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Summary

This quahtative study investigates the ways in which leading children’s researchers 

position themselves in their research relationships with children in qualitative research 

within psychology and the broader ‘childhood studies’ paradigm. Against the backdrop 

of the continuing prevalence of a positivist-em piricist approach within psychology, the 

conceptual focus of the present study is rooted in the multiple challenges to 

developmental psychology in recent decades, from within and outside the discipline.

In psychology the growth in bi-directional models o f socialisation and socio-contextual 

theories of children’s developm ent from the nineteen seventies onwards converged in 

certain key respects with new conceptions of children and childhood that were being 

espoused across the humanities and social sciences. Initially associated with the work of 

sociologists of childhood and the emergence of a ‘new ’ paradigm, the field has 

subsequently evolved to incorporate a growing number of disciplines and perspectives 

under the multi-disciplinary umbrella term ‘childhood studies’. In research terms, a trend 

towards qualitative approaches to research that recognise children as competent and 

credible comm entators on their own lives has become increasingly evident.

The present study draws parallels between the issues and debates within the qualitative 

research literature o f the evolving field of ‘childhood studies’ and those that have taken 

place in the feminist methodological literature over the course of the last thirty years. 

Fem inist scholars have convincingly argued that qualitative methods are intrinsically no 

more egalitarian than quantitative m ethods and have rejected the idea o f special feminist 

research methods. Rather, the relationship within which qualitative m ethods are 

deployed is seen to influence the researcher-researched power dynamics and allow richer 

accounts o f participants’ lives and experiences to emerge. Feminist standpoint literature, 

in particular, has focused on how the positioning of the researcher within the research 

relationship offers important insights into how researchers theorize, engage and write 

about those with whom they work, m aking recognition of researcher subjectivity a crucial 

elem ent in the research process. The foundational literature of the new paradigm 

proposed that children’s relative absence from m ainstream research was rooted in similar 

factors to those that in earlier decades had excluded women and gender in ‘m alestream ’ 

research. Nevertheless, the dom inant thrust in the current ‘childhood studies’ literature



over the last two decades has been towards the developm ent o f ‘participatory’ and 

‘creative’ methods rather than an examination o f the relationship with which such 

m ethods are employed. The present study therefore set out to address this gap in the 

literature. It investigates the ways in which children’s qualitative researchers position 

themselves in relation to the children with whom they research and examines how this 

influences the entire research process from the context of discovery through to the 

presentation and reporting of findings.

The prim ary method of data generation employed in this study was thirty semi-structured 

qualitative elite interviews with high-profile pioneers and opinion-leaders from five 

countries. Leading researchers from child psychology and other disciplines within the 

broad field of ‘childhood studies’ were asked to both describe and reflect upon their 

research experiences with children. These unpublished and informal accounts provided 

rich, untapped sources of data. Employing thematic analysis, the findings revealed that 

researchers’ biographies were fundamental to the ways in which researchers positioned 

themselves in their research relationships with children, the assum ptions that they 

imported into the research process and the extent to which they acknowledged and 

worked with the inevitably subjective element in qualitative research. The concept o f 

power and addressing the unequal power relations between adults and children were of 

particular concern to participants in their research relationships with children.

This study examined parallels between feminist methodological literature and the 

qualitative research issues and debates in psychology and the growing m ulti-disciplinary 

field of ‘childhood studies’. The findings showed that while there are im portant 

differences between researching women and childhood research there are also significant 

and helpful similarities. In particular it was found to be the positioning of the researcher 

within the research relationship, rather than specific research methods, that most 

influenced the power dynamics between adult researchers and child participants and 

enabled richer and more sophisticated accounts of children’s lives and experiences to 

emerge. The study concluded by arguing that analysis o f researcher subjectivity and the 

ways in which researchers position themselves in their research relationships with 

children, would offer important insights into how researchers theorize, engage and write 

about children in qualitative research. It would also provide a firmer epistemological and 

m ethodological base for the deploym ent of participatory and creative qualitative methods.
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INTRODUCTION

This study examines the perspectives of leading academic researchers and the ways in 

which researchers position themselves in relation to children' in the qualitative research 

context. The prim ary m ethod of data generation employed in this research is sem i

structured elite interviews with thirty high-profile pioneers and opinion-leaders in the 

field.

This project was conceived and designed in 2006 and m ust be set within the context of 

the continuing prevalence of a positivist-empiricist approach within psychology in 

general and developm ental psychology in particular (Greene, 2006). Despite some 

embryonic evidence of a shift towards a post-positivist era as part of the evolution of 

ideas within the mainstream  of the discipline in recent years (Lerner, 2006), quantitative 

approaches rem ain at the core of teaching, research and publication within developm ental 

psychology (Greene and Hogan, 2005; Burman, 2008b). The conceptual focus of the 

present study is rooted in the challenges to developm ental psychology in recent decades 

that have come from several directions from within and outside the discipline (Greene 

and Hogan, 2005). Since the nineteen seventies there has been growing recognition of 

the im portance of grounding developmental theories in relevant historical, social and 

cultural contexts within developm ental psychology (Vygotsky, 1978; Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). Bi-directional models of socialisation have been proposed that conceive of 

children as dynamic social actors within these contexts. Children are seen as people with 

the capacity to both exercise agency and have a personal sense o f agency in terms of 

being able to influence and produce targeted outcomes in their lives (Knapp, 1999; 

Kuczynski, 1999; Cum m ings and Schermerhorn, 2003). These socio-contextual theories

' The definitions o f ‘child’ and ‘children’ employed in this study are in accordance with A rticle 1 o f  the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights o f  the Child (1989) wherein children are defined as persons up to 
the age o f  eighteen years.



and innovative conceptions of children within psychology: “have converged to form an 

emerging theory of children’s developm ent that allows for diversity, individualism, 

agency and, even, self-determ ination” (Greene, 2006:8).

The new strand o f ideas em erging within developm ental psychology overlapped in 

certain key respects with new approaches that were being proposed from  a num ber of 

perspectives across the social sciences and humanities from the nineteen eighties onwards 

(W oodhead and Faulkner, 2000, 2008). Historical constructions of childhood began to be 

questioned and the theories and m ethods for studying and understanding children within 

the dominant frameworks were challenged on a number o f fronts (Hendrick, 1997; 2000; 

James and Prout, 1997; Solberg, 1997; James, Jenks et al, 1998; Christensen and James, 

2000; 2008). Developmental psychology, in particular, has been vehemently criticised 

with fundamental questions being raised about the universal theories, positivistic methods 

and hegemonic role o f the discipline (James and Prout, 1997; James, Jenks, et al, 1998). 

The impetus for change is particularly associated with the work o f sociologists of 

childhood who were seen to be pioneering in the em ergence of a new paradigm for the 

study o f children and childhood. The new paradigm is presented as representing a 

significant break with the approaches, methods and dom inant perspectives of the past 

(James and Prout, 1990, 1997; Christensen and James, 2000, 2008; Alanen and M ayall, 

2001;M ayall, 2002).

The new paradigm rests on two central tenets. First, that childhood is understood as a 

social construction^ located in a particular historical, social, cultural and generational 

context (James and Prout, 1990). Childhood is portrayed as a unique and fluid 

experience influenced by the multitude of variables that impact on an individual child’s 

life (James, Jenks, et al, 1998). Consequently, it is argued that essentialist, modernist 

approaches cannot adequately address the ambiguity and diversity o f children’s lives 

(Prout, 2005). Second, children are conceived of as persons with agency who co-create,

 ̂ Rooted in the sym bolic-interactionist paradigm, this strand o f  social constructionism focuses on social 
processes and interaction and is associated with the classic work by Berger and Luckmann (1967), ‘The 
Social Construction o f  Reality’. Berger and Luckmann proposed that everyday taken for granted ‘reality’ is 
in fact the result o f  individual’s interactions with each other and their environments. In the case of 
childhood for exam ple, social constructionists would argue that there is nothing intrinsic or inevitable about 
childhood but rather it is a socially constructed categorisation and must be understood and researched as 
such.
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shape and influence their own socially situated childhoods (W oodhead and Faulkner, 

2000; 2008). Rather than being passive recipients of psychological or social processes, 

children are seen to actively engage with their environm ents and contribute, interpret and 

give m eaning to their life experiences (Bruner and Haste, 1987; Kuczynski, et al, 1999). 

Children are viewed as sophisticated knowers and valuable contributors to research 

(W oodhead, 1999a; 2003) and also as people with rights who are entitled to be treated 

with the same dignity and respect as adults (Alderson, 1999; 2000). In many respects this 

aspect o f the new paradigm dovetailed with the concerted efforts of an international 

group o f activists who had been lobbying for the rights of children over a period of many 

years and who brought the topic of children’s participation to the fore (Boyden and 

Ennew, 1997; Hart, 1997). The efforts of the global children’s rights movements were 

reflected in the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The right o f 

children to be involved in decisions affecting their lives was enshrined as a fundamental 

human right and placed an onus on researchers to respond accordingly (Alderson, 2003; 

W oodhead, 2010; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010).

In the wake of this new paradigm and the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, the field which has emerged is both complex and diverse (W oodhead, 2010). 

New conceptions of children and childhood have been espoused from a num ber of 

perspectives across social science and hum anities disciplines under the umbrella of 

‘childhood studies’ . A number o f pathways o f interest are apparent: the furtherance of 

conceptual and theoretical issues (Qvortrup, et al, 2009); the pursuit of children’s human 

and participatory rights in research and in the wider context (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 

2010); advocating the case for children to act as researchers into their own lives and those 

of their peers (Kellett, 2005; 2010). Debates about whether the field should constitute a 

new discipline or sub-discipline, or pursue an interdisciplinary course involving multiple 

disciplines, are ongoing (W oodhead, 2003; Prout, 2005). Strategies to ensure that the

The field o f ‘childhood studies’ comprises a diverse range o f disciplines particularly from the humanities 
and social sciences. James and James (2008:26-27) suggest that the “key conceptual and analytical 
catalyst” that has been largely responsible for “pulling together and exploiting the synergy between these 
different disciplinary perspectives has been from within sociology and social anthropology.” It was from  
this base that the ‘new ’ paradigm o f the social study o f  childhood is seen to have emerged (James and 
Prout, 1990).
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global community of children and childhood researchers are included continue to be 

developed (Burman, 1996; Boyden, 1997; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010).'*

These new approaches to the study of children and childhood pose interesting research 

questions and methodological issues and dilemmas to those interested in seeking to 

understand children’s subjective experiences and factors that affect, influence and shape 

children’s development in contemporary environments (Greene and Hogan, 2005). A 

trend towards qualitative approaches to research with children, to facilitate researchers’ 

engagement with children as collaborative research partners and competent and credible 

research participants, has become increasingly evident (Greene, 2006). The pioneers of 

the new paradigm, drawing on classic studies with children, such as Opie and Opie 

(1977; 1984), emphasised the value of ethnographic approaches. Ethnographies were 

seen to offer researchers time to become immersed and familiar with the field of inquiry 

so as to develop mutual and negotiated methods of communication rather than imposing 

the researcher’s imported culture from outside the research setting (James and Prout, 

1990, 1997; Christensen and James, 2000; 2008). Subsequently, there has been a growth 

in interest and publication of literature on ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods of 

research with children, as researchers respond to the changing research environment and 

grapple with issues of empowerment whilst also trying to make research with children 

more reciprocal, relevant and democratic (O’Kane, 2000; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 

2010).

The vast majority of authors cite the book by James and Prout, Constructing and 

Reconstructing Childhood (first published in 1990), as a seminal work in the ‘paradigm 

shift’ in the social study of childhood and as an important spur to the development of 

more emancipatory, ethical and participatory methods with children (Gallacher and 

Gallagher, 2008). Paradoxically, Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood, whilst

4
Writing in 2003, W oodhead comm ented that much o f  the childhood research at that time continued to 

em ploy a narrow range o f  definitions “based on expectations and experiences o f  children growing up in 
minority world contexts o f Europe and especially North America” (p. 18). W oodhead (2003:18) noted that 
this was despite the fact that Europe constituted approximately 12% o f the global population and the U SA  
approximately 5%, yet most research was undertaken within these “and other culturally similar contexts.” 
Although there have been a number o f  studies highlighting childhoods in other contexts (see Dawes, 2000; 
V eale, 2005) these remain very much in the minority.
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advocating a broader range of approaches and topics of research in relation to childhood, 

was equally clear that childhood research did not necessitate special research m ethods for 

children (James and Prout, 1990; 1997, James et al, 1998, Christensen and James, 2000). 

On the contrary, the risks of not keeping the study of children and childhood within the 

m ainstream  of disciplinary theorizing and research were stressed (James, et al 1998; 

Prout, 2005; Christensen and James, 2008). The proliferation of ‘participatory’ 

approaches to research with children, ostensibly rooted in literature that cautions against 

special m ethods or techniques in research involving children, therefore provides a useful 

example o f the contradictions that have arisen within the em erging field of ‘childhood 

studies’. The most recent literature has included debate as to the extent of children’s 

involvem ent in research projects and whether children should undertake the research 

them selves (Kellett, 2005, 2010). Those who have expressed reservations about this 

m ethodological trend remain in the minority (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Pain, 2004; 

G allacher and Gallagher, 2008).

Against the above backdrop, after many years in professional practice, 1 returned to 

academ ia in 2003 to study for a M aster of Social Science degree. I chose a dissertation 

topic relevant to my work with internationally adopted children and one o f my research 

questions asked: “W hat social research methods can be em ployed to enable children to 

speak and have their voices listened to and heard by adults?” The design of my Masters 

study was informed by the research methods literature that had emerged following the 

declaration of a ‘new ’ paradigm for the study o f children and childhood (James et al, 

1998). I em ployed a qualitative approach involving direct engagem ent with children 

using a range of creative and participatory methods including drawing, painting, writing, 

photography and life-story work (Smith, 2005).

During the process and analysis of my research the aspect that stood out as significant 

was the way that I had positioned children as ‘know ers’ and experts in the research 

relationships based on my professional practice experience. It was this positioning and 

relationship, to a much greater extent than the suite of participatory methods and 

techniques that I had employed, which seemed to have been im portant in enabling the 

children that I had researched to tell their story (Brown and Gilligan, 1996). The concept 

of relationship has long been stressed as an important foundation for working with

5



children (and adults) in the professional and disciplinary literature underlying several 

practitioner fields including clinical psychology and therapeutic work (W innicott, 1986; 

Rogers, 2005; Bennett, 2006). Similarly, recognition of the need to establish rapport with 

research participants has been a core elem ent of most forms of research methods training 

across disciplines for several decades (M oser, 1958; Selltiz et al, 1965; Denzin, 1970; 

Burman, 1994; May 2002). However, it was in the fem inist methodological literature 

that the relationship between the researcher and the researched received the level of 

analysis that usefully informed what seemed to be emerging in my own study with 

children. Feminist standpoint literature, in particular, highlighted the relationship 

between researchers and their participants and stressed that the positioning o f the 

researcher within that relationship was pivotal to the entire research process (Smith, 

1988). Crucial to my own research, fem inist standpoint literature argued that traditional 

qualitative research could not be assum ed to be more egalitarian simply because it 

em ployed participatory research m ethods and, in fact, eschewed the notion that specific 

‘fem inist’ methods existed (Harding, 1987). In particular, feminist standpoint theorists 

argued that o f far greater importance was the need for researchers to place themselves on 

the same critical plane as the researched and to use their subjective experiences o f doing 

so in the pursuit of ‘strong objectivity’ (Harding, 1987; Smith, 1988).

Fem inist approaches have been widely acknowledged as being significant and influential 

in qualitative research and of providing an important body of literature particularly for 

those interested in pursuing an em ancipatory and rights-based agenda (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2005). Ironically, however, when I reviewed the expanding literature on 

research with children, most o f which located childhood research within an emancipatory 

fram ework, I found only a small m inority of references to fem inist methodological 

literature and the ‘studying up’ approach advocated by standpoint theorists (Alanen, 

1994; 2009; Oakley, 1994; M ayall, 2000; 2009). This was despite the fact that the 

em erging literatures, in relation to creative and participatory m ethods with children, 

argued that these research methods were more egalitarian, democratic and informative 

(Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008). There seem ed to be little evidence of a concerted 

attempt to examine the parallels between fem inist research and children’s research and 

how fem inist m ethodological literature and debates could inform research emanating 

from the ‘new ’ paradigm  for the study o f children and childhood and provide an

6



important base for the deploym ent o f ‘participatory' research methods with children. My 

M asters research left me with a num ber of unanswered questions regarding the extent to 

which fem inist epistemological and methodological literature was relevant to qualitative 

research with children and it was these questions which form ed the ‘context of discovery’ 

for this project.

The present study began from a position whereby the issues and debates within the 

research literature of the evolving field of ‘childhood studies’ were seen to resonate in 

several key respects with those that have taken place in the feminist methodological 

literature. A review of the history of qualitative research shows that it developed in large 

part as a reaction to the perceived limitations of the positivist-em piricist approach to 

research (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). This appears to 

hold across social science and humanities disciplines although the influence and 

acceptance o f qualitative work has varied between disciplines so that in psychology, for 

example, qualitative approaches still remain very much at the margins (W illig and 

Stainton-Rogers, 2008). From the nineteen seventies onwards qualitative approaches to 

research received concerted attention from feminist scholars within psychology and 

across social science and hum anities disciplines in an effort to give recognition to women 

as a group who were previously seen to have been subsumed into ‘m alestream ’ research 

(Belenky et al, 1986; Gilligan, 1982, 1987; Harding, 1987). The impact of feminist 

scholarship on qualitative research is seen to have been transform ative both because of 

the consistent and persuasive challenge that was presented to m ainstream, positivistic 

research and the pathways that were forged for other emancipatory frameworks seeking 

to liberate ‘m uted’ voices within the research context (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002; 

Oakley, 2005).

Interestingly, although the work o f the pioneers o f the new paradigm  was grounded in an 

emancipatory, rights-based fram ework (James and Prout, 1990; Alderson, 2000, 2008), in 

terms of children’s research there have only been limited works to date that examine the 

extent to which feminist approaches can inform ‘childhood studies’ research (Alanen, 

1994, 2009; Oakley, 1994; M ayall, 2002; 01k, 2009). This is despite the fact that the 

foundational literature o f the ‘new ’ paradigm states that in research terms “children’s 

relative absence is rooted in the same factors which excluded attention to women (and
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gender)” (Ambert, 1986 cited in James and Prout, 1997:22). Ongoing debates about 

whether children should be studied as a separate social group to avoid being subsumed 

into adult categories (Qvortrup, 2000) or whether the construction of a dichotomy 

between adults and children marks children out as a separate minority which is 

m isleading and counter-productive (Prout, 2005) are similar to those that have been 

entered into by fem inist scholars for several decades (Harding, 1997; Ram azanoglu with 

Holland, 2002; Letherby, 2003). Oakley (1994) is one of a minority of writers who has 

explored some of the similarities between w om en’s studies and childhood studies while 

also highlighting some of the critical differences between the study o f women and 

research with children. First, all adults have a common experience of having been a child 

whereas not all adults have been women. Second, there is a closer link between political 

activity and academ ic work in feminist research literature. Third, the issues of power and 

autonom y and the continuing debates about who owns, controls and exerts power over 

children’s lives are significantly different from those relating to w om en’s experiences of 

power dynamics. Nevertheless, in considering the parallels between the two Oakley 

concludes:

“The consensus that emerges from  studies exploring children's perspectives is 
that the major issues o f the researcher-researched relationship are essentially the 
same with children as they are with adults. ” (Oakley, 1994: 26)

This study therefore draws on feminist m ethodological literature in seeking to examine 

the major issues o f the researcher-researched relationship in qualitative research with 

children. Fem inist m ethodologists have consistently contended that qualitative methods 

are intrinsically no more egalitarian than quantitative methods (Harding, 1987). Rather 

feminist scholars have argued that it is the quality of the relationship between the 

researcher and the researched within which qualitative methods are deployed that is 

crucial in enabling participants’ voices to emerge and be heard (Oakley, 2005). 

Specifically, the ways in which researchers position themselves in relation to those that 

they research whether as expert, facilitator or collaborator, is seen to offer unique insight 

into how researchers theorise, engage and write about those with whom they work, 

making recognition of researcher subjectivity a crucial element in the research process 

(Smith, 1988). W ho is the researcher and what assumptions do they bring to the research 

encounter? On what epistemological basis do they approach and make sense of the



children with whom they work? How do they conceptualise children and childhood? 

How do they make sense of what children choose to tell or not to tell them? How do they 

take account of their own emotional responses to children that may surface within their 

research interactions? Such questions would seem integral to understanding how children 

are conceptualised and interpreted in qualitative approaches to research.

The topic of this study seems tim ely given the dom inant focus in the current ‘childhood 

studies’ literature on the developm ent of ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ qualitative 

m ethods and the scant attention to date to the research relationship within which such 

m ethods and techniques are employed. Furthermore, an analysis of how and why 

researchers position themselves in relation to children would highlight some of the key 

similarities and differences between researchers from a range o f disciplinary and 

professional backgrounds currently undertaking qualitative research with children. In 

doing so it would also inform three key sets of complex issues and perspectives in 

‘childhood studies’ in relation to: disciplinary differences and the nature of 

interdisciplinarity; the epistemologies and methodologies underpinning qualitative 

research with children; the relationship between children’s researchers and child 

participants. By examining and exploring some of these important issues and tensions 

the present study seeks to offer a valuable contribution to current debates about the future 

form, direction and viability of the field o f ‘childhood studies’.

INITIAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS:

1. In what ways do qualitative researchers conceptualise them selves as researchers 

in relation to children?

2. W hat theoretical frameworks inform qualitative research practice with children?

3. To what extent do researchers position children as knowers?

4. W hat theories inform researchers’ practice of reflexivity?

5. W hat variations exist between qualitative researchers working with children in 

terms o f their research training and practice?

6. W hat are the significant issues for experienced qualitative researchers in their 

research relationships with children now and in the foreseeable future?
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The prim ary m ethod of data generation used in this study is in-depth qualitative 

interviews with thirty experienced and high-profile academic childhood researchers from 

five countries. Pioneers o f the ‘new ’ paradigm and opinion leaders in the field of 

‘childhood studies’ were asked to explore and explain the ways in which they position 

themselves in their research relationships with children and how and why this may have 

changed during the course of their research careers and with the emergence o f the ‘new ’ 

paradigm. These personal and unpublished accounts o f research provided rich, untapped 

sources o f data that were not accessible in any other forum. The participants’ knowledge 

and experience placed them in a unique position to explore the background, issues, 

controversies and implications for methods, theory, practice and inter-disciplinary 

working within the evolving field o f ‘childhood studies’. Participants’ views on 

approaches to research training and the practice of qualitative research with children were 

discussed together with their opinions as to what are the key theoretical and practical 

issues for contem porary qualitative research with children. Their assessm ent of the 

current state o f the field and how they see the field evolving, if at all, in the foreseeable 

future was sought.

In recognition of participants’ considerable expertise and knowledge of the area and in 

order to permit interviewees to lead and explore particular topics at length, the elite 

interviews were semi-structured. This m ethod also allowed unexpected ideas and trails to 

be followed (Kvale, 1996). According to Gillham (2005) one-off interviews with elite or 

specialist academics can provide a particularly rich and sophisticated source o f data 

which, in turn, can facilitate and give direction to the research. This was seen as 

compatible with the flexible design o f the present study and the evolving nature of 

qualitative research more generally (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005).

The particular ethical issues that arise when undertaking research with academ ic elites, 

where many participants are known to each other, received specific attention within this 

study (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996; Deem, 2002; W iles, et al, 2006). A careful balance 

had to be m aintained between ensuring that all participants felt confident that their views 

would not be m isrepresented, and their reputations not harmed, whilst also m aintaining as 

informative and comprehensive a picture as possible (Hertz and Imber, 1995). To reflect 

and respect the considerable experience and expertise of participants, relative to the
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researcher, the researcher was positioned as a novice researcher. A collaborative 

approach was adopted whereby participants were consulted and briefed in advance. 

Interviews were designed to enable active and reciprocal involvement in the generation of 

data with participants subsequently being offered the opportunity to edit their interview 

transcript (Gillham, 2005). A flexible approach also allowed ethical implications to be 

exam ined and attended to on an ongoing basis throughout the study (Wiles et al, 2006). 

The aim was to enable participants to share both their professional and personal 

reflections on their research experiences in a safe, trustworthy and facilitative context 

(W eiss, 1994; Gubrium and Holstein, 2001).

OUTLINE OF THE THESIS

Chapters One and Two provide a review of the literature against which the data are 

explored. Chapter One examines the literature proposing the emergence of a ‘new ’ 

paradigm for the study of children and childhood that is seen to have emerged over the 

course of the last twenty years. The position of child psychology within that paradigm is 

reviewed including critical literature from both within and outside the discipline. The 

methodological im plications of the trend towards inter-disciplinary qualitative 

approaches to research with children are noted and the rationale for the study’s 

conceptual focus is explained. Chapter Two contextualises the developm ent of 

qualitative research alongside an examination of the traditional positivist research 

tradition. Consistent with the conceptual focus of the present study, particular attention is 

paid to fem inist epistemology, the positioning and relationship between the researcher 

and researched and the role of reflexivity in the pursuance o f ‘strong’ objectivity 

(Harding, 1987, 2004; Stanely and W ise, 1983; 1993).

Chapter Three offers a procedural account of how the research was conducted from the 

design stage through to the written presentation. The philosophical underpinnings, the 

research design, the research strategy and the topics o f sample selection, recruitment, 

access, fieldwork, data analysis and ethical considerations are included together with the 

significant dilem m as and difficulties encountered in the process. The revisions made to 

the initial research plan at the preliminary analysis stage are noted and explained.
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C hapter Four is the first in a series of six chapters where the main results of the research 

are reported. This chapter presents the findings in relation to how the biography of the 

researcher influences how researchers conceptualise and position themselves in relation 

to the children with whom they work. Personal, academic, disciplinary and professional 

influences are directly addressed.

C hapter Five provides the findings in relation to how researchers’ fieldwork experiences 

have influenced their conceptualisations, positioning and engagem ent with children in the 

qualitative research context. The importance of fieldwork in the development of 

research skills, the need to provide training and support to researchers undertaking 

fieldwork and the constraints to which fieldwork is subject are discussed.

Chapter Six reports the findings in relation to researchers’ conceptualisations of children 

and childhood and how these link to the ways in which researchers’ position themselves 

in their research practice. The ‘adult-child dichotom y’, the ‘new ’ sociology of childhood 

and a range o f influential conceptual and theoretical frameworks are examined.

Chapter Seven presents the findings in relation to qualitative research as a craft and how 

the artistry o f the researcher pla>'s an integral role in qualitative research practice. The 

personal skills and creativity involved in forming mutual and enabling research 

relationships with children is explored. The issue of trust, in terms of the researchers’ 

ability to both trust children and to  trust the research process, are discussed in relation to 

the positioning of the researcher.

Chapter Eight reports the findings in relation to the concepts o f ‘rigour’ and ‘reflexivity’. 

The unequivocal acceptance o f the concept of ‘rigour’ is noted and the need for 

qualitative research to be a systematic, transparent and accountable process is 

inextricably linked with the positioning of the researcher. The confusion that surrounds 

the concept o f ‘reflexivity’, the com plex range of definitions that exist and the spectrum 

o f opinion amongst both advocates and critics of reflexive research practice are 

documented.
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Chapter Nine concludes the presentation of findings by reporting on the ways in which 

researchers position them selves w ithin the complex interaction between children as 

research participants, the qualitative research methods used and the inevitable power 

dynamics in the research context. It builds on some of the key themes presented in 

preceding chapters in reflecting the challenges and dilemmas facing researchers in terms 

of the future direction of qualitative research with children.

Chapter Ten, the final chapter, draws the study findings together and places 

contem porary qualitative research with children in context. The key elements that 

contribute to the ways in which qualitative researchers position themselves in relation to 

the children that they work with are highlighted and discussed. The strengths and 

weaknesses of the present study are assessed and possible areas for future research are 

identified.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW PARADIGM FOR THE STUDY 

OF CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD

INTRODUCTION

A prim ary aim of this study is to examine the ways in which researchers position 

themselves in relation to the children with whom they undertake research. The 

continuing dominance of a positivist, natural science epistem ology within mainstream 

psychology is acknowledged, while focusing on challenges to developmental psychology 

in recent decades from within and outside the discipline, some of which have led to an 

increase in the use of qualitative methods.

This chapter will com m ence by reviewing the work and ideas of key contributors to the 

new paradigm for the study o f children and childhood which has emerged during the 

course o f the last twenty-five years (James and Prout, 1990; James, Jenks et al, 1998). It 

will span the initial stages in the development of ideas through to the contem porary 

paradigmatic context. The recent literature in relation to qualitative research with 

children has been particularly influenced by the work of British sociologists of childhood 

who first specifically referred to the emergence of a new paradigm. It is im portant to 

note that traditional conceptions of children and childhood had been questioned for many 

years both within psychology (Kessen, 1979) and neighbouring disciplines (Aries, 1962; 

Hardman, 1973; Davies, 1982), and in several geographical contexts (Ambert, 1986; 

Thorne, 1987; Qvortrup, 1987; Alanen, 1988). However, it is the work of James and 

Prout, particularly the central tenets of the emerging paradigm laid down in Constructing 

and Reconstructing Childhood  first published in 1990, that are widely and frequently 

cited as influential throughout the raft of research methods literature that has
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subsequently been published (Clark and M oss, 2001; Fraser et al, 2001; Alderson and 

M orrow, 2004; Farrell, 2005; Greene and Hogan, 2005; G allacher and Gallagher, 2008). 

This association between Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood  (James and Prout, 

1990) and ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ research methods literature is particularly 

im portant to exam ine given the focus o f this study because that book highlights a 

continuing paradox. In the first edition o f Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood  

(James and Prout, 1990) and in subsequent literature, the authors specifically argued that 

distinct research m ethods for studying children were not necessary or useful. Such 

methods were seen to be based on the drawing of an artificial dichotom y between adults 

and children and as unhelpful to both children and children’s researchers (James and 

Prout, 1990, 1997; Christensen and James, 2000, 2008; Prout, 2005). Despite this clear 

and consistent message from the pioneers of the new paradigm there has been a surge in 

literature in relation to ‘creative’ and ‘participatory’ qualitative research methods with 

children. The new paradigm, proclaimed by James and Prout in Constructing and  

Reconstructing Childhood  (1990; 1997), is cited as the rationale for the type of research 

methods proposed and the benefits they are seen to offer to children (Gallacher and 

Gallagher, 2008). Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood  will therefore be 

particularly reviewed in this chapter and the central tenets o f the new paradigm contained 

therein will be explicated. Similarly, the two key follows up texts Theorizing Childhood  

(James, et al, 1998) and The Future o f  Childhood  (Prout, 2005) will be specifically 

reviewed so as to ensure clarity and continuity in tracing the foundational UK literature 

of the new paradigm  for the purposes of this study. The decision to place a heavy 

emphasis on the British literature means that the work of other international scholars who 

made significant contributions to the new paradigm, most notably those from Nordic 

countries, Germ any and the USA, whilst acknowledged does not receive the same 

detailed coverage (Qvortrup, et al 2009).

In setting out the tenets o f the new paradigm, the contribution and location of 

developmental psychology within this paradigm will receive particular attention. The 

prevalence o f the scientific m ethod and the disciplinary dom inance of developmental 

psychology in theory, practice and policy contexts throughout the twentieth century are 

highlighted. The challenges to the discipline, which had been mounted by the start of the 

new millennium, are review ed together with the significant contributions of psychologists
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to debates over the course o f the last forty years. The reappraisal and recognition of the 

importance of child psychology is noted as reflected in recent literature which suggests 

that even some of developmental psychology’s harshest initial critics now accept that 

psychology must take its place in the current multi-disciplinary mix of childhood studies 

and in the creation of an inter-disciplinary field in the longer term (Prout, 2005:2). 

Furthermore, there have been rum blings, including some from pioneers in the field, 

during the last five years that the new paradigm “might be running up against the limits 

o f its possibilities” (Prout, 2005:57). The literature reviewed therefore acknowledges and 

reflects the critical reassessment that is currently ongoing in the field.

The final section of this chapter considers the implications of new paradigmatic 

conceptions of children and children for research practice. The rationale for the renewed 

interest in qualitative research and the marked increase in ‘creative’ and ‘participatory’ 

approaches to research are examined in order to provide the backdrop for the present 

study’s conceptual focus on the positioning of the researcher in qualitative research.

A NEW  PARADIGM  FOR THE STUDY OF CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD

The emergence o f a new paradigm during the last two decades has marked a watershed in 

the study of children and childhood. The initial phase was closely associated with writers 

from the sociology of childhood in the UK and the fundamental questioning of the 

developmental fram ework that had played such a dominant role in forging understandings 

of children, and childhood, both within academia and in everyday contexts (James and 

Prout, 1990; James, Jenks et al 1998). Similar questions had been raised in psychology 

(see Kessen, 1979) and other fields (for example, see Hardman (1973) in anthropology; 

Davies (1982) in terms of the educational literature) and in other geographical contexts 

(for example, see Alanen (1988) in Finland; Ambert (1986) and Thom e (1987) in the 

USA; Qvortrup (1987) in Norway). However, it was the convergence o f contem porary 

thinkers and ideas and the forming of international networks that appear to have provided 

the m omentum for the declaration of the new paradigm in the 1980s by UK sociologists 

of childhood (James and Prout, 1997; James, Jenks, et al, 1998). Other disciplines such 

as psychology, education, anthropology, philosophy, law and human geography, have 

since been recognised as important contributors. As the paradigm  has evolved and in
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recognition of the value o f multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary contributions a cross 

disciplinary name, ‘the new social studies of childhood’ was subsequently adopted 

(Prout, 2005). M ore recent literature suggests a further evolutionary process into the 

broader field of ‘childhood studies’ which encompasses a diverse range of academic, 

professional, practitioner and political interests and an increasingly international range of 

contributors and childhood issues (Qvortrup, et al, 2009).

The em ergence o f the new social studies of childhood did not occur in a vacuum (James 

and Prout, 1990). It must therefore be placed in the broader context of change that was 

taking place within the social sciences and hum anities during the latter decades of the 

twentieth century both within academia and in broader social movements as part o f the 

‘post-m odern turn’ (Greene, 2006). From the nineteen seventies the influence and 

dom inance o f positivism  and the status of research based on the ‘scientific m ethod’ had 

come under increasing scrutiny (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). Post-m odern critiques, such 

as post structuralism  and deconstruction, not only questioned the notion o f objectivity but 

also saw concepts such as ‘reality’ and ‘m eaning’ as highly problem atic (Ritchie and 

Lewis, 2003). A growing interest in the m eaning and purpose of behaviour and the 

notion of language as a ‘social performance’ had been evident in several disciplines such 

as philosophy, history, anthropology, and sociology since the nineteen fifties (Willig, 

2001). In psychology the work o f Harre and Secord (1972) had also highlighted the lack 

o f attention to meaning and language in positivist research and the need for alternative 

approaches. The key manifestation of post-modern critiques and the associated ‘turn to 

language’ in the social sciences was in social constructionism  (Gergen, 1982; Henriques, 

Holloway et al, 1984).

Challenges from  civil rights and emancipatory movements were also apparent in calling 

for the ‘muted voices’ o f marginalised groups to be heard including those o f children 

(Hardman, 1973). The new paradigm dovetailed in certain respects with the concerted 

efforts of a group o f activists who had been lobbying for the rights o f children over a 

period of many years (Alderson, 1993, 1999, 2000; Boyden and Ennew, 1997; Hart, 

1997). Nineteen seventy-nine was declared as the United N ation’s International Year of 

the Child and in 1989 the United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) was opened for signature and ratification. The 1989 Convention has not been
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without critics, not least for its universalising assum ptions about children and childhood 

(Burman, 1996). Further, Greene (2006) cautions that although the UNCRC (1989) has 

almost universal support in principle, it is not possible to generaUse about children’s 

positioning in global terms. The stark contrast in children’s lives within and across 

global contexts is such that the interpretation and application of the Convention varies 

significantly (Greene, 2006). Nevertheless, the Convention is seen to have brought the 

topic o f children’s rights to the fore, particular in terms of the requirem ents of Article 12 

in relation to children’s rights to participate in individual and collective decision m aking 

(Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). Participation is presented as a dynamic process 

requiring energy, planning and com m itm ent (Alderson, 2003). A raft of m ethods and 

techniques have subsequently been developed and explored to support children and 

young people as full citizens in both practitioner and research contexts. This is an area 

where the need for foundational theoretical literature, to underpin the evolving global 

participatory initiatives, has been acknowledged (Thomas and Percy-Smith, 2010).

TRADITIONAL CONCEPTIONS O F CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD

Traditional conceptions of children and childhood and the notion of a clear dichotomy 

between children and adults and childhood and adulthood had been fundam entally 

challenged by the historian Aries in 1962. Challenging the assum ption that childhood 

was a natural and universal phenom enon, Aries asserted that “in medieval society 

childhood did not exist” (Aries, 1962:125). Rather, Aries suggested that the notion of 

childhood as a distinct and qualitatively different state from adulthood began in the 

seventeenth century:

“It is as if, to every period o f history, there corresponded a privileged age and 
a particular division o f human life: ‘youth’ is the privileged age o f the
seventeenth century, childhood o f the nineteenth, adolescence o f the
twentieth.” (Aries, 1962:32).

A ries’ (1962) proposition was prim arily based on an in depth analysis of European Art

during the M iddle Ages and the search for the presence of infants and children in

portraiture. On the basis of his analysis Aries (1962) contended that the concept of 

childhood, which forms the basis o f contem porary ideas of childhood, actually emerged 

between the fifteenth and eighteenth century and that it was from the sixteenth century
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onwards that children, in the contem porary sense, began to appear in portraits. 

Im portantly, the work of Aries was instrumental in stimulating debate about the historical 

nature o f childhood. In doing so traditional assumptions about the universality of 

childhood were challenged and the notion o f different childhoods both within and across 

time spans could be considered. Consequently, although A ries’ work has been critiqued 

and revised (Cunningham, 1991, 1995; A rchard, 1993; Hendrick, 1997) his primary 

assertion that childhood is a social construct, which must be understood in its historical 

and cultural context, not only provided ‘grist to the m ill’ of the early writers in the 

sociology of childhood but also had a fundam ental effect on subsequent discourses of 

childhood (Cunningham, 1995; Hendrick, 1997).

At the heart o f the emergent paradigm  was the assertion that widely accepted concepts of 

‘the ch ild ’ and ‘childhood’ across the social sciences were problematic. The dominance 

of developm ental psychology and its focus on biological m aturation in m easuring and 

theorising child developm ent was challenged. Prevailing ‘age and stage’ theories of child 

developm ent in the psychology literature cam e under m ounting criticism for their 

incongruence with the everyday lived experiences of many children in an increasingly 

complex global environm ent. It was argued that the hegemony of developmental 

psychology as a ‘discursive practice o f pow er’ (Foucault, 1977) during the course of the 

twentieth-century had resulted in developm ental psychology establishing inroads and 

influence in a range of academ ic, professional, policy and family contexts (James and 

Prout, 1990; 1997; Burman, 2008a).

CENTRAL TENETS OF TH E NEW  PARADIGM

The new paradigm  rests on a num ber o f central tenets. First and forem ost that childhood 

is understood as a social construction. The sociologists of childhood accepted that 

children’s developm ent is both biological and psychological but argued against universal 

models of child developm ent that were presented as holding true for all children across 

social, cultural and generational contexts (James and Prout, 1990). Biological immaturity 

is accepted as a given -  it is the way in which it is negotiated and understood, including 

with and by children, that varies across cultures and childhood and m ust therefore be
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recognised as a social institution: “childhood is constructed and reconstructed both by 

and for children” (James and Prout, 1990:7).

Second, childhood is not seen as a ‘stand alone’ concept but rather as an institution that 

invariably intersects with variables such as ethnicity, social class, gender and disability. 

Rather than one ‘childhood’ there are seen to be a plethora of childhoods as evidenced in 

comparative and cross cultural studies (Boyden, 1991, 1997; Punch and Robinson, 2007). 

The universalizing o f concepts is seen to present a danger that particular conceptions of 

childhood could be deployed or exported to contexts where they are not relevant or 

appropriate (Boyden, 1997) and in the process may mask what are in fact specific social 

and cultural choices (W oodhead, 1997). The replacement of universal theories of 

children and childhood with ‘situated knowledges’, which take account of the multiple 

realities o f children’s lives, is advocated.

Third, children’s lives and experiences are seen as significant and worthy of research in 

their own right and in terms of their value to children rather than merely for the 

furtherance o f adult understanding o f issues relating to children (Mayall, 1994b; 2002). 

The work undertaken by children, in both the public and private domain, is acknowledged 

and the contributions that children make are treated as important and valuable research 

topics (M ayall, 1994b; Morrow, 1994; M orrow, 1995; Solberg, 1997).

Fourth, conceptions o f children as passive recipients of psychological, social and cultural 

influences were replaced with understandings of children as actively involved in the 

construction of their own meanings and experiences in their daily lives, their family and 

social relationships and in their broad cultural and societal context (James and Prout, 

2007). The idea of children as com petent social actors is pivotal to the way in which 

children are theorised in the new paradigm. The child is theorised as a full social actor, a 

subjective ‘being’, in the present moment rather than as an unfinished ‘object’ that is 

acted upon in the process of ‘becom ing’ (Knapp, 1999). The concepts of ‘participation’ 

and ‘agency’ becam e serious topics for study as part of the new paradigm ’s construction 

of children as sophisticated, competent actors actively involved in constructing, 

negotiating and contributing to their social worlds (Kuczynski, 1999; M ayall, 2002).
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Fifth, the need for alternative approaches to researching children and childhood were 

advocated to reflect the sophistication and com plexity of children and their experiences. 

A comprehensive reassessm ent of the ethical issues involved when undertaking research 

with children and young people was a fundamental element in the new paradigm (Hogan, 

1998; Alderson, 2000, 2004, 2010; Alderson and M orrow, 2004; Hill, 2005). 

Ethnography was proposed as a particularly appropriate m ethodology for researching 

childhood in view of its focus on immersion in research comm unities, becoming familiar 

with the particular cultures of com m unication and participation and ‘giving voice’ to the 

com m unities that are researched (James and Prout, 1990, 1997; Christensen and James, 

2000, 2008). At the same time, it was em phasised that there should be no special 

m ethodology or distinction made between research methods with adults and research 

methods with children (Christensen and James, 2000; 2008). Such a distinction was seen 

to perpetuate the age-based adult-child dichotomy which writers from the new paradigm 

have consistently identified as being problematic (James and Prout, 1997; James, Jenks et 

al, 1998; Prout, 2005; Christensen and James, 2008).

Sixth, in setting out the central tenets of the new approach the relevance of the double 

hermeneutic o f the social sciences, whereby the proposal of a new paradigm  also involves 

being part of the engagem ent in its deconstruction and reconstruction, is emphasised 

(James and Prout, 1997). Research that unpacks dominant accepted concepts and reveals 

and critiques the assum ptions upon which they are based, is therefore seen to be an 

integral feature of paradigm atic developm ent (Glauser, 1997; W oodhead 1997; Dahlberg 

and Moss, 2005; M cNaughton, 2005; Burman, 2008a).

The publication of Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood, edited by James and 

Prout, in 1990 m arked the first significant com ing together in the UK of the ideas and 

thinking of academ ics and professionals working in both the developed and developing 

world in what was, at the time, a fledgling sub-discipline (James and Prout: 1997:xv). 

The concepts o f ‘developm ent’ and ‘socialisation’ were identified as: “the dominant and 

dominating conceptual pair” (James and Prout, 1997:27). This was both in terms of the 

way in which children and childhood were characterised and the obstacles they were seen 

to pose to the refram ing o f the field in line with w ider contemporary debates in the social 

sciences in relation to the concepts o f ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ (James and Prout, 1997).
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The second edition o f Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood  was published in 

1997. At this stage the field had grown considerably in terms of conferences, research 

initiatives and book and journal publications. The pace and degree of developm ent was 

such that the authors felt able to confirm, at this juncture, that a new paradigm for the 

study of children and childhood was em erging albeit at a mainly implicit level (James and 

Prout, 1997:2). The next phase, therefore, was identified as the explication o f the new 

paradigm. Hence a prim ary aim and task of the second edition of Constructing and  

Reconstructing Childhood  was to contribute to the theoretical debate and empirical 

developm ent o f the new paradigm  and to promote the work of some of the innovative 

thinkers in the field (James and Prout, 1997: Preface).

THEORIZING CHILDHOOD

Theorizing Childhood  was published in 1998 and specifically linked the study of 

childhood with social theory (James et al, 1998). Building on the experience that had 

been gained working in the area up to that time. Theorizing Childhood provided an 

analytical fram ework that was used to both consolidate the considerable body of work 

that had already emerged and to map out the field in terms o f directions and pointers for 

the future. The book begins with a review of what are termed ‘presociological’ 

discourses of childhood which are grouped together on the basis that they are alleged to 

overlook the social context o f childhood and the importance of social structure in 

accounting for children’s lives (James, et al, 1998:10). Derived from the realm  of 

common sense, classical philosophy, developm ental psychology and psychoanalysis, 

James et al (1998:9) provocatively assert that: “This spacious category contains the

dustbin of history.”

The roots o f the first three ‘pre-sociological’ discourses are traced to the work o f the 

philosophers Hobbes (1588-1679), Rousseau (1712-1778) and Locke (1632-1704). The 

fourth ‘pre-sociological discourse identified is that o f the ‘naturally developing child’: “It 

is within this model that we encounter the unholy alliance between the hum an sciences 

and human nature” (James et al, 1998:17). The perceived hegemony of the discipline of 

developmental psychology attracts strong condemnation:
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“Psychology, unlike sociology, never made the mistake o f questioning its own 
status as a science and, in the guise o f developmental psychology, firm ly  
colonized childhood in a pact with medicine, education and government 
agencies. This has led in turn to enhanced prestige, authority and the power 
o f persuasion, and a continued high level o f public trust and funding. ” (Janies 
eta l, 1998:17).

The genetic epistem ology and influence of Jean Piaget’s cognitive theory is used as the 

template for a critical analysis o f the ‘natural’ child inevitably involved in an unfolding 

m aturational process. Piaget’s ‘age and stage’ theory of cognitive developm ent is 

criticised on a num ber o f counts (James, et al, 1998:17). First, the conflation o f ‘grow th’ 

and ‘progress’, as though one inevitably follows the other along a linear path, is seen as 

both inaccurate and hierarchical in its effect (p. 18). Piaget is seen to focus on movem ent 

and progression, rather than children’s social contexts and subjective experiences, in the 

developm ental progression towards the end goal of ‘formal operational thinking’ in 

adulthood (p. 18). Second, the universal nature o f Piaget’s theory, it is argued, fails to 

take account o f differences between children on the basis o f variables such as social class, 

gender, culture or generation (p. 18). Consequently, a yardstick is set up o f the ‘average’ 

or ‘norm al’ child and ‘standard’ development. Such measures are seen to have been 

increasingly em ployed in the evaluation, m onitoring and testing of children with scant 

regard paid to the personal and social consequences for those who do not meet the 

standards set (James, et al, 1998:19).

The fifth, and final, discourse of childhood in which the ‘child’ is located is within 

understandings o f the ‘unconscious’ child. This is linked to the influence of Freudian 

ideas on psychoanalytic theories and the emphasis on unconscious processes in childhood 

developm ent (p. 19). The link between childhood experience and psychological health in 

adulthood is, again, seen to place the ‘child’ on a universal, path of developm ent where a 

number of linear stages are encountered on the road to ‘m aturity’ (p. 19). The work of 

Freud is taken as the tem plate for critical discussion of the ‘unconscious child’ discourse 

and is seen to focus on children as ‘becom ings’ rather than ‘beings’:

“Freudian theory positions the child as no more than a state o f unfinished 
business or becoming. Within this model, childhood is once again dispossessed o f 
intentionality and agency. ” (James et al, 1998:21).
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In summarising the five ‘presociological’ discourses, James et al (1998:21) reiterate the 

existing currency o f these models, and their continuing influence on everyday 

understandings o f childhood, alongside “more sophisticated sociological theorizing about 

childhood.” Theorizing Childhood  then proceeds to an examination of sociological 

approaches which are seen to, whatever their differences, represent an “epistemological 

break” between aforementioned ‘presociological’ accounts and those of sociological 

models (James et al, 1998:23).

In addressing sociological models, the concept o f ‘socialisation’ is centrally located in the 

examination of what is seen as sociology’s relative neglect of the topic of childhood in its 

own right (p.24). Further, the focus on the reproduction and maintenance of social order 

within structural sociological theories, such as Functionalism and Marxism, up until the 

1990s, meant that interest focused on the transmission of culture in various contexts, 

particularly home and school, rather than as a result of any intrinsic interest in the 

experience of childhood in, and of, itself (p.25). W hen children and childhood were 

discussed it was usually under the umbrella of the ‘sociology of the fam ily’ with few 

contradictions or caveats being noted. The second, albeit ‘softer’, way that socialisation 

is seen to have been so influential is through the influence of interactionist perspectives, 

for example, in the work on symbolic interaction by George Herbert M ead and the 

Chicago School (M ead, 1934). W hatever the accomplishments o f symbolic 

interactionism  in relation to ethnographic studies of groups and communities, the bottom  

line is that it reproduces the idea of “adult interactional com petence” as opposed to 

attending to children or children’s competence in their interactions and lived experiences 

(James, et al, 1998:25). This period of sociological theorizing about children, 

characterised by a neglect of children’s lives as significant and important in their own 

right, is therefore seen as a transitional one.

Approaches to studying children, which reflect the thinking o f the ‘new sociology of 

children and childhood’, are presented in the form of four dominant discourses of 

childhood: the social structural child, the socially constructed child, the m inority group 

child and the tribal child (pp. 28-32). The four discourses all share an understanding of 

the child as a full, imm ediate ‘being’ in their own right. It was on this basis that it was 

reiterated that the new sociological approaches represented an epistemological fracture
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from previous theories, both psychological and sociological, that had understood children 

as being engaged in the process o f ‘becom ing’ as they moved toward adulthood (p.25). 

The discourses proposed and outlined are not presented as necessarily distinct, from each 

other or other earlier contemporary discourses, or as com plete (p.25). Rather they 

represent a reflection of a theoretical journey in progress. At the same time, although 

they share certain basic premises about the social nature o f childhood, there are divisions 

“from  the level of metatheory to that o f m ethodology” (James et al, 1998:26). In this 

sense Theorizing Childhood  seemed to take the first step in recognising the differences 

between front-line thinkers in the new paradigm by highlighting contentious issues.

Proponents of the ‘socially constructed child’ propose that rather than biological or social 

forces shaping children’s lives, children create their own meaning through interaction 

with others (James et al, 1998:26-28). An ideal type o f childhood does not exist and 

instead there are a plethora of childhoods and m ultiple realities.

The second approach identified by James et al (1998), characterised by the ‘tribal child’, 

is one that identifies and reflects on the generational pow er that comm only exists in 

relationships between adults and children (M ayall, 1994b). Respect for children’s 

worlds, and recognition of an ‘autonomous com m unity of children’, are seen as 

imperative in attempts towards levelling power differentials (Opie and Opie, 1977). In 

research terms, children become ‘valuable strangers’ able to shed light on territory that is 

unfam iliar to adults.

Epistemological links are made between the ‘minority group’ child and approaches to 

studying other minority groups (Alanen, 1992; Oakley, 1994). This model is an overtly 

political one which recognises childhood as occupying a relatively powerless and 

m arginalised position in the social structure which, in turn, is legitim ated by an 

accom panying dominant ideology (Oakley, 1994). The strengths of this approach are 

proposed as the adoption of a model which takes a ‘bottom  up’ approach’ and that a 

socio logy /o r children rather than o /ch ildren  is pursued (M ayall, 2002).

The fourth, and final, model is the ‘social structural child’ which is closely associated 

with the work of Jens Qvortrup and colleagues (1994). In this approach children are
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seen as a neglected group both in terms of social accounting and across social science 

disciplines (Qvortrup, 1994). Commonly, they are treated as appendages or dependents, 

usually o f the family, rather than their ‘life conditions’ being important concepts in their 

own right. For Qvortrup, conceptual liberation of children could potentially challenge 

both political thinking and prevailing social order. For this reason preference is given to 

the term ‘childhood’ rather than ‘childhoods’ given the comparative possibilities that it 

offers both within and across time, space and cultures (Qvortrup, 1994, 2000). In this 

respect the ‘social structural’ child is strikingly different from the ‘socially constructed 

ch ild ’ in that:

“The ‘social structura l’ child, then, has certain universal characteristics which 
are specifically related to the institutional structure o f  societies in general and  
are not simply subject to the changing nature o f  discourses about children or the 
radical contingencies o f  the historical process. ” (James, et al, 1998:33).

In their conclusion, James et al (1998:206) offer a diagrammatic representation to 

highlight both possible areas of overlaps between sociological approaches, as well as 

those which would seem to be diam etrically opposed, as in the example of the ‘socially 

constructed’ and ‘social structural’ child example above. In doing so Theorizing 

Childhood both expanded and moved the field forward by giving recognition to the 

inevitable differences, as well as similarities, that inevitably exist not only within 

sociology but within associated disciplines also concerned with understanding children 

and childhood.

THE FUTURE OF CHILDHOOD

There is a significant shift in approach in The Future o f  Childhood  by Prout (2005) in 

which he unequivocally states that the program m e o f the new paradigm is: “running up 

against the limits of its possibilities” (Prout, 2005:57). Prout (2005), one o f the leading 

academics in the new paradigm, offers a critique of the ‘new social studies o f childhood’ 

and, despite noting its impressive achievements, argues for a critical analysis o f its 

assumptions and positions if the field of ‘childhood studies’ is to move forward (p.2). In 

his review of the post-Darwinian literature and evolution of ideas within childhood 

studies the turn to the social within social science, particularly the ascendancy of social
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constructionism , receives particular attention. Prout (2005) concludes that the nub of the 

problem is that: “The move to a social constructionist account of childhood entailed 

m aking a radical disjunction between society and biology” (Prout, 2005:57). For Prout, 

such intransigent dualistic oppositions must be recognised as problematic and restrictive 

(p.82). If this can be achieved questions about nature and how nature intersects, mixes 

and hybridises with the social can be explored and a fruitful area of enquiry pursued. 

Childhood is seen an ideal site to undertake such work given, Prout argues, the 

inescapable fact that children are part of nature as well as culture (p. 144).

Significantly, Prout provides a powerful critique of Social Constructionism  which, far 

from being the apparent panacea described in some of the earlier social studies of 

childhood literature, is seen as insufficient and incomplete (pp. 54-57). Instead, Prout 

(2005:10) argues for an interdisciplinary approach in seeking to fully understand the 

place o f children and childhood in contem porary societies and, specifically, one that is 

not based on oppositional dichotomies in the way that characterised many of the writings 

in the new social studies o f childhood. In making his case Prout (2005) refers to the work 

of the post-structuralist French philosopher, Gilles Deleuze, and the psycho-analyst Felix 

Guattari. Deleuze and Guattari (1988) drew on the earlier work by Nietzsche, first 

published in 1962, where Nietzsche had problem atised the subject/object split with the 

notion of ‘free play of forces’.

"An intellect which saw cause and effect as a continuum and not, as we do, as a 
capricious division and fragm entation, which saw the flu x  o f  events -  would  
reject the concept cause and effect and deny all conditionality. ” 
(Nietzsche, 1977:62)

Following on from  N ietzsche’s theory, and using the concept of ‘rhizom e’, Deleuze and 

Guattari (1988) contended that categories such as subject/object should be understood as 

values rather than truths and proposed a philosophy that could accom modate the endless 

possibilities o f difference. Contrary to the vertical approaches to thinking, that have 

dominated western philosophy, Deleuze and Guattari (1988) argue that ‘rhizom ic’ 

approaches follow unlim ited horizontal directions and move beyond the structuralist 

quest for absolute knowledge. The human world is de-centred in the work o f Deleuze 

and Guattari and placed within broader physical and biological processes. Human beings
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are enmeshed with a plethora o f other entities and forces (the physico-chemical, the 

organic and the anthropom orphic) each of which constitutes and contributes to social life 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1998). Prout takes this idea of the heterogeneity of the human 

world, whereby children (and adults) are seen as a set of dynamic, fluid and transient 

‘assem blages’ composed o f heterogeneous elements from the de-centred human world 

(for example, the assemblage o f a child from a rural, farming context is likely to differ 

significantly from that of a child living in a densely populated urban area) and contends 

that the understanding of childhood as a purely social phenomenon is untenable (p.l 14). 

He argues that social relations are always heterogeneous and, therefore, approaches to the 

study of children and childhood must reflect that heterogeneity. Prout (2005:2) concludes 

that the stage during which the new social studies of childhood needed to define their 

differences with other approaches, often in terms of binary opposites, has passed:

“Childhood, then, like all phenomena, is heterogeneous, complex and emergent, 
and, because this is so, its understanding requires a broad set o f intellectual 
resources, an inter-disciplinary approach and an open-minded process o f 
enquiry. ” (Prout, 2005:2).

In terms o f future developm ent of the field, Prout acknowledges the current m ulti

disciplinary nature of childhood studies and identifies the creation of an inter-disciplinary 

field as a longer term aim (p. 145). Further, he not only argues for collaboration between 

the social sciences and humanities but stresses the importance of including the natural 

sciences. Indeed, for Prout, the future direction o f childhood studies is contingent upon a 

holisitic approach (p .l 11).

Tracing the evolution of Prout’s ideas offers useful insight into how the new paradigm  for 

the study o f children and childhood has developed. In its early stages the neglect o f the 

social and the need for recognition o f children as social actors was prim ary (James and 

Prout, 1990). Developmental psychology was seen to emphasise the biological so that 

even if the social was recognised it was in terms of secondary considerations and not 

given the due weighting that it merited. The swing to the social, particularly espoused by 

social constructionist theory, in many ways could be seen to have had an over- 

compensatory effect. W here the biological was recognised it was bracketed to one side 

and the prim ary focus was on the other side of the equation -  the social context (Prout, 

2005). These ideas, of course, were consistent with wider shifts in thinking in the social
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sciences at that time particularly in terms of the structure-agency debate which was a 

dom inant feature o f nineteen-nineties sociology (Giddens, 1979). However, bracketing 

the biological does not eliminate the influence of biological factors if Prout’s contention, 

that seeing childhood as a purely social phenomenon is untenable, is accepted (Prout 

2005). The biological must therefore be brought back into the equation and it is the way 

in which the biological and social intersect and hybridise that becomes the area of interest 

rather than the biological-social dichotomy. Such a line of argument could, ironically, be 

seen as not entirely inconsistent with those of contem porary developmental psychologists 

who have been critical o f their own discipline’s positivist approach and have articulated 

the importance o f multi disciplinary and collaborative working (W oodhead, 2003; Greene 

and Hogan, 2005). Prout (2005:145) acknowledges that initially the new social studies of 

childhood defined itself in opposition to psychology in certain respects based on “some 

rather crude stereotypes of both sociology’s and psychology’s engagem ent with 

childhood.” Prout (2005:145) cites examples of several psychologists who share similar 

interests with their colleagues in the discipline o f sociology and calls for an increased 

dialogue between both disciplines which “explores common ground as well as 

differences” in the pursuit of greater inter-disciplinarity.

