing text, and my analysis flows from my first suspi-
cions about the function of this text when it was first found on a friend's
bathroom sink.

The text

The front of the white toothpaste tube bears the legend, on rhree separate
lines, ‘MAWS’, ‘PUNCH & JUDY TOOTHPASTE’, ‘Children’s Tooth-
paste with Fluoride'. This bright multi-coloured print is framed by picrures
of Punch and Judy, and there is already a multitude of meanings thar
cluster around this segment of text which could be explored, ranging from
the whiteness of the tube, which signifies the whiteness of teeth, to the
happy patterns addressing the reader as child, to the connotations of
‘maw’ as an animal or human stomach, perhaps. As consumers, even
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before reading the tube we have read the cardboard packet, and ‘perhaps

we have stood in shops and chosen the packet from among many jolly
toothpastes (‘Postman Par’, ‘Mr Men’) targeted at children and parents,
and parents addressed as if they were children. These acts of reading lead
us into the text at the back of the tube. This is the text I will focus on here:

Directions for use

Choose a children’s brush that has a small head and add a pea-sized
amaunt of Punch & Judy roothpaste. To teach your child to clean
teeth, stand behind and place your hand under the child’s chin to tilt
head back and see mouth. Brush both sides of teeth as well as tops.
Brush after breakfast and last thing at night. Supervise the brushing
of your child’s teeth until the age of eight. If your child is taking
fluoride treatment, seek professional advice concemning daily inrake.

Contains 0.8% Sedium Monofluorophosphate

Analysis

It will be helpful for purposes of analysis, and for pedagogical reasons in
this case, to structure the reading of the texr through steps to discourse
analysis which have been discussed elsewhere with reference to criteria
thar we may use to identify discourses {Parker 1992). It should be said that
these steps conceal the feelings of muddle and confusion thar will over-
whelm a researcher approaching a text for the first time. As the process of
analysis goes on, this feeling of bewilderment will be succeeded by a con-
viction that the analysis is banal. Whar could not be seen is now seen too
clearly. It is worth bearing this in mind as | trace through my reading of
the toothpaste text, and when you choose a text of your own to untangle.
The-steps in this analysis particularize and detail the conceptual and his-
torical work of Foucault on the construction, function and variation of
discourses as they pertain to the requirements of qualirarive research in
psychology.

It would be possible to explore the meanings of the shape and feel of
the package in more detail (and I have already referred to the ways in
which the colours of the letters signify that this is a product primarily
aimed at children}); to do this we would take the package as a ‘text’, and
the first step to ‘reading’ it would be (a) to rurn the text into a wnm:n
form, This production of a written text, which would then be somerhing
more akin to a transcript, allows us to bring into focus connotations that
normally just twinkle on the margins of our consciousness. We can then
ask guestions abour what it means, for example, that the tube is smaller
than standard tubes; it is important to note here that the smaller size not
only ‘reflects’ the smaller size of the intended user and its smaller and
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fewer teeth, but reproduces the child as a smaller version of the adult. I
is not necessary that the tube should be smaller {tubes targeted at much
older people are not smaller because they also tend to have fewer teeth),
and this variation in size alerts us already ro the ways in which the text
functions to creare particular images of the child. Alongside the point that
discourse analysis can be applied to visual texts, and must then be pur into
words, we should also be aware thar the new written text will be some-
thing different, one created by the analyst and now read, as it were,
second-hand.

It is not easy, or advisable, to engage in discourse analysis on one’s own;
it is always better {and this advice applies to some degree to all varieties
of qualitative research) to work with other people. This is particularly
important in the first stages of analysis, in a second step in which you
should (bl_fg;_e associate to the text. In the case of a piece of text that must
be turned into written form it would be helpful to note the different ways
in which it could be described together with other peaple and also to free
associate with them at that point. The chains of connotations may appear
bizarre, and it is tempting to disregard them. This would be a shame, for
they could be useful: whar is the significance, for example, of the chain
that leads from Punch to child battering, o Judy as negligent mother,
to the policeman, to the crocodile with the big strong teeth? We need not
presuppose that the author of the toothpaste text, the designer of the pack-
age, intended that these meanings should be available to a user of the
product in order to note that the Punch and Judy narrative is one that can
act as a quire specific {negative) template for the care an adulr may give
to their child when brushing teeth.

If we are to consider the ways in which discourses, as Foucaulr {1363:
49} puts it, ‘systematically form the objects’ that are referred to in any
text, we should now, as researchers, (c) s_ystematically itemize *objects’ that
appear in this text. A useful rule to follow here is to look for nouns. Where
are they, and what could they signify? If we do this, we will then be in a
better position to piece together the type of world thar such a text presup-
poses, the world it calls once again into being each time ir is read. There
are:

« ‘directions’ {procedures for application of the product, for which this
text specifies the correct application);

» ‘uses’ (types of application, of which in this case it is implied that there
is only one);

« ‘choices’ (actions presupposing a range of possible alternatives and the
ability, comprising evaluation and agency, to select from thar range);

» ‘children’ (the categories of being for whom certain types of ‘brushes’
are intended};
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» ‘peas’ {objects of determinarte size against which ‘amount’ can be
measured);

« ‘Punch & Judy’ (puppet characters who exemplify bad parenting};

* ‘Punch & Judy toothpaste’ (specified make of toothpaste);

» ‘reaching’ (tutoring of others, including in the practice specified by these
instructions};

e ‘reeth’ {with ‘sides’ and ‘tops’, identified surfaces requiring brushing);

s ‘hand’ {for the restraint of the child to accomplish - brushing);

» ‘chin’ {part of the child to be grasped to restrict movement);

» ‘head’ {part of the child to be rargered for restraint);

« ‘mouth’ {part of the anatomy containing the teeth);

e ‘breakfasts’ (first meals after which first brushing should commence};

« ‘night’ {last part of the day, which should culminate in brushing of
teeth);

e ‘ages’ {as markers of development, in which the age ‘eight’ figures here
as a significant marker);

« “fluoride’ (substance whose ingestion is implicated in the use of the
toothpaste};

» ‘treatments’ (regimes of health care);

» ‘professionals’ {categories of person charged with regulating treatment
and intake);

e ‘advice’ (mode of communication provided by professionals, distinguished
here from simple command};

e ‘intake’ {amount of substance deemed medically appropriate by profes-
sional);

e ‘0.8% Sodium Monofluorophosphate’ {specified amount of active sub-
stance).

These objects are organized and reconstituted in this text through par-
ticular ways of speaking, and it will be helpful from now on in the analysis
{d) to refer to these ways of speaking as objects, our objects of study, the
discourses. The identification of the objects that are referred to in the text
has just broughe us to the edge, to the point of being able to identify the
discourses that hold them together. Before we can move beyond that point
to the part of the analysis where the discourses will start to take on a life
of their own in our reading we should (e) systematically itemize the ‘sub-
jects’ (the caregories of person) who appear in this text, and {f) recon-
struct, as a device to explore differential rights to speak within discourse,
what cach type of person may say within the framework of rules pre-
supposed by the text. To take the fifth step, then, some of the objects 1
have already identified are also sentient beings, the “subjects’. They are:

» ‘children’ (the categories of being for whom certain types of ‘brushes’
are intended);
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o ‘professionals’ (categories of person charged with regulating treatment
and inrake).

In addition to these two evident categories — and leaving aside the agency
attributed to ‘Punch & Judy' in popular representations for the moment
— there is a third category of subject, that addressed by the text:

» ‘parent’ (category of person for whom directions are intended, and the
nature of this subject is constituted through the three points in the text
in which the reader is addressed as the owner — through the index ‘your
child’ — of the child for whom the product is intended).

We can now, as the sixth step, reconstruct the rights and responsibilities
of this most important subject of the text and the network of relationships
that are reconstituted which position this parent, the reader, in relation to
the ‘child’ and the ‘professional’. First, in relation to the child, the parent
must choose for it, teach it, stand behind, restrain and brush its teeth (both
sides and tops), perform this duty twice a day at specified rimes, and
supervise the activiry (which here implies the increasing self-direction of
the child in the task} until a specified age (at which point, it is implied, the
child can carry on withour supervision). Second, in relation to the ‘profes-
sional’, the parent must seek advice, and follow prescriprions concerning
treatment and intake. Third, in relation to the addressor {the ‘subject
supposed to know’, to have written the text, to be speaking to the reader),
the parent must follow the directions, and, as a part of the directions, seek
advice, if necessary, from a ‘professional’. This circuit of responsibilities
positions the addressor in alliance with the ‘professional” in the instruction
to seek advice (but with deference, also, in the attribution of rights to the
‘professional’ to determine appropriare daily intake).

One of the functions of the text, as of any text, is to bring to life (again,
for s Tiow as researchers) a nerwork of relationships, and as we mave on
to link this network rogether around the objects the texr refers to we can
start () to map the different versions of the social world which coexist in
the text, As we do this we are coming closer to identifying discrete ways
of speaking that are at work in this text. The instructions require the
reader to behave in a rational way. They are worded in such a way as to
presume that the reader is in permanent charge of a child (from every
breakfast to every night). They call for agreement with the idea that the
child develops in a particular way up to a particular point {(age eight) and
they also assume that the reader is willing to consult professionals about
the health of the child.

Note that the category of the ‘child’ here is not gendered (it could be a
boy or a girl). Not many years ago, it would have been likely to have been
referred to as ‘he’. This contrast in ways of specifying gender also draws
attention to broader cultural assumptions that appear in texts at unlikely
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moments. Consider, for example, the difference between the addressee for
this text, whom we have taken to be a parent {from the des:gnator your
child’}, and the addressee who would be in charge of the child in many
other cultures outside this text’s frame of reference, an addressee who
could well be an older sibling. We are thus arriving at some pictures of
relationships ar work here: rational rule- following, parental, developmen-
tal and medical.

Each of these ways of organizing the world carries with it rules for
rcprovmg those who fail to adhere to it: to break from rationality and
rule-following will lead to claims that the reader is stupid or dangerous;
to refuse parental responsibilities invites accusations of irresponsibility; to
reject the idea that the child follows a normative developmental route and
that teaching should be geared to it may lead to one being labelled as
selfish and complicit in delinquency; and to challenge the call to consult
medically qualified professionals is often to be viewed as deviant and anti-
scientific. These possibilities are enumerated here as a step in which we (h)
specuiate as to how each of these parrerns would deal with objections to
these instructions and the cultural rules hidden within them. I have sug-
gested how such defensive procedures might be played out after 1 have
Iisted what we are increasingly taking to be the four key sets of statements,
but the relationship between steps (h) and (g) in the process of analysis is
messier, and it is also useful to ask how ‘imaginary’ authors of stacements
in the text would respond to those who contradlcted them. This technique
can help us arrive at separate discourses.

It is the discourses that “form the objects of which they speak’, and not
authors who speak through the text as if the text were a kind of transpar-
ent screen upon which the writer’s intentions were displayed. Our ‘imagi-
nary authors’, then, are our own creations {as, indeed, are the discourses
to an extent, but I will return to that issue below), and we use them to
emphasize the variation, the contradictions in the text. It is helpful to focus
on this contradiction and concordance between voices in the text, and o
spend a livle time doing this in two further steps of the analysis: (i)
identifying contrasts between ways of speaking; and {j) identifyin ._g_g_mts
where these ways of speakmg overlap. In this case the concern with in-
struction, supervision and professional rights locks together alarmingly,
and I shall discuss this further in our discussion {under the heading “Reper-
cussions of the reading’). I will also wanrt to pursue the issue of how dis-
tinctions berween the discourses could be magnified, and how ‘the child’
of the parent constructed here and ‘the child” of the medical professional
differs. We can also note at this point how the serious tone of the direc-
tions for use contrasts with the frivolity of the Punch and Judy imagery,
but also how that imagery works then to confirm the position of the
parent and the professional as guarantors of serious guardianship.

We can now make some comparisons with other texts (k) to assess how
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these ways of speaking address different audiences. It may also be possible
to find expressions of the discourse in which it seems ro fold around upon
itself and comment on how important it is to speak that way. Although
we may find it useful to look at instructions on other toothpastes, we are
moving now beyond this type of text to look at how the patterns of
mieaning that are apparent within it also operate elsewhere. Instructions
stich s these are already assessed, for example, by the Campaign for Clear
English, which draws attention to and praises clarity and rationality {link-
ing these two qualities} in official documents; the ways in which parents
are addressed in conservative political discourse are often explicic abour
the importance of the family as foundation of civilized society; the discus-
sions of education in debates on the relationship between schooling and
family values are closely tied to the claim thar there are distinct identifiable
stages of intellectual and moral development; and, with the increase in
popularity of ‘alternative’ medicine, scientific and prafessmnal standards
are emphasized as bulwarks against charlatanism and in the defence of
correct medical terminology {and those who have the right to use it).

We have now reached the point at which we {1} choose an appropriate
terminology to label the discourses. This is one way of structuring a read-
ing of the text. I have tried to make this reading plausible, and you may
dlsagree In your analysis of other texts, you should also write your report
in a spirit of polemic and debate. The collapsing of rationality and rule-
following under the heading ‘rationalist’, the labelling of the terms which
invoke parental duties as ‘familial’, the linking of themes of develop-
ment and education together as ‘developmental-educational’ and the use
of the rubric ‘medical’ to include the reference ro professionals, daily in-
take and use of the chemical terminology are, in part, operations applied
for convenience, ridiness in presentation, but I will have to justify these
choices later, in the discussion. To summarize, so far, I can identify four
discourses:

* ‘rationalist’ — in which the ability to follow procedures {‘directions for
use’) requires choices of implement and judgement of amount (*small
head” and ‘pea-sized amount’} and is predicated on recognition of ap-
propriate authority in health care (following ‘directions’ and seeking
‘professional advice’);

e ‘familial’ - in which ownership {*your child’) runs alongside supervision
and continuous care (the assumption that the child is present each
breakfast and ‘last thing at night’) and is framed by the image of bad
parenting (the figure of ‘Punch & Judy’);

. ‘deuelopmental—educaz:onal — in which the teachmg of the child {parental
activity) precedes supervision {the child's still tutored bur self-governed
activity) and then reaches an identifiable stage as a developmental mile-
stone {the ‘age of eight’);
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o ‘medical’ — in which the process of using the toothpaste is necessarily
linked to hygiene {brushing after meals), professional supervision (‘fluo-
ride treatment’) and the specification of ingestion and chemical compo-
sition of substances {*daily intake’, ‘0.8% Sodium Monofluorophosphate’).

Repercussions of the reading

“The analysis in this type of study differs markedly from the *results’ section
of an experimental report, in which the different measures are tabulated
and the significance level is identified. The analysis section of the report is
longer {and it shares this characteristic with many other types of qualita-
tive research we describe in this book). The analysis is also more ‘discur-
sive’ in the sense that it traces the reasoning by which discourses were
locared in the text {though this characteristic is exaggerated in this chapter
because 1 am not only describing an analysis but also recapitulating 2
series of steps to educate a reader in rechniquel, and in so far as the unrav-
elling of the text into discrete discourses necessitates a discussion of asso-
ciations, cross-connections and contradictions between groups of terms
and their everyday uses. This is a reading of one case example. It is not
necessary 1o read twenty different rubes of toothpaste, though it may be
interesting to do so.

The analysis has applied irself ta the task not only of reading the text
in question but also of following ‘steps’, and this is certainly not the
lightest and most engaging way of presenting the material. The presen-
ration of discourse analysis marks it as a variety of qualitative research
which, unless measures are taken to the contrary, tends to conceal its
reflexive aspects (a characteristic it shares with observational studies and
some personal construct approaches and which differentiates it sharply
from action research and feminist work). We should be clear, then, thar
the reading | have presented here is my response to the text and that the
discourses are as much our creations as they are ‘objects’ existing inde-
pendently of us. Our encounter with these discourses as they manifest
themselves in this text is not an encounter with something new to us but
rather with something very familiar; for the history that bears the dis-
courses as ‘objective’ phenomena is also the history that bears us as ‘sub-
jective’ beings. An advantage here is that discourse analysis makes public
its sources in a reading. Our subjectivity as a historically produced and
contingent form of matter is, then, an important research tool for the
decoding of forms of language.

My discussion of the analysis of the toothpaste text must unfortunately
be restricted here to an overview of the rypes of points I would want to
cover in a lengthier study. The discussion in discourse analytic research
may extend the analysis through {m) a study of where and when these
discourses developed and (n) a description of how they have operated to
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naturalize the things they refer to; thar is, how they *form the objects of

which they speak” in such a way that it appears perverse and nonsensical

to_question that they are really there. These two tasks underlie questions
I would want to pose concerning the role of the discourses in the life of
institutions, power relations and the transmission of idealagy.” ~

In this text the discourses clearly reinforce the institutions of the family
and of medicine. Foucault's way of analysing the history of discourse has
been applied to the family, and the role of state and welfare practices in
shaping the internal structures of the family has been closely connected
with the images the medical profession has distributed over the years in
prophylactic advice against bad parenting {Donzelot 1979). Punch and
Judy operate in this history as a contradictory sign of familial relation-
ships, for while they are used to illustrate the moral dangers of neglect and
child abuse they also function as subversive carnivalesque emblems of
revolr against the authorities. The extension of analysis into the discussion
is already following here a step (0] in which the discourses’ role in repro-
ducing institutions is examined alongside a step (p) in which the discourses
that subvert those institutions are explored.

Such institutions do not simply structure social life, they also constrain
whart can be said, who can say it and how people may act and conceive of
their own agency and subjectrivity. Wherever there is power there is resis-
tance (Foucault 1975), and the analysis of institutions could be extended
E?EO[C}!E (q) who would benefit and who would be disadvantaged by such
discourses, and so also (r) who would want to support or who to discredit
thése ways of ralking. The powers that are accorded to the parent and the
medic would appear to single these figures out as subjects who are wielding
power over the child. We should take care, however, nor to treat this
exercise of power as deliberate, or to neglect the ways in which those who
exercise power are also enmeshed within it (Foucault 1975, 1976). The
fgure of the parent with regard to the medic is contradictory, for example.

Discourse analysis is concerned with the ways in which meaning is
reproduced and transformed in texts, and when such reproduction and
transformation concerns institutions and power relations we are led inevi-
tably to a consideration of the role of ideology. Ar this point I can link to-
gEtE' some of the discourses I have described in the analysis to s};B“\V‘(s)
how they dlso entail other discourses which ‘enjoy power, and (t} how
these reproduce or challenge dominant conceptions as to what can change
and what may be possible in the future. I can only suggesfvhere that it may
be illuminating to trace connections berween images of rarionality in the
adult, accounts of child development and conceptions of the family as the
‘normal’ arena for the care of the child; not only medicine, but psychology
as well slips in here naturally as an institution concerned with hygiene, or
mental hygiene. The descriptions of psychology as an apparatus, a ‘psy-
complex’ which emerged alongside medicine in the last century, would be
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relevant here (Rose 1985, 1989). The text seems, in this light, to encap-
sulate an image of psychology and cognate disciplines as practices obsessed
with surveillance and conrrol. The discussion could not move much further
forward withour wrespassing into the disciplines of sociology and history,

without an account of psychology itself as an institution suffused with
power and ideology.

Assessment

I will discuss some of the limitations of the approach I have adopted here,
and the criticisms that may be levelled against the reading by other writers
in psychology sympathetic to discourse analysis, before moving on to
consider briefly some deeper problems with this type of work.

Limits

There is, as I pointed out in the introduction to this chapter, a strand of
work closely tied to ethnomerhadological studies in the sociology of sci-
entific knowledge which was a canduit for entry of discourse analysis into
psychology (Potter and Wetherell 1987). The concern with everyday ac-
counting for action takes priority over the researcher’s perspective, and the
rhetoric thar people employ is privileged over any evaluation a psycholo-
gist could give. The analytic process I have described in this chapter has
been subjected to criticism from writers in this tradition, and the concerns
have been to do with the tendency to reification, the ways in which the
analysis presupposes whar it pretends to discover, and the use of common
sense knowledge in the elaboration of the categories thar are eventually
‘discovered” (Potter et al. 19590). It could be argued, perhaps, thar the four
discourses simply do nort exist as if they were invisible girders that held
language together, and that it does not do justice to the subtle strategies
people engage in to make sense, to pretend that experts can detect what
is really happening. Worse than that, there is also an element of mystifi-
cation in that I have pretended to tell you whar is really there as if you
did not know in the first place; I have only re-presented to you common
sense notions of rationality, the family, developmental stages and medicine.

I would agree thar there is a problem with the assumption, an assump-

tion that guides much positivist research, that the psychologist knows best,
but that does not mean that there should be no critical perspective on the
ways in which language is used. The discourses are not really there hidden
away awaiting discovery; they are indeed produced through analysis, but
they do then give a coherence to the organization of language and tap
institutional structures of power and ideology in a way that a simple
appeal to common sense reasoning could never do. As I noted before, 1
am influenced in this view by Foucault’s work and the post-structuralist
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tradition. As a counterpart to these critit.:isms, howevgr, I ShEUld also con-
sider those that come from the other side, from writers who m}:ly aligue
that I have been too cautious, not toa far from but too elose to :1 e EL no-
methodological strand of work. It could be ax:gued, for Examp e, that 3
ffth discourse, ‘self-regulation” is also at work in our toothpaste text, a:;d
that this discourse, like the others that were desqubcfi but more sol,c c;u
only be drawn out by using a prior theorerical hlst_oncai fra{newzr { (;u;
cault’s). 1 have indeed used theory to produce this _readmg, pt::i'-l apsil o-
some, not enough. Criticisms have already been directed ar the et EE:
methodological strand (Bowers 1988), ?nd I could nowdgl.::ss ow they
may be adapted to apply to the analysxs I havg presented here. deced in
Although I have described how notions of ratlona.hry are fr:lllnro uce :
this text, it could be argued that 1 havg presented an image of the meamx}g ;
in the text as fairly static, that I have slipped back into standard structuralist |
styles of analysis, which do nor really ha've much to say abouF re_s:star;;:;
or the desire of ‘readers’ and ‘writers’ in the process of rcsgsrancc.[_ 1-
though the readifig is supposed to fecus on variation, there is too lirtle

 analysis and discussion of conrradiction and free play in the text. The text

pretends to be a serious document, but it is bounded by fun {in the ﬁgurltl:s
of Punch and Judy), and analysis needs to w.ork more thorfmghly‘wath the
idea that subjectivity is always split, anarchic. Such analysis req;;;s, per-
haps, the use of psychoanalytic ideas {Hollway 198%; Parker 1325).

Critiques

It would not be difficult to predict the objections thar would be levelled

against the analysis by more traditional psyc.h‘olcglsts, fmd a clear exlfrlfs—
sion of the hostility of the experimental tradmm:l to this type of \t:ror as
already appeared (Abrams and Hogg‘ 1950). Ir is not‘clear 1}111 what scl:anse
this text is representative of instructions on ch{ldrens toothpaste tubes,
and no arcempt was made to compare the text with those that may alpgear
on, for example, Postman Pat or Mr Men toothpaste. The readm%_d ave
presented is only my opinion, and I have qade no attempt to vali a;e it
against other forms of analysis, or even to discover whether the proce ;Jlre
{ used is reliable when applied to other texts. I do not even kI.lCIW whether
parents read the instructions, ler alone whether the instructions acn‘lally
determine the behaviour of parents. I have drawn on accounts of the psyﬁ
complex’ that are speculative at best,.and I assumed-that a ‘rcade:r w;l

simply and unthinkingly accept and lmpleme‘nt the 1nstructg>;s 1ndt e
way I assume them to function. Such complaints coyld.be a resls(e tg
many of the examples of qualitative research we descFlbc in this boo. »an

they would apply to all studies of discourse t}‘lat fail ro use quantitative
methods. This analysis, experimental psychologists would say, is a travesty

of scientific inquiry:
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From the other side, however, we must note the dissatisfaction with
discourse analysis of some researchers who have no such qualms abour
abandoning ‘science’. This last set of criticisms chimes in with those who
are still inspired by the radical political aspects of post-structuralist and
psychoanalytic theory. One overview of problems from this position iden-
tifies thirty-two problems with discourse analysis (Parker and Burman 1993),
but we have space here only to note thar they include the problem of
treating language (texts, discourses) as more powerful than other material
constraints on action, and the fantasy that the researcher can pull our a
toolbag and apply it to any and every text without reflecting on the effects
of an analysis. There is more variability in human action and experience
than thar expressed in language; as researchers we constrict our own image
of the world when we reconstruct ‘discourses’; and we have some respon-
sibility for how our analysis will finction.

We have traced the analysis of sets of statements that course through a
tiny text and tracked the ways in which the discourses carry in their wake
sets of assumprions abour the nature of social relationships, relationships
thar the discipline of psychology has in the past both investigated and
endorsed. Psychology which operates in these ways has traditionally relied
on the rhetoric and practice of quantification and observation. In contrast
we have presented an analysis thar is also a critique from the standpoint
of qualitative research and those who are vsually subjected to the profes-
sional gaze.

Useful reading
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rescarch as, simply, ‘a wa
pens’, and put forwar

ers mOl." y 1 y i
1 aEEd b 4a phl]OSDph Of SOCIaI Change SUCh as femil‘lism anti raCiSm
V) N -

or SOClahSIll. It lI]UUiWES abando“lllg the ldEa that t‘]let& mu be a
st Strict

Background

Action research can be seen to hay
in tl_u: 1940s (e.g. Lewin 1946
traditions of the mid-century
social inquiry, ’

¢ evolved from the work of Kurt Lewin
46}, at which time, drawing upon several
g oenary : \?:sa Iauc!ed as an important innovation in
e i, o p ; variery of contexts, notably industry,
The st areommunit alrls. n socxal. psychology Lewin probably did
Changing thebomote an %opuffanze thf: tdjea of studying things through
i aror o e et iittoea e r.;cct, which in essence is the argument that
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Lewin’s ‘cycle’ of planning, action and ‘fact-gathering’ was the forerunner
of Elliotr’s {1980) action research spiral. This is illustrated, for example,
in one project where Lewin incorporated ‘guidance’ by sociologists with
the actions of socially disadvantaged groups ina democratic process aimed
at social change in which the benefits of the research were mutual. Lewin
encouraged communities to study the resules of their actions and examine
the origins of their own biases in an endeavour drastically to change rela-
rionships within the communities. This constituted quite a direct challenge
to the prevailing practice of using ‘proxy’ information about ‘marginal’ po-
pulations, because the underlying conceprions of social pathelogy encour-
aged researchers to devalue direct accounts from respondents in favour
of those mediated by professionals. Current practice increasingly accords
‘equality of status' to those who are researched and with it the right ro
speak and have their views seen as central to the research enterprise,
exemplified in Freire’s (1972) concept of ‘conscientization’, which involves
a deepening awareness of their own sociocultural identity and their capa-
city to transform their lives.

In psychology tensions between the need for experimental rigour and the
flexibility demanded by professional standards applied in ‘real-world’ set-
tings has produced acrimonious debate. According to Frankel {1986), the
critics were simply lamenting the ‘confusion and noise’ foisted upon social
science by the *humanness of human beings’. Like the librarian who dreams
of the tidiness of the bookshelves without patrons, the ‘nec-positivists’
fantasize a spick and span social science where researchers are all identical,
unbiased, infallible, measuring instruments. Research would be so much
easier if researchers did not have to interact. However, Eisner (1984) ar-
gued the need for research ‘pluralism’ and urged the social science world
not only to accept, bur also to welcome a proliferation of research para-
digms and to take advantage of the new angles they provide for viewing
the world. Even though, by the 1970s, action rescarch had been ‘rediscov-
ered’, there is still strong opposition to its acceptance as ‘real research’.
The paucity of action research projects listed in psychology departments
indicates this. However, there is healthy activity in some spheres, notably
practitioner research {see Sapsford and Abbott 1992). In contemporary
practitioner research it is accepted thar the research methodology cannot
be separated from conceprual analysis; that is, even though research and
action are analytically distinguishable, they are inextricably intertwined in
practice. In Polanyi’s {1362) terms *knowledge is always gained through
action and for acrion’.

Cohen and Manion (1980) argue that while it is no less scientific and
rigerous than applied research, action research interprets scientific method
more loosely while focusing on precise knowledge applied to a specific
problem in a specific setting: its unique strength is that it is self-evaluative
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am-i cql[aborative, with an ultimate objective being to improve practice
This gives “practitioners’ the kind of knowledge they can apply to thEil:
own b.eha\rmur in the midst of ongoing events, in such a way thar it helps
them inquire more effectively with others about their common purposeps
So, in action research the research ‘question’ arises out of the problems.
of practitioners and it is an important aspect of this approach that the
analysis of the situation is i sitr. The immediate aim of the research is o
understand these problems, and the researcher, who may or may not be
rl‘le actual practitioner, formulates speculative and tentative general prin-
c_lpies about the problems thar have been identified. From these ir isp o5~
:.ixble to generate hypotheses abour what action is likely to lead ro (desil;ed)
improvements. The action can then be tried out and data on its effect
collected, and the data can be then used to revise the earlier hypothesis
Two useful definitions of action research are: P .

the.srudy. of a social situation with a view to improving the quality of
action within it. [The] toral process. .. review, diagnosis plannin
implementation, monitoring effects — provides the necessa’ry link bg-,
tween self-evaluation and professional development,

. (Elliote 1980: i, 1)
Essentially an on-the-spot procedure designed to deal with a concrete
problem loca.ted in an immediate situation. This means that a step-by-
step process is constantly menitored over varying periods of time and
by a variety of techniques . . . diaries, interviews, case studies erc., so
Fhat the ensuing feedback may be translated into modifications ‘)ad—
justments, directional changes, redefinitions as necessary. ’

{Cohen and Manion 1980: 47)

One Iast. peint about erhics in action research comes into sharp focus when
we c.m_}s;dcr the infamous Miligram {1974) ‘experiments’, which involved
de.ce:?rlng the subjects, and is transformed into a strong, set of workin
principles for action research projects, as will be outlined later in Lh'g
chapter. )
Feminist researchers have further elaborated on the theme of action
research, stressing as a matter of central importance thar research should
be _aboyt change. Reinharz (1992) extends the concept and talks abour
action-in-research, identifying five types of specific action in research ntamely
action research per se, participatory/collaborative research prevale,nce and
needs assessment, evaluation research and demystification ’She argues th
each has validity in its own right. ) B
/?cttorr fesearch To qualify under this heading it must be research in
which action and evaluation proceed separately but sintultaneously. These
.wuuld be. research projects that attempt directly to change people’s behav-
tour. While gathering data in tradirional or innovative ways, they intervene
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and study in a conrinuous series of feedback loops. A good example of this
would be the work of Hanmer and Saunders (1984} into forms of violence
against women, where community-based, at-home interviewing with the
purpose of feeding the information gained back to the community in order
to develop new forms of self-help and mutual aid among women was used.
The research involvement led o an attempt to form a support group for
survivars of violence and to make referrals to women’s crisis and safety
services.

Participatory or collaborative research The essential feature here is that
the people studied make the decisions about the study format and data
analysis. This model of research is designed to create social and individual
change by altering the role relations of people involved in the project. This
is very clear in feminist participatory research, where the distinction be-
rween the researcher(s} and those on whom the research is done disap-
pears. Lather’s {1988) work serves as a good example. In her project,
low-income women were trained to research their own economic circum-
stanices in order to understand and change them. This links strongly with
Lewin's views on power relations, for in participatory research artempts
are made to form egalitarian relations, with the researcher abandoning
‘control’ and adopting an approach of openness, reciprocity and shared
risk. Participants thus make decisions rather than funcon as passive objects,
they are ‘co-researchers’ rather than ‘research subjects’. Much work with
adulr survivors of childhood sexual abuse is progressing along these lines,
with the professional therapist acting as resource to self-help groups seek-
ing to understand their own behaviour and change it

Prevalence and needs assessment Here the research seeks to determine
the absolute or relative mumber of people with a particular experience or
need. Conventional research in this area has relied heavily on surveys
which *distanced’ results from the situation, a ‘let’s find our and then act
if we find it’ approach, often used, according to radical social workers for
example, as a way of delaying interventions, in contrast to placing the
emphasis on mobilizing people to set up resources and organizations to
respond to the needs as they are being identified, measured and re-defined.
MacKinnon's work {1979) on sexual harassment first demonstrated the
power of this approach, showing how meetings called and women discov-
ering their own experience as they spoke identified common themes which
led to the size of the problem becoming evident, and the basis for neces-
gary action being revealed without preconception or suggestion on the part
of the researcher.

Evaluation research The purpose here is 2o evaluate the effectiveness of
different types of action in meeting needs or solving problems. It can be
used 1o evaluate individual and organizational behaviour and to evaluate
evaluation research itself. An important example of such work is that done
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on evaluaring the effectiveness of different forms of individual behaviour
to determine which strategies enabled women to stop a rape in progress.
Bart and O'Brien’s (1985) intention with this work was to generate data-
based advice that could be given to schoals, hospitals and courts for them
to give ro women.

Demystification  Central here is the belief that the very act of obtaining
knowledge creates the potential for change. There is a paucity of research
about certain groups, which accentuates and perpetuates their powerless-
ness: researchers on women’s employment have found little data on the
employment situation of disabled or lesbian women, for example. A cru-
cial point here, for action research, is that because the needs and opinicns
of these groups are not known their views have less influence on the
conditions under which they live. The Boston Women'’s Health Collective's
book, Onr Bodies, Ourselves (1984) is a prime example of the empower-
ing impact of action research because it enabled women to understand
the working of their own bodies, become more knowledgeable about pre-
vention and treatment of women’s health problems and thus take more
contol themselves. This in turn meant that they were less frequently
subjected 1o the power of male medical experts, which the research project
had identified as one of the *problems’ in the first place.

Clearly, action researchers have extra responsibility in addressing the
‘does the end justify the means’ issue, and the response has to be unequivo-
cal: the action taken has to be in the best possible interests of the people
involved; ethically there can be no place for conscious exploitation. Prac-
titioner action rescarchers must work in such a way thar they safeguard
the practice aspects of their professional work while maintaining a rigor-
ous and reflexive research stance. Research investigating the sex life of
ferns (yes, it does exist!} is quite different from that investigating the best
way of carrying our first interviews with rape vicrims. It is also clear that
action research can often involve the practitioner researcher in new sets of
relations with colleagues and clients (Kemmis 1982). The ethical guidelines
for research have to be stringently applied in action research, which by
definition is intervening in people’s lives. There has to be respect for the
whole life of the person, not just as a research subject.

So far, this chapter has explored some of the definitions, principles and
approaches to acrion research, seeing it to be essentially practical and
problem solving. Perhaps the reader can see why it is the hope of admin-
istrators, politicians and practitioners and the despair of many academics.
Action research means intervention in a world where everything can be
happening at once and it is impossible to be sure what arises from whar,
where there is no ethical way of controlling (or measuring) the ‘interven-
ing variables’ because those ‘intervening variables' are actually people,
with their emotional responses, their conceprualizations, their needs, their
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It is all a ‘scientific researcher’s nightmare. There
is a Marxist point being made here, that we should not iysrlundf:r{standkthz
world but change it. Feminists concur and currentlzr radlcahs.oma. wor e:,
loudly agree. Many claim that ‘oblect}ve_value—free reg:an;l is algop ou i:
where the research becomes the end in itself and_ avoids thc rea 1kssucs o
what you do about it, what you can c%o about it and what wlor s.]:|l :
Some educationalists are anxious, seeing action research };:s vu neral edo
co-option by uncritical policy makers and managers. }'eac erfs‘are a rci;; tg
being trained to view action research in .schoois as a form I;:_i inquiry o
the best techniques to produce prespec:ﬁf:rd cufrlculum o n:ctlveis1 or in
creases in standardized test scores, which is En_tlrfaly contrary to t efsp_unt
of action research. Elliott {1980) warns that it is only a matter o ;:niu:
before action research will be promoted as the newest .stralicgy to le p
teachers improve pupil achievement i!1 order to meet nationa ;:HLZHSEE:
targets. In other words, the actions acrion research warrants rlnfeh Elc:e sub
jected to a polirical evaluation in the terms of the context i whic N Yhile
vene rather than being treated as inherently progressive or worthwhile.

defence mechanisms etc.

Doing action research

The principle of action research is rcally.quitc simple: an t:;ustlr}& Zta‘i: :[f
affairs is seen as problematic, it is identified, na‘med and described 1

made to change it and these attempts are
jon research is appropriate when ‘§pec1ﬁc
tion, or

appropriate way, atiempts are
monitored, and so on. So, act . . : !
knowledge is required for a specific problem in a_sp.neuﬁc sntu:,l o
when a new approach is to be grafted on to an existing system {Cohen

and Manion 1980}

Planning '
Action research needs to be planned in the same systematic wa}i‘ as any
other type of research. It is useful to draw up a Fheclfllst of Ere 1m$:}11r};
questions in order to develop a description of the situation, such as: "Wha
is happening already? What is the rational(? for this? Whgthamhl trymg”tc;
change? What are the possibilities? Who is affected? With whom wi

have to negotiate?’ ) y
A general outline of the stages of action research is:

1 First you need to identify some general. idea or problem and d?'li:fy ]usf
what it is that you are interested in, like ethn.ography and unlike con
ventional research, and this general idea can shift as the }m‘:rk progres}ie?.
It helps if you are really interested ‘in the area. Sust?mmg research is
often difficult, so a little bit of passion won’t go amiss.
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2 Spend some time describing the ‘facts’ of the situation at the outset.
3 Mal;e a preliminary explanation of the *facts’ of the siruation by gen-
erating hypotheses, by means of brainstorming sessions, for example.

4 Test your hypothesis, i.e. put an action into operation and see if you

were right.

This is often referred to as the action research spiral (Elliotr 1980) and
looks like this:

. Sel?ct the general area. Discuss, observe, read and decide on your frst
acrion.

* Take your action {monitor the action).

¢ Examine the information you have collected.

* Evaluate (a) processes, (b) outcomes.

* Plan next action.

* Take next action.

* Continue.

Data collection

You.need to gather data in order to be in 2 position of being able to
monitor the action {practice) which is at the centre of the inquiry. Action
research is multimethod research (several chapters in this book take a
de‘tailed look at some of those methods). The methods selected for gath-
ering the information you need for action will depend on the nature of the
information required. It is important to gather information rhat will tell
you more as a practitioner than you already generaily know. This should
be in such a way that it can inform the thinking of not just you as
perhaps, ‘key’ researcher, but of ali concerned with the intervention pmj
grammes, and so offer the opportunity to evaluate the efficacy of inter-
vention programimes in general. This may involve a combination of the
fol!owmg procedures, where appropriate. It is important to stress at this
point thart if you are carrying our practitioner action research you st selecr
data collection methods that do not distort and intrude on your practice.

1 Collection of documents relating to the situation. These can range from
newspaper articles where appropriate, through official documents, policy
satements and correspondence,

2 Keeping a detailed diary. It is stronply advisable to keep a research diary
whatever the approach being used, but for action research it is crucial.
You can record your own ideas, including anything that might not be
recqrded anywhere else as it seems too general. Your diary will be
particularly important when writing up, particularly for the design and
methodology, ‘what happened when’.

s S AT
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3 Observation notes. It is helpful to keep notes of meetings, lessons etc.,
which could be in the form of observation schedules. Elliott suggests a
‘running commentary’ approach to this at first, becoming more specific
using checklists of relevant phenomena derived from the earlier analyses
(see the research spiral).

4 Questionnaire surveys. Normally these are of other people invalved in
the project, to gain their impressions, artitudes and experiences. At first
you might find an open format helps when you are doing the inirial
‘exploring’. Later, when you are involved in checking or choosing be-
tween interpretations, a closed format might be more helpful.

5 Interviews. The more sustained interaction of interviews allows more
subtle nuances of perhaps an unfamiliar perspective to be explored in
detail and gradually clarified.

6 Shadowing. Participants in the situation may be followed by an observer
over a sustained period, in the ethnographic tradition. Shadow studies
can give vital information when the study extends over boundaries into
different aspects of practice, as can happen in institurional life.