DEVELOPM ENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

The term ‘developm ental psychology’ is one that has been consistently used over the 

course of the last two decades to highlight much of what is seen as problematic about the 

contem porary study and understanding o f children and childhood (Greene, 2006). Reber 

(1995:205) suggests that developm ental psychology was: “ ...first articulated as a

substantive sub-discipline in psychology by G.S. Hall around the turn of the century” . At 

that stage it was quite explicitly seen to be a ‘cradle-to-grave’ field o f developmental 

investigation. However, many developm ental psychologists focus on the study of 

children and childhood; hence the term is often conflated with child psychology^. Other 

terms are sometimes used to convey the original meaning, such as life-span psychology,

 ̂ According to the Penguin Dictionary o f P sychology (1995), ‘Child P sychology’ is an umbrella term for a 
range o f approaches to the systematic study o f children and young people. The perimeters o f  the field are 
defined in terms o f  the age range covered: from infancy to adolescence. ‘Child D evelopm ent’ is a sub
discipline within the field o f Child Psychology which specifically focuses on developmental topics. Its 
interest is in physiological, cognitive and behavioural changes that take place during the period o f  maturity 
from birth to adolescence (Reber, 1995)
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or to mark the parameters of speciaUst interest such as ‘psychology of adolescence’ or 

‘psychology o f childhood’. Developmental psychology, therefore, is an umbrella term 

which incorporates several paradigms of developm ent (Hogan, 2005). It is the traditional 

m ainstream approach, which tends to focus on physiological, cognitive and behavioural 

changes between birth and adolescence, which continues to exert such influence and 

attract such controversy.

The work o f Charles Darwin and the publication of Biographical Sketch o f an Infant 

(1877), offering an observational diary account of young children, is commonly cited as 

the first child study (Burman, 2008a). Although there were earlier studies, m ainly by 

women and mothers, these have largely gone unrecognised in the literature (Steedman, 

1983; Bradley, 1989). D arw in’s work is associated with the beginnings of a scientific 

approach to studying children and the impetus for the growth in the Child Study 

movement (Burman, 2008a). Darwin had kept his evidence based account during the 

eighteen-forties and before the publication of Origin o f  the Species in 1859 (W oodhead & 

M ontgomery, 2003). Consistent with his wider evolutionary theories, Darwin compared 

the human infant with other species so as to demonstrate the importance of biological 

processes in understanding the human child. D arw in’s interest was in charting the 

relative contributions o f genetic endowment and environmental experience and reflected 

the dominant physical and biological sciences approach and the highly receptive audience 

of the ‘scientific age’ (W oodhead, 2003; Burman, 2008a). Com m enting on the influence 

of D arw in’s observational diary Burman notes: “In retrospect, both this study and the 

importance it has been accorded, can be taken as prototypical of the form developmental 

enquiry was to take.” (Burman, 2008a: 14). Ironically, however, Darwin’s ideas linked 

child study to a biological understanding o f children which, in many respects could be 

seen as pre-Darwinian given the focus on heritability rather than variation (Morss, 1990; 

Burman, 2008a). D arw in’s work on natural selection had, in fact, concentrated on 

variability rather than uniformity (Burman, 2008a). Hendrick (1997:48) argues that the 

incorporation of D arw in’s ideas into the child study movement was accompanied by the 

importation o f the techniques of natural history to child study. This, in turn, perpetuated 

the notion of children as ‘natural creatures’ and suggested similarities between the mental 

worlds o f children and those o f primitives (Hendrick 1997).
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The influence of the child study movement and interpretations of significance of 

D arw in’s evolutionary theories was evident from the time of G.S. H all’s early work in 

developm ental psychology at the beginning of the twentieth century (Cairns, 1983). The 

first C linic o f Child Development was founded by Gesell at Yale University in 1911. 

A dhering to the rigours o f the scientific model, using a glass observational dome, Gessell 

produced ‘normative sum m aries’ of developm ental milestones children would reach if 

developm ent was proceeding normally (W oodhead and M ontgomery, 2003). The 

influence o f these ideas was also evident in B aldw in’s work in the USA and the writings 

o f Freud and Piaget in Europe (Hogan, 2005). The scientific study of the universal, 

predictable, biologically unfolding child could yield important data not just about 

children but also about the origins and processes o f the adult mind Burman (2008a). By 

the 1930s a disciplinary distinction was em erging between mainstream developmental 

psychology, with its focus on developmental norms for diagnostic purposes, and 

psychoanalysis, with its focus on unconscious processes and motivations (Burman, 

2008a). This division was symbolic both in terms of its institutionalisation of the ancient 

split between emotion and rationality and in solidifying the andro-centric^ approach to 

knowledge that had been imported into psychology from the natural sciences.

“The contrary and complementary relation between psychology and 
psychoanalysis came to reflect the split between the rational, conscious, uniform, 
individual subject o f psychology, and the emotional, unconscious, contradictory, 
fragmented mental states associated with psychoanalysis. ” (Burman, 2008a: 17).

Psychology defined itself as “the science o f behaviour” and aligned itself with the 

philosophy and methods of the natural sciences (W illig, 2001). Against this backdrop of 

increased interest in both child study and the philosophy of science. Child Psychology 

consolidated its position over the years as the prim ary discipline and evidence base in 

relation to policy and professional child care issues (Burman, 2008a). This is a position 

that it has retained and pursued despite criticisms from a minority within the discipline

 ̂ The essay by Sherif (1987) ‘Bias in P sychology’ cites evidence o f  the deeply engrained andro-centric 
nature o f  the discipline o f  psychology. Probably the best known work in developmental psychology, in 
terms o f  allegations o f  ‘andro-centric’ bias, com es from G illigan’s (1979) ‘W oman’s Place in M an’s Life 
C ycle’ in which she criticises Kohlberg’s model o f  moral developm ent. Gilligan suggests that by accepting 
“the male life as the norm” psychological theorists such as Kohlberg “have tried to fashion women out o f  a 
m asculine cloth” (1987:59).
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(Bradley, 1989; Burman, 1994; 2008; Greene, 1999; 2003; 2005; Hogan 1998; 2005; 

Morss, 1996; Woodhead, 1997; 2003; Woodhead & Faulkner, 2001; 2008). Child 

Psychology continues to form the basis of practitioner training across a range of 

professions such as social work and nursing and has influenced much of the way in which 

education, particularly pre-school and primary education, is structured, organised and 

understood (Burman, 2008a).

Contemporary mainstream developmental psychology subscribes to a natural science 

epistemology, whereby an ‘objective’ reality is out there waiting to be discovered. The 

focus, therefore, is on universal laws of ‘normal’ development which can be observed, 

tested and measured. Typically, the childhood years, from birth to adolescence, are the 

primary interest focus and a series of age-related competencies of functioning and 

behaviour to be expected of children falling within the ‘normal’ range are identified 

(Flavell, 1992). Examination and testing of children enables psychologists to not only 

identify those children whose competencies fall outside the specified range but to also 

predict the consequences for the child of not meeting particular developmental targets 

and milestones (Hogan, 1998; 2005). Assessment of competence in childhood, therefore, 

can also be used as a predictor of competence and positive functioning in adolescence 

and on into adulthood (Hogan, 2005; Burman 2008b).

In keeping with its positivist base, mainstream research is mainly experimental with a 

focus on what can be observed and measured rather than subjective experiences which 

are often labelled as ‘soft psychology’. This is the basis for the allegation levelled by 

critics of mainstream developmental psychology that research is undertaken on children 

(as though they were objects that can be dissected in controlled conditions), rather than 

with children (whereby children are seen as competent reporters of their own 

experiences) (Greene, 1997; Woodhead & Faulkner, 2008). Hogan (2005:25) suggests 

that these criticisms are not without foundation:

"There is some merit to this argument, in that this approach to children is evident 
at multiple levels within the overall research endeavour in developmental 
psychology; in its research agenda, dominant meta-theory, theories and 
methodologies. ”
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Noting that the epistemological basis for research in mainstream  developmental 

psychology emanates from the positivist and post-positivist paradigms, Hogan (2005) 

offers an overview of the assumptions underpinning the positioning of ‘the child’ as a 

research object and the reasons why children’s subjective experiences rarely feature on 

research agendas. By specifying the ontological premises, and associated epistemological 

assum ptions, of mainstream developmental psychology the methodologies and research 

methods that flow from them can be traced and explicated.

First, the mainstream model offers universal theories that assume that the child’s abilities 

and behaviours can be isolated from the social context in which they occur (Kessen, 

1979). The ontological premise is that children can be researched independent of the 

particular context in which they live. General laws of development are seen to exist and 

can be discovered by the use o f systematic experimentation, observation and 

measurement. Statistical analysis of samples permits, at least tentatively, generalizations 

to wider populations and this, in turn, may lead to further research to test if the findings 

are replicated in other contexts (Morss, 1996). Well conducted scientific research is, 

therefore, seen to be able to offer universal theories of ‘the child’ which are taken to hold 

across populations, space and time (Greene, 2006). The epistemological assumption is 

that context can be ‘controlled’, hence the reliance on experimental m ethods earned out 

under controlled conditions (Hogan, 2005).

The second ontological premise is that developmental change is natural and progresses 

along a predictable linear path towards the ‘gold standard’ of adulthood’ (Smart et al, 

2001). This is rooted in a biological and maturational approach, whereby children’s 

developm ent is seen to unfold as part of their adaptation to their environment, as 

proposed by Piaget, for example, in his stage theory o f cognitive development. 

Universal, age based, models of ‘norm ative’ development are offered with differences 

and variations beyond the norms interpreted as atypical and deviant and not in keeping 

with ‘standard’ development or the ‘norm al’ child (Smart et al, 2001). The fact that the 

‘standard’ or ‘norm ’ may be derived from a skewed sample, such as affluent North 

American or European children, is, of course, not problematic if it is assumed that the 

essence o f the child is ‘isolable’ (Kessen, 1979). The epistemological assum ption is that 

there are universal laws of child development which can be uncovered, charted and
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measured, often by the use o f controlled procedures and standardised tests and similar 

research instruments (Hogan, 2005).

The third ontological premise, contained in m ainstream  models o f research with children, 

is that children are ‘becom ings’ on the road to childhood rather than ‘beings’ in the 

present time (Morss, 1996). In their unformed, less-than-adult, state children are 

conceptualised as passive and dependent on the adults in their lives (Smart et al, 2001). 

M ethodologically, children’s accounts are seen as partial and inadequate so that the views 

of adults are usually seen as integral to substantiating and illuminating children’s own 

accounts. Allied to the adult-in-the-making perception of children is the assum ption that 

children are unreliable informants. This is particularly the case with younger children 

and age is used as the m arker for research expectations -  again placing weight on 

chronological age as an indicator of competence (Bruck, Ceci & Hembrooke, 1998). The 

epistemological assumption is that adult reports are more valuable and that ‘objective’ 

measures are important given the unreliability of children’s accounts (W oodhead and 

Faulkner, 2008).

M ainstream developmental psychology, therefore, has a positivist research model that 

characterises childhood as both universal and predictable (Greene, 2006). The 

methodological implications are that experimental methods, observation and 

measurement take priority and place the researcher as the neutral, detached observer 

taking as ‘objective’ a stance as possible, to minimise bias (Burman, 2008b). The adults 

(both psychologists and other adults) are positioned as experts in relation to the passive, 

dependent and ‘im m ature’ child (Hogan, 2005). Given that children are assessed as 

unreliable informants on the basis o f the age, their responses, if  included, are deemed to 

be in need of adult interpretation and verification (W oodhead and Faulkner, 2008).

SOCIO-CONTEXTUAL THEORIES

Since the nineteen seventies there has been growing recognition o f the importance of 

grounding developmental theories in relevant historical, social and cultural contexts 

within developmental psychology (Donaldson, 1978, 1992; Vygotsky, 1978;

Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Light 1986). Bi-directional models of socialisation have been
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proposed that conceive of children as dynamic social actors within these contexts. 

Children are seen as people with the capacity to both exercise agency and to experience a 

personal sense of their own agency in terms of being able to influence and produce 

targeted outcomes in their lives (Knapp, 1999; Kuczynski, 1999; Cummings and 

Scherm erhorn, 2003). These socio-contextual theories and innovative conceptions of 

children within psychology: “have converged to form an em erging theory of children’s 

developm ent that allows for diversity, individuahsm , agency and, even, self- 

determ ination” (Greene, 2006:8). The two theorists who have been particularly 

influential in arguing for the contextualisation of children have been Bronfenbrenner 

(1979) and Vygotsky (1978).

Bronfenbrenner’s model is seen as an additive one in that it revises and updates 

traditional approaches by including an account of social context (Morss, 1996). 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model calls attention to differences in developmental 

processes depending on contexts, relationships and environm ents -  and the exchange and 

reciprocity between these -  during an individual’s life course. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) 

model is frequently displayed as a series of concentric circles each signifying an element 

of influence on development^. Bronfenbrenner stresses the dynamic and interactive 

process of movem ent and the reciprocal relationship between the various contexts. He 

highlights the im portance o f both direct influences and those that impact on a child 

indirectly (exosystems). Bronfenbrenner’s model assumes a process o f development 

based on interaction, negotiation and reciprocation across the life-span as individuals 

move between and beyond their immediate environments (M orss, 1996; Burman, 2008a).

The work of Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky (1962; 1978) has becom e increasingly 

influential both within developmental psychology and in neighbouring disciplines 

(Burman, 2008a). The legacy of Vygotsky, who died in 1934, was a body of work that 

was open to a num ber o f interpretations (Morss, 1996). Burman (2008a:242) points out 

that Vygotsky was: “also a polymath, as interested in literature and art as he was in 

neurology and psychology.” Vygotsky developed his ideas in the context of post-

 ̂ Burman (2008a: 122) points out that Bronfenbrenner’s socio-cultural model (1979) is frequently presented 
with the innermost circle comprising o f the child on their own rather than consisting o f  the child and 
(m)other as portrayed in Bronfenbrenner’s original work.
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revolutionary Russia in the 1920s and, although many of his works were published during 

his lifetime, the political climate was such that his books were suppressed after his death 

in 1934 during the Stalinist era (Burman, 2008a). Consequently, Vygotsky’s work only 

began to be known in developmental psychology in the West with the publication of 

Thought and Language in 1962. However, it was his co-edited book Mind in Society, 

published in 1978, that gave Vygotsky the widespread recognition that he has received 

since that time (Morss, 1996).

Underlying Vygotsky’s approach was a commitment to “biology and evolution in the 

form of a natural line of development intertwining with the cultural line” (Morss, 

1996:12). Using the concept of ‘mediated action’, Vygotsky suggested that children 

absorb and ‘interiorize’ their culture through participation and social interaction with 

others and he stressed the importance of language as a conveyer of cultural meaning 

(Vygotsky, 1978):

“Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the 
social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people (inter- 
psychological) and then inside the child (intrapsychological).” (Vygotsky, 
1978:57)

Whilst accepting that the recent socio-contextual theories offer more integrated and 

comprehensive accounts of development than many of their predecessors Greene, 

(2006:13-14) questions the claim that children are placed at the centre of their 

development story (Bronfenbrenner, 1992):

“... in reality they still often fa il to take on board the extent o f children’s 
contribution to their own development. Child psychologists have much work to do 
in theorizing the extent o f child agency, in exploring developmental issues in 
relation to children’s understanding o f and engagement with their worlds, and in 
understanding the development o f subjectivity and the influences upon it. ” 
(Greene, 2006:13-14)

Recognition of the importance and influence of social and cultural contexts in 

understanding children’s development within developmental psychology has inevitably 

highlighted the plurality and diversity of children’s experiences (Greene and Hogan, 

2005). The traditional view of children as largely passive recipients of socialisation 

processes has been challenged and bi-directional models of socialisation, wherein
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children are conceptualised as active participants in their own development, have been 

proposed (Greene, 2003). W ithin the sociology of childhood literature children are 

theorised as agents in and for themselves rather than as ‘becom ings’ (Qvortrup et al,
o

1994) . Children are conceived of as fully formed, fully functioning, competent social 

actors engaging, acting upon and influencing their social, cultural and material worlds 

(Giddens, 1979; Mayall, 2002). Knapp (1999) suggests that this is the primary defining 

characteristic of the new sociological approach. Kuczynski et al (1999) distinguish 

between three identifiable characteristics categories of agency in developm ental research: 

‘autonom y’ whereby the child is motivated by a wish to achieve and preserve self- 

determination; ‘construction’ in terms of the child’s m eaning-m aking at a cognitive level; 

‘action’ in relation to the child’s purposeful goal-directed behaviour. Knapp (1999) 

argues that while many bi-directional models of socialisation in developmental 

psychology position the child as an original and independent source of an influence or 

effect, the child is not necessarily understood as agentic -  as an agent who acts. For 

Knapp (1999) autonomy is the crucial characteristic of agentic behaviour. Cummings 

and Schermerhorn (2003) refer to the ‘exercising’ of agency characterised by the child 

intentionally initiating, pursuing or influencing goal-directed actions or behaviours. This 

is contrasted with the ‘sense of agency’ referring to the child experiencing a sense of their 

own agency in being able to influence, effect and have some control over outcomes.

CHALLENGES TO M AINSTREAM  PSYCHOLOGY

Since the nineteen seventies there have been persistent criticisms o f the traditional 

positivist-empiricist from a minority within the discipline. Important examples include: 

Ingleby (1974); Kessen (1979); Borstelmann (1983); Richards and Light (1986); 

Broughton (1987); Bruner and Haste (1987); M orss (1990); Stainton Rogers and Stainton 

Rogers (1992); W alkerdine (1993); Burman (1994a); Gergen et al (1996); Greene (1997);

* The roots o f ideas about ‘children as agents’ in sociology can be traced to the wider structure-agency 
debate that has been central to theoretical debate within the discipline o f  sociology for several decades 
(Giddens, 1979). In terms o f the ‘new ’ sociology o f childhood, children as independent social actors 
emerged as one o f  the central planks upon which the new paradigm was proposed (James and Prout, 1990). 
Mayall (2002:21) explains that in childhood research attention to children as agents focuses attention on 
how children’s interaction with others makes a difference both in their immediate relationships and 
environment and in terms o f  their broader social and cultural context.
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Woodhead (1999b); (Woodhead and Faulkner (2000); Greene (2003); Greene and Hogan 

(2005); Greene (2006); Burman (2008b).

Kessen, writing in 1979, suggested that:

“It might be wise fo r  us developmental psychologists to peer into the heart o f the 
positivistic nightmare -  that the child is essentially and eternally a cultural 
invention.” (Kessen, 1979:815).

In 1990 Kessen repeated the call for developmental psychology to: “surrender the 

commitment to universality and to simplicity” as part of the necessary “fundamental 

renovation” of the discipline (Kessen, 1990:30). Bradley (1989) provides a powerful 

critique of developmental theory in relation to infancy. In particular, he stressed the 

importance of recognising that different scientific accounts are alternative interpretations 

and explanations and eschewed the traditional notion of a step-by-step accrual of absolute 

knowledge. Bradley (1989) emphasised the need for psychologists to let go of claims to 

complete or determinate explanations about the infants that they are seeking to 

understand. Instead, multiple perspectives and alternative interpretations, Bradley 

suggests, are part of the child psychology endeavour. Burman’s Deconstructing 

Developmental Psychology, first published in 1994, interrogates the persistent 

assumptions and practices underpinning the discipline. The second edition, published in 

2008, notes the shifts in advanced capitalism in the intervening fourteen years and how 

these have produced new understandings and institutional responses to children. This in 

turn is seen to have strengthened the role and power accorded to child care ‘experts’ and 

suggests that the need for a critical psychology of children and childhood has grown 

rather than diminished. Woodhead (1999b) whilst recognising the positive role 

psychological research has played in enhancing understanding of children, in some 

respects, also notes the limitations imposed by accounts of ‘standard development’. 

Children’s diversity in how and where they live their lives and “the possibilities for 

childhood past, present and future” are seen to receive insufficient representation 

(Woodhead, 1999b:4). Indeed, Burman (1994a; 1994b; 1995a; 1995b; 1996) and 

Woodhead (1998; 1999a; 1999b; 2000; 2001) have both, separately, written about 

children in international and global contexts and provided persuasive arguments and 

examples as to why the concept of a universal ‘child’ and childhood is untenable. Their
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work also serves as a reminder of the Eurocentric terms of developmental psychology 

(Burman, 2008a; Preface).

CRITICAL PSYCHOLOGY OF DEVELOPMENT

Changing the Subject: Psychology, Social Regulation, and Subjectivity written by 

Henriques, Holloway, Urwin, Venn and Walkerdine heralded a new direction towards a 

more politicised discipline. Changing the Subject was published in 1984 - some six years 

before the publication of Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood in 1990 - and was 

clearly influenced by Marxist writings. Psychoanalytic and post-structuralist ideas 

received much attention, in particular the work of Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault. 

For the first time, psychology was unequivocally placed in a broader historical, economic 

and political framework. From this vantage point psychology does not exist in a neutral 

scientific vacuum but instead is located in a particular historical and economic context 

which, in turn, is seen to reflect the dominant ideology of the period, or epoch. Critical 

psychologists fundamentally rejected the traditional developmental model and the mask it 

was seen to provide to cover underlying economic and social relations. Further, the work 

of those who had incorporated the social context into their approach was seen as additive 

and, therefore, falling short of the necessary endeavour to overhaul the discipline based 

on an understanding of its hegemonic role. The social constructionist view of individual 

‘agency’ was a particular bone of contention. Far from the autonomous, independent 

agent, making purely personal choices in terms of conversations and interactions with 

others, it was argued that social constructionists had failed to recognise how social 

structures constrained and influenced people’s lives.

Changing the Subject was followed three years later by Broughton’s (1987) Critical 

Theories o f Psychological Development which was presented as a “manifesto for an 

alternative orientation to developmental psychology” (1987:3). The book contained an 

edited collection of works that continued the critical analysis of the mainstream from a 

Foucauldian, Lacanian and Marxist perspective. The influence of Marxist ideas were 

more prominent in this later work which emphasised the importance of revealing the part 

the discipline of psychology plays in both maintaining and reproducing ideological 

apparatus and relations (Morss, 1996).
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It is important to note that not all critical psychologists were, or are, committed to 

structuralist approaches^. On the contrary, the theme that unites those from an array of 

theoretical positions under the umbrella of ‘post-structuralism’ is their rejection of the 

idea of structures. The French philosopher Jacques Derrida, and his complex work on 

linguistics and the meaning of language, has influenced post-structuralist ideas in 

psychology. In Writing and Difference (1978) Derrida, drew on the ideas of Heidegger 

(1962/2004) and Saussure (1959/1966). In particular Saussure’s concepts of ‘signifier’ (a 

word) and ‘signified’ (what the word refers to) and Saussure’s proposition that signifiers 

are arbitrary and there is not necessarily a connection between both concepts (Saussure, 

1959/1966). Given that language cannot, therefore, be taken as representing an ‘objective 

reality’ language cannot be assumed to clearly convey ‘truth’ in the manner assumed by 

traditional philosophers and social scientists. Derrida proposes that meaning is never 

complete or transparent and instead is always in a transitional state -  “under erasure” -  

adequate for the present moment but open to movement and change (Denida, 1978:284). 

Consequently, the human ‘se lf  is not a stable core but is tentative and in a siinilar state of 

flux. Derrida’s other main influence has been his highlighting of the prominence of 

binary oppositions in western philosophical thought and contemporary belief systems 

(Derrida, 1970; 1978).

“For the signification ‘sign’ has always been understood and determined, in its 
meaning, as sign-of, a signifier referring to a signified, a signifier different from  
its signified. I f  one erases the radical difference between signifier and signified, it 
is the word ‘signifier’ itself which must be abandoned as a metaphysical 
concept. ” (Derrida, 1978:281).

He sees these dualistic oppositions, both in terms of their interdependence and 

hierarchical placing, as closely aligned to ideologies where a distinction is made between 

what is, and what is not, desirable. Derrida’s process of ‘deconstruction’ reveals that the 

preferred term only has meaning in contrast to its opposite and highlights the restrictions, 

limitations and pitfalls of such dualistic thinking (Derrida, 1970). The work and ideas of

® Fox and Prilleltensky (1997) point out that ‘critical psychology’ is used as an umbrella term for a range of 
approaches. Greene (2003) notes that although the term ‘critical theory’ was originally associated with 
Marxist theorizing in the social sciences, contemporary critical psychologists do not all adhere to a Marxian 
perspective. Rather they have a comm on interest in issues related to emancipation although som etim es use 
other terms such as ‘liberation’ or ‘empowerment’ when expressing this commitment in their work 
(Greene, 2003:8).
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Derrida are clearly in evidence in some of the recent developm ents and ideas in the social 

studies o f childhood and the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze (Prout, 2005).

A second m ajor influence in the Critical Psychology of Developm ent literature is the 

compUcated writings of Jacques Lacan (1901-1981). The work o f Lacan, a French 

psychoanalyst, has been particularly linked to a reinteipretation of Freud’s work, 

employing concepts from the field of structural linguistics (1953, 1977). A key concept 

of Lacan’s work is ‘symbolic order’ comprising o f a series o f interrelated signs, roles and 

rituals (Tong, 1998). Language is central to this symbolic order as, for Lacan, it is only 

through language that we become human (Sarup, 1988). Lacan’s work has been 

influential in relation to feminist thinking on gender and identity. This is a theme that has 

been pursued by critical psychologists such as W alkerdine in the area of childhood, 

gender and education (W alkerdine, 1988, 1990, 1993).

The work o f Michel Foucault (1926-1984) has had a huge impact across paradigms and 

disciplines, including psychology. Influenced by writers such as Marx, Nietzsche and 

Freud, Foucault’s work is sufficiently complex, and at times ambiguous, that he is 

sometimes referred to as a ‘structuralist’ although is usually identified as a ‘post

structuralist’. Foucault directly challenged the Enlightenment assumption that knowledge 

proceeds to liberation (1972). Building on the link made by Nietzsche (1977) on the 

interplay between power and knowledge (power/knowledge) Foucault sees knowledge as 

a subtle basis for the exertion of social and bodily control (Foucault, 1967; 1977). In 

M adness and Civilisation (1967) Foucault argues that, by the beginning o f the nineteenth 

century, fear of social problems prompted investigation into new methods for identifying, 

treating and separating social groups that caused concern within the emerging economic 

and political climate. In response, new ‘scientific’ disciplines were developed, such as 

psychiatry (and child psychology) to undertake the work of systematic classification and 

separation and these new disciplines inevitably became involved in the evolving web of 

power relations. Importantly, for Foucault, power is not something located within 

individuals but rather is part of the discourse -  how truths are told - which allows power 

to be exercised and accepted as legitimate (Foucault, 1967). Foucault expanded his ideas 

in Discipline and Punish (1977):
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“As a result o f this new restraint, a whole army o f technicians took over from  the 
executioner, the immediate anatomist o f pain: warders, doctors, chaplains, 
psychiatrists, psychologists, educationalists; by their very presence near the 
prisoner, they sing the praises that the law needs. ” (1977:11).

Foucault’s work is directly relevant to the hegemonic role of child psychology in the 

m aintenance and reproduction o f legitimizing “discursive practices” and the 

consequences these have for how power is exerted in children’s lives, not just over their 

physical bodies but also over their souls (Foucault, 1967; 1977).

This review offers insight into the considerable body of ideas that has emerged, from 

within the discipline o f psychology, to challenge the traditional positivist-empiricist 

approach over the course o f the last twenty five years. The fact that these ideas still 

reflect the thinking of a m inority of child psychologists has meant that, at times, they 

seem to have been overlooked by both sociologists and other psychologists (Greene, 

2006). Kuzcynski, Harach & Bernardini, (1999) suggest that criticisms from outside the 

discipline, specifically those o f the sociology of childhood, both in terms o f theory and 

methods, have had an im pact on developmental psychologists. However, Hogan (2005) 

concludes that there is little evidence to support this, particularly in the North American 

context. Rather, there seems to have been little questioning at the meta-theoretical level 

so that the underlying assum ptions and research endeavours of the discipline are seen to 

have remained substantially unchallenged and unchanged (Hogan, 2005). W hatever 

small inroads that have been made in other countries, Hogan argues that in North 

America, the research and publishing heartland of developmental psychology, that 

developmental psychologists are largely unaware and undisturbed by the multi 

disciplinary Eurocentric challenges to the discipline which have m ounted in recent years 

(Hogan, 2005:24). There have also been signs of change amongst some of the leading 

theorists in the field in recent years. Lerner (2006) is one of several developm ental 

psychologists who have em braced the new m ulti-disciplinary approach o f ‘developmental 

science’. Although the focus rem ains on issues around child and adult developm ent and 

does not extend to childhood as a social institution, there is recognition o f the importance 

o f integrated learning between theory and practice (Lerner, 2006). Following D am on’s 

(1998) earlier claim that the discipline had been engaged in a period of self-reflection and 

change in recent years, Lerner (2006) suggests that the discipline has now m oved into a
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post-positivist era. In a review of the field Greene (2006:14) concludes that although 

taking account of children is not yet a practice which pervades the discipline of child 

psychology “it is a practice which is perceptibly growing and which represents an 

important and transform ative paradigm shift” .

POSITIONING IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

The new conceptions o f children and childhood that have emerged over the course of the 

last twenty-five years have resulted in a rapid growth of qualitative research under the 

umbrella of ‘childhood studies’ and a proliferation o f literature on research methods with 

children (Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008). The move away from the understanding of 

children as passive objects of study toward seeing children as active participants in the 

research process, and experts on their own lives, has led to a renewed interest in 

qualitative approaches grounded in the interpretive tradition (Christensen and James, 

2000). Children are conceived of as active agents, co-creators o f their own childhoods 

and valuable informants about their lived experiences. Seeking to understand children’s 

subjective experiences and factors that affect, influence and shape children’s 

development, requires a research model where the position of the child in the research 

context is one of research partner whose views, experiences and feelings are welcomed 

and respected (Greene and Hogan, 2005).

The wish to engage with children as full research partners has led to a renewed interest in 

qualitative research amongst some developmental psychologists and an increase in 

studies that seek to understand children’s subjective experiences and factors that effect, 

influence and shape children’s development (Dunn, 1988, Rogoff, 1990). According to 

Greene (2006:9) there are a num ber o f approaches that researchers can adopt when 

creating a respectful research environm ent where children are treated as people whose 

experiences, feelings and opinions are valued. First, researchers must have a curiosity 

about children’s lives and how they are lived and experienced from the perspective o f the 

child rather from the position of the adult researcher (Greene, 2006). Second, children 

should be recognised as co-creators of their life worlds and conceived o f as meaning 

makers that purposefully influence and produce targeted outcomes in their lives. The 

researcher must seek to understand the ways in which children create and attribute
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meaning to their experiences, relationships and environm ents (Hogan, 2005; Greene, 

2006). Third, researchers should find mutual, ethical and reciprocal means of engaging 

with children that respects and reflects the child’s position as a ‘know er’ with valuable 

knowledge to share (Greene, 2006; Alderson 2004; 2010). Fourth, there is a need for 

researchers to focus on the ways in which children are positioned in research by the 

researcher so as to support children’s rights to participate fully in the research process 

(Greene, 2006; Percy-Smith and Thom as 2010). In common with their colleagues from 

sociology and other social science disciplines within ‘childhood studies’, advocates of the 

new paradigm within developmental psychology, have stressed the need for ‘situated’ 

knowledge about children and childhoods to take account o f different childhoods 

grounded in historical, social, cultural and generational contexts (W oodhead, 2001; 

Burman, 2008a). The inclusion o f qualitative methods, therefore, opens up a wealth of 

new research possibilities for understanding and explaining children’s lived experiences 

and associated topics (Hogan, 2005).

The pioneers of the new paradigm, drawing on classic studies with children, such as Opie 

and Opie (1977, 1984) em phasised the value o f ethnographic approaches. Ethnographies 

were seen to offer researchers tim e to becom e immersed in their fieldwork so as to 

develop mutual and negotiated m ethods of com m unication rather than imposing the 

researcher’s outsider perspective (James and Prout, 1990, 1997; Christensen and James, 

2000; 2008). The first edition o f Research with Children, an edited collection by 

Christensen and James, was published in 2000 and remains one of the principal research 

texts for qualitative researchers in the field. It covers a range o f topics, written by some 

o f the leading researchers in the area, from a num ber of disciplines. Following on from 

Christensen’s earlier work (1999), Christensen and James highlight the particularities of 

local cultural practices of comm unication and this is an over-arching theme in several of 

the chapters. A variety of different perspectives and approaches were presented and 

Christensen and James (2000:3) hoped that the underlying common themes would begin 

to form the core methodological base upon which future research with children could 

build. The second edition o f Research with Children (2008) revisited and updated the 

issues in the first edition and included additional topics and writers, giving the book a 

broader international coverage. The rapid growth in research with children was noted 

alongside consideration of m ethodological and ethical issues. In the Foreword researchers
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are urged to adopt a broad methodological approach and to avoid any artificial 

“boundary-in-principle” between children and adults:

“This, it is suggested, would lead researchers back to misleading and reified  
ideas about children by making the lazy assumption that unique methods fo r  
researching children are needed. In fact, it is difficult to think o f  any 
characteristic (such as being subordinated in a system o f  pow er relations or 
lacking literacy) that are not also shared by some group o f  adults. ” (Prout, 2008: 
Foreword).

In the last ten years a wealth o f literature on research with children has been published 

including several key texts (Greig and Taylor, 1999; Lewis and Lindsay 2000, Clark and 

Moss, 2001; Lewis, et al, 2004; Alderson and M orrow, 2004; Fraser et al, 2004; Greene 

and Hogan, 2005; Kellett, 2005, 2010).

In recent decades there has been a marked growth in interest and publication of literature 

on ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods of research with children. The adoption and 

opening for signing o f the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), 

particularly the participation rights enshrined under Article 12, encouraged researchers 

and practitioners to create research environments that were accessible, relevant and 

reciprocal (O ’Kane, 2000; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). Participatory methods are 

seen to be democratic and emancipatory, relative to traditional methods which failed to 

recognise or respect children’s role as active agents and co-creators of their childhood 

(Alderson, 2008).

There are many reasons for the turn to participatory methods. However, in the main, the 

rationale for their use centres on claims about their “ethical m erits” and “epistemological 

validity” (Gallagher, 2008:137). Participatory methods appear to offer an 

epistemological advantage by accessing the perspectives o f children rather than those of 

adult gatekeepers or adult researchers (Gallagher, 2008). In this sense they can be seen to 

offer a reduction or levelling in the power imbalance between the child and the adult 

researcher (Thomas and O ’Kane, 1998). Participatory methods, therefore, address one of 

the m ost troubling aspects of traditional research, that of the imbalance of power between 

the researcher and the researched. Indeed the alignment of power within the research 

process is offered as one of the primary differences between participatory methods and
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conventional research (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995). Several writers have argued that 

participatory methods overcome “ethical problems” (Thomas and O’Kane, 1998), offer 

“better” knowledge (Cahill, 2004), more “authentic” knowledge (Grover, 2004) and can 

“access and valorise previously neglected knowledges” (Kesby, 2000:423). Allowing 

children to make choices about whether, and how, to contribute suggests a degree of 

reciprocity and possible enjoyment of the research experience previously not 

contemplated. Participation has, therefore, become: “ ... both an aim and a tool in an 

ethical quest towards ‘empowering’ children” (Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008). There 

have been some reservations expressed about the marked turn towards participatory 

methods but these remain very much in the minority (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Pain, 

2004; Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008). There has been acknowledgement of the need for 

foundational literature to underpin participatory research initiatives (Percy-Smith and 

Thomas, 2010) but this seems to be primarily based on the wish to solidify and strengthen 

participatory approaches to research rather to fundamentally question their validity.

CONCLUSION

This chapter contextualised the work of sociologists of childhood who have been seen to 

be pioneering in the emergence of a new paradigm for the study of children and 

childhood during the course of the last twenty-five years (James and Prout. 1990; James, 

Jenks et al, 1998). The disciplinary dominance of developmental psychology in theory, 

practice and policy contexts throughout the twentieth century was examined and the 

foundational positivist, natural science epistemology which psychology has traditionally 

embraced was noted. Challenges to developmental psychology, from both within and 

outside the discipline, in recent decades have been highlighted and differences in 

approaches amongst psychologists, critical of the mainstream, were presented. The 

renewed interest in qualitative research, to meet the new conceptions of children and 

childhood in psychology and other disciplines within the field of ‘childhood studies’, was 

reviewed together with the growth in ‘creative’ and ‘participatory’ methods of research.

The next chapter examines qualitative research in depth. It begins by considering the 

historical roots and development of qualitative approaches over the course of the last 

century. The history and position of qualitative research within psychology is
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specifically traced. The influence of feminism over the course of the last forty years and 

the issues that feminist methodological debates raise for em ancipatory research 

frameworks more generally are reviewed. The work of feminist standpoint scholars 

receives particular attention. Feminist standpoint epistemologists offer clear 

methodological guidelines for conducting em ancipatory research and see the positioning 

of the researcher as crucial in addressing the pow er differentials within the research 

relationship rather than the use of distinctive methods. This is seen as particularly 

relevant to the present research. The new paradigm  for the study of children and 

childhood was also grounded in literature espousing a democratic rights-based 

framework. Children’s relative absence from m ainstream  research was seen to be rooted 

in similar factors to those that in earlier decades had excluded women and gender in 

‘m alestream ’ research. Nevertheless, as noted above, the dominant thrust in the current 

‘childhood studies’ literature has been towards the developm ent of ‘participatory’ and 

‘creative’ methods based on arguments that such methods offer greater epistemological 

validity, ethical merits and a levelling of the power relations within the researcher-child 

relationship. In order to explore this apparent contradiction and related issues more fully, 

the impact and issues raised by feminist scholars in relation to emancipatory qualitative 

research are also comprehensively reviewed in the following chapter.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

CONTEXTUALIZING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

INTRODUCTION

Against the backdrop o f the continuing prevalence of the positivist-em piricist tradition 

within psychology in general and developm ental psychology in particular, the previous 

chapter offered an overview of a new paradigm for the study o f children and childhood 

that is seen to have emerged over the course o f the last twenty-five years. The significant 

shift towards inter-disciplinary qualitative approaches to meet the em ergent paradigmatic 

conceptions of children and childhood were charted. The influence o f The United 

Nations Convention on the Rights o f the Child (1989) in the move towards qualitative 

research was acknowledged. In particular, the participation rights enshrined under 

Article 12, which encouraged the creation of accessible, democratic and reciprocal 

research environm ents, was linked to a rapid growth in literature relating to creative and 

participatory qualitative research methods.

In order to discuss the changes in approaches to research with children reviewed in 

chapter one and to exam ine the significant growth in qualitative research methods with 

children, the historical roots of qualitative research will first be traced together with the 

developm ent and influences in the qualitative tradition over the course o f the last century. 

This is followed by an exam ination of the positivist research tradition given that the spur 

to the growth of ideas and qualitative research practices were, in many respects, the result 

o f dissatisfaction with the traditional scientific model and needs to be understood within 

this context (Willig, 2001). Particular attention is paid to the history and position of 

qualitative approaches to research within psychology.
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The second part of this chapter reviews in detail the m ethodological debates raised by 

fem inism  in relation to emancipatory social science in general and qualitative research in 

particular. Feminist standpoint epistemologists offer an overtly political rationale for 

qualitative approaches to research. The existence or appropriateness o f distinctive 

m ethods of enquiry for research with women is disputed. Instead methodological 

guidelines for conducting emancipatory qualitative research are offered where the 

standpoint o f those being researched is placed at the centre of attempts to gain insight into 

the lives of oppressed groups. As reviewed in chapter one, the foundational literature of 

the new paradigm for the study of children and childhood was rooted in an emancipatory, 

rights-based fram ework (Ambert, 1986). Children were conceptualised as sophisticated 

social actors and credible comm entators on their lived experiences. In common with 

earlier feminist methodological literature, the need for distinctive methods for research 

with children was explicitly rejected. Nevertheless, not only has there been a marked 

turn towards ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ research methods with children but this has 

been based on arguments that such methods offer greater epistem ological validity, ethical 

merits and a levelling o f the power relations within the researcher-child relationship 

(Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008). In order to explore this paradox a comprehensive 

review of the feminist methodological literature, particularly the work of standpoint 

theorists that explicitly align themselves with emancipatory research, will be undertaken. 

This is seen as a useful base from which to analyse the growth in qualitative methods 

with children and to examine the lack of focus on the researcher-child relationship in 

which they are deployed. Feminist standpoint epistem ology, the positioning and 

relationship between the researcher and researched and the role of reflexivity in the 

pursuance of ‘strong’ objectivity are specifically addressed (Harding, 1987; 2004; Stanley 

and W ise 1983, 1993).

DEFINING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Qualitative research is an umbrella term covering a range o f approaches and methods 

across several disciplines (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). There is no one agreed definition. 

How qualitative research is practised depends on a num ber o f factors, not least the 

ontological and epistemological position of the researcher (Schwandt, 2007). A number 

of different ‘schools’ have emerged in qualitative research over the course of the last 

century including ethnography, phenomenology, symbolic interactionism, grounded
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theory, constructivism  and critical theory (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). This development 

has been partly due to a growing debate about the extent to which philosophical 

underpinnings should be consistent with the methodological strategy employed, so as to 

offer better quality research (Morse, et al, 2001). Some authors take a more pragmatic 

approach and argue that a range of philosophical underpinnings and methodological 

approaches should be pursued according to the context of a particular study 

(Hammersley, 1992; Seale, 1999). In recognition of the need to adopt a more pragmatic 

stance, such researchers have been w illing to employ both quantitative and qualitative 

m ethods in the same study if this is seen as necessary and helpful in addressing the 

research questions posed (Elliott et al, 1999). These researchers have argued that 

congruence, between the research m ethods used and the research questions posed, is 

more important in their work than “the degree o f philosophical coherence of 

epistemological positions typically associated with different research m ethods” (Snape 

and Spencer, 2003:21). Thus, quality and rigour in research practice are sought in the fit 

between questions and method rather than com binations of methods which are seen to be 

philosophically consistent (Elliott et al, 1999).

A further focus within the literature has been on methodological decisions, such as taking 

an ‘em ic’, as opposed to an ‘etic’ '°, stance whereby meaning is sought from participant’s 

internal frame of reference rather than from  the researcher’s external perspective 

(Hamm ersley and Atkinson, 2007). The flexibility of the research design, the richness 

and depth of data, the nature of data analysis and interpretation and the interpretive nature 

of research writing are all aspects of m ethodology that have been seen to be characteristic 

o f qualitative research (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1992; Miles and Huberman, 1994; 

M ason, 2002). Certain methods are comm only associated with qualitative research, such 

as observation, in-depth interviewing and focus groups, although, in practice, qualitative 

research incorporates an extensive range o f m ethods in the process o f data generation and 

collection (Banister, et al, 1994; W illig, 2001). From a different direction, qualitative

Schwandt, 2007:81 suggests that the terms ‘em ic’ and ‘etic’ in qualitative inquiry are derived from the 
distinction between ‘phonem ic’ and ‘phonetic’ in linguistics and their initial use in the field o f  cognitive 
anthropology to distinguish between cultural categories. ‘E m ic’ terms were indigenous to the language or 
culture whereas ‘etic’ terms were those used by the social researcher in their cross-cultural analyses. In 
qualitative research, the distinction between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ perspectives are made although such a 
distinction is seen to be relative rather than absolute.
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research has been defined in terms of what it is not, rather than what it is, and the absence 

of numerical or statistical data is presented as the prim ary distinguishing feature (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998).

Given the range of approaches that the term encompasses, a straightforward, all 

encompassing, definition is not possible. Nevertheless, the generic definition offered by 

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) does seem to offer a good working definition and has 

subsequently been used across a range of literature to highlight areas of consensus 

amongst those undertaking qualitative research (McLeod, 2001; M ason, 2002; Ritchie 

and Lewis, 2003; Willig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008; Luttrell, 2010).

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world.
It consists o f  a set o f  interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series o f  
representations, including fie ld  notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, 
recordings and memos to the self. ” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005:3).

Snape and Spencer (2003) identify key elements which are generally acknowledged as 

characteristic of qualitative research. First, a comm itm ent to learning about the social 

and material circumstances of participants, including their histories, experiences and 

perspectives, as part of providing rich, interpretive accounts of the social world. Second, 

small-scale purposive sampling techniques coupled with a flexible and interactive 

approach to data generation that provides deep, rich and extensive data. In terms of 

analysis of data, approaches that provide space for concepts and ideas to emerge, possibly 

include detailed description and categorisation, and identify patterns or build typologies 

and explanations. Third, outputs which focus on the researcher’s interpretation of social 

meaning by ‘re-presenting’ the social world of the researched. Qualitative researchers 

therefore tend to focus on the quality and texture of complex social phenom ena and how 

people experience, make sense of and give meaning to their world (Willig, 2001).

QUALITY IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Oakley (2005:249) in reflecting on her high-profile career as both a qualitative and 

quantitative researcher argues that qualitative methods “are undoubtedly sometimes the 

most appropriate choice.” However, she is forthright in her critique o f the quality o f 

much of the qualitative research she has encountered in the course of her research work:
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“Much ‘qualitative’ research is simply too unsystematic, too Masonic in nature, 
too cavalier about appeals to ‘triangulation’ and/or analysis using computerised 
software packages, to establish serious credentials for being trustworthy” 
(Oakley, 2005:249).

In support of her argument Oakley (2005) cites research where four lists, compiled by 

four separate researchers, of the criteria required to assess trustworthiness in qualitative 

research resulted in forty-six different criteria of which only two were common to all four 

lists (Cobb and Hagemaster, 1987; Mays and Pope, 1995; Boulton, et al, 1996; Medical 

Sociology Group, 1996). Further, she reports the list as comprising terms open to a 

variety of interpretations such as ‘clear’, ‘adequate’ and ‘careful’. For Oakley 

(2005:249), whatever the most appropriate choice of method “all methods must be open, 

consistently applied and replicable by others.”

Mindful of such criticisms, an important feature of the qualitative research literature, 

particularly for novice researchers, is the inclusion of key points, or check lists, of what is 

seen to constitute high quality qualitative research (Mason, 2002; Robson, 1993, 2002; 

Blaikie, 2007; Flick 2009). In psychology several authors have proposed criteria for 

assessing quality in qualitative research which can be usefully employed at the design 

stage. Henwood and Pidgeon (1992) offer seven criteria for rigorous yet flexible 

research. Elliott et al, (1999) first propose attributes that are seen as relevant to both 

quantitative and qualitative research and then expand on seven specific criteria for 

qualitative enquiry. There is considerable overlap between the work of both Henwood 

and Pidgeon (1992) and Elliott et al (1999) in terms of the need for a systematic, 

transparent and rigorous approach to qualitative research. Reicher (2000) and Madill et 

al (2000), although taking different routes, both stress the epistemological diversity 

within the qualitative tradition within psychology. Reicher argues that a distinction must 

be made between “experiential” and “discursive” approaches in qualitative research 

evaluation given that: “ ...they have different philosophical roots, they have different 

theoretical assumptions and they ask different types of questions” (Reicher, 2000:4). 

Madill et al (2000) identify three epistemological points along a continuum -  realist, 

contextual constructionist and radical constructionism -  and contend that researchers 

must be clear about their epistemological position so that they can show that they have
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conducted their research “ ...in  a m anner consistent with that position, and present their 

findings in a way that allows them to be evaluated appropriately” (Madill, et al, 2000; 17).

TH E HISTORY OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Denzin and Lincoln, 2005:ix) suggest that a “quiet m ethodological revolution” has been 

taking place during the course of the last twenty five years symbolised by the movement 

towards an interpretive qualitative approach to research and theory in the social sciences 

and associated humanities disciplines (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005:ix). Acknowledging the 

work o f Vidich and Lyman (2000) on the history of qualitative research, which traces the 

roots o f early ethnography to the seventeenth century, Denzin and Lincoln offer a 

historical overview of the development of ideas in qualitative research during the course 

of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Recognising the historical complexities 

involved given that qualitative research “crosscuts disciplines, fields, and subject 

m atters” (2005:2), eight important phases or “m om ents” are identified.

Their review begins with the traditional period, from the early 1900s up until the Second 

W orld War, epitomised by the work of ‘lone ethnographers’ such as the cultural 

anthropologist M argaret Mead and her work in Samoa (1928) and New Guinea (1930). 

Second, the modernist phase characterised by attempts to formalise qualitative methods 

and apply rigorous qualitative analysis to social issues. Howard Becker’s Boys in White 

(1963) was a seminal work of this time. The period from 1970 to 1986 is linked to the 

work o f Geertz, The Interpretation o f  Cultures (1973) and Local Knowledge (1983) and 

the emergence of “blurred interpretive genres” as the role, privilege and authority of the 

observer/author was challenged. Further, these new turns in social theory problematised 

the way in which qualitative research was interpreted and evaluated in a post-structuralist 

arena (p.20). The ‘Crisis of Representation’ that erupted in the mid 1980s flowed from 

G eertz’s blurred genres in that research practice and writing became more reflexive and 

new models o f “truth, method and representation” were sought (Rosaldo, 1989:44-45). 

The fifth, post-modern, period from 1990-1995 featured new and experimental 

ethnographic writings that grappled with the triple crises of “representation, legitimation 

and praxis” (p. 19). In the search for ethnographic alternatives during this period, shifts in 

thinking and practice towards the pursuit of local, situated knowledge, rather than grand 

narratives, became evident. The post-experimental enquiry phase, the sixth moment,
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from 1995-2000 is seen as a positive tim e not least because o f the new AltaM ira Press 

and the series edited by Carolyn Ellis and Arthur Bochner, two prominent names in the 

field, that attracted many new authors into the “interpretive com m unity” (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2005:20).

The seventh moment covering the period 2000-2004 is presented by Denzin and Lincoln 

(2005:20) as the ‘m ethodologically contested present’ and is characterised as “a period of 

conflict, great tension, and, in some quarters, retrenchm ent.” The George W. Bush 

administration at that time privileged a quantitative, experimental model of research 

across the board, including in areas such as education and healthcare, where issues of 

social differences and social needs had previously been accepted as paramount, and 

where qualitative research had traditionally been seen as having an important role in the 

overall research endeavour (Lincoln and Cannella, 2004). The eighth moment, from 

2005 onwards, is characterised by the methodological backlash from the salience of 

“Bush science” and the ascendance of the ‘evidence-based’ social m ovem ent (p.20). 

The potted history presented by Denzin and Lincoln was, of course, written prior to the 

election of the Barack Obam a administration in 2009 which does espouse a very different 

understanding of pertinent issues in areas such as health and education. However, 

whether this translates into recognition o f the value of multiple methods of research, to 

m eet the range o f knowledge required in the policy, legislation and practice arenas, 

rem ains to be seen.

It is also im portant to note that the historical overview by Denzin and Lincoln is a North 

Am erican one. W hile being relevant in many respects to the Irish and British contexts, 

there are im portant differences. For example, unlike the George W. Bush administration 

in the US, Tony B lair’s Labour adm inistration in Britain did recognise the potential 

contribution that qualitative research could m ake in certain policy arenas and funded 

research which directly addressed the issue of quality in qualitative research (The Cabinet 

Office, 2003). In Ireland, The National C hildren’s Strategy, published by the Irish 

Governm ent in 2000, unequivocally made a com m itm ent to the advancement of the status 

and quality o f children’s lives in Ireland. One of several national goals states that 

children’s lives will be better understood and will benefit from evaluation, research and 

information on their needs, rights and effectiveness o f services (Governm ent of Ireland,
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2000). Funding of qualitative research projects, as well as m ultiple m ethod and 

quantitative studies, has been granted in the pursuit of this goal.

QU ALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGY

In the Sage Handbook o f  Qualitative M ethods o f  Research in Psychology  (2008:5), Willig 

and Stainton-Rogers note that historical accounts typically present the discipline of 

psychology “ ...as  a branch of natural science, neglecting/obscuring its social/human 

science heritage.” The authors challenge the widespread perception in the literature 

(Parker, 1994; Kelley, 1999; Snape and Spencer, 2003) that quahtative m ethodology 

emerged in psychology as part of the shift in social science epistemology, referred to as 

the ‘interpretative turn’ by Rabinow and Sullivan (1979). Rather, they argue that 

qualitative approaches have been an integral pai't o f psychology since its inception, 

despite being m arginalised for the first eighty years of the twentieth century as a 

consequence of ‘m entalism ’ giving way to ‘behaviourism ’ during the discipline’s 

developm ent (p.4). W illig and Stainton-Rogers refer to the work o f W ilhelm W undt and 

W illiam James, often cited among the founding fathers of psychology, and the fact that 

both acknowledged the significance of subjectivist and objectivist approaches in 

psychological research (p.4). Further, because they conceived of psychology as being 

about the study of the mind, the topics of meaning, culture and identity were seen as 

relevant and important areas of psychological research (Farr, 1996). Leahey (2000) 

argues that quantitative research became increasingly significant in the period between 

1890 -1912 with the ascendancy of behaviourism  and the decline in m entalism within the 

m ainstream  of psychological research. It was during this phase that psychology is seen to 

have been reconfigured as the science of behaviour and the foundations laid for 

contem porary mainstream psychology (Farr, 1996). The change from the early subjective 

concerns of psychological research, and the move from introspection to the measurement 

of behaviour, has been charted by Danziger (1990). Danziger argues that a concomitant 

effect of the quest for quantitative measurement was a change in the perception of the 

research participant from expert observer of the self to a naive subject. This change in 

the role and status of the researcher and researched in psychology has been accounted for, 

by some, as part of a socio-economic shift (Jones and Elcock, 2001; Richards, 1996) and 

by others, as noted in chapter one, as part of the reproduction and legitimization of what 

Foucault refers to as ‘discursive practices of pow er’ (Foucault, 1967). W hatever the
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reasons, W illig and Stainton-Rogers (2008:5) contend that the dominance of the ‘natural 

science’ model of psychology, and the consequent separation of ‘unscientific psychology’ 

as human science, has had a marked effect on the qualitative research tradition within 

psychology to the extent that awareness of its early roots and history is not well known.

THE ‘TURN TO LA N G U A G E’

Many writers, both within and outside the discipline, equate qualitative methods in 

psychology with what has been termed the ‘crisis’ in psychology at the end of the 1960s 

and early 1970s (Parker 1994; Kelley, 1999; Snape and Spencer, 2003). Interest in 

language as a ‘social perform ance’ had been evident in other disciplines, such as 

philosophy, history, anthropology and sociology from the 1950s onwards (Willig, 2001). 

W ithin psychology the publication by H ane and Secord, The Explanation o f  Social 

Behaviour (1972) was seen as a landmark work in highlighting the lack of attention to 

language and meaning in mainstream positivist research. Challenges from a number of 

directions including civil rights and emancipatory movements and associated frameworks 

were also influential in the ‘turn to language’ “that found its strongest representation 

within the social sciences in social constructionism ” ’* (Greene, 2006:8). The view that 

language provides neutral and unambiguous signs and signals that can be employed to 

label internal processes and states and to describe external reality was refuted (Willig, 

2001). Rather, language was presented as a means to speak about and represent reality 

but also as a means to construct versions o f reality which were then accepted and re

presented as accurate and ‘true’ (Parker, 2004). Gergen (1973, 1982) therefore argued 

that psychology did not m erely describe human behaviour but was inevitably involved in 

influencing and shaping human experiences and wider social objectives. The ‘turn to 

language’ was seen to offer an important space to deconstruct and analyse some of the 

key concepts underpinning psychological knowledge and thus put some of the basic 

tenets of psychological enquiry under scrutiny (Parker, 1992, 1999, 2004). Given the 

focus on meaning, an associated re-awakening of interest in qualitative research became 

apparent within interested sections in psychology (Greene, 2006). The publication of

" The social constructionist approach in psychology asserts that “all forms o f  knowledge, including  
scientific knowledge, produce im ages o f the world that then operate as if  they were true” (Parker, 1994:9). 
Researchers from a social constructionist perspective therefore focus on particular psychological constructs 
to demonstrate how psychology is inevitably involved in constructing reality rather than merely reflecting it 
(see, for exam ple. Potter and W etherell (1987) on ‘prejudice’).
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Potter and Wetherell’s (1987) Discourse and Social Psychology: Beyond Attitudes and 

Behaviour is seen as a landmark work (Parker, 1994). A range of discursive approaches 

subsequently emerged including an influential Foucauldian version of discourse analysis 

by Henriques, Holloway, Urwin, Venn and Walkerdine. This was presented in Changing 

the subject: Psychology, social regulation and subjectivity (1984) which illustrated the 

application of post-structural theory to the analysis of traditional psychological theories. 

This is again seen as an important work in the movement that has placed the ‘turn to 

language’ at the forefront of qualitative research in contemporary psychology (Willig, 

2001; Willig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008; Holloway and Jefferson, 2005; Parker, 2005).

THE ‘TURN TO INTERPRETATION’

In recent years the role of interpretation has become increasingly contentious among 

qualitative psychologists with increasing recognition of the: “gap between objects and our 

representations of them” (Parker, 1994:2). Parker (1994) views the gap as common to all 

sciences and notes the various strategies used to control what (Woolgar, 1988) refened to 

as the ‘methodological horrors’. Parker argues that because qualitative research is an 

interpretive endeavour qualitative researchers must attend to that space and thereby work 

with the problem of representation. Further, he suggests that many of the problems with 

quantitative research are due to efforts to control and work against the ‘methodological 

horrors’ rather than grapple with them (Parker, 1994). Alvesson and Skoldberg, (2002) 

contend that much qualitative research within psychology to date has been implicitly 

grounded in a positivist epistemology. In presenting their argument Alvesson and 

Skoldberg argue that most qualitative psychologists have avoided overt interpretation in 

their work so that the role, influence and interpretation of the researcher are minimized. 

Instead qualitative methods are deployed to collect, analyse and present data using 

themes that are seen to have been mainly generated from participants’ meanings rather 

than an interpretation of those meanings (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2002). Further, the 

reporting of qualitative research is seen to emulate traditional positivist research reports 

in terms of structure and format so that interpretation is strictly contained and located in a 

specific section at the end of the report (Chamberlain, 2000). Alvesson and Sklodberg 

(2002) suggest that the avoidance of overt interpretation in qualitative work within 

psychology is probably due to a combination of factors. The marginal position of 

qualitative research within mainstream psychology, the need to gain acceptance by peers
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and employers and the requirements o f publishers are all cited as potential contributory 

elements (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2002).

The ‘turn to interpretation’ in psychology has become increasingly evident among 

qualitative psychologists from a range o f theoretical orientations who welcome the move 

beyond description to overt interpretation:

"Interestingly what is actually involved in interpretation, critical to IPA but also 
to qualitative psychology as a whole is, we would argue, a pretty neglected or 
undeveloped area. ... yet it is central to qualitative inquiry in psychology and, it 
can be argued, psychology is particularly well placed to engage with this question 
because interpretation is first and foremost a psychological activity" (Eatough 
and Smith, 2008:192).