7 Tapelvideo recording. This allows for repeated monitoring of the data
you have collected.

8 Still photographs. These can be very useful for subsequent participant
discussion, ‘freezing’ a situarion which is then sharply in focus.

9 Triangulation. This is an essential ingredient whereby you use a range
of the above methods to check out information gained, interpretations
and your decisions about action.

Examples

Two strands are evident: the professional ideal, which means continuing
openness to the development of good practice, and the scientific ideal of
the continuing growth of understanding through critique and revision.
Given this essential nature of action research it is not intended here to take
one completely worked example, as the chapter has already concerned
irself with principles and practice. The research spiral always applies, so
clearly the crucial issue for undertaking any such project is for you to
identify the problem. The research can be big or small, from individual
case srudy work to community-based projects: the choice of area will be
constrained only by opportunity and context. Some illustrations should
suffice.

Zamorski {1987) did a piece of action research involving a socially
isolated Asian boy, apparently suffering from a problem of low self-esteem
connected with racial tensions in his school and communiry. Zamorski:

.
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* carefully observed his behaviour with other children;

* experimented with small group games with varying groups of children,
examining parterns of linguistic interaction during this;

* intervened to counteract racist comments by some children;

* negotiated changes in parmers for classwork and seating arrangements.

Her work ‘documents’ the progress of an individual ‘therapy’, and analy-
ses the effect of each successive strategy in the light of a developing theory
as to the origin and the structure of the problem. The research actions
included using groupwork, changing the physical structure of the class-
room to change the interaction patterns, actively intervening when any
racist cornments were made to the boy or in his hearing and giving him
artention and support. Changes brought about included teansforming the
school and teacher's understanding of the nature of the problem: illustrar-
ing the nature of the links berween attempts to solve the problems, ie. the
isoladon of the boy, and attempts to understand the probiem, ie. the
patterned effects of institutionalized racism.

Action research, which can start with the identification of a problem,
can also start quite dramatically when the problem forces itself to our
artention, as the following will show. A sexual assault centre for women
found itself with a problem of referrals when a rape victim was referred
on, by one of the volunteer counseilors, to a psychiatrist. The counsellor
had identified that the victim needed to he seen by a specialist mental
health professional, as the counsellor felt that the service the centre was
able to offer was nor sufficient for her needs. The woman contacted the
centre some time larer, highly distressed, and rold thig story. She had been
to see the psychiatrist, who, ‘in passing’, in the assessment session had
humorously(!) said to her, “Well Mrs X, look on it as communiry service,
if they had not raped you they would have raped your neighbour.’ She
fled. The centre counsellors, themselves already concerned about their lack
of knowledge of the mental health resources and their own limitations,
took the incident seriously. I would add a note here that I am quite aware
of the shocking nature of this example, that the comment is extremely
provocative and that this is a sensitive issue. Ir is quoted to underline the
seriousness: action research concerns quality of life.

Some of the stages thar might follow are:

* use the incident as a critical incident to start a discussion about the
needs of such clients (the starting point for a large action research project)

* organize a day conference for all appropriate workers in the area;

* set up information networks;

* produce a directory of services in the area;

* initiate a programme of training and supervision of voluntary counsellors;

2
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o evaluate the effects of such actions, and so on through the research
spiral.

This particular action research project would obviously k;le a }arge—s::;zéltz
one and by its very nature is not an m.cemplaf of the ;rr;la -scale péglﬁne
that you, the reader, might be envisaging. It is quore ﬁrEAm t}l:: rline
further the emphasis on the action parr of action research. j al on
research spiral indicates, all such rcseszrch starts with 'the nee htu selec :
general area, discuss, observe and decide on your aCflOH. At the [;(l)mt 2_
taking such action the project could be ‘scaled down’ to manage; eal[:irn
portions to be carried out by one person, or several persons urll3 lert g
a collaborative study. The choice is yours, .fcu' the range of su ]ctfits :;)n
problems that could lend themselves to actlon_rescarch is veryTwh1 e,hoillz
the topic has to lie in your own area of expertise :lfld mtcrcs}:: e woad.l
field of counselling psychology, for exarr.lple, lends itself to this approach,
given the increasing turn to the provision of_ a counsel‘hng ‘scrwc;: as :i
response to observed ‘problems’. The centrality of the hlelpmg e at:,?crile
ship’ and the need for research to mfo.rm action as wFl 'as‘dm 1pm
evaluation of changes brought about by_ln.terve.ntzons at mdlifcll ucz; . gr?:agj
and organizational levels clearly places it in this res!aarch ﬁt.f . rg;l: 2
sionally a useful example would be a resea.rch action pm]z:{c; (1)1[1 e in-
house counselling service: is it used and dqes it reduce targeted be av:lours.
[ will further illustrate the sequence with a representative examp ;:1.-
Identify a problem. An attached youth worker, trained in co.url::se mE;
informed by equal opportunities issues and new to a centre, mlgl t war
to make changes in the light of observing the large gender imbalance 53
users of the centre. There are very few young women :.u.t'he centre, an
when they are there they seem marginalized to few actmtl;s.R g i
The questions what, why and how nef:d to_be addressed. Rea mfg ;I
previous research on youth work, discussion with colleagues, users o _the
centre and neighbourhood contacts, and perusal of local newspapers r?:ght
well elicit information pointing ar a history of male domination of the
cer;’[;:r.nulate a course of action. Start by setting up single-sex discussion
ith the currenr centre users. .
gf‘_Jl_ILF;S yv;ung women identify verbal sexual harassment, bullymg :;n.d tclim
exercise of territorial domination, which has ‘put off’ many of their n;.'n. 5.
They say they put up with it because at least the club is better than being
at home and they cannor afford many of the other places. The young men
see no problem, they like things the way they are. § enioved the
In the light of the fact rhat the young women said rthey had enjoyed t
discussion groups, continue these as an ongoing SUPPOIT group one evening
a week, initially for a ten-week trial period.
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Monirtor the increase, if any, in women's attendance and record conclu-
sions from the group discussion about the nature of the experiences they
have and whart they would like to see done about them. Observe activities
in the centre to see if there are informal changes in the take-up of the
various resources, looking to see if the support group is giving them the
confidence to challenge.

Take formal action to ensure that the young women are given equal
opportunity time on, say, the pool table and other arenas of activity that
are designated as ‘open’.

Monitor verbal harassment and intervene. Record in detail all incidents,
and ser up a group with the young men to look ar the issue of verbal
harassment in order to get them to stop it themselves. Monitor the effect
of the groups.

Perhaps take individual counselling sessions where the only other step
would be exclusion. Exclude individuals who refuse to adhere to the rules.

If necessary, allocate separate time periods for use of the resources by
specific groups (e.g. girls or boys) to ensure equality of access.

Continue monitoring action as the time allotted to the project allows,
and to the point when you are satisfied that the changes to practice have
been made and the aims of the research have been mert.

Writing up of such action research is necessarily a descriptive process.
The comments made in Chapter 3 are applicable here. In addition it is
important to report the time sequence very carefully, highlighting the vari-
ous stages and indicating the problem(s) you identified, what you did,
what you saw happen, right through the whole project. I is crucial that
at each of the stages where you rake action you elaborate on your justi-
fication for the action. Full description is important in its own right, as
previously stated in Chaprer 3, bur also because in action research the
detail is necessary to allow for close scrutiny of the decisions taken in the
light of the evidence collected, and thus to allow for angoing evaluarion.

Assessment

This chapter has already identified some of the problems and special issues
that arise when doing action research. It is possible for the action re-
searcher to take too many of their own assumptions for granted, and to
become either grandiose or too cosy and thus lose the essential evaluative
cutring edge of this approach. It can become ‘mere cookbook style, recipe
following applicadon’, according to Kincheloe {1591: 83). Furthermore,
as, by definition, intervention (action) rakes place as an inherent and im-
mediate part of the research in its ‘institutional’ context, Sapsford and
Abborr (1992: 103) poinr out, you can never be completely sure exactly
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what action produced what results. In most instrutional setrings many
variables may be operating. In addition they cite the ‘Hawthorne effect’ to
illustrate further the need to disentangle the research effects. However, in
the example of the youth club, it would be reasonable to argue that the
increase in the number of girls using the centre could be directly linked
with the actions raken to change the practices that had been cited as
keeping them away in the first place. Given that the girls were collaborat-
ing at every stage, their views underpin the evaluation.

Perhaps a major criticism, raised by Billig {1976), needs highlighting:
action research can be used rto subordinate and defuse debate and conflict
berween dominant and marginal groups rather than to empower them.
However, there is a question to be raised abourt the concept of empower-
ment, in that it implies that the group being researched are powerless until
empowered. To counter this is crucial. Freire's critical, democratic concept
of research, which incorporates those being ‘examined” in the formulation,
criticism and re-formulation of the research, has to be central if we are to
‘transform our idea of research from mere dara gathering into a conscious-
ness raising, transformative technique’ {Freire 1972: 135).

Useful reading

Courtois, C. {1988). Healing The Incest Wound. New York: Norton.

Kincheloe, J. (1991). Teachers as Researchers: Qualitative Enquiry as a Path to
Empowerment. London: Falmer Press.

Rheinharz, 5. {1992). Feminist Methods in Social Research. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Winter, R. {1989). Learning from Experience, Principles and Practice in Action-
Research. London: Falmer Press.
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8 | FEMINIST
RESEARCH

ERICA BURMAN
| S

Discussions about feminist research are currently having a major impact
on qualitative approaches to social research (Hammersley 1993), educa-
rional research (Burgess 1985) and ‘sensitive’ research (Renzerr and Lee
1992), as well as elaboraring sustained critiques of quantitative methods
{Hollway 1989; Mies 1993). The debates over what it is that makes fem-
inist methods ‘feminist” and the extent to which these can be seen as
‘methods’ at all are central to the interventions in the research process
and product made by feminist researchers. Following current feminist think-
ing (e.g. Harding 1987; Abbott and Wallace 1990; Stanley 1990} the starr-
ing point for this chapter is that there is no intrinsically feminist method or
methadology. Rather, how feminist a piece of research is must be evaluared
in relation to its purposes or goals, what it seeks to (and does) achieve.
The contribution of this chapter to this collection is therefore not to add
a new instrument to the existing toolbox of qualitative methods but to
highlight how feminist work develops discussions of power, subjectivity
and political commitment in research. Since the debates are continuously
developing and informing general discussions, the specificity of the inter-
ventions made by feminist researchers is belied by their impact. In this
sense, if feminist research may appear to be simply good research then this
is testimony to its efficacy, and it is in this spirit that this account is offered
here,

Given this perspective, the question of whether men can (or cannot) do
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ferninist research arises both as a reflection of the current resistance against
gendering specific methodologies {which includes recognizing that qualita-
tive work also can have its own machismo and imperialism — as the pio-
neer exploring uncharted territories; Morgan 1981) and as a political issue
abourt crediting and recognizing women’s {academic) work (Evans 1990;
Kremer 1990). Since the role of men in feminist research is a matter of
debarte rather than principle (see the editors’ introductory comments on
this in Harding 1987, and Stanley 1990), this chaprer can be read borh as
addressing the many women researchers in psychology and social science
{only a minority of whom may be in a position ta define how their research
is conducted, analysed and used; see Sharpe and Jefferson 1990}, and as
addressing men who position themselves either as willing to learn from, or
as participating in, debates in feminist research, not least for its clarity in
theorizing the politics of research.

Background

In general terms there have been three kinds of feminist critiques, in rela-
tion to both research topics and processes. These range from identifying
distortions or biases in research (e.g. Eichler 1988), which leads to what
Harding calls a “feminist empiricist® approach, improving or supplement-
ing existing bodies of knowledge. The claim here is that models that ignore
or devalue women’s perspectives or experiences {as most do) are inad-
equate within their own rerms, and can be correcred - as reflected in titles
of courses, programmes or documents that literally add women in, as in
‘women and work’. In relation to categories of feminisms in psychology,
this is what Corinne Squire {1989) terms ‘egalitarian feminism’.

A second stratepy, associated with more *separatist’ or essentialist (see-
ing gender differences as fixed, essential qualities) strands of feminism
(what Squire 1989 calls “cultural feminism’), goes beyond discussing the
exclusion of women's experiences from dominant knowledge paradigms to
emphasize how these experiences are different. The consequences of a
focus on difference are reflected in cails for work taking women's experi-
ence as primary in its own terms, rather than a resource with which o
amend existing models. But the assumption of a unitary female experience
has been challenged, in particular by black and lesbian feminists who
argue that such a model excludes their experiences and therefore reproduces
structures of cultural imperialism and heterosexism within feminist theory
{e.g. Amos and Parmar 1984; Wilton 1293).

In addressing these problems, and reflecting debates in social theory on
the inadequacy of all unitary grand theories, a third position has emerged,
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variously called feminist relativism (Abbott and Wallaee 1990), feminist
postmodernism (Harding 1987), feminist deconstructionism (Opie 1992)
or feminist post-structuralism (Weedon 1987; Hollway 1985). These three
different positions therefore reflect a tension between developing alterna-
tive, women-cenired accounts and challenging the dominant models that
have attempted to represent and research women's experiences. This ten-
sion is currently held rogether within revisions to Harding’s {1987) widely
referred to ‘feminist standpoint’ (see discussion of this in Stanley and Wise
1990, and Henwood 1994}, which treats the asserrion of difference as a
straregic intervention rather than claiming a unitary or stable position for
women (or feminists). All three positions can be considered ‘“transformative’
(Harding 1987} towards the feminist project of creating an oppression-free
world.

Feminist critiques of research attend to both the forms by which research
is produced and the relationships in which it is produced (Graham 1983).
The critique of form echoes that rehearsed elsewhere in this baok, with
quantitative research accused of mangling {women's} experience {whether
throngh experiments or questionnaires) into preconceived {male-oriented)
categories and presenting this as objective truth. In terms of research re-
lations, in her influential analysis of social science interviewing and survey
relations, Ann Oakley {1981) showed how the presence of the researcher
is theorized only as an extension of the research instrument, and the social
features of the interview are treated as manipulable variables to facilitate
the research process, specifically interviewee disclosure. When the inter-
viewing relationship becomes merely the ‘rapport’ that lubricates the re-
search, this sanitizes and dehumanizes the research encounter. Instead,
Oakley discusses the friendships that emerged from her more egalitarian
interviews with women. While subsequent feminist accounts have warned
against a romanticization of research by women with women, and corre-
sponding suppression of structural power relations between women — of,
for, example class, race or age as well as interviewer/interviewee (e.g.
Finch 1984; Ribbens 1989; Phoenix 1990) — this reflects the consistent
focus on the politics of research. The comman basis for such feminist
commentaries on research processes is to reject the traditional oppositions
structuring research, between theory and method, and theory and practice.
Rather, within a feminist framework, these oppositions are seen as neces-
sarily and inevitably intertwined, united through the connections between
the purposes, conduet and outcome of the research.

Feminist research, then, is a ‘praxis’ {Stanley 1390), a theory thar con-
nects experience and action. Whar makes feminist research ‘feminist” is
a challenge to the scientism that refuses to address the relations be-
tween knowledge (and knowledge-generating pracrices) and power, and a
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corresponding attention to reflexive issues in the form of theorizing and
transforming the process of academic production, including the position
and responsibilities of the researcher. In this sense Sandra Harding’s {1587)
distinction between method, methodology and epistemology is useful. She
argues that there can be no feminist method, since a method merely speci-
fies a rechnique or set of research practices which (although perhaps
currently performed in anti-feminist ways) is not in principle antitherical
ta feminist work, Hence {warding off the equation of feminist with quali-
tative research as both a measure of the success of feminist critiques and
in danger of reifying them) a current theme of ferminist research also concerns
the value of quantirative work, and the relations between merhod and
politics (Pugh 1990; Epstein Jaratne and Stewart 1891; Kelly et al. 1992).
Similar arguments apply to the use of particular methodologies (as per-
spectives or theoretically informed frameworks), which do not in them-
selves specify a particular method. Rather, what identifies feminist research
is @ commitment to a specific, feminist, epistemology; that is, a theoretical
and political analysis that critiques dominant conceptions of knowledge,
and poses questions abour the gendered orientation of, and criteria for,
knowledge. It is this assertion of the connection between being and know-
ing, between ontology and epistemology, that defines feminist research
(Harding 1987; Stanley 1930).

Despite variations in versions, feminist methodological interventions focus
on experience, in terms of whose experience is represented and validated
within research; on reflexivity, as a critique of objectivity, which itself is
seen as a particular (culturally masculine) kind of subjectivity (Hollway
1989); and on the conscious use of a critical, or ‘strong’, subjectivity
(Harding 1987), as a reflexive clarity abour the conditions of production
of the research (Stanley 1990). These ontological or experiential concerns
link up with the project ro highlight oppressive power relarions within
social practices generally, and as also expressed within research practices.
Or, in Janice Raymond’s (1986) terms, feminist research is ‘passionare
inquiry’, committed ro chailenging and, where appropriate (in the sense
that it may nort be desirable o empower further interviewees from already
dominant or oppressive groups), mitigating power relations within and
outside research contexts. Whar marks feminist notions of reflexivity and
researcher accountability out from ethnographic or discourse analytic no-
tions is that whereas the larter sometimes portray reflexivity as central 1o
making public the routes and resources that lie behind an analysis (e.g.
Potter 1988; Hammersley 1992), feminist researchers see their work as
accountable not only in terms of clarity or confession but also in relation
to broader emancipatory and transformative goals, and current discussions

are preoccupied with whar this means in practice (e.g. Wise 1987; Wilkinson
1988).
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Example

It is impossible to present an examplar of feminist rcs.carch, Elvin its s\;;ltlust.
as an arena of continuous debate rathcr_than a spec.lﬁ.c techno ohgy. \ a
is presented here is an account of a piece of feminist researcd , T aF is
research informed by a feminist politics at t‘hc le_vel‘ of the.of'y an pral-cl:nce.
Consistent with the commitment to reflexivity within femx_mst research, m});
account of this account must also come in fcn: some scrutiny. The rescarc }
summarized here was conducted by Catherine Bewley as the em[f)lrl?a
work for an MSc in Occupational Psychology, and I am grateful t; fer tlc;r
allowing me to treat her work as the fgcus for this chaprter, and or de
reflections and discussions that doin.g t!us has prompted‘. The study aime
to explore the organizational funcrioning of tlm.ze feminist orgamzaanf
within one municipality: a women’s centre, a service for women expenﬁfxc
ing domestic violence, which included a safe house, and a counselling
service for women wha had suffered sexual assault. ; )
I am taking this research as illustrative of some key aspects ?n ques
tions posed by and within feminist research processes. In terms If its t?lpévi;
it highlights a key absence within the psychologlcal Ilteraturt?-h es::jzf;fce on
organizations tends to focus on industrial work contexts with a 1” r |
tiated hierarchical structure thar fails to engage with th_e ways sm;}al vol-
untary organizations and feminist organizarions function. The t e}.;n:}i
assumne a division between public and private and work. and homez in | f}:l
the form and relations of worlk, that reflects male expe‘n?m:e_and highlig| tlsli
the cultural masculinity of organizational theory. Femim.st, like otl;er srnal
voluntary, organizations tend to have little formal hierarchy, .ewhxto e
divisions and less separation between [h(? work task and. relanogs 'ﬁ-ls
These qualities often arise from a commitment to co.ilec'nvc \ufror . The
failure of the literature to address these dlffe}-ent arganizatljat}al orms can
be regarded as a symptom of the hetem-;eahty and mjasculmufy of current
theories, which define women’s experiences only in relation to men
nd 1986). )
(Rliizlroissues ar:z raised by the topic of study, work’ in women—(?nly or-
ganizations. First, it challenges the dominant assumptions structur;ng psy-
chological models by demonstrating rhem'to be mcompgct; { cmxms}:
empiricist). Second, by taking women's experiences as centra , € T‘ researcd
works towards developing an alternative account .that both highlights al;l
interrogates the differences that emerge for tl'{eu' cm.':s?:qucnces'for‘ the
positions of women, both in psychology an.d in feminist orgamzatmfxr;;
This is feminist standpoint research. Third, it ext’eflds' and engages wit
current issues in feminist politics and theory by critiquing Fhe notion of a
universalized, global sisterhood: instead of assuming 3lhances‘ berween
women workers and the women they work with and for, there is a focus
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on how relationships form and function, and what makes them more or
less successful. Bewley refuses essentialist, separatist feminist frameworks
as unhelpful, and draws on Raymond’s {1986) work on female friendship
to analyse women’s working relationships in terms of histories of networks
and alliances rather than as arising from some mystical or unconditional
notion of sisterhood. As well as addressing feminist preoccupations, then,
Bewley portrays the engagement of feminist and psychological theory as
murual rather than one-way, claiming not only that organizarional theory
has something to learn from the functioning of women’s organizarions, but
also that the latter could benefit from an organizational analysis. Fourth,
as will be elaborated below, the study challenges existing structures of
research relations and forms of production, in terms of researcher in-
volvement, theory generation, definitions of whar makes good research
and personal vulnerability and risk.

The study

The study was based on the analysis of interviews, observations and docu-
ments from each organization, and notes Bewley ook after her visits. The
stages or cycles of the research process moved from gaining an initial
picture through these to exploring themes and writing up, and at each
stage the analysis generated was discussed with the participants in the
organizations — with this discussion informing the following stages of
analysis and reflection. The individual interviews focused on the topics of
the past, present and future of the organizarion, its values, atmosphere and
ethos, its purpose and mode of functioning, the working environment,
composition of workers, participants’ experience there, who uvsed the or-
ganization and its facilities, issues of conflict and change in the organiza-
rion, and the participant’s views on women’s positions in society (Bewley
1993: §5). Hence the study was organized around feminist principles of
consultation abour the research questions, reciprocity within the process of
generating the accounts and analysis, and accountability over the emerging
issues. The analysis was developed by a process of feedback and revision,
through asking participants whether they considered the representation
offered 10 be accurate in content and tone, and if they shared the researcher’s
perception of what the main issues for the organization were (Bewley
1993: 57). This culminated in the presentation and discussion of individual
confidential written reports to each organization, and included supporting
them in reflecting on the implications of the analysis. For Bewley, the
feminist commitment to reciprocity in research, where she both gave and
gained from the study, involved working with one of the organizations for
eight months after the end of the study to work through the issues it
raised. Here there is a particular attention to gender issues arising from a
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common feminist commitment, but this study reflects the general principles
of action research (see also Chapter 7).

Analysis

Bewley's account of the analysis is of a multilayered cycle of reflection and
digestion from which emerged a picture of each organization. This process
involved:

« reading, listening to and thinking about each piece of information many
times over untl I knew it inside our

* uncovering patterns by considering the information from different per-
spectives;

« using large sheets of paper and coloured pens to draw spider diagrams
of the points that came out of the informarion;

« going through the information with a list of key ideas, after an initial
picture had been developed, noting down any piece of information thar
supported {or contradicted) that idea;

e looking for events, particular uses of language, stories, metaphors and
feelings;

* considering the processes which led to the production of the piece of
information (say during an interview or in a meeting);

* reflecting on my experience with the organization, whether my impres-
sion abour it had changed and if so, why {Bewley 1993: 36).

While my account here focuses on research process rather than ropic,
it is relevant to summarize the structure and outcome of the analysis to
convey what can emerge from the feminist orientation of this research.
Using the general features identified as central defining qualities of organi-
zations (Schein 1985, 1390), as well as relevant to feminist groups, Bewley's
analysis focused on the following issues: structure (how this was perceived
by the participants and researcher — what, if any, kinds of role divisions,
management structure, the patterns and flow of the work day); communi-
cation and information processing (decision-making structures, regularity
of meetings and who attends them, access to records, how people find out
about what's going on and how democratic this is}; environment (appear-
ance, accessibility, how well resourced this was and how conducive to
successful organizational and worker functioning, relations with external
organizations); effectiveness (to the extent perceived by the organization,
and why, whether considered in terms of personal development, success
rates or mere survival); power and politics (formal versus informal forms
of power, power used positively and negatively, the value accorded to
expertise, confidence and rime spent within the organization).
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As a result of building up this picture of each organization separately,
Bewley could also analyse common and diverging characteristics of each
feminist organization. Given the different focus of the services and varying
levels of financial security, each exhibited a different profile of strengths
and weaknesses, achievements and problems (Bewley 1993: 85-7). Never-
theless, some similarities of structure were discernable, with high levels of
member participation, few role divisions, high levels of trust and coopera-
tion, and commitment to collective forms of work. The structures on
which the organizations were based all relied heavily on personal networks
that were used to organize the work, and thar also characterized the sup-
portive relations between the organizations. This was in part related to the
sharing of a feminist perspective within an often hostile or indifferent
broader context, and a clarity and commonality of aims, perspective and
commitment. Despite a common preoccupation with issues of structure,
communication, resources and development {in initating and responding
to change), the organizations demnonstrated differences in their fluidity of
organizational boundaries, differential demands made of workers and
corresponding ability to cope with stress, differences in ability to rake
positive action over which women used and worked within the arganizarion
{particularly in relation to the involvement of black and disabled women)
and different accounts of the role of political commitment within the
work. Each organization was also linked to other organizations serving
similar purposes in other cities, from which it gained a particular organi-
zational history and identity (Bewley 1993: 87-9).

From a piece of research exploring the mutual engagement of feminist
and psychological questions, two sets of conclusions emerged: one ser about
characteristics of the feminist organizations studied and another abour the
adequacy of the psychological theories {Bewley 1993: 125-7). In terms of
the organizations, the clear feminist commitment gave each purpose and
direction that was consciously expressed by those within it and reflected
in what they did. The form of collective structure highlighted the uneasy
balance between a feminist commitment to equality and a pragmatic en-
gagement with externtal demands and processes. Hence the tensions or
contradictions of feminist practice were crucially played out through or-
ganizational structures and roles. In terms of the role of personal net-
works, these ‘are the arteries along which the blood of the organizations
flow (p. 126). They worked best when based on prior or current friend-
ship; but, as Bewley points out, owing to their informality some members
could be inadequarely supported, and these were precisely those mast
likely to leave. Power resided in skills, control over information flow {and
position in the nerworks), confidence and ability to suppart others, with
a high sense of achievement gained from the feminist commirment, the
work with women and the changes they were able to effect. Taking these
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points seriously would transform our appreciation and assessment of
male models of work.

In terms of its adequacy, psychological theory appears to have little to
say about organizarional structures such as these, which are oriented around
a feminist commitment. As well as reflecting an implicit androcentrism and
herero-reality, then, such theories fail to acknowledge the gender and sexual
politics of organizational culture and are thus complicit in maintaining
them (Bewley 1993: 126). Morcover, the conception of power on offer
fails to address adequately its sources and nature within such organiza-
dons. In this sense, while analyses of power are vital to the study of
feminist organizarions, they can also inform analyses of power relations in
organizational cultures generally.

The study therefore poses new questions for both feminist and psycho-
logical research, including: the role of friendship within organizational
structures; strategies deployed in, and political analyses of, the process of
managing engagement with outside (non or anti-feminist) structures (local
anthorities, police, social services) without recuperation; exploration of
definitions of collectivity (since these have been little studied and vary
enormously}; the perception and exercise of power relations — how these
are used positively and destructively, and how this relates to the position
of each organization externally; and the variety of views held about these
issues by members of each organization, as part of building up a more
complete view of its functioning.

Reflexive analysis

Now that some of the key themes of the analysis have been outlined we
can step back to focus on the production of this account. I have identified
nine key issues here.

Impact on organization studied

Conducting a study like this clearly highlights how research affects what
it studies. This was explicitly addressed within Bewley’s research process
through consultation and feedback over each stage of the project’s devel-
opment. The orpanizations themselves felr they recognized the issues posed
in the analysis, as in one participant’s reponse of ‘It feels like someone has
taken the ceiling off the room and is looking down at us’ {Bewley 1393:
90). Hence the research functioned to validate participants’ perceptions of
how their organization functioned. Yer this comment also betrays a sense
of vulnerability, which was well-founded given the hostile broader conrexts
in which such organizations exist. Clearly the sense of threar, scrutiny and
evaluarion hinted at here needed to be handled carefully and responsibly.
This was especially so where critical issues were identified for one organ-
ization around staff illness and stress and inadequarte communication
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structures. But far from criticism being visited upon the organization from
on high, and leaving them high and dry, the organization used a flare-up
caused by the feedback from the study to make changes, and as a result
of her report to them Bewley facilirated discussions to support the organi-
zation in working through its consequences to improve the service. While
the study therefore had a significant impact on the organizations, this
arose parily because the research functioned to lend clarity and credibility
to issues that some participants already recognized. This highlights how
rescarchers of organizations enter and participate in pre-existing structures
and agendas, rather than function entirely outside them: the issue for the
researcher is to identify the agendas and how they are being invited to be
positioned in them. To deny this would still be to adopt a stance, most
likely rthe srandpoint of the management or public face of the organizarion
{sce Chapter 7, on action research). Feminist researchers, in a commitment
to non-exploitative approaches, assume a preater responsibility for thejr
interprerations and analyses, in terms of rendering them accessible and,
where possible, practicable.

Necessity for researcher subjectivity

This reproduces some of the issues raised by the general discussion of
feminist research. Both researcher and participants in the organizations
shared an ontology, a theory of being and experience. It would not have
been possible to conduct this research without being feminist, not only in
the instrumental and exploitative sense of ‘gaining access’, bur alse in rerms
of understanding and analysing the implicit rules of the culrures of these
organizations. Moreover, Bewley was nor an outsider. As she makes clear
in her account, she had previously worked in one of the organizarions, and
therefore (through the connections berween them) also had some, if lim-
ited, acquaintance with the others. Like the members of the organizations,
then, she was involved in the networks and friendships thar structured so
much of each organization’s functioning. Adopting the position of de-
tached observer would have been disingenuous in relation to the production
of the marerial for analysis, as well as alienating to the research partici-
pants. In addirion, rather than being seen as a limiration, this involvement
illustrates how and why there is so little research on this topic — since some
connections are required to ensure thar the exposure and vulnerability thar
such work opens the organization to will not be abused. Bur a part of the
topic (friendship nerworks) was not only a presupposition of the conduct
of the research, it was also an essential resource for its analysis. Making
these positions clear within the account, as Bewley does, is an example of
the value of strong subjectivity in research, and reflexive clarity about the
condirions of production of material, as well as a reiteration of the relation
between ontology (being) and epistemology (knowing) in ferninist research.
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Significance of writing up - _ _
This study makes a feminist intervention in terms of both its topic and its
form. Bewley uses her personal experience to inform her analysis and
draws on diary material to document issues and difficulties within t.he
research process. She discusses a key dilemma facing feminist academics
seeking to make women’s experiences and issues visible: how to commu-
nicate in terms that engage with and intervene in academic genres without
fragmenting, objectifying or disempowering women's experiepces. This
includes complex questions about the nature of particular audiences and
interventions, and in particular decisions abour the consequences of
publically criticizing a vulnerable organization (see also Poland 1999). In
this context, a further measure to aid the evaluation of the research is not
only being clear abour the research process and the position (ii_l terms of
history and stance} of the researcher, but also drawing attention 1o the
work of producing the written account, or what Stanley and Wise {1990:
23) describe as ‘the intellectual biography of the researcher’, which neces-
sarily involves ‘the complex question of power in research and writing’.
This includes disrupting the pretence maintained within most research re-
ports that they are seamless coherent texts produced within one moment by
a disembodied and disinterested author. In Bewley’s case, the different
stages of revision of the text (discussed below) were marked by d_iff‘erer_it
typefaces. While in part this had a practical basis {owing 10 changes‘ in
word processors), this irself indicated a change in institutional location
over time, and also marks for the reader key editorial breaks that were a
site of struggle and resistance in the historical production of the report.

Emotion as a research resoutrce

Personal involvement has its difficulties as well as rewards. Studying an
organization and sharing its values can mean taking on some of the issues
the organization works on or expresses at a deeper emotional level..The
organizations that formed the basis of this study had ro deal with situa-
tions of crisis and major distress. During the conduct of the study the
functioning of one of the organizations was thrown into major disarray by
the murder of a woman seeking refuge in the safe house. Bewley discusses
how the process of analysis was punctuated by her own reactions, as she
reports from the following diary entry:

Time and time again I sit at my desk looking ar the transcriber and
not having the courage to put in the tape, slot in the headphones,
switch it on...My dreams are glimpses of what's going on, little
puffs of vapour that rise and escape steaming out of the mind’s eye .. . Is
all this just me? Am I picking up and crystallising the pain in the
organisations? What lessons are there for doing this sort of research?

{Bewley 1993: 35)
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A clear implication of this is that in engaging in work that offers or derives
from personal involvement, researchers need to reflect on the support
structure they can call upon and the personal impacr for them of the issues

they are addressing. In particular there is a clear case here for the need for

supervision as well as personal support, since a researcher should not be
working in isolation. But what this also highlights is a further range of
interpretive issues. For, reversing the conventional way in which this issue
arises, where the involvement is less intense, what does it mean for the
process and product if a researcher feels disengaped from the topic or process
of study? While this is the affective stare usually assumed within research
processes, it itself speaks of the power of the researcher and the ways in
which the project of producing knowledge and truth suppresses the labour
and positions of the persons producing it.

Challenge to the public—private boundary

This occurred in four ways: first, in terms of topic, it challenged culturaily
male models of work in that a common feature of the organizations stud-
ied was that the pattern of work did not conform to the conventionally
assumed structure of work—break divisions; second, in terms of method,
through the relation asserted between personal politics and academic re-
search in bringing a palitical commitment into the research project and
process; third, in the commitment to respect women and nort alienate them
by researcher expertise, as expressed either in the conduct of interviews or
in the representation of women’s experiences in written reports; fourth, as
a feminist researching with other feminists, studying friends or political
allies makes manifest the responsibilities such work incurs, as well as
generating what could be quite well-founded fears of disappointing them
{and fears of the personal consequences of this).

Reflexivity again
Corresponding issues of reflexivity and researcher involvement arise in
relation to my selection of this study for presentation here. There is an
unwritten history of this study, which is a reflection of feminist struggle
within academic institutions. As already discussed, the research is an inter-
vention at the level of topic and, in relation to the genres of occupational
psychological research, method. The study resonated with my experience
of working in collective and voluntary organizations {feminist and mixed),
which made it of immediate interest to me, and posed in a very clear way
the issues faced by women artempting to work together across and within
institutions, as is also the case for women'’s studies within academia {Coulson
and Bhavnani 1990). Maoreover, the questions of organizational function-
ing and researcher accountability that formed the topic of the study were
also centrally replayed in its academic trajectory.

The particular history of the study demonstrates how psychology puts
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obstacles in the way of feminist research that can efface the contributions
of feminist researchers to the discipline. In particular, it illustrates the
normative regulation that lies behind the overt imperative for research ro
be original contributions to knowledge, since, as in Bewley’s case, work
that has no academic precedent is deemed improper research: what is truly
new and theoretically challenging is literally not recognized. There has
been no prior published research applying organizarional theory to femi-
nist organizations, so there was no immediate lineage or context in which
this thesis could take refuge. To create a space for a new organizational
analysis of feminist organizations, the study had to mark out a territory
which did not exist, being critical of existing theory, but, because of the
absence of alternative published psychological research, being unable to
support this criticism with specific organizational theory (although theo-
retical support for the research was found in feminist theory from other
disciplines). The thesis was only permitted 1o pass after three formal
submissions with substantial revisions between them. It was specifically
challenged on its use of current organizational theory, reflecting the ten-
sions many feminists experience between the need to do research within an
existing, if limiting and inappropriate, theoretical framework so that their
work receives recognition, and the need to find new {feminist) frameworks
for research theory, process and accounts which might not exist within
current psychology — precisely because they are nor acceprable and are
therefore silenced.

This tension — berween recognition and failure, persistence and com-
promise — which is illustrated by the experience of this particular study,
demonstrates how disciplinary gatekeeping maintains academic structures
so that they continually reproduce themselves as the same, and marginalize
or reject any challenge {Spender 1981) so that feminist researchers leave
psychology for more friendly disciplinary territories to do their work {Sharpe
and Jefferson 1990). It also raises a question abour the appropriate assess-
ment criteria for research which cannot emerge through the dominane
methodologies. The institutional resistance to, and suppression of, work
that disturbs dominant psychological frameworks prevents, in some sort of
vicious circle, the development of the very body of published research that
would provide the methodological and theoretical basis for such work (see
also Kitzinger 1990).

In terms of my investments in discussing this study, the struggle to ger
it recognized as a legitimate piece of research mirrors my frustration with
psychological theory and research, and reflects general struggles of femi-
nists within academia, particularly in relation ro the ways femninists prioritize
structures of accountability that lie outside the academy. Ironically, femi-
nist researchers are castigated as doing improper research precisely because
of their engagement in doing the ‘relevant’ research psychologists are
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otherwise continually called upon to do. This also highlights a further
feature of feminist research: that i, as researcher, as writer, am not detached;
that I share an onrology, a politics, with that of the study I have described,
and that in writing about it 1 am attempring not merely to describe but
also to intervene. This is reflected in the way that this chapter sits uneasily
within this book, as not quite either research method or research critique,
but perhaps both.

What is gained by my dacumenting this? In immediate terms the research
now has some public recognition, including recognition of the struggle and
resistance that structured its production. More generally, this story extends
the analysis of the power of the academy, and challenges its practice.
Mareover, this storuggle has had its own producrivity: in the course of
Bewley having to respond to and resist the possibility of the exclusion of
her research through failure or through its being changed beyond recog-
nition in order to pass, it has probably now achieved a greater hearing and
impact than if it had been passed and allowed to sink into obscurity. In
a particular resonance berween Bewley’s topic and the process she found
herself enagaged in, this scruggle demonstrates the value of feminist net-
works, as used by women in psychology to counter their isolation and
silencing (since Bewley first contacted me through feminist psychology
nerworks).

Pouwer relations in research

Just as power was a topic of the research, so it was also a feature of the
process. As the researcher, Bewley tried to set up the study in as consulta-
tive and participative a way as possible, bur her anxieties over the impact
of the work on the organizations and her relationships within its nerworks
reflect the power both she and they exercised within the study. Not only
were there responsibilities to address and redress inequalities within the
traditional researcher-researched relations of interviews, there were also
issues about nor wanting to expose the women and organizations to
criticisms from unsympathetic outside audiences. Hence the provision of
confidential reports to each organization may have done much to ensure
that all parties gained from the research, as well as raising again the
political questions of audience and accountability. Parallel issues are raised
by the use I have made of this research to exemplify key features of
feminist research. As in Bewley's own research, the account of her work
presented here is an outcome of joint discussions. There is an equivalent
issue in relation to difemmas of exposure to unsympatheric audiences raised
in her research. I have not brought out some of the critical issues Bewley
raises of the limitations and absences in her study. While critical evalua-
tion is necessary, the issue of the particular audience of this chapter has
been salient in my account.
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Risk or compromisef

At each point in the process of revision and resubmission, Bewley was
struggling with decisions about whether, as some of Bewley’s friends en-
couraged her, to “write it to pass’ or whether doing this would so compro-
mise the research that it would lose its value or meaning — both personally
and in terms of its theoretical coherence. In negotiating a path berween
struggle, strategy, compromise and deradicalization, the choices were
between personal integrity and (the risk of) failure. This reflects three pre-
occupations of feminist researchers: first, taking a principled position on
the role of politics in research; second, how the write-up is as much part
of the research as the study itself, thus challenging the scientistic division
in psychology between research and report; third, the role of other people’s
investments in the research. Apart from the general academic, personal
and career invesrments that were severely exercised over this, Bewley felt
some pressure from other (feminist) researchers who wanted to see her
thesis passed to lend credibility to this style of work, but this would have
been self-defeating had the changes been too great. The fact that the term
‘compromise’ carries the longest entry in the index of Feminists and Psy-
chological Practice (Burman 1990) suggests that these are general ques-
tions for feminists in psychology.