The emphasis on interpretation involves a shift on the part of the researcher from a 

descriptive role to one of attem pting to understand and interpret phenom ena (Cohn, 

2005). The pursuit of overt interpretation however rests on the premise that participants 

are not necessarily conscious or aware o f the processes underlying their behaviours and 

experiences so that the role of psychological research is to reveal those underlying 

processes (Cohn, 2005). This is a contentious issue and one that resonates with the early 

work of fem inist researchers in psychology who highlighted the potential difficulties and 

pitfalls when researchers impose m eanings and interpret the behaviour of those that they 

study, such as the work of Gilligan (1982). In response to such concerns, Cohn 

(2005:224) cautions that the process o f revealing the unknown parts of a phenom enon is 

not about offering a different meaning but rather about exploration, clarification and 

amplification o f meaning: “the perceived phenomenon gains clarity, richness and 

m eaningfulness whenever a new aspect of its totality is discovered.” This ‘turn to 

interpretation’ raises several questions for qualitative researchers not least the difficulty 

in balancing the move beyond the descriptive to an interpretive mode while not imposing 

meanings:

“The challenge to qualitative researchers is, therefore, to go beyond what 
presents itself, to reveal dimensions o f a phenomenon which are concealed or 
hidden, whilst at the same time taking care not to impose meaning upon the 
phenomenon, not to squeeze it into pre-conceived categories or theoretical 
formulations, not to reduce it to an underlying cause. ” (Willig and Stainton- 
Rogers, 2008:9)
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Frosh and Young (2008) advocate a binocular strategy combining ‘ground up’ individual 

and descriptive approaches with ‘top down’ theoretically driven, interpretative 

approaches so as to provide qualitative analysis that is grounded in data while also being 

theoretically driven. Nevertheless, concern has been expressed in the literature about the 

ethical issues involved in interpreting participants’ material using pre-defined theoretical 

constructs (Holloway and Jefferson, 2005; Wetherell, 2005). Similarly, the ethical issues 

that arise in relation to data ownership, editing rights, the research relationship and the 

power dynamics between the researcher and the researched are seen to require careful 

consideration (Holloway and Jefferson, 2005).

CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT

The present study began by noting the continuing prevalence of a positivist-empiricist 

approach within psychology. An analysis of qualitative research in contemporary 

psychology must therefore acknowledge that despite some notable changes there remains 

deep-seated resistance to qualitative approaches, particularly in the North American 

context, where qualitative work remains at the margins with little influence within the 

mainstream of the discipline (Hogan, 2005). There is some evidence in European 

psychology, particularly in the UK of an emerging trend towards greater acceptance of 

qualitative work (Willig, 2001). Qualitative methods have been deployed in a number of 

areas of psychology including cognitive and social psychology and in applied fields such 

as educational and clinical research (Willig, 2001). In 2008 the first Handbook o f  

Qualitative Research in Psychology was published. The authors, whilst acknowledging 

that the dominant position of quantitative research was not at risk of “immanent 

overthrow”, chart the inroads that qualitative research has made within the last decade 

(Willig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008:2). Mainstream journals, such as the British Journal 

o f Social Psychology and the Journal o f Health Psychology, have increased their 

publication of qualitative research and started to accept “more than token numbers of 

qualitative psychologists on their editorial boards” (Willig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008:1). 

A number of psychology journals have published special editions edited by qualitative 

researchers: European Journal o f  Work and Organisational Psychology (2000); 

Canadian Psychology (2002); Journal o f Counseling Psychology (2005); The Irish 

Journal o f Psychology (2006). A new Qualitative Research in Psychology journal was 

launched in 2004 (Willig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008:1). Perhaps most importantly the

59



requirement by the British Psychological Society that qualitative research courses must 

be taught on all accredited psychology degree programmes will mean that all 

psychologists will have some exposure to qualitative approaches and thereby encourage 

respect and comm unication between psychologists across areas o f interest and expertise.

As outlined above, in psychology, in comm on with several other disciplines, the natural 

sciences provide the backdrop to understanding contem porary debates about qualitative 

research. Given that the natural sciences are an integral feature o f the intellectual 

tradition in psychology it is perhaps inevitable that the debates in the literature have 

focused on either the rejection or embracing o f the natural science model: “Neutrality is 

not, seemingly, an option.” (Hughes, 1990:2) An understanding of the philosophical 

underpinnings and m ethod of the natural sciences is therefore important in exploring the 

rationale for the developm ent and philosophy of qualitative approaches to research in 

psychology and, indeed, in several other disciplines.

ONTOLOGY

Ontological issues are concerned with the nature o f the world, what there is to know 

about the world and what kinds o f things exist (Hammersley, 1992). W hether or not they 

are acknowledged, it is inevitable that the researcher will make certain assum ptions about 

the world which will be fundamental to the way in which they practise their research 

(Mason, 2002; Robson, 2002). In social research ontological debate tends to centre on 

questions such as whether there is a separate social reality ‘out there’ that can be captured 

or are there a multiplicity of interpretations that can be made in any given context? For 

example, in social research with children, does ‘childhood’ exist thus enabling universal 

theories of ‘childhood’ or ‘adolescence’ to be proposed, or is it a social and cultural 

construct allowing only partial and situated knowledge? (Fraser and Robinson, 2004)

Hammersley (1992) suggests that there are three main positions although these are 

perhaps more accurately seen as locations on a continuum  rather than as distinct 

categories. Realism rests on the claim  that there is an external reality in which structures 

and objects have cause and effect relationships with one another, distinct from  the 

m eaning and interpretation attributed by individuals (Willig, 2001). M aterialism  also 

subscribes to the notion of an external reality but only in terms of material features such
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as underlying so c io -eco n o m ic  relations or physical entities. Other elem ents, generated by

the m aterial w orld but that do not shape it, are know n as ‘ep ip h en om en a’ and these

include ind iv id u al’s values, b eliefs or experiences (Snape and Spencer, 2 0 03). A  

relativ ist on to lo g y  questions the ex isten ce  o f  any external reality ‘out there’ to be 

d iscovered  and instead stresses subjectivity and the m ultitude o f  p ossib le  interpretations 

that can be m ade (C ressw ell, 1998). Idealism , as an exam p le  o f  a relativist position , 

assum es ‘rea lity’ to be the outcom e o f  human interpretation and so c ia lly  constructed  

m eanings.

H am m ersley  (1 9 9 2 ) is critical o f  what he sees as sim plistic  and inaccurate su ggestion s by  

writers such as Sm ith (1984; 1989) that quantitative research is w edded  to realism , 

w hereas qualitative research is com m itted  to ideahsm . T o illustrate his point in terms o f  

p sy ch o lo g y , H am m ersley takes the work o f  Harre (1 970 , 1972) w hom  he sees as having

I “based his ad vocacy  and practice o f  qualitative research in social p sy ch o lo g y  on an

‘ ex p lic it realism ” (H am m ersley, 1992:171). H e cites ‘critical rea lism ’ advocated by

Bhasker (1 9 7 1 ) as an exam ple o f  a m odified  and less polarised  position  that has found

considerable acceptance. In arguing against the construction o f  d ichotom ies, 

H am m ersley (1 9 9 2 :1 7 1 ) em phasises that it is not necessary to m ake a “stark ch o ice  

betw een  naive realism  or em piricism  on the one hand and idealism  or relativ ism  on the 

other.”

E P IST E M O L O G Y

E p istem ology  is  concerned  with theories o f  k n ow led ge that can inform  us about how  w e  

can know  our w orld (Harding, 2 0 04). The ep istem olog ica l position  o f  p ositiv ism  has 

been c lo se ly  associated  w ith the traditional paradigm  in p sy ch o lo g y  and the w idespread  

focu s on independent and dependent variables is seen as an indication o f  its continuing  

in fluence (Parker, 1994; W illig , 2001).

PO SIT IV ISM

P ositiv ism  is a p h ilosoph ica l position  generally  associated  w ith the w ork o f  A uguste  

C om te (1 7 9 8 -1 8 5 7 ) and his early w ork C ou rs d e  p h ilo so p h ic  p o s it iv e  (C om te, 1986). 

D raw ing on the w ork o f  Saint-S im on and other French E nlightenm ent thinkers, C om te  

identified  three stages through w hich societa l progress ev o lv es , and placed  European  
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society at the pinnacle of this developmental model (Fraser and Robinson, 2004). Having 

moved through the ‘Theological’ and ‘M etaphysical’ stages the modern ‘Positive’ age is 

reached based on ‘reliable’ knowledge, ‘rational’ government and a ‘Religion of 

Hum anity’ (Comte, 1986). Consequently, in this Positive stage scientific knowledge 

could be accrued and deployed for human betterm ent based on a rational, as opposed to a 

religious or superstitious, foundation. Therefore, the methods of the physical sciences, 

and the quest for general laws, could be carried over to the social sciences which, Comte 

argued, should be solely concerned with establishing ‘social facts’ based on the study o f 

observable or directly measurable phenom ena (Comte, 1986).

In psychology the term positivism  generally carries negative connotations certainly in 

qualitative research circles (Willig, 2001). However, W illig and Stainton-Rogers 

(2008:5) suggest that during the nineteenth century positivism presented a radical 

challenge to religion and metaphysics as “regimes of truth” particularly in France and 

Latin America. Positivism advocated reason over prejudice and superstition in its 

promotion of ‘progressive’ political ideas (W illig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008:6). It is 

argued that the shift to a more conservative stance and a comm itm ent to scientific 

objectivity did not emerge until the twentieth century with the project to extend the 

m ethods of the physical sciences to social scientific research (Hughes, 1990).

W ithin positivism  a distinction is made between ‘the context of discovery’, within which 

the generation of theoretical ideas occurs, and which is seen to be outside the realm of 

scientific investigation, and the ‘context of justification’ where competing theories are 

subject to the rigours of the scientific m ethod from an ‘objective’ standpoint 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). Control of variables is crucial, either physically in 

experiments or statistically in survey research, if causal relationships are to be 

established. A standardised approach to data collection is followed, and the effect o f the 

researcher is minimised, so as to permit replication and allow ‘reliability’ claims to be 

made and a ‘valid’ body of scientific knowledge to be built. A positivist epistemology 

assumes that research can produce ‘objective’ knowledge, free from bias, and that the 

researcher can, and should, pursue a detached and neutral position in the pursuit of 

knowledge claims. In developmental psychology, as noted in chapter one, Lerner, one of 

the leading scholars in the field, has argued that the discipline has now moved into a post-
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positivist era (2006). However although some changes have been apparent in recent 

decades, as noted above, positivistic assumptions still underpin a significant body of 

social and psychological research to the extent that the terms ‘empiricism’ and 

‘inductivism’ “are often conflated and described as positivist" (Fraser and Lewis, 

2004:63).

EMPIRICISM AND INDUCTIVISM

The English philosopher and political theorist, John Locke (1632-1704), rejected the 

rationalism evident in Descartes’ Discourse on Methodology (1637). On the contrary, in 

his Essay on Human Understanding (1690), Locke argued that all knowledge is derived 

from experiences either directly through the senses or through reflection (Fraser, 1959). 

As noted in chapter one in relation to children, Locke’s commitment to empiricism is 

illustrated in his doctrine of the mind as a tabula rasa [a blank slate]. These ideas 

contained the seeds of modern conceptions of ‘objectivity’ as the systematic collection 

and classification of sensory observations without preconceptions (Fraser, 1959). 

Interpretation of what has been observed should take place after the facts have been 

collected, and known facts of a given problem can then be demonstrated to others (via 

experiments) as evidence of the observations (Fraser and Robinson, 2004:63). The 

systematic collection and classification of observed experiences that: “verified facts and 

proved the relationship between facts allowed generalisations to be made via inductive 

logic and these were described as natural laws.” (Fraser and Robinson, 2004:63). 

Inductive logic is the process by which a general statement is derived from observation of 

a series of particular incidents. Again, Willig (2001:3) points out that there are few, if 

any, scientists and researchers nowadays that subscribe to empiricism in its pure form. It 

is now widely acknowledged that perception is inevitably selective and that 

uncontaminated access to facts is not a straightforward process. At the same time, 

contemporary empiricists would still argue that theoretical work, in itself, is not sufficient 

in terms of knowledge acquisition and that all knowledge claims should be grounded in 

the collection and analysis of data (Willig, 2001:4).

FALSIFICATIONISM AND HYPOTHETICO-DEDUCTIVISM
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Contrary to the physics of Sir Isaac Newton (1643-1727), the work of Albert Einstein 

(1879-1955) contended that the position of the observer, relative to the observed, dictated 

what could be seen by the observer. This assertion was the first substantial challenge to 

the work of the early empiricists. In 1959 Karl Popper published The Logic o f Scientific 

Discovery in which he argued that the origins of scientific theory do not need to come 

from observation and data analysis. Rather, what is important is that theories can be 

tested. Popper proposed a criterion based on the falsifiability rather than verifiability of 

hypotheses. Popper argued that it was never possible to make a truth claim because there 

remained the possibility that future research might disprove it. This became known as 

‘the problem of induction’. Even if all observations and experiences to date shown that A 

follows B, there is always the theoretical possibility that A could happen without B so 

absolute truth claims can never be made. Instead, Popper proposed that although 

statements could not be verified as true, they could be shown to be false. Popper drew on 

the work of German philosopher, Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), who in Critique o f Pure 

Reason (1781) argued there are other ways of knowing about the world other than direct 

observation. For Popper, the progress of science is based on discovering what is ‘not 

false’ and ‘objective’ knowledge is that which has not been disproved. Scientific 

statements, therefore, must be formulated so as to determine if they are false. They 

should be framed as testable predictions or hypotheses. Popper’s hypothetico-deductive 

method investigates theories by deriving hypotheses which are tested via experiments or 

observation. The aim of the research is to either reject the theory or to provisionally 

retain it for the present. Rather than looking for confirmation of hypotheses, the 

hypothetico-deductive method seeks falsification. On the basis of a continual and 

rigorous process of elimination and confirmation of what is false, knowledge can 

progress. In The Poverty o f Historicism Popper specifically argues that there is an 

underlying unity of method applicable to both the natural and social sciences: “the

methods always consist in offering deductive causal explanations and in testing them (by 

way of predictions)” (Popper, 1960:131).

From the 1960s onwards the lack of recognition of historical, social and cultural factors 

in accounts of knowledge acquisition meant that Popper’s hypothetico-deductive method 

was subject to scrutiny and criticisms. Even though Popper had encouraged researchers 

to test “bold conjectures” (Popper, 1969:231) the fact that the method relies on the
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form ulation of hypotheses derived from existing theories excludes the possibility of 

radical challenges to the existing knowledge base (W illig, 2001:5). In addition to 

criticism s that Popper’s work focuses on existing theories and bodies of knowledge it has 

been contended that those unfam iliar or external to the science and research communities 

are severely disadvantaged in any attempt to contribute to knowledge generation 

Popper’s method encourages researchers to test their own and each other’s theories 

making it more difficult for outsiders or novices to participate and contribute. However, 

the strongest challenge to Popper’s ideas came from the work of Thomas Kuhn.

THOM AS KUHN -  PARADIGM  SHIFTS

The work of the American historian of science, Thomas Kuhn (1962), questioned the 

notion o f a universal scientific method and the characterisation of science as the pursuit 

o f objective knowledge. Instead, Kuhn argues that science and scientists are influenced 

by social and ideological factors and science must, therefore, be understood in terms of 

its historical and social location. In The Structure o f  Scientific Revolutions (1962) Kuhn 

proposes periods of revolutionary changes in science in which previously established 

understandings are replaced in the shifting of paradigms. For example, the shift from 

N ew ton’s paradigm in physics to Einstein’s relativity theory and quantum mechanics in 

the early part of the twentieth century (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). The upheaval 

involved is such that scientific progress does not take place in the gradual evolutionary 

course suggested by Popper (1959) but, instead, in dram atic transform ations when one 

paradigm becomes increasingly untenable and is forced to give way to another (Kuhn, 

1962). In terms of theory testing, Kuhn (1962) argued that facts are not ‘objectively’ 

collected. Rather paradigms are steeped in a particular way of seeing the world which 

that generation of scientists have become fam iliar with, and comm itted to, and may have 

built their careers, reputations and personal interests upon. Consequently, scientists who 

become attached to a particular theory may look to research to support it rather than 

disprove it (Blaikie, 2000). Instead o f discarding results on the basis o f experimental 

evidence scientists may instead look to the experimental design, or other factors, as being 

at fault rather than the theory to which they subscribe (Blaikie, 2009). For Kuhn (1962) 

paradigm shifts occur due to pressure on an existing paradigm that cannot contain 

growing anomalies or an enduring intellectual crisis. It is this that drives the emergence
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of a new paradigm, as a legitimate successor to the previous one, until such time as a new 

paradigmatic challenge surfaces (W illig, 2001:5).

Despite its influence, Kuhn’s work has been criticised for presenting a simplistic account 

of the conduct o f natural science and underestim ating the level of debate that does take 

place in the natural sciences including exam ination o f alternative paradigms (Anderson, 

et al, 1986). Similarly, its relevance to the social sciences, where there is not a broad 

agreement or subscription to a single paradigm, is questioned as these social sciences are, 

in Kuhn’s terms, ‘pre-paradigm atic’ and ‘pre-scientific’ (Anderson, et al, 1986).

INTERPRETIVISM

Qualitative research has generally, although not exclusively, been associated with the 

interpretivist approach (Snape and Spencer, 2003). Interpretivism  is an umbrella term for 

a wide range of philosophical and sociological ideas, particularly symbolic 

interactionism, phenomenology and herm eneutics (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). 

The element that unites these different traditions is that the social world cannot be 

explained by causal relationships or universal laws. On the contrary, interpretive 

approaches: “ ...see  people, and their interpretations, perceptions, meanings and 

understandings, as the prim ary data sources” (Mason, 2002:56). The social world is 

mediated through the social and cultural m eanings that individuals attach to their 

experiences and it is these meanings that constitute their social reality (Blaikie, 2000). 

Access to the meanings and motives that guide individual’s behaviour is seen as crucial 

in order to understand human behaviour -  a form  of understanding referred to as 

‘verstehen’, a German term associated with the work o f Max W eber (1864-1920).

“...the term denotes those approaches to studying social life that accord a central 
place to Verstehen as a method o f the human sciences, that assume that the 
meaning o f human action is inherent in that action, and that the task o f the 
inquirer is to unearth that meaning” (Schwandt: 2007:160).

Interpretivists, therefore, seek the ‘insider v iew ’ rather than imposing a view from  the
12outside (Ham m ersley and Atkinson, 2007) . Interpretations and meanings can differ

The internal/external distinction in qualitative research has been reported as being problematic and 
surrounded by myths (Merton, 1972; Styles, 1979; Labaree, 2002; Kusow, 2003). At the sam e time, 
Hammersley and Atkinson (2007:87) acknowledge that the “insider/ outsider distinction does capture
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between individuals, and for the same individual at different times, which militates 

against attempts to devise standard measures o f human behaviour. Similarly, universal 

laws are not possible given that human behaviour is continually constructed and 

reconstructed according to the individual’s definition and understanding of the situation 

(Ham m ersley and Atkinson, 1997). Consequently, a very different approach to learning 

about human behaviour, compared to the model used by natural scientists to investigate 

physical phenomena, is required and qualitative methods of research are frequently 

em ployed (Hammersley, 1992).

The pragm atist philosopher and social psychologist George Herbert M ead (1863-1931) is 

widely regarded as the founding father of Symbolic Interactionism which is usually 

located within the Interpretivist framework. As noted in chapter one. M ead was based at 

the ‘Chicago School’ and collaborated closely with fellow philosophers including John 

Dewey (1859-1952) and W illiam I Thomas (1863-1947). Blumer (1900-1987) 

subsequently developed M ead’s writings and developed some of M ead’s earlier ideas. 

In common with the ideas of Max W eber (1864-1920), symbolic interactionists focus on 

explanations of social action in terms of the meanings attached by individual actors 

(Lincoln and Cuba 1985). W hereas W eber’s work spanned the divide between structural 

and social action perspectives in sociology, including consideration of bureaucracies and 

large-scale social change, symbolic interactionists tend to concentrate on small-scale 

interactions. The capacities and competencies o f human actors, as opposed to the 

determining influence o f social structures, are highlighted and explored:

“The Blumer-M ead version o f  symbolic interactionism rests on three premises. 
First, humans act toward the objects and people in their environment based on 
the meanings these objects and people have fo r  them. Second, these meanings 
derive from  the social interaction (communication, broadly understood) between 
and among individuals. Communication is symbolic because we communicate 
through language and other symbols and in communicating create significant 
symbols. Third, meanings are established and modified through an interpretive 
process undertaken by the individual actor. ”  (Schwandt, 2007:283-4)

Exploration of the freedom of the individual to act within the confines of their social and 

cultural context was central to the research and interpretation of meaning within symbolic

something important about the different sorts o f  roles that ethnographers can play in the field and the 
perspectives associated with them.”
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interactionism. Key studies emanating from the ‘Chicago School’ include Howard 

Becker’s Boys in White (1961) and Outsiders (1963) and Erving C offm an’s Asylum s  

(1961). The necessary focus on small-scale interactions within research studies has been 

one of the m ajor criticisms levelled against symbolic interactionism. In stressing the 

freedom and flexibility of human social action it is argued that the influence o f social 

structures is m inimised and no account is offered of why individuals frequently choose to 

act in terms o f social norms as opposed to the range o f other options available (Skidmore, 

1975).

The ideas of symbolic interactionism, and interpretivism  generally, are clearly evident in 

the early literature and in the writings o f the pioneers of the recently emerged paradigm  

for the study o f children and childhood (Fraser and Robinson, 2004). The work of 

Norman Denzin, a symbolic interactionist and well known qualitative researcher, has 

been specifically linked to the roots o f the ‘new sociology of childhood’. W riting at an 

early stage in the developm ent of these ideas, Denzin (1977) challenged dom inant 

conceptions of children in both psychological and social theory:

“Children must be viewed as historical, cultural, political, economic, and social 
productions. There is nothing intrinsic to the object called ‘ch ild ’ that m akes that 
object more or less ‘ch ild like’. Accordingly, children as they are known in 
current social and psychological theory may in fa c t be historical and  cultural 
products o f  the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. ” (Denzin, 1977:2).

The influence of writers from the interpretivist tradition meant that the shift towards 

qualitative m ethods o f research with children was virtually inevitable as the ideas o f the 

emergent paradigm  gained momentum  in the 1990s. Similarly given the roots of symbolic 

interactionism, and the philosophical and epistemological comm itm ents of the ‘Chicago 

School’, ethnography was explicitly portrayed as the preferred approach, certainly in the 

early literature (James and Prout, 1990; 1997; Christensen and James, 2000; 2008).

THE INFLUENCE OF FEM INISM

During the course o f the last forty years fem inist scholars have presented strong critiques 

of the positivist-em piricist tradition and have played an important role in the developm ent
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of qualitative approaches to research and concom itant epistemological and 

m ethodological debates:

“But one highly significant driving force behind the ‘paradigm w ar’ from  the 
1970s was nothing to do directly with developments in social science. The arrival 
o f feminism as a political and social movement underscored the importance fo r  
political reasons o f using ‘qualitative’ research methods, and gave an altogether 
new gloss to anti-science critiques o f quantification” (Oakley, 2005:245).

W hilst acknowledging the complexity of the feminist project and the m ultitude of 

perspectives covered in that umbrella term, Letherby (2003) argues that two key themes 

can be seen to have been at the core of the feminist challenge to established 

epistemologies. First, the need to question the invisibility and silence of women in 

traditional ‘male centred’ research both in terms of research topics and the conduct of the 

research. Second, rather than taking the ‘G od’s eye view ’ the researcher is positioned so 

as to acknowledge, reflect upon and analyse their standpoint in the pursuit of ‘strong 

objectivity’ (Haraway, 1988). The early literature of the new paradigm for the study of 

children and childhood reflected many of the same concerns as those found in the 

feminist literature (Mayall, 1994a). The shift away from conceptions of children as 

passive objects of study to active participants in the research process meant that the case 

for research with children, rather than on or about children, was consistently and 

convincingly made (Greig and Taylor, 1999; Lewis and Lindsay, 2000; Alderson and 

Morrow, 2004, Fraser, et al, 2004; Kellett, 2005, 2010). The influence of the global 

children’s rights movement, both outside and within the academy, ensured that the need 

to develop participatory methods and techniques to enable children’s participation as full 

citizens, as well as research participants, was acknowledged (Cloke and Davies, 1995; 

Boyden and Ennew, 1997; Hart, 1997; Thomas 2002; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). 

The adult-centred nature of much research was seen to either ignore children by 

subsuming them into adult categories (Qvortrup, 1994) or by taking the ‘G od’s eye view ’ 

failing to treat children as full and credible participants in the research process (Greene 

and Hogan, 2005; Christensen and James, 2008).

Therefore, while there can be seen to be significant differences between w om en’s studies 

and childhood studies, not least in terms of power differentials, there would also seem to 

be parallels (Oakley, 1994). Childhood researchers influenced by the ideas of the new
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paradigm were critical of the marginalised position of children in the positivist-empiricist 

framework and sought a more emancipatory approach to research within the qualitative 

tradition (James and Prout, 1997; James et al, 1998; Christensen and James, 2000; 

Mayall, 2002).

Feminist literature has been particularly influential in discussions of generation and 

generational structures in the ‘childhood studies’ literature.

The crafting o f new analytical tools that since the 1970s has taken place in 
women’s/feminist studies provides a rich source fo r  proposing and also 
elaborating generational concepts (Alanen, 2009:168)

Alanen (2009) notes that just as gender is essentially a relational concept, in terms of 

‘women’ and ‘men’, so too is generation between ‘children’ and ‘adults’. Both involve 

social categorisations positioned in relation to each other, the first based on gender and 

the second in terms of generation. Alanen therefore argues that: “By elaborating on the 

relational logic of gender, a clearer relational understanding of generation can also be 

expected to develop” (Alanen, 2009:168). The concept of gender allowed feminist 

scholars to move beyond studying women as a category and instead to raise fundamental 

questions in relation to the historical, social and economic constructions of gender 

(Smith, 1988). When the power relations underpinning categorisations of gender were 

revealed, the social processes involved in categorising and positioning people within 

social systems could begin to be identified and challenged (Mayall, 2002). A similar 

approach to the notion of generational structures would allow the power imbalance 

between adults and children to be examined and the social processes by which 

generational structures are constructed and maintained highlighted. In terms of 

‘childhood studies’, the adult-child dichotomy is not taken as a given and instead: “This 

approach makes it possible to reconstruct how, that is via which social practices, some 

members of society are made ‘children’ and others are made ‘adults’.” (01k, 2009:190).

The development of concepts and ideas within the feminist paradigm, together with the 

ongoing epistemological and methodological debates within women’s studies, can 

therefore potentially offer some important insights into the nature and content of the 

issues that are currently being grappled with in childhood studies. Consistent with the
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conceptual focus of the present study feminist m ethodological literature and approaches 

to the positioning of the researcher in relation to the researched are particularly relevant.

FEM INIST EPISTEM OLOGY

Fem inist philosophers of science have argued that traditional epistemologies, whether or 

not intentionally, have presented partial and distorted accounts which systematically 

exclude women (and other subordinated groups such as children) as ‘agents of 

know ledge’ (Hartsock, 1987; Harding, 1987; Rose, 2004)'‘̂. Traditional approaches are 

seen to be fundamentally flawed in terms of the andro-centric base on which they rest. 

The effects of these dominant practices of knowledge acquisition, production and 

justification are to legitimate and reproduce knowledge that reinforces gender and other 

social hierarchies (such as childhood) and produce distorted and partial accounts 

(Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002).

One of the best known examples in psychology is provided by the work of Gilligan 

(1982) in relation to moral development. Gilligan challenged previous developmental 

theories, particularly Kohlberg’s (1976) theory o f moral development, which had placed a 

‘rights based’ conception of morality at the core of mature development. Gilligan argued 

that women were being assessed using a ‘male norm ’ whereas, Gilligan contended, men 

and women are socialised towards different moral orientations - men towards a ‘justice’ 

orientation and women a ‘care’ orientation (1987). Drawing on the work of Chodorow 

(1974, 1978) Gilligan asserted that w om en’s ethic o f caring and responsibility is equally 

valid and mature - it is simply different because it reflects the situatedness of women. 

The positioning of a rights-based conception of moral developm ent at a higher level of 

moral maturity than a care based conception, for Gilligan, reflects the andro-centric 

context of dominant institutions and the styles o f decision making processes that they 

engage in. Gilligan (1987:58) thus cautioned against the presum ed neutrality of science

13 Clear distinctions between method, methodology and epistem ology are drawn in Harding’s classic work 
‘Feminism and M ethodology’ (1987). Epistem ology is defined as a theory o f knowledge, m ethodology as 
a theory and analysis o f  how research should proceed and method is used as a term to describe the 
techniques employed for gathering evidence (p.2). Importantly for Harding, the distinctiveness o f feminist 
research should not be sought in research methods but rather in the relationships between epistem ologies, 
m ethodologies and research methods (p.3).
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which, when scrutinised by feminist scholars, reveals that categories of knowledge are, in 

fact, human constructions through the eyes of men:

“This discovery occurs when theories formerly considered to be sexually neutral 
in their scientific objectivity are found instead to reflect a consistent observational 
and evaluative bias” (Gilligan, 1987:58).

Following the work of Gilligan and her colleagues, from the Harvard University Project 

on Women’s Psychology and Girls’ Development, several influential works were 

published. These included Belenky, et al (1986), Women’s Ways o f Knowing; Brown and 

Gilligan (1992) Meeting at the Crossroads; Rogers et al, (1993) Telling All O ne’s Heart', 

Greene (2003) The psychological development o f girls and women -  Rethinking change 

in time.

It is important to note that there is no unified feminist critique of positivism, empiricism 

or hypothetico-deductivism (Willig, 2001; Gergen, 2008). Rather, Ramazanoglu with 

Holland (2002:16) offer a comprehensive critique of claims to a distinctive feminist 

approach and propose that such a claim can only be seen as valid in terms of a link to the 

“positioning of theory, epistemology and ethics” and the extent to which that enables the 

researcher “to question existing ‘truths’ and explore relations between knowledge and 

power.” Consequently, Willig (2001:7) points out that although a “general feminist 

critique of established epistemologies” can be said to exist there is no single “feminist 

epistemology or even methodology”. Instead, feminist scholars have responded to the 

perceived problems with the established epistemologies in a number of different ways 

such as standpoint epistemology (Hartsock, 1987; Smith, 1988), ethnomethodology 

(Stanley and Wise, 1983; 1993) and several versions of feminist post-structuralism 

(Henriques et al, 1984; Haraway, 1991). The philosopher Sandra Harding, one of the key 

authors in the field over the last twenty years, suggests that different feminist scholars 

have adopted “different ways of knowing” and identifies three broad feminist 

epistemological positions that have emerged: feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint 

theory and feminist postmodernism (Harding, 1987; 1991; 1993; 2004).

Feminist empiricism does not locate the problems of sexist or andro-centric bias as 

intrinsic to the existing dominant forms of science but instead see it as resulting from
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‘bad science’ in terms of the way in which science is practised. Such biases are, 

therefore, “eliminable by stricter adherence to the methodological norms of scientific 

inquiry” (Harding, 1987:182). However, one of the challenges that fem inist empiricists 

have continued to grapple with is the apparent contradiction between traditional views of 

science as value-neutral and the feminist empiricist acceptance that without the challenge 

o f fem inism  the scientific m ethod could not detect or eliminate andro-centric biases 

(Harding, 1990:94). The more recent ‘philosophical feminist em piricism ’ (Harding, 

1993) replaces the idea of universal norms of science with a recognition that scientific 

comm unities not only create knowledge but also decide what constitutes objective 

evidence (Longino, 1990; Nelson, 1990).

Harding (2004:1) suggests that the second broad feminist epistemological tradition, 

standpoint theory, is: “ ...a  feminist critical theory about relations between the production 

of knowledge and practices of pow er.” It’s roots are to be found in the 1970s and 1980s 

in the broader context o f ‘second w ave’ feminism (Hartsock, 1987; Smith, 1988; Rose, 

1994; Jaggar; 2004). The recognition of systematic bias in andro-centric science not only 

raises questions about claims to objectivity but also the traditional role of the researcher 

as the neutral, collector of data who, through the use of standardised procedures, can 

avoid contam ination of data. Haraway (1988) argues that to pretend that the researcher 

can remain detached from the phenomenon under study is to take the ‘G od’s eye view ’ 

and contends that: “Feminist objectivity means quite simply situated knowledges” 

(1988:581). Standpoint theories present a fundamental challenge to the traditional 

disciplinary order and scientific method and, not surprisingly, have received more interest 

within some academic disciplines than in others (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002). 

Nevertheless, several of the early texts published over twenty years ago, for example 

Gilligan (1982); Harding, (1987); Haraway (1988); Smith (1988), continue to be widely 

cited in both feminist, and more general, research literature. Similarly, references to their 

work are apparent in some sections of the childhood studies literature (Qvortrup, 1994; 

Alanen and Mayall, 2001; M ayall, 2002). In the Palgrave Handbook o f  Childhood  

Studies (2009) Alanen reiterates the value of feminist standpoint methodology to research 

with children:
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"Children’s positional knowledge is also a valuable data source fo r  researchers, 
and the fem inist standpoint methodology as developed fo r  a sociology fo r  women 
(Smith, 1988, 2005; Alanen, 1992, 1994; Mayall, 2000) is also useful in the case 
o f children: taking a child’s structural standpoint as a guideline will help 
researchers to open up the social world from  children’s positions in a 
generationally ordered social world, and to explain the world from  children’s 
positions... ” (Alanen, 2009:170).

Standpoint theories, particularly in some of the earlier works, drew implicitly and 

explicitly, on Marxian ideas (Hartsock, 1987; Harding, 1987; Smith 1988). Adopting a 

structural analysis, ‘material life’ is seen to facilitate and constrain what an individual can 

know and do in their daily life which, in turn, is largely a reflection of an individual’s 

position in the social structure (Hartsock, 1987; Smith, 1988). Therefore, the structures of 

the society within which the individual lives are seen to have epistemological 

consequences -  knowledge and power are seen as inextricably linked (Harding, 1991). 

When material life is lived in societies with a hierarchical economic structure based on 

divisions such as social class, gender, ethnicity or other categorisations (such as age), the 

understanding available to the powerful group will be different to the understanding 

available to the group with less power. Their material lives are different (children’s lives 

are different from adult’s lives). In Hegel’s analysis of the ‘Master-Slave Dialectic’ in 

Phenomenology o f Spirit (1977), Hegel argues that the master’s dominant standpoint is 

such that the master’s consciousness of the master-servant relation is partial; the master’s 

view is obscured by his dominant position. For the servant, however, the totality of the 

master-servant relation is visible including the role of the servant’s labour (Hegel, 1977). 

Drawing on Hegel’s work Marx offered what can be seen as a classic model of a 

standpoint theory in his work on the standpoint of the proletariat (Lukacs 1971).

Feminist standpoint theorists noted that social relations between women and men had 

many similarities to the relations between capitalist and proletariat classes to the extent 

that gender and class could be seen to have parallel structures (Jaggar, 1983; Hartsock, 

1987; Smith 1988). Consistent with Marxist theory, the critique of ideology is crucial to 

the growth of knowledge and the causes of the conditions that give rise to the lives of 

disadvantaged groups cannot be understood by observation alone (Hartsock, 1987). 

Consequently it takes both science and politics to see the world behind or beneath the 

dominant institutionalised vision making a standpoint something that has to be
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consciously struggled for against the flow of disem powerm ent of disadvantaged groups 

(Smith, 1988). Researchers must, therefore, be explicit about the standpoint they have 

adopted and should reflect upon how this has influenced their research activities. 

Disciplines in the natural and social sciences are seen to have failed, to varying extents, to 

fully acknowledge the part their conceptual fram eworks play in serving hierarchical 

power relations and offering legitimacy to existing research practices (Smith, 1988).

Standpoint theorists acknowledge the range of strategies, m ethods and techniques that are 

sometimes employed in qualitative research in an effort to address the unequal power 

dynamics between the researcher and the researched but note their lim itations (Smith, 

1988; Collins, 2004). The possibility that the researcher’s conceptual fram eworks are 

unreliable serves to increase the power differential in the relationship between the 

researcher and the researched and can potentially produce ‘bad science’. Therefore, there 

is a distorting and disempowering element inherent in the research process which the 

researcher must consciously address without losing the value of the ‘interested stranger’ 

approach (Harding, 2004). Standpoint theory, therefore, not only challenged accepted 

disciplinary assumptions but also offered a m ethodological guide for future feminist 

research to provide a socially situated account:

First, within standpoint theory the social status of the researcher and participant are seen 

as perm anent in that both parties will leave the research encounter with the economic, 

political and cultural resources with which they started (Smith, 1988). Empathy, careful 

listening, ‘going native’, or particular methods or techniques, will not significantly alter 

these unequal social relations (Harding, 2004). In terms o f qualitative research with 

children, therefore, particular ‘child friendly’ or ‘participatory’ m ethods would not 

fundamentally alter the social status or power relations between the adult researcher and 

the child or children.

A second strategy for attempting to address the unequal pow er relationship in qualitative 

research with children has been for researchers to use first person accounts o f the 

researcher’s socio-political context in reflexive accounts (Parker, 2005; Luttrell, 2010). 

However, standpoint theorists argue that if these do not proceed beyond the ‘confessional 

stage’ this presents an incomplete analysis of the influence o f the researcher’s
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understanding of their disciplinary assumptions and conceptual practices of power 

(Smith, 1988). Such ‘reflexive strategies assume full conscious awareness of the 

individual researcher’s cultural assumptions and motivations in undertaking research 

(Harding, 2004). The possibility of such transparency would, of course, be questioned by 

those who subscribe to psycho-analytic theory and the influence of unconscious processes 

on motivations and behaviour (Gergen, 2008). Furthermore, Marxist theorists stress that 

‘false consciousness’ is also something that also has to be actively considered in any such 

accounts (Smith, 1988).

A further strategy is for researchers to attempt to try and suspend any theoretical or 

conceptual input into the research process. Instead, the aim is to present the ‘voice’ or 

‘voices’ of children. In addition to the question of whether such a position is possible, 

this strategy is seen to reduce the researcher’s role to that of a ‘transcription machine’ or 

messenger (Harding, 2004). The valuable resources that researchers bring to research 

encounters are seen to be lost, such as their ability to analyse social relations and to 

disseminate findings and potentially exert influence in dominant institutions where policy 

and funding decisions are made (Wilkinson, 1988).

A consequence of starting from the perspective of women’s lives is that research design 

becom es/or women rather than about women so that the results are relevant and useful to 

those living the lives which are being studied. Feminist standpoint theorists stress the 

importance of placing the researcher “in the same critical plane as the overt subject 

matter” so that the “class, race, culture, and gender assumptions, beliefs and behaviours 

of the researcher her/him self...” are included in the analysis of the research process and 

discussion (Harding, 1987:9). This theme of ‘studying up’ from the standpoint of 

children has been apparent in the work of some childhood researchers in recent years (see 

Qvortrup, 1994; Alanen, 2001, 2009; Mayall, 2002, 2009; 01k, 2009).

In terms of criticisms of standpoint theory, one of the main difficulties seems to be that 

standpoint theory is sometimes seen as a unitary model with one voice rather than a 

blending of the work and ideas of feminist writers in different locations and from 

different backgrounds and disciplinary interests. Rather than a single theory it can 

perhaps be better understood as the convergence of ideas from many feminist scholars so
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that theories are in a continual state o f transition rather than ‘set in stone’ as evidenced in 

the exchange of views between Hartsock, Collins, Harding, Smith and Heckman in the 

latest edition of the Feminist Standpoint Reader (Harding, 2004).

There are three main criticisms of standpoint theory which still persist despite numerous 

attempts at clarification by standpoint theorists (Harding, 2004; W ylie, 2004). First, that 

standpoint theory makes essentialist assumptions about women and men and fails to 

recognise the com position and fluidity of these categories. ‘W omen o f colour’ and 

lesbian women have advanced particularly strong challenges to the notion of a w om an’s 

standpoint which, it is argued, is frequently the standpoint of white, m iddle-class, 

fem inist academics (Hull, Scott and Smith, 1982; hooks, 1982, 1989; Lorde, 1984; 

Collins, 1990). The differences between children and childhoods in the global context 

could be seen to raise similar questions. Second, that epistemological privilege is given 

to claims to knowledge by the ‘oppressed’ with the consequence that one hierarchy of 

knowledge, albeit a less powerful one, replaces another. The issue of claim ing epistemic 

privilege on behalf of the perspectives o f ‘disadvantaged’ groups has received the 

broadest critical attention in the qualitative research literature (Hammersley, 1992, 1994; 

Ham mersley and Gomm, 1997). Third, standpoint theorists have been accused of 

epistem ological relativism  whereby ultimately all claims to knowledge are seen to be 

valid and thus critical debate leading to definitive conclusions is foreclosed 

(Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002; Harding, 2004).

In contrast to feminist standpoint theories, fem inist post-m odernism  rejects attempts to 

reform dom inant scientific practices or to redefine concepts such as ‘objectivity’ given 

the absence of any absolute foundation for knowledge or truth claims (Ramazanoglu with 

Holland, 2002; Gergen, 2008). In the Preface to Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? 

(1991) Harding suggests that unlike feminist empiricist philosophy or fem inist standpoint 

theory, fem inist post-m odernism  is “suspicious of the Enlightenment loyalties inherent in 

such scientific and epistemological projects” (Harding, 1991). The distinction between 

absolute and relative knowledge is not accepted and instead all knowledge is seen as 

local, situated, historical and contextual and therefore not amenable to attempts to 

establish any science, fem inist or otherwise (Butler, 1990). Universal claims in relation 

to concepts such as ‘w om an’ or ‘gender’ are seen as essentialist and potentially
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exclusionary to some women (Butler, 1990; Flax 1990). Advocates of feminist post

m odernism argue that feminism has been, and should remain, part of a paradigm shift that 

has been emerging in epistemology during the last fifty years from an “absolutist, 

subject-centred” conception of truth towards a “situated, perspectival and discursive” 

paradigm  (Hekman, 2004:233).

The boundaries between feminist empiricism, standpoint theory and fem inist 

postm odernism  have become more fluid in the last fifteen years whereby all three 

approaches accept a plurahty of theories. Haraway (1991) for example, a fem inist 

postmodernist, gives particular recognition to the successes of feminist scientists working 

within empiricist frameworks. At the same time, some seemingly irreconcilable 

differences do still remain. For example, the work of Collins (2004), The Sociological 

Significance o f  Black Feminist Thought, draws on identity politics that are alien to 

feminist empiricists and feminist post-modernists. Similarly, issues such as ‘objectivity’, 

‘relativity’ and ‘epistemic superiority’ rem ain controversial both within feminist 

epistemological circles and with external critics (Pinnock, Koertge and Almeder, 2003).

In a review o f the contribution that feminist methodological debate has raised for 

em ancipatory social science, Oakley (2005) cautions against seeing qualitative 

approaches to research or the employment o f qualitative research methods as intrinsically 

preferable or more egalitarian in comparison to quantitative work. The privileging of 

qualitative methods is not seen as offering any greater guarantee of levelling o f power 

relations between the researcher and the researched (Stacey, 1988). Similarly, Oakley 

(2005) argues that qualitative research does not necessarily generate more reliable 

accounts about people’s lives and experience. Rather, Oakley (2005) suggests that 

qualitative research simply allows more space to listen to the knower’s experiences. It is 

the approach taken by researchers in facilitating, listening and hearing those with whom 

they work that she believes makes the crucial difference. In charting her own experiences 

o f researching with women, Oakley contends that it is the quality of the research 

relationship and the ways in which participants feel seen and heard that makes a 

difference to how participants’ experience the research process and the quality of the data 

generated (see Oakley 1974, 1979). Further, whilst acknowledging some critical 

differences between the study of w om en’s studies and childhood studies, Oakley
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concludes that the m ajor issues of the research relationship are relevant to both. The 

insights and debates within feminist methodological literature over the course of the last 

forty years would therefore appear to be both informative and relevant to an examination 

of children’s research in the contem porary ‘childhood studies’ context particularly in 

terms of the positioning o f the researcher.

TH E POSITIONING OF THE RESEARCHER W ITHIN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

In their work on feminist ontology and epistemology Stanley and W ise (1983; 1993) 

characterise the traditional role of the researcher in qualitative research as one where the 

researcher, having completed a period of fieldwork, retreats to report on their findings. 

There is an underlying assumption that the researcher’s account is a reflection and 

representation of a reality that they have captured in the process of their research 

enquiries (p. 144). Through professional adherence to research training and conventions 

governing research practice, the researcher does her best to ensure a neutral stance as far 

as possible. The researcher is responsible for ensuring that the disciplinary standards for 

‘objectivity’, or it’s equivalent, are met so that the results of her work are accepted and 

given credibility and authority (p. 154). She has power and control over the research 

process and will be assessed by how she has exercised this power (p. 145). However, 

Stanley and W ise argue, that the researcher is an active presence within the research 

encounter and what the researcher produces is, in fact, a construction o f the researcher’s 

point of view and thereby a partial understanding of the phenom ena under study (p.7). 

Therefore, traditional qualitative research, in common with conventional quantitative 

research, positions the researcher as a detached ‘expert’, on a different critical plane from 

the researched and both place the researcher as an expert in a knowledge hierarchy. 

Consequently, despite the egalitarian tone of some research studies, or the methods used, 

the distinction between the researcher and the researched, the ‘them ’ and ‘us’ in the 

knowledge hierarchy, is often reproduced in terms of research ‘as it is described’ rather 

than research ‘as it is experienced’.

“On the one hand fem inist social science proclaimed its egalitarian impulse, but 
on the other it seemingly welcomed a very traditional and elitist notion o f ‘u s ’, 
the theorizing research elite (feminists) and ‘them, ’ the experiencing researched 
(women). ” (Stanley and Wise, 1993:7).
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Fem inist writers have consistently argued that the assumptions that the researcher imports 

into the research context must be acknowledged (Harding, 1987; W ilkinson, 1988; 

Stanley and W ise, 1993; Coffey, 1999; Oakley, 2005). W ithin fem inist analyses the 

researcher is portrayed as a human presence with lived experiences, personal qualities 

and particular interests rather than as an anonymous, detached, authoritative voice. In the 

same way that the cultural beliefs and assum ptions of andro-centric researchers are seen 

to shape, and possibly distort, their work, fem inist researchers must also recognise that 

the unexamined assum ptions and behaviours of feminist researchers may affect their 

analyses (Harding, 1987). These unexamined assumptions and behaviours, therefore, 

become part of the empirical evidence and have to be interrogated in the same way as 

more traditional evidence. The introduction o f this ‘subjective’ evidence into analysis 

takes several forms and is presented as strengthening ‘objectivity’ and decreasing 

traditional ‘objectivism ’ which is seen to obscure such evidence by perpetuating the 

notion of the value-neutral, detached researcher (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002).

REFLEXIVITY

Epistemology raises important questions about the nature of the relationship between the 

researcher and the researched (W illig, 2001). In the traditional science m odel the 

researcher is seen as a neutral, detached and objective collector and reporter o f evidence 

(Parker, 1994). M any qualitative researchers, from a range of perspectives, do not accept 

that the researcher does not affect the research context or the nature of the research 

interaction (Mason, 2002). Consequently, ‘neutrality’ or ‘objectivity’ is seen as 

problem atic (May, 2002). This leaves decisions about whether the researcher, as author, 

is located at the centre o f the research process given that findings will be filtered through 

the researcher’s interpretations. Alternatively, the researcher may be positioned as a 

witness, as opposed to an author, whereby findings are negotiated with participants so as 

to ‘give voice’ to a particular issue or comm unity (Snape and Spencer, 2003). A further 

consideration is one o f the extent to which researchers acknowledge that their findings 

are ‘value m ediated’ and are transparent about their assumptions and how these have 

influenced the conduct of their research (W ilkinson, 1988, Burman, 1994). These 

considerations in qualitative research are part o f the range of issues that are incorporated
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under the umbrella term of ‘reflexivity’ in the qualitative research literature (Willig, 

2001; W illig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008; M ason, 2002; Coffey and Atkinson, 1996).

Despite the pronounced focus on the concept of ‘reflexivity’ in the literature during the 

course of the last twenty to thirty years, the practice of reflexivity, whereby researchers 

have put themselves under a critical spotlight, is at least a century old (Finlay, 2003). 

Reflexivity as an im portant critical practice in qualitative research has been widely 

recognised across a num ber of disciplines not least in terms of the antidote it is seen to 

provide to the problems associated with realism (Alvesson and Sklodberg, 2000; Pels, 

2000; Adkins, 2002; Skeggs, 2002). Bonner goes so far as to argue that: “Reflexivity 

raises the most fundam ental issue that can be raised for modern social enquiry.” (Bonner, 

2001:267). Reflexivity is, therefore, a well established concept but what is less clear is 

what it actually means in practice and finding an over-arching definition is not easy. In 

one of the leading texts in the area Findlay and Gough (2003) see the process of 

reflexivity as important to researchers who wish to acknowledge the situated nature of 

knowledge and are, therefore, seeking tools to transform subjectivity in research from 

being problematic to a means of strengthening rigour and trustworthiness. In doing so 

researchers must account for how they co-construct their research findings.

Hertz (1997:viii), another influential writer in the field, is clear that the purpose of 

reflexivity is to provide insight both into the social world and  the way in which that 

knowledge is generated:

“By bringing subject and object back into the same space (indeed, even the same 
sentence), authors give their audiences the opportunity to evaluate them as 
‘situated actors’ (i.e. active participants in the process o f  meaning creation)” 
(Hertz, 1997:viii).

The acceptance of the importance of reflexivity seems to be matched by recognition of 

the skills involved in its application. Reflexivity is seen to both challenge established 

research traditions and to challenge the researcher in trying to apply reflexivity in practice 

(Finlay and Gough, 2003:ix). Parker (2005:35) for example, cautions against reflexive 

practice as a reductive exercise in the “psycholigizing” of phenom ena or the researcher 

and instead promotes reflexivity as a practice that can be employed to challenge the 

historical, institutional and personal aspects of the research relationship and even to
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challenge psychology itself as an academic discipline. In relation to the therapeutic 

literature M cLeod (2001:4) notes the particular difficulties in developing “reflexive 

knowing” when undertaking qualitative research. In the educational literature Luttrell 

(2010:3) asserts that reflexivity is the “pre-em inent skill” that qualitative researchers 

require not least in terms of ethical reflexivity. Rather than a single application to an 

Ethics Committee or an Institutional Review Board, ethical reflexivity is seen as an 

ongoing process in which the researcher seeks meaningful ways of engagem ent and 

reciprocation. Recognising participants as “thinkers”, rather than producers of data, and 

attending to the unequal power dynamics in knowledge generation and production are all 

part o f an ethically reflexive approach (Luttrell, 2010:4). Perhaps the strongest evidence 

for the skilled nature of the practice o f reflexivity is the controversy the concept has 

attracted within qualitative research circles. In particular, there have been criticisms that 

in practice it has become an exercise in self-indulgence and even ‘narcissism ’ on the part 

of some researchers:

“Based on our review o f  manuscripts over several years, we see a strong 
tendency among scholars to reflect on their work and their place in it rather than 
to do the work... As a result, and despite the espoused goal o f  encouraging other 
voices to be heard, the loudest voice is that o f  the au thor.” (Hatch and  
Wisniewski, 1995:131).

The move beyond definitions, to achieving insight into how reflexivity (or reflexivities) is 

practised, is a complex one (Finlay and Gough, 2003). Interestingly, a paper which is 

still highly relevant and frequently referred to in the hterature is W ilkinson’s, The Role o f  

Reflexivity in Feminist Psychology, written in 1988. In that paper W ilkinson considers a 

num ber of forms o f reflexivity. A distinction is made between three types of reflexivity. 

‘Personal’ reflexivity is associated with the identity of the researcher and how this affects 

what he or she chooses to study and how research is conducted. For W ilkinson, the 

research relationship is both “a critical part of the concept of reflexivity” and a link 

between the ‘personal’ and ‘functional’ aspects o f reflexivity (W ilkinson, 1988:495). 

‘Functional’ reflexivity raises epistemological questions about how the researcher’s 

values and experiences shape the form o f research, for example in terms of choice of 

m ethods and interpretation of data, and the role they play in “creating our concepts and 

hence constructing our knowledge?” (W ilkinson, 1988:495). ‘Disciplinary’ reflexivity is 

seen as the broadest type of reflexivity and requires a discipline to explain its own form
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and influence. Although interrelated, it is conceptualised as a form of ‘strong’ reflexivity 

in contrast to ‘personal’ and ‘functional’ types. It is disciplinary reflexivity that 

specifically requires fem inist psychology to take account of the dom inant paradigm o f 

psychology and the way in which “that paradigm is supported by the institutions of 

academ ia.” (W ilkinson, 1988:496). W ilkinson’s article is helpful in breaking down the 

overall concept of ‘reflexivity’ while also seeing the different types of reflexivity as 

inextricably linked.

In more recent work in psychology W illig (2001) differentiates between two forms of 

reflexivity: personal and epistemological reflexivity. W illig notes variations and a 

continuum  of practice among qualitative researchers in psychology. Some qualitative 

psychologists place reflexivity at the centre of their approach to conducting and reporting 

qualitative research whereas for others its importance is acknowledged but not included 

in their written work (Burman, 1994b; Parker, 2005). A significant challenge to the idea 

o f ‘reflexivity’ came as a result of the ‘linguistic turn’ in social theory. Postmodernism, 

social constructionism  and discourse analysis have all fundam entally questioned the 

presumption that researchers have unfettered access to subjective feelings and values 

(Kvale, 1992; Gergen, 1991; Probyn, 1993; Potter and W etherell, 1997). W ithin post

modern and social constructionist accounts the subject is conceptualised as “decentred, 

fragmented, relational, evolving and incom plete” (Gough, 2003). Therefore, although 

laudable, the notion that researchers, through the practice of reflexivity, can uncover 

‘true’ intentions and motivations is challenged on the grounds that there is no essential 

se lf  but rather a plethora of selves and m ultiple ways of being in social interactions 

(Denzin, 2001; Adkins, 2002; Skeggs, 2002). O f course, as Gough (2003) points out, 

psycho-analytic theory has long contended that presum ed conscious self knowledge is, in 

actuality, a layer that conceals the irrational and confused self.

The format and extent of integration of reflexive accounts poses further dilemmas for 

researchers. One model, taken from anthropological writing, is for the practices o f the 

researcher, as well as the researched, to be detailed as part of an accounting procedure for 

credibility and rigour. The researcher, as expert witness, immerses themselves in the 

research context so as to offer a rich, insider account and through reflexive practice adds 

transparency and trustworthiness (Seale, 1999). The case for reflexivity as a way of
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improving rigour in grounded theory has been advocated (Hall and Gallery, 2001). 

Goffey and Atkinson (1996) contend that transparency, accountability and general 

trustworthiness in qualitative research can all be enhanced through reflexive research 

practices. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) include techniques such as m em ber checking, audit 

trails and triangulation as techniques for validating analytic claims. These discourses see 

reflexivity as part o f the process of working towards mutual and shared interpretations in 

qualitative research and thereby adding rigour to the process.

A very different approach is taken by post-m odernist researchers who attempt to 

highlight concepts such as ‘polyvocality’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005) and ‘saturation’ 

(Gergen, 1991) in an effort to reflect the pluralist nature of post-m odern societies. The 

researcher’s personal reflexivity is either interwoven with the academic analyses or there 

are regular insertions of personal reflexive pieces interspersed throughout the written 

piece (Lather, 1991). A more radical shift from academic writing conventions has been 

to minimize the presence of the author and even to attempt to present participant’s 

accounts without comm ent (Dwyer, 1982). The use of creative arts such as poetry, 

dram atic dialogue and ‘perform ative’ writing has also been em ployed (Denzin, 2001). 

Postmodern approaches to reflexivity are, therefore, seen to be evocative rather than 

representative of meaning (Gough, 2003; Luttrell, 2010).

Despite it being generally acknowledged as an established, important and skilled practice, 

essential to high quality qualitative research, the concept of reflexivity is “a contested 

term, attracting diverse definitions and associated with a range o f activities and goals.” 

(Gough, 2003:32). It presents qualitative researchers with a continuum  of challenges and 

choices. At one end of the spectrum is the “realist” use of reflexivity, to support and give 

credibility to research, and, at the opposite end, is the post-m odern, or “relativist”, forms 

which tend towards disruption of the narrative flow of the text and the presentation of 

analysis as constructed (May, 2002; Gough, 2003). Consequently, researchers must 

choose where to position themselves along the reflexivity continuum in such a way as to 

be congruent with the philosophical underpinnings and the role that they see reflexivity as 

taking in their qualitative project. An important part of their decision m aking process 

will be the extent to which they take responsibility for making interpretations, as 

opposed to presenting participant’s account with m inimal input from the author. A
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further consideration is how researchers privately record and process their reflexive 

practice and to what extent, and in what form, it will be included, if at all, in their public 

writing.

CONCEPTU AL FOCUS OF THIS STUDY

Two of the challenges to developmental psychology in recent decades, the emergence o f 

a new paradigm for the study o f children and childhood and the renewed m ulti

disciplinary interest in qualitative research, represent significant changes that have taken 

place in qualitative research with children over the course of the last twenty-five years. 

The new paradigmatic conceptions of children and childhood reposition children in 

research as active agents, co-creators of childhood and society and valuable informants 

on their lived experiences (Greene and Hogan, 2005). In addition, the ratification of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights o f the Child (1989) encouraged researchers to 

create democratic and reciprocal research environments to promote participation and 

collaboration.

The inclusion of an emancipatory agenda in childhood research posed considerable 

challenges to children’s researchers. A trend towards qualitative approaches became 

apparent in the m ulti-disciplinary ‘childhood studies’ literature on researching with 

children that has been published over the course o f the last twenty-five years. The main 

thrust has been towards research with, rather than on or about children and also the 

exploration of creative and participatory qualitative research methods which have been 

presented as having greater epistemological validity (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). 

However, as noted in chapter one, the foundational literature of the new paradigm, which 

has subsequently evolved into the multi-disciplinary field o f ‘childhood studies’, 

explicitly rejected the idea of distinct methods of inquiry in childhood research and 

warned of the dangers of such a path (James and Prout, 1990, 1997; James, et al, 1998; 

Christensen and James, 2000, 2008). Nevertheless, despite the seeming contradiction, 

participatory research methods have become associated with addressing the most 

troubling aspects of power differentials in conventional childhood research to the extent 

that in contemporary ‘childhood studies’ participation has become “ ...bo th  an aim  and a 

tool in an ethical quest towards ‘em pow ering’ children” (Gallacher and Gallagher, 2008).
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This study focuses on the ways in which experienced researchers position themselves in 

their qualitative research relationships with children in this changing research context 

both within psychology and the broader ‘childhood studies’ paradigm. Parallels are 

drawn between the issues and debates within the qualitative research literature of the 

evolving field o f ‘childhood studies’ and those that have taken place in the feminist 

methodological literature over the course of the last thirty years. The trend towards 

qualitative research and ‘participatory’ research methods, in the growing m ulti

disciplinary field o f ‘childhood studies’, is examined.