Accountability

Feminist researchers claim to do different and better research because it is
accountable, and accountability has been a major theme running through
this chapter. However, what accountability means is not well elaborated,
and in part this is because what accountability means varies according to
the topic and approach in question. However, some general points can be
made. Typically, the structure of accountability for research is to the fund-
ing body ~ this might be direct or mediated through departmental and
disciplinary structures {with mare indirect effects in shaping the censorship
and self-censorship involved in determining what research gets funded).
While it would be unrealistic to suggest that feminist researchers are not
as subject to this as any others, like other politicized researchers, there are
other structures they look to for recognition. In Bewley’s study she made
herself accountable to the participants, in terms of the conduct and out-
come of the research. This was driven by their and her commen feminist
commitment, which brought into play accountability not only to specific
organizations but also to a broader framework of feminist campaigns and
networks. As noted above, these feminist networks, inside and outside
academic structures, both were a source of support and incurred their own
expectations and responsibilities. In other cases, especially where there is
less or no political resonance between participants, the organizations and
the researcher, feminist researchers position themselves as accountable to




136  Qualitative methods in psychology

other feminists within their discipline, or within women’s studies. But in
order to stave off the dynamic of deradicalization to which all feminists in
mainstream institutional positions are subject, these strucrures need to be
connected to feminist campaigns and movements outside academia. In
some cases this is set up in quite direct ways, through consultation with
women’s campaigns and services about research questions, processes and
products.

Assessment

This chapter has illustrated general issues abour the conduct, interpreta-
tion and reception of feminist research through the account of a specific
study. The study addresses an under-researched topic, which is relevant ro
both psychology and feminism. It therefore extends mainstream (malestream)
organizational theory to address non-hierarchical structures outside tra-
ditional management models, and challenges traditional views of research
relations and reports. The study also presents questions for feminist poli-
tics; particularly on the dilemmas of mainraining a feminist culture or
practice while functioning in a context which is often hostile to its aims
and processes, and the consequences of implicit power structures. The
study promoted change within the organizations studied through validating
the experience of the women members and through contextualizing their
work within the framework of other feminist organizations (that is, those
sharing some similar visions). Direct consequences of the research included
revision and improvement to the support and training of workers, as well
as promotion of the discussion of communication strucrures,

In its form and function, the study exhibits features of a feminist em-
piricist position in extending psychological theory, and a feminist stand-
point position in challenging psychology to engage with new forms of
structure, including thesis forms and methods. Both features can be seen
as strategic interventions. Strategies, as Elizabeth Gross points out, are not
ends in themselves, and while transformative, they are, by virtue of their
capacity to engage with them, inevitably collusive of the structures they
seek 1o change. As highlighted by the discussion of strategy and compro-
mise, feminist theory and research is no purist or separatist practice but a
form of ‘intellecrual guerilla warfare’ which ‘needs to use whatever means
are available, whether these are “patriarchal” or not’ (Gross 1992: 64).

This status of feminist research as relational, as strategic intervention
rather than as separate model, disarms some of the possible limits o this
approach. The first of these is its specificity. It could be argued thar the
work discussed here related only to the particular organizations studied,
and to 2 particular time and place. This criticism, however, restates what
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is a general issue concerning feminist researchers’ claims to lcno;avledgedasi
local reflections relevant to particular moments, as 2 critique of a mode
of knowledge as objective, disinterested, timeless rrurh._ The fact [hat'there
is no intrinsically feminist merhodology, and thar feminist research is d&.-
pendent on, and arises from, a feminist ontology, means that what consti-
tutes a feminist intervention will necess‘afily shift and chan_gc accordmglm
time and place. So, for example, in addlt_mn to the E'eappralsal of ;hfi x;a ue
of quantitative methods (discussi:d earlier), there is a current shift from
researching women's experience in order to w:ard off a focus on women
as confirming their victim status, and a turn 1nstca€i to researching melrll
and masculinity (Scoit 1985). Thus feminist research is not r_nerely res:;;arc
by women with women and about women. In fact this Shl‘ft also re ects
a more widespread move away from asserting the commonality of wlmr.:en 5
experience to theorizing the differences between women as po.\.vl:ar redat}l)m'llii
with implications for whether and how women 1dent|fy' with and bui
alliances with each other, and with men (e.g. Yuval-Davis 1993; Burman
19’?’:33- specificity problem applies to the status of fcmir}isr ref;ear.ch u}
another way. The approach can look, and in many ways is, derivative o
other models — in fact Bewley (1993) justified hcr’study in terms of new
paradigm and organizational culture methodc.:)lfngles as well as feminise
research. Bur in order to envisage change, feminist researc.h .has to eng:lilge
with existing structures to rransform them: what mark_s feminist approaches
our and unites them is an explicit political commitment. ThlS- poses a
dilemma for feminist researchers: although reference to or drawing upon
other models may be accurate, and may well be .safer {in terms of gaining
access to a favourable receprion from academic strulcturcs), _thcre is a
danger of colluding with traditional res.earch structures if they fail to docu-
ment the personal political resources mformlng research. .
Given its strategic status, feminist research is vulnerable to appropria-
tion to conventional research approaches. The cxam‘ples above highlight
the ease with which a naturalistic rhetoric can creep into _research reports
(of gathering data like ripe corn, or uncovering pre-existing phenopuelrla)
that ignores the researcher’s role in production of marer_sal. Ir} pamcfiil ar,
the widespread practice of employing women to conduct interviews re echts
how the greater disclosure often made by women to women can extend }r.l e
scope for women’s exploitation (F@ncl'f 1984). Jane Ribbens (1989} :Etls
critiqued Oakley’s {1981) romanricization of woman-to-woman resiea_rc )
and in general there is need to attend to the multiple ways power relations
between women enter into research {Edwards 1990; Phoen{x 1950). )
The problems of continuity can also be countered by recal[_mg that, since
feminist research is more an arena for debatf: than a SpE(".'lﬁF n}gthod_oi};
ogy, critique is central to the approach. Notwithstanding similarities wit
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ethnographic and new paradigm approaches, its specific features include a
sustained focus on power, on the production and use of knowledge and on
problematizing who has the power ro define the interpretation (the re-
searcher, the university, the funding body, the researched, the academic
community of feminist researchers, women’s groups and campaigns?). For
example, the earlier model of research as empowerment through the docu-
mentation of devalued perspecrives is now regarded as both theorerically
naive and inadequate in its presumption thar research {feminist or other-
wise) can uncover some already formed authentic {female) experience. Not
only does this ignore how the material that forms the basis for the analysis
is always an account constructed for public consumption (Ribbens 1989},
it is also patronizing in presuming that the researcher has the means or
that the researched necessarily accord the researcher the power to define
how they benefir from the research. Moreover, as Kum-Kum Bhavnani
{1990} notes, silences can be ar least as empowering (and eloquent) as
speech in interviews.

These debates draw attention to the ways experience is produced through
research practices rather than uncovered by them. This reflects the focus
of feminist discussions which have shifted away from a notion of identity
as fixed, stable and unitary to one ‘as process, as performance and as
provisional’ {Bondi 1993: 95), as a rhetorical position of identifications
guiding actions rather than a statement about personal essences (Yuval-
Davis 1993). The process of interpretation should not be generated from
on high, but rather should be the joint production of co-researchers.
Nevertheless, interpretations can be offered, but with an understanding of
them as provisional and specifically directed: therefore the multiplicity of
available interpretations can be fixed for particular contexts and purposes
of feminist research (including by the power of the researcher in defining
‘outcomes’ of research). The debate on whether there can be a feminist
science (cf. Harding 1986; Haraway 1991), or what constitutes feminist
methodology, therefore not only touches on the question of how femi-
nist inrerventions relate to existing bodies of knowledge bur also centrally
recapitulates discussions of how women can create ways of organizing
together to challenge and transform relations of oppression.
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Introduction

Qualitative research recognizes a complex and dynamic social world. It
involves researchers™ active engagement with participants and acknowl-
edges that understanding is constructed and thar multiple realities exist.

This can illustrate the circular relation berween method and theory,
that is, how method has an effect on the production of knowledge and
vice versa. Because participants gave me complex, dynamic, multiple
and contradictory accounts of themselves and their experience, it was
possible to develop a theory of multiple and contradictory subjectivity.

(Hollway 1989: 17}

It is theory generating, inductive, aiming to gain valid knowledge and
understanding by representing and illuminating the nature and quality of
peaple’s experiences. Participants are encouraged to speak for themselves,
Personal accounts are valued, emergent issues within the accounts are
artended to. The developing theory is thus firmly and richly grounded in
personal experiences rather than a reflection of the researcher’s a priori
frameworks. In this way insight is gained ro the meanings people attach
to their experiencing. Newton (1989) highlights this problem in occupa-
tional stress research. He claims that the narrowly based deductive approach
is largely reponsible for the current confused picture. He suggests that a
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qualitative approach more firmly grounded in workers’ experience of stress
may clarify some of the issues, and eventually result in more useful theory.
The researcher’s central role and direct engagement with the choice of
personally relevant research topics, the process of research and the parici-
pants is made explicie. New, previously unresearched areas are often cho-
sen for exploration. The participants are considered as joint collaborators
in the production of knowledge. Researcher uncertainty and not knowing
are acrively engaged with. Marshall (1986) claims thar such engagement is
the heart of research. Knowledge is accepted as constructed, as one version
of reality, a representation rather than a reproduction. It is understanding
in process, which is apen to multiple interpretations. There is also a focus
on critical examination on a number of levels, in the form of researcher
reflection on both the process and experience of doing the research and the
ways in which the findings were constructed. Ir also incorporates an ex-
pectation of change in all involved in the research, including the researcher.

Given these characteristics of qualitative research I believe that the con-
cepr of reliability is not appropriate to this kind of work. Reliability can
be defined as ‘a generic term used to cover all aspects relating to the
dependability of a measurement device or test. The essential notion here
is consistency, the extent to which the measurement device or test yields
the same approximate results when urilised repeatedly under similar con-
ditions’ {Reber 1985: 636).

Replication in qualitative research has more to do with reinterpreting
the findings from a different standpoint or exploring the same issues in
different contexts rather than expecting or desiring consistent accounts.
However, some others disagree. See Silverman {1993) for a full discussion
of the relevance of both validity and reliability to qualitative research.

Validity is an integral element. It has to do with the adequacy of the
researcher to understand and represent people’s meanings. ‘Validity in-
stead [in qualitative research] becomes largely a quality of the knower, in
relation to her/his data and enhanced by different vantage points and
forms of knowing — it is, then, personal, relational and contextual® (Marshall
1586: 197).

This chapter then, accepting that there is no certainty in inguiry, focuses
on consideration of the creativity cycle, triangulation, reflexivity and ethics,
highly connected issues of validity and good practice.

The creativity cycle
The initial process of decision making and connection between the re-

searcher and research topic is often (traditionally) overlocked. However,
from the outset qualitative researchers recognize that they are subjectively
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and centrally engaged with the choice of research topic and the particular
questions asked.

I try to explain how [ came up with the questions I did and how they
changed as I went along. It would be impossible to present, these
questions fully without talking about myself: the point I was dt'in my
life and its history, the political and cultural conditions which pro-
duced it, how these shaped my interest in certain areas of contempo-
rary social theory. These factors rogether produce the conditions which
make possible my research questions and shaped how I addressed

them.
(Hollway 1989: 4)

Kelly’s (1955) three-phase creativity cycle provides a useful framework
for the constant process of subjective decision making and adjustment
throughout the research. The first phase is circumspection: a phase of
unbounded wild speculation and free association, complete openness to a
host of possibilities. It involves the use of a wide focus lens to gather all
thoughts, issues and materials of potential relevance. The issues we are
open to in this highly creative phase are inevitably bounded by personal
experience and frameworks (we all have aur insights and blind spots) and
by the literature search.

An effective way to open up the area and extend the research issues
beyond our own frameworks is to convene a group of volunteers relevant
to the research, to consider the topic in open discussion. Notice boards are
useful to alert and engage potential volunteers. This technique often results
in interesting and lively debate that highlights a number of issues relevant
to those people involved, which might otherwise have been neglected and
which now can be incorporated into the research. Thus the research is
grounded from the cutset in the personal experiences of those participants
involved. Ar the end of this stage a tange of relevant issues from a variery
of sources will have emerged.

The second phase is pre-emption. The range of emergent issues from
phase one are thoroughly explored and evaluated by the researcher, often
with volunteer andfor colleague involvement, with the aim of focusing on
those issues considered crucial. This process of progressive focusing, checking
our the pertinence and appropriateness of issues, continues throughout.

The final stage is whart Kelly calls control. The work is brought into
sharper focus. The research questions are chosen by either hypothesizing
or proposing issues or questions that can be explored. The whole process
is one of clarification, of ensuring that the material gathered is grounded
in participants® experiences, not merely in theoretical background. In fact
the issue{s) we finally choose to address may well target a gap or omission
in previous research, as much feminist work does.
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Research is not a neat linear progression of understanding; rather at any
one time ongoing work is likely to involve a number of issues, which may
well be at different stages in the cycle. The theory that is developed from
the material gained then guides, to an extent, the subsequent collection of
material, which in turn refines the ideas and develops the theory. Griffin’s
{1986) work with working class young women and their transition from
school to the labour market illustrates how this interplay between work
in the field and the developing theoretical framework operates in practice.
Initially Griffin failed to recognize thar leisure was an important issue in
the lives of these young women. ‘Once I realised just how crucial a role
leisure played I was able to change the research design to accommodate a
continuing focus on the young women’s leisure during the second phase of
the project’ (Griffin 1986: 179). This movement from field to theory and
back to field is also apparent in Hollway’s work. ‘Throughour the process
of data collection and analysis, 1 was evolving the theoretical framework
which fed back to inform both my analysis of data and the way in which
[ generated discussion with participants’ (Hollway 1983: 4).

More valid theory can be developed by the use of multiple cycles. Ir is
necessary to be sensitive to personal accounts, to attend to emergent issues
and to research the material in order to develop adequate and grounded
theory. To deepen understanding and ground the developing theory more
firmly we need to check out our interpretations with participants and treat
their comments and understandings as an additional source of informarion
and insight. Participants’ understandings can be incorporated with our
own to supgest new areas to explore and to inform the next stage of
material gathering and theorizing and so on. Reason and Rowan (1981:
247} claim that ‘The validity of research is much enhanced by systematic
use of feedback loops and by going around the research cycle several
times.’

Triangulation

Triangulation is essentially the use of different vanrage points and takes a
variety of forms, which I discuss and illustrate below. Triangulation allows
illumination from multiple standpoints, reflecting a commitment to thor-
oughness, flexibility and differences of experience. Traditionally there has
often been reliance on one method of data collection and analysis. We
need to recognize that all researchers, perspectives and methods are value
laden, biased, limited as well as illuminated by their frameworks, parti-
cular focus and blind spots. Triangulation makes use of combinations of
methods, investigators, perspectives erc., thus facilirating richer and poten-
tially more valid interprerations. Exploration from a variety of sources
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using an appropriate combination of methods increases our confidence
that it is not some peculiarity of source or method that has produced the
findings. As you would expect, the particular combination(s} is driven by
the issues of concern and the questions being asked.

Data rriangulation

This involves collecting accounts from different participants involved in
the chosen setting, from different stages in the activity of the serting and
if appropriate from differen sites of the serting. Insights that rely on only
one source of data are clearly limited. Accounts from people differencly
positioned within the context are unlikely to fir neatly together. They do,
however, highlight how experiencing and thus understanding are con-
text bound. Triangulation allows for considerable extension and depth of
description.

Griffin’s (1985) research, exploring the experiences of young working
class women as they transferred from school to the labour marker, is a
good illustration of the use of data triangulation. She gained accounts
from a range of different participants: school heads, careers officers, form
and careers teachers as well as the young women and *some boys'. These
participants were drawn from a variety of schools: single sex {girls), co-
educational, Catholic, Church of England and non-denominational, rang-
ing in size from 500 to 1,500 students. The young women who were the
central focus of the study included middle class and working class students,
Asian, Afro-Caribbean and white women from the final four years of
school. These young women were observed and interviewed dcross sites:
at school, at leisure and in their workplace. Kirzinger {1987) also highlights
the importance of a variery of sources in her study The Social Construction
of Lesbianism. The lack of diversity she identifies within her interviewees
is owing in part to her use of the snowball technique of contacting par-
ticipants, beginning with her friends, which inevitably led to her inter-
viewing women who were very much like her. ‘I deeply regret the resultant
loss to my understanding and description of the Full richness of lesbians’
experience, identities and ideologies” (Kirzinger 1987: 235).

It is often useful to compare data gained from different stages of the
feldwork, to research material, to check if any issues have been neglected
or over emphasized to extend understanding.

Investigator triangulation

This is the use of more than one researcher, preferably from different
disciplines or perspectives, of adopting different roles, thus reflecting the
commitment to multiple viewpoints and providing potential to enrich the
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resultant theory. However, an amalgamation of [necessarily) limited views
of reality might be problemaric and will reflect researchers’ preferred models
of understanding. Multidisciplinary research teams may have difficulry
understanding each other’s interpretations. It may be that gaps in under-
standing are widened rather than reduced. Such information, wisely used,
can be productive. Reason and Rowan (1981: 247} go so far as to claim
that “valid research cannot be conducted alone’. Yet conventions of aca-
demic rescarch militate against this, as the emphasis is on competition,
originality and individual achievement. We need to develop a group cul-
ture that is supportive yet facilitates challenge and an ongoing forum for
debate. Collaborarors need to be “friends willing to act as enemies” (Torbert
1976}, people who will contradict and challenge in a constructive manner.
Challenges need to be attended to and evaluated, as they can extend un-
dersranding and illuminate issues. The main problem to be avoided here
is consensus collusion or groupthink, which means all collaborators going
along with the group norm, not questioning the adequacy of the theory
and failing to explore alternatives. This limits possibilities and undermines
the main purpose of working collaboratively.

We must recognize that much research is conducred alone. If this is the
case, as it is for many of us, then it is advisable to invite friends and
colleagues to talk through, comment on and challenge our work at various
stages of the research. This ongoing provision of opportunities for extend-
ing frameworks and illuminating blind spots facilitates understanding and
reflects a commitment to thoroughness. Oakley highlights the advantages
as well as the [imitations of research carried out by one person:

In an important sense a piece of research planned executed and an-
alysed by one person derives both its strength and weakness from this
source. The strength comes from the coherence and consistency that
a single perspective makes possible. The weakness hinges on the fact
that the research is only as ‘good’ as the integrity and judgement of
the person who carries it out.

(Oakley 1985: 36)

- Method triangulation

This encails the use of different methods to collect information. All meth-
ods have their limitations, their own validity threats and distortions. A
danger of using only one method is thar the findings may merely be an
artefact of the method. 1f, however, an appropriate cluster of methods is
used, each allowing different information through, then we can have some
confidence that the material is more than a product of the method. We
must remember that we are not gaining the impossible, a complete picrure:
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we may in the final analysis be made more aware of gaps in our unde;-
standing,

Some rescarchers combine gualitarive and quantirative methods. For
example, Griffin {1985), in her work mentioned above, used systematic
observation and informal interviews. Brannen and Moss (1591}, in their
Marnaging Mothers study, began by using a rorally quarititative approach
but over time also developed a qualitarive approach, a combination of
long and shorr interviews. These were in part highly structured with coded
and staristically analysed responses and in part open-ended and qualita-
tively analysed. In their words: *In general the data analysed qualitatively
proved useful in the identification of conceptual issues; the qualitarive
analysis fleshed out the coded responses, elaborating the meanings already
encapsulated in the codes or adding new meanings’ (Brannen and Mass
1991: 19),

Some long-term studies are more ambitious and creative in the range of
methods used. Melamed ( 1983} explored women's reactions to ageing and
found over time and with increased understanding of her research topic
that ar different stages of the research different methods were most useful.
She began by exploring her own increasing self-awareness, then she ralked
10 women but, she believed, failed o get through o how they really felr,
So she then disclosed her own feelings before interviewing; this broughe up
new material and she realized that she had creared a focus or consciousness-
raising group. This raised the influence of cultural contexr on ageing, so
she went an to include a cross-culrural perspective. ‘I talked to academics,
actresses, farm wives, prostitutes, jet setters, house cleaners, lesbians, nuns
and others. 1 talked to- over 200 women in seven countries’ {cited in
Reinharz 1992: 209). Finally, she included various experts who had stud-
ied ageing and the reactions of men. The eventual outcome was a feminist
agenda for acrion. Such openness, flexibility and pursuit of deep under-
standing is impressive, but unfortunately prohibitively time consuming for
most of us, most of the time. We can, though, still commit 1o thoroughness
and rigour by initially choosing an appropriate combination of methods,
one that suits the issue(s) to be explored and the questions asked. Beyond
that, we need throughout the course of our work and emerging theory ro
be aware of and open to the possibiiities that alrernative methods offer,
to check continually the appropriateness and ability of our merhods to
increase our understanding and facilitate rich interpretations.

Theoretical triangulation

Theoretical triangulation embraces multi-theories and breaks through the
parameters and limitations that inevitably frame an explanation which
relies on one theory. It recognises complexity and diversity and that

¢
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multiple realities exist. There are clear links here with investigaror trian-
gulation and working in a multidisciplinary team. ‘Then? is, hoyvever,“a
dearth of reported multi-theory studies. One, c:ted. in Reu_lhar'z, is Valli's
(1986) investigation of women's work and education, w!‘uch is informed
by and rooted in sociological, economic and psychologlclal literature as
well as feminist theory. Margarer Wetherell (1986), looking at how we
might reconceprualize our understanding of gender., argues fo‘r the.use of
insights and critical awareness gained in other dxscxplmes_, in this case
feminist literary criticism, to throw new light on and cnnc.h debates in
sacial psychology. “This debate clarifies the tools and emphasis that a new
social psychological approach might adopt and suggests .thzgt we can begin
to learn from the upheavals and questionings in other disciplines’ (Wetherell

1986: 93).

‘Levels of triangulation

It is desirable to include different levels of ax_lalyses to gain a fuller
contextualized picture, one which allows connections to be mE.ldE betwe.en
individual and socieral explanations. A recent study I was involved in,
looking at stress in factory workers (Lew:.s et ‘.ﬂ' .1991), used both
quantitative questionnaires and semi-structured interviewing around -wcu_'ker-
identified critical incidenrs. These men, despite warking in an o!:);ecn.vely
secure workplace {there had been no redundancies at the site), identified
perceived job insecurity as one of their rnain‘ SLIessors. Clearly, we cannot
explain this finding in terms of what is going on in a factory. It is teo
simple to claim that no compulsory redundancies eqflals no pmblerr}s. We
need to look beyond the site at other levels of analysis to contextualize the
information. At the organizational level, redundancy had I?een used ar
other sites to reduce the workforce and, within the wider societal context,
unemployment is cerrainly an important factor. It seems, then, tha't ele-
ments in the wider contexts strongly influence the workers’ construction of

job insecurity.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity is perhaps the most distinctive feature of.quaiitative re:.;carch.
It is an artempt 1o make explicit the process by which the material and
analysis are produced. It is a concepr integral to personal construct psy-
chology (see Chapter 3) and feminist research (see Chapter 8?, in which
both the researcher and researched are seen as collaborators in the con-
struction of knowledge. Both can be explained using the same fra}mework.
According to Wilkinson (1988: 493}, ‘ar its simplest, however, it may be

N
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considered to be disciplined self reflection’. The research topic, design and
process, together with the personal experience of doing the research, are
reflected on and critically evaluated throughout. Wilkinson develops the
concept and identifies personal, functional and disciplinary reflexivity.
The first two, which are most relevant to this chapter, she regards as
inextricably connected.

Personal reflexivity is about acknowledging who you are, your individ-
uality as a researcher and how your personal interests and values influence
the process of research from initial idea to ourcome. It reveals, rather than
conceals, the level of personal involvement and engagement. Callaway
{1981: 470) talks about the use of ‘ourselves as our own sources’, and
Marshall {1986: 197) acknowledges her level of engagement from the
searr: 1 have always chosen as research topics issues which have personal
significance and which I need to explore in my own life.” Examples of the
researcher’s interest in and connection to the research topic being made
explicit can be seen in Oakley’s (1985) Sociology of Housework Marshall’s
{1984} Wonten Managers: Travellers in a Male World, Kizinger's (1587,
1993) extensive work on feminism and lesbianism and Hollway's {1989)
wark an the meanings of gender in adult heterasexual relations.

This centralizes, rather than marginalizes or denies, the influence of the
researcher’s life experience on the research and the construction of knowl-
edge. In turn, the experience of exploring personally relevant topics, and
being actively engaged with participants, feeds back into life experiences,
often triggering personal change. Marshall (1984: 190) charts how she
became a feminist through the process of research involved in Women
Managers. “The research both prompted and was facilitated by my devel-
opment as a feminist.’

There are problems with this level of engagement. We need to develop
a reflexive quality, be critically subjective, able to empathize with partici-
pants, yet be aware of our own experiencing in order to achieve a reso-
nance between subjectivity and objectivity. Critical examination on a number
of levels is required. If we fail to be criticaily aware and to know ourselves
then we are in danger of undermining the validity of our work. Our
findings, rather than being firmly grounded in people’s accounts, may
merely be a reflection of our own unconscious issues, disturbed by the
research.

Reason and Rowan {1981: 246) claim that *high quality awareness can
only be maintained if co-researchers engage in some systematic method of
personal and interpersonal development.” Researchers have their own pre-

ferred techniques for working through personal issues to raise and main-

tain self awareness. Heron (1973) and Reason and Rowan (1981) prefer
co-counselling, Marshall also enpaged in co-counselling and assertion train-
ing. She also discussed her ongoing work in a staff/student research group:
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‘without the support and challenge of these various arenas, I would not
have achieved what I did through the research’ {Marshall 1986: 203).
Hollway {1989: 2) involved herself in a variety of acrivities to increase her
‘understanding of self and others; writing a journal, recording my dreams,
being a member of women's consciousness raising groups, teaching group
dynamics through experiential methods and above all, talking endlessly to
friends — abour them and about me.’

Clearly there are numerous ways to heighten awareness, to gain a bal-
ance between engagement with participants’ material and our own under-
standings. I would recommend discussing work in progress with trusted
others who will be both supportive and challenging, even with the most
minimal piece of work. It is a useful way of extending understandings and
gaining clarity.

Eunctional reflexivity is defined by Wilkinson (1988: 495) as entailing
‘continuous, critical examination of the practice/process of research to
reveal its assumptions, values and biases.” The focus here is how who we
are directs and shapes the course of the research. We need to moniter our
role and influences as researchers throughour to chart the personal ration-
ale behind decisions and to acknowledge the impact that our values have
on decision making, the research process and eventual outcome. Chapter
titles like ‘Myself and my method: from separation to relation’ {Hollway
1989} and ‘Introducing my topic and myself’ (Marshall 1984) reflect how
the personal qualities of the researcher are intertwined with the process
and thus the product of research. Indeed Hollway (1989: 3) claims ‘that
it was impossible to separat. “me” from “theoretical ideas” from “field
notes™.’

Reflexivity, then, is about acknowledging the central position of the
researcher in the construction of knowledge, that ‘the knower is part of the
matrix of what is known' {DuBois 1983: 111}, that all findings are con-
structions, personal views of reality, open to change and reconstruction.
We need ro make explicit how our understandings were formed. This is
best done by keeping a detailed journal or reflective diary which explores
who you are, why you chase the particular topic, your initial purpose(s)
and intention(s), procedural notes, what you did when and in what context
(field notes and diagrams), decisions made with rationales, how yon felt,
confusions, anxieties, interpretations, what led to clarification: in fact
anything thar you believe has affected the research. The journal may then
be used to structure a reflexive account or be included alongside the re-
search report and transcripts. The purpose of providing a reflexive account
is so that, in Marshall’s (1986: 195} words, ‘readers can then judge the
content in the context of the perspectives and assumptions by which it
was shaped.’ It also allows readers to reanalyse the material, to develop
alternative interpretations and explanations.
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Validity in qualitative research is focused on personal and interpersonal
qualities, rather than method. It is ‘knowledge in process, which is tied up
with a particular knower” {(Reason and Rowan 1981: 250). This focus is
clear in Marshall’s {1986) reflective checklist, which [ include here as I and
many others have found it extremely useful and reassuring while struggling
to understand {it i5 reproduced with permission of the author and the
Open University Press).

How the research was conducted

Were the researcher(s) aware of their own perspective and its influence?
Were they aware of their own process?

How did they handle themselves?

Did they challenge chemselves and accept challenges from others?

Were they open in their encounters?

Did they tolerate and work on the chaos and confusion? (If there is no
confusion, I become suspicious that deeper levels of meaning were neglected.)
Have the researcher{s) grown personally through the research?

Relationship to the data

Is the level of theorizing appropriate to the study and irs data?

Is the theorizing of appropriate complexity to portray the phenomena
studied?

Are alternative interpretations explored?

Is the process of sense-making sufficiently supported?

Contextual validity

How do the conclusions relare to other work in the area?

Are the researcher(s) aware of relevant contexts for the phenomena studied?
Is the research account recognizable — particularly by people within the
area studied?

Is the material useful?

‘Good® research addresses most of these issues — it dees not do so ‘per-
fectly’ (whatever that means); rather, the researcher{s) develop their capa-
biliries for knowing.

Ethics

We need to be aware of the ethical implicadons for participants and re-
searchers throughout the process of research, from planning through to
outcome and sometimes beyond. Participants need to be protected from
harm,; their psychological well-being, health, values and dignity need to be
preserved at all times. Feminist accounts and action research go further,
aiming for outcomes that will bring positive benefits.

We must remember that we as researchers will not always be sufficiently
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well informed to identify fully the implications for participants. This is
most likely to be the case if our participants are from a different ethnic
group, different cultural group, different social group or of a different age
or gender from ourselves. In this event we need to talk through the re-
search with a range of people from the appropriate group(s) in order to
gain information and advice. It is likely oo that occasionally people we
hope to include will not wish to be included. Kitzinger (1987) critically
considers the range of reasons why certain groups of lesbians refused to
be involved with her research for The Social Construction of Lesbianism
and the impact that the relatively narrow base of participants had on the
resuleant theory.

Ethical guidelines have been produced by various professional bodies,
including the British Psychological Society (1993}, Ethical Principles for
Conducting Research with Human Participants and the British Sociologi-
cal Association {1982). In addition, many organizations and departments
often have their own ethics committee, whose members may be consulted
for advice and guidance on dilemmas and whose approval will need to be
gained before the study can begin. It is worth noting, however, that Sue
Wise (1987: 56) claims that such guidelines ‘have little bearing on actual
research practice . . . Their main usefulness lies in acting as sensitising devices,
alerring researchers to areas of operation which require careful thought.’
Below I consider four closely intertwined ethical issues: informed consent,
protection of participants, confidentiality and anonymity, and accountabiliry.

Informed consent

Good research is only possible if there is murual respect and confidence
between researcher and participants. This is gained initially by open and
honest interaction. All elements of the research need to be fully disclosed,
including your position and involvement as researcher in the issue, the
purpose of the research, what is involved, how it is 1o be conducted, the
number of participants, the time it is likely ta take and, importantly, what
is to happen to the material collected. Only when prospective participants
are fully informed in advance are they in a position to give informed
consent. Positivists claim that such information contaminates the subse-
quent material gained, but it is inevitable that people will construct their
own understanding of what is going on.

It should be clear at the outset thar initial consent is just that, and that
participants have the right to withdraw ar any time, even retrospectively.
This rarely happens in my experience, but if it does the material gained
from that person must be destroyed.

Prospective participants may be informed in a variety of ways: by letter,
an informal chat or group discussion, with the researcher. It is important
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for a researcher to be available to prospective participants, to provide
them with the opportunity to query and comment on any aspect of the
research. A proup discussion also allows them access ro others’ interests,
anxieties and expectations and may enable them to air their own more
freely. It is good practice to remain available and easily conracted by
participants right the way through the research to outcome, so that they
are fully involved and provided with the opportunity to withdraw consent
if they so choose, or more usually to have ongoing queries and comments
responded to. This is also part of the democratizing process dealt with
below.

Initially people will have been fully informed of the intended uses of the
research material. If this changes, or at a later stage the work is published,
then participants need to be contacted for their permission and, if it is
granted, informed of when and where the research will be published.

Protecting participants

The aim here is to equalize the power relationship, to democratize the
process to the extent that we can and to ensure that there is no exploi-
tation. This begins from the very first point of contact and has much ro
do with researcher qualities and values, their interpersonal skills and the
degree ro which they choose ta become actively engaged with participants.
Qakley (1985) chose to become very involved with her interviewees, in a
variety of ways, in an attempt to democratize her relationship with them.
However, Wise maintains thar as Oakiey fails to address adequarely the
power imbalance between herself and her participants, that ‘in encouraging
reciprocity and intimacy within the research relationship, Qakley may indeed
be fostering the patronisation and exploitation that she seeks to avoid’
(Wise 1987: 66).

It is important as qualitative researchers to disclose sufficiently to locate
ourselves firmly within both the research issue and the parricipants’ world.
Interpersonal conneciions need to be made, participants need to under-
startd our position as a researcher. However, disclosure often invites re-
ciprocation, it is therefore crucial thar participants know at the outset that
they are in charge of their own degree of disclosure. They do not have to
answer all questions or comment or continue rtatking about an issue that
becomes uncomfortable for them. Participants need to know that at any
time they can ask for the research to be halted for a while, or for the rape
recorder to be switched off. Sometimes, if the participant becomes dis-
tressed, and it seems appropriate, the researcher needs to take the res-
ponsibility for switching the tape off, or taking time out. The problem in
my experience is not encouraging people to talk, bur rather getting them
to stop. It is important thar as researchers we have strategies to limit
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disclosure and that we are able, if required, to deal effectively with what-
ever arises. We must recognize that taking part in research may be disturb-
ing, it may trigger some level of disruption. Often a listening ear, a friend,
is all that is required. Occasionally issues will arise after we have lefr, so
participants should be able to contact us if they want to talk things through.
Giving them the means ro contact us also gives them some control, and
to a minor extent reduces the power differential. Sometimes, during the
course of the research, participants ask for advice; if this happens, and it
is serious, it is wise ro recommend appropriate professional advice, with
names, addresses and telephone numbers if possible.

Another way of reducing researcher power is to make clear to people
that the material they give is owned by them. Once an interview tape (say)
is transcribed, then participants should receive a copy for informartion and
reference with a covering lerter reminding them of their ownership rights
and inviting them to delete any part of the rranscript they choose to. Any
deletions need to be made to all copies, including those on disks.

It must be acknowledged that the power imbalance between researcher
and researched remains, despite the use of democratizing pracrices and the
efforts of the researcher to disown and shrug off the role of expert. It is
the researcher who is firmly positioned by participants as knowledgeable,
who sets the process in motion, who decides on the initial research issue,
which framewarks to use, which prospective participants to contact and
what happens to the final product. In the final analysis it is the researcher’s
version of reality thar is given public visibility. It is not possible to achieve
complete muruality and equaliry.

Confidentiality and anonymity

Confidentiality and anonymity are issues that are closely interwoven with
protection. There is always the potential for harm when we are dealing
with personal information, particularly if the information is made public.
The Data Protection Act reguires that ‘information obtained about a par-
ticipant during an investigation is confidential unless otherwise agreed in
advance.’ If the informartion is published, anonymity should be gearanteed.

There is often confusion berween confidenrizlity and anonymity. Claims
of confidentiality are made when this is clearly not the case, as the material
has been made public. The Penguin Dictionary of Psychology (1985)
provides the following definitions:

anonymity — any condition in which one’s identity is unknown to others.

confidentiality = having the characteristic of being kept secret, an
intimacy of knowledge, shared by a few who do not divulge it 1o
others (italics added).

L
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This is a particular problem in qualitative research as we are dealing with
personal experiences. The personal detail required for understanding makes
participants easily identifiable to people who already know them. What we
should be claiming, in the main, is anonymity. But how can we ensure

anonymity? Wise {1987: 52) claims to have developed for herself an ‘ac-

ceptable risk’ of disclosure. She states that ‘my main responsibility was to
ensure thar they would not be recognisable to their next door neighbours.’
To this end she included ‘misinformartion’ or lies; for instance, she some-
times changed the number, ages and sex of the children. She also omitted
*publicly known’ information. Her justification was that anyone who was
still able to identify participants must already be ‘in their confidence’.

It is crucial that we as researchers are in a position to assure our par-

ticipants of anonymity.

Accountability

Accountability is not an all or nothing issue but a matter of degree or
nuances. Who researchers are accountable to has to do with the purpose
of the research. Marshall (1986: 208), when considering who the research
is for and what functions it serves, identifies three main audiences:

research is for them in that it contributes to understanding within the
research community; it is for me as I use it 1o explore topics of per-
sonal interest and develop my competence as a knower; and it is for
us, as taking part in research impacts participants’ lives.

Although Marshall favours concentrating on ‘me and us’ rather than ‘them’,
researchers are required to publish. They are, in part at least, privileging
themselves and their profession. Research must conform to house or or-
ganizational style to get by the all-powerful gatekeepers and achieve pub-
lication. This is often a problem for qualitative researchers: Catherine
Bewley's experience of having to rewrite her MSc numerous times before
it was accepted by the instirution is an illustration of how gatekeepers
control the representation of information (see Chapter 8 for more detail).
Qualitative researchers aim to make visible people’s experiences, and thus
see themselves as accountable to their participants. Feminists and action
researchers particularly aim to empower participants and to bring about
social change. Clearly both researcher and researched will develop through
the course of the research. The question is who is to change, who decides
on the direction of change and who is authorized as recognizing whether
change has taken place. The problem with such consciousness raising is
that the movement is often one-way, towards the researcher’s understand-
ing. However, in action research, where change occurs within a group, the
role of researcher as agent of change is less central and the group itself
more powerful. Maria Mies (1983) borrows the term ‘conscientization’
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from Freire, to capture this very different, more egalitarian, quality of
change that directly incorporates the notion of change in the researcher
100,

One way to publicize accounts of experiences and, importantly, to allow

the greatest number of people access to research findings is to use the
media. This, however, can be problematic as issues are often trivialized
and findings distorted. Perhaps the most effective way is the one adopted
by Oakley {among others), who in the 1970s made her academic work on
housework and motherhood accessible to the women involved in her stud-
ies by writing books specifically for them, in advance of her academic
publications (Oakley 1974, 1979, 1980, 1985).
) Accountability should be an integral, but is an often overlocked, ethical
issue of research. As researchers we must not underestimare our ability to
disrupt people’s lives, albeir with their permission, and be clear to whom
we consider ourselves accountable. We need to know just why we are
doing our research.

Conclusion

In conclusion, our aims as qualitative researchers are to access and repre-
sent adequately the research phenomena, to ensure that we acr responsibly
and engage in effective practices in our search for usefu! and illuminating
ways to construct reality. Within the criteria usually applied to research,
taking the above issues seriously opens our research ro numerous and
potentially vast validity threats, bur within the revised definition of validity
presented here we argue that qualitative research can be jusr as, or even
more, valid.

This chapter has dealt with some ways to increase validity, to increase
the confidence we have in our knowledge, and includes illustrations of
what I believe to be good practice. Many specific issues are taken up and
developed within individual chaprers. However, we must bear in mind that
campletely valid research, which caprures and represents an unchallengeable
‘truthful” view of reality, is not possible. We must recognize thar afl re-
searc-h is constructed, that no knowledge is certain, whatever the claims,
but is rather a particular understanding in process, and that different
understandings, different ways of knowing, exist.

Validity in qualitative research is ‘tied up with a particular knower’
(Rt?ason and Rowan 1981: 250). The inclusion of field notes and tran-
scripts topether with the reflexive account that reveals the researcher’s
story allows the reader to identify the level of understanding av which the
researcher warked, their tendencies, preferred models, biases, preoccupations
and blind spors. This then enables others to reinterprer the findings ro
‘read’ the analysis differently.
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The problems remain and must be acknowledged. Following Marshall,
agreeing with Reinharz (1980}, we believe ‘that many “methodological
problems™ are not resolvable, but are dilemmas which must be expen-
enced and endured’ (Marshall 1986: 1594}

Useful reading
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10 | REPORT
WRITING

PETER BANISTER
1

This chapter covers a number of related areas, which to some extent are
intertwined; all the issues touched upon here are important, and qualita-
tive research needs to bear them all in mind when it comes to writing up.
The chapter starts by looking ar ways in which one should present findings,
and emphasizes that qualitative methods should place due emphasis an
reflexivity. Consideration of ethical issues is vital in any psychological re-
search, and should especially permeate qualitative methods, which have
partly developed as a result of the growing disquiet with more conven-
tional methods in psychology (as has been touched upon in Chapter 1).
Personal and cultural values are also an important area to consider, and
the chapter concludes by making some points about the role of psychology
in producing social change.