The feminist methodological literature has convincingly argued for several decades that 

the privileging of qualitative methods offers no guarantee of levelling of power relations 

between the researcher and the researched or o f more valid accounts o f participants’ lives 

and experiences (Oakley, 1994; 2005). Rather, qualitative research is seen to position 

participants as sophisticated knowers and to allow more space for the researcher to listen 

and respond to participants’ accounts (Stanley and Wise, 1983, 1993; Oakley, 2005). 

Feminist standpoint theorists, in particular, have consistently rejected the notion that there 

should be distinctive ‘fem inist’ research methods and contend that it is the positioning of 

the researcher within the research relationship that influences and reduces the power 

relations between the researcher and the researched and enables richer and less distorted 

accounts of participants’ lives to emerge (Harding, 1987, 2004).

The relevance of fem inist standpoint m ethodology to children’s research has been noted 

by a minority of writers in ‘childhood studies’, particularly those interested in 

generational relations (Alanen, 1994, 2009; M ayall, 2002, 2009; Oik, 2009). However, 

the main thrust in the ‘childhood studies’ research literature continues to be towards the 

development of ‘child friendly’ research methods with significantly less attention being 

paid to the relationship within which they are deployed or to the positioning o f the adult 1 

researcher in relation to the child within that relationship. j

In order to address the apparent gap in the existing literature, this study examines ways in 

which experienced researchers position themselves in their qualitative research 

relationships with children in the contem porary m ulti-disciplinary field o f ‘childhood
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studies’. The foregoing review of relevant literature in chapters one and two led to the 

following refinement of the initial research questions.

1. W hat variations exist amongst qualitative researchers in the multi-disciplinary 

field of ‘childhood studies’ in terms o f research training and practice?

2. In what ways do qualitative researchers conceptualise themselves as researchers 

in relation to children?

3. On what epistemological and methodological basis do qualitative researchers 

approach and make sense of the children and young people that they research 

with? To what extent do researchers position children as ‘know ers’?

4. W hat theoretical frameworks inform qualitative research practice with children?

5. W hat skills do researchers use in forming collaborative research relationships 

with children?

6. How do researchers understand and work with the power differentials in the 

research relationship?

7. W hat strategies do researchers employ to manage and take account of their 

emotional responses in the research context?

8. W hat do researchers understand by reflexivity? W hat theories inform 

researchers’ practice of reflexivity in their work with children?

CONCLUSION

The aim of the chapter was to contextualise qualitative research by considering its 

historical roots and developm ent over the course of the last century. The continuing 

dom inance of the positivist-empiricist tradition w ithin psychology was acknowledged and 

the history and position of qualitative approaches to research within psychology were 

reviewed. An exploration of qualitative research was placed alongside an examination of 

the traditional positivist research paradigm given that, in many respects, qualitative 

research developed in response to perceived problem s with realism  and the ‘scientific 

m ethod’ (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003; Willig 2001). The criticisms o f established 

epistemologies by feminist scholars and the issues raised for em ancipatory social research 

were charted. In particular the importance of the positioning of the researcher in the 

research relationship both in terms o f addressing power differentials and producing less
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distorted accounts o f participants’ lives was highlighted. The nature and content o f the 

methodological debates within feminism were seen to offer insight into some of the 

pertinent issues that might usefully be addressed by children’s researchers undertaking 

qualitative research. Consistent with the conceptual focus of the present study, particular 

attention was paid to the ways in which fem inist researchers position themselves in their 

research relationships and the role o f reflexivity in the pursuance o f ‘strong’ objectivity 

(Harding, 1987, 2004; Stanley and W ise, 1983, 1993; W ilkinson, 1988; W illig, 2001).

The following chapter presents the m ethodological approach pursued to explore the ways 

in which experienced childhood researchers position themselves in relation to the 

children with whom they undertake research. A comprehensive procedural account of 

how the study was designed and executed is offered together with the rationale for the 

choices and decisions made at various stages during the research process. The 

boundaries and limitations to which the study was subjected are also addressed.



C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

M E T H O D

INTRODUCTION

This study aimed to explore the ways in which researchers position themselves in relation 

to children in the qualitative research context. It sought to probe beneath formal 

published material and to access first-hand accounts of research as ‘it is experienced’ 

rather than as ‘it is described’ (Stanley and Wise, 1983; 1993). The primary m ethod of 

data generation employed was semi-structured elite interviews with thirty experienced 

and high-profile researchers from five countries. These personal and reflexive accounts 

o f research were seen as rich, untapped sources of data that were not accessible in any 

other forum, and yet were assessed as being integral to an analysis o f the researcher-child 

relationship within psychology and the broader childhood studies paradigm.

Taken together, the two previous chapters offered an overview of the literature and the 

developm ent o f ideas in relation to qualitative approaches to research in general and 

qualitative methods o f research with children in particular. This chapter sets out a 

procedural account o f how the research was conducted together with the challenges, 

dilemmas and decisions made during the course of the research project. The chapter 

reviews the philosophical underpinnings of the present study, the research design, the 

research strategy, the strengths and limitations of the project and the constraints that the 

study was subject to. The topics of sample selection, recruitment, access, fieldwork, data 

generation and the m anagement and analysis o f data are included. Issues that arise when 

undertaking research with elite groups are discussed along with the particular ethical 

issues involved in working with a high-profile sample where many participants are 

known to each other.
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PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS

As shown by the historical overview of qualitative research presented in chapter two, a 

number of philosophical positions underpin whatever approach is adopted when studying 

the social world, even if  these are not always conscious or made explicit. This study is 

closely aligned to the constructivist paradigm. Schwandt, (2007:38) describes 

constructivism  as “a particularly elusive term with different m eanings depending on the 

discourse in which it is used.” The common usage of the term provides an alternative 

perspective to empiricism  and rationalism  by asserting that knowledge is neither 

discoverable from an external reality ‘out there’ nor produced through a process of 

reasoning divorced from such a reality.

Schwandt (2007) identifies two broad strands o f constructivist thought. First, radical 

constructivism , or psychological constructivism , that focuses on the individual knower 

and acts of cognition (von Glasersfeld, 1995). Human knowledge cannot be seen to 

simply m irror an external reality but rather is the culmination of continual processes of 

inner constructions. Radical constructivism  in psychology is particularly associated with 

the genetic epistemology o f Jean Piaget (1896-1980). Based on the ideas o f Kant (1724- 

1804) Piaget proposed that individuals’ knowledge o f the world is mediated by cognitive 

structures. However, contrary to Kant, Piaget theorized that these structures are not a 

priori but rather are the products of an interactive process o f construction between the 

mind and the environm ent (Piaget, 1953). The second strand of constructivism  is known 

as social constructionism. In psychology social constructionism  is associated with the 

work of writers such as Gergen (1973, 1982) as reviewed in chapter two. In the broader 

social science and ‘childhood studies’ literature social constructionism  tends to be linked 

to the classic work of Berger and Luckmann (1967).

The constructivist approach in qualitative research is also referred to as “interpretive” 

(Schwandt, 1994) or “naturalistic” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). 

However, Robson (2002:27) sees the term ‘constructivism ’ as helpful because it indicates 

one of the basic tenets o f the approach -  that reality is socially constructed. For 

constructivists all social research is undertaken from the standpoint o f the researcher, all 

observation is theory-laden and therefore the production of theory-free knowledge is

90



unattainable (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). Constructivists are therefore non- 

foundationalists as they do not accept that criteria can be established and laid down for 

assessing knowledge claims given their position that there are no absolute truths 

(Schwandt, 2007).

The ontological position associated with the constructivist paradigm is relativism  and the 

idea of “local and specific constructed and co-constructed realities.” (Denzin and Lincoln, 

2005:193). Theories about the nature of reality are often reduced to two competing 

categories in the literature: ‘realist’ and ‘idealist’, both o f which have a long history in the 

philosophy of science (Schwandt, 2007). Following the work o f influential writers such 

as Bhaskar (1978), a broader range of categories is generally now employed (Blaikie 

2007). The issue of relativism  has proved to be contentious in psychology and continues 

to be the subject of ongoing debate about the extent to which ‘scientific credibility’ 

should be aspired to (Parker, 1998, 1999; W illig and Stainton-Rogers, 2008).

POSITIONING OF THE RESEARCHER

In addition to decisions about research questions and choice of research strategy, the 

researcher must also decide on the stance to be adopted towards the researched in terms 

o f a spectrum of relationships and roles (Hammersley, and Atkinson, 2007). Given that 

the participants in the present study were elite researchers, the researcher, a doctoral 

student with little previous research experience, was explicitly positioned as a novice 

researcher at the design stage, in the study information literature and in the interview 

context. The present research was undertaken in fulfilment of the requirement of a 

Doctor of Philosophy degree and thus prim arily benefited the researcher. To offer a 

gesture of reciprocation an undertaking was made to all participants that they would be 

sent a summary of the study on its completion.

RESEARCH WITH ELITE GROUPS

In his classic text on the subject, Lewis Dexter (1915-1995) acknowledges discomfort in 

using the term ‘elite’ and notes the connotations of superiority it conjures up (Dexter, 

1970:4). Nevertheless, Dexter concludes that, although not ideal, ‘elite and specialized 

interviewing’ most aptly describes the interview process that he pioneered (Ware and
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Sanchez-Jankowski, 2006). Odendahl and Shaw (2001:299) note that while social 

scientists acknowledge and write about elites they tend to “investigate those without 

influence, over whom power is exercised rather than society’s decision m akers.” In the 

comprehensive literature review by Odendahl and Shaw (2001) part o f the difficulty 

highlighted is the wide range o f groups that can be seen as ‘elites’ in research terms 

making straightforward definitions difficult. Consequently, researchers have constructed 

many different typologies including economic, m ilitary and political elites (Mills, 1959), 

social ehtes (Nadel, 1956) and business elites (Thomas, 1993). Keller (1963:20) 

constructs a hierarchy of elites on the basis that “not all are equally significant in the life 

of society” and differentiates between ‘transient elites’ (such as celebrities) and ‘strategic 

elites’ who are prom inent in areas such as business, politics and diplomacy. However, 

even within the same category a hierarchy may still exist so that Zuckerm an (1996), for 

example, in an effort to differentiate between elites within an already elite group, uses the 

term ‘ultra elite’ to describe the Nobel Prize winners that she interviewed in her study of 

scientific elites. The present study followed the broad and practical definition offered by 

Gillham (2005) who suggests that elite participants are usually experts in positions of 

authority and power, by virtue of their expert knowledge and experience, and who, 

because of their elite status may be able to facilitate access to otherwise unreachable 

experts.

The study of professional elites, such as academics (Deem, 2002; Wiles et al, 2006), 

members of the clergy (Aldridge, 1993), m acroeconom ists (Stephens, 2007) and 

scientists (Zuckerman, 1996) has recently burgeoned (Odendahl and Shaw, 2001). 

Gillham (2005) contends that research with academic elite groups can be particularly 

insightful and relevant as they may be willing to discuss their embryonic ideas and 

theories, including those that they have not yet written about or published, and so offer 

the latest thinking in the area. Furthermore, informal discussion of already published 

material may cast new light on existing work due to the different levels of discourse at 

work in the qualitative interview context (Gilbert and M ulkay, 1988). Stephens (2007) 

suggests that there are a num ber o f characteristics particular to academ ic elites. These 

include a willingness to engage articulately, and at length, about particular topics which 

enables a less directive questioning style to be employed and unanticipated data to 

emerge. Specialist and expert academics are likely to have a heightened understanding
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and empathy with research processes and values, relative to other sets of participants, 

and, therefore, may be more willing to participate and contribute to the research 

(Stephens, 2007). Gillham (2005) further emphasises that even one-off interviews with 

elite or specialist academics can provide a particularly rich and sophisticated source of 

data which, in turn, can facilitate and give direction to the research.

Compared to other groups such as business, organisational and political elites, there have 

still been relatively few studies in which researchers have researched other researchers or 

their academic colleagues (Wiles et al, 2006). A study on modes of assessment by Platt 

(1981), with academic peers at her own university, and academic researchers from across 

the UK, is still seen as relevant (Wiles et al, 2006). Platt highlights the difference in the 

interview relationship when interviewing an academic peer group, noting that it lacks 

“the practical anonymity of the transient research relationship” and consequently, “a 

variety of specific consequences for the interview follow (Platt, 1981:75). Coffey and 

Atkinson (1996) use their research interviews with academics in their book on qualitative 

research strategies and again, the specific issues raised when working with a relatively 

small academic community are considered, particularly around confidentiality and 

anonymity. The qualitative study with manager-academ ics, at sixteen different UK 

universities, undertaken by Deem (2002:849) found that the interview data “revealed 

responses that would not have surfaced in a survey” . Further, that individual interviews 

yielded data that would not necessarily have been available in focus groups because it 

was “difficult to persuade all focus group participants to give their views” (Deem, 

2002:849). Wiles et al, (2006), conducted focus groups and telephone interviews with 

social researchers who undertake qualitative research with ‘vulnerable’ groups including 

children and young people. The W iles et al (2006) study included an examination of the 

way in which their sample of expert researchers, who knew “the tricks of the trade”, 

responded to being participants in the study. Wiles et al (2006:293) noted the importance 

of offering elite participants the opportunity to edit their transcripts in order to secure 

their trust and co-operation.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

‘Researching researchers: lessons for research ethics’ (W iles, et al, 2006) was particularly 

important in the planning of this study, not only because it sampled academic elites but
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also because it includes an in-depth discussion of associated research ethics. The 

research by W iles, et al (2006) suggests that, although ethical issues which arise when 

studying academic elites are not distinct from those relevant to studying any group, there 

is an onus on the researcher to have heightened awareness of certain ethical issues such as 

confidentiality and anonymity. This is because the relatively small size o f the group and 

the complex web of relations that exist between its members make complete 

confidentiality and anonymity virtually impossible to achieve (W iles, et al, 2006). This is 

consistent with Coffey and A tkinson’s observation from their research with academic 

elites that: “In small academic communities, it is extremely difficult to maintain 

discretion and confidentiality” (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996:18). From an early stage it 

was clear that heightened ethical sensitivities needed to be an integral and ongoing 

feature of the present study. As a result, these issues received careful attention in the 

application for approval of this research to the Trinity College School of Psychology 

Ethics Committee in M arch 2007. Formal ethical approval for the present study was 

received on 24 April 2007. In order to contextualise the ethical challenges posed and the 

decisions made, these are woven through the discussion and analysis rather than being 

addressed in a separate section.

QUALITATIVE INTERVIEW  M ETHOD

The description of the qualitative interview offered by Rubin and Rubin (2005) broadly 

reflects other literature in the field (Gubrium and Holstein, 2001; Kvale, 1996; Weiss, 

1994; W arren, 2001). The qualitative interview is seen as a conversation in which the 

researcher gently guides the interviewee in an extended discussion and “elicits depth and 

detail about the research topic” as a result of follow up questions (Rubin and Rubin, 

2005:4). The strengths and weaknesses o f the qualitative interview method receive wide 

coverage in the literature (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Gubrium  and Holstein, 2001; 

W illig and Stainton Rogers, 2008). Probably the most significant m arker o f the 

qualitative interview is its philosophical base. In contrast to the survey interview, the 

epistemological underpinnings of the qualitative interview tend towards a constructivist 

rather than positivist paradigm (Gubrium and Holstein, 2001; W arren, 2001). Kvale 

(1996:4) used two contrasting metaphors of the interviewer to represent different 

concepts of knowledge formation: the ‘m iner’ excavating to unearth valuable material
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and the ‘traveller’ who wanders alongside, in conversation with, the interviewee as their 

story emerges and unfolds. The latter m etaphor is associated with the constructivist 

paradigm, to which this study is closely aligned, and requires a style of interviewing that 

can adapt to, and accommodate, the path being pursued by the interviewee rather than 

being lead and directed by the interviewer (Gubrium and Holstein, 2001).

Elite participants are usually sophisticated interviewees, not least because they are likely 

to know more than the researcher about core aspects of the research topic, as well as 

being cognisant of the possible implications and wider consequences of their answers 

(Zuckerman, 1996; Odendahl and Shaw, 2001). This was certainly the case in the present 

study where interviewees w'ere not only more knowledgeable about the topic, but were 

also far more experienced in conducting qualitative research interviews, than the 

interviewer. These characteristics o f the research sample, therefore, provided a primary 

reason for the use of an interview format which was “loosely structured at best” (Gillham, 

2005:54). In the event, the purpose of the research, the research topic, the 

epistemological underpinnings, the review of existing literature, the characteristics o f the 

final sample, together with practical constraints of time and access, were all elements that 

combined in the decision to design and employ a semi-structured interview schedule.

THE INTERVIEW  SCHEDULE

The present study identified five broad themes under which questions were asked which, 

in turn, were linked to the research questions posed (Robson, 2002). Eight sub questions 

were listed under the first heading of ‘Experience o f Research’. This section reflected the 

multi-disciplinary nature of the sample where commonalities in research training and 

experiences could not be assumed and a frame for the range of research backgrounds and 

experiences o f participants was deemed to be important for understanding and analysing 

the data (W iles et al, 2006). The schedule therefore began with a more factual approach 

to data collection and generation which set the frame for the rest o f the interview and also 

allowed time for the interviewer and interviewee to settle. The sub-questions were a 

mixture o f those formulated to elicit specific data and those that asked more open 

questions. As recommended by Gillham (2005) the schedule was designed so that the 

overarching theme was initially introduced; “Tell me about your research career to date
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and how you got to where you are now” . In their response, interviewees answered many, 

if not all, of the sub-questions and follow up questions were then asked as appropriate in 

each case.

The second section o f the scheduled focused more directly on ‘Experience o f Research 

with Children’ and included four sub-questions. This section arose out of the consistent 

emphasis in the literature in relation to the issue of research with, by and fo r  children, as 

opposed to research on or about children (Greene and Hogan, 2005; Alderson, 2008; 

Christensen and James, 2008). It aimed to examine and clarify the type and extent of 

participants’ training and experiences of researching with children and to provide a frame 

for the analysis o f data specifically in relation to research with children as opposed to 

other groups. It was envisaged that this section would offer insight into disciplinary 

differences and the nature of multi-disciplinarity within the evolving field of ‘childhood 

studies’ (W oodhead, 2009). Again, the schedule was designed so that the over-arching 

theme was introduced and the four sub questions on the schedule were sometimes 

covered in participants’ initial responses. As recom mended by Gubrium and Holstein 

(2001) follow up questions were tailored to individual interviews as necessary and 

appropriate.

The third section of the interview schedule had four sub-questions, one in relation to 

theoretical positioning and the other three covering rapport. The aim was to explore the 

epistemologies and methodologies underpinning qualitative research with children and 

consider possible parallels with the feminist epistemological and methodological 

literature. This part drew on the ideas of feminist standpoint theorists (Harding, 1986; 

Smith, 1988) and fem inist ethnom ethodologists (Stanley and W ise, 1993) who stress the 

importance o f the positioning of the researcher in researcher-researched relationships in 

qualitative research so that the expertise and unique standpoints of participants are 

recognised and valued. The focus on rapport reflected the emphasis in much of the 

research m ethods with children literature on the researcher establishing rappon (Kellett, 

2010) although finding a clear definition o f precisely what or how rapport is established, 

recognised and m aintained is more difficult (Oakley, 2005; Parker, 2005). This section 

of the schedule was designed to allow participants to offer their own understandings and 

experiences of rapport with children in research contexts so as to examine the s.milarities
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and differences with the feminist literature on this topic (Oakley, 1994, 2005). It was 

highly flexible in anticipation that the interview might proceed in many different 

directions, including unforeseen ones, depending on the interview ee’s response as 

suggested by Kvale (1996).

The ‘Em otional Response of the Researcher’ was the overarching theme of the fourth 

section. It was anticipated to be the most delicate stage of the interview process given the 

nature of the questions. It was also the segment of the schedule that, with a few notable 

exceptions, had not been covered in participants’ published work. This part of the 

interview schedule included five sub-questions which drew on the pioneering work by 

relational psychologists Brown and Gilligan (1992). In M eeting at the Crossroads 

(1992), Brown and Gilligan introduce their L istener’s Guide, a relational m ethod of 

interpretation, and highlight the significance of the emotional response of the researcher 

in their analysis o f the messages conveyed in research relationships with children. This 

part of the schedule was carefully framed so as to be flexible and responsive to the 

sensitive data that could potentially emerge (Brown and Gilligan, 1992). There was a 

deliberate separating out of ‘topics that might have been difficult’ for researchers in the 

third sub-question and five different examples were included. From an ethical 

perspective, the inclusion of a range of five examples in one probe m eant that the 

interviewee did not have to specify the particular topic that they had found difficult, but 

rather could speak in more general terms (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). As well as careful 

attention to ethical issues, this section of the interview schedule required sensitivity not 

just in terms o f the questions asked, but also to the m anner in which they were asked, and 

to allow sufficient time for the interviewee to respond at their own pace. This was again 

based on the work o f Brown and Gilligan (1992).

The fifth segment of the interview schedule covered the overarching them e of reflexivity: 

“W hat is reflexivity and how do you practice it?” It contained three sub-questions each 

referring to a different stage of the research process from the context of discovery to the 

final written report (Harding, 2005). The direct request for a definition and a personal 

explanation o f the practice of reflexivity in this section reflected the research methods 

literature reviewed, where clear and consistent definitions and practices were difficult to 

trace (Finlay and Gough, 2003). Unlike the fem inist research methods literature where
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reflexivity receives significant attention (Adkins, 2002; Skeggs, 2002), particularly in the 

feminist standpoint literature (Smith 1988; Harding, 2005), critical analyses of the role, 

function and practice of reflexivity was not consistently available in the children’s 

research literature. This section therefore aimed to investigate this absence further.

The final section o f the interview schedule comprised one them e and only one question: 

“W hat should I be asking about the researcher-child relationship?” This was purposely 

designed to perm it interviewees to feel free to move in whichever direction they wished 

and to allow unanticipated data to em erge and be discussed. As recommended by 

Gillham (2005), it also allowed elite participants the opportunity to offer feedback on the 

present study and gave them a contained space within which to do so.

As a quality control measure the draft interview schedule was submitted for critical 

review to two senior researchers, fitting the sample selection criteria and working at two 

different universities. Both researchers were experienced in compiling interview 

schedules and were currently active in separate large-scale projects involving qualitative 

research with children. Constructive feedback was received and m inor amendments 

made to sub-questions.

PARAM ETERS OF SAM PLE

The criteria for inclusion of participants in this study were established prior to the 

comm encem ent of the access and recruitm ent phase. This study sought to recruit an elite 

sample of multi-disciplinary pioneers and opinion leaders in the field of qualitative 

research with children who were both experienced and actively involved in research. The 

criteria for inclusion stipulated a m inimum of ten year’s experience of qualitative 

research with children and a m inim um  of five international books or peer reviewed 

journal publications in this area. Funding and language limitations meant that the sample 

was selected from Ireland, Scotland, W ales, England and the continent o f North Am erica 

and so represents a small section o f the global com m unity o f children’s researchers. In 

particular, key figures from Northern Europe who had been influential in the 

development o f ideas leading to the emergence of the new paradigm were not included
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although the sample did include many participants with experience o f children’s research 

in Scandinavia and other international contexts.

THE SAM PLING AND SELECTION OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

A combination of purposive and snowballing sampling procedures was employed. 

Purposive sampling involves the researcher building a sample based on “the researcher’s 

judgem ent as to typicality or interest” (Robson, (2002:265). Snowball sampling allows 

informants to make suggestions, and even introductions, to other members of the 

population o f interest (Robson, 2002).

A list of fifty potential participants was drawn up on the basis o f a cross-disciplinary 

literature review and scrutiny of the registers of the Research in Practice organisation in 

the UK which permits their register o f researchers to be searched alphabetically, by topic, 

by method or by word or phrase. As a further check to ensure that the provisional list of 

participants constituted an accurate reflection of expertise across disciplines, two 

experienced researchers, fitting the selection criteria, were asked to review the draft list. 

These researchers from different disciplinary backgrounds (psychology and sociology) 

and from two different universities, both o f whom had worked internationally, were 

asked to prioritise and rank the list of names for inclusion in the study on the basis of the 

study information sheet. They were also invited to suggest names that might have been 

overlooked, for example younger researchers with significant knowledge and 

publications but less than ten years’ experience. This approach was consistent with 

Odendahl and Shaw (2001:303) who suggest that, “part of the selection methods for 

designating elites might rely on quantitative data such as rankings and numerical 

indexes.”

PILOT INTERVIEW S

Two separate academic psychologists, meeting the selection criteria, participated in pilot 

interviews and gave critical feedback on both the interview schedule and their experience 

of being interviewed.

ACCESS TO AND RECRUITM ENT OF SAMPLE
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The major disadvantage cited in the hterature on elite interviewing is gaining access to 

participants (Kvale, 1996). Odendahl and Shaw (2001) suggests that those in positions of 

authority and power will be aware that a research interview could potentially cause 

professional difficulties and personal embarrassm ent and that the researcher m ust pre

empt such concerns with a well thought out research design. “The naive researcher can 

unwittingly set in motion a series of events which have nuisance value, if  nothing w orse.” 

(Gillham, 2005:55). Conversely, one o f the strengths of elite interviews is that, with 

recom mendation and support, the interviewer can gain access to the expert’s wider 

network that m ight otherwise be difficult to penetrate (Dexter, 1970; Ostrander, 1993; 

Gillham, 2005; Delaney, 2007). “The successful pursuit of research is a great deal to do 

with admission to these pathways of com m unication, which will not appear on any 

publicly accessible computer data-base.” (Gillham, 2005:59).

The response rate in the present study was 95 per cent. Out of a total o f forty requests for 

interviews only two individuals did not respond. None o f the participants were 

personally known to the researcher at the start of the study so personal access to their 

network via introductions was not possible. However, many knew, or had heard of, the 

researcher’s doctoral supervisor and the supervisor’s work and this, coupled with the 

knowledge that the researcher was based at a high-ranking university, is likely to have 

provided some reassurance that the research would be conducted professionally and 

ethically. Gillham (2005) suggests additional strategies that can be used to reassure 

participants include the opportunity to edit the interview transcript and review the use of 

cited quotations in subsequent publications. These undertakings were contained in the 

covering letter and the study information sheets and were seen to com ply with good 

ethical research practice (Appendix III). A ttention to this level o f detail is seen to be 

particularly fruitful with elite participants who both understand and appreciate the 

consideration of such issues (Zuckerman, 1996; Odendahl and Shaw, 2001; Delaney, 

2007).

THE FINAL SAM PLE

The final elite sample comprised thirty experienced academic qualitative researchers with 

children from fourteen different university based institutions in Ireland, Scotland, Wales,
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England and the USA. Twenty-six were women and four were men. The disciplinary 

background of participants included psychology, anthropology, sociology, nursing, social 

work and education. The m ajority o f participants did not adhere to one disciplinary 

identity and all but two had worked on inter-disciplinary and m ulti-disciplinary research 

projects. M ost participants far exceeded the m inimum criteria for sample selection, both 

in terms of years o f experience and publication record.

FIELDW ORK

Fieldwork com m enced in M ay 2007. The first phase of interviews began in Novem ber 

2007 and com prised o f fifteen interviews in Ireland, Scotland and England. Nineteen 

potential participants were contacted, fifteen agreed to take part in the study, one had 

recently retired, two were unavailable but recom mended other colleagues and only one 

person did not respond.

DATA GENERATION

Odendahl and Shaw (2001) note that the location for elite interviews is almost always 

chosen for the interview ee’s convenience. Twenty out o f the thirty interviews were 

conducted overseas and required extensive forward planning. Twenty-eight of the 

interviews took place in the participant’s office, one was conducted in the office of one of 

their colleagues in another university and one was conducted at the participant’s home. 

Several participants met with the researcher during their lunch break or after work. 

Despite participants’ busy schedules there were no short notice cancellations or 

significantly late arrivals. Two respondents attended their interview despite recent 

physical injures. The duration of the longest interview was one hour and fifty minutes 

and the shortest interview concluded in forty-five minutes; most interviews lasted for 

between one and one-and-a-half hours.

A potential barrier in elite interviews, cited by Odendahl and Shaw (2001), is the 

difference in status between the researcher and participant which can have important 

implications for power dynamics within the interview setting. In the light of the 

researcher’s doctoral student status, and declared position as a novice researcher, it was 

likely that she would initially be seen, and engaged with, as a postgraduate student. In
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terms o f the purposes of the interview, and the interviewee-led design of the interview 

schedule, a supervisor/doctoral student type relationship offered many advantages. It 

offered a baseline from which to start and assumptions about basic levels o f knowledge 

of the area could be made.

There were also numerous disadvantages for the researcher in adopting a role akin to a 

supervisor-doctoral student relationship. W iles et al (2006) note that: “the issue of 

identifying researchers’ private, rather than public, accounts o f research practice is one 

that is particularly difficult and presents a range of ethical challenges.” (Wiles, et al, 

2006:289). If the interviewee followed a predom inantly lecturer-student style of 

interaction there was the risk that the ‘teaching voice’ might depersonalize the account 

and lean towards information and analysis rather than offering some reflections on the 

experiences. In his study with macroeconomists, Stephens (2007:208), reports having to 

frequently: “resituate the conversation onto the personal position of the interviewee in 

the debate” rather than allowing them to recount “the consensual ‘perceived w isdom ’.” 

The need to encourage respondents to distinguish between their descriptions o f their 

experiences and their reflections upon them necessitated a level of probing that would not 

be usual in the supervisor-doctoral student role and relied upon a level o f trust, 

acceptance and rapport having been established within the interview context.

CONFIDENTIALITY AND ANONYM ITY

It becam e apparent very early on in the fieldwork phase of the present project that 

attempts to maintain the anonymity o f all participants would be impossible. This was 

consistent with the findings o f Platt (1981) and Coffey and Atkinson (1996) who report 

that once interviews com m ence news circulates within what is, in effect, a relatively 

small academic group. No respondents raised any questions or concerns about anonymity, 

in terms o f participating in the study, and several stated that they realised that it would be 

difficult to achieve and maintain given the sample criteria. To reflect the collaborative 

nature o f the present study a shared approach to data ownership was taken whereby 

participants were invited to edit their interview transcripts and review the use of any 

subsequent quotations in published literature. This was consistent with the stance
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adopted in the study by W iles et al (2006) which encountered sim ilar ethical dilemmas in 

relation to confidentiality and anonymity.

Participants were sent two copies of their interview transcript, one to edit and return and 

the other to keep. Interviewees were invited to make amendments, deletions or additional 

comments on the transcript to ensure that it was a respectful, accurate and fair portrayal 

o f their views and experiences (Appendix V). W herever possible, interviewees were 

asked to consider replacing identifying names, places or people with a vaguer descriptive 

phrase rather than deleting the data completely.

Out o f the thirty participants twenty-two chose to edit their transcripts. The remaining 

eight interviewees emailed the researcher and gave their consent for the original 

transcript to be used. Five of those eight participants cited pressure of work and 

insufficient time as the reason for not editing their transcript. Four o f those eight 

participants indicated that their consent was based on knowing that perm ission would be 

sought before using direct quotations in published material. The changes made to 

transcripts were of three main types: deletion of some personal stories, removal of data 

that would identify studies or colleagues and the addition of further thoughts and 

references on particular topics. Contrary to the findings of Wiles, et al (2006), this 

process did not result in a significant loss of data, with only minor amendments being 

made.

PRELIM INARY ANALYSIS

A preliminary analysis was undertaken after the first fifteen interviews and transcriptions 

were completed, in order to check the quality and relevance of the emerging data. At this 

stage there had been a high response rate (only one potential participant did not respond) 

and rich data was being generated in terms o f the depth o f participants’ accounts of their 

research experiences. A decision was therefore made, in consultation with the doctoral 

supervisor, to continue to prioritise face-to-face elite interviews with experienced 

childhood researchers in the second phase of the study. Gillham (2005:50) suggests that 

‘theoretical saturation’ in qualitative interviews is reached: “where additional

explanations are few and relatively minor.” In the present study, the preliminary analysis
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indicated that by the end of the first phase o f interviews provisional themes and patterns 

were becoming apparent and were being increasingly supported, qualified and expanded 

upon (Gillham, 2005). The initial target o f thirty interviews was left unchanged but two 

significant amendments were made as a result o f the data that had emerged during the 

initial phase o f fieldwork. First, there was a decision to broaden the research in terms of 

geographical locations and specialist interests. Two high-profile academics from North 

America who were m entioned by several interviewees were prioritised for inclusion. 

Both had been associated with the original Harvard Project on W om en’s Psychology and 

Girl’s Development and had been pioneering in the development of qualitative and 

relational methods of research in the USA. Second, in terms of research expertise, two 

widely published researchers, who had been cited as influential by several participants in 

relation to children and young people conducting their own research, were also prioritised 

for interview. As a result of the changes made during the process of preliminary analysis 

it was decided that the initial plans for the design and testing of a training programme for 

new researchers during the second phase o f fieldwork would no longer be feasible due to 

time and resource constraints. Phase two therefore focused on extending the expertise 

within the sample and the geographical area to include participants from Ireland, 

Scotland, W ales, England and North America. On completion of the second round of 

fifteen interviews, using G illham ’s criteria (2005), theoretical saturation was deemed to 

have been reached.

REFLECTIONS ON FIELDW ORK AND THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER

The literature on elite interviews suggests that some studies, such as Zuckerman (1996), 

receive more active indications of positive support than others, such as Stephens (2007). 

In the current study there was a uniformly high level o f positive support from participants 

evidenced by assistance with travel plans and invitations to additional lectures, meetings 

and provision of refreshments. Copies o f course outlines, reading lists, book chapters and 

journal articles that interviewees had written were frequently provided and participants’ 

offered the use of their nam e in approaches to other colleagues. Participants’ support, 

both in terms o f time and resources, seem ed to be a reflection of their wish to help a 

novice researcher, recognition of the time and travel commitments associated with 

undertaking the research interviews and a level of interest in the research topic.
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Inevitably the interview format changed as fieldwork evolved as a result o f the 

researcher’s fam iliarity with the interview schedule and increasing confidence in 

conducting research interviews with high-profile participants. There was a growing trust 

in the research process over time and a realisation that each interview would be 

productive if it was allowed to find its own ‘level’ and direction. Through the use of field 

notes, a research journal and ongoing reflexive analysis, recognition gradually emerged 

that ultimately the way that each participant used the interview space was, to a certain 

extent, unique and person specific. The role of the researcher, therefore, was to create a 

frame around the interview space to allow interviewees room to reflect and explore, and 

for data to emerge spontaneously, as opposed to being overly directive or steering the 

emerging data in particular directions.

DATA M ANAGEM ENT AND ANALYSIS

Denzin and Lincoln (2005:4) suggest that the qualitative researcher may be seen as a 

“bricoleur” -  a maker o f quilts or similar to a film editor who assembles images into 

montages. They use the term to denote the dynamic range of strategies and methods 

deployed and created in the collection and analysis of empirical materials (Robson, 

2002). The fact that qualitative data can take many forms also leaves a number of options 

for how the data is generated, managed and analysed. This, in turn, will be influenced by 

factors such as the purposes of the research, the philosophical underpinnings of the 

researcher and the approach and skills of the researcher (Mason, 2002).

A challenge for the researcher is the description of the analytic process in the literature in 

terms such as ‘im aginative’, ‘artful’ and ‘transform ative’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1981; 

W olcott, 1994; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005), on one hand, and ‘system atic’, ‘m ethodical’ 

and ‘rigorous’ on the other (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003; Denzin 

and Lincoln, 2005). The researcher must steer a skilled path in accepting that there is no 

one “correct approach or set or right techniques” to analysis because it is “imaginative, 

artful, flexible and reflexive” and yet should also be “methodical, scholarly and 

intellectually rigorous” (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996:10). A further caution is sounded 

that there remain both students and research practitioners “who believe implicitly that 

qualitative research can be done in a spirit of careless rapture, with no principled or

105



disciplined thought whatsoever” (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996:11). In view of the above it 

is not surprising that, although analysis should be a pervasive activity throughout the life 

o f a qualitative study, it is frequently characterised as a stage when, particularly students 

and novice researcher, struggle in their qualitative research project (Coffey and Atkinson, 

1996; M ason, 2002).

The present study has em ployed thematic analysis as proposed by psychologists Braun 

and Clarke (2006). They suggest that that it is a m ethod in its own right when practised 

in a deliberate and rigorous way both in psychology and beyond. W hilst there was 

compatibility between the present study and all of the ten advantages o f thematic analysis 

summarised by Braun and Clarke (2006:97), there were five indicators which were 

particularly relevant to the research design, its philosophical underpinnings and the 

profile of the researcher. First, thematic analysis is a relatively accessible m ethod to 

acquire and employ for the novice researcher and is recom mended as “the first qualitative 

method of analysis that researchers should learn, as it provides core sk ills ...” (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006:78). Second, it is offered as a particularly useful m ethod when working 

within a participatory paradigm  where participants are seen as collaborators. Third, 

thematic analysis allows differences as well as similarities to be highlighted across the 

data set. Fourth, it permits social, as well as psychological, interpretations o f data. Fifth, 

it provides space for insights to be gained from  unanticipated data and for the researcher 

to be surprised (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Rather than adhering to a specific theoretical fram ework the present study followed an 

eclectic path and pursued both a systematic and flexible approach to the data. The aim 

was to broadly stay within the classic fram ework offered by Miles and Huberman (1994) 

which is still widely cited in the literature across a range of philosophical stances (Coffey 

and Atkinson, 1996; M ason, 2002; Robson, 2002; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003; Flick, 2009). 

The work o f M iles and Huberman (1994) is firmly rooted in the ‘realist’ tradition so that, 

while informative, certain aspects can appear overly structured and abrasive to those 

working from  different perspectives (Robson, 2002). For example. M iles and Huberman 

(1994:4) stress that their aim is to account for events rather than to docum ent them and in 

doing so seek “a causal description  of the forces at work” . Ritchie and Lewis (2003:217) 

draw on the ‘ladder of abstraction’ proposed by M iles and Huberman (1994), in their
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construction o f an ‘analytical hierarchy’ of different levels and processes through which 

findings are constructed from the raw data. They, too, stress the need for analytic 

methods that use visual data ordering and display, allow ‘within and betw een’ case 

searches, permit ideas, patterns and insights to remain rooted in the original data and also 

offer flexibility and transparency to others. The ‘analytical hierarchy’ of qualitative 

analysis developed by Ritchie and Lewis (2003:19), who align themselves most closely to 

“subtle realism ” (Hammersley, 1992) and are more interpretive in their approach, was, 

therefore, the procedural framework adopted in the present study. By employing a 

combination of the work o f both Miles and Huberman (1994), and Ritchie and Lewis 

(2003), a clear relationship was established between codes and concepts and an orderly 

sequence of analytic tasks was navigated. This enabled the data to be reduced to 

m anageable chunks and displayed in various visual formats to facilitate understanding 

and analysis of the data. Both approaches model a transparent and detailed procedural 

account as part o f the audit trail.

At the same time, an interpretive approach rather than a formulaic approach was followed 

as typified in grounded theory approaches. For example, although a deductive start list of 

a priori codes was compiled (Miles and Huberman, 1994) (Appendix VI), the majority of 

codes were generated inductively and were based on the researcher’s own interpretation 

of meanings and patterns in the transcripts (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1992; Strauss and 

Corbin, 1998; Charmaz, 2006). Grounded theorizing emphasises the reflexive and 

cyclical nature of analysis and the need for the analyst to be active, exploratory and 

playful (Charmaz, 2003). The importance of ‘situated knowledge’ and staying close to 

participants’ terms and understandings is stressed (Strauss, 1987). Continual 

interrogation o f the data from various stances and directions is pursued and there is a 

repeated com parison of similarities and differences using the ‘m ethod of constant 

com parison’ (Pidgeon and Henwood, 1997). Consistent with the epistemological 

underpinnings o f the present study, the work of Charmaz (2003; 2006), rooted in the 

constructivist paradigm, was particularly influential.

INTERVIEW  CONTACT SUM M ARY SHEET

An Interview Contact Summary Sheet was completed in respect o f each interview (Miles 

and Huberman, 1994) (Appendix IV). Miles and Huberman (1994:52) suggest that it is
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important therefore that the researcher is “able to rely on summ aries” to provide a 

reasonably accurate micro account. Consistent with the suggestion of Lofland and 

Lofland (1984), writing up was undertaken within 24 hours of the interview in all but 

three cases when it stretched to 48 hours.

TRANSCRIPTION

Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by the researcher and 

approximately 1,500 pages o f interview transcripts were generated. To protect 

anonymity each participant was assigned a unique serial num ber code for use in 

transcripts and all fieldwork documents. Recordings were listened to and transcribed on 

a number of different levels - literal, interpretive and reflexive - as recommended by 

Mason (2002). These levels were not seen as distinct but rather terms to describe the 

level that was focused on during a particular listening episode (Brown and Gilligan, 

1992). Two copies o f the interview transcripts were sent to the interviewee for approval 

-  one to keep and one to return with any amendments or deletions. On receipt o f the 

returned transcript, amendments were made to the ‘m aster’ copy and two further copies 

of the ‘m aster’ copy were made for use during analysis. The copy that had been returned 

by the interviewee was preserved to be used for anonymity and confidentiality safety 

checks during the writing phases of the study.

DATA REDUCTION

The definition of data analysis as com prising three “concurrent flows of activity” namely: 

data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing/verification was employed in the 

present study (Miles and Huberman, 1994:10). The first stage of data analysis involved 

m ultiple readings of the transcripts and reduction of the data into more manageable 

chunks with minimal disturbance o f context at this stage (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). 

Miles and Huberman (1994:59) recom mend that a provisional “start list” o f codes is 

drawn up and outline a num ber o f coding alternatives across the spectrum from  pre

determined deductive coding, to post-determ ined inductive coding, to middle-range 

alternatives (Appendix VI). The purpose of codes is to allow the data to be organized, 

pondered and retrieved in a m anageable and efficient way (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996).
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The two primary methods for the coding and categorisation of qualitative data are serial 

indexing and cross-sectional ‘code and retrieve’ methods (Mason, 2002). The former 

involves examining and conceptualising particular parts o f the data separately and is seen 

to be appropriate where the distinctiveness of certain sections of the data is important, 

such as in narratives and biographies (Mason, 2002). Cross-sectional coding, employed 

in the present study, involves the analyst in applying a common system of categories 

across the entire data set as a method for searching and retrieving segments of data. This 

approach is seen to offer a more systematic approach to the whole data set and to 

facilitate the search for themes and connections that do not necessarily appear in an 

orderly way (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003).

M iles and Huberman (1994:57) identify three types of code. ‘Descriptive codes’ involve 

m inim al interpretation and merely assign a “class of phenom ena” to a section of text. 

‘Interpretive codes’ are attributed where there is a deeper, more inferential reading for 

example, personal motivation. The third class of codes identified by Miles and 

Huberman (1994:57) are ‘pattern codes’ which are “even more inferential and 

explanatory” and tend to be assigned in the latter stages of the analytic process as 

em erging themes and patterns become more distinct. For example, ‘Reflexivity’ emerged 

as a potential theme at an early stage of fieldwork and patterns of responses to the issue 

o f reflexivity were assigned pattern codes during the revision of codes.

DEDUCTIVE AND INDUCTIVE CODING

A combination of deductive and inductive coding techniques was used to create the start 

list of codes employed during analysis. Initially a deductive approach was followed 

whereby a priori codes, corresponding to the headings on the interview topic guide 

(Appendix II) were created as “master codes” (M iles and Huberman, 1994:58) (Appendix 

VI). Drawing on the work o f grounded theorists (Strauss, 1987; Strauss and Corbin, 

1990; Charmaz, 2003) this was followed by the generation of inductive codes from 

repeated readings of the transcripts, field notes and contact summary sheets (Appendix 

IV) and the initial master codes were revised accordingly. There is controversy within 

the grounded theory literature in relation to coding about issues such as whether 

categories can be seen to emerge from the data, whether categories are being forced on to
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material thereby blocking the process of emergence (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Glaser, 

1992) or indeed whether the entire process involves constructing grounded theories rather 

than discovering emerging categories (Charmaz, 2006). At the same time, there is 

agreement that ‘open coding’ is an important first step and the definition by Strauss and 

Corbin (1990:74) does find broad agreement: “Open coding in grounded theory method 

is the analytic process by which concepts are identified and developed in terms of their 

properties and dim ensions” . Further the need for the subsequent developm ent of formal 

categories and links in the coding process is not disputed, nor is that theoretical saturation 

is the final goal in the coding endeavour. Similarly, the importance o f coding and 

analysis being based on the ‘constant com parative method o f analysis’ attracts little 

controversy and is a method that has been widely adopted in qualitative research analysis 

(Robson, 2002; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003; Flick, 2009). Strauss and Corbin (1990:74) 

describe the process as the researcher questioning the data and “m aking comparison for 

similarities and differences between each incident, event and other instances o f 

phenomena. Similar events and incidents are labelled and grouped to form categories.”

As a result of inductive coding the first two headings from the interview topic guide were 

replaced by three new master codes. Importantly, additional in vivo sub-codes were also 

included on the start list linked to interview ees’ comments and reflections (Strauss, 

1987). Miles and Huberman (1994) recom mend that the start list should have a clear 

structure and rationale and between twelve and sixty codes, preferably contained on one 

single sheet. The provisional start list in this study comprised seven brief descriptive 

headings for the general categories and a total of twenty-nine individual codes (Appendix 

VI). Each of the general categories included a code for ‘O ther’ to catch and retain data 

that did not fit any of the start list codes at this early stage.

‘LINE BY LIN E’ CODING

All transcripts were reviewed with a highlighter pen, on a line by line basis, and coded in 

the broad right-hand margin that had been created for this purpose (a broad left-hand 

margin was left for the inclusion of margin notes). Labels were attached using both the 

start list of codes and by generating as many new categories as necessary to accurately 

convey the meaning within the interview text (Robson, 2002). Coffey and Atkinson
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(1996) suggest that this open line by line coding approach allows the full data set to be 

system atically surveyed and broadly categorised. Braun and Clarke (2006) emphasise the 

need to preserve the original context as far as possible and caution that loss o f context is a 

comm on criticism  of coding. Charmaz (2006) stresses the importance of the analyst 

acting on, and playing with, their data rather than passively reading it. Strauss (1987) 

suggests the inclusion o f features such as ‘consequences’ during the coding process as a 

way of continually following lines of enquiry and interrogating the data (Strauss, 1987; 

Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Strauss (1987), therefore, encourages repeated interrogation 

of the data and the potential it offers so that analysis is an inherently cyclical and 

reflexive process within which pondering o f the data in a variety o f ways is crucial. 

Analytical mem.os were created and filed during this process to ensure that patterns were 

not lost (Charm az, 2006).

Revision o f codes is a recurring analytic procedure rather than a one-off task as the 

analyst moves back and forth between the data and the analytic concepts (Ritchie and 

Lewis, 2003). Initial coding may produce a ‘thin and flat’ set of descriptive codes and 

the next challenge is to revisit the material and to pay attention at a deeper level to the 

content o f the talk and the ‘categories of expression’ used by participants Coffey and 

Atkinson, 1996). This represents the move from descriptive labelling to interpretative 

coding, by exploring codes and making links with other data segments. Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) use a num ber of terms to describe the procedures involved during revision 

of codes. First, ‘fiUing in ’ refers to additional or reconstructed codes in the light of new 

insights. The ‘extension’ of codes emanates from the interrogation o f data from a 

different angle, such as a new theme or relationship. ‘Bridging of codes’ arises when 

relationships within categories become apparent and may, therefore, require 

reconfiguration o f those categories. ‘Surfacing’ refers to the codes that surface and 

develop progressively as the analyst moves back and forth between the data segments and 

the codes in their perusal of the data set.

In the present study the initial line by line coding of the data set produced one hundred 

and seventy-four in vivo codes, in addition to the thirty-six a priori codes, making a total 

of two hundred and ten codes. Some of the initial master codes on the start up list needed 

to be revised. It was also apparent that different themes had generated different levels and



complexity of response. For example, the design of section three o f the iintsrview 

schedule, ‘comm unication with children’, had been more loosely structured than  earlier 

sections. This m aster code attracted a flurry of in vivo codes. Six a priori c:odes had 

been included on the start up list and a further sixty seven in vivo codes were iidentified 

making a total o f seventy three codes under this single heading (Appendix VII)). Active 

and repeated interrogation of the data, following a number of lines of enquiry, suggested 

both relationships and differences between some o f the codes. This led  to the 

amalgamation o f some codes, creation o f sub-codes, and the creation of pattern codes and 

potential themes (Miles and Huberman, 1994). As in the initial phase of ‘line by line’ 

coding, some codes were placed under more than one theme. In addition to charting code 

groups and emergent themes in this way, a num ber of codes that did not appear congruent 

with the main groupings, but still seemed to offer important insights, were retained as 

‘stand alone’ codes and categorized under ‘O ther’ such as ‘Traum atized 

children/traumatized researchers’. This process of pondering the data - revising, 

reconfiguring, creating and discarding code groups - took several months and was an 

integral part of the groundwork for the subsequent identification of patterns and themes. 

The changes made continued to rem ain close to the language used in the data set so as to 

avoid over fracturing the data and to preserve context as much as possible. The term 

‘saturation’ is used by a num ber o f authors (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Strauss, 1987; 

Charmaz, 2003; 2006) to describe the point where the analyst assesses that coding and 

recoding appear to have run their course, categories are “saturated” and sufficient 

incidents or regularities are seen to have emerged (Miles and Huberman, 1994:62).

CODING CHECK

The process o f ‘check-coding’ is recom m ended to both sharpen the definition o f codes 

and as a reliability check (Miles and Huberman, 1994). In June 2008 the first phase of 

interviews were completed and an interim  analysis was undertaken and a summary 

prepared (Robson, 2002). The interim  summary reviewed the preliminary findings, the 

quality o f the emerging data and the agenda for the next phase o f fieldwork. To assist 

with this preliminary analysis the researcher attended two qualitative research data 

analysis workshops in June 2008 and worked directly on the anonymized coded 

transcripts. Feedback was received on the initial categorisation of data as well as
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recom m endations on how to proceed. This input proved invaluable both as a check on 

initial coding and in the developm ent of strategies for the identification o f themes and 

sub-themes.

IDENTIFICATION OF THEM ES AND SUB-THEM ES

The term ‘pattern coding’ or ‘second-level coding’ refers to the process o f grouping 

initial codes into themes or patterns (Robson, 2002). W hereas first-level coding 

summ arises slices of data, second-level ‘pattern’ coding groups the summaries into 

sm aller sets, themes or constructs -  they can be seen as meta-level codes. Miles and 

Huberman (1994:72) caution against prem ature identification of pattern codes or 

assuming that they can be applied to “every bit of data that already has a first-level code” . 

Instead, a pattern code gets “qualified” rather than discounted and the grounds for 

inclusion are specified: “This clarification points to more precise ways of verifying the 

pattern, and strengthens its external validity” Miles and Huberman (1994:71). Pattern 

codes can be employed in a num ber of ways. For example, Lincoln and Cuba (1985) 

suggest ‘discriminant sam pling’ whereby the pattern codes are tentatively tested for 

accuracy during the next batch o f coding. However, given that the present study 

followed a largely inductive approach, the focus remained on understanding participants’ 

terms and concerns. Analysis expanded from consideration of the content of participant’s 

talk to include attention to its form (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). Recurring phrases, 

contrasting positions and internal differences were considered as offering possible insight 

into recurring patterns, themes and regularities and these were pursued as possible 

indicators of a higher-level theme (Charmaz, 2003, 2006). This interaction with the data 

is seen as an important part of the progression of coding, from labelling segments of data, 

to a more analytical approach where the researcher not only considers what the data is 

telling them but also how this relates to other instances and consequently makes the data 

more problematic (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Therefore, themes should be treated as 

tentative and provisional and must be subjected to rigorous cross-checking in terms of 

their empirical grounding (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The task of the analyst is seen as 

one of seeking problems with the theme, so as to set it aside or reconfigure it, rather than 

trying to confirm its appropriateness.
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DATA DISPLAY

In line with the recom mendation by Braun and Clarke (2006:89) who suggest that; “It 

may be helpful at this phase to use visual representations” in the process of sorting 

different codes into themes, the data were manually retrieved and displayed as part of this 

process (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Displaying the data in this way is seen to offer 

several advantages (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). It facilitated systematic comparison of 

different segments of data grouped under a particular code to assess congruence; it 

allowed a cluster of data that had been grouped under one code to be placed beside a 

cluster o f data grouped under a different code to consider the suitability of the assigned 

codes. The codes that were still deemed to have potential were then written in the form 

of an ‘analytic m em o’ and others were moved or set aside (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that the goal of this phase is for the researcher to group 

all the relevant coded extracts of data with the identified theme or sub-theme. However, 

ill-fitting codes should not be forced or discarded at this stage as the themes and sub

themes remain provisional until they have been checked for validity in relation to the data 

set as a whole (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Instead codes that do not appear to belong can 

be accommodated under a ‘m iscellaneous’ theme for subsequent examination. For 

example, the code for ‘Traumatized children/traum atized researcher’ rem ained in the 

miscellaneous category for revisiting during the next phase of analysis.

REFINEM ENT OF THEM ES

Patton (1990) proposes dual criteria for assessment of them atic categories: internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity. Themes should have internal coherence as well 

as being externally distinct from each other. The present study followed the two levels of 

refinement of themes recom m ended by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, during the 

preparation for visual display, all the collated extracts for each them e were read to assess 

internal coherence in the form of a meaningful pattern or story and to check that they did 

not incorporate disjointed or ill-fitting segments of data. W here a coherent pattern was 

absent a decision had to be made as to whether it was the theme that was problem atic or 

whether certain extracts had to be relocated, reconfigured or discarded (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006),
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The second level o f reviewing and refining the themes involved the re-reading of the 

entire data set to consider the validity of individual themes and their degree of fit with the 

data set as a whole. To assist with this process a set of thematic matrices were created, 

each plotting one main theme and associated sub-themes (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). 

Each respondent was assigned a row and each sub-theme was displayed in a separate 

colum n (Appendix VIII). The imperative when building a thematic chart is to allow key 

pieces o f data to be summarised whilst retaining the language and context within which it 

was expressed (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). Ritchie and Lewis (2003:231) stress that 

“extreme care” is needed and refer to the “finely tuned judgem ent that must be made 

about the amount and content of material to chart.” As an added precaution, and for ease 

o f checking, all entries were cross referenced back to the original data using the transcript 

serial num ber and page number references. Revision of the original material also allows 

for any additional data within themes, which may have been overlooked in the early 

rounds o f coding, to be located (Miles and Huberman, 1994).

Braun and Clarke (2006:92) caution that a careful balance is necessary: “as coding data 

and generating themes could go on ad infinitum, it is important not to get over- 

enthusiastic with endless re-coding” . There are no clear guidelines as to when the analyst 

should stop and move on to the final phase of definition and refinem ent of themes. It is a 

judgem ent call that the analyst must make similar to that o f reaching ‘saturation’ during 

the earlier coding process. In the present study, the decision to stop was taken after re

reading the data set as a whole and reviewing it alongside the set of thematic charts that 

had been created (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). By the end o f that process the analysis had 

reached a stage where no further themes were being identified and no new insights about 

existing themes were being revealed. A final summary o f themes and sub-themes was 

compiled (Appendix IX). Completion of field notes, contact summary sheets, memos and 

a research journal throughout the project, coupled with the transcription o f all audio 

recordings by the researcher, resulted in a depth o f knowledge of the data set that greatly 

facilitated this process.

As a further quality control check, the researcher attended a Grounded Theory workshop 

during the latter stages of analysis and reviewed the approach taken to the refinement of 

themes, and the delineation of their properties. For each individual theme an analytic
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memo was written, both in terms of the individual theme and its relationship to the 

broader study and research questions. This was part of the process o f naming themes for 

the final analysis and the presentation o f findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

VERIFICATION OF FINDINGS

The extent to which qualitative research findings can be seen to have relevance beyond 

the sample and context of the particular study is a matter of debate. One of the 

difficulties is that the issue o f generalisation, and whether it is possible or desirable to 

draw wider inference from a single qualitative study, is bound up with epistemological 

and ontological issues and, ultimately, the philosophical underpinnings of the researcher 

(Seale, 1999). Similarly, the relevance of the concepts of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ is a 

matter of debate within qualitative research circles (hence their inclusion on the interview 

schedule for the present study) (W illig, 2001). Ritchie and Lewis (2003) acknowledge 

that tests or measures of reliability and validity used in the natural sciences are not 

usually appropriate for qualitative enquiry. However, they suggest that a broader 

conception of the terms “reliability meaning ‘sustainable’ and validity meaning ‘well 

grounded’ have relevance for qualitative research” and may be useful in defining the 

strength of qualitative data and the suitability o f transfer of findings to other contexts or 

wider theory (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003:270). Conversely, researchers aligned with the 

constructivist paradigm argue that there is no single reality that can be captured or 

replicated and that seeking replication overlooks the dynamic, generative and contextual 

basis o f qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Hughes and Sharrock, 1997; 

Marshall and Rossman, 1999). Instead o f the term ‘reliability’ terms such as the 

‘confirm ability’ o f findings, ‘trustw orthiness’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), ‘consistency’ 

(Hammersley, 2002; Robson, 2002) and ‘dependability’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) are 

sometimes used. The term ‘validity’ comprises two distinct elements. First, internal 

validity and whether the study is, in fact, investigating what it purports to be investigating 

(Arksey and Knight, 1999). Second, external validity and whether the findings are 

applicable to other groups, contexts or settings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Ritchie and 

Lewis, 2003). In this sense the concept of validity overlaps with the issue of 

generalisation. Consequently, alternative terms to ‘validity’ are sometimes used in the
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qualitative literature such as ‘credibility’ and ‘transferability’ (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) 

and ‘credibility’ and ‘plausibility’ of research findings (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

Verification of findings in the present study was pursued on two levels - internal and 

external validation -  as proposed by Ritchie and Lewis (2003). Internal validation was 

sought by using the constant comparative method of analysis (Silverman, 2000) whereby 

there was a continuous checking and comparison across different sections of the data set 

to assess accuracy. Visual methods o f data display were employed to facilitate this 

process. In addition, deviant case analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994) was undertaken 

to ensure that deviant cases were recognised as important and significant rather than 

inappropriately categorised or overlooked.

In terms of external validation, the extent to which triangulation is useful in strengthening 

validity is also a matter of debate in the qualitative literature (Denzin, 1978). 