Introduction

The first point to remember is that there are no completely ‘right’ or
‘wrong’ ways to write a report up; what you are endeavouring to do is to
produce something which accurately reflects what you have done, and
communicates your fndings in such a way as to enable the reader to
follow what you have done and why this has led you to your conclusions.
Some of the points covered below are common to all report writing, while
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some of them are more specific to the writing up of qualitative research.
There is thus the aim of sharing your understandings, which have devel-
oped as a result of carrying out the study with others. The precise way in
which this can be best done will obviously be partly dependent on the
actual methods which you have used; what this chaprer does is o provide
a number of suggestions thar will be of use when it comes to writing a
report up. The general mode! of producing a report suitable for publica-
tion as a journal article is overall a reasonable aim here, but do remember
thar the different methods may suggest different appropriate ways of writing
up the report {and that different journals may have different preferred
required formats); in addition, whom the intended audience is will be
worth considering,.

Generat considerations

It is important to note that not all these considerations are of equal im-
portance, and they are not listed in any particular order.

Although it sounds a very trivial point, the language udilized is very
impartant (as has been pointed out in Chapter 6, on discourse analysis).
Thus, do be sure that you realize that you are not engaged in writing up
an ‘experimental report’. It i1s important to ensure that you are using
appropriate discourses: avoid using words such as ‘experiment’, ‘experi-
menter’, ‘subject’, etc.; instead, talk about the *researcher’, ‘co-researchers’
{or ‘participants’), etc.

Although it might be initially difficulr to do it {as this goes against
rraditionally accepted methods of writing up scientific reports, which you
may be more familiar with), it is generally desirable in writing up quali-
tative reports to use the first person (e.g. ‘T'), rather than reporting the
research in the more traditional stylized impersonal fashion. This is not
essential, but it may help to emphasize the somewhat different philosophy
underlying qualitative research, as it helps to acknowledge the position of
the researcher as owning the research. However, it must be remarked that
conventions do vary here as to the acceptability of such a position. Do
remember that there is of course a danger in doing this; namely, forgerting
that you as an individual will have information that only you are privy to,
and assuming similar knowledge in the reader {as has been pointed out in
the chapter on feminist research). Thus, if you are writing in the first
person, be careful to ensure that you do not lapse into unsubstantiated
assertion, that you make it very clear as to who you are, that your assump-
tions and position are clearly stated, and thdr any pre-existing relation-
ships with participants are clarified.

Often, it is useful to write with a mixture of the active (e.g. next | joined
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the fans at an away march) and the passive {e.g. foorball programmes were
next examined) voices. In particular, do use the active voice if you want
to stress that the agenr of the activity is important.

There is a need to be aware of sexism in the use of language, and steps
should be taken to avoid ir; thus, for example, the word *he’ should never
be used to refer 10 people in general. Use instead ‘he or she’, or (and
preferably) try to write in such a way that it is not necessary to make
general statements in the third person singular. By using the third person
plural (e.g. ‘they’), all such problems are avoided, but it must be noted that
this may creare the further problem of producing the fiction of a genderless
subject. Both the American Psychological Association and the British Psy-
chological Sociery insist thar this convention be followed in any of their
publicarions. This book does not totally follow this format, to emphasize
the very point of problems of gender invisibility.

Be careful to make sure that your use of verb tenses is systematic. In
general, the accepted method in quantitative research is to use the past
tense in the introduction and merhods sections (e.g. football marches were
attended), and the present tense when it comes 1o looking at the results
and subsequently discussing them (e.g. the findings may indicate thar...).
In qualitative research, however, this convention may be less appropriate.

Always keep in mind that the main point of a write-up (at which many
published journal articles are lamentably poor, serving to obfuscare, rather
than to illuminare) is to communicate clearly your findings to others, to
share your understandings of your results, to tell others whar has possibly
been learnt from your particular piece of research. The style to adopt and
the detail necessary will of course vary depending on to whom the report
is to be presented; what are offered here are general comments, which it
is hoped will be of use in the production of any reports. Always bear in
mind, however, who it is that the report is aimed at. What is necessary for
a journal publication is likely to be different from whart is needed for a
report on the progress of your studies for a research council, for instance.

A key point to aim for is replicabiliy {bur not necessarily in the quan-
titative sense). Ideally, the model here should be to present sufficient detail
about what you acrually did to enable the reader to pick up your report,
and to repeat your study from the information provided. Even if the
readers do not wish to replicate your study, they should be provided with
sufficient material to allow them clearly to understand precisely whar it
was that you did; this means thar they should be able clearly to visualize
the setting, the participants, etc. from what has been written. As is pointed
our in Chapter 1, replication may not mean the production of identical
results.

Although this is related parricularly to the previous point, clariry is
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something that should permeate your report. Another stylistic aim is con-
ciseness: we recommend parsimony rather than verboseness.

As has already been stressed above, reflexivity is a very important aspect
of writing up reports {(both qualitative and quantitative), and must be
included. This part is so important that it is considered in further detail in

~ a separate section later in this chapter.

It is often useful to make a plan for your report, before you begin to
write it up. This needs to be flexible, but it will help you to produce a
better structured evenrual report. The area of interest that you are re-
searching into needs to be kept to the forefront, possibly written down on
a card to keep in front of you throughout the process; this will aid rel-
evance and focus. Bem (1991) makes the interesting point that there are
often two possible reports which can be written: the report you thought
you were poing to write when you started to do your research, and the
report that will make the best possible sense of your findings. The scientific
method suggests that one follows an inexorable process, which starts from
a literature review and proceeds forward in a linear fashion, step-by-step,
while real-life research practicalities {as has already been suggested above}
may be somewhat different to this. Bem rightly concludes that usually it
is the second report which one should be writing, and this is the one which
you will need to be devising your plan for.

The bibliographic reference list always takes much longer to produce
than originally thought. One strategy which might be useful here is to
write down the full details of each reference that you are likely to be sub-
sequently using as you come across them on an individual file card, and
to put these on one side in a box. When it comes o doing the bibliogra-
phy, all you will need to do is to take the cards out of the box and shuffle
them into alphabetical order.

It is important to leave yourself enough time ro write up your report,
and invariably it takes longer than is envisaged. It is important to give
yourself some leeway, as reports can usually be improved by reviewing
them (see the next point below), and extra time is inevitably needed for
such a process.

Related ro the above, important activities that also take up a lot of time
are the proofreading and spell-checking of your report.

Reviewing your report is often helpful. There are a number of ways in
which a review can be carried out. The simplesr is to write a draft report,
and then to put it on one side for a few days, turning to something clse
in the meantime; return to it, and re-read it. The extra few days will allow
you to become more detached from it, and the extra distance from the
report will allow it to be looked at more as if you were an outsider. An
alternative, which although it may be more difficult is generally preferable,
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is to show the report to a colleague or friend who is unfamiliar with your
research, to see if they can follow the write-up. The view from a different
perspective is often most useful: as well as checking for clarity, replicability,
etc., an alternative slant on what you have done can get you to look at

your findings in a different light, and can help to point our things which .

you have missed, even to the extent of offering alternative explanations. If
relevant, turors or supervisors can be used here, but do remember thar they
may (like you) be too closely involved in the research; consequently, they
may not be able to distance themselves sufficiently from the work to be
able to evaluate it critically.

The structure of a report

As has been stressed above, there is no set way of producing a report of
qualitative research, providing that the general points mentioned above are
carefully considered; there are a variety of ways that are equally appropri-
are. Whar follows here is a general outline of a conventional and rypical
write-up, very much following standard journal practice. Some of what
follows may thus repeat what is covered in many standard undergraduare
psychology courses. Such courses normally spend a lot of time trying to
encourage the clear structuring of reports {often to a standardized format},
but despite this, this is an area where many researchers still have a lot of
trouble; it is felr that any repetition here is worthwhile, as it is likely to
lead to improved report writing.

A peneral guideline to bear in mind is that the shape of a report is
ideally like thar of an hourglass, starting off in the introduction with very
general considerations, and going on gradually to focus in on the specific
area of inrerest. The methods and the resuits narrowly attend to the re-
search itself, while the discussion gradually widens out again to encompass
broader issues. Thus you might start off, for instance, by reference ta
examining the impact of television on people’s lives, before going on o
look more specifically at the influence of Star Trek on people’s social re-
lationships by interviewing people at a Star Trek Convention, finishing by
specularing on the possible global impact of science fiction on the social
world. As Bem (1991: 456-7) says, 'if your study is carefully executed and
conservatively interpreted, you deserve to indulge yourself a bit at the two
broad ends of the hourglass. Being dull only appears to be a prerequisite
for publishing in the professional journals.’

It is suggested that the report is easier to follow if it is subsectioned;
what is presented below is the miniraum thar would be normally used. Do
remember that in a lengthy report it is often useful to subsection further
within the broad sections, both to enable the reader to appreciate better
the structure of your report and to help you, as the writer, to produce a

.............. ————y
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more carefully thought our and developed argument. If this is done, do
signal clearly to the reader what particular format you are utilizing, and
why.

Title

The title should clearly and succinctly indicate the area of study, and
should be sufficient to inform the reader precisely whar the study is about.
Thus avoid general titles such as ‘Insights into persons’ lives’, instead being
more specific, such as ‘Interviewing black people about their experiences
of racism in England’. Remember that a number of databases and journals
such as Current Contents only provide article titles, either free-standing, or
along with abstracts; thus someone searching (for instance) a CD-ROM
database (such as PsycLit) would only discover the relevance of your ar-
ticle for their research if your title clearly indicated the precise nature of
your study. The title, as well as being as informative and as specific as
possible, should also endeavour to be as concise as is practicable. As a
broad rule of thumb, it should never go beyond a maximum of twelve
words. Snappy or punning titles may atract the reader’s attention, but
should generally be avoided, as they usually end up being more concealing
than revealing; for instance, who knows what “Would you rather take
orders from Kirk ar Spock?’ (Sternberg 1993} might be about? Sometimes,
however, an interesting title fronts a boring article; remember that appear-
ances can be deceptive.

Contents

Although this is nor generally necessary in journal articles, in other con-
texts it is often useful to provide a brief contents index, to enable the
reader ro consult the relevant parts of your report quickly. In this conrext,
it is important to paginate, to aid reference.

Abstract

Practice concerning abstracts varies, some journals preferring a ‘conclu-
sion’ or a ‘summary” at the end of an article, bur the vsual (and probably
most useful, for reasons which are spelt out below) practice is to provide
an ‘abstract’ at the beginning of the report. This should provide a succinct
summary of whart the research was designed to investigate, what precisely
was done, what was found and how the results were interpreted. As with
the title, remember that databases (for instance, Psychological Abstracts)
often rely on only this section, so ensure that appropriate keywards are
included in whart is written here. Given that qualitative methods are faicly
distinctive, and that the methodology adopted may be of importance to
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other researchers, ir might be useful ro the reader to give some indication
here as to the type of analysis that was used (e.g. naturalistic observation,
feminist interview, discourse analysis, etc.). Thus, by the end of this sec-
tion, the reader has a very clear general picrure of your study, which will
be a useful overview to keep in mind when reading the rest of the reporr,
and will allow the developing arguments and logic to be more easily fol-
lowed. It is difficult to specify a word limit here, as reports will vary
enormausly in terms of their size and breadth of coverage, but 150 wards
might be a suitable upper target to aim for.

Introduction

It is often very useful to subsection this part of the report, especially if the
section is a long one. If this is done, then start with a brief outline of the
structure of your introduction; this will aid both the reader and the writer
to follow bewer the developing thesis of this portion of your wrire-up.

Remembering the hourglass suggestion earlier, start off with a general
introduction to the area. Commence ar the macro level {e.g. ‘social behav-
iour’, ‘gender expectations’), before gradually concentrating on the precise
area of inrerest (e.g. *‘queuing behaviour’, ‘mothers’ pender expectations of
their children'). Briefly review relevant and up-to-date literature in the area
(often, the first thing readers do on starting to look ar an article that
interests them is to turn to the references, which will give a good idea of
the scope and context of the work), before going on to more detailed
discussion of studies which are of direct relevance to your research. Sources
are important, and must be clearly cited, setting the background and con-
text for your particular study. Do realize thar often you may come across
absences and gaps in published research, which your study will attempr to
remedy. This literature review should end with at least a clear statement
of what the study is going to investigate, possibly indicating any expecta-
tions about what the findings are likely to be {hypotheses may be appro-
priate here, depending on the nature of the investigation, and whar has
been revealed in the previous literature that has been reviewed). When
reviewing the literature, it is essential to concentrate on only those studies
which are of direct relevance to your research. Often, you will have read
far more than you are likely 1o need, and there is consequently a temp-
tation to put in as many as possible, to demonstrate how wide your
reading has been. Do try to avoid this tempration.

Most importantly, in a study that relies on gualitative methodology, this
section should also include a brief justification for the precise methods
adopted in the research, indicating clearly why they were chosen. What
shonld be argued here is why ir is considered thar qualitative method-
ology in general and the chosen method in particular may be the most
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appropriate to urilize in answering thc_ particulqr research question under
investigation. Alternatives should be briefly conmdered{ and_ t.he reasons for
their rejection should be made clear to the reader. It 1s crltu.:al to include
this, and ‘it might raise issues that need to be remrnf:d to in later parts
of the report. For instance, it might be necessary to indicate why action
research was chosen, rather than a field experiment. .

The reader should, by the end of this section, have a very clear 1dea' of
what you are intending to do, why you are doing .it, ho_w you are doing
it and why you have chosen this particular way to investigare it. To some .
extent, the introduction is almost like an exercise n ‘selling’: 1t.needs to
convince the reader that this will be an interesting and worthwhile s.tudy,
and that it is going to use the most suitable research methods possible.

Method

As has been stressed above, this section should provide sufficient tf[etail to
allow the reader the opportunity to replicate the study on the basis of the
material presented here. All too often, ‘methodst‘ ta!(e too much for granted,
or simply leave out vital information. Some justification foF the r{lethod
chosen may occur here, particularly detailing why the. specific variety c_af
method which is to be used has been chosen. The precise structure of Ifhls
section will obviously differ depending on the particular mettho!ogxcal
approach being used, but in general needs to include the.follfnwmg paints.

Give a general outline of the design of the study, maki_ng it clear‘ to the
reader whar the general methodology is {for instance, ‘this is a participant
observation study, where the people being observed were not aware of the
researcher’s identity’, or ‘this is a feminist interview').

Give an outline of any pilot studies that were carried‘out. As has be?n
argued above, such studies are often vital, to attempt to iron out potential
pitfalls. Practice interviews, for instance, may indicate that important
questions have been left out, or may need to be rcphrzfsed_; moreover,.such
interviews may provide valuable experience in interviewing for the inter-
viewer. Trial observations will indicate what is possible and what is im-
possible to observe in a given social situation. Clear if\dic.ations should be
given as to what procedural and other changes were msngated.as a restﬂt
of experience gained from this stage of the rescarch. Of’ten.,'p:lot srudle.s
are the appropriate place to carry out any necessary rehablllty_checks; if
these have been done, then the results could be usefully outlined here.
Precise derails of pilot work {e.g. preliminary interview question schedules)
can be provided in the appendices. . _

Give details as to whom it was the study was carried out with, z}nd how
precisely the people concerned were selecred (indi«%‘a_ting, if appropriate, a0y
prior liriks berween the researcher and the participants; in an Interview,
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for example, how was access pained to this particular interviewee?). As
much detail as possible of the participants {demopraphic and other) should
be included here, of course bearing in mind principles of anonymity (see
the section on erhics below for a further discussion on this point). If it was

felt necessary to carry out any selection or control procedures, then the

reasoning behind such preliminaries needs to be clearly spelt out, with
reference to the appropriate literature. If (for instance) discourse analysis
is being carried out, the reasons for the choice of the precise texts used
need to be clearly stated. Examples of what other texts were considered
and whar criteria were used to reject them as being unsuitable need to be
provided.

Some indication is needed as to who the researcher is, including your
demographic and other social characteristics {these might affect the an-
swers given in terms of personal constructs, for instance).

A clear description should be given of the location of the study. If it is
outside, then do not forget practical variables such as the weather. If it is
inside, then variables such as extraneous noise, lighting and interrup-
rions will need to be remarked upen. In many studies (including obser-
vations and interviews), sketch plans are often helpful, to allow the reader
to visualize better the precise setting.

Stipulate clearly when the study took place, including both the dare and
the time. You may also wanr to include some chronology of the develop-
ment of your interpretations.

Precise details of the procedure followed must be given, from {if appro-
priate) the initial approach made to the participant to any ‘debriefing’ or
feedback that was carried out. The way in which a study is introduced to
the co-researcher, for instance, may influence whar is subsequently found;
an example of this might be the inital calling of oneself a ‘psychologist’,
which may well conjure up images such as that of the ‘psychoanalyst” in
many members of the general public. If this does occur, then the others in
subsequent interactions might become more concerned with ensuring that
they present themselves as being mentally healthy, rather than indicating
what they really think about the matter under discussion. This has oc-
curred to the author of this chapter. When I was carrying our work on
vibration-induced white fingers (see Banister and Smith 1972}, forestry
workers initially refused to take part in the study until they were reassured
that psychologists were interested in other things than Freudian theory
and their sex lives. To avoid problems of this narure, it is often much
better to describe oneself as a ‘researcher’, perhaps from a specific insti-
tution, interested in a particular research area, i.e. you should take into
account co-researchers’ perceptions of the nature of the investigation.

An outline needs to be provided as t0 what precisely was recorded, and
how. If, for instance, a tape recorder or a video recorder was used, this
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must be clearly specified. Again, pilot work is likely to have taken place
in the development of suitable recording instruments, and changes as a
result of such procedures need to be mentioned here. If {for instance)
interview transcripts were subsequently produced, these need to be put in
the appendices, preferably with each line separately numbered, to aid
subsequent easy reference to them. How and when these transcripts were
produced needs to be clearly stated, along with a clear key as to what form
of notarion is being used (to indicate pauses, inflections, paralinguistic
aspects, etc.). An example of this is in Jefferson (1987).

If any permission was needed for the study o be carried out, this should
be included here. If a contract was made between the researcher and the
participant, this also should be referred to here, including commirments
made and adhered to.

Ethical issues (as stressed in detail below) need to be very carefully
considered in any study, and must be included here. Even if it is felt that
the method iavolves no ethical concerns (which is probably impossible),
this nonetheless needs to be painstakingly thought through and clearly
stated.

Analysis

Once again, the exact formar to be followed here will very much depend
on the precise methodology used, so the following is intended more in the
way of general points to bear in mind when writing up this part of the
report. Sometimes, it may be more appropriate ta combine the results and
discussion sections together. If you are doing a thematic analysis of inter-
view material, for instance, it would be best to do this as one section, and
then to go on to discuss wider issues.

Overall, whart should be aimed for is a clear and unambiguous statement
as to what was found, in such a form as ro enable the reader to understand
it from the material presented in this section. Remember that some readers
will only look at some sections of the report, and it is much more ‘user
friendly’ to try to ensure that each section can be clearly understood if read
alone. It is often useful to start by initially reminding the reader what
precisely the study was looking at, to go on to give an overall general
picture of the results, and finally to examine them in detail. Again, some
of the more specific aspects {e.g. detailed observational notes) might be
berter placed in the appendices.

If any attempt has been made to validate the dara (e.g. through trian-
gularion, through repetition over time or with different people, etc.; see
Chapter 9 on evaluation in this context), then this should be included in
this section. Make it clear to the reader which points seem to be well
established from your work, and which are more specularive.
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As has been menticned above, often unsolicited and unexpected com-
ments from the participants prove as interesting as’whatever it is that the
research is concentraring on. It is thus often worth considering including
briefly such remarks in this section, as they not only help to give some idea
of the ‘flavour’ of the research, but also may provide explanations of the
results gained as well as useful pointers for future research. If this is done,
however, do remember your commitments to the co-researcher and ethical
issues that may be involved here.