Nevertheless, a num ber of writers highlight its importance (Henwood and Pidgeon, 1992; 

Elliott, Fischer et al, 1999; Robson, 2002). Patton (2002), drawing on the work of 

Denzin (1978), identifies several different forms of triangulation: methods, sources, 

theory and m ultiple analyses. In the present study external validation was sought through 

multiple analyses whereby other qualitative researchers were consulted at regular 

intervals starting with the initial stages of preparation for fieldwork through to the 

developm ent of coding schemes and during subsequent stages of data analysis and 

interpretation (Seale, 1999). This allowed for the revision o f codes, and the identification 

and refinem ent o f themes, beyond those identified solely by the researcher and served to 

reduce the possibility o f researcher bias (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). Two respondents 

from different disciplinary backgrounds, based in two different countries and interviewed 

during different phases o f the study, were also consulted as part of a ‘member checking’ 

exercise (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). Both participants were sent a provisional thematic 

diagram (Appendix X) and then interviewed by telephone to discuss whether the 

meanings and interpretations assigned by the researcher resonated with their 

understandings and experiences. Feedback was received and incorporated into the 

analysis and a new, final diagram was produced (Appendix XI). Some writers argue that 

‘m em ber checking’, rather than validating or refuting findings, is another m ethod of 

generating insights and data (Schwandt, 2007). In the present study it was seen as part of
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the collaborative approach adopted throughout the project and as a way of building in an 

extra ‘check’ with participants during the final phase o f analysis.

Flick (2009:168) notes that expert interviews can be used as a complementary approach 

or are sufficient as a stand-alone m ethod “if your study aims at a comparison o f contents 

and differences o f expert knowledge in a field” . The present exploratory study fitted 

Flick’s criterion for a stand-alone method. Time constraints meant that additional forms 

of triangulation were not included such as different data sources and different m ethods of 

data collection. In many respects the strengths of the present study in negotiating access 

to the pioneers and opinion leaders in the field across five countries, and the attention 

paid to ethical considerations, such as anonymity and confidentiality, was also its 

weakness in terms of time constraints. At the design stage, it was apparent that several 

recent studies with academic elites had mainly used telephone interviews, as part of their 

multi-method strategy and funding limitations (Deem, 2002; Wiles et al, 2006; Stephens, 

2007). However, in the present exploratory study, face to face interviews were seen as 

crucial to gain access to the depth and quality o f interview ees’ stories and to establishing 

a collaborative relationship with participants. The decision to prioritise face-to-face 

international interviews inevitably meant that the resources available for the inclusion of 

other data sources or complem entary methods were restricted.

REFLEXIVITY

As outlined in chapter two, the concept of reflexivity is open to many interpretations. In 

qualitative research it is generally associated with “the process of reflecting critically on 

the self as researcher (Guba and Lincoln, 2005:210). However, the extent to which there 

is a single ‘s e lf  that can be reflected upon in qualitative research has been questioned 

(Adkins, 2002; Skeggs 2002). During the first phase of interviews reflexivity emerged as 

a far more complex and controversial topic than had been anticipated and this pattern 

continued throughout the period of fieldwork. The approach taken to reflexivity in the 

present study was to see it as a practice and process of accountability given that it was 

seen to be inevitable that the research would be filtered through the lens of the individual 

researcher (Alldred and Burman, 2005). As recom mended in the feminist standpoint 

literature, particular attention was paid to the ‘context of discovery’ as well as to the
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‘context of justification’ (Smith, 1988; Harding, 2004). Field notes, contact summary 

sheets and a research journal were used during the study and multiple analysts were 

included at regular intervals (Flick, 2009). A systematic audit trail of documentation was 

maintained throughout (M iles and Huberman, 1994). A practitioner colleague assisted 

with consultation and discussions on a personal level. W here it has been deemed as 

important to share reflexive material in the present study, this has been woven through 

the content rather than recorded in a separate section.

CONCLUSION

The aim of this chapter was to offer a detailed procedural account of how the present 

study was designed and carried out and to highlight some of the main methodological 

choices and decisions made during the research process. The philosophical 

underpinnings of the present study, the flexible research design adopted and the research 

strategy that was followed are charted. The challenges o f conducting qualitative ‘elite’ 

interviews with high-profile academics are examined and particular attention is paid to 

ethical considerations, such as anonymity and confidentiality. The eclectic framework 

that was used for the analysis of data is explained and the rationale for the choice of 

manual qualitative them atic analysis is presented. The approaches taken to verification of 

findings and the concept o f reflexivity are noted.

The rem aining chapters detail and discuss the main findings of the present study. To 

provide an overview of the research, and to contextualise the findings, some basic 

numerical information is included. Direct quotations have been taken from all thirty 

interview transcripts although in offering interpretation o f the data it is only possible to 

present selected fragments. Given the expertise of some of the participants on particular 

topics, longer sections of conversation have been included where it was deemed 

necessary in order to comm unicate the full flavour of participants’ experiences and views. 

In keeping with the ethical commitments of the study, direct quotations have only been 

included with the perm ission of the individual concerned. This practice allowed 

participants to assess the context in which their words were being used before giving their 

consent. All identifying features highlighted by participants during editing of the 

transcripts and the reviewing of direct quotations have been removed. In recognition of
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the fact that some participants inevitably becam e aware of the sequence of interviews 

during the fieldwork stage, the unique serial num ber allocated to each participant in the 

written findings does not match the order in which interviews were undertaken. As a 

further safeguard, given that the sample included only four men, all findings have been 

reported using the fem inine pronoun. In addition to the presentation of over-arching 

themes, sub-themes and underlying patterns, unusual and unexpected findings have been 

reported including those that can be seen to differ significantly from identified themes, 

patterns and relationships and thereby constitute a ‘deviant case’
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

THE BIOGRAPHY OF THE RESEARCHER

INTRODUCTION

This chapter is the first of six chapters where the main findings o f the research are 

reported. In the present study the biography o f the researcher emerged as central to 

understanding how researchers conceptualise and position themselves in relation to 

children in their research practice. The sources upon which participants drew as a 

starting point for their conceptualisations of children and childhood fell into three 

categories. First, researchers’ personal histories and experiences. Second, their 

disciplinary backgrounds and research training. Third, their professional training and 

practitioner experiences. These categories form ed three sub-themes: ‘Personal 

Influences’, ‘Academic Influences’ and ‘Professional Influences’ which suggested the 

first over-arching key theme: ‘The Biography of the R esearcher’.

PERSONAL INFLUENCES

The issue of how researchers’ personal experiences and beliefs might influence their 

qualitative research practice with children was one which m ost participants did not 

mention, or refer to, in relation to influences on their research practice unless it was 

specifically raised by the interviewer.

“I think the question o f what we bring from  our own experience o f childhood into 
those encounters is an interesting one and one that people don’t really talk about 
very much" (RP25).

However, when asked, 18 participants said that they believed that many of those that are 

attracted to work as researchers in the area of childhood were personally, as well as
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professionally, m otivated. The link between personal influences and research practice 

was suggested as something that could be further explored.

“So I  think there is something particular to childhood because people -  somebody 
could do a whole thing on this -  people go into it fo r  particular reasons. Usually 
people have a reason that is something to do with their self, their emotions, their 
commitment. It tends to attract passionate people but why are they passionate 
about it?" (RP20)

Three significant spheres of personal influence were identified: the participants’ own 

childhood experiences, their knowledge and experience of children in their family and 

w ider social network and their personal political opinions and beliefs.

Researcher’s Own Childhood Experiences

Eight participants suggested that their personal experiences as a child and young person 

influenced not only the way in which they engaged with children and young people but 

also the research topics upon which they focused. Participant 18 was prim arily interested 

in the “m undane everyday lives o f children” rather than issues around “children with 

problem s” or “problem  children” . This was seen, in part, as a reaction to an earlier stage 

in her research career when she had become disillusioned with the substantial level o f 

research that was being undertaken on children’s problems, particularly in the area o f the 

effects of divorce on children:

“My own parents had divorced when I  was about 18 and I fe lt very strongly that 
the rhetoric that was being generated around the research was stigmatizing 
children. Now, whether I  then wanted to go and interrogate it in a research study 
is an interesting question. I think I  must have brough t some o f my sort o f general 
crossness about the way children were represented in that kind o f research to 
what I was doing” (RP18)

Those participants that did discuss the issue during their interview consistently and 

unequivocally rejected the idea that having been a child necessarily gave adults an 

understanding of how it feels to be a child in the contem porary context.

“...just because you have been a child, does not mean that you have any insight 
whatsoever into what it is like to be a child. ” (RP29)

Nevertheless, when discussing the range o f sources that researchers draw on in trying to 

understand the research context they are working in, several participants acknowledged
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that they inevitably brought their own childhood memories and experiences to their 

research encounters:

“...children today are different, they live different lives and /  cannot even imagine 
a little bit about what it is like because it is not like my childhood. But that 
doesn’t mean that I  haven’t had a couple o f instances where -  and I can 
remember two -  where it just [makes clicking noise to indicate congruence] in my 
heart and I  had to really think not to react as I  would have done as a child. ” 
(RP7)

Recognition of the possible influences of the researcher’s childhood were not necessarily 

seen as a negative but rather as something that researchers need to be aware of and 

contain:

“When I first went into interview these children in schools, entering early primary 
classrooms and feeling overwhelmed by my own kind o f memories o f being at 
school, o f being that age and then seeing things happen like the children 
competing to get a kiss from  the teacher, the economy o f love o f which at that 
time, in the early 1980s, primary classrooms still could run at least more 
explicitly. I  am sure it still happens but it is just much more covert. ” (RPIO)

In thinking about the issue over the course of her career:

“I suppose where I have arrived at, that those emotions are there, that one has to 
try and not either deny or to romanticize them or naturalise them but think about 
frameworks fo r  thinking about them. ” (RPIO)

The influence o f participants’ own childhood arose not just in terms of how it informed 

their ideas about children and childhood but also in terms of their interest and skills in 

undertaking qualitative research more generally. In response to being asked for a ‘potted 

history’ of her high-profile international research career, which spanned 30 years, 

Participant 30 began her account with reference to her childhood experiences:

“I  think that in some ways my own childhood experiences o f moving a whole lot, 
and I must have gone to about eleven different schools over the course o f my 
childhood and youth, made me particularly interested in observation and paying 
attention to new surroundings and so, in a sense, I think I  had a kind o f 
researcher’s sensibility fo r  a long time in terms o f noticing things... ”(RP30)

Researcher’s Experience of Children in their Family and Social Network
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The second influential strand under the sub-theme o f ‘Personal Influence’ was in relation 

to participants’ own children or children in their family and social network. For some 

participants links between their own children, or those in their family and social network, 

and their research work was clear. Five participants referred to chronic illness, disability 

or the death o f a child in their fam ily as an im portant backdrop to their interest in 

children’s lives:

“My baby died o f  a heart defect and it so happened that it was a cardiologist who 
asked me to do a PhD about [name o f  topic]. . . .  /  had spent ages in hospitals 
because another o f  my children was quite disabled  . . .  /  think it gave me courage 
to ask questions that I  wouldn ’t have dared ask i f  I  h a d n ’t gone through that 
experience so it was extremely important. ” (RP04).

Participant 21 had a very different experience:

“When I  d id the [name o f  topic] work it was partly inspired by having had a child  
... who was born with a cleft lip and palate so the notion o f  difference was 
something which was quite personal in a way. So I  was looking at disability and  
difference but really thinking about what do children regard as different fo r  other 
children?" (RP 21)

During the fieldwork phase of that particular study Participant 21 found herself becoming 

increasingly anxious:

“I was aware as I  was doing it that I  became really very, very anxious and very... 
it was odd because the whole topic had begun to kind o f  grip me so 1 became 
really very anxious ... 1 think that was kind o f  taking on some o f  the fie ldw ork into 
my se lf because as soon as I  stopped it I  got back to who I  was. But that was a 
very curious experience fo r  me in over-empathy really with the research field . ”  

{RP21)

Other participants acknowledged that, even if they were not always conscious of the link, 

their research interests were undoubtedly in some way linked to their personal biography:

“When I  fir s t started researching I  was a parent o f  young children, or children 
entering their middle years o f  childhood, and it is interesting that that was the 
kind o f  focus o f  my research a t that time, and now as my children have grown up I  
have fo u n d  m yself doing more and more work with young people -  you d o n ’t have 
to be a conspiracy theorist to spot a kind o f  connection there between biography  
and research in terests!” (RP25)

Several participants spoke about consciously using their own children as helpful 

informants and barom eters in their research work. Participant 24 used an example from
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her personal life to illustrate how appropriate shai'ing with children can be fruitful in 

making a topic or issue into a mutual problem. Her young child had been finding it 

difficult to settle back at school following a period of illness and was crying and chnging 

to her when she took him to school each morning:

“I  was fin d in g  this very d ijficu lt because it was m aking  me unhappy a n d  stressed  
and  I  was dreading it e v e iy  day a nd  every day I  w as leaving as he was crying  and  
a ll that k ind  o f  thing and  actually it was one o f  m y fe llo w  researchers w ho said: 
‘Well, ... have you  to ld  him  tha t it is upsetting you ... ? ” (RP24)

Participant 24’s initial response was to think such sharing would be inappropriate:

“Well, I  c a n ’t do that. I  c a n ’t unload  m y baggage on him. A n d  they [ the research  
colleague] said: ‘Well, w hy not?  It is f in e  to say m u m m y’s a bit sa d  abou t th is or  
actually I  cry when I  go  to w o rk ’. ” (RP24)

The colleague’s comment was transformative:

“It was am azing it was like this huge release, o f  course I  can say to him  tha t I  get 
upset -  an d  it didn ’t stop him doing it very qu ickly  -  but slow ly we then ta lked  
about it and  he w ould  then be saying: ‘Oh, d o n ’t w orry m um m y it w ill be f i n e ’ 
a nd  we actually  had a m utua l agreem ent that we shared  chocolate buttons -  tha t 
we both had  a chocolate button each to stop us doing it. ” (RP24)

Participant 24 initially described this scenario as a relatively “silly exam ple” of 

appropriate sharing of dilemmas with children but then went on to stress how important it 

had been for her in both recognising the mutuality of research and the bi-directional 

influence o f the research experience between personal and research spheres:

“A ctua lly  fo r  m e it was big -  because it was the sort o f  thing w here I  w ould  
p robab ly  have thought about doing it in a research setting  but d id n ’t th ink about 
doing it in a hom e setting  but actually  it w as very m uch a thing about: ‘Well, I  
can s a y . . . ’, (o f  course, I  am  no t going to say: ‘I ’ve go t a ll the g u ilt and  y o u ’re 
crying and  I ’m thinking I  sh o u ld n ’t be w o rk in g !’ - because you  d o n ’t o ver
burden) bu t actually  ju s t  saying:  7  am  fin d in g  this difficult, I  d o n ’t like leaving  
you  in the m orning and  I  p articu larly  d o n ’t like leaving you like this a n d  how  are  
we going to m ake us both  fe e l  better abou t th is? ’ I  th ink is quite em pow ering  fo r  
both sets actually  and  I  th ink you can translate those kinds o f  th ings into a 
research setting. ” (RP24)

In the same way that participants rejected the notion that having been a child gave adults 

insight into how it feels to be a child or young person in the contem porary context, the 

idea that being a parent necessarily gave adults additional insight into children’s lives and
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experiences was also consistently rejected. Participant 15 had no formal training in terms 

of research with children. W hen she started in the field she initially thought that being a 

mother to three children would mean that she would already have a degree of knowledge 

about the work:

“I think I  had the same kind o f  arrogance about doing research with children that 
I  loathe when I  hear policy makers say that because they are parents and they 
have kids they know about schools and they know about teaching.  ”  (RP30).

Personal Political Stance of the Researcher

Fifteen participants (50 per cent) offered personal political motivations and interests both 

in terms of their motivations for entering the field and their continuing comm itm ent to 

research in the area. The comments o f Participant 03 were typical:

“What I am interested in is childhood. I  am interested in making political points  
really, th a t’s what it comes down to in the end. ” (RP03)

References to trying to improve the quality of children’s lives tended to be discussed as 

part of a more general em ancipatory research strategy rather than being confined solely to 

the area o f research with children and young people. A comm itm ent to the pursuit of 

social change had always underpinned the research activity of Participant 04:

“So I  have always been interested in research that will change the world or at 
least increase peo p les’ understanding and tolerance -  not tolerance o f  bad  
practices though!” (RP04).

Although the comm itm ent to achieving change in children’s lives was a strong theme in 

participants’ accounts of their motivations for undertaking research in the area, this was 

frequently embedded in terms which suggested that participants’ were aware that 

changing attitudes and policies towards children and childhood was not an easy task:

“I suppose I  tell m yself that I  am in research because I  want to help increase 
understanding about things which I  hope m ight ultimately make things better or 
produce better services or produce better policies. ” (RP02)

In terms of political impetus, Participant 18 felt that the issue about research with 

children, as opposed to research on children, had largely been won and saw the need to 

press ahead to the next stage towards achieving change:
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“1 think there is a m uch b igger question about the effectiveness o f  research with  
children in fluencing  p o licy  o r practice. So I  th ink we still h a v e n ’t quite answ ered  
the question about why we do w hat we do a nd  how  effective w hat we do is in 
changing  these ideas abou t children and  childhood. T h a t’s a b it p essim istic  but, 
you  know, p erh a p s I  am  ju s t  a bit worn out? So  you  can do w onderfu l pro jects  
w ith children, get really rich data, th ey 're  fa n ta s tica lly  reflexive com m enta tors  
a b o u t their  lives -  there is no  question  - 1 th ink tha t argum ent has been won. It is 
abou t now  p iec in g  it a ll together and  feed in g  it through h igher up to see real 
change. ” (RP18)

At the same time Participant 18 also reiterated the importance of not raising the 

expectations of respondents:

som eth ing  I  had to be really careful abou t in the X  study was not raising  
expecta tions and  everybody was concerned  abou t tha t  -  the children a nd  the 
teachers. This was a study done in schools in deprived  areas in a very 
stigm atized  town. /  w anted to be really carefu l tha t w hat I  was doing was not 
going  to change their situation. ” (RPJ8)

For several participants an understanding of the political context was integral to their 

analysis o f the area within which they researched:

“ /  have ju s t  been reading som e environm enta l books, I  read h istory a lot, I  read  
abou t capita lism  a lot -  1 th ink capitalism  is really im portant to understand ... I  
c a n ’t im agine how  you cou ld  look at early ch ildhood  w ithout an analysis o f  the 
stage o f  capita lism  that we are at. ” (RP19).

For Participant 26 the use of political material helped her to make sense o f what she 

observed on the ground:

“A s  p a r t o f  m y w ork with ‘street children ’ I  go t to visit B razil a nd  m et with the 
‘S treet C h ild re n ’s M o vem en t’ and  they w ere really into energizing p eop le  a t the 
gro u n d  level into p o litica l action a nd  so the ‘Theatre o f  the O p p ressed ’ s tu f f  m ade  
sense . . . ” (RP26)

A  m ajority of participants had been politically active prior to working or developing a 

particular research interest in the area of children and childhood. Participant 30 spoke of 

being em ployed in a w om en’s comm unity education programme before enrolling for a 

program me at a university whose mission at that time was:

“...to  bring in p eop le  who w ere w orking in com m unity organising, activ ist 
organ isa tions to learn m ore o f  the rigour o f  doing research tha t cou ld  be used  in 
the service o f  socia l change. ... I  saw  m y se lf as an adu lt educator, I  saw  m y se lf as
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a community organiser and I  did not imagine being capable o f being an 
academic. So then, once I  got there, 1 got ‘bitten by the bug’... ” (RP30).

M any participants had undertaken voluntary work prior to entering the field. Participant 

19 began more than thirty-five years ago by doing voluntary work as a student while 

reading for an unrelated degree. Experience o f voluntary work was consistent across the 

spectrum of chronological age. Participant 29, one of the youngest and least experienced 

interviewees, in terms of years served as an academic researcher, linked her entry into the 

field and abiding respect for children with her voluntary work experience.

In terms o f emancipatory research, the field o f disability studies was cited by nine 

participants as sharing certain similarities with childhood research:

“I  think working in disability has added to that because, I don't like equating 
adults with ID [intellectual disability] with children, but the reality is that both 
groups have been disempowered by research and assumptions have been made 
about the best ways to include them in research whereas the only real source o f 
information about their lives in both cases is themselves. ” (RP29)

Although feminism was not explicitly referred to on the topic guide more than twenty of 

the thirty participants referred to feminist writers, literature and ideas at some stage 

during their interview. References to feminism were not confined to particular sections 

of the interview schedule but instead arose during the discussion of a range of issues.

Feminism had been an important part o f many participants’ education and training in the 

1970s and 1980s particularly in relation to qualitative research. Participant 10 referred to 

the scarcity of literature on childhood research during the 1970s and 1980s and found 

herself applying critiques from other bodies o f theory, particularly fem inist theory, to the 

study of children and childhood:

“...there really wasn’t a lot that was directly about the study o f children or 
discussions about working with children until moderately recently so it was really 
applying the conceptual, methodological, ethical, political debates happening in 
feminist research that enabled me to think better really about those questions. ” 
(RPIO)

Twelve participants had studied and worked with well known feminist methodologists 

and all reported this as a positive and influential time in their career. Participant 24 began 

her postgraduate study in the late 1980s:
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“ /  had  the opportunity  there to study with som e lecturers and  p ro fesso rs  who had  
a p a rticu la r  in terest in fe m in is t m ethods an d  a p a rticu la r  in terest in qualita tive  
m ethods. X  [a well know n w riter on fe m in is t m ethodology] being one o f  the 
peop le  tha t I  w orked  with a nd  stud ied  with a nd  so I  cam e to qualita tive m ethods  
in a very roundabout k in d  o f  w ay really. ” (RP24)

ACADEM IC INFLUENCES

Respondents’ academic backgrounds were important in a num ber of respects, not least 

that they provided the foundations for their research training. All participants had 

undertaken courses in quantitative methods as part of their undergraduate study -  

variations occurred in terms of the emphasis, type and amount of courses completed. A 

minority had been introduced to qualitative methods as undergraduate students but in all 

but three cases this was at a basic level. M ost o f the remaining participants had 

encountered qualitative methods during their postgraduate study except for four who first 

learned about qualitative research after their doctoral work and during their subsequent 

research careers.

Disciplinarv Framework and Research Training:

Participants had studied a num ber o f courses at under-graduate level including 

Psychology, Anthropology, Sociology, Social Policy, Social Work, Nursing, English, 

History, Oriental Studies, Education, Economics, Politics and Philosophy.

Eighteen participants had been exclusively trained in quantitative methods as 

undergraduates, nine had experienced some level of exposure to qualitative methods as 

undergraduates and three described a balanced training in both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. Those three cases all reported a “high-quality” , “first rate” and 

“excellent” grounding in research training overall rather than an emphasis on or 

privileging of qualitative approaches or methods. The experience o f the remaining 

participants was either in solely quantitative research training or in a mixture of 

quantitative and qualitative input but with quantitative methods taking priority:

“.. .I  d id  a f ir s t  degree in Social Policy. I  was in terested  in p o licy  issues although  
I  had  the opportunity as p a r t o f  tha t to do quite a lo t o f  research m ethods  
training, p a rticu la rly  actually in sta tistica l m ethods, tha t is w here 1 k ind  o f  started  
fro m  in teresting ly ...  ”  (RP24)
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Participant 27 had been a Psychology undergraduate in the 1990s and although 

qualitative research was covered on her course there had been far more coverage of 

quantitative methods:

“From my undergraduate degree I  had learned about interview methods or 
whatever but we hadn ’t gone into methods o f analysis or really got into the core 
o f qualitative research. ” (RP27)

W hilst a minority of participants had worked on research projects prior to completing 

their PhD, most associated their foundational research training with their postgraduate 

study, particularly at doctoral level. All but four of the participants reported that their 

formal training in qualitative approaches to research at doctoral level was either 

inadequate or absent. Instead when responding to questions about training in qualitative 

research most participants described them selves in terms such as “self-taught” or having 

“learned on the job” . These statements were com m only prefaced with phrases such as “I 

am sure you will be horrified to hear b u t . . .” Participants were aware that their own 

experiences, particularly those who had trained in the 1970s and 1980s, were very 

different to current approaches to research methods training at doctoral level:

“In terms o f training in methods, again, the time I did my PhD you ’re going to be 
surprised by this [laughing] -  I  hope you w on’t -  we had no training in methods! 
So I  think I went on, this was at Cambridge and this was subsequently hugely 
addressed by the ESRC changing its whole funding strategy fo r  PhD students -  
but we were just really expected to learn it on the job and given a textbook to 
read...” {RP08)

The lack of formal training in qualitative research was not presented as problematic but 

rather accepted as a reflection of a particular era:

“...when I did my PhD, you just went out and you did your PhD. Nobody trained 
you and I  would have to say that my research methods training involved no 
qualitative methods training at all because I  did my undergraduate degree in the 
late 1970s so I  mean there was absolutely no qualitative training then. By the 
time -  I  suppose it is within the last ten years that developmental psychology has 
started using more qualitative methods - and by then I  had fifteen or twenty years 
experience so I haven’t done any training. ” (RP12)

In terms of the different disciplines. Cultural Anthropology more than any other was 

mentioned as having been influential by several participants in relation to their qualitative

130



research practice. The significance of Cultural Anthropology was associated with its 

focus on fieldwork and learning through immersion in the field rather than in terms of 

any structured research training that had been provided:

“When I  did it [in the 1970s] there was no training. I  did Anthropology: I  had  
one course in theory and we had no methods training at all. A t that time, i f  you 
did Anthropology, it was a kind o f  ritual -  baptism by fire !  You were sent o ff to 
the fie ld  and you learned on the jo b  and that was it. ” (RP21).

Research skills were acquired through reading about other people’s accounts of 

fieldwork, then trying them out in research practice and discussing them at length during 

supervision. What had been important for Participant 21, and had left a lasting 

impression on her research practice, was the quality o f her doctoral supervision: she still 

had a picture of her PhD supervisor, who had died some years before, on her wall. 

Participant 22 shared a similar experience:

“It w asn’t like it is now, there was no research training. I  mean I  did my PhD  
part-tim e and I used to meet with X  who was my supervisor and we used to meet 
two or three times a year and fo r  a day, sometimes longer! I  mean it was very 
good. They were long, intensive kind o f  discussions at his house usually but th a t’s 
how it was then there was no training fo r  anyone. Social Science people ju s t  
didn ’t do it; you ju s t kind o f  got on with it. ” (RP22)

Even for those outside the discipline of Anthropology the reading of ethnographic 

accounts served to both inform and inspire participants from a num ber of backgrounds. 

Participant 08 came from a Psychology background and had had very little exposure to 

qualitative research prior to becoming involved in a qualitative project at post-doctoral 

level:

“I  really learned in the process how to do qualitative research in the terms that 
we were inventing it I  would say, more than being trained in it. I  also got to know  
a wonderful researcher, X, who was an anthropologist and who knew the fie ld  o f  
qualitative research with a very different reach, and he directed me to a lot o f  
reading.” (RP08)

Participant 26 discovered anthropological accounts whilst trying to make sense o f her 

international fieldwork experiences at doctoral level:

“...m y training in Psychology was very quantitative. I  was really into cognitive 
psychology and thinking about going into neuro-cognitive. I  loved the exactness
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o f  the models, using stats and having a sense o f  certainty. But then in the work in 
[two countries as part o f  doctoral work], I  started reading Spradley’s work on 
participant observation and was kind o f  struggling with learning about some o f  
those methods but we had never been exposed to them... ” (RP26)

W hereas the discipline of A nthropology was singled out for positive mention by many 

participants, the discipline of Developmental Psychology attracted negative comments 

from several participants and across disciplinary boundaries. The work of Jean Piaget 

was frequently cited as an example o f the perceived limitations and oppressive nature of 

psychological theory in the area of children and childhood.

In response to a question about whether child developm ent had formed part of her 

research training, participant 18 responded:

“On the contrary, I  was always a sociologist and always problematising  
developmental psychology... I ’ve been hugely influenced by Anthropology and  
the new Social Studies o f  Childhood critiquing child development so I had no 
baggage from : ‘Oh this is an 11 year old, they are at such and such a Piagetian 
stage. ’ In fact, I  have problem s with it. ”  (RP18)

Participant 03 believed that Developmental Psychology represents the “commonsense 

approach to childhood” whereby children are seen as in progress “towards the gold 

standard o f adulthood”, whereas the sociological approach respects children as people 

and as contributors:

“I also think about childhood from  a structural point o f  view, that children 
contribute to the division o f  labour, that they are not in a pre-social stage as 
presented by some psychologists... ” (RP03)

Some participants from outside the discipline o f psychology took a ‘middle path’ and 

whilst rejecting rigid stage theories saw an overall understanding of child development as 

potentially helpful in framing questions and understanding responses, particularly when 

talking to very young children:

“Psychologists often these days, at least those working in child development, 
d o n ’t use qualitative research all that much - they are starting to more but it 
certainly d id n ’t used to be very respected -  but actually they knew lots about 
children and although sometim es it is expressed in a way which people working in 
Sociology f in d  offensive, nevertheless there is really valuable learning in there. 
The risk is that you get people working to a form ula so: ‘Ten year old -  okay, they

132



sh o u ld  be able to read this or do this. ’ T hat d o e s n ’t really work, bu t so long as 
p eo p le  can retain a certain degree o f  fle x ib ility  abou t it I  th ink it is very useful.  ”  

(RP02)

All participants with a background in psychology were aware of the criticisms o f Piaget’s 

work from both within and outside the discipline o f Developmental Psychology:

“I  th ink there is a fa ilu re  to acknow ledge w ith in  developm enta l p sycho logy  today  
tha t w hat P iaget was doing was qualita tive research. Okay, so you  cou ld  argue  
tha t P iaget a lw ays believed  that in som e w ay the yo u n g er ch ild  was a less fo rm e d  
version o f  the o lder ch ild  but, nonetheless, it w as c lear fro m  his w riting  that even  
i f  he saw  the six  yea r  o ld  as an unform ed  fifte e n  ye a r  old, he respected  w hat they
h ad  to say and  I  still th ink that is im portant, a n d  tha t he actua lly  listened  to
children and  I  think tha t is im portant.  ”  (R P12)

However, participants from the discipline o f Psychology, across the span of age and 

experience, were consistently least critical of P iaget’s work. They noted its merits as

well as its shortcomings and often discussed it in relation to other theorists such as

Vygotsky, Bronfenbrenner and Rogoff:

“I have com e to a healthy respect f o r  him [P iaget]  as a m ethodo log ist because he  
w as actually  talking to children a nd  w orking  w ith children so I  have fo rg iven  him  
an aw fu l lot because o f  that. V ygotsky - I  really believe that the fa c e  o f  
developm enta l p sych o lo g y  w ould  be d iffe ren t i f  V yg o tsky’s w ork had  g o t ou t o f  
R ussia  earlier than it d id  and  i f  he h a d n ’t d ied  as young  as he d id  - I  f irm ly  
believe that because he had  ju s t  a very d ifferen t w ay o f  thinking about 
developm ent. I  love B arbara R o g o jf’s d eve lo p m en t o f  his ideas a ro u n d  gu ided  
partic ipa tion  an d  the idea o f  children as active. ” (RP29)

One psychologist who had been interested in Piaget’s methodological interventions at an 

earlier stage in her research career, and had spent tim e reading in the Piagetian archives, 

stressed that only certain parts of Piaget’s work had becom e widely known and that other 

aspects, such his psychoanalytic work, have been largely overlooked:

“B ut really I  th ink this is a question abou t ah istorica l and  acu ltura l readings o f  
the reception o f  Piaget. 1 m ean the P iagetian  group  hated the w ay in w hich their  
w ork w as taken up in the A nglophone contexts ... and, okay, so stage m odels have  
the ir  conceptual lim ita tions but, even fo r  P iaget, the concep t o f  stage w a sn ’t 
nearly  as rig id  as it was m ade out to be w as i t? ” (RPIO)

Participant 10, in common with the other participants from a psychology background, 

agreed with many of the criticisms that had been levelled against Developmental
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Psychology in general and the work of Piaget in particular, yet did not believe that a 

wholesale rejection of Psychology was necessarily the way forward:

"But in a general sense, when I  think o f  the use o f  the ideas, I  am with the 
sociologists o f  childhood, except that they tend to kind o f  flounder on questions o f  
developmental limits. It only goes so fa r  and then they start to defer to 
developmental psychological knowledge in one way or another usually and that is 
where critical educationalists and developmental psychologists have something to 
do to make sure that they d o n ’t ju s t reach fo r  the uncritical reconstructed stuff. ”  

(RPIO)

Three of the seven participants from Psychology had undertaken training as 

psychoanalytic psychotherapists during their research career. This informed their 

research in terms o f theorists that they referred to during their interviews, particularly 

W innicott and Lacan, and the way in which they engaged with children:

“...m y interest has become increasingly psychoanalytic, and Lacanian 
psychoanalytic at that. This interest in Lacan led me to make massive changes in 
the [name o f  method that participant 08 developed] and also to change my way o f  
working with and interviewing children.  ”  (RP08)

For Participant 26 her psychoanalytic psychotherapy training had enriched the creative 

element of her research work:

“I think it is people like Winnicott. It is the original thinkers not the 
developmental textbooks. 1 generally f in d  them... not boring, but unsatisfying. 
People like Stern when he is talking on inter-subjectivity and the emerging sense 
o f  self, and W innicott’s s tu ff on mirroring and Anderson has this notion o f  
imagined communities but allowing fo r  the imaginative creative element o f  work 
to have a place.  ”  (RP26)

The seven participants with a background in developm ental psychology, despite being 

aware of the criticisms o f their discipline, all saw a m ulti-disciplinary approach as 

offering a productive way forward both in terms o f their own work and in relation to the 

discipline of child psychology. They considered that child psychology could make an 

important contribution to the area of childhood studies particularly when working in 

collaboration with neighbouring disciplines.

M ulti-disciplinary working and m ultiple and mixed m ethod research
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Only a minority of participants had remained in a single discipline during their academic 

career and all had collaborated with colleagues from other disciplines on research 

projects. Twenty-six o f the participants currently worked in multi-disciplinary 

environments and none reported this as being problematic. The benefits of m ulti

disciplinary approaches were recognised by all participants as beneficial both to the 

researcher and the researched and preferable to research environments restricted by 

narrow disciplinary boundaries and agendas.

“I think working in these sorts o f  silos is very unhelpful and gets in the way. 
Disciplines are still not talking to each other, particularly actually about children. 
I f  you read some o f  these journals, I  read the more sociological and social policy  
journals obviously, they talk a completely different language from  the researchers 
who work in ch ildren’s services and ch ildren’s rights and advocacy. ” (RP02).

Although the focus of the present study was on qualitative research with children, and the 

participants had been selected on the basis of their expertise in qualitative approaches, 

none of the participants described themselves as ‘qualitative researchers’ or undertook 

purely qualitative research work. Instead, both quantitative and qualitative research was 

consistently assessed as valuable and important depending on the research questions:

“I work in both areas and I  think that makes me better able to make appropriate 
choices and decisions when I  am going into a new project. I  think i f  you only 
know one side you are missing the other side o f  the coin. ” (RP27)

Participant 02 feared that there could be an implication at times that all qualitative 

researchers take a similar approach and that qualitative research is a “rather mysterious, 

arcane thing that only those in the know can fully understand” whereas she did not see it 

as either particularly com plicated or personal:

“I don ’tfe e l that qualitative research is a great personal mission fo r  me any more 
than I  fee l survey research is. For me it is ju s t a very pow erful tool which is 
better at getting at certain types o f  information than any other competing 
research methodology. ” (RP02)

Although it was recognised that in some disciplines qualitative research is not as 

respected as quantitative research, participants in the present study consistently placed 

high value on qualitative research that was conducted systematically, transparently and 

rigorously:
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“1 have done both. I  come fro m  a quantitative background and I  actually fin d  
qualitative research harder. It is harder because you have to f in d  your own way -  
that is why I  say that you can 't f in d  it in a book. ” (RP14)

Participants either rejected the view that there was a clear dichotomy between 

quantitative and qualitative research or assessed the construction of them as competing 

approaches as unhelpful and out-dated. Participant 29 not only saw the dichotomy as 

unhelpful but also unjust and divisive:

“I  think one o f  the biggest injustices that we have in psychology, and I  see it in 
other disciplines, is that we fo rce  people to take up a position o f  qualitative or 
quantitative and when you read the m ixed methods literature they completely  
dismiss that idea. ” (RP29)

All participants had significant experience of both quantitative and qualitative research 

projects and mixed m ethod research was commonplace. Twelve participants referred to 

“mixed m ethods” or “multiple m ethods” in relation to triangulation and strengthening of 

qualitative studies;

“I think it [qualitative research] is strong on its own but it has also got the 
potentia l to have a different sort o f  strength i f  it is aligned with other methods as 
well. ”  ( R P l l )

Participant 19 had started her career “as a fairly positivistic researcher” over 30 years 

earlier and despite now describing her positioning as “post-structuralist” still enjoyed 

working with large data sets as part of a mixed m ethods approach.

“I  am a great believer in so called ‘mixed methods ’ so I  quite like starting with 
large scale data sets, or fin ish ing  with them, as well as then doing a study o f  
twelve cases. ”  (RP19)

Participant 28 had trained in a “really classical experimental psychology perspective” and 

had not heard o f qualitative research until after her PhD:

“M y fir s t  five  years o f  teaching were experimental psychology. I  ran the labs, 
under the supervision o f  senior s ta ff  obviously, but I  was absolutely obsessed with 
things like measurement, absolutely. I  would get into deep, deep all night 
conversations with other measurement theorists, all night drinking, over validity. 
That was really exciting, that was what my PhD was so I  d id n ’t even hear o f  
qualita tive!”
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As a result of subsequently becoming involved in qualitative research, Participant 28 was 

interested in analysing the intersection between quantitative and qualitative approaches:

“H ow  we can take som e o f  the concepts fro m  a m ore qualita tive p ersp ective  and  
apply them  in quantita tive da ta  collection and  vice versa. . . .  /  th ink tha t is where  
we can really m ake strides fo rw a rd  in relation to know ledge genera tion  and  
m aking that know ledge relevant. ” (RP28)

Research Training on ‘Research with Children’

As with qualitative research generally, few participants had received specific training on 

researching with children or had attended a specific course although there was awareness 

that such training courses are now widely available. M ost were self-taught and had 

acquired their skills during the period of their postgraduate research or in the course of 

undertaking research with children at a later stage in their research career. Several 

participants pointed out that the early methodological literature on children focused on 

reliability and children as unreliable respondents and consequently many researchers had 

avoided working with children until relatively recently. Participant 02 began researching 

with children over twenty years ago:

“No, there w a sn ’t any exp lic it training. In fa c t, p eop le  d id n ’t do m uch research  
with children when I  started. It was considered  o f f  lim its really; too fra u g h t with  
danger and  difficulty. O ur understanding abou t w hat it has been p o ssib le  to do to 
include children in research has transform ed over the last fe w  years largely, in 
this country [E ngland] at any rate, driven by  p eo p le  like A llison  Jam es a nd  A lan  
P rout w riting  fro m  a socio log ica l perspective ... ” (RP02).

Participant 18 spoke of her experience in the early 1990s:

“Som ebody doing research with children was quite strange an d  quite lonely  
especia lly a t un iversity X  w here I  was in a F aculty  tha t was m ostly  socia l theory. 
X  w as the P ro fessor a t the tim e -  anything em pirica l w as grubby a nd  dirty and  
prob lem atic  and peop le  w eren ’t doing it w ith children so p eo p le  ju s t  thought I  
w as very strange and  very sad  -  w ould  look at m e p a tro n isin g ly  a nd  say ‘H ow  
can you  do research with children, they c a n ’t tell the d ifference betw een  truth and  
f i c t io n . . .? '” {RP18)

Some participants made a conscious choice at postgraduate level to develop their research 

skills and to pursue an academic career in the area of children and childhood:
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"I did a degree in Psychology but had always been interested in working with 
children, so I  went on to do a M aster’s on children’s [name o f topic] and then 
developed that into a PhD. ...Then, after an initial lecturing appointment in the 
British system, I  realised that I  needed more research experience and went to X  [a 
renowned centre fo r  childhood research]. ” (RP12).

For other participants their postgraduate study choices and academic career happened as 

much by chance as by clear design. Participant 19 recalled starting as a junior researcher 

in 1973 “knowing absolutely zilch about the fie ld ” which she had come to through 

voluntary work and “a series o f serendipitous connections”. Participant 16 described her 

journey to her current position as the result of “lots o f slips and my naivety!"

Most participants had, in the same way that they had learned their qualitative research 

skills, drawn on their knowledge and experience of children from their personal and 

professional lives. A common theme running through discussions about training to 

undertake qualitative research with children was that some people seemed more suited to 

it than others and perhaps, even more importantly, that training and a belief in the 

benefits of qualitative research were necessary.

In response to being asked about specific training in research with children Participant 17 

began by referring to an article that she had recently read which highlighted the 

difficulties some parents now have in playing with children:

“...well, I  have got grandchildren now but I  thought I have actually never really 
had any problems about getting on the floor and being put to bed and pretending I  
was a baby [laughing]. I  didn ’t really need training fo r  that because I  suppose I  
have always had a good imagination -  could put m yself in the place o f the other -  
and I  always think that is a key aspect o f  research training. I f  you can’t 
understand the issues fo r  the communities that you are studying then you 
shouldn’t even be doing it. ” (RP17)

Participant 01 did not receive any specific training in conducting research with children 

and young people. She felt that it was her previous employment as a teacher with 

teenagers in remand and assessment centres that had given her invaluable experience and 

meant that she was comfortable in the presence of young people in the research context:

“When it came to doing my first project on (X), that research project was 
ethnography in ... [inner-city area], the biggest skill I  brought to that, and the 
most important skill, was an ability to interact with young people and not feel
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in tim ida ted  by a group o f  teenagers standing  to g eth er  - you  know, a t a corner and  
all o f  that.  ”  (R P O l)

Having a “com fort” level around children was seen as im portant by Participant 01 but an 

over-arching belief in qualitative research was placed as an ever higher priority:

“H owever, I  th ink tha t m ore im portantly there is an over-arching  b e lie f in the 
benefit o f  qualita tive research tha t w ould  even, you  know , supersede tha t notion  
tha t som ething very specific  is required  fo r  ch ildren  a n d  young people. I  have  
w orked  with researchers w ho have com e here to X  an d  they h a v e n ’t p rev io u sly  
w orked  with children but they had  the m otiva tion  a nd  in terest a nd  they had  the 
tra in ing in qualita tive m ethods to carry that through. ” (RPO l)

The lack o f specific training on research with children was also apparent amongst the 

younger participants (in terms o f chronological age and num ber of years working in an 

academ ic post); although their views about how useful such training would have been 

were mixed. Participant 27 and Participant 23 had both completed their PhDs within the 

last ten years:

“B ut no, 1 didn ’t have the opportunity, certa in ly  as a student, to go  on a specific  
research course fo r  w orking o r  researching w ith children. I  th ink it w ould  he 
very va luable... ” (RP27)

Participant 23 currently provided training on research with children to students yet was 

not sure that she would have wanted to attend a specific course herself:

“I  h a ve n ’t h ad  any fo rm a l training -  I  h a v e n ’t gone on a course. ... no t the  
p ra ctica l kind  o f  ‘H ow  do you  do i t ’ but then I  am  a b it nervous abou t tha t k ind  o f  
tra in ing anyw ay! ” (R P 23).

PROFESSIONAL INFLUENCES

Out of the thirty participants seventeen had professional practice qualifications. Seven 

participants were teachers, six were social workers, three held nursing qualifications and 

three were trained psychotherapists. Two participants were qualified as both teachers and 

social workers. The teachers, social workers and nurses had practised professionally 

prior to becoming academic researchers whereas the psychotherapists had undertaken 

professional training during the course of their academ ic research careers. All seventeen 

participants that held professional practice qualifications made reference to a link 

between their practitioner background and research practice at some stage during their
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interview. W ithout exception they saw it as enhancing their knowledge and 

comm unication skills with children and in terms of their ability to conduct meaningful 

research. It was the extent to which they referred to their professional practice experience 

that differed between respondents.

For some participants their interest in research had been sparked by their professional 

practice:

“The reason that I  got into research was that I  had lots o f  questions that I  
couldn ’t get really good answers to in practice and when I  fir s t started o ff in 
nursing, when I  trained -  I  started in the mid 1970s  -  there were loads o f  ‘g ivens’ 
that i f  you questioned you got some answers but they were often incomplete or 
they d idn ’t really make sense” (RPJl )

Other participants noted the skills that could be transferred from a professional practice 

context to the research context.

“I  have already m entioned Nigel Thom as’s work. I  fo u n d  his early writing, on the 
work he did his fir s t book on and the PhD on, really influential because...w hat 
was attractive to me about that work was several things: one that he came from  a 
practice background and he talked very interestingly about the relationship  
between practice and research and especially in terms o f  skills transfer which I  
really latched on to ” (RP09)

Participant 08 gave an example o f how her psycho-analytic therapeutic training and skills 

were influential in the way that she approached her research practice.

“1 was reading the child or the adolescent through their reading o f  me, and also 
thinking o f  that young person as someone who necessarily has to censor to live in 
society and because o f  that, who has an unconscious, who has access to all kinds 
o f  tacit knowledge, that can be invited into a social space, at least in a lim ited  
kind o f  way, and I  think especially with the prom ise o f  confiidentiality. These 
ideas are very much on my mind when I  am with children as a researcher or as a 
clinician - 1 d o n ’t make that distinction very strongly any more.  ”  (RP08)

Two respondents noted the added difficulties that they believed researchers with a 

practitioner background might encounter compared to career researchers.

Participant 02 suggested that it might be more difficult for practitioners to avoid blurring 

the research and therapeutic boundaries.
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“ ...perhaps because o f  my training in quantitative methods as well as qualitative 
work, I  think it is very important that researchers remember their professional 
role and 1 d o n ’t think that all qualitative researchers do maintain that clear 
distinction between research and counselling and therapy, especially i f  you come 
fro m  a practice background that must be relatively more difficult to do... ” (RP02)

Participant 28 was forthright about her experience o f supervising and managing 

practitioners in research projects:

“...I  have fo u n d  at times that practitioners a ren ’t great data collectors. I  think 
they... fo r  example, teachers -  trying to get teachers to collect data is a nightmare 
because they want to control them! Their whole training and experiences -  and it 
is very hard to get them to shed those old roles. It is also very hard to get some 
practitioners to take as seriously as I  require the absolute rules about the data 
collection process: that they are nol negotiable.  ”  (RP28)

Participant 11, herself a practitioner, spoke of using pieces taken out of ‘Zen and the Art 

of M otorcycle M aintenance’, ‘Peanuts’ and ‘Star T rek’ so as to encourage practitioner 

students to think about research in a way that would not frighten them:

“...so  we kind o f  went in with philosophical s tu ff and epistemological s tu ff but we 
d id n ’t actually label it as that because most o f  it was being taught to practitioners 
whose default setting is often to be resistant to s tu ff that doesn ’t seem to have a 
pragm atic application and that is an over-generalisation but I  guess it is probably  
true. ”

Participant 25 had worked as a social worker for over 20 years before building a high- 

profile academic career. She described adopting her idea o f a ‘researcher role’ in one of 

her first research projects with children. However, when she listened to the tapes o f the 

research interaction she soon realised that other approaches might make it easier for the 

children to engage with the process and to speak to her:

“...the key moment was when 1 kind o f  gave m yself perm ission to be a social 
worker, rather than a researcher, and started using some o f  the skills and  
techniques and tricks that I  have used as a social worker in engaging with 
children. ... once I  started doing that and stopped being a ‘researcher’ in a suit 
[laughter] then things went a lot better really!” (RP25)
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Having related the ‘key m om ent’ described above, Participant 25 was asked if 

practitioners struggle in having to adopt a very different role in the research context and 

perhaps find it more difficult than those with a non-practitioner background.

“That is inviting a generalization that I don’t think I  could make really because I 
think it is going to vary from  person to person and in some ways that experience 
o f being a practitioner can give you more range, more resources to deal with 
difficult things that arise in the process o f research because you have got that 
other angle o f perception haven’t you? But you do have to find  a way o f being 
clear about the different roles. ” (RP25)

CONCLUSION:

This chapter presented the findings in relation to the influence of the biography of the 

researcher on how researchers conceptualise and position themselves in relation to 

children in their qualitative research practice. Under the over-arching theme of ‘The 

Biography of the Researcher’ three sub-themes were addressed. First, ‘Personal 

Influences’, m entioned by eighteen participants, in terms o f the researcher’s own 

childhood experiences, their knowledge and experience of children in their family and 

wider social network and their personal political opinions and beliefs. Second, 

‘Academic Influences’, discussed by all participants, in terms of their disciplinary 

framework and research training, their acquisition o f knowledge and skills in relation to 

qualitative research in general and in terms o f undertaking research with children in 

particular. Third, ‘Professional Influences’, referred to by seventeen participants, in 

terms of the interface between the research and professional practice contexts and the 

similarities and differences between researcher and practitioner roles, responsibilities and 

practices.

These findings raise im portant questions about the assumptions that researchers import 

into the research context and the extent to which these are recognised and integrated into 

research practice. W hether the personal biography of the researcher is seen as an effect 

to be m inimized in research given its potential to contaminate the process, or whether it is 

viewed as an asset that should be engaged with in the pursuit o f ‘strong subjectivity’, is a 

central debate within the fem inist literature reviewed in chapter two (Harding, 2004). 

The influences o f researchers’ personal experiences and biographies were evident in this 

chapter yet a consistent approach to dealing with this material was not apparent. Feminist
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scholars have contended that just as imported ‘andro-centric’ bias can produce distortions 

in the research process, the unexamined assumptions o f feminist researchers presents 

sim ilar difficulties (Stanley and Wise, 1983; 1993). This line of argument would seem to 

apply equally in relation to the influence o f the personal biographies of children’s 

researchers in relation to their research work with children. The findings from this 

chapter indicate that there is a need for transparent and consistent approaches to 

reflexivity to be developed as an important elem ent in ensuring rigorous and accountable 

qualitative research with children.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E  

FIELDWORK EXPERIENCES

INTRODUCTION

Participants’ descriptions, stories and reflections on their fleldwork experiences of 

quahtative research with children are presented in this chapter. Participants discussed 

how their fieldwork experiences have influenced the ways in which they position 

themselves in relation to children in their work and in their understanding of the broader 

range of issues that impact on qualitative research in this area. The contribution that 

children make to informing and educating childhood researchers was noted and the 

influence of previous child participants in shaping interview ees’ present research practice 

was acknowledged. The international context and the insights gained from researching 

with children of different cultures and, in some cases, markedly different contexts were 

also recognised. In terms of the realities and challenges of day-to-day research practice, 

observing, collaborating and sharing with other researchers were uniformly seen as 

positive ways to remain open and engaged with the research process and to ensure a level 

of personal and professional support. The fresh perspectives that student researchers 

bring to fieldwork, as well as some of the challenges they face, were recognised and the 

implications for fieldwork training and support were examined. The constraints on 

academic research practice were reviewed including time, gatekeepers, audiences, 

funding and funding agencies. The findings in this chapter are discussed under three sub

themes: ‘Learning from Fieldwork Experiences’, ‘Training and Support for Researchers 

undertaking Fieldw ork’ and ‘Constraints on Qualitative Research Practice with Children’ 

which suggested the second over-arching theme: ‘Fieldwork Experiences’. The unifying 

thread throughout the analysis was the mutuality o f fieldwork with children and young 

people and how researchers affect, and are affected by, the children with whom they 

work.
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LEARNING FROM  FIELDW ORK EXPERIENCE

All participants referenced their fieldwork experiences during the course of their careers 

as having been highly influential to their present approach to qualitative research with 

children. First, in relation to the personal benefits that had been accrued as a result of 

undertaking research with children and young people in the field. Second, they 

comm ented on what they had learned from the children that they had worked with during 

the course o f their careers. An international perspective in terms of working with children 

from different countries and cultures, and often from m arkedly different contexts, was 

recognised as significant. Third, they emphasised the learning derived from observing 

and collaborating with other researchers.

The personal benefits of fieldwork for the researcher

Sixteen participants referred to the personal benefits that they accrued from researching 

with children. When asked if there was anything else she would like to say before the 

interviewed ended. Participant 11 stated: “/  ju s t love qual. research. I  love research with 

children as well ju s t because they are so in teresting ...” If Participant 23 had not 

followed an academic career she would probably have been a teacher “because 1 love 

working with children anyw ay”. Participant 04 felt that her work was rewarding: “...it is 

a kind o f  magnetic feeling  doing research isn ’t i t? ” Participant 29 stated that she was 

“very happy” in her current research role and comm ented that: “Anybody who knows me, 

even in my personal life, knows that methodology is something that I  am very passionate  

abou t”.

Participant 15 referred to the direct pressure exerted by a Professor and other senior 

academic staff at the university where she worked to pursue more “straightforw ard” and 

“clinical” quantitative research projects which were seen to have higher status and likely 

to earn both the School and the researcher more “kudos” , “respectability” and “brownie 

points”. Participant 15 was unequivocal in her response:

“No, no, I  absolutely love researching children and I  love researching ch ildren’s 
issues. 1 am absolutely passionate about it and I shall probably do it until I  retire 
because I  love i t ! ” (RP15)
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Two participants spoke of getting “hooked”. Participant 28 had been working abroad and 

“just actually wanted to come home”. She applied for a university post in her home town 

and ended up working in the area of children:

“At that point the kind o f data we were collecting from  children was like 
administering questionnaires, it was really boring, it wasn’t until a couple o f 
projects in that I started to enjoy the interaction with the children but once I  got 
that then that was it!” (RP28)

Participant 14 spoke about how undertaking research had transformed her personally:

“One o f the things that has driven it fo r  me is -  when I say I  got hooked on 
research, I really did get hooked on research -  it is because it changed me as a 
person. I  found it an empowering process doing research. It made me think in a 
different way, it opened up parts o f  my brain that had been dormant fo r  a long 
time, it changed my attitude to the way I  interacted with other people and I think I  
became a better human being. ” (RP14)

Learning from children in the field

Not surprisingly given the selection criteria for the study and the number of years 

research experience of interviewees, all participants made various references to children 

and studies that they had been involved in and how these had influenced their present 

approach to research. Participants’ accounts referred to a broad range of issues both in 

terms of what they had learned about children and about themselves.

The consistent thread running through participants’ accounts of what they had learned 

from the children they had researched with was the importance of respecting children as 

people and children’s knowledge about their lived experiences. Participants spoke of 

having gained “a healthy respect" for children (RP29), “being astonished” by children’s 

courage (RP07) and having been “near to tears" watching a young person delivering their 

research findings (RP14). During the course of their research careers participants had 

worked with children in extreme situations where “most o f them had had a parent who 

died” (RP05), contexts ranging from children having been “multiply raped to watching 

parents being killed in front o f them" (RP16) or “working with girls, who were formerly 

associated with armed groups, and their babies” (RP26). On other occasions, 

participants researched the “mundane everyday o f children’s lives” and when listening to
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children talking to each other, as well as to researchers, learned about the sadness 

children feel “when your pets d ie ” (RP18), the struggles children can have living in more 

than one home as part of the “elaborate and changing relations among the adults in their 

lives” (RP03) and the poverty and “some o f  the home conditions that children are living 

in ” (R P ll) .

Participants referred to a num ber of topics that researchers could usefully learn more 

about from children, such as children’s experiences of being research participants, ideas 

about topics for research, feedback on methods and whether or not children should be 

rewarded financially, or with other gifts, for their participation. However, asking for 

feedback from children as research participants did not emerge as a frequent practice. An 

exception was one participant who shared her experience from a study with self

identified survivors of child sexual abuse who were not disclosing for the first time:

“I talked to one young man, a very, very painful interview in many ways, about 
repeated sexual abuse as a young boy at the hands o f  multiple different men and  
we had to f in d  out fo r  the study in quite some detail exactly what had happened, 
physically as well as in other respects, so it was very detailed i f  not to say 
graphic. ” (RP02)

At the end o f the interviews Participant 02 made a point of asking her interviewees: ‘How 

was I?’ and ‘W hat advice would you give to people like me who do these sorts of 

interview s?’ The young man responded:

“Well I  think you were really great and 1 thought I  was going to fin d  it really 
difficult to talk to you but I d id n ’t, I  fo u n d  it very easy to talk to you. I  told you 
things that I  have never told anyone else and that fe l t  really good, but I  was a bit 
p u t o ff  by some o f  the things that you did with your face. ” (RP02)

Participant 02 told the young man that she was completely unaware of her facial 

expressions and that she was really interested in what he had to tell her:

“‘Well you know sometimes when I  was telling you something really, really 
painful, I  kind o f  alm ost fe l t  that you were smiling at me. ’ ” (RP02}

Participant 02 recounted how she was “mortified because nothing could have been further 

from my m ind” and was puzzled as to how her facial expressions could have been 

misread in that way. She discussed the feedback with a colleague from the study who
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told her that she had a “mobile face” and used “a lot of body language” when she spoke 

and so the expression he was thinking of as smiling was probably Participant 02 trying to 

communicate listening, empathy and encouragement. Participant 02 reflected that this 

experience had instilled in her the importance of “a certain level of stillness” and self- 

awareness of body language in research encounters.

In terms of their own learning, all participants referred to a range of qualities and skills 

that were seen as desirable for qualitative researchers to possess. Frequently cited terms 

included being ‘interested’, ‘curious’, ‘patient’ and ‘attentive’ and being able to ‘listen’, 

‘hear’ and ‘trust’ children. The importance of researchers being “immersed" (RP21), 

following their “hunches” (RP30), being aware of “things that will excite me” (RP26) and 

engaging with “children who disturb me” (RP08) were typical of the phrases that were 

used to describe the element of intuition involved in qualitative research and the 

importance of researchers becoming attuned to the child that they are with in any given 

moment. At the same time researcher sensitivity in recognising that not all children will 

necessarily want to engage with the research process was stressed by eight participants. 

Participant 15 recalled a conversation when a student had commented that Participant 15 

was passionate about children having a voice:

“/  said: 7  am and I love my work fo r  that reason but I also temperate it with - 
there are occasions when children don ’t want to be involved and when it is not 
right to involve children and it is very much you have to have a balanced 
perspective, it is according to the children’s preference and the situation’. You 
can’t just say carte blanche: ‘Give children responsibility’ or involve them or 
thrust everything upon them. You have to have a balance... ” (RPI5)

Twenty-two participants from their experience in the field, as well as their reading, had 

formed strong opinions that researchers must accept their status as an adult within the 

research relationship although the form that takes and the adult role adopted will vary. 

Most of the research undertaken by Participant 01 had been with teenagers:

“I have also learned that, fo r  example, with teenagers, they find  it -  there is 
something that they find  sort o f  ‘cringe-making’ i f  an older person tries to behave 
like them or use their language and, in fact, when I was doing the research on 
adolescent sexuality I came across this piece -  it was actually on the internet -  
about young people’s experience o f being researched on matters around sexuality 
and the one thing they didn ’t like was i f  researchers used their language in the 
interview. ” (RPOl)
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Participant 14 cautioned that her fieldwork experience had taught her that “.. . i f  you are 

interviewing someone they are going to tell you what they think you want to hear, not 

what they want to tell you". She was one of the eighteen participants who referred to the 

fact that children are not used to being listened to or taken seriously by many adults. 