Discussion

As has been menrioned in the previous section, on occasions it may be
more appropriate to combine the analysis and the discnssion secrions to-
gether, and this should be kept in mind when preparing your report. In
many ways, the discussion is the most important part of your whole write-
up. Again, it should start with a brief reminder to the reader as o what
the focus of interest of the whole project is, and then should go on to
present an overall summary of the findings. These should then be discussed
in detail with reference ro the purposes of the study {as argued in the
introduction) and relevant literature. Do remember that there may be a
whole variety of reasons why your findings differ from those of others, all
of which will need to be carefully considered. These include differences in
methodology {does discourse analysis tap material at a less conscious level,
for instance?), differences in sampling {who co-researchers are may well
lead to different results), differences owing to your impact on the situation
{your demographic characteristics, your skill in urilizing qualitative meth-
ods, your expectations}, environmental differences {extraneous noise, in-
terruptions), as well as differences related to time and space. {Studies
carried out in another culture and/or at another time may not be univer-
sally generalizable from. For instance, with respect to the example given
in Chapter 2, the social rules governing queuing behaviour may be different
in jerusalem and Manchester {or New York, or Sydney, etc.) and may be
different berween 1977 and 1993.)

Whar this section should provide is an interpretation of the findings,
exploring their meaning, building on the literarure cited in the introduc-
tion. Are they in line with expectations, what generalizarions can one
make from them, what unexpected results are there and how might they
be interpreted? Bem (1991) makes the somewhar heretical suggestion that
if your results are startlingly new, and lead to a new theory, it might be
worth going back and rewriting the whole report so that it begins with the
new theory; this seems to be sound advice.

What is extremely important here is the provision of a reflexive analysis,
which may even be in a separately headed subsection. Reflexivity is vital
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in qualitative analysis, and is considered to be so important in suf:h re-
search that it is emphasized by being given a separate heading later in this
chapter, There is a need here to include a section that stands back from
your study, and looks at it, analysing how appropriate the methods were
in retrospect, what it felt like to be the researcher doing the smdy, what
it might have felt like to be a participant (including any reqorts‘from
the participants themselves), what flaws in the design came to hg‘ht_ in the
experience of completing the study, how it might be improved if it were
to be replicated in the future, what other ways it could have been done and
what further research needs to be done. The emphasis here should thus be
on constructive criticality (see also Chaprer 9 in this context).

References

Derailed references must be given of all cited literature, systema.ticall'y
using the standard full procedure, as in journal articles (or as used in th%s
book). If some material has been gathered from a secondary source, t'hts
should be made plain to the reader; if you are quoting from such matena.l,
then do remember that secondary sources can be misleading. Idiosyncratic
interpretations can be given of the work of others {fometimes to fit an
argument), and at times inaccuracies will creep in {like the debat? over
whether Watson’s Little Albert study initially involved a white rabbit or a

white rar).

Appendices

These have been referred to above, and are often useful to help the reader
to understand precisely what it was you discovered in your research, apd
how you set about doing it. It also allows sufficient space to put materjal
which is too bulky or detailed for the report itself. The provision of ap-
pendices will often allow the reader to follow better the arguments put
forward, and may even permit reinterpretation of the material. Appendices
should be clearly labelled and sensibly ordered; they can include raw
material, transcripts, details of pilot studies, etc.

Reflexivity

This has already been mentioned above under the ‘discussion’ heading, but
is sufficiently important in qualitative research to warrant a separate sec-
tion here, 1o give it due emphasis. As is argued in Chapter 1, qualitative
methods attempr to remedy many of the perceived shortcomings of more
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COHVEl’ltlDl:lal ways of carrying out research; the roles of ethics values

the potential impact of findings all need to be carefully considt;red a dand

are given separate headings in this chapter. Another key feature is, tl’;1 o

reflexivity, the realizarion of the relative nature of sacial reality, thar :l:e?:
3z

::?u m;xlnp]e rea%mes, the questioning of whatever it is that one does, the
sal to be satisfied with outcomes, the seeking of alternatives and o’ther:

gg::;bg;t:ﬁs Plc:ints thabt eu-t}z1 mentioned here inevitably overlap with other
. IS Chapeer, but there is no harm in reiterati
the aim of this book is to get the reader to think ab;:ltntgh::lilre:lv’v:srr:’;aen Ohf
practice _and to become more aware of possible problems and itfarlf
Quz;fatg;we mc?thods may avoid many of the problems faced b)l: otahesl:
:::d cut bof doing researcl_'l, but none thr:- less aspects of such research still
0 be carefu!ly considered; in particular, such methods may invol
other fezftures which are potentiaily exploitative. ot
R,eﬂexmty should involve both thinking about oneself and thinking zb
on:; s f;ese€1rch;!Wilkinsun {1988) defines rhese two aspects as ‘pegrsor?ali‘t
:ir; ' {1ct10nal' reflexivity respectively, b_ut points out that the two are sq
y‘mterrwu‘led as to be inseparable in practice. Thus there is a need
te [t?aluf’. that inevitably you as a researcher will have biases, inter
predilections, values, experiences and characteristics that will z:ffect oun
re§earch and your interpretations of it. The examples given in cha IEYOU;
this boqk, for instance, are likely to reflect whoever it js who hasI:v 1_';_0
the pamcu]ar- chapter; the topics chosen are likely to be influenced brl tﬁn
E]firssoﬁ choosing them - readers can ascertain some of my interests ?ron:
colle;;};f;r.t;i’z; :;thors h:§v1.e got together to 'discuss their contributions
o lective i,n 0 atter é)-t to minimize such porential difficulties, bur they are
) Discussion with participants and colleagues will help to gain a broad
pﬁctu;:, but reflexive writers must be aware of their limitations. Th:.:(sJa c:::
}s] at‘)ru d always .bc questioning in a disciplined manner what it is thar iou
e done, asking yourself whether your choice of methods was appropri
ate, whai_: alr?matives could have been urilized, what your impacf lzm l:l?:;
;;I::mm;gr,e :;rtlils:sogl,i pl:rt;t:lpants, results, etc. is likely to be, whar alternative
whopretations 1 gl t be put forward {as Chapter 2 suggests, for instance,
T onsl g n}tlcrpretanons.of observations). Sometimes, keeping a
5 Thusy a!ﬁr ‘f:cslt}:a;z tl;-:iiicg-resses is f:r:lzlry uzefui here (as is noted in Chapter
. , mking caretully abour your own particul d
{and yourself), you also need to think about more macri is s, which
{ sues, which
g;’:lzllllilc]i]es ol:siagrsclg ?ﬁth?;[ph?g}{ and quest.io‘ning psychology itsel; (whar
lkely s e s zlz sl _lsmplmary reflexivity’). Power relationships are
fkey o be ias b:ear y xrné:m_-tant, and must always be given due consid-
ration. A Constmct.n emp .a_sxzed abf)ve, this whole process needs ro be
ively critical fashion.
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Ethics

Quite rightly, and as has, we hope, been duly emphasized above, psycholo-
gists have become increasingly worried about ethical issues concerned with
research; indeed, part of the impetus behind the recent turn towards more
qualitative methods has been the growing realization of the ethical prob-
lems involved in a lot of traditional research. In this context, the argument
between Zimbardo (1973) and Savin (1973} concerning the famous Stanford
mock prison work is particularly interesting as an illustration of debates
on the ethics of experimentarion (see also McDermotr 1993, for a more
recent commentary by Zimbardo on this controversy). It is felt by many
that qualitative merhods have the potential to avoid a number of the usual
ethical pitfalls of more conventional psychological methods.

There are now published ethical guidelines for conducting research, and
the reader is urged to consult those of the American Psychological Asso-
ciation {1992) and the British Psychological Sociery (1993); the full text
of these guidelines should be essential reading for any researcher. All
psychologists who are engaged in research are expected to abide by the
principles espoused in these documents.

Ethical concerns must be part of the fundamental design of any research
project, and ideally any proposed research {including even undergraduate,
A level and GCSE practical work) should be talked through with an ethics
committee andfor colleagues, to ensure that the research does not, as a
minimum, contravene the published ethical principles. The proposal should
also be talked through with members of the population with whom the
research is going to be carried out. The broader perspective so gained will
help to reduce the possibility thar the proposal is too one-sided, and may
assist it to take on board such issues as {for example} living in a multiculural
society. It will be argued below, however, that many think that the current
guidelines do not go far enough, and need to be further discussed and de-
veloped; in this contexr, it is worth pointing out that the guidelines them-
selves are subject to constant review and modification. Those mentioned
above are very recent, and were last revised in 1990, indicating that they
are still very much under discussion. There is thus continuing healthy

debate concerned with the further development of these principles. Guide-
lines do not tell us much directly concerning what to do if one observes
somebody committing a ¢riminal act, or doing something which is harmful
to another. The withholding of possible benefits from some participants

(for instance, in some control or comparison group) is also an area of

concern which is often not considered.

The guidelines are rightly very clear on a number of points; these will
be outlined first in general terms, and then their impact on qualirative
research will be considered. An overall principle is that of the welfare and
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protection of participants in research. It must be emphasized thar studies
should, among other things, be concerned with establishing mutual respect
and confidence; we should respect participants as individuals, we must
treat them as having fundamental rights, dignity and worth. Moreover, we
should be appreciative and grateful for their helping us. Participants should
leave the research situation with their self-esteem intact, feeling glad to
have made a valued contribution to a worthwhile piece of research and
happy to take part in further studies in the future.

The following paragraphs rake as their general framework the British
Psychological Society {1993) guidelines.

A vital point the guidelines rightly emphasize is the necessity of avoiding
anything that has any possibility of harming the individual taking part in
the study; the definition of *harm’ here also includes discomfort and em-
barrassment. Any portential threats to psychological well-being, mental or
physical health, values, attitudes, self~worth or dignity must be fully thought
through. Thus, all possible psychological consequences for the participants
need to be carefully considered and discussed with colleagues, including
inter alia the study from the standpoint of the participant.

There is a paramount underlying precept of informed consent; partici-
pants in a study should be very clear as to what the research entails, and
should have apreed to take part. Why we are carrying cut our particular
research should be made clear to them, along with full details as to what
is proposed. Any aspect that might conceivably affect willingness to take
part in the study needs to be broughr to the attention of the other. Often,
it is useful to draw up a full written contract with the other, explaining
the procedures, what you intend to do with the results and how confi-
dential or anonymous they are going to be, giving the other the right to
rerminate the study at any point, to withdraw or modify their contribution
{for instance, it is desirable common practice for co-researchers in inter-
views to be given a full copy of the interview transcript, with the invitation
to modify or delete anything written there}, to refuse to answer any ques-
tion, etc. The guidelines recognize that some potential parricipants may
not be able ro give consent; research studies involving children or those
with various impairments are obvious examples here. In such cases, those
in loco parentis or similar positions must give their consent. People should
never feel pressurized into taking part. {This is often difficulr to ensure,
especially in situations involving explicit power relationships between
participants, such as in prisons or in universities. It may even be thar such
power relationships in some settings are impossible to avoid.)

If for some reason withholding of information, misinformation, mislead-
ing or even deception is deemed to be essential to ensure that a more
accurate picture is gained, this should only be execprionally done, and only
afrer detailed discussions with colleagues and disinterested independent

—

[
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advisers has produced no suggested feasible alternatives (and it is agreed
that it is necessary for the research to be carried our). Mareover, it is vital
for consultation to occur with people from the same background as the
proposed participants in the research, to explore their possible reactions to
such a procedure. If this does take place, it is essential that participants are
fully debriefed, the reasons for the misinformation being fully spelt our,
and again guaranteed the right to withdraw their contribution to the re-
search. This session should also include a discussion with participants
concerning their experience of the research, in particular checking for
misconceprions and any negative effects.

As a general principle, report write-ups should guarantee confidentialiry
or anonymity, unless explicit identification of participants is discussed and
agreed in advance. Publication of results should ideally be of such a form
as to guarantee anonymity for individual participants, and should not have
the potential of causing harm to persons who might identify themselves
from such a report.

Qualitative methods have both particular advantages and disadvantages
when it comes to ethical considerations, and the points raised above will
now be sysremartically, though briefly, commented on.

Researchers utilizing qualitative methods are usually aware of possible
harmful consequences, and indeed prefer to use methods that treat and
respect the other in the research situation as an equal; thus, full and open
discussion is usually encouraged, which it is hoped will minimize any
problems in this area. By their nature, qualitative methods tend to be less
intrusive, but there is still the need to guard against potential harm to the
psychological well-being {e.g. self-esteem} of participants. The methed is
generally far less reactive {i.e. the actual act of carrying our research has
less of an effect on what is found) than more quantitative methods, which
again is an advantage.

Similarly, this very openness generally means that research often fulfils
the desirable general principle of ‘informed consent’, avoiding problems of
deceprion which beset a lot of psychological work. The very use of terms
such as ‘participants’ {or ‘co-researchers’, depending on the precise meth-
odology adopted) rather than ‘subjects’ emphasizes the realization of the
imbalanced power relationships inherent in much research, and atternprs
to address and remedy such problems.

On the other hand, deliberate attempts are made in some circumstances
to study people in real-life contexts when they are unaware that they are
being used as part of a study; examples here include some kinds of both
participant and non-participant observation. Here, the principle of ‘in-
formed consent” is usually impossible to maintain. The British Psychologi-
cal Society guidelines explicitly point out that in such circumstances we
must respect the privacy and psychological well-being of the people being
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smdied, and unless we have obtained informed consent, we should really
only observe in situations where observation by strangers is normally
expected. Thus we should restrict ourselves to settings such as public social
situations, but even then we need to be aware that variables such as local
culrural values need to be taken into account.

Qualitative methods also have specific problems when it comes to the

writing of research reports; the general aim of confidentiality and anonym-
ity is much harder to guarantee, especially in using people from a limited
population. A guarantee of anonymity is no assurance that a participant
will not be recognized; interviews within my institution with staff, for
instance, mean that who the participants are is obvious to colleagues, This
means that special care needs to be taken in writing up such research,
which needs to be done sensitively and with the realization thar at least it
is likely that participants will be able 1o recognize themselves.

It should be realized that one’s responsibility as a researcher does not
end ar the end of the research; as is mentioned in Chapter 2, observation
has been called an ‘act of betrayal’ by some, as it is making public some-
thing which previously is private, often to the benefit of the researcher and
to the detriment of the observed.

This leads on to an important ethical debate, which is related to the
whole issue of the relationship berween psychology and social change
{which is briefly considered below); namely, in whose interests is the re-
searcher being carried our? One of Savin’s {1973} criticisms of the Stanford
Prison Experiment is that it was not carried out primarily to attempt to
make people aware of prison conditions, and in the hope of leading to
improvements in prisons, bur was carried out becanse the researchers
thought the resulting publications would aid their careers. One position
that could be adopted here (which goes beyond the standard ethical guide-
lines) is that one should not carry out research purely for the benefit of the
researcher; ideally, there should be possible benefits to the participant,
possibly in general terms (e.g. contributing to the debate on the necessity
for an improvement in prison conditions for prisoners}, if not in specific
terms. Sometimes these benefits may be incidental to the participant, bur
nonetheless valuable; for instance, there may be value in talking to some-
body else about one's experiences since being diagnosed as suffering from
a serious illness may prove to be beneficial to the co-researcher.

The rcle of values

Again, this is intertwined with many of the points above, but it is worthy
of its own heading to signify its importance, even if it is only briefly
mentioned here. As has been stressed under the heading ‘Reflexivity’ above,
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qualitative methods are trying to increase awareness of many of the in-
fluences on research and their findings, which are convenrionally either
ignored, left unsaid or taken for granted.

‘Values” have already been touched upon abave; in this context, one is
admitting that a researcher and research cannor be value-free, and that the
general ‘objectivist’ notion that science can be value-free is impossible,
given that we are all rooted in a social world that is socially constructed.
Psychology {at least in the West) has general values (even if these are often
lefr implicir) of communicating broadening knowledge and understanding
about people, with a commitment to both freedom of inquiry and freedom
of expression.

Inevitably, researchers themselves will have their own notions as to what
the ‘right’, the ‘correct’, way of doing things is, and this needs to be clearly
recognized in carrying out and writing up research. One also needs to
admit one’s values, and to stipulate them clearly. This is not to say that
such revelations will minimize their impact, bur it is a step in the right
direction at least to admit their existence. The American Psychological
Association (1992} ethical guidelines stress that it is important for
‘psychologists . . . to be aware of their own belief systems, values, needs
and limitations and the effect of these on their work® (p. 1599).

In this context, an important point ro remember is that one's choice of
research methods will inevitably influence the outcome of the research;
different research techniques generate different kinds of material, ask dif-
ferent questions and produce different answers. As a very minimum, one
should at least acknowledge thar this occurs.

Psychology and social change

Inevitably, the question needs to be asked as to whar use research is; here,
we could get tied up in interminable arguments about ‘pure’ versus ‘ap-
plied’ research. This distinction, however, is rather an artificial one, as all
research will have some implications {even if one is not aware of it at the
time). In terms of our own values, we would prefer to see research as
having ourcomes that directly refate to rthe ‘real world’, but this is not to
decry other forms of research. The insights gained by some qualitative
studies, for instance, may be sufficiently interesting to persuade psycholo-
gists who prefer more traditional ways of doing research to re-examine
their principles (which, in itself, would be a laudatory outcome). Overall,
though, I would concur with Shepherd (1993: 42) that ‘most people work-
ing at the sharp end however would of course take a different line again.
What matters to them, indeed what should martter to all of us, is not phi-
losophical arguments about the superiority of one research methodology
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over another, rather the utility of research results.” The implications and
implementation of findings are of importance, and need to be carefully
addressed in writing up research; as has been suessed abave, research
inevitably involves both values and maral dilemmas.

Another question which needs to be touched upon here {and which is
mentioned above in the section on ‘ethics’) is the thorny one of who pays
for the research, and what the real motivation is for doing it. At the very
least, this needs to be made overt in any write-up, and there is a need
try to establish at least the limits of the independence of the researcher
from whoever is paying for the research. Who the gatekeepers (who may
also include journal editors and the reviewers of articles) are is important,
and this needs to be acknowledged.

It must also be realized thar there are ethical issues involved in the
utilizarion of research results. Such results can be (and have been) misused
in other serrings and cultures, and can be used to further other political
and social ends. Ir is thus important to attempe to state clearly limits of
what it is that one has found, and to try to anticipate and forestall possible
misinterprerations. Responsibility does not end with publication, and we
need to be always aware of who is using our results, and for whar ends.

When it comes to assessing this utility of qualitative research resulis,
however, it might be worth bearing in mind that there are very different
criteria which can be used here. Reason and Rowan {1981) raise questions
as to whar appropriate validity criteria might be for looking at research,
emphasizing thar we need to go beyond asking ‘Is it right?’, to ask ‘Is it
useful?” and ‘Is it illuminating?® Sapsford (1984) picks rhis up, suggesting
that we can assess research by the three criteria of agreement {do parrici-
panrts agree with the accounts of life which we, as researchers, provide
them with?}, consensus (is there general agreement?) and plausibility (does
the research make sense of all the evidence?). Thus an appropriate crite-
rion when considering qualitative research is to adopt that of examining
the illumination provided by the research, rather than just asking about
the validity of the results; what qualitative methods may be about is
attempting to enhance understanding of the social world by helping to
reveal the muliifaceted narure of social reality. The change is one for
psychology, as well as one for our conceprualization of thar world;
moreover, it may be a chanpe for the researcher. We hope thar this book
has helped this reflexive process.

Useful reading

Judd, C.M., Smith, E.R. and Kidder, L.H. (1991). Research Methods in Social
Relations, 6th edn. Fort Worth, TX: Holr, Rincharr and Winston.
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Miles, MLB. and Huberman, A.M. {1984}. Qualitative Data Analysis. London: Sage.
Robson, C. (1993) Real World Research. Oxford: Blackwell.
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