Seven participants mentioned the importance of the context of the research, for example 

when working with children individually or in a family setting. Fieldwork had taught 

them the range of adult spaces and encounters that children navigate in their daily lives 

and they realised that, as a matter of course, children have learned to relate and say 

different things to different adults depending on the context and how they see and read 

the adults that they are with. Participant 05 referred to children’s everyday experiences of 

many contexts where they are “treated as a nuisance and a problem "  in shops and other 

public places. Participant 02 pointed out, from her research experience, that not only do 

adults “have such struggles to talk to children’’'' but also that different adults see the same 

child or children in vastly different ways.

hi terms o f the question as to whether fieldwork with children was different to working 

with other groups, the response of Participant 22 was typical in stressing that 

fundam entally no two research situations are the same regardless of the research 

population:

“Well it is dijferent because every group is dijferent: from  quite gross differences 
to the details o f  the particular situation. One school is different from  another 
school and it is that actually that I  think we researchers need to be thinking about. 
Who are these people? What is their situation? What is it like in their particular  
world? I  think you have got to be -  whatever methods you are using -  you should  
be asking those questions” (RP22)

International Research Experience

Twenty-one o f the thirty participants in this study had international research experience 

having undertaken research with children in more than one country. Three participants 

had held academic research posts in at least two European countries and five participants 

had undertaken qualitative research with children while based in North America.
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Awareness of the extent of childhood research around the world and the formation of a 

network was identified by six participants as an important backdrop to the emergence of a 

“new paradigm” for the study of children and childhood in the early 1990s:

“I think fo r  a lot o f people actually realising that there were people in Europe and 
Scandinavia and some in American and South America and India - people from  
all around the world would have these various kinds o f meetings and you began to 
realise that actually you have got a growing sub-discipline here. ” (RP22).

Ten participants, without any prompting, referred to Scandinavian writers and research as 

having been influential in their research practice. Participant 17 talked about undertaking 

research on day care for children in the UK in the early 1980s and soon realising that she 

needed to look at the Scandinavian context:

“I went to Scandinavia because I quickly became aware that nothing had 
happened here apparently [laughter]. I saw fo r  m yself the way the day care 
institutions operate over there, the ones I  got to know, and the ideas that had 
influenced those institutions and saw that there were very good researchers who 
were looking at the meanings that children brought to their situations and that 
their own understandings and experiences were very important. ” (RP17)

Participant 19 believed that anything “with an early childhood label” was immediately 

"written o ff as soft and uninteresting” by most people in the educational field many of 

whom failed to give full recognition to the work being undertaken internationally. She 

suggested that students and experienced researchers should be “looking at other countries 

because that is a path fo r  unsettling yo u ” and “making the meta-narratives stutter”.

Participant 08 was completing her PhD in the mid-1980s when she became aware of the 

innovative work being undertaken in the USA:

“/  was very taken with ‘In a Different Voice’ and I  fe lt as though I  could learn 
something completely different in working with Carol and so I  wrote a couple o f  
grant applications to the American Association o f University Women fo r  post
doctoral research while I  was finishing the PhD. Fortunately I  got them and went 
o ff to Harvard and then worked with Carol Gilligan and Lyn Brown and others. I  
really learned in the process how to do qualitative research in the terms that we 
were inventins it, I  would say, more than being trained in it. ” (RP08)

Participant 26 recalled working in an African country to develop a research methodology 

about understanding how communities function or break down after genocide “but it
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could also have this really practical thing o f  exploring how you could mobilize 

com m unities”. She used the same methodology with children and adults:

“So we did story games and then we did these dramas and we worked with a 
group o f  children who were from  child-headed households and they nearly cried 
the whole way through the thing - their isolation was palpable - but in the doing 
o f  it they said that they really got to know each other - one o f  the things in the 
workshop was a social mapping exercise, like: ‘Who are the vulnerable children 
and who are the people like yo u ? ’ Then they said: ‘Well, now we know each 
o th er’s houses’... ” (RP26)

Participant 26 also recalled how this work had sparked so many different thoughts and a 

whole different way of thinking:

“When we said do a social mapping map I  thought: ‘Okay, there are a few  
boundaries and stick in a fe w  different huts and who are the important p eop le? ’ 
But ‘Oh, n o !’ When they sat down to do it, ‘Well the river is here and that is the 
boundary o f  so and s o ’s fie ld  with so and s o ’s f ie ld ’ and ju s t -  I  suppose it is a 
cognitive thing -  but ju s t the way their mind mapped this community was ju s t so 
different than i f  you asked an [European] child to do it. ” (RP26)

One of the main things that Participant 26 had learned from her international research 

experience was the importance o f the researcher being aware of their assumptions:

“So that was interesting ju s t in getting a sense o f  the assumptions you make about 
how people think or what they think is important, or understanding the way they 
see it that m ight be very different to the way you would expect to see it, and all o f  
th a t.” (RP26)

Observing and collaborating with other researchers

All participants made reference to particular people that had been significant in the 

learning and developm ent of their qualitative research knowledge and skills. W orking 

alongside others and research collaboration were uniformly seen as positive ways to 

approach research practice. Eleven participants expressed a preference for collaborative 

working. The topic tended to be raised by those participants as part of their discussions 

in relation to the perceived advantages of multi-disciplinary research projects. For some 

participants working alongside other researchers had been most im portant when they 

were PhD students, or earlier in their research career, whereas for others it was an 

ongoing advantage of working on larger projects or in research teams:
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“...a large part o f  experience comes fro m  practice but also working alongside  
people that are more experienced than you and now I  think perhaps, at this point 
in my career, that is beginning to shift a bit and perhaps now I  am able to offer a 
bit more to other ju n io r  researchers that I  work with but certainly I  have gained  
huge experience fro m  the people 1 have worked with. ” (RP16)

Participant 09 was a m em ber of a researcii team known for their expertise in the theory, 

practice and teaching of qualitative research:

we have been recognised fo r  our expertise in qualitative methods which 
means we have done a lot o f  training fo r  others on qualitative methods but we 
have also had to do demonstrator projects here which means that we have had 
lots and lots o f  intense debate and discussion and mutual learning about 
everything -  you know, ethics, epistemology, methods, relationship to practice, 
transfer to policy -  everything because i f  we ca n ’t get it right and we are meant to 
be a centre o f  excellence then no-one can! So that is how I  have learned. ” (RP09)

TRAINING AND SUPPORT FOR RESEARCHERS UNDERTAKING FIELDW ORK 

Fieldwork Training

The question of the type o f training that should be available to new researchers 

undertaking qualitative research with children was included under section two of the 

interview schedule. All participants saw fieldwork as the foundation for qualitative 

research training and as essential in building and practising both inter-personal and 

practical research skills. Variations occurred in terms o f the possible structure, order and 

emphasis placed on different elements of training as well as the extent to which 

additional preparation for fieldwork with children was needed.

Three participants stressed the importance of encouraging students to think deeply and 

philosophically as a starting point. Participant 06 felt that at postgraduate level issues of 

ontology and epistem ology were important as “people have to explore that to understand 

their own position as researchers". Participant 19 was keen that students grasp the idea 

that there are alternative paradigm s and perspectives which influence how people practise 

research. She believed that students should be encouraged to address questions such as: 

“What do we mean by know ledge!' and to recognise that: “there are fundam entally  

different ways o f  understanding it -  historically there were different epochs -  and this is 

quite disturbing, quite difficult to grasp”. Participant 10 thought it im portant to offer
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“some kinds o f  ways o f  understanding and destabilizing the kind o f  obsessive search fo r  

certa in ty” that she saw as residing in “bureaucratic and legislative systems.” On a 

practical level “what one wants to do fo r  training practitioners and researchers is to help 

equip them to deal with all the uncertainties and complexities that they are going to be 

fa ce d  with. ” (RPIO)

In terms of qualitative research, none of the participants raised objections to taught 

program mes. They were seen as useful to varying extents particularly in relation to more 

practical aspects o f training. However, participants consistently stressed that taught 

courses or on-line facilities should not “supplant the idea o f  people having a mentor” 

(RP17). All participants were unequivocal that the bulk of the learning of qualitative 

research was in the ‘doing’ and fieldwork was seen as the context where most learning 

takes place through ‘im m ersion’. The practice of supervising, consulting, mentoring, and 

allowing novice researchers time and space to reflect on their practice through writing 

and talking was explicitly valued.

Participant 21 described her experience o f the ‘apprenticeship m odel’ and learning 

through immersion in the field, as “very valuable” and one that has stayed with her 

throughout her career:

“... but it does depend on who you have as your teacher because that model is 
very intensive and time intensive so my supervisor was not only my intellectual 
mentor he was also a fr ien d  who looked out fo r  me in other ways, he was a 
confidant in some ways. It was a very pow erful model. ” (RP21)

Participant 14 originally came from a quantitative research background. She believed 

that whereas quantitative research can be learned from  a book to a certain extent and then 

applied in the abstract, the same does not hold for qualitative research:

“You cannot apply qualitative research in the abstract, which is why the fieldw ork  
and learning through doing it, is really important so I  d o n ’t think anybody can be 
in any way proficient at doing qualitative research unless they have really done a 
few  good pieces o f  fieldwork. Doing a qualitative research methods training 
course that doesn ’t involve actually doing some fieldw ork, I  think, is a waste o f  
time -  but then that may be an extreme v iew !” (RP14)
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Participant 25 described herself as being: “a bit heretical about research training really" 

and did not subscribe to the approach whereby a body of knowledge is taught separately 

and then put into practise in the field at a later stage:

“...people don’t want to learn things in the abstract usually and that even if  they 
do they don’t necessarily retain it unless there is an opportunity to put it into 
practice. I think that applies to research students and employed researchers as 
well. You need the skills when you need them really and you need the knowledge 
when you need it and you can’t go away and get it all and then go o jf and use it. 
You build up your repertoire over time. ” (RP25)

In terms of qualitative research with children the importance of ‘exposure’ was 

mentioned by eleven participants. Participant 06 went so far as to express “real 

reservations” around postgraduate students’ interaction with children if they have not got 

a lot of experience of working with children on the basis that they could do “quite 

damaging and dangerous things” if they were not astute and aware. The onus on 

academic supervisors to “talk through” student motivations for wishing to research 

particular topics with children was also cited as important by five participants.

Participant 14 had particularly strong opinions about training and believed that her views 

were likely to be different from other experienced researchers in the field:

“This is where I dijfer probably from  anything anybody else might say to you but I 
am quite prepared to say it. ... The normal way is to start with theory and go into 
practice and we start by teaching theory, we teach qualitative methods and I  think 
that is the wrong way round. I  think that anybody who is serious about doing 
research with children and doing qualitative research with children, the first 
thing they need, before they get all the theory, is some real hands on practical 
work with children, especially someone who might not have worked with children 
previously because in doing that you start to build rapport, build relationships, 
understand children’s worlds a little bit better. ” (RP14)

She felt that the cuixent approach to training does not encourage creativity and new ideas:

“...if  you pigeon-hole things then you begin to shut down some o f the creativity 
that a new student probably has in spades that becomes their ideas and their new 
approaches to things which we need, fresh ideas like that, and that probably ju st 
shuts that down too much. So, yes, I  would be very radical! I ’d say they ought to 
go out and do a couple o f months in a placement with children first and then w e’ll 
start learning some theory about qualitative research and see how we would 
apply it and then, i t ’s like the sandwich, then go back and apply it with the theory 
in the middle”. (RP14)
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O ther topics mentioned as important in preparing and training students for fieldwork 

included consideration of ethics, awareness of children’s rights, role-playing difficult 

scenarios and establishing clear protocols. Participant 29 likened her approach to 

fieldwork preparation with students to undertaking “a  risk assessm ent” where she 

explored ""What could possibly go wrong?” for both the child and the researcher. 

Participant 05 encouraged students to try out practical tools such as dolls, clay or paint 

and to ask themselves whether they would “fee l comfortable using them”. She also 

encourages “acclimatisation” whereby some of the possible issues for the children they 

will be working with are explored through reflexive writing: “Before you start 

researching other people, have a look at yourself and what are going to be the things that 

trip you u p ? ” Participant 14 stressed the importance of “very simple things that we d o n ’t 

think abou t” that can reduce the power dynamics, such as being on first name terms, 

using appropriate language and sitting at the same level as the child.

Fieldwork Support

This issue was addressed by all participants to a certain extent as section four of the 

interview schedule included a question on the ‘support available to the researcher’. 

Discussions focused on both the provision of support for novice and student researchers 

and participants’ personal experiences o f support during various projects that they had 

undertaken. Sixteen participants explored the issue in depth and included examples from 

their own fieldwork experiences. There was not a marked difference in relation to the 

types of support that were seen to be needed for inexperienced researchers in comparison 

to those with more experience. Rather the difference that emerged was between the 

degree of support required and the greater level of supervision needed for student and 

novice researchers.

During the process of fieldwork ‘debriefing sessions, support groups, working in teams 

and, depending on the topic, undertaking joint work were all seen as ways to support 

researchers. Seven participants stressed the importance of debriefs particularly for student 

researchers and made a point of ‘checking in ’ with students undertaking fieldwork on a 

regular basis. Participant 29 insisted that her students “particularly i f  they are going out
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on their own” ring her afterwards to check in. “It is obviously not a big debrief, we would 

meet regularly while people are collecting data, but it is ju st to check in with them." 

Participant 28 employs a similar system with all the researchers on her team: “So that I 

can make sure that everything is being managed appropriately from  the point o f view o f  

the data quality but also fo r  their protection ...” Participant 17 recalled the first study she 

had been involved and the benefit of the support structure that had been put in place:

“We worked in pairs and that was very helpful because they were rather 
emotionally exhausting interviews and I think a person doing the study on their 
own might have got really quite depressed but we had a suppoi't structure that 
helped." (RP17)

Participant 15 felt that it was important to offer support rather than impose it because 

people might feel “that they are able to handle it themselves”. She gave the example o f a 

project she had recently supervised during which she rang a new researcher regularly but 

also feared that she might be seen as “being a bit fussy” checking in with her so regularly:

“I ju st said to her: ‘You know, I am concerned about the emotional impact on you 
because you are meeting children who are very ill and what if  you meet them 
again and they have been told that they are relapsed and that they are now 
p a llia tive? ’ ‘How will that affect yo u ? ” ' (RP15)

Participant 15 offered to provide a psychologist or psychotherapist appointment if the 

project researcher felt that she could not speak to her or if she needed additional support:

“She ju st looked at me in amazement and said: ‘No, no I don ’t fee l that at all and 
you are very supportive and I like talking to you and if  I have any problem s I 
know the protocol... ” (RP15)

Two participants raised the potential difficulties when the researcher’s support person is 

also their line manager:

“The difficulty that you get within programm atic research is that the ‘head 
honcho’ is often the appraiser and the line manager and that means baring your 
soul, even partially, can actually be quite difficult if  you know that you are going 
to be appraised by that person. ” ( RPl l )

Participant 28 took an unusual approach and said that with her team she had been trying 

to build in empowerment o f the researchers as well as the children into the research 

process.

156



“I am not ju st talking about research training but that when we started doing 
some o f this work and we realised how much fun it was, we started to reflect on 
the level o f  fun  we were having collecting the data and that was such a new 
experience as opposed to being this ‘po-faced’ professional. ’’ (RP28)

Participant 28 had taken these reflections one stage further and realised that if the goal 

was to facilitate children then they should be respecting researchers in the same way:

“I f  we are looking fo r  equality, i f  we are looking fo r  rights and empowerment and 
facilitation, then we should be expecting the same fo r  ourselves so that any data 
collection exercise is similarly empowering for, and fun, and a happy experience 
fo r  those who are doing the data collection, and fo r  those from  whom the data is 
being collected, and recognizing explicitly the social construction o f that kind o f 
situation and valuing all parties equally. I f  we value the child we should value 
the researcher. ” (RP28)

Traum a arising from fieldwork

Sixteen participants shared their own experiences o f feeling sad and, at times, vulnerable 

during the course of fieldwork. This was not associated with age, disciplinary 

background or num ber o f years of research experience. Rather it appeared to be a feature 

of the research topic and the context and location of the research. Nine o f the sixteen 

participants referenced the need for emotional support as a strong reason for researchers 

to work as part of a team rather than on sole projects.

Participant 04 had over twenty years experience of research with children across a range 

of health and social issues. She was asked about the emotional support that had been 

available in situations where, for example in one study, she had been touched by the 

sadness in many of the children’s lives.

“I  don’t think I  have ever had any and I  think I  went through absolutely 
excruciating pain. Pain, pain, pain. I often think i f  I were offered it again [the 
research project] I wouldn’t do it but on the other hand it is fascinating, i t ’s 
rewarding, it is a kind o f magnetic feeling doing research isn’t it?” (RP04)

Participant 17 had over thirty years of experience o f researching with children 

individually and in family contexts. She found that working in pairs had been helpful on 

one particular project that involved emotionally exhausting interviews. However, she 

described another study where she worked on her own:

157



“...study that 1 worked on, did a lot o f  fieldw ork on, which was working with 
some pretty deprived people and there were times when that really got me down. 
I still have visual images o f  some o f  it -  not flashbacks -  but I can recall the fea r  
at that house and the people and what I  thought about it at the time but there 
wasn ’t much back up or support to talk about that afterwards which I  think people  
need to do. They w eren ’t situations that anyone needed to intervene in b u t.. .” 
(RP17)

Participant 15 had over fifteen year’s experience of working with children in healthcare 

settings where some of the children were chronically and seriously ill. However, it was 

often the more routine emotional issues that she struggled with:

“Like the things I  would have come across with my fir s t project would have been 
that I  fe l t  really sad on occasions how some o f  the children... I  fe l t  their needs 
w eren’t being met within the ward area and I  wondered how I could make it 
better and I  found  it very difficult to leave the children after I  had interviewed 
them. I remember one little boy, 1 ended up playing noughts and crosses and then 
went to the tuck shop and got him crisps and sweets and afterwards, now years 
later looking back, ‘Should I  actually have bought him the sweets and things? 
Was that a llow ed?” (RP15).

Participant 15 also spoke about feeling sad after listening to the details of some children’s 

home circumstances:

“Then there would have been kids I  would have met from  very disadvantaged  
homes where they would have told me things... about things going on in the home 
that weren ’t very nice, not abuse, neglect and s tu ff like that  -  that you would fee l  
terrible about afterwards. ” (RP15)

Participant 02, a career researcher with over twenty-five years experience in childhood 

research, suggested that a good researcher needs to have quite a ‘thick skin’ in order to 

process the difficult things that they m ight hear:

“I  remember coming back fro m  these dreadful, dreadful interviews on p eop le’s 
appalling experiences o f  child abuse and not always having someone to talk to 
about it and that was really tough because you carry it around with you, you  
dream about it and you process it all on your own. Now that wouldn ’t happen I  
hope. You would debrief afterwards ensuring confidentiality issues a ren ’t 
breached...  ”  (RP02)

158



For more than twenty-five years Participant 08 had undertaken research with children and 

young people around sensitive and painful issues, including contexts where girls had both 

been sexually abused and had gone on to sexually abuse other children:

“When I was interviewing sexually abused girls both here in [name o f country] 
and in [name o f country] I did not at first calculate how crucial it was going to be 
that after any interview was over that I had to build in at least two hours in time 
in which I  was not responsible to be somewhere or do something. Simply because 
the interviews had a very, very powerful effect on me. ” (RP08)

Harrowing accounts of research experience were reported by two participants who had 

experience of working in African and South American countries. This seemed to be 

related to not just the content of children’s stories but to a sense of being a long way 

away from their personal and professional support networks even though telephone 

support from colleagues was always an option. The issue of ongoing support for the 

researcher in the research context and the possibility of vicarious traumatization were 

raised by both:

"In this recent study the types o f trauma that young people describe that they 
have been through were quite horrendous. From being multiply raped to 
watching parents being killed in front o f them to really horrific things. Not all o f 
them but quite a number o f them. So constantly something that you are aware o f  
and not something that I would ever directly ask about. It is something that 
evolves from  the interview situation. They are really... it is a very draining 
experience to go through that and then you feel quite self-indulgent almost 
because you are only sort o f listening to it... ” (RP16)

Participant 16 had more than fifteen years experience of research with marginalised 

children and young people on a variety of projects. In the national context she worked as 

part of a research group so there was always the option that she “could go and talk to 

someone." In the international context Participant 16 had telephone support from the 

person acting as her line manager but missed “more time to debrief and reflect on some o f 

those issues” as they arose:

“I had a very supportive line manager who I could talk to, I could pick up a 
phone and talk to whenever I needed to, so that was really helpful. I suppose it 
always reaches the stage where you think: 7  can’t call again ’ or whatever and 
each issue was different but it was part o f  it, they were cumulative in the sense 
that there were so many experiences that were so horrible and traumatic fo r
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young people. It does raise issues about ongoing support I  think in the research 
context. ” (RP16)

Participant 26 reflected on how awareness o f the need to provide emotional support to 

researchers working internationally has developed in recent years and that there is now 

“much more awareness o f  vicarious traumatization and stuff. ” However, Participant 26 

recalled an earlier stage in her career, when support structures were not in place, feeling 

overwhelmed to the extent that she considered leaving her job:

“So I  went to [name o f  African country] and we had a large project there over 
many years and there was a big training project with the M inistry o f  X, with the 
universities, with local NGOs. I  got overwhelm ed in that -  there was a budget o f  
ju s t under one million... I  was over and back a lot and I  ju s t fe l t  really burned  
out after that project and I  was thinking o f  moving to the NG O sector. ” (RP26)

Participant 26 associated her decision to train as a psychotherapist with recognition of the 

need to look after herself both emotionally and professionally given the contexts within 

which she worked and the type o f methods she was using:

“ But I  think when I  came back fro m  [name o f  African country] there was a huge 
element o f  vicarious traumatization and my starting the psychotherapy training 
was more a reaction to -  it was two things: one was that I  was working with these 
methodologies and I  thought: 7  need more tra in ing’. The drama and s tu ff was 
incredibly powerful. I  fe l t  I  shou ldn’t be messing around with this unless I  have 
more training in managing these kinds o f  methods that can provoke amazing 
creativity but also really strong dynamics and so it was fro m  that that my 
motivation to start training came. ” (RP26)

CONSTRAINTS ON QUALITATIVE RESEARCH PRACTICE W ITH CHILDREN

Participants discussed a num ber of factors which constrained the way in which they 

practised qualitative research with children. Importantly, a concise definition of the term 

‘research’ was problem atic and a number o f distinctions were made between different 

types of research. First, ‘pure’ university-based academ ic research. A lthough Participant 

06 was uncomfortable with the term ‘pure’ research she used it as a short-hand for 

“research that didn ’t have any outcomes that related to the children that you had worked 

with”. Second, studies that are undertaken for a funder who is external to the locale of 

the study such as those com m issioned by governm ent agencies. Third, research projects 

that are conducted within a particular setting and funded, for example, by a voluntary 

organisation or children’s charity. Fourth, the evaluation of a service “which tends to be
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fixed to a building, or a series o f buildings, or a series o f workers that you are 

evaluating”. (RP06)

Nineteen participants mentioned research funding and writing for particular audiences as 

being important considerations in their work.

“The Government [UK] is much more interested in qualitative research than they 
were 20 years ago and tha t’s critical in my fie ld  because a lot o f the important 
research is commissioned and funded by Government. ” (RP02)

Participant 13 took a pragmatic approach to research and commented “/  am not sure that 

anyone would pay me to do hermeneutic phenomenology!” She went on to explain:

“I am very pragmatic. Any research I do is commissioned so the people who 
commission the research often have a particular notion o f what they want and 
how they want it done. I actually think now that when people talk about, you 
know, ‘You’re a qualitative researcher’, ‘You’re quantitative’, ‘You’re an 
ethnographer’. You’re a grounded theorist’, I actually think that is quite a luxury 
today. ” (RP13)

Participant 04 stressed the need to: “write fo r  practitioners and policy makers, as fa r  as 

possible, in their terms and to try and ensure that the analysis stands up with examples, 

with references and with adequate quotes from  your data”. Her approach to the range of 

different audiences that her work tries to address is to write separate papers for each:

You know in all my studies I need to write up a whole set o f different papers fo r  
doctors, fo r  nurses, fo r  parents, fo r  policy makers -  each with particular readers 
in mind. Although books I  write, like the book on [topic o f book], 1 really wanted 
everyone to read that and I  fe lt like a driver o f a mini bus with about 14 different 
people behind me saying: ‘Go that w ay’ or: ‘Go that way’ and all the time I  was 
trying to answer to their concerns and balance it. ” (RP04)

The pressure on academic staff from university-based institutions to publish regularly 

was cited as a constraint both personally and academically:

“...i t’s a bit hypothetical because these days you can’t get money anyway. The 
focus is all doing silly bits o f research fo r  silly people. I  mean that idea o f 
Derrida too, o f how you are always in the middle, you are never at the beginning 
or the end and when you strike things you shoot o ff -  that is quite an interesting 
idea. In my own career it has happened, as I  have struck things which I  wasn’t 
expecting then I have suddenly found m yself going o ff in a very different direction 
which has been fun  and interesting and very important. ” (RP19)
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Participant 19 recalled the difference between the current context and when she started as 

a researcher more than thirty years ago. ''When I  started here the excitem ent o f  getting  

one article published in three years or something [laughing] -  today you would be taken 

out and shot! ”

Participant 06 felt that researchers do not always pay sufficient attention to “how they 

write up" and the fact that it is “politica l"  and needs to be seen as such. She commented 

that in academia “we only write up on the bit that we are pa id  fo r  and I  think that is my 

problem  with research at the moment". She had become disillusioned at one stage in her 

career when she felt that the pressures within academic research circles m eant that "we 

w eren’t practising what we were p reach ing” and seriously considered leaving her job.

“In fa c t there was nothing emancipatory about it a t all, it was all about peo p le ’s 
careers and I  had a couple o f  bosses that I  really worked well with and then there 
was one in academia who wasn ’t interested in the children and I  thought it was 
time fo r  me to leave academia and go and work in spaces where we were 
interested in the children we were actually working with. It was not about taking 
this information away and then telling lots o f  people about it. It is actually about 
trying to support young people and children, to impact on their life experience at 
that moment. ” (RP06)

The role of gatekeepers in research with children was raised by eleven participants. Nine 

participants discussed gate-keepers in relation to teaching staff and educational 

authorities. The dom inance o f schools-based research was noted and was accounted for 

in terms of the difficulties in gaining access to children in other contexts. The important 

element for participants in relation to this issue was that “ethical and responsible" (RP25) 

research with children was being conducted rather than a focus on how and when to seek 

parental consent. Other than in a minority o f cases where it may be appropriate to consult 

parents, there was a consistent view that children should have the right to m ake a decision 

on whether or not to participate in research projects.

CONCLUSION:

This chapter presented the findings in relation to researchers’ fieldwork experiences. 

Participants explored the ways in which their research practice, both nationally and

162



internationally, has influenced their conceptualisations, positioning and engagem ent with 

children in the qualitative research context. Under the over-arching key theme of 

‘Fieldwork Experiences’ three sub-themes were addressed. First, ‘Learning from 

Fieldwork Experience’ acknowledged by all participants in terms of the personal benefits 

accrued from research practice, the contribution child participants make to fieldwork 

training and the learning and support derived from collaboration with research 

colleagues. Second, ‘Training and Support for Researchers undertaking Fieldw ork’ 

discussed by all participants in relation to fieldwork training; fieldwork support; and 

trauma arising from fieldwork. Third, ‘Constraints on Qualitative Research Practice with 

Children’ mentioned by participants including time, gatekeepers, audiences, funding and 

funding agencies. The unifying thread throughout this chapter in terms o f the positioning 

of the researcher was the mutuality of fieldwork and how researchers affect, and are 

affected by, the children that they work with.

These findings present interesting issues about the emotional investment o f children’s 

researchers. The levels of trauma reported by participants were higher than in the recent 

ESRC study on the risk to well-being of qualitative researchers generally (Bloor, 

Fincham, et al, 2007). The findings in relation to trauma inevitably raise important 

questions about the nature of research relationships with children. Several participants 

referred to ‘loving’ research with children. This appeared to be an unusual response and 

it seems unlikely that similar comments would be made in discussions of research with 

adult populations. The findings suggest that research with children engenders both 

greater emotional investment and a higher level of susceptibility to vulnerabihty and 

trauma. It is possible therefore, that the degree o f emotional investment by researchers 

working with children might also make children’s researchers more vulnerable to 

emotional trauma.

The findings from this chapter indicate the need for the developm ent of a num ber of 

support strategies for qualitative researchers. First, in terms of provision of adequate 

training and preparation to address the emotional impact of fieldwork, particularly for 

new and student researchers. Second, in respect o f the protectionist framework that 

places legal obligations on researchers in relation to children with whom they work. 

Third, in terms of promoting recognition that the potential for emotional trauma in
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research relationships with children remains an integral part of the research endeavour, 

regardless of age, discipline or years of experience.
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C H A P T E R  S I X  

CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD

INTRODUCTION

In this study researchers’ conceptualisations of children and childhood emerged as pivotal 

to the ways in which researchers position themselves at each stage of the qualitative 

research process. A minority of participants aligned themselves to particular 

philosophical and theoretical stances whilst the majority took a more eclectic approach 

and drew on a number o f frameworks. Several respondents reflected on the intellectual 

changes in their paradigmatic positioning during the course of their research career which 

led to an accompanying shift in the way in which they understood constructs such as 

‘children’ and ‘childhood’. Incorporating the study of children and childhood into an 

em powerm ent ‘rights based’ fram ework was important for those participants who saw 

children as part of a wider grouping whose human, civil and political rights had not yet 

been fully recognised or supported. None of these broad positions were mutually 

exclusive, with most interviewees referring to several influential frameworks in relation 

to their conceptualisations of children and childhood in the research context. The 

unifying thread throughout the analysis was the use of the term ‘children as people’.

The link between the ways in which researchers conceive of children and their research 

practice becam e apparent as a strong theme from  an early stage in fieldwork. It was 

recorded on the topic guide as ‘Com m unication with children during research’ and 

interviewees were asked about theorists or theoretical frameworks that informed their 

engagement, positioning and communication with children. Interviewees not only 

addressed these issues under the relevant section on the interview schedule but in many 

cases they also arose during discussion of a range of other topics. Respondents discussed
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a num ber of paradigms, theories and fram eworks that were influential in how they 

conceived of and researched with, children and young people. These were categorised 

into three sub-themes: ‘The Adult-Child D ichotom y’, ‘The New Sociology o f C hildhood’ 

and ‘Conceptual and Theoretical D iversity’ which suggested the third over-arching key 

theme: ‘Conceptualisations of Children and Childhood’.

THE ADULT-CHILD DICHOTOM Y

The analysis of the conceptualisations o f children and childhood began with an 

exploration of the adult-child dichotomy and the extent to which this was seen as tenable 

or helpful. The ‘adult-child dichotom y’ was at the heart of how researchers’ 

conceptualised children and childhood and was specifically referred to by twenty-six 

participants. First, in relation to whether such a dichotom y was tenable or helpful. 

Second, in terms o f the potential negative consequences o f draw ing a dichotomy between 

children and adults both for children and children’s researchers. Third, the contribution 

of such a dichotomy to the continuum of ‘strategies o f disengagem ent’ with children.

Is an age-based adult/child dichotomy tenable?

Fourteen participants rejected the idea that there was any such thing as ‘a child’ any m ore 

than ‘an adult’ and saw the dichotomy as having little meaning.

W hen working with postgraduate students Participant 22 always begins with the question: 

‘W hat are the things that make children different?’:

“Actually there is pretty much nothing that they can poin t to that isn ’t actually 
also characteristic o f  some other social group. Literacy is, fo r  example, a thing 
that is often raised: ‘Well, you ca n ’t expect children to fil l  in questionnaires’. 
Well, how many illiterate people are there in the world? How much time have 
anthropologists spent devising methods to work with people who cannot read and  
write? So you can go through the whole kind o f  list that will actually show that 
there is nothing that is essentially unique -  I  mean there may be but I  haven ’t 
fo und  it yet. Even physical size -  small stature is not a unique characteristic o f  
children. ” (RP22)

For Participant 19 an im portant first question for new researchers is: “What is your image 

o f  the child?” She described her own “amazing leap” over the course of twenty years 

from beginning as a “fa irly  positivistic researcher” to being persuaded by post-m odernist
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and post-structuralist ideas and accepting that there are always multiple possibilities so 

that a ‘true child’ does not exist any more than a ‘true adult’. She went on to discuss the 

dilem m as for researchers adopting a similar paradigmatic position where such 

dichotom ies simply do not make sense:

“How do you understand early childhood, early childhood institutions, schools if  
you work in them, once you begin to see them as socially constructed, once you 
find  a paradigm which values things like complexity, uncertainty, multiple 
perspectives, isn’t looking fo r  one answer?” (RP19)

Participant 23, who had positioned herself theoretically as a feminist post-structuralist, 

also articulated this position very clearly:

"For me it is absolutely about being out there in the fie ld  but it is also about 
understanding where you sit theoretically on all sorts o f issues. What do you do, 
what does it mean when a child says something to you when they are three year’s 
old? How do you interpret that? You need a whole range o f theory to get that 
and what does that mean ? For me, whether it is a three year old or whether it is 
an 85 year old, you have to start from that you have all your own assumptions 
that you need to work through. ... I f  you swapped it around and said what does it 
mean to study adults it doesn’t work so why do we do that to the child?” (RP23)

Participant 07 described the dichotomy between children and adults as “really 

problem atic” given that individuals, adults and children, do not have one “fixed identity” . 

She suggested that more attention needed to be paid to the ways in which children and 

adults “are more alike than they are different to each other and to their own group.”

Difficulties with the adult-child dichotomy were apparent across a range of theoretical 

perspectives. Participant 13, who drew on a range of theoretical approaches in her work, 

assessed the adult-child dichotom y as both unhelpful and false:

“And it is a bit fa lse I  think because who are children? Like 150 years ago an 
eight year old wouldn’t have been a child, they would have been out at work. It is 
not like childhood is a fixed thing, it is a moveable thing. So I don’t think it is 
[helpful]. I  suppose I  am fundamentally curious and that is what drives me... I 
see the participant as the key, they have got the answer and so that is what you 
are curious about and that you want to get to whether they are children or adults 
or older people. ” (RPI3)

Participant 14 echoed the comm ents of several participants when she identified different 

strands of the adult-child dichotomy which made it difficult to offer a simple or
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straightforward response. She began by making the point, also highlighted by twelve 

other participants, that children’s rights are human rights and should in no way be related 

to an age-based criterion:

“For instance, i f  you look at it [the adult-child dichotomy] from  a rights agenda 
then I  don’t think that there should be any doubt whatsoever that adult’s rights 
are children’s rights, it is human rights. That is quite straightforward fo r  me. I f  
you look at it from  the research perspective in terms o f the kind o f 
understandings, meanings about children’s worlds that you can get from  children 
compared to adults, I  ju st think that there is no question that they are different 
and I fee l that quite strongly. ” (RP14)

Participant 14 went on to talk about the work she had undertaken with children to 

facilitate and empower them to do their own research. In common with other participants 

who had been involved in similar projects, Participant 14 found that the kind of research 

that children carried out, or the types of research questions that they asked, were “outside 

o f my stratosphere”. At the same time. Participant 14 was conscious of some of the 

implications of this position for the role of adult researchers. She reflected upon the 

complexity of this issue and referred to other dichotomies, such as able-bodied/disabled, 

and the argument that to understand disability, or research in the area of disability, you 

have to be disabled:

“I don’t subscribe to that wholly. I  can empathise with the position but I  think it 
is too extreme and I think there is some very good research done by able-bodied 
people about disability BUT the one thing we can’t do is, whereas we can 
empathise with somebody’s disability or race or other issues, I  d on ’t think you 
can cross that divide with adulthood to childhood because it is a completely 
different world. ” (RP14)

Participant 11 also referred to the idea of the worlds of children and adults being separate 

and believed that differences between adults and children were based on more than age:

“We think Adult/Child and there is this notion that i f  we de-adult ourselves 
sufficiently we can actually enter the child’s world which I  think is ‘barking’. I  
think we can actually negotiate our way to learning something about their life 
world but I  don’t think I  can ever enter their life world. So there is a kind o f like 
more than just our age that comes between us. It is the way our minds work. ” 
(RPl l )
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Participant 12 was clear that children are not only different from adults but also from 

other children o f different ages, and that those differences are based on cognitive, social 

and emotional development;

“What I  would always say is that you need training in children’s development: the 
fa c t that children o f  different ages differ from  one another. They differ 
cognitively, they differ in their social skills, they will differ in their approach to
you as an adult, to whether you are a man or whether you are a woman; all o f
those things are hugely important and you need to understand their significance i f  
you are to go and work with children. Now that is very much a child psychologist 
talking. To me that underpins it because the age group o f  the child that you are 
working with matters hugely. ” (RP12)

Reification of children as a group

Five participants highlighted the downside for children and children’s researchers of 

m arking out children as a separate and distinct group. Children as fellow human beings 

were the starting point for Participant 22 who saw the potential negative consequences of 

perpetuating the adult-child dichotomy as the reification o f children as a group;

P22: “...once you start marking out a group as essentially different you have made a
reification o f  that group, a stereot}>pification o f  them, that is not helpful either to
children or child researchers. That is why I  am really against the idea o f  ‘the 
methodology fo r  studying children’. I  think actually i f  we were to say 'Do you 
need a special methodology to study Black p eo p le? ’”

Researcher; ‘‘There would be outrage. ”

P22; “They would be outraged by it but somehow with children they are not because 
somewhere in there they are still seeing children as a group separate from  
humanity and they are working with this deep-seated modernist separation o f  
childhood from  adulthood and they are ju st taking that fo r  granted. ”

Participant 22 continued by explaining what she meant by deconstruction, referring to the 

work o f the philosopher, Jacques Derrida;

P22; “...actually the argument isn ’t that children and adults a ren ’t different -  they 
might be -  but that is the question: ‘How are they made to be different or how are 
they made different? ”

Researcher; “A nd how are they kept apart?”

P22; “Yes, how do we maintain that distinction? So you need a methodology that 
doesn ’t start with the distinction, you need one that questions the distinction. ”
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The creation of “a httle ghetto o f childhood researchers” was a further concern:

“...childhood researchers who don ’t connect to the upper zones o f their 
discipline. You know, making out that we do something so special and different 
and it is such a crazy thing to do -  it will ju st cut us off from  the mainstream o f  
social sciences and you can do that if  you like but you ju st end up like the last 
ethnomethodologist on earth ... you are ju st saying the same things over and over 
again. ” (RP22)

Participant 24 spoke about how qualitative research in general, and the use of 

participatory methods, had generated a lot of “interesting and fascinating data”. 

However, she also referred to the possible dangers of “othering" children;

“I think some o f my colleagues would be horrified to hear me say that really... 
that I think we are almost in danger o f  — not ghettoizing children -  but also by 
raising them to be somehow special and somehow different, needing very special 
procedures in place, needing to be very careful about the ways we engage with 
them and needing to be perhaps more participatory with them, I think we are in 
danger o f ‘othering ’ them - it almost feels like we are making them special and 
different. ” (RP24)

At a different stage of the interview Participant 24 discussed addressing difficult topics 

with children:

“I do think that my response with children is not that different from  my response 
with adults actually. I think this is one o f the ways in which we are in danger o f  
‘othering’ children again. ... I think it is okay to treat children as peop le .” 
(RP24)

Strategies o f disengagement

Two participants spoke about the strategies o f disengagement that adults employ and 

cited examples o f the negative consequences for children.

Participation 10 lectures on disciplinary approaches to the study of childhood and begins 

her teaching by suggesting to students that the very concept of a ‘child’ is problematic:

“...particularly in this country [England, where there are] quite radically split 
understandings o f childhood that range from  the lovely angel to the terrible ASBO 
ridden dangerous youth. To think: ‘Are these both children?" (RPIO)

She also stresses the importance o f taking a more global and political perspective. 

Participant 10 was not only concerned about the adult-child dichotomy but also with the
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associated ideas about children, childhood and child developm ent that becom e globalised  

and incorporated into a range o f  policies.

“...it  is important because a lot o f  these ideas are, I suppose, intellectualized into 
say the relationships between the First and the Third World and through the 
cultural representation o f  childhood and through the everyday images around aid  
and development that you see all the time with images o f  starving children and all 
the rest o f  it. The child as an index always o f  something else rather than o f  
themselves. ... So it is there, it is structured into our conceptual cultural 
fram ew orks even if  it is, I would argue, I think even if  it is not there in our own  
conscious personal emotional responses. ” (RPIO)

Provocative material is deliberately included in Participant lO’s courses to encourage 

students to fundamentally question prevailing conceptions o f  children and childhood:

“I shock students with some o f  W innicott’s reasons why a mother hates her baby  
-  a boy -  in the session [laughter] ju s t  to see what they d o ! ” (RPIO)

Participant 10 also includes “psychoanalytically oriented interpretations” o f the Victoria 

Clim bie hiquiry (a governmental inquiry that exam ined the death o f a child in her fam ily  

in London whilst under the supervision o f various medical and social work 

professionals). Participant 10 noted that the inquiry had found that the professionals 

involved had “assumed she was an asylum seeker’’’ and from that assumption flow ed a 

series o f failures o f communication and “disengagement at a number o f  different levels.” 

Participant 10 com mented on why she approaches her teaching about childhood in this 

way:

“Well I suppose the thing that really go t me into it was because I found m yself  so  
infuriated by the hate I suppose, or what Winnicott would call the sadism o f  
sentimentality, that surrounds representations o f  childhood and the ways in which 
children fee l  so d ism issed and are so d ism issed by peop le  ju s t  saying: ‘Isn ’t that 
lo ve ly? ’ and not engaging with them. I  think that there is a strategy, an 
international strategy, o f  disengagement that is very obvious in the 
romanticisation o f  children and childhood, and infantalisation o f  m ajor par ts  o f  
the w orld  and all o f  that, so I f in d  it [psycho-analysis] quite a useful fram ew ork  to 
understand what is at stake in particu lar notions o f  childhood really. ” (RPIO).

Participant 10 drew on a range o f  theories and frameworks in her work but always placed  

a “very strong emphasis on ethics and politics”:

“So I d o n ’t want to romanticize the psychoanalytic approach as the only 
fram ew ork  but at least it is a sufficiently explicit fram ew ork  to then say well.
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okay, there is this way and there maybe is another set o f ways as well. Whatever 
it is, I think it is important to have a conceptual framework rather than 
essentialise or presume or normalize certain kinds o f ways o f responding to 
children because they are going to be very different and I  think one o f the good 
things about say, that Winnicott stu ff is that it helps people articulate -  go beyond 
the kind o f sentimentalised representations o f childhood and you get into the 
horror and the disgust and the rage which undoubtedly must be there some o f the 
time. ” (RPIO)

Participant 11 offered an example of disengagement when recalling her experience of the 

myths that medical staff used to protect themselves from the recognition that infants 

might feel pain:

“One o f the things that puzzled me from  the start was the way in which pain was 
managed or not managed very well and the given that we had when /  started 
nursing was that babies under the age o f one didn’t fee l pain terribly much, 
certainly pre-term babies d idn’t and very small babies d idn’t, so it was routine 
practice in the 1960s and 1970s to send babies to theatre to have surgery with no 
anaesthetic, no analgesic and they were just given drugs to sort o f  paralyse them 
so that the surgery could actually happen. ” (RPl 1)

As a trainee nurse Participant 11 was required to accompany the baby to theatre:

“And everything that the baby was doing and behaving and all the cues and 
signals that they were projecting suggested that they did have pain but the kind o f  
institutional, and this was across the whole -  lots o f different institutions -  was 
that they d idn’t experience pain and i f  they did, they didn’t remember it, it wasn’t 
therefore, too much o f a problem and that was kind o f one o f a number o f myths 
about children’s pa in .” (RPl  1}

Participant 11 was aware that the background logic suggested that pain management was 

not possible due to the absence of appropriate drugs or that the drugs that were used for 

adults were not available in small enough doses for infants. She realised that this, 

combined with poor technology, was the probable reason for the lack of pain 

management for babies at that time. However, rather than confront the issue that babies 

were in pain the myth that was created “to keep ourselves safe I  guess, was that it wasn ’t 

really such a big deal." Participant 11 recalled that babies were having heart surgery 

with minimal pain management until the mid-1980s:

“/  kind o f got to the point where this and a number o f other things were troubling 
me so much that I decided I really needed to do something about it and that is 
kind o f when I  went and started thinking about doing research. ” (RPl l )
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THE ‘N E W ’ SOCIOLOGY OF CHILDHOOD

The sociology o f childhood had a strong presence in participants’ accounts with 24 

participants (80%) m aking reference to the “new sociology of childhood” or “social 

studies o f childhood” in the course of their interviews. The work of writers such as 

James, Prout, Christensen, Alderson, W oodhead, M ayall and Thomas were particularly 

referred to in such discussions. However, rather than a unitary framework, the sociology 

of childhood was seen as having developed into a diverse grouping of ideas. Three broad 

strands emerged which although inter-related could also be seen to have distinct 

characteristics in terms of priorities and the developm ent of ideas: theoretical 

development, children’s rights and children as researchers.

Theoretical Development

Participant 03 raised the issue of theoretical framework:

"...one o f your initial questions on this list is something about the theoretical 
framework. What I haven’t said, o f course, is that I have been part o f the 
movement to ‘sociologize’ children and childhood since, well since I wrote my 
PhD actually. That was in 1980 which was about childminding when I was 
encouraged by my supervisor to consider childhood as a social construction. ” 
(RP03)

Participant 11 spoke of her lack of formal training in research with children and 

referenced literature from the sociology of childhood as being im portant in her self- 

education:

“Berry M ayall’s work, inter-generationality, and stuff like that. Again, sort o f 
sociology o f childhood stu ff has had a vast influence on lots o f  different people 
working with children. ” (RPl l )

Participant 15 stressed the im portance of researchers being open about the theoretical 

framework that informs their engagem ent with children and cited the sociology of 

childhood literature as being influential in her own research work:

“...it sometimes surprises me that I  d idn’t realise that I am very open towards 
children, very respectful towards them and I fee l that their views are as equally 
important as adults. So I  would be drawing a lot on the sociology work by Alan 
Prout, Allison James, all those various people, Pia Christensen, all the people 
who talk about the child as being a person in their own right and to be respected
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and it sometimes surprises me when I  come across people who think that that is a 
very liberal attitude to have [laughter], ” (RP15)

The idea o f children as agents acting upon, as well as being acted upon, their social 

worlds was one which had resonated with many participants and was seen as a 

fundamental tenet o f the ‘new paradigm ’.

When asked about her theoretical fram ework Participant 07 referred to the influence of 

the sociology of childhood and stressed the centrality of ‘children as social actors’ and 

the concept o f ‘children’s agency’ to her thinking and her research work.

"...w hen I  am talking, I  am talking all the time about children as social actors -  
that is the perspective I  come from  and I  am very interested in. I  would say that 
what I  study is the world from  children’s perspectives. That is how I  would say it. 
That is what I  am interested in. I  am very interested in ch ildren’s agency so I  am  
more interested in their agency than they are! Some people call it children’s 
attitudes or opinions or so on. I  d o n ’t even think that children have these 
opinions and attitudes, I  think about them as experiences, perceptions and actions 
in the world. ” (RP07)

Participant 20 reflected on the growth o f the field during the past decade and wondered 

how the work currently being undertaken would be appraised in ten years’ time. She felt 

that in the process of developing theoretical ideas and research practice that “some of our 

m antras” need to be challenged such as; is there a difference betw een ‘children as 

subjects’ and ‘children as agents’?

For Participant 22 one of the most significant contributions of “the new paradigm ” was 

that it allowed the question to be asked about whether children are agents.' “Once you 

ask that question then o f  course they turn out to be agents ” -  it is ju s t  a matter o f  

“putting on the glasses that allow you to ask that question”. The crucial elem ent was that 

“the new paradigm ” opened up possibilities for seeing things in ways that they had 

hitherto not been contem plated. At the same time. Participant 22 expressed concern that 

there seemed to be a lot o f m isunderstanding about the ideas of children as agents:

“I think what it is doing, that new paradigm  thing, it allows - what the question or 
what the kind o f  statement does is - it allows the question to be asked, it doesn ’t 
give you the answer. There are loads o f  situations where children aren ’t agents 
where they are acted upon rather than having a role in the action and there are
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lots o f  constraints, a ll ages are constrained, there is no agency w ithou t constra in t 
actually.  ”  (RP22)

M oving beyond stating that children are agents to asking the more general question of 

‘How is agency produced?’ was seen as an important next step by Participant 22.

Participant 21 had been involved from the beginning as a contributor to the development 

of theoretical ideas associated with the ‘new paradigm ’. In terms of its future she noted 

that distinct, albeit related, branches had evolved “of what you might now call Childhood 

Studies” such as the children’s rights lobbyists and children as researchers. Having 

discussed her own theoretical framework, she was asked about the significant body of 

literature that has emerged relating to participatory m ethods and children as researchers 

and what theoretical fram ew ork she saw those as being grounded in:

“I  th ink tha t it is grounded  in very m uch about em pow erm en t w hich is fin e , but it 
is not a theoretica l  -  well, I  suppose it sort o f  is a theoretica l fra m ew o rk  -  bu t it is 
m uch m ore o f  an activ ist k ind  o f  fra m ew o rk  which, again, is f in e  i f  tha t is w hat 
you  w ant to do. B u t I  w ould  w ant m y researchers, o r  m y students, to take a m uch  
m ore theoretica l approach  to w hat they are do ing  because I  think our jo b  as 
researchers is to inform  practice  actua lly  bu t to do it fro m  a theoretically  
rigorous a nd  g rounded  perspective because pra c tice  w ithout theory is ho llow  -  
theory w ithout applica tion  is ho llow  actually. So  it is tha t rela tionship  which I  
th ink is quite im portant. ” (R P 21)

She was unequivocal about the need to develop more theory:

'"We need to th ink m ore theoretically. "We need  to develop our theorisation  
around  issues to do with children a nd  ch ildhood  p articu larly  issues to do with 
tim e and  ch ildhood  change so those kinds o f  areas. The o ther thing we still 
h a v e n ’t go t is m any studies o r children fr o m  o ther cultures. There is quite a lot 
on ch ild  labour a n d  ch ild  w ork but no t a lo t on everyday life in Pakistan or 
w herever it is a nd  I  th ink tha t w ould  be nice to  have, a nd  we shou ld  have, so that 
we can see the sim ilarities and  differences. ” (R P 21)

Two participants cited theoretical ideas from the sociology of childhood as significant but 

also highlighted the im portant work that had been undertaken prior to the emergence of 

the ‘new paradigm ’.

Participant 17 had worked in Scandinavia in the 1980s and met “very good researchers” 

who were already looking at the meanings that children gave to their situations and 

experiences:
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“There has been a huge growth, particularly amongst childhood sociologists in 
this country, but I  think one shou ldn’t ignore what had gone on before. There are 
some really important people in that field . There are people in Norway, people in 
Sweden and Denmark and there is work in Germany, I  think, too. But the f ir s t  
people like Jens Qvortrup who were doing research, statistical work on children, 
were really important because they then refocused the unit o f  analysis onto the 
ch ild .’’ (RP17)

Participant 23 had been grappling with debates about how to research with children and 

how to theorise children for several years prior to the em ergence of the ‘new ’ sociology 

o f childhood:

“That is how 1 got to my PhD and the reading I  was doing at the time was very 
much around Bronwyn D avies’s own work and fo r  me this was where the debates 
were happening in terms o f  how do you do this, how do you research with 
children, how do you theorise the child, where does it sit in the social? Now  -  

how many years later -  ten years later the sociology o f  childhood emerged but in 
gender, and what Bronwyn Davies is doing, those debates were happening way 
back. ” (RP23)

C hildren’s Rights

A particular interest and commitment to advancing children’s rights was specifically 

mentioned by nine participants. There was widespread knowledge of the 1989 United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), particularly in terms of Article 

12, and the new participation rights that it accorded to children and young people. Some 

participants equated the UNCRC with the rise of the ‘new paradigm ’ whereas for others it 

seen as a watershed in the progression of ideas that had begun many years before.

Participant 25 had been a strong advocate of the rights o f children to both participate in 

research if  they wished and to undertake their own research projects:

“1 conceptualise children as people who are younger than other people who often 
get called adults [gentle laughter] not always clear why, who may know less than 
older people but may also know things that older people d o n ’t know like what it is 
like being a child, who may have less developed abilities in certain areas -  but I  
would come back to the point that that has to be tested in individual cases rather 
than assumed as a generality. ” (RP25)

In terms of the research context Participant 25 conceives o f children as people:
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“...w ho have less pow er and who often d o n ’t have the practical ability to simply  
say ‘Y es’ or ‘No. ’ to participation in research fo r  instance, without other p eo p le ’s 
permission. M y approach to that is shamelessly subversive really. I  try to get 
round it because my starting point is that people should be able to decide fo r  
themselves about participating in research provided that research is being done 
in a way that is ethical and responsible and, while there are lots o f  situations in 
which it is clearly appropriate fo r  parents or carers to have some part to p lay in 
that decision, I  try to avoid situations where parents and carers have an 
automatic veto. So I  guess my conceptualisation is o f  children as people and  
people who, in principle, ought to be given as much opportunity as possible to 
take responsibility fo r  their own lives. ” (RP25)

Participant 20 was one o f nine participants who had been influenced by her experience of 

research in the field of disability:

“I have been very influenced by Rights fram eworks, actually originally Disability  
Rights fram ew orks, and I  am intrigued by the sim ilarities (or not) with ch ildren’s 
rights in Childhood Studies. ” (RP20)

Participant 16 had undertaken several research projects in developing countries and was 

one of four interviewees who referred to the writings on empowerm ent by Paulo Freire:

“...the core principles o f  the theoretical basis were issues around Paulo Freire, 
issues around empowerm ent and development and what that actually meant. 
Participation and theories o f  participation and young p eo p le ’s participation, and  
giving prim acy to their views and experiences, is certainly what informs my 
thinking and the approach to a lot my research with children and young people. ” 
(RP16)

One o f the “m antras” that Participant 20 suggested needed to be challenged was that 

participatory approaches and participatory methods were a good thing:

“What is really going on there, why are we using those terms somewhat sort o f  
morally? ... I t ’s like: ‘participation is a good th ing ’ so we are obeying better i f  we 
use participatory methods  -  well how participatory are they?” (RP20)

In response to being asked about possible future directions for the field Participant 09 

was interested in how children’s political participation might develop:

“...bu t o f  course the influence o f  the more political ch ildren’s participation  
practice that is around from  the Children’s Com m issioners’ offices to the UN to 
what schools and local councils are doing and Youth Workers, so not ju s t in 
social work and all the voluntary agencies. That is a very pow erful and exciting 
area and I  think the relationship between that and the research agendas that are
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being set and whether there is becoming a right way, and only one right way, to 
research with children is another interesting agenda, whether it is going to 
become taboo to do any kind o f  traditional research that doesn ’t involve 
participation will be interesting as well. ” (RP09)

Children and Young People as Researchers

The feasibility of employing children and young people as researchers evoked some 

strong reactions. None o f the interviewees expressed any difficulties with including 

children and young people in the research process, particularly at the data generation 

stage. Similarly, the increased use o f ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ m ethods was 

consistently welcomed by all participants, in principle, as a sign of research ‘with and 

for’ children rather than ‘on and about’ them. The contention arose in terms o f the extent 

to which children could be, and should be, involved in the entire process, particularly in 

relation to data analysis and interpretation. Two participants had facilitated children to 

undertake their own research from start to finish and reported extremely positive 

experiences and a comm itm ent to develop the number and scope of research projects that 

children undertake. Conversely, four participants expressed concern that children were 

not ‘mini social scientists’ and had not been trained in research methods. There were also 

concerns about the implications for the change in role of the adult researcher to include 

teaching in order to facilitate children to undertake research. Power dynamics, together 

with the groups of children included and excluded from such projects, were also raised as 

a matter of concern.

Participant 14 had a comm itm ent from the early days o f her academic career to work 

towards em powerm ent of children and saw research as an important part of that process:

“ . . . /  came here harbouring, what fe l t  a t the time, somewhat o f  an illicit desire 
[gentle laughter] to get children as researchers going, children in their own right. 
In those days, we are talking 2001, it is quite common now, people talk about 
children as researchers, but it wasn ’t then it was something that a lot o f  people  
threw their hands up in horror and, even in my own department, there was a lot o f  
scepticism that you couldn ’t do this. There were competency issues and all the 
usual barriers so it has been a gradual journey from  that po in t o f  knowing what I  
really wanted to do and ju s t having to climb a mountain really -  and it was a 
mountain [quiet, serious, thoughtful tone] and gradually ju s t eroding away all the 
barriers: that this was possible and that children could do very valuable 
research. ” (RP14)
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Participant 25 was unequivocal in her assessment o f children’s ability to undertake 

competent and high-quality research projects and, w henever possible, preferred to include 

children in the entire research process:

“I  p re fer  to involve them  in the whole process. I  m ean there are d ijferen t ways o f  
doing it a nd  d ifferen t th ings are su itable fo r  d ifferen t p ro jec ts  an d  d ifferent 
contexts b u t w hat I  am  trying to do at the m om ent is f in d  opportunities to do w ork  
w here young  p eo p le  can be involved  fro m  beginning  to end: fro m  generating  the 
research question  to p resen ting  the f in a l report.  ”  (RP25)

Participant 21 described herself as having “strong opinions on this issue” and forming 

part o f a “rearguard action” :

“I fe e l  quite strong ly abou t this as well tha t c learly p artic ipa tory  m ethods are  
fa b u lo u s  a n d  they w ork extrem ely w ell a nd  children can be involved  in helping  
in terpret w hat they have written, o r explaining to you  w hat they have done in a 
drawing, o r w hat that m eans, or why they have p u t tha t there a nd  so fo r th  and  
th a t’s f in e  - bu t they are no t sociologists. They are no t anthropologists. They 
h a v e n ’t read  D urkheim  o r M ax W eber or A n th o n y  G iddens. So I  th ink again  
there is ano ther line to be draw n that i f  you w ant to train children to do research  
th a t’s f in e  they can go on a n d  do research, th a t’s great, bu t th a t’s no t m y job . I 
am the one tha t does the interpretation because I  am  the one who has go t the 
know ledge fro m  years o f  reading sociology. ” (R P 21)

Participant 09 was similarly uninterested in taking on the role o f teacher to child 
researchers:

“I  am  quite in fiuenced  by areas around partic ipa tory  research with children  
although quite critical abou t how  I  th ink it has been app lied  in a sligh tly  
m echanistic  way. I f  we w ant children to be researchers then they need  to learn  
socia l science research m ethods so we w ill teach them  how  to in terview  a nd  how  
to analyse a nd  that k ind  o f  thing and that d o e sn ’t really in terest me. I  th ink it 
only speaks to certain groups o f  children and  certain types o f  research. ” (RP09)

Power dynamics were specifically mentioned by two interviewees. Participant 18 was 

not convinced that children as researchers were the answer to the power relationship in 

research with children, although noted that several of her peers would not agree:

“...you  can involve children in the production  o f  data, you  can do this, tha t and  
the o ther bu t a t the p o in t o f  interpreta tion  you  c a n ’t get a t..., children cannot 
becom e m in i sociologists. B u t I  th ink th a t’s w here actua lly  the go ing  back to 
children w ith yo u r pre lim in a ry  find ings, trying to w ork through, p ro d u cin g  with 
them, you can I  think, although I  think there is still a limit. W hat you  do with the 
data still lies in yo u r  hands a nd  yo u r lens through which you  see children. You
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are the power holder; the adult researcher is the power holder and all o f that. ” 
{RP18)

For Participant 29 the power relationship between adults and children is such that even if 

responsibility for research projects is given to children and young people they are still 

ultimately given the power by adults:

“They are in a society which has put them in a position o f powerlessness 
compared to your power and even i f  you are working really hard to make them 
feel like an authority, they are only feeling that way because you are giving it to 
them. I f  you don’t recognise that -  the studies that really do try and hold 
themselves up as having empowered the child -  it is a problem. ” (RP29)

A  further difficulty identified by Participant 29 was the issue of which children and 

young people become involved and which children do not:

“...we do research with them, not on them, but everything about their constructed 
world is that we are an adult, an authority, powerful and i f  we do devolve some o f 
that power and involve children, we are still giving some o f the group power and 
not others. I think that is really a nub point fo r  me because it is something that I 
fee l very strongly about and get quite angry about. You see it in the disability 
literature as well except that there is a very open debate in disability, small but 
open, about what people with disabilities think about disability research. ” (RP29)

Responses from the remaining participants centred on various way in which participants 

tried to include children in the research process, particularly through the use of 

participatory methods, rather than referring to children as researchers.

Participant 11 was typical of many participants who included children during the process 

of data generation:

“Some o f the most powerful and intriguing things I  have done with children with 
research is where I  have got them to interview each other and they ask questions 
that I would never have asked, never have asked. ” (RPl 1)

Participant 28 saw the research relationship as a mutual exchange:

“...we have a few  principles I  guess and one o f them is that we like to have fun  
when we collect the data in that we recognise that children like to have fun  too 
and children deserve -  there is an exchange going on -  so it is not us collecting 
data from  them but rather it is more mutual... ”. (RP28)
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Participant 03 tends to talk with children in pairs or threes as a way of letting children 

interact and support each other in the research context:

“I  also tend to talk to children not on their own but in twos or even threes, 
although that can be difficult, and I  do my best to give them the chance to talk to 
each other, and pick up each o ther’s points, and not to be constantly coming back 
to my agendas but trying to let the talk go as they want it to. ” (RP03)

Participant 22 referred to a project where young researchers in their late teens worked 

with adult researchers in interpreting material from a study involving child participants 

who were several years younger than the young researchers. She described the project as 

“fan tastic” because the young researchers '"were old enough to be a bit distant from  it but 

young enough to remember those experiences”.

“So like a lot o f  phenomena in general, we create these dichotomies when, in fact, 
what we have got is a gradient and that is a really good example o f  a gradient 
where different ages can be involved in a research project and there is a kind o f  
transmission line, or a pipeline, that flow s both ways where you are treating age 
as a two-way thing, there is traffic in both directions. ” (RP22)

Participant 20 took a slightly different tack and reflected on how the traditional academic 

setting places strict boundaries around children’s knowledge:

“...I  still have trouble hiring young people here. I  can ju st imagine i f  I  suggested  
that there should be a lecturer who is young - but that used to be said about 
disabled people? I  think there are huge questions -  maybe I  am wrong to be 
saying that, I  d o n ’t know, but I  ju s t fee l there are very strict boundaries around  
children as experts or things in a traditional academic setting. ” (RP20)

CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL DIVERSITY

As noted above, twenty-four participants referred to the ‘new social studies of childhood’ 

and nine specifically mentioned the importance of a participatory, rights-based 

framework. A num ber of other conceptual and theoretical influences were also 

highlighted. Nineteen participants emphasised the importance of ethical considerations in 

research with children and the work of Alderson was assessed as having been 

groundbreaking in this respect. Fourteen participants considered feminism to have been 

influential over the course of their career particularly in terms of how they approach and 

understand power issues in childhood studies. Nine participants specified various models 

of child developm ent as useful backdrops to their work and four were heavily influenced
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by psychoanalytic theories. Six participants referenced the work o f Anne Solberg and 

four cited the writings of Paulo Friere as significant. Five participants positioned 

themselves as most closely aligned to post-m odernist and post-structuralist ideas.

Children as People

The unifying thread through the entire range o f conceptual and theoretical positions 

discussed during interviews was the description of children as ‘people’. This was a 

recurring term used by participants from a range of disciplines, theoretical frameworks, 

and professional backgrounds. Rather than being em ployed in relation to particular 

issues, the term was used during discussions across all sections o f the interview schedule.

In common with several participants, Participant 03 used the term as a result o f previous 

research experience. Together with a colleague, Participant 03 had undertaken a study on 

childminding. They found that whereas m others “conceptualised [their children] as 

valuable people”, the childminders “conceptualised children as a m anagem ent problem ”. 

She recalled;

“... we were fa ced  with this find ing  that two sets o f  adults had very different ideas 
about what a child was and what childhood should be like and how one should  
relate to these children. Obviously the mothers were extremely interactive 
whereas the minders were doing this as a jo b  under, in my view, intolerable 
conditions. ” (RP03)

For Participant 03 the theme o f children as valuable people has continued in her work 

over the course o f the last thirty years:

“So my perspective on doing research with children is that I  try to interact with 
them, taking them seriously as people. There is nothing more to it than that and I  
think I ’m slightly unusual in this f ie ld  in that as well as thinking o f  them as people  
who have valuable experience to tell us about, which can make a difference to 
how we think about policies in place fo r  children, I  also think about childhood  
from  a structural point o f  view, that children contribute to the division o f  labour.

They are active in relations with other people: other children and with 
adults. ” (RP03)

Participant 04 also approaches children as people based on previous fieldwork 

experiences:
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“I don’t approach them as a child but as a person -  well, I  hope I  do, that’s my 
aim really. I  think that happened when I was doing this children and [name and 
dates o f study] research and I was astonished: I had never imagined that these 
young children - eight, nine, ten year olds -  could talk with such courage, with the 
complexity... ” (RP04)

The importance of ethical considerations in research with children was em phasised by 

nineteen participants. The work of Alderson was most frequently cited and was 

discussed in terms of its level of influence and the challenges posed to adult thinking:

“Priscilla is a real fire  fighter in that she is saying that children as young as three 
have the capability o f  saying ‘Yes’ or ‘N o ’. So she is pushing forward the 
boundaries and I do respect her but sometimes people like Priscilla, and other 
people in that area, are seen as going too fa r  in pushing boundaries. I would 
read a lot o f her work in that area. ” (RP15).

In terms o f research practice, both when undertaking research with children, and when 

working with children conducting their own research. Participant 25 was one of six 

participants who referenced the work of Anne Solberg:

“Theoretically, I  guess, the most important fo r  me is Anne Solberg’s injunction to 
ignore age as fa r  as possible and I  try not to go in with assumptions about what 
children will and won ’t understand but with an open mind about what they will 
understand and what they will be interested in, so it is very much a matter o f 
feeling my way really. ” (RP25)

Participant 05 was one o f four participants who found the work of Paulo Friere relevant:

“I had gone out with actors and lived with people who were actors and they were 
into Paulo Friere and Theatre o f the Oppressed and I was reading Rainbow o f 
Desire, and I really liked all that stuff, and it just seemed to gel with me and with 
the stu jf that Brinton Lykes had written. ” (RP26)

Nine participants, including seven with a background in psychology, cited various models 

o f child development as influential in the developm ent of their conceptual and theoretical 

ideas about children and childhood. In all nine cases other conceptual and theoretical 

frameworks were also m entioned as important. W hat varied was the extent to which 

theorists from child psychology were at the forefront of participants’ thinking.

Participant 10 was accepting o f many of the criticisms of developmental psychology from 

the sociology of childhood but, nevertheless, saw theorists such as Piaget and Vygotsky 

as having been foundational to her current thinking and positioning:
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“Which bits o f Piaget got transferred? You can do the same with Vygotsky as 
well [he was] turned into a kind o f cognitive adjunct and his work was much 
broader, more radical. So to reclaim Piaget as a radical theorist or not..., maybe 
as a very liberal theorist but in his time, is not my primary political reference 
point now but I think it certainly was what took me into a major set o f 
methodological and conceptual debates without which I wouldn’t be where I  am 
now. ” (RPIO)

Participant 27 liked the theoretical models of both Bronfenbrenner and Vygotsky because 

they considered broader influences in children’s lives:

“I really like those influences and I  think they get us to think more broadly or 
more complexly, they move beyond the individual and they think about the child in 
interactions with other people and the various types o f interactions that they have 
and how the child influences, w e’ll say, the fam ily or the peers or the teacher but 
also how those influence the child back. So I like that as a very broad framework 
and I  think it is always probably at the back o f my mind in some way. ” (RP27)

Participant 02 was not from a psychology background but nevertheless found models o f 

child developm ent helpful as long as they were employed flexibility rather than merely in 

terms of age-based form ulas being applied;

“Just understanding things like how literal very young children are which struck 
me very forcefully and was a ‘bolt from  the blue ’ one day. 1 said something, a 
child responded and I  thought: ‘She took me absolutely at tru th’. I then went 
away and read a little bit about how children become less literal and begin to 
understand metaphors and figurative speech and it was so helpful because I  
suddenly realised you had to be particularly careful when talking to very young 
children about how you fram e questions, and to hear what you are saying and to 
understand that what is going to come back is a response that is extremely 
literal... ” (RP02)

Participant 30, from a sociology and education background, also drew on a range of 

theoretical fram eworks including psycho-analytic ideas: “I think I am fundam entally a 

relational theorist, very influenced by relational psycho-analysis.”

The influence of fem inism  was referred to in positive terms by fourteen participants, 

particularly in terms o f methodological issues. Two participants discussed unresolved 

tensions between fem inist studies and childhood studies.

“...I have always had a critical stance on how feminism has constructed children 
and childhood -  as burdens. ...Feminists hate it, they hate me saying this and I
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have caused lots o f anger with people fo r  saying it. But if  you look at the early 
fem inist studies about how children are constructed: as burdens on women’s time, 
as the objects o f women’s care, particularly around domestic labour, I  have a bit 
o f a problem with it. ” (RP18)

Participant 10 referred to the relationship between women and children as an ongoing 

“site of struggle” in the area of children’s rights and childhood studies but also described 

personal difficulties in trying to find appropriate frameworks for thinking and working 

with this issue:

“...as a feminist working around childhood, I am very intrigued and preoccupied 
with the question o f the conceptualization o f the relationship between women and 
children. The dijferent frameworks and the reasons why they get fram ed they way 
they do and I have met people 1 would call feminists who say: 7  can’t call myself 
a fem inist because o f what feminists have done to children’ and I have met some, 
and certainly been around some, quite anti-feminist child rights, childhood kind o f 
arenas and it really quite shocked me... (RPIO).

An eclectic approach to research practice was the result of both intellectual and pragmatic 

considerations:

“because while there are some people that would commission work who would be 
very open, many o f them aren ’t that open in my experience, so it is not about 
where I am coining from  necessarily, it is about what fits -  it is a negotiation 
between where I am coming from  and what they are looking for. ” (RP13)

Even those that offered definitions of their theoretical standpoints acknowledged that the 

reality of research funding meant that there was often a difference between their 

philosophical position and the reality of their everyday research practice.

“I also have a position, a theoretical position, which is hard to explain, I  suppose 
it is some kind o f radical post-structuralism or something or other, i f  you have to 
put words on it, but it is something about diversity and identity and the fluidity o f 
the social world so that’s pretty tricky when you are doing research because it 
doesn’t help give fixed answers to questions [laughter]. ... So I have an ideal 
way o f doing research and then I have how you actually do research -  there is a 
difference between my philosophy and the pragmatic and practical process o f 
delivering projects . . .” (RP06)

CONCLUSION:

This chapter presented the findings in relation to researchers’ conceptualisations of 

children and childhood which emerged as fundamental to the way in which researchers
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positioned themselves in their research practice. A small minority of participants aligned 

themselves with a particular theoretical perspective whilst the majority drew on a range 

o f conceptual and theoretical fram eworks and ideas. Under the over-arching key them e of 

‘Conceptualisations of Children and C hildhood’ three sub-themes were addressed. First, 

‘The Adult-Child Dichotom y’, m entioned by 26 participants, in terms of whether this 

dichotomy was helpful or tenable; the potential negative consequences for children and 

researchers o f this distinction; the contribution such a dichotomy makes to adult 

strategies o f disengagement with children. Second, ‘The New Sociology of Childhood’, 

cited by 24 participants, in relation to theoretical development, children’s rights and 

children as researchers. Third, ‘Conceptual and Theoretical D iversity’ which covered the 

diverse range of conceptual and theoretical influences that had been refen'ed to by 

interviewees. These included ethics, feminism, models of child development, psycho

analytic theories, the work of Anne Solberg and Paulo Friere and the influence o f post

modernist and post-structuralist ideas. The unifying thread throughout the spectrum of 

conceptual and theoretical positions discussed in this chapter was the use of the term 

‘children as people’.

These findings highlighted that the adult-child dichotomy was at the core of participants’ 

conceptualisations of children and childhood and the source o f several apparent 

contradictions. On the one hand, the dichotomy was seen to have little meaning for many 

participants and as having potentially negative consequences for childhood research. On 

the other hand, despite fears about the reification of children, the prevailing cultural 

expressions o f childhood were seen and accepted as the key starting point for research by 

participants. Similarly, several o f those who rejected the dichotomy were involved in the 

delivery of specific training courses on research with children. The work o f Alanen 

(2009) reviewed in chapter two would seem to be particularly relevant to this debate. 

Drawing on fem inist standpoint methodology, Alanen (2009) argues that just as gender as 

a relational concept between men and women has been central to fem inist analyses, 

‘generation’ as a relational concept between adults and children is useful in 

understanding generational issues in ‘childhood studies’. This would seem to be a 

productive approach that moves the analysis forward whereby the adult-child dichotomy 

is employed as a model in attempting to understand the basis of distinctions that are made 

between adults and children. Relevant avenues of enquiry could then be explored about
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the ways in which the dichotomy is maintained, the potential limitations that it places on 

thinking about children and childhood and, by extension, adults and adulthood.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N  

THE ARTISTRY OF THE RESEARCHER

INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents the findings in relation to the artistic elem ents of qualitative 

research practice and the skills and creativity involved in forming mutual and enabling 

research relationships with children. None o f the participants in this study identified 

themselves solely as a ‘qualitative researcher’ and several, as discussed in Chapter Four, 

found the quantitative/qualitative dichotomy unhelpful, m isleading and outdated. At the 

same time, participants recognised that qualitative approaches did require particular 

skills. Qualitative research was assessed as placing greater emphasis on the interpretive 

role and the empathic skills of the individual researcher whereby the learning and 

development o f research skills was described as akin to learning a craft. The practice of 

qualitative research skills was seen as inextricably linked with the personal qualities and 

creativity of the researcher which, to a certain extent, could not be taught but rather relied 

on the artfulness o f the researcher. These findings are discussed under three sub-themes: 

‘Creating the Research Space’, ‘The Research Relationship’ and ‘Trusting the Research 

Process’ which suggested the fourth over-arching theme: ‘The Artistry of the 

Researcher’. The unifying thread running through these findings in terms o f the 

positioning o f the researcher was the issue o f trust, associated with the researcher’s 

capacity to both trust children and to trust the research process.

THE ARTISTRY OF TH E RESEARCHER

Nineteen participants believed that while training, experience and support enhanced 

research practice, certain aspects of qualitative research cannot be taught. These views 

were expressed in phrases such as “so much o f  it is in our character really isn ’t it and our
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personality!” (RP04); “/  think there is, to be honest, an element o f  intuition" (RP21); “In 

qualitative work it is about how you craft a design and a process o f  fieldw ork” (RP22); “/  

am not suggesting that quantitative researchers ca n ’t do qualitative research, I  certainly 

think that they can, but possibly not all want to or have the skills required.” (RPOl). Two 

participants referred to good qualitative researchers as being “born not made” 

(RP22/RP14).

The comments of Participant 02, a career researcher with over twenty years’ experience 

in the academic, public and commercial sector, were typical:

"As cm employer o f  researchers I  am very’ aware o f  the range o f  skills that people  
may have and there will always be, in any given team, some people who are ju st  
not cut out to do qualitative research. ... Then there are other people who might 
need a few  tools in their repertoire hut basically you know they are going to be 
absolutely brilliant at it, and totally get it. But defining it is a really hard one. It 
is about skills to communicate. ” (RP02)

Participant 07 stressed the “artfulness” of qualitative research given that there is no 

“recipe book” and that each project is different depending on the people that you are 

working with and trying to understand. She discussed several studies that she had 

undertaken over the years where, in addition to her knowledge base and methods training, 

she had relied on “my own skills as a person” :

“I think today it is possible to say that but at that time you w ouldn’t really have 
been able to say that it also matters who you are as a researcher. N ot that you 
ca n ’t be taught skills as one but there is also the artfulness o f  it. ” (RP07)

For Participant 07 the “artfulness” o f qualitative research reflects the personal qualities 

and the creativity o f the researcher:

“That is what makes it the masterpiece and actually that is what I  say to students. 
It is important that you get skills and you learn the craft in a research methods 
course but the artfulness o f  it, that makes it into a masterpiece, that is what you 
are putting in to it -  it is partly to do with being systematic and partly to do with 
ju s t creativity: thoughts, ideas, imagining, empathy and so on. ” (RP07)

For some participants the emphasis was on whether researchers had a flair for qualitative 

research in general, rather than specifically qualitative research with children, whereas for 

others the two were not necessarily interchangeable.
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“...To some extent you can teach some o f  it, you can learn it and you can 
improve. You do have to have some aptitude towards it in the fir s t place I  think 
and particularly with children. You might be able to be a researcher with adults, 
and quite a successful one, and then not be able to translate that to children and  
vice-versa. ” (RP14)

Participant 15 was also clear that different skills were required:

“It is very different from  working with adults and researchers do need training. 
Just because you have been a child once does not mean that you can/will have the 
skills to talk to children on their level or obtain good data  -  very different skills 
are required.” (RP15)

CREATING THE RESEARCH SPACE

Twenty-four participants stated that research preparation was im portant even though 

funding and time constraints frequently meant that this phase o f research did not always 

receive sufficient attention. Learning and understanding local ‘cultures o f 

com m unication’ and ‘cultures of participation’ and building trusting research 

relationships, were seen as vital preparatory elements in the gathering of good quality 

data. Taking time to create contained and comfortable research spaces for children to 

explore and researchers to facilitate, was an approach favoured by several participants.

Preparation and quality of data

Eighteen participants specifically raised the importance of the preparatory phase o f 

research and, whenever possible, taking tim e to prepare for fieldwork. A typical example 

was taking time to sit or help in a class with pupils for a num ber o f weeks before the 

official start date o f a school-based study. The advantages o f this preparatory period 

were seen to be in allowing the researcher time to become fam iliar with the ‘culture of 

com m unication’ and ‘culture o f participation’ in a particular setting and to begin to build 

and establish high quality research relationships.

Participant 14 stressed the im portance o f the preparatory stage for establishing a good 

research relationship in qualitative research. This, in turn, was seen to affect the quality 

of the data yielded. However, she also acknowledged that time for building a relationship 

is seldom included in research bids or proposals:
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“When we do research proposals, design plans, there is this nice neat timeframe 
o f when we are doing everything and there will be a huge chunk missing at the 
beginning which is three weeks fo r  building a relationship with a group o f 
children in a setting. This is never costed-in to bids or proposals that we do, 
possibly we are fearful that a grant funder wouldn’t fund  three weeks fo r  
relationship building time, but it is money well spent because the data is going to 
be much more reliable data, much stronger data. ” (RP14)

Nine participants commented on the mutuality of the research relationship. Participant 24 

discussed the issue in relation to the concept of ‘rapport’ and saw it in terms of 

“developing a mutual way o f communicating ” between the researcher and the child where 

“there might very well be some ‘give and take’ on both sides.” For Participant 07 

nurturing mutual respect and developing communication rules for particular relationships 

and settings meant spending time preparing and thinking about the research population to 

be studied. She saw this as important in enabling the researcher to learn and engage in 

local means of communication rather than imposing a particular way of communicating 

on participants. She used the interview in the present study to illustrate her point:

“... like you and me now. O f course you get one view from  me but i f  you spent 
tomorrow with me at the computer and we went out and saw things or you met 
some o f my colleagues and sat in on a meeting or something, or we even worked 
together fo r  a little while, then you would get another impression, but picking 
through that: ‘How does she communicate with her peers and how does she talk 
about things and so on?’ When you are that sensitive to that, finding the way I 
use concepts, when I  use actions rather than words and so on, then you would be 
able to begin to communicate with me on my terms... ” (RP07)

Participant 23 also stressed the importance of beginning the research process with an 

understanding of the “cultures of communication” and “cultures of participation” in the 

settings under study. She, too, used the research interview in the present study to 

illustrate her point:

“I know I  have worked a lot in schools and kids can’t wait to get out o f the 
classroom. It is a very different culture there to maybe, as we have researched, 
with Looked-After children and they have got rights and participation ‘coming out 
o f their ears’. It is learning about their own culture o f participation and that is 
the starting point and then thinking okay... So if  you had said to me, fo r  example, 
‘How do you want to do this?’ I  would never have sat down and done this. You ’d 
have asked me the questions walking around the building then I  would have been, 
I d on ’t know, I  might have been a bit freer and a bit not so nervous! ” (RP23)

Facilitating the research space
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Nine participants described their approach in terms of the researcher “creating a fra m e” 

or “creating a space"  within which the child or children are facilitated to make o f it what 

they will. Strong em phasis was placed on allowing and trusting children to lead in that 

space.

Participant 16 was sensitive to the fact that much of the time she undertook research with 

“marginalised and vulnerable children” on issues such as mental health, teenage 

parenthood and seeking asylum. The approach she took was to provide “safe spaces fo r  

children and young people to talk without being too prescriptive”.

Participant 26 was influenced by the psychotherapeutic notion that “the room and the 

things in it are a fra m e”. Her preferred approach was to create structures that allow 

children to create som ething meaningful within the research space. She explained the 

way that this approach had worked in one study she had undertaken with children 

between the ages o f eight and twelve who had been bereaved by suicide. The second part 

o f the method that Participant 26 had developed and used in the study drew on the 

psychotherapeutic concept o f ‘displacem ent’ so that children are brought in as advisors 

and helpers and will speak more directly about their own experiences if and when they 

are ready. Part of the m ethod involved showing children two dolls and asking; “Here is a 

child that has lost someone through suicide and here is a doll that represents a child that 

hasn ’t. ” Rather than asking children directly about their traum a with questions such as 

‘How are you sleeping?’ and ‘How are you eating?’ the dolls are referred to when asking 

questions such as: “W hat m ight be the same or different in the experiences o f  these

do lls?” Participant 26 found that the things that children spoke about were those that 

were m eaningful for the children and that children felt ready and able to speak of:

“Allowing things to come at their time, offering interpretations and, I  suppose, 
that is where I  began to think that you know really your questions are less 
important than a fee ling  that river will f in d  its level and that what someone needs 
to tell you is im portant will come and it will probably come easier i f  you are ju s t  
quiet and create the space fo r  it come rather than running after it. ” (RP26)

Participant 28 recalled a conversation that she had with her old school headmaster, after 

he had retired, when she asked him what had been the most difficult thing about being a
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head teacher. She expected him to refer to discipline, drugs, parents or dealing with the 

educational authorities but instead he said: “Trying to convince new teachers that 

children want to learn and that i f  you leave children alone they will come round.” She 

realised that his view was more like a “pedagogical kind o f standpoint” and on reflecting 

upon her approach, she realised how influential that conversation had been in 

encouraging her to simply create the space and then give the children the opportunity to 

respond;

“And you know I  d id n ’t realise it fo r  many, many years afterwards but that was 
hugely influential on the approach I  take when I  am working with children. So 1 
d o n ’t try and control children at all in any way when I  am collecting data from  
them, there are no control issues they have the control, they are the human 
beings, they want to give me information, they want me to advocate on their 
behalf in some way or other, they will let me know. A ll 1 have to do is present 
m yself and say: ‘This is the opportunity’ and children respond so well. ” (RP28)

Fam ily context

Twenty-five participants refen-ed to research work involving families as part of their 

broader discussion o f research with children. However, only four participants identified 

themselves as prim arily researching children in the family context as opposed to being 

childhood researchers. Two participants acknowledged that some colleagues were 

critical of fam ily-based research with children. Participant 17 commented: “People said 

you know that I  was keeping children in the fam ily”. Nevertheless, given what she saw as 

the preoccupation with studying mothers in family research up until relatively recently. 

Participant 17 felt it was important for children to be researched in the context of their 

families “to shift the focus onto them ” and to explore the experiences o f children and 

young people growing up in different fam ily environments.

Six participants referred to children presenting a “fam ily  fro n t” or “protecting fam ily  

secrets”. In highlighting the importance of the political and social context within which 

research is conducted Participant 03 used the family context as an example. She 

referenced a study she had worked on where children were interviewed at home and 

offered the option o f talking with the researchers with, or without, their parents being 

present. On the occasions that they were with their parents “the whole fam ily  would sort 

o f  assemble themselves around some version o f  the story they were telling and stick to it.”

193



If a child began to say something that was “a bit indiscreet” the other family members 

present would close the topic and “made the whole thing seem like a comfortable set o f  

relations within the fam ily”. She recalled that some of the research conversations with 

children in that study had taken place in Youth Clubs and, albeit with a small sample, the 

researchers had found that the children seemed to be more critical of their families when 

spoken with away from home.

Participant 30 continued to struggle with the issue of whether or not children should be 

studied in the context of their families and saw it as an important question for those 

researching with children to consider:

I think that working with children outside o f their fam ilies poses some 
problems and then one side o f me says: 'Children should be studied in the context 
o f their fam ilies’ and then, another side o f me, says: ‘No, children are more than 
who they are in their fam ilies’. Yet there is something that I  have learned from  
doing this last project o f just how central the family unit is that I think I am left 
with that question m yself as a researcher. ... In a way it is the same question as 
in the old days that everyone used to say: 'How can you study women without 
studying m en?’ and with kids we don ’t ask that. ” (RP30)

THE RESEARCH RELATIONSHIP

The subject of the relationships between researchers and children was discussed by all 

participants. It arose in response to the section on the interview schedule 

‘Communication with children’ under which participants were asked to reflect upon and 

explain the concept of ‘rapport’. The researcher-child relationship was also specifically 

addressed in the final question on the schedule when participants were asked for 

additional thoughts, ideas and insights on the topic. Participants’ responses were 

categorised under three strands: ‘Establishing and maintaining research relationships’; 

‘Trusting children’ and ‘Recognising and respecting children’s emotional state’.

Establishing and maintaining research relationships

Participants consistently commented that a precise definition of the concept of ‘rapport’ 

was not possible given the fluidity of relationships, not least in the research context. 

Rather, ‘rapport’ was explained as being something that is provisional and constantly 

negotiated. The comments of Participant 10 were typical. She described rapport in a
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relationship as something ""that is continuously generated, produced and maintained” and 

com pared it to other concepts such as ‘consent’ where “you c a n ’t simply pu t the right 

am ount in and then press the bu tton '.

Rather than being something the researcher establishes, Participant 08 described rapport 

as “a  tacit kind o f  moment that happens between a child and a researcher” in the course 

o f the research relationship. She saw rapport as precarious: “it can disappear [clicks 

fingers] or appear immediately again”:

“. . . /  sort o f  p u t my questions aside and I ju s t p layed  with a set o f  ideas with her, 
away from  the protocol, and it just... it made something happen between the two 
o f  us, because I  think she read me fo r  the fir s t time as ‘Oh, this is someone who 
will be playful and who will let me go where I  want to go with this. ” (RP08)

Participants were also consistent in highlighting the broad range o f research relationships 

that adult researchers engage in with children depending on the purposes, scope and 

funding of particular projects. For example, six participants who identified themselves 

prim arily as ‘ethnographers’ saw their approach as being different, given the contexts and 

tim e-scales involved, to researchers who might meet children on just one or two 

occasions. Three participants expressed a clear preference for working with children in 

groups. Participant 23 had ethical concerns about single interviews, Participant 03 

preferred to talk with children “in twos or even threes” and Participant 28 had no direct 

experience of one-to-one interviews with children -  “It is not my thing at all”. 

Notwithstanding withstanding caveats about the provisionality o f rapport and the 

spectrum  of research relationships that adults engage in with children, participants were 

unequivocal about the importance o f a collaborative relationship and a working alliance 

with children.

W hen supervising research students Participant 26 encourages them to think about the 

“the moment o f  entry into a relationship"  and “about how you work with that relationship  

and about having boundaries. ” Participant 07 also raised the issue o f boundaries and 

gave an example from her first fieldwork experience where the children she was working 

with hit her to see what her reaction would be and whether she would tell them off:
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“I found very quickly that what I  could do was not to tell them o ff but to set a 
boundary: ‘D on’t hit me -  just don’t do that (in a firm  voice). But that is an 
exercise fo r  me because I am not very good at showing people ‘That’s enough, 
I ’ve had enough’. ” (RP07)

Participant 07 linked setting boundaries with her personal integrity as she did not want 

the children hitting her or “smothering me or kissing me or touching me or whatever.” 

The important thing was to set the boundary whilst still communicating openly and 

warmly: “D on’t do that but we are still okay, we can still talk (firm, friendly voice)”.

Trusting children

Two participants were unusual in making a deliberate decision to give ‘tokens of trust’ to 

their respondents. Most of the research that Participant 17 had undertaken over the 

course of her career, which spanned more than 25 years, was about “things that touch 

people’s lives profoundly.” She was always clear about her professional role but would 

also give her home telephone number as a token of trust. “/  always gave them my home 

number and not one single person in all the years has abused it.”

Participant 14 pointed out that researchers often ask children to give “quite a lot o f  

themselves” in the research context. As part of building a connection with children and in 

a spirit of reciprocation she will also share personal information if she feels it 

appropriate:

“So I  will often share quite personal things about me with a participant, not just 
necessarily with children but with adults as well. In a way that is showing a level 
o f trust. 1 am trusting you with things about me that you could use in a damaging 
way, I guess in the same way as, if  I was an irresponsible researcher, I  could use 
things that you are going to tell me in a damaging way. So building rapport is so 
much about building trust. ” (RP14)

Participant 02 felt that fear of children and teenagers was a reflection of the cultural 

context in which she lived and worked and it was at that level that significant changes 

were needed rather than merely in the research context:

“I  don’t think we should be so scared o f kids and the more people talk to children 
ju st as part o f  daily life, let alone as part o f research, we might all understand 
each other a bit better. Adults are very frightened o f teenagers now, even 
professionals. I think that is a reflection o f the way that we demonise teenagers in
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this culture, which a jfects everything. We need  to relate to each o ther as p e o p le !” 
(RP02)

R ecognising  and respecting  ch ild ren ’s em otional state

Seven partic ipants spoke about the need for researchers to  be sensitive to those m om ents 

w hen they need to  “pull back” or “m ove aw ay to a d ifferen t space” w ith a child. 

P artic ipant 14 felt that, ju s t as w ith adults, som etim es it w as helpful for ch ildren  to talk 

about top ics such as bereavem ent or bully ing and at o ther tim es it was not. E ncouraging 

children  to talk  about em otionally  painful topics was not necessarily  a good thing, as 

there m ay be consequences in term s o f how  the child  w ill feel and cope afterw ards. She 

saw  it as the responsib ility  o f  the researcher to m ake that ju d g em en t because “the ch ild  is 

really go ing  to do w hat you  w ant them  to - it com es back to p o w er  dynam ics.” W hen 

reflec ting  on the issue P articipant 14 com m ented: “/  d o n ’t th ink we p u ll aw ay fro m  

questions as often as we ough t to, as we eth ically ought t o ” and voiced several concerns:

“Things tha t worry m e abou t the interaction, i f  you  like, the rela tionship  betw een  
the researcher and  the child, are anything tha t m igh t in any w ay dim inish  their  
self-esteem . So i f  you  were talking about som eth ing  a nd  you  m ight no t be aware, 
f o r  instance, tha t they have p a rticu la r  d ifficu lties w ith a sub ject o r  literacy or  
som eth ing  a n d  they fe e l  very low self-w orth  in relation to how  they fu n c tio n  in a 
certain aspec t o f  their life, a nd  suddenly, quite innocently, you  jnight touch on this 
a nd  you  can a lm ost see a ch ild  k ind  o f  dim inish in fr o n t  o f  yo u r eyes an d  you  have 
to m ake a snap decision  abou t w hether to s teer this aw ay stra igh taw ay or this is 
ju s t  really, really, im portant to get this data a nd  that becom es an eth ical 
decision. ” (RP14)

P articipant 15 w orked  in a healthcare setting w here the task  is one o f trying to balance the 

needs o f the child  that is being cared for w hilst seeking their view s. She offered  an 

exam ple from  her research w ork o f  the psychological strategies that children use to cope 

w ith physical pain that had surfaced during a conversation  w ith a young girl during  one 

particu lar study:

“I  w asn ’t looking a t pain , I  was asking her about: 'H ow  do you  fe e l  abou t yo u r  
m um  helping you  w ith yo u r pa in  in h o sp ita l? ’ B ut she to ld  m e how  she w ould  call 
h er m um  ‘A n n a ’ [pseudonym ] when she was doing the care tha t caused  her pa in  
and  then she w ould  call her ‘m u m ’ when she was com forting  her, so she was 
disassocia ting  the m o ther fro m  the th ings she was doing. ” (RP15)
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The importance of reading, acknowledging and respecting children’s limits arose with 

Participant 08 during a discussion about the concept of ‘rapport’. Participant 08 

described ‘rapport’ as being inter-subjective and precarious and something that can 

“come and go within a single sitting” and that can have “very different qualities” if the 

researcher gets to know a child over a period of time:

“For me an intricate part o f this thing, rapport, is those moments when you get 
the more monosyllabic answers, or there is a turn away, or the child says: ‘I  
don’t want to talk about that’, and navigating those moments so that the child 
knows that you are really with them in that backing away, too, so it is not all just 
about those moments when the child says something marvellous, rich and 
interesting. It is also those moments when you get four shrugs in a row [gentle 
laughter] and, you know, you simply have come up against something where that 
child, that adolescent, can go no further. You find  a way to acknowledge that, 
and to move to another place, or just simply to acknowledge it. ” (RP08)

Participant 09 referred to the importance of “trust” in a research relationship and was 

conscious of not wanting children to reveal things that they might subsequently regret. 

The bulk o f the research work that Participant 12 undertakes is with children in focus 

groups. She also spoke about the fear that people might reveal more than they intend to 

and of always being conscious about “violations o f confidentiality” :

“The closest I ever came was when a young teenage boy in a focus group said 
suddenly, almost out o f nowhere, ‘I don’t have a girlfriend and I ’m desperate to 
have a girlfriend. ’ I  realised that this was not the right thing to say and in fact, so 
did every other boy in the group!" (RP12)

Participant 29 acknowledged that she had had experiences where “it was all I could do to 

maintain some composure because I think it is not your job  to be upset” . In this regard, 

she was very clear about the role o f the researcher when teaching students:

“Obviously you have to be empathic. I  think a good researcher is one who can 
engage and be interested but also remember that they are a researcher. I teach 
research methods to practitioners and I  say: ‘You may be a counsellor -  I  don’t 
care how much experience you have, you are in that room as a researcher and 
your job  is as a researcher and that means that your job is not to counsel and it is 
not to comfort. It is to be human but to keep a focus on the fact that you are there 
as a researcher. ” (RP29)

The extent to which researchers shared personal information ranged from those who 

deliberately shared some personal details as a ‘token o f trust’ (RP14) to those who had a
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“very strong model o f  what I  am as a researcher -  which is not who I  am the rest o f  the 

tim e” (RP02) and saw their role as listening, hearing and acknowledging children’s 

stories and were not comfortable with sharing personal information (RP27). All 

participants were conscious of their own boundaries in terms o f the extent to which they 

were willing to share personal details with participants or research colleagues and this 

was frequently discussed as part of the researcher’s personality generally, rather than 

confined to the research context. Participant 03 recognised that she reacted differently to 

her colleagues in some situations with children and felt “you ju s t have to be the person  

that you a re ”. She gave an example of a colleague “who had had a really tough 

childhood” putting her arm around a little boy, who had burst into tears when describing 

his father beating up his mum in his presence. The colleague responded to the child 

saying: “/  had this when I  was a child and I know what i t ’s like”. Participant 03 was not 

sure that she could engage so personally in such situations whereas her colleague “/  think 

quite rightly, went with that aspect o f  her own personality on that occasion. ”

TRUSTING THE RESEARCH PROCESS

The unifying thread through the analysis o f the artistry o f qualitative research was the 

significance of trust not only in terms of researchers trusting children but also in relation 

to researchers trusting the research process once the research space had been created. 

Researcher qualities o f curiosity, waiting, patience, listening, hearing and honesty were 

grouped into one category and the question of how the child understands and positions 

the researcher was placed in a second strand.

Being Curious

Curiosity was m entioned by fifteen participants as being integral both to the research that 

they do and why they do it. Being curious was seen as both a motivation and a skill in 

qualitative research generally as well as with children. Curiosity arose in discussions 

alongside other concepts such as ‘waiting’, ‘listening and hearing’, ‘mutual interest’ and 

‘patience’.

Participant 17 said: “I  d o n ’t know why anyone would want to get into this kind o f  

research i f  they didn ’t have that curiosity. ” She believed that it was on the basis o f that

199



curiosity and wanting to understand something that researchers then accept that they 

“actually have to listen and wait fo r  things to happen

Participant 30 reflected that when she first started in research she really ""wanted to be 

liked ” in the field but as she became more “com fortable” being a researcher the m ore 

attention she found that she could pay to others. She saw this as essential to establish the 

‘"mutual interest" required for her to ""learn WITH other peop le”. Treating children as 

experts meant bringing an ""authentic c u r io s ity  about how they are m aking sense o f a 

situation:

“...really trying to figure  out with them what they are thinking, what puzzles  
them, what they fee l certain about. I  think that is true with adults too. I  think with 
adults there are other levels o f  socialisation that have created more knowable, 
taken-for-granted scripts between adults and adult researchers. I  think there are 
more possibilities fo r  seeing through scripts when you are with young people and  
children, i f  researchers are open to listening and hearing children. " (RP30)

Participant 08 employed curiosity to explore the idea o f the “unsayable” rather than 

pushing children to speak about sensitive experiences:

“There was a time when I  was interviewing sexually abused girls both [in Europe  
and the USA] and some o f  them really cou ldn’t speak about some experiences and  
rather than pushing them to be able to do that, I  would ask questions around that 
curious territory o f  the 'unsayable what happens to the things that you c a n ’t 
say? I  literally asked them: ‘What happens to the things that you c a n ’t sa y? ’ ‘Do  
they ju s t disappear fo r  you, or are they with you in some other way? ’ ” (RP08)

W aiting without asking questions

Seventeen participants felt that one of the most useful skills that they had developed was 

to desist from asking questions and to instead wait for data to surface in its own time. 

This skill was assessed as crucial across all age ranges and research populations.

Participant 29 recalled the first time that she conducted qualitative research with children 

during a pilot study. Looking back at the interview transcripts she described the 

interviews as “atrocious” and realised that initially she was a “terrible interview er” . 

During the course o f the subsequent research, which involved over 200 interviews, she 

gradually built up her confidence and learned im portant skills o f waiting for children and 

giving them time and space to talk:
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“I learned a lot about waiting fo r  children, giving them space to talk and, I think, 
the only reason I  wasn ’t doing that in the beginning was because I  was nervous 
and I am sure, as you know, when you are nervous you are not comfortable with 
silence, you feel like every minute has to be filled with data. So over the course o f  
that many interviews I  got very comfortable with waiting fo r  people... ” (RP29)

Participant 17 believed that researchers must learn to “listen, absorb and reflect” as they 

wait for things to happen because “it is not just going to be laid on a plate fo r  you. ” 

Participant 21 referred to the need to “sit and wait to be “invited’' when working with 

younger children. Participant 07 emphasised that if researchers are really interested in 

children’s lives then they have to demonstrate genuine interest by being patient and 

attentive. She offered an example of watching a child climb a tree in a research context 

as opposed to in ordinary life:

“You don’t do as you usually would do. I would also be impatient -  ‘Oh, they 
have just fallen, there’s nothing new in that’ like most adults would. I find  you 
have to look out from  when they go up and climb up a tree, ‘Look at m e!’, they 
climb all the way up and then down again. You become patient and you follow  
that. I f  you are genuinely interested in children you can’t have it straight away 
you have to show them a new set o f communication rules. ” (RP07)

Participant 16 had conducted a lot of research with teenagers who have had experience of 

Local Authority Care and, particularly those who are now parents “have acute anxieties 

about how they are perceived as parents and any potential link with Social Services.” 

She stressed the importance of patience and researchers putting aside sufficient time 

rather than “being too stuck to an agenda”.

Listening and Hearing

Fourteen participants drew a distinction between listening and hearing and the work of 

Roberts (2000; 2008) was particularly cited in this regard:

“I think one o f the main things is that a lot o f children and young people are not 
used to being talked to and listened to and it is a very powerful experience being 
interviewed by somebody who is really interviewing you properly, and not fo r  any 
specific purpose or not fo r  any ulterior motive other than just to hear what you ’ve 
got to say. ” (RP02)
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Participant 21 decided very early in her research work with children that, just as with 

adults, she would “take at face value” everything that she was told. To question truth, 

often on the basis of age, she saw as pre-judging what children say and missing the point:

“People often, when I  f ir s t started, used to say: ‘Well, how can you say tha t’s 
true, this person is only f i v e ’. 1 got a bit fe d  up o f  hearing that and so I  thought 
this is not -  I  am not after some kind o f  objective truth, I  am after what this 
particular fiv e  year old is saying and how we can make sense o f  it. ” (RP21)

Participant 11 cautioned against adult researchers hearing the more shocking content of 

children’s accounts and missing the extraordinary qualities of the seemingly more 

mundane parts of their narratives:

“The interesting thing is the way in which children might tell you something that 
is unexpected, a bit shocking but that this is often told to you am ongst other more 
mundane things but our adult antennae p ick  up the weird bits, the more shocking 
bits and perhaps fa il  to recognise the importance and extraordinary qualities o f  
everyday, slightly mundane parts o f  their talk. ” (R P l 1)

Two participants recalled, with some amusement, situations where they had struggled 

with listening and letting the child work at their own pace.

“ . . . /  remember the fiirst interview that I  did, a p ilot interview with an 11 year old, 
and 1 tried out asking him about the day, a day in his life. 1 will never fo rg e t him  
-  about half-an-hour later we hadn ’t got to breakfast! [laughter] Well, it may not 
have been half-an-hour but it was a very long time because he described in 
absolutely the minutest detail all the objects that he moved in his room, and then 
all sorts o f  others things came into it too, before he ever got downstairs fo r  his 
breakfast!” (R P l7)

Being Honest

Participant 28 freely acknowledged that from time to time some groups of children in the 

research context can be difficult to manage. However, in common with three other 

participants, she saw this as no different to the challenges presented by some groups of 

students she had worked with in academia over the years:

“...I  am interested in the interaction between children because our work comes at 
things from  a settings approach, we are looking at the home as a setting or the 
community, so that certainly would happen and there are difficult groups but they 
are no different to any difficult group o f  students! [laughter]” (RP28)
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Participant 08 was one of six participants who considered it essential to be honest with 

participants and referred to certain moments that are “really crucial to mark as opposed 

to trying to pretend as though they don't exist” or behaving as though “we are just 

perfectly neutral about them!” She offered an example from her research experience:

“Some o f the girls I  interviewed, and I chose them specifically, were girls who 
had been so severely abused that they sexually or physically abused younger 
children themselves, and, in so fa r  as they found ways to justify that, I  had to find  
a way to at least raise a question in their minds, rather than leave it there, or it 
would have been just a completely dishonest interview. ” (RP08)

Being Reflexive - Who am I to this child?

Sixteen participants emphasised the importance of researchers addressing the question: 

‘Who am I to this child?’

“One o f the things when I am working with students, I would say a lot is: ‘Who 
are you to that child?’ and fo r  you to find  that out. Not to assume, ask about it 
and get a sense. I think it would be reflective o f how you are presenting yourself 
and how you are explaining yourself. So are you the teacher? Are you the social 
worker? Are you the researcher? Are you the friend? Are you the...? There 
would be a lot o f reflection on that in ethnographic work. Are you the person that 
secrets can be shared with? Are you the holder o f those secrets or are you the 
person that is the official that you have to keep things from  so you could be a 
threatening person? But that would be very much from  my psychotherapy 
training. ” (RP26)

Participant 07 also spoke of the need for researchers to recognise that they do not have 

one fixed identity when they undertake fieldwork and that people place them into 

multiple categories. She considered it important therefore, to consider possible roles and 

offered examples such as: a mum, a teacher, a big sister, a nurse, the school doctor, a 

princess or ‘superman’ because each represents a different position and manner of 

engaging with children. In her own work with children Participant 07 drew on her 

anthropological background and positioned herself as the “stranger coming into the 

community” from outside as an observer or participant observer.

More than half of the participants had undertaken a considerable number of research 

studies in school settings. Participant 03 was aware that her school-based research with 

children constituted a very different experience for the children than the one they have in 

their relations with their teachers. She saw her role as being about “respecting their
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knowledge and point o f view” whereas teachers “have a very different task” in terms of 

imparting knowledge within a restricted time-frame. Participant 12 saw one of the main 

challenges that researchers face is that they are typically seen as a teacher and therefore 

somebody with: “a set o f ‘right answers’ and those are the ones that the child is 

supposed to search for. ”

Four participants commented on how the age of the researcher might affect how they are 

perceived by children:

“I was just thinking about Berry Mayall and her point about as you get older how 
it also changes because I  am kind o f verging on the ‘granny stakes’ now so I  think 
I am probably going to be on a winner shortly [laughing]. There is that difficult 
period when you are ju st like their mother -  when you are young it is okay and 
then that intervening period when you get a bit older I think it is probably the 
most difficult.. . ” (RP21)

The researcher as an ‘unusual’ adult

Twenty two participants expressed strong opinions that regardless of the roles adult 

researchers adopt in their research relationships with children, they will be seen by 

children as adults. Suggestions to the contrary were met with phrases such as young 

people finding it “cringe-making” (RPOl), the idea that the researcher can enter the 

child’s world as “barking" (RPl 1), “they’ll think yo u ’re a pratt” (RP02) and “You could 

be the coolest, hippest, trendiest adult in the history o f the universe, you are still an adult 

and they are not. ” (RP28)

Phrases such as ‘the interested stranger’ or ‘an unusual adult’ were used by the vast 

majority of participants. Approaches to negotiating the researcher’s role differed both 

between participants and individually depending on the research context. The roles 

adopted by the researcher in relation to child participants therefore fell along a continuum 

rather than being a series of clearly prescribed roles.

In discussing differences between feminist and childhood research, Participant 03 

highlighted the principal difference as being that when women interview women they are 

“in some respects the same sort o f people” whereas there is a difference with adults 

speaking with children; “You are coming from  a different social context. You are an
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adult and there is nothing you can do about th a t” The adult must therefore 

acknowledge: 'Look, I know I ’m an adult here but I am genuinely interested in your point 

o f view ’. (RP03)

Participant 07 described the balance that she tries to draw between making sure that 

research relationships are different from those that children have with each other yet are 

also different from the relationships that they have with other adults. Participant 07 gave 

the example that if in a research group one child asked her to tell another child off she 

would say something like: 'You do it yourself or 7 can’t do that, you must go and ask an 

adult’. She explained:

“/  would say that I would be very keen not to establish m yself ju st as another 
adult -  not as an authoritarian adult or someone who cares fo r  them or I don't 
give myself the privilege o f caring fo r  the children in that sense because that is a 
privilege isn ’t it? ” (RP07)

Participant 23 saw children as thoughtful social beings that make their own decisions 

about which adults they choose to approach:

I don’t change my behaviour, I might mellow it but I w on’t pretend I am 
something that I am not ... and actually kids are social beings in adult worlds, 
they know and they meet loads o f different people and the people you think that 
they might open up they never do. Some kids you think, I am quite open, and 
they’d open up to me? Absolutely not they might open up to the much more form al 
person and they might fee l much happier doing that. ” (RP23)

The researcher as insignificant

Eleven participants referred to the danger of researcher over-involvement particularly in 

relation to student researchers. Participant 26 encouraged students to be aware of their 

“rescue fantasies" and gave an example of having to intervene with a postgraduate 

student:

"... there was a real struggle about... she got really involved. I  had to pull her 
back a bit and say: ‘You can’t take on... there are things you can do and there are 
things you can’t do. You can’t take on helping people to find  accommodation or 
stu ff like that. ’ I  mean we got into feeling that we had to advocate fo r  people in 
that situation. I also got a sense that we were also possibly quite manipulated by 
people in that situation because they have an agenda... ” (RP26)

Participant 21 considered it important for researchers to act responsibly and realise that 

they are insignificant in children’s lives and that the children they research “are nothing
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to do with you and you have to remember that”. She described the researcher as: “a 

passing train, a passing stranger” and highlighted the dangers of offering too much and 

then leaving whereby children “will have lost more than they have gained'.

Participant 17 emphasised that the research relationship was akin to a stranger 

relationship even in longitudinal studies. She felt that the misreading of the significance 

of the relationship was often by the researcher rather than the researched:

“So I  think you have to make it clear where the research begins and ends and 
that it is this kind o f stranger relationship. With a longitudinal study it is a wee 
bit dijferent but even so, we did a longitudinal study over three years and I  d on ’t 
think anyone got in touch in the meantime. I  think it is easy fo r  researchers to be 
very arrogant, thinking that they are more important in people’s lives than they 
are and I, quite frankly, don’t think that they are!” (RP17)

Participant 11 felt that beyond having to take action if the researcher felt that there were 

"genuine levels o f emotional deprivation” whereby the child was considered at risk, 

researchers becoming overly emotionally distressed about stories from the field can be “a 

little bit precocious”:

I think when you listen to stories as a researcher you listen to a story in a 
particular way and you go over it and you analyse it and you think about it and 
you are reflexive about it, and the people that have told you the story have told 
that story, which is ju st one o f many millions o f stories that they could have told 
you, and if  they thought you were becoming that distressed they really would 
probably tell you to get a life! ” (RPl 1)

Being Confidential

In all cases where participants discussed the issue of confidentiality references to 

disclosures of child abuse within the research context were invariably made. Five 

participants used the term “hysteria” although were aware of the incendiary nature of the 

term in relation to the topic:

“I think there is something that has received too much attention and this is going 
to be heretical. I  think there is, not ju st in research, I  think there is over-emphasis 
on children’s vulnerability and the ethical issues. ... sometimes there is a kind o f  
hysteria out there about children’s vulnerability which is very disempowering fo r  
children. ” (RP21)
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Participant 21 stressed the fact that researchers were “passing strangers” in children’s 

lives and there needed to be a balanced approach taken:

“It is a bit like letting a child climb trees -  I  think there is a danger fo r  child  
researchers actually that, in the end, we w o n ’t be able to do any research at all 
with children because o f  the hysteria that we certainly have in the UK. I f  you go 
to other countries it is completely different, there isn ’t that same kind o f  hysteria 
about childhood abuse or child paedophilia and all the rest o f  it that is actually 
really constraining research with children and I  think that is a problem. ” (RP21)

Only two participants discussed having been in a position where they felt they could not 

m aintain confidentiality in a research context.

Participant 06 had experience of a young girl m aking allegations of abuse to a research 

colleague during the course o f a study. The pre-arranged protocol worked well for the 

young girl and was endorsed and respected by the various professionals who became 

involved. Despite this experience and recognising ""that you have a duty to do certain 

th ings” in the research context. Participant 06 was not convinced by the “form alised  stu ff 

around child pro tec tion” which involved preliminary statements such as:

'" I f  you tell me something I ’ll have to do something about i t ’ because I  actually 
believe that you are saying to somebody: ‘D o n ’t te ll’. I  do believe that children 
are agents and that they will resist that and they will make their own decisions in 
the end whatever you say to them but I  ju s t fe e l it is, particularly local authorities, 
covering themselves. It is about avoiding litigation rather than understanding the 
research process. ”

Participant 06 had been involved in some difficult discussions with funding agencies 

because of her ethical stance on this issue:

“/  say ethics are culturally relative but that doesn ’t mean that I  think you should  
descend into a non-ethicalposition. We d o n ’t seem to have handled this. There is 
a difference between saying that ethics are culturally relative and not having 
ethics and they keep saying: ‘But you must do it this w ay’ and I  keep saying: 
‘D o n ’t tell me to do it that way because my experience is that whatever rules you 

put in d o n ’t f i t  and you have to negotiate them with young people and i f  you pu t a 
rule in, it becomes oppressive and then you use it to beat each other. ” (RP06)

Participant 18 spoke of having had to deal with difficult things that children have told her 

“not around disclosure o f  sexual abuse which seems to be like the endless paranoia that 

we have g o t” but in relation to being upset about pets that have died or missing a parent
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who is living separately. She was asked about situations where there are no clear grounds 

for intervention but where the researcher might, nevertheless, be concerned about a child, 

“such as the child who is very sad” . In response Participant 18 shared her personal 

experience o f two occasions when she had decided to breach confidentiality.

The first related to a written piece of work in a research project, that children had been 

told would remain anonymous, in which one child had “described how he was planning 

fo r  his next suicide a ttem pt”. Participant 18 reported her concerns to the Educational 

W elfare Officer and discovered that the child had already tried to commit suicide once, 

and was receiving therapy, but no-one was aware that he was planning to do so again. 

The second incident involved a child who "was ju s t simply depressed” and Participant 18 

m entioned it to the child’s teacher without telling the child.

“So I  have breached confidentiality a couple o f  times but I  d o n ’t know what else I  
could have done. Usually it is fo r  my own reassurance. So I  think that is a good 
question, it is a very good question. ” (RP18)

The majority of participants had not been in a position where they had considered 

breaking confidentiality. For many participants the issue had simply not arisen. 

Participant 05 had worked as a researcher for over twenty-five years;

“...I  c a n ’t think o f  an occasion when I ’ve thought: ‘I ’m going to have to do 
something about th is ’. I  suppose in a way, and you could say this is abdicating 
responsibility, I  think I ’ve generally tried to be reasonably sympathetic but 
m aintained a certain distance from  it in that it isn ’t my jo b  to sort out their lives. 
But I  ca n ’t think o f  an instance where I ’ve been faced  with something where I ’ve 
thought I  should take action. ” (R P03)

Participant 11 felt that it was important to recognize that while there are issues that will 

“shock your sensitivities” as a researcher it is also important that researchers leam to 

contain their anxiety around the issue o f confidentiality because, in her experience, “i f  

you give them a chance” children will “place things in context”. Participant 11 recalled 

her feelings in the middle o f one interview when a child started talking about: “I  might 

bury the c a t”.

“... I  was slightly disturbed about that but we talked about it fo r  a bit and then we 
went on to the next topic pretty quickly, they changed the subject and started 
talking about the goldfish or something and you are sort o f  sat there reeling by
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this little bit and you think: ‘Do I explore this with the parents or do I keep it 
completely confidential?’ (RPl l )

Participant 11 “sat w ith” her dilemma and the remark was subsequently contextualized 

by the child’s mother:

And on that situation the mum had been passing, it was an open plan house and 
she had been passing past, and she said: ‘Oh yes, we played funerals the other 
week because they wanted to know what a funeral was like so the cat w as...’ ... 
and the children were actually fairly bored by it because apparently the cat 
wouldn ’t be dead! It kept jumping out o f the shoe box or whatever it was in! ” 
[laughter] (RPl l )

She reflected on whether it was perhaps her nursing background that enabled her to 

contain her anxiety and wait: “because I  have got so many years o f experience, that 

things don ’t tend to shock me about what children say, or what children go through or 

what children wonder about”. For Participant 11 the issue that she struggled most with in 

her research was the poverty and “the home conditions that some o f the children are 

living in”.

Participant 28 echoed the experiences of many participants when she related difficulties 

with confidentiality as being primarily to do with gate-keepers rather than children. She 

offered an example from her school-based research practice when she had collected data 

from a group of seven and eight year old children: “they were brilliant, they were 

fantastic, I got so much data. ” After working with the children Participant 28 met with 

the Principal and conducted a “straightforward, ordinary taped interview” before leaving 

the school:

when I was leaving I  had to walk past the classroom and the class teacher is 
in there shouting at them fo r  not treating me with respect and not behaving 
properly and not being sood and I had gone into that room and said: ‘The door is 
shut now, this is you and me, and nothing goes back to anyone out o f this room. ’ 
I was so upset so I had to go back to the Principal and said: ‘Listen, I  gave those 
kids a guarantee that what was going to happen between us was okay. ’ I  had to 
intervene then and that was really sad. So I  have had those kinds o f problems 
with the adults but never with the kids. ” (RP28)

Confidentiality was an issue where there seemed to be a marked difference between how 

researchers interacted with adults compared to when they researched with children.
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Participant 17 offered an example o f the very different approach to confidentiality that 

she has taken with adult respondents:

“There were occasions when I  have stopped the tape and said: 7  am going back 
over it and I ’m going to delete th a t’, in case anyone else got to hear that. Quite 
often they hadn ’t told anybody so I  made sure it wasn ’t on the tape. ” (R P l 7)

At the same, time Participant 17 stressed the necessity for the researcher to make it clear 

“where the research begins and ends” regardless of whether they are working with 

children or adults to ensure adherence to safe and ethical standards o f research practice.

CONCLUSION;

This chapter presented the findings in relation to the artistry of the researcher and the 

skills and creativity involved in forming mutual and enabling research relationships with 

children. Although the drawing o f a clear distinction between quantitative and qualitative 

research was resisted, participants in this study did associate qualitative research with 

particular skills and em phasized the interpretive role of the researcher. The learning and 

development o f qualitative research skills were assessed as akin to learning a craft 

whereby the artfulness o f the researcher, in terms o f their personal qualities and 

creativity, played an integral part in qualitative research practice. Under the over-arching 

key theme of ‘The Artistry of the Researcher’ three sub-themes were addressed. First, 

‘Creating the Space’, m entioned by twenty-four participants, in terms o f the importance 

of research preparation in the gathering o f good quality data and the creation o f contained 

research spaces for children. Second, ‘The Research Relationship’, discussed by all 

participants in relation to establishing, m aintaining and continuously renegotiating 

relationships in the research context. The question o f ‘W ho is the researcher to the 

child?’ and the im plications of the role of the researcher as an ‘unusual adult’ were 

specifically addressed. Third, ‘Trusting the Research Process’ which reviewed a cluster 

o f researcher qualities highlighted as im portant by interviewees and also explored how 

children in the research context understand and position the adult researchers that they 

work with. The unifying thread throughout the chapter in relation to the positioning of 

the researcher was how the issue of trust, in terms of the researcher’s capacity both to 

trust children and to trust the research process, was seen as fundam ental to high quality 

qualitative research practice.
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These findings present a contradiction. In the previous chapter the adult-child dichotomy 

emerged as being central to how researchers conceptualised children and childhood. 

Concerns were raised about the negative effects o f such a dichotom y on both children and 

the standing of children’s research. In this chapter, however, the focus on child-centred 

creativity in accounts o f research with children clearly indicated that participants did 

make such a distinction in their research practice. Consistent with the early children’s 

research literature (Christensen and James, 2000) certain aspects o f the research context 

were seen to need particular attention in children’s research, most notably the positioning 

of the researcher as an ‘unusual adult’ in the research relationship. This required careful 

consideration of a number of issues that would not receive the same priority in research 

with adults.

The findings from this chapter demonstrated that the most significant issue in terms o f the 

adult-child dichotomy in participants’ accounts arose in discussions around 

confidentiality. This was not just about when and if confidentiality should be breached 

but also about the containment of researcher anxiety. This issue has been raised in the 

research methods literature reviewed in chapter two and would seem a fruitful area for 

further examination (Devereux, 1967). The centrality o f the issue o f trust, researchers’ 

ability to trust children and their concerns regarding m aintaining confidentiality seemed 

to be of a different order to those reported in accounts of adult research.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T  

RIGOUR AND REFLEXIVITY

INTRODUCTION

This chapter reports the findings in relation to the concepts o f ‘rigour’ and ‘reflexivity’ 

and their significance in relation to how researchers position themselves in their 

qualitative research with children. The concept of rigour was not controversial and was 

unequivocally assessed as fundamental by all participants. Variations occurred in terms 

of how rigour was understood, pursued and reported but an underlying thread throughout 

all the discussions was the need for qualitative research to be systematic, transparent and 

accountable. It was if, and how, participants saw reflexivity and rigour as being 

inextricably linked that provided the main focus of participants’ accounts and the 

subsequent analysis of data. Conversely, the concept of reflexivity evoked strong 

opinions, a range of definitions and a continuum  of positions in relation to research 

practice. The extent to which reflexivity was considered an essential part of rigorous and 

accountable research on the one hand, or symptomatic of self-indulgent off-task research 

practice on the other, reflects the extreme views that emerged at either end o f a 

continuum of opinion about the role of reflexivity in qualitative research. W hilst the vast 

m ajority of participants assessed reflexivity as an integral part o f the qualitative research 

process there was a m ore mixed response to how adeptly reflexivity is incorporated into 

research thinking and practice and the quality, style and content o f reflexive writing. A 

minority o f had turned away from reflexivity in their research, feeling that it had ‘lost its 

w ay’, had becom e a practice far rem oved from its early fem inist roots in qualitative 

research and had becom e ‘more about the researcher than the researched’. The findings 

in this chapter are reported under two sub-themes ‘R igour’ and ‘Reflexivity’ which 

together suggested the fifth over-arching theme ‘Rigour and R eflexivity’.
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RIGOUR

The concept of ‘rigour’ was discussed by all participants. It was included under section 

one of the interview schedule and was also raised by most participants under section five 

of the interview schedule relating to the concept of ‘reflexivity’. Regardless of 

conceptual or theoretical differences, participants were unequivocal about the need for 

qualitative research to be a systematic, transparent and rigorous process. A number of 

philosophical stances were mentioned during the course of interviews such as “critical 

realist” (RP25), “more towards relativist than the realist” (RP09), “not a naive realist or 

naive relativist” (RP08), “post-structuralist” (RP06), “post-modernity as a paradigmatic 

position” (RP19) and “more subjectivist than objectivist” (RPII). However, despite 

differences in philosophical positions all participants consistently rejected the concept of 

‘objectivity’ associated with the positivist paradigm. Objectivity was described in terms 

such as: “notpossible” (RPI6); an “illusion” (RP08); a “red herring” (RP21); “a fallacy” 

(RP27).

The comments of Participant 01 were typical:

“/  would, I suppose, adopt a view that objectivity isn’t necessarily possible, or 
indeed important, within qualitative research and I would certainly accept that 
when I ’m engaged in data collection and researchers who work fo r  me, that they 
are bringing their person to that situation. So objectivity? -  What I  concentrate 
more on is rigour and in trying to give the best possible chance fo r  people to 
express themselves and to not bias that process. ”(RPOl)

Participant 01 commented that when teaching she has often been asked by students “But 

how do you get at the truth?”

“O f course that is at the cornerstone o f all philosophy o f social research, you 
know discussions and debates about truth and what is it and all o f that. When 
people are working in qualitative research funnily enough fo r  a while, they almost 
-  those issues are always there -  but there is an acceptance I  think on the part o f 
researchers that what they are looking fo r  is not the truth. They are looking fo r  
people’s interpretations o f their situations so in a sense they are looking fo r  their 
truth rather than trying to establish a set o f  social facts. ” (RPOl)

Variations occurred in relation to the traditional concepts of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ 

and the extent to which those terms were used and other terms were seen as preferable:
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“...so i t ’s “horsesfo r  courses”. One has got greater reliability but lower validity 
and vice versa. But a lot o f  the current literature does suggest that we need to use 
different terms because these are ‘sc ien tific’ or rather ‘scientistic’ terms and that 
it would be fa r  better to have a different set o f  terms applied to qualitative  
research, in particular ideas about transparency... ” (RP17)

Participant 11 suggested that the language o f quantitative research did not necessarily 

translate well to qualitative research:

“/  d o n ’t think that you can transfer reliability and validity across to qual s tu ff but 
I do think there are things like authenticity, credibility, veracity - research has got 
to be a rigorous and moral process... ” (R P l 1)

Only three participants confined their discussion of rigour to the concepts of reliability 

and validity. The rem aining participants used a range o f words and phrases throughout 

their accounts to describe what they saw as indicative of high quality qualitative research. 

The most commonly cited terms and phrases in relation to assessing rigour in qualitative 

work were that research should be ‘transparent’, ‘reflexive’, ‘system atic’ and demonstrate 

a ‘clear process’. O ther frequently used words and phrases were ‘credibility’, 

‘trustworthiness’, ‘authenticity’, ‘auditability’, ‘internal consistency’, ‘transferability’, 

‘researcher reactivity’ and ‘researcher b ias’. Triangulation was m entioned by sixteen 

participants as an im portant consideration in attempts to strengthen and add rigour to 

qualitative work.

Twenty-five participants stressed the importance of transparent accounting in the 

conducting and reporting of qualitative research. Seventeen participants highlighted the 

need for research to be carried out systematically. Participants used terms such as 

‘clarity’, ‘credibility’, ‘transferability’, ‘auditabihty’ and fourteen of those spoke of 

“looking fo r  a process” (RP22) “that was internally consistent” (RP12). The emphasis 

on rigour and a transparent and system atic research process featured strongly in 

participants’ discussions o f what they strive towards in their own work and in their 

teaching. The importance of rigour and explicit accounting were reiterated during 

participants’ accounts o f their roles as doctoral supervisors and external examiners o f 

PhD theses:

“I  think with PhD students, certainly all the PhD students that I  have supervised  
or I  have had the privilege to extern on, the m ethods chapter is where you do that
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demonstrating and that is where you show your work is subjected to certain kinds 
o f standards and that you have been very explicit about that. ” (RP24).

M ore than half o f the participants were members of editorial boards of peer-reviewed 

academ ic journals. Issues of transparency, clarity and consistency were considered 

crucial in relation to that role when reviewing articles that are submitted for publication 

as well reading research accounts in the broader qualitative research literature. 

Participant 30 spoke of the need for contextualisation and accountability within written 

articles and the studies that she found most persuasive were those where the researcher 

had spent time with the people or comm unity being studied:

“I actually think the demands and expectations o f the academy, o f this mad race 
fo r  publications, and the whole idea o f places being rated by publication and all 
that kind o f stuff, really does a disservice to the production o f high quality 
qualitative research because I really do, aside from  transparency, believe that 
time has a lot of... I  give a lot more credence, I believe much more in a study that 
has been written up when I know that the researcher has spent a lot o f  time with 
the group or the individual that is being written about. ” (RP30)

Concern about the standard o f writing in some accounts of qualitative research was raised 

by fourteen participants. Participant 24 had published widely on qualitative research 

methods. She comm ented that although “lots of people now think that they are a kind of 

expert in qualitative m ethods” on closer examination the basis for those claims can seem 

“quite flim sy” in terms o f an understanding of the procedures associated with undertaking 

and demonstrating rigorous qualitative research. She believed that a large part of the 

problem  was the way in which methodological work is written:

"We make a huge intellectual leap in our writing: straight to the arguments and 
analysis where we use data to illustrate and I therefore, think there is a real issue 
about people coming in in terms o f where is the warrant fo r  this, how can I work 
out whether this is a well done piece o f research, how can I work out whether the 
analytic tools that they have used stand up, because often we don’t tell anyone?" 
(RP24)

The implications for capacity building were therefore a major concern:

"It raises huge issues fo r  people certainly in capacity building, how do we 
capacity build not ju st new, junior PhD students but also people who are coming 
back into the field. We have a lot o f people, particularly in the social sciences, 
who come back having been practitioners o f various kinds where often in their 
working lives they do have standards and warrants and how do we ensure that
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they can build their research capacity without actually knowing how we are doing 
it? (RP24)

Participant 24 noted the “huge sense of trust” in the qualitative research com m unity that 

people “are doing it properly and well and according to certain kinds of standards” and 

the “huge amount of unease about applying warrants or being very explicit” . However, 

she believed that:

“...certainly i f  it is to be taken seriously then I  think we have to pu t into place  
those kinds o f  procedures [associated with rigour] and make those things explicit 
so that we can build capacity. ” (RP24)

Participant 22 em phasised the onus on qualitative researchers to produce rigorous work 

and was critical of what she saw as “a lot o f  very sloppy qualitative work out there. ”

Participant 09 assessed her research work as, in the main, ''completely biased and  

completely subjective” and saw that as the reason why she needed to be ''critically 

aware” in her writing. She described herself as "kind o f  arty fa r ty ” about things such as 

research relationships but “very keen on the other hand on traditional academic rigour 

and I  think that you can actually do the two.”

Twelve participants discussed triangulation as a valuable way of adding pieces to the 

"intellectual puzzle” (RP14) and adding weight to their qualitative work. The use of the 

term ‘triangulation’ was confined to either employing several qualitative methods, such 

as in the M osaic Approach, or using a combination o f qualitative and quantitative 

m ethods at different stages of a study.

Participant 14 acknowledged that it can be “very hard with qualitative data” because the 

researcher is trying to almost “recreate p eo p le ’s lived experiences and how do you do 

that?” She was aware of a “backlash” against m ultiple methods, in the sense that it can 

be seen as: 'F ling everything at it and you will get plenty o f  data”, but believed that a 

“genuine multiple methods approach” which accepts that “this m ethod is only going to 

generate a certain type o f  data and there is still going to be a lot m issing” has a lot to 

offer. She saw it as about “covering all bases that this piece o f  research isn ’t complete, 

there is something missing and find ing  a way o f  collecting that m issing data.” (RP14)
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Participant 18 was concerned that “we all end up doing these tiny, small-scale studies” 

and was not sure that they were “convincing fo r  evidence-based policy”. In terms of 

influencing policies for children, “what you have to hope fo r  is that your research gets 

picked up” and becomes part of a systematic review of a broader range o f studies on a 

particular topic. Participant 11 had similar fears about small-scale qualitative studies. 

She thought that qualitative research was “strong on its own but it has also got the 

potential to have a different sort o f  strength i f  it is aligned with other methods as well.”

For Participant 29 a complementary mixed methods approach was often the most 

rigorous and the m ost meaningful:

“...quantitative researchers talk about qualitative research as being biased and  
one p erso n ’s interpretation - look at a stats article where they are talking about a 
correlation o f  0.1 as significant! To me there are evils o f  bias in both and at least 
qualitative researchers have the backbone to adm it it. In terms o f  aiming fo r  
objectivity neither m ethod can do it but i f  we can use one to complement the 
other, we are much more likely to be able to do something meaningful. ” (RP29).

REFLEXIVITY

The concept o f reflexivity was discussed by all participants. It formed a separate section 

on the interview schedule and participants were asked to offer a definition and to discuss 

their own experience and approach to reflexive research practice. Twenty-three 

participants thought that reflexivity was important, that it should be an integral part o f all 

research projects and that it is inextricably linked to rigorous research practice. These 

participants specifically saw reflexive practice as a way of rigorously attending to, and 

strengthening, the inevitable subjective nature of research in general and qualitative 

research in particular. However, during the process of exploring the concept with 

participants, m arked variations occurred in how participants defined the concept, 

understood the purposes it served and incorporated it into their research practice and 

research writing.

Five participants believed that the practice of reflexivity should be incorporated into all 

research work:

217



“I think reflexivity is not something that qualitative researchers should practice 
and other researchers shouldn’t. I  think that reflexivity is difl'erent depending on 
the kind o f research that you are doing but after all, even with quantitative 
research, very straightforward quantitative research, I  think there is almost a 
denial o f  the self quite often. This is where we get into very interesting debates 
about objectivity.. . ” (RP24)

Three participants, who were heavily influenced by the post-structuralist paradigm found 

the concept problematic; “For post-structuralists it is a nightmare -  i f  we don’t know 

anything how on earth can you engage in critical reflexivity?” [laughing] (RP23)

Definitions of Reflexivity

There was no single, clear definition of reflexivity that all participants referred or 

subscribed to. Two participants seemed unperturbed by the fact that they did not know 

what the term meant:

“It is one o f those issues that I  hear my colleagues talk about and I kind o f think it 
must be quite important and I really must read into the tons and tons o f  
information that there is about it!” [laughter] (RP19)

Participant 02 did not feel that her career “or my practice o f research is damaged by the

fac t that I don’t really know what it means. ” She felt strongly that:

“Qualitative research is perfectly worthy o f being considered as a scientific 
approach to research and I  think we do ourselves a disservice as a research 
community i f  we mystify it. I suspect words like reflexivity are mystifying, they
are mystifying even to me who works in the field. ” (RP02)

Participants did not seem surprised that there was a lack of clarity around the concept of 

reflexivity and several referred to their own uncertainty and disquiet about various 

elements of reflexive practice during their personal accounts of how they understood, 

taught and practised reflexivity. Participant 29 felt that “we have created this snobbery 

and this hierarchy” in relation to several concepts in qualitative research of which 

reflexivity is one. Participant 21 described reflexivity as a “recursive circle” in which the 

researcher thinks about their relationship with their research projects and their research 

subjects: “in terms o f any effects that you might have in terms o f shaping the kinds o f 

data” that are generated. She saw the other important aspect as “recognition that it is 

highly subjective” and that the researcher’s interpretation should be owned as their
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version. However, she also expressed disquiet that sometimes the concept was employed 

by those for whom research seemed to be “a personal quest”.

Participant 25 saw reflexivity as a way of acknowledging and working with the personal 

material and agendas that the researcher inevitably brings to the research context. She 

recalled her undergraduate learning about epistemology that had convinced her that “pure  

objectivity is an unhelpful fantasy. ”

Participant 07 believed that reflexivity “has to be systematic”, as opposed to “free  

floa ting”, whereby reflexive practice is part of a continuous process o f going “back and  

fo r th ” and checking observations, interpretations and understandings. She stressed the 

importance of field notes so as to: “let those reflections, that reflexive practice, come 

back into the study again.”

Reflexivitv and Reflectivitv

When offering definitions and explanations of reflexivity participants frequently 

contrasted ‘reflexivity’ with ‘reflectivity’ and noted that the two terms were used 

interchangeably in some literature which was not seen as helpful. A further complication 

was that the term ‘reflexivity’ was understood and used differently across a number of 

academic disciplines and professional practice arenas:

Participant 10 was from a psychology background:

“I suppose I  take quite a practical and pragm atic approach to it. Reflexivity is 
very important in kind o f  problem atising scientism in psychology fo r  instance. 
[However] ... it took me a very long time before I  realised that there was this 
whole body o f  reflective practitioner literature and actually, I  d o n ’t really know  
what concept o f  reflexivity they are working w ith?" (RPIO)

Participant 11 was from a nursing background:

“It is damn hard to do well and you will get debates about whether or not it's ... 
whether we are being reflective or reflexive ... i f  you ask people what the 
difference is between being reflective and being reflexive I  think it is really 
difficult because there is no consensus out in the literature. ” ( R P l l )

Participant 25 was from a social work background:
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“I  think there is a lot o f  confusion around partly because there is semantic 
confusion between reflexivity and reflectivity. I f  you talk about reflection, unless 
it is written down, nobody knows which word you are using and to me there is a 
distinction between being reflective which means doing some o f the things we 
have been doing in this interview and some o f the things we have talked about in 
this interview, it means thinking about what you are doing as a researcher, how 
you are handling these situations, reflecting back on that afterwards and thinking 
about ways in which you could have done it differently and that is really 
important and that overlaps with, but is conceptually distinct from, reflexivity 
which is about the relationship between me as a person and the research I  am 
doing. I  think that is the best way I can put it. ” (RP25)

Participant 06 was from an education background;

i f  you are into reflexivity then you can’t stay in one position otherwise you are 
ju st reflective and I  think the difference between reflexivity and reflection is that 
something actually happens within the process - it may be that there is a changed 
outcome but it maybe that there is a changed income; it promotes a process, an 
internal dialogue. ” (RP06)

Participant 02 was from a social policy background:

"I think it [reflexivity] gets confused with reflectivity as well and that’s really just 
about how we make sense o f qualitative data and the analytic process, but that is 
no different to any other person working in the human sciences. ... I  know 
practitioners talk about 'reflective practice’ and again, I don’t wholly understand 
what that means apart from  learning from  what’s out there, and perhaps 
improving and changing your practice as you learn, which doesn’t seem a 
particularly complicated principle. ” (RP02)

Reflexivity and Feminism

A unifying thread across disciplinary and professional practitioner boundaries in thirteen 

accounts was the association of the concept with feminist literature and ideas. Those who 

associated the concept of reflexivity with feminist work spanned the spectrum of 

disciplines, professional practitioner backgrounds and opinions and included both those 

who had become “a little impatient with all this talk about reflexivity" as well as those 

who saw it as an essential part of ‘strong subjectivity’:

“Well this comes out o f feminism doesn’t it? Well I have been accused o f not 
being reflexive. Somebody wrote a paper about reflexivity and one o f the people 
she took as an example o f bad practice was me! [laughter]... “I  think she would 
probably accuse me, I  mean I  know her, I  think she would probably accuse me o f  
being rather crude and simplistic and probably I  am. I  take the sort o f  line that a
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lot o f  fem inists do actually, that there are more important things to do in this 
world than sit around considering o n e’s navel essentially. ” (RP03)

Participant 09 had taught and pubhshed on the topic of reflexivity over many years and 

noted its associations with the concept of ‘use of s e lf  in her previous career as a social 

worker. She considered reflexivity to be about ethics and integrity in research practice 

and saw the core principles as emanating from feminist ideas.

Participant 23 was from an education background and undertook research predom inantly 

on sensitive issues and uses reflexive practice to process her reactions: “whether it is in 

the m om ent or later on and I  suppose th a t’s not the training but th a t’s your fem inist 

research methods isn ’t i t? ”

Participant 19, from a psychology background, had also taught and published in the area 

o f reflexivity over the course of many years. She adopted a “practical and pragm atic  

approach"  given that reflexivity, in the same way as ‘discourse’, is “one o f  these terms 

that covers a multitude o f  sins.” She believed that it can mean “lots o f  different things at 

different times" and outlined two ends of a spectrum from “an emotional outpouring" to 

“reinstating a kind o f  rationalism”. She likened the “agonizings about reflexivity" as 

being similar to the “ones that happened around the whole crisis around representation, 

particularly in fem inist theory in the mid 1990s."

Participants’ Personal Experiences of Reflexive Research Practice

Fourteen participants shared personal examples of reflexivity in their research work. 

Participant 30 recalled learning in her first research project “how much I  avoided conflict 

in certain conversations, in certain interviews". She felt fortunate that “because I  was 

there a long enough time to sustain contact” she had been able to “learn more about that 

and come to find out exactly what issues it was that I avoided that had to do with mothers 

and daughters being angry at m others.”

W hen discussing fieldwork Participant 07 noted that;

“very often the issues that surprise me, amaze me, intrigue me -  the things that I  
sit with and am very engaged in, or focus on, are issues to do with myself.” 
(RP07)
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She gave examples of studies that she had undertaken relating to the concepts of 

‘dependency’ and ‘vulnerability’ - one where she was aware from an early stage in the 

research design that the issue was “also an issue for my own life” and one where that 

realization did not come until much later in the process. The approach that Participant 07 

takes to ‘‘issues that I  would be really interested to sort out" is to be “theoretically” 

curious. At the same time Participant 07 strongly disagreed with those who argue that 

“the better you are able to touch or be in contact with your inner ch ild ' the better you 

will be able to understand the children that you are researching. W hile acknowledging 

that personal experience can generate general research questions, Participant 07 felt that it 

was not helpful beyond that “because children today are different, they live different 

lives”. Rather she believed that such realizations “can give us this little insight but you  

c a n ’t use it otherwise as a researcher.” Participant 07 com m ented that one of the 

difficulties for researchers is that “sometimes it is the things that we never thought were 

sensitive that actually are sensitive” and to that extent, “...w e  are always out there, I 

think, researching on the edge. ”

Participant 08 spoke of a period in her life when she was interested in doing research on a 

particular topic but knew she could not. “/  could do it clinically, but I  could not do it as 

an interviewer, and then leave that child.” She stressed the importance of researchers 

having reached a stage: “where it is possible to receive another p erso n ’s story as a very 

distinct, a very different one ” as well as being able to process the em otions that may be 

evoked in the process.

The concept of reflexivity arose in a discussion with Participant 14 about ‘use of s e lf  in 

research. Participant 14 was given a hypothetical scenario where a child or young person 

unexpectedly “says something that touches something within the researcher” . She was 

asked how researchers deal with being “affected by the child or young person?”

“That is such an interesting question and it happens all the time. The thing that I  
am tussling with a t the moment is whether we should be dealing with it or whether 
we should accept that that is a normal part o f  human interaction and i f  you are 
looking at the researcher-researched relationship as being a human interaction 
then you ca n ’t divorce one from  the other. So, fo r  instance, something that m ight 
set something o ff fo r  me, I  had three children but my middle child died when he 
was two. Now in the course o f  the kind o f  work I  would do in relation to young  
children or people who have got young children, it is quite likely that I  will come
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across situations where other people have lost children or children have lost 
siblings o f  a sim ilar age. I  am trying to think [pause fo r  thought], I  am sorry I 
am taking a bit o f  time with this but I  want to try and get to the bottom o f  it 
because it is a really interesting question. ” (RP14)

Participant 14 was also thoughtful on how the researcher’s response can impact on the 

quality o f the data but also potentially deepen connections with participants:

“I d o n ’t think you can stop yourself from  feeling, I  d o n ’t think it is possible to ju s t  
have a nice professional fro n t that has no emotions, where you are kind o f  
detached from  everything even your own inner feelings and your own memories. 
The difficulty is i f  the response to whatever that stimulus was then impacts on the 
quality o f  the rest o f -  i f  i t ’s an interview or whatever it is -  but also that there are 
opportunities too with connections like that. ” (RP14)

Participant 14 believed that qualitative researchers have to make intuitive and ethical 

judgm ents on such issues in the moment and in relation to the other human being - child, 

young person or adult - that they are working with.

“/  mentioned earlier about the rapport and the building o f  trust and that 
sometimes one o f  the ways I  do that is I  tell the person, the participant, something 
that is showing trust, something about myself, sharing something personal. So i f  
there is a personal connection with something that is in your life that has 
suddenly touched something in theirs then there are opportunities to explore that 
connection in terms o f  will it actually build more rapport? Will it do the reverse? 
They are some o f  those snapshot, micro judgm ents that you have got to make - a 
very intuitive judgm ent that you need to make. ” (RP14)

Participant 09 was one o f thirteen participants who stressed that there were various levels 

and types o f reflexivity. She saw reflexivity as being about a “series o f  questions" about 

the researcher’s assumptions, their impact on respondents and how the respondents might 

see the researcher. Consequently, “it is about the se lf but it is also about the institution 

and the social context as well.”

Participant 14 was one o f seven participants who felt that researchers frequently neglect 

reflexivity at the design stage and tend to focus on fieldwork whereas “there should be a 

lot o f  reflexivity in their thinking about: ‘Why am I using these m ethods?’” She 

comm ented that in her own research:

“I  p u t a lot o f  emphasis on the preparation fo r  research and what we think about 
in designing it, how we approach it. Now fo r  me, reflexivity should be very big at
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the start and into the beginning parts o f the study and should tail o ff towards the 
end. So it should be huge in terms o f when you are designing the kinds o f 
methods you might use. ” (RP14)

Criticisms of Reflexivity in Qualitative Research

Eight participants expressed negative views about reflexivity in qualitative research 

including five participants who assessed reflexivity as important but had difficulties in 

the way in which it was understood and practised.

"...but at the same time there is a real danger o f slipping into, it is about me -  
you learn more about the researcher than you do about the researched and that 
fo r  me is a danger ... I  do work with a lot o f powerless groups -  structurally 
powerless i f  you like or exploited, I  think at one level it is symbolic violence fo r  it 
to be more about the researcher than it is about [the researched]” (RP23).

Participant 14 was adamant that “...you can’t do good qualitative research without a 

reflexive element to it. ” At the same time, she also had “a lot o f  sympathy with the 

people who say that they are sick to death o f reading about it”. She acknowledged that 

there can be a tendency towards the “narcissistic” type of reflexivity where “...its all 

about me and that is very poor research. ”

Participant 22 had become impatient with what she perceived as the limitations imposed 

by some reflexive accounts:

“I think the reflexivity thing got ridiculous actually and disempowering to people 
... it became more about the researcher than the topic they were researching and 
it got completely over-done. It was also an alibi: ‘Oh, I  am ju st a poor white, 
middle-class, male what can I possibly know and what can I  say about this?’ 
Well, bloody hell, i f  you have spent these years studying this thing and you can’t 
say anything about it well what the hell have you been doing?” [laughter] (RP22)

At the same time, she was not against reflexive practice that directly addressed important 

questions:

“On the other hand, that sensitivity to those issues is really important. It is 
important to say: ‘What wasn ’t I  able to get access to because o f who I  am or how 
I  was seen?’ O f course, how you are seen is not always how you think o f yourself 
so it is important to know really how are you seen?" (RP22)
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For Participant 28 reflexivity should be about “actual theoretical thinking” about the 

methods and the research processes and “not the data". She was interested in the extent 

to which reflexivity can be seen to be of benefit to children’s lives.

Writing up

The writing of reflexive accounts was the part of reflexivity that was seen to be most 

problematic. Of the twenty-three participants who considered reflexivity an integral part 

of qualitative research practice, twelve also stated that they believed that the writing up of 

reflexive accounts had to be carefully managed. Issues that were raised included “writing 

a lot o f stu ff about yourself and your own history” without clarity as to the relevance of 

this material to the research project (RP25); reports of research “if  all you can see is the 

researcher" (RP04); when reflexive accounts are presented separately: “H ere’s my 

subterranean process and here’s the process o f the research” that perhaps the 

‘subterranean process’ should remain as a private resource for the researcher’s personal 

work. (RP26).

Participant 28 voiced the strongest opinions on the subject:

“I am bored by it now to be honest with you! [heavy sigh] That is my main 
feeling about it. I certainly don’t want to read reams and reams o f someone 
else’s. I  can’t even handle doing the reflexive tutorials with our practice students. 
I mean... I don’t think that people really think very well and I certainly don’t think 
they write about their thinking very well and then they expect me to read it as 
well! I mean, really?” (RP28)

Participant 30 had written extensively on the topic. She considered reflexivity as “...the 

most important quality o f quality qualitative research” yet did not believe that it 

necessarily needed to be written up in a published form and was clear that: “It can be 

used in the analysis but need not be produced in confessional formats.”

Participant 11 saw the shift away from the emphasis on reflexivity as perhaps “a sign o f 

maturity within qualitative research” and recognition of the poor quality of some of the 

reflexive writing:

“...some o f the reflexivity that you get in chapters and papers is just tedious and 
the worst reflexivity is often done by people that haven’t really ‘sot i t ’ (in terms o f 
understood it and got the hang o f it) anyway. ” (RPl 1)
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Participant 29 was one of seven participants who said that while they believe that 

reflexivity should be practised across the span of a research project they are 

uncomfortable with publicly sharing their reflexive writing:

“I f in d  reflexivity in writing hard because it is a bit too personal and I  am not 
comfortable with that and I  think it is my training, maybe I  have a quantitative 
soul, but it is done horribly in a lot o f  things, it is tokenistic, there is no substance  
to it. I  see really good reflexive practice translate into terrible reflexive writing. ” 
(RP29)

Participant 23 was one of the editors of a peer-reviewed academic journal that is open to, 

and accepting of, reflexive work. She spoke of reading a lot of reflexive accounts where 

there is a ‘W ho I am ’ section separate from ‘the data’ and consequently the reader is left 

to make “the connections” which she finds unsatisfactory. Participant 23 comm ented that 

when she reads something where she knows more about the researcher than about the 

data “/  get really twitchy”:

Participant 06 took a different approach to the issue of reflexivity and saw “a real danger” 

in moving towards prescriptions about how much, or how little, the researcher revealed in 

their work or that reflexivity had to be approached in a certain way. She reported that her 

personal experience in academia had been “/o r  people to point fingers in a very elitist 

way and hierarchical way about your approaches” and cautiously noted; “/  have to be 

really careful what I  say here”:

“I  have a real fea r  about structures that get inhabited by the usual suspects who 
are not reflexive, who are stuck in a discipline and they want to impose their will 
on the rest o f  us and then we are into this technical-rational nightmare. ” (RP06)

Participant 06 gave an example o f where, despite claims that reflexive writing allows 

researchers to learn from each other’s mistakes, she was approached by a colleague when 

she submitted a piece for publication that examined errors that she had made in a research 

project. Participant 06 had “made a huge m istake” in one particular study, “/  had lost 

who I  was”, and subsequently submitted an article for publication charting her 

experience. One o f the editors contacted her and said: “Do you really want to publish this 

piece because you are baring your soul a bit and you are also showing people how you  

make mistakes?” Participant 06 stressed that the editor was “a fr ie n d ” and said it in a
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protective and “in a friend ly  way" but what struck Participant 06 was: “the vision that she 

[ the editor] had that the academy might not talk about those things.” She continued:

“So the criticism o f  some o f  my work would be that I  am too much in it. So that 
then is a fa ir  criticism because it is not a criticism fo r  me. So it is fa ir  enough fo r  
someone to say that: ‘There is an awful lot o f  you h ere ’ because that is my way o f  
working in the world. ” (RP06)

hi response to being asked by the researcher about the fear that reflexivity is just another 

form of “navel gazing or, even worse, more about the researcher than the researched”. 

Participant 06 explained that she opposed D ilthey’s ideas on this subject. Instead, she 

was persuaded by the work of Richard Rhorty who asserts that the researcher cannot set 

aside their identity when undertaking research. For Participant 06 this m eant that the 

researcher must use their identity and recognise the difference between the researcher and 

their informants. However, the need for researchers to be consistent with their 

philosophy was the most important factor for Participant 06 who said that she had 

“respect fo r  people who stick to their guns” and show a consistency between philosophy 

and method even if she was not convinced by their arguments. She cited 

phenomenologists as an example:

“ Phenomenologists have taken that [D ilthey’s early work] to say that i f  you use 
reflexivity you can set aside your biases and therefore be objective. I  think it 
strays now into Levi Strauss s tu ff and I  have no sympathy fo r  it because I  think it 
is kidology ... I  have sympathy fo r  people who fo llow  that because they are 
consistent with their own philosophy. They can show how a philosophy then 
relates to method. ” (RP06)

Future Directions for Reflexivitv in Qualitative Research

Participant 11 believed that reflexivity had served a particular purpose in the 

developm ent and acceptance of qualitative research at one stage. However, she now felt 

that the central issues were concerned with plurality of approaches and m ixed methods.

Participant 07 spoke of the value of including children in the process and recognising that 

children are reflexive too. She referred to a study that she had undertaken when she had 

asked teenagers about particular transitional stages they had experienced in their lives a 

few years earlier:
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“So how do I  do that? I  did it by methodologically going to a group o f children 
who were a bit older and asking them about their transitions. I used that 
reflexivity that every’body has and thinking back on the understanding they had 
when they were fifteen or sixteen so I  could go and ask these kids about some o f  
the ways they thought about it and so on in order to hear what it is like. ” (RP07)

Participant 23 believed the debate that was yet to fully emerge was the practice of 

reflexivity in group research and hierarchical teams:

“I think the debate that is yet to happen is how do you do this in a research team 
and there are people writing about this but I  think it is a really interesting one 
because research teams are hierarchical, you invest in them, contract researchers 
all o f that stu ff going on and there you are meant to be reflexive about who you 
are when you know that you need to present the front because you need the 
next...". (RP23)

Participant 30 saw reflexivity as being at the core of qualitative research and had just 

published a book on the subject. She was one of the thirteen participants whose 

qualitative research work and practice of reflexivity had been deeply influenced by 

feminist writings and ideas. She considered it “tragic that the concept o f  reflexivity has 

become associated with narcissism and confessionals” and believed that reflexivity 

should be seen as intrinsic to all research practice and “would like to reclaim this term 

‘reflexivity’ as something that is more than how it is being defined right now.” She spoke 

of the “many wonderful role models and a whole tradition o f women writing about 

women’s lives” that formed the backdrop to her reflexive research practice. Participant 

30 was asked where she thought the path had turned from its feminist roots to the present 

context where reflexivity has been associated in some literature with narcissism and poor 

quality qualitative research:

“You know, 1 think it turned in the same social context as the attack on qualitative 
research in general and the much more reductionist, ‘scientisitic’ approaches to 
social science that have held more sway. Sort o f like a pendulum, I  suspect it will 
swing back to another version o f another form  o f appreciation and recognition o f  
humanity. I  think there are a lot o f people who are afraid o f humanistic work in 
the social sciences and I  think that the extent o f globalisation and cross-cultural 
and cross-racial relationships that are going to continue, never mind the 
disappearance o f identity politics as my generation knew it, is bound to generate 
another version o f reflexivity. ” (RP30)

Participant 30 used the recent Presidential election in the United States to illustrate her 

point:
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“I f  you think about it, I  think Obama won the Presidency based on a sort o f  claim  
to ‘Let me tell you my narrative and why my narrative should be Am erica Gosh, 
i f  that isn ’t the narcissistic form  o f reflexivity I  d o n ’t know what is! [laughter] 
But people were galvanized by it and I  think there is a lot o f  interest in try’ing to 
figure  out ju s t how really complicated p e o p le ’s stories are and how these stories 
can speak to larger social fo rces and relations. ” (RP30)

CONCLUSION:

This chapter presented the findings in relation to the concepts of ‘rigour’ and ‘reflexivity’ 

and their significance in terms o f how researchers position themselves in the qualitative 

research context. Under the over-arching key them e of ‘Rigour and R eflexivity’ two sub

them es were addressed. First, ‘R igour’, which was unequivocally assessed by all 

participants as an integral elem ent of high quality, credible and influential qualitative 

research practice. Variations occurred in the terminology used to describe how rigour 

was understood, pursued and reported but there was consistency in the view that 

qualitative research should be systematic, transparent and accountable. The extent to 

which participants saw the concept of ‘reflexivity’ as being inextricably linked to 

rigorous qualitative research was more scattered. Second, ‘Reflexivity’, which was 

discussed by all participants and elicited strong reactions, had a complex range of 

definitions and a spectrum of opinion. A continuum  emerged ranging from those who 

saw it as an integral part of all stages of qualitative research practice to those who saw it 

as frequently bordering on “narcissism ” and negatively refocusing the gaze from the 

researched on to the researcher. W hilst twenty-three participants believed that reflexivity 

was a core feature of the qualitative research process, a number of concerns were raised 

about how adeptly reflexivity is integrated into research thinking and the reporting of 

qualitative research practice.

The confusion between the terms ‘reflexivity’ and ‘reflectivity’ across disciplines was 

highlighted and how the use o f both terms in a number of academic and professional 

practitioner arenas adds to a lack o f clarity. The tracing o f the roots o f reflexivity to 

earlier fem inist work by thirteen participants was noted together with the level of 

interdisciplinary coherence this seemed to offer in terms of the definition and purpose of 

reflexive practice. Criticisms of reflexivity were reviewed, particularly in relation to 

written accounts o f reflexive research practice, and participants’ thoughts about future
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directions were included. The unifying thread throughout the chapter was that the 

positioning o f the researcher is intertw ined with the need for qualitative research to be a 

systematic, transparent and accountable process.

These findings suggest that there is a pressing need for clarification around the issue of 

refiexivity in ‘childhood studies’. W ithin feminist literature, it is the recognition and 

processing o f researcher subjectivity that is seen to give weight and credence to accounts 

o f qualitative research (Stanley and W ise, 1983; 1993). The findings from  this chapter 

highlighted that the use o f reflexive research practice, to interrogate the unexamined 

assumptions about children and childhood that are imported into the research context by 

researchers, remains random and inconsistent. In moving forward, a useful starting point 

in ‘childhood studies’ might be to identify a spectrum of positions on refiexivity and the 

rationale for adopting them, so that researchers are explicit with each other and wider 

audiences about the approach that they are taking. This would be in keeping with the 

work o f feminist scholars reviewed in chapter two, such as Skeggs (2002) who calls for a 

shift from ‘confessional’ refiexivity to a model o f ‘practice and positioning’ in the pursuit 

of ‘strong subjectivity’. Clarity in reladon to refiexive strategies would also have 

implications for quality and assessm ent of rigour both within the m ulti-disciplinary field 

o f ‘childhood studies’ and with wider audiences.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

CHILDREN, QUALITATIVE METHODS OF RESEARCH 
AND POWER DYNAMICS

INTRODUCTION

Findings in relation to how researchers position themselves in the complex interaction 

between children as research participants, the qualitative research methods used and the 

inevitable power dynamics at work are reported in this chapter. The data specifically 

relating to research methods proved to be the most elusive in terms o f ease of separating 

out participants’ responses into discrete categories or assigning distinct positions. The 

biography and field experiences of the researcher, their conceptualisations of children and 

childhood, the artfulness with which they practise the craft of qualitative research and 

their philosophical commitments to rigour and reflexivity combined to shape and 

influence not only participants’ choice of methods but also the way in which they 

understood and deployed them with children in the research context. The breadth and 

complexity of participants’ responses to issues of the purposes, choice and use of 

methods, the functionality of methods and the different types of insights and knowledge 

generated by particular methods, seemed to reflect their assessment of the present 

thinking in the field. Overlapping of data reported in earlier chapters was therefore 

unavoidable. M any participants spoke of the dilemmas and uncertainty facing 

researchers in terms o f the future direction o f qualitative research with children and were 

ambivalent about the continued focus on methods in the literature.

The vast majority of participants in this study did not subscribe to the view that the 

methods employed in research with children should necessarily be different from those 

used with adults. Rather, participants highlighted the importance o f the methodological 

approach adopted in any research study, the context in which methods were used, the
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relationship between the researcher and the child or children and the personal qualities 

and skills of the researcher facilitating the method. The main focus in participants’ 

discussions of methods was in relation to the power imbalance and power dynamics 

within the research relationship. None of the participants in the present research believed 

that it was possible to ignore or equalise pow er differentials between adult researchers 

and children in the research context. Similarly, the extent to which children assert their 

power in the research context, the strategies they employ to exert and keep pow er and the 

way in which this is acknowledged and managed by researchers was a significant issue 

raised by nine participants. Finally, several participants were conscious o f the fact that 

researchers and other adults continue to be the main beneficiaries of the research in which 

children participate.

The findings in this chapter are reported under two sub-themes ‘Qualitative M ethods of 

Research with Children’ and ‘Power Dynamics in the Research Relationship’ which 

suggested the sixth over-arching them e ‘Children, Qualitative M ethods of Research and 

Power Dynam ics’. The underlying thread in participants’ discussions of qualitative 

research with children was the extent to which methods, alongside other considerations, 

could address, alleviate or significantly reduce the inevitable power imbalance that was 

seen to exist in all research relationships.

QUALITATIVE M ETHODS OF RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN

‘Qualitative M ethods of Research with Children’ was the main heading for the present 

study and received substantial coverage in all interviews. The issue of whether there are 

special methods for undertaking qualitative research with children met with a strong 

response from  a num ber o f participants for a num ber of different reasons. However, the 

nature of participants’ responses was diverse and complex and data were not amenable to 

being placed in clusters around particular m ethods or positions during the process of 

analysis. Imposing distinct methods categories was resisted so as not to forfeit the insight 

the more ‘m essy’ presentation of data gave into ongoing debates and dilem m as about 

research m ethods with children. Reporting o f findings unavoidably overlaps with those 

from earlier chapters in some instances. A spectrum  of responses is therefore presented 

ranging from  those who have focused on theoretical issues and have had little
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involvement in the development of ‘child-friendly’ methods of research, to those who 

have been at the forefront of the development of ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods 

and those who have been strong advocates for children to be fully involved in the 

conducting of childhood research.

Special Methods for Research with Children?

As noted in Chapter Six, the adult-child dichotomy was discussed by twenty-six 

participants in relation to how researchers conceptualised children and childhood. 

Fourteen participants explicitly rejected the adult-child dichotomy and saw it as having 

little meaning for them. Consistent with those findings, fourteen participants rejected the 

idea of special research methods for children on the basis that there is nothing 

“essentially unique” in the characteristics of children as research participants. The 

comments of Participant 22 were typical:

“So I think there are no special techniques fo r  working with children - that you 
would only use with children. In fact all the things that are touted as special 
techniques are actually adaptations o f things that have been used with other 
social groups particularly where people are oppressed. ... These diagram 
techniques and timelines and so on are just adaptations and they are good to use 
with children but they are not essentially about being a child. ” (RP22)

Participant 22 pointed out that “it is only our practice that makes adults the researchers 

and children the researched' and that the important issues were those such as literacy 

and power: “those are the issues not childhood-adulthood distinctions.”

Questioning of the idea that there are special methods for researching with children was 

not confined to those who had rejected the adult-child dichotomy outright and a range of 

views emerged during analysis. As noted in Chapter Six, some participants were more 

tentative in their discussions and instead highlighted different aspects of the adult-child 

dichotomy about which they had strong views. Whereas the equating of children’s rights 

with human rights posed no difficulties for participants, it was in relation to children in 

the research context that differences of opinion about the adult-child dichotomy occurred.

Participant 14 had been pioneering in the development of children as researchers. She 

had no doubt that “adults’ rights are children’s rights, it is human rights.” However, in
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relation to the research context she was also clear: “/  don’t think you can cross that divide 

with adulthood to childhood because it is a completely different world.” She continued:

“I f  you look at it from  the research perspective, in terms o f the kind o f 
understandings, meanings about children’s worlds that you can get from  children 
compared to adults, I ju st think that there is no question that they are different 
and I  fee l that quite strongly. ” (RP14)

At the same time, Participant 14 had strong views about so called “child friendly” 

methods. She focused on the importance of preparatory work and spending time with a 

child or group of children “before you even think about what kind o f methods you might 

want to employ” and whether adaptations are needed to make them more child-friendly. 

She believed that part of the process should include consultation and negotiation with 

children in the choice and design of methods:

"... /  kind o f wince sometimes when people say: ‘child-friendly m ethods’ because 
you know straight away that they are going to be condescending kinds o f methods. 
It is going to be, ‘Well, kids aren’t able to do this so we are going to make it 
simple and easy fo r  them ’ because often when you look at what ‘child-friendly 
methods are they are ju s t adult methods dumbed down, they are not genuinely 
‘child-friendly’ - in that they have been created through children designing them 
so that they are properly child-friendly - and I think we under-estimate kids ALL 
the time in relation to what they can do. ” (RPI4)

Participant 30 also struggled with the issue of the adult-child dichotomy and felt that 

working with children in the research context was “very different” in her experience to 

working with adults. Participant 30 had been significantly influenced by feminist 

methodological literature during the course of her research career: “In a way it is the 

same question as in the old days that everyone used to say: ‘How can you study women 

without studying m en?’ and with kids we don’t ask that.” She pondered the extent to 

which feminist debates around a gender-based dichotomy were transferable to the adult- 

child context and felt that there were some significant differences:

“1 can’t imagine in some ways giving up on that [the adult-child dichotomy] in 
the sense of, I  think I  have a strong side o f protection still in my bones that the 
ability fo r  adults to exercise power over children is fa r  more institutionalised than 
the ability o f men to exercise power over women. Now I  am probably wrong 
about that but my gut tells m e ...? ” (RP30)

She saw the basis for the adult-child dichotomy as being rooted in “power and care”:
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“I definitely don’t think it is about age, or even developmental capacity. I really 
think it is about power and care and the ability to neglect the care fo r  a child that 
is exercised by adults is pretty substantial compared to women who increasingly, I 
think, are able to care fo r  themselves but children aren’t. ” (RP30)

The difference between adult women and children had also been apparent in her research 

work:

“What I  found compelling about my work with pregnant teens was how much they 
referenced their childhoods; in the same way that adult women in my first project 
referenced their childhoods. But working with children is very different, fo r  me it 
has been very different, than treating the texts o f people remembering their 
childhoods. ” (RP30)

Seventeen participants drew on broader qualitative research literature in their discussions 

and emphasised the context in which methods should be decided upon and deployed. 

Participant 06 was clear that ''there is no recipe book” and that the first consideration 

should be “the people being studied". Similarly, the starting point for Participant 17 was 

that “you are meant to chose your methods in relation to what you are studying” and 

consequently the researcher has to make similar judgments “about everybody not ju st 

about children” and adapt their methods accordingly;

“So I  suppose what I am saying is, that while there are some caveats about who 
has the power to persuade children ..., once the researcher has access to them I 
guess you tailor your methods to suit. You don’t use questionnaires with people 
who don’t read English fo r  example [laughing]. I f  children can’t read what is the 
point in giving them questionnaires? It is the same kind o f thing so I  think that 
would be my starting po in t”. (RP17)

Concern that the important distinction between methodology and method was not always 

clearly defined was raised by thirteen participants, particularly those who were familiar 

with similar debates in the feminist research literature over the course of recent decades:

“I think the problem with all this proliferation o f methodological literature is that 
it can become very technicist. That’s why feminist literature keeps in mind the 
power issues, and the link between epistemology and methodology is so 
important, otherwise we can go and learn about using, distributing disposable 
cameras to children till the cows come home but it w on’t necessarily make it [a 
child-centred method]. ” (RP 10)

In her teaching Participant 23 “ruptures” the idea of a “child-friendly m ethod' very 

quickly and poses the question: ‘If the word ‘adult’ was used would the phrase still make
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sense?’ Drawing on feminist work, she also raised concerns that much of the focus in 

the rapidly growing research with children literature was on methods as “a technique” 

rather than methodology ""which is the theoretical underpinnings o f a method"'.

Participant 24 spoke of the “danger o f othering” children and not doing “justice to who 

they are” if there is an assumption that “all children are going to find  it much easier to 

engage in social research if  we put some paint on the table and get them all to do 

painting or drawing or creative work.” She questioned whether ‘creative’ methods are 

“in danger o f almost belittling” children by assuming that they are all the same. Further, 

she pondered the possibility that “conventional methods which have stood us in good 

stead” are being dismissed:

“...often we now feel that we can't do what I think o f as straightforward 
ethnographic observation with children because we now have all these issues 
about power relations, about ethics, we have to participate with them, engage 
with them -  we know it has always been very difficult to be a participant observer 
with children but frankly, people have managed it fo r  decades... ” (RP24)

Rationale and Benefits of Child-Friendly Methods

It emerged during the course of fieldwork that ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods 

were employed across a vast span of conceptual, theoretical and methodological 

frameworks and were used for a variety of purposes ranging from theoretical 

development to consultations with children and project evaluations. Consequently, no 

unified position, or distinct series of positions, was identifiable. At the same time, 

although the reasons participants gave for choosing ‘participatory’ and ‘creative methods’ 

varied, none of the participants in the present study cited them as being rooted in the 

adult-child dichotomy or being necessarily unique to research with children. Instead 

responses clustered around offering children “lots o f choice” (RP25), “giving something 

back” (RP05) and “having fu n ” (RP28). Participatory and creative methods were also 

described as “powerful and intriguing” (RPl 1), having huge “creative potential” (RP26) 

and “deflecting the adult gaze” (R P l8).

Participant 25 had been pioneering in the development of participatory methods of 

research with children and in facilitating children to undertake their own research. In 

terms of theoretical ideas that influence her work with children, Participant 25 referred to
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the work of Anne Solberg and her “injunction to ignore age as fa r  as possible". She 

spoke of trying to set aside assumptions and instead approach children “with an open 

mind about what they will understand and what they will be interested in ” and to 

consider their motivations for taking part; “Your engagement needs to connect with the 

reason why a person is there. ” (RP25) For Participant 25 if the researcher’s engagement 

is connected to the person’s reasons for being involved, then the research moves more 

towards a shared endeavour and the researcher can focus on the “methods o f 

communication” that are used and giving children choices. She offered an example from 

a study she undertook with a colleague:

“...we went to both our interviews and our focus groups. I  mean we had done 
quite a lot o f  work to establish consent beforehand -  real consent from  the young 
people rather than proxy consent from  other people. We then went along to those 
events with a repertoire - a pack o f things we could use so that we were able to 
offer young people lots o f choice about how they engaged with us, whether they 
answered questions, played games, did drawings, told stories - that was fo r  them 
as much as fo r  us so we weren’t simply presenting something and inviting them to 
follow  along a pathway that we had predetermined. It was much more about 
working together to establish ‘How can we make this interview work?’” (RP25)

Participant 28 also emphasised that offering choice to children underpinned her inclusion 

of participatory and creative methods in her approach to research. Participant 28 had 

never worked with children individually -  she was interested rather, in the interaction 

between children “because our work comes at things from  a settings approach”. She 

stressed that “every group has its own characteristics” and the importance of planning in 

advance the approach to be taken with a particular group. Participant 28 saw offering 

children choices in terms of participation and methods as central to research preparation, 

including the choice to not continue or to do something else:

“...we might say: ‘L et’s not bother doing this, if you don’t want to do it le t’s not 
bother, le t’s do something else. ’ ‘Is this anything you would like to do, we could 
spend this time doing something different i f  you like?’ That’s okay. I f  a child is 
being hostile and doesn ’t want to do it well then they shouldn ’t be doing it. It is 
their choice -  it is fine. The data isn ’t that bloody precious!” (RP28)

In the present study, many of those who used ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods in 

their work, and recognised a number of benefits in doing so, were also well aware of 

some of the drawbacks of over-reliance on such methods and expressed certain 

reservations about their use.
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Participant 11 was also concerned that, even at its most participatory, most research is 

still ultimately benefiting an adult agenda:

“But we can never do that, and I don’t think we can do that with adult creative 
stuff, we have to describe something that went on but words are always more 
powerful fo r  adults and we are still mostly doing research with children even 
when it is at its most participatory and they are involved all the way through, it is 
still mostly done fo r  adults or fo r  adult purposes. ” (RPl l )

Participant 24 raised overlapping concerns. She had been a strong advocate “o f new 

participatory, innovative methods o f engaging children” but was also aware of the 

dilemmas this posed in terms of some of the new, innovative methods in the wider field 

of qualitative research and questions about whether they can be used with children. She 

gave the example of the “huge debate within the visual methods community” about the 

use of visual methods with children, particularly for the purpose of data generation rather 

than solely as a way of engagement, and whether the integrity of those data is destroyed 

by including them in written work with their names or faces blurred. “It gets you into all 

sorts o f dilemmas because actually are you disempowering children from  being part o f 

that process too...?” She concluded with a comment that echoed the thoughts of many of 

the participants in the present study:

“/  think there are very interesting debates and dilemmas around that really but I  
do get a little bit concerned that somehow we are in danger by trying to be extra 
nice almost or extra empathetic and reflexive, we are also in danger o f ‘othering’ 
those whom we actually all want desperately not to other!" [laughing] (RP24)

Research Relationship. Personal Qualities and Facilitation Skills of the Researcher

As reported in Chapter Seven under the sub-theme ‘The Research Relationship’ the 

researcher-child relationship was discussed by all participants. Although there were 

different types and levels of research relationships that researchers engaged in with 

children, all participants were unequivocal about the importance of a mutual relationship 

and a working alliance with the child or children. Participant 26 felt that this was an 

issue that had not received sufficient attention in the methods literature:

“I suppose the method is important but I think there hasn ’t been enough attention 
to how the method functions. Does it provide a frame? Is it constraining? Is it 
enabling? Who is directing it, like who is driving the car i f  you like? Maybe fo r

238



certain methods it is appropriate that you would have something very structured 
but does the method facilitate the thing that needs answering? So the method and 
the relationship, looking at the two things together. ” (RP26)

Similarly, under the sub-theme of ‘Trusting the Research Process’ presented in Chapter 

Seven, findings in relation to the personal qualities and facilitation skills of the researcher 

were explored. Being ‘curious’, ‘waiting’, ‘listening and hearing’, ‘mutual interest’ and 

‘patience’ were commonly cited as being integral to qualitative research practice 

generally as well as with children. Participant 17 stressed the importance of researchers 

being curious and interested and realising that “you actually have to listen and wait fo r  

things to happen -  but it is not ju st going to be laid on a plate fo r  you.” She wondered if, 

at times, the focus on particular methods for children may, in fact, provide a diversion for 

researchers:

“Some researchers will have gone down the route o f very much thinking that 
there are particular methods fo r  children and may be a bit fearful o f actually 
doing research with children.” (RP17)

Participant 30 also raised the possibility that methods may serve to contain researcher 

anxiety:

“/ am a huge advocate o f keeping a fie ld  journal that pays particular attention to 
emotion, I totally believe in Devereux’s claim that methods are a way to contain 
researcher anxieties about their own emotional experiences in the fie ld  and I  can 
see why researchers use methodological procedures as a way o f containing that 
kind o f emotion and anxiety about fear o f failure, fear or not getting it right, all 
that stujf. ” (RP30)

Against :his backdrop, the discussion of qualitative methods of research with children 

seemed to be inter-twined with the quality of the research relationship and the personal 

qualities and skills of the researcher in facilitating the method as discussed in Chapter 

Seven, ‘The Artistry of Qualitative Research’.

POWER DYNAMICS IN THE RESEARCH RELATIONSHIP

The concept of ‘power’ was not included on the interview schedule or interview topic 

guide. Nevertheless, it was referred to by all participants to a greater or lesser extent at 

various stages of their interview and in relation to a wide range of issues. First, with 

regard to the inevitable power differentials that were seen to exist in all research
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relationships and the strategies researchers employ in attempting to reduce these in their 

research practice with children. Second, in terms of the approaches that researchers’ take 

to acknowledging and working with the power dynamics in their research work with 

children. Third, in relation to the ways in which children assert their power in their 

research relationships.

Power Differentials in the Research Relationship:

The last section of the Topic Guide invited feedback from participants by asking ‘What 

should I be asking about the researcher-child relationship? Twelve participants 

independently raised the issue of power as something that they were “interested in” 

(RP16), “concerned” about (RP07), “you cannot get rid o f' (RP18), “cannot be 

eliminated” (P05) and were “surprised” to have not seen included on the Topic Guide 

(RP24). The concept of power permeated participants’ discussions of their 

conceptualisations of children and childhood and their approach to each and every stage 

of the qualitative research process with children. It was consistently the primary factor in 

participants’ accounts of how they positioned themselves in relation to the children that 

they researched.

An important starting point for Participant 22 was an acknowledgement that power 

relations influence the positioning of the researcher in all research relationships.

“The other big thing people point to is the search fo r  generational order and the 
way that positions researchers who are typically adults in relation to research 
subjects, informants, respondents -  whatever you call them -  who are children. 
The argument is that generational order imposes power relations into this 
situation. Well, yes, but power is a feature o f all research situations. ” (RP22)

In her teaching Participant 22 uses the example of research with prisoners and the fact 

that prisons are places “where power hierarchies are very steep” to illustrate her point:

“So actually very similar questions around research ethics arise in those 
situations as they do with children about consent fo r  example. They are very 
much the same kind o f questions, so what I  would be concerned to do is to say: 
‘Yes, keep the question open’ but I  would be really concerned to point to the 
commonalities with other social groups who you might want to research and, 
actually fo r  very practical reasons as well, that you want to learn from. How 
research is being done with le t’s say other disempowered groups. ” (RP22)
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None of the participants in this study suggested that the pow er imbalance between the 

researcher and the child could be fully levelled. As noted in Chapter Six fourteen 

participants expressed strong opinions that regardless o f the roles adult researchers adopt 

in their research relationships with child participants, they will still ultimately be seen as 

adults. Consequently, the over-riding preference cited in the present study was for 

researchers to adopt a role akin to an ‘unusual adult’ who is an ‘interested stranger’.

Various approaches were taken to acknowledge the existence o f power in the research 

context and to try and reduce its effect. The starting point for several participants was to 

address the issue of control:

“ ... children and young people are very accustom ed to being controlled by adults 
in some way, whether i t ’s at school or at home, being told their rules, you know  
part o f  their lives are quite rule bound and they will often assume that adults are 
talcing a position o f  authority and I  think to try and convey that th a t’s not the 
situation in the research relationship... " (RPOl)

Participant 11 tried to allow children to have some elem ent o f control in her work 

although was under no illusions that ultimately, the researcher would always be seen as 

an adult with power:

" I f  they work out I  am allergic to cats they usually let the cat sit on my head or 
something like that so sometimes there is an elem ent o f  putting yourse lf in the 
charge o f  the child, so that the child can create something o f  the agenda fo r  you, 
so that there is some element o f  control there, although there is always that pow er  
differential, you are always the ad u lt”. (R P l 1)

As reported in Chapter Seven, the research relationship was discussed by all participants. 

It was consistently recognised as an important elem ent in addressing the inevitable power 

imbalance between adult researchers and children. The personal qualities and skills of 

the researcher in facilitating children were inevitably seen to affect the children’s reading 

o f the context and the power dynamics. Fifteen participants stressed the importance of 

researcher curiosity and the ability to comm unicate genuine respect and interest in child 

participants. Participant 21 stressed the importance o f the researcher being interested and 

curious about children’s motivations for taking part in research. She believed that: “a lot 

o f  children are lonely as much as interested actually.”
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Fourteen participants saw listening to children and valuing what they say as significant in 

itself, given that being listened to represents a radical departure from much of children’s 

daily lived experience of adult managed environments. Participant 02 commented that 

really being listened to “is a very powerful experience” that many children and young 

people are not used to.

The importance of the researcher being patient and waiting without asking questions was 

mentioned by seventeen participants. For the researcher to be reflexive by asking ‘Who 

am I to this child?’ was seen as crucial by sixteen participants. The ability of the 

researcher to be honest with children about the existence of the power imbalance in the 

research relationship was referred to by six participants. Seven participants referred to 

some of the “practical things” researchers can attend to such as the location of the 

research, seating arrangements, relevance of tools and techniques and use of language:

“...so setting up wherever possible equal power relations so that: 7  am no better 
than you in fac t I  want to learn from  you so, in some ways, you are superior to 
me The kind o f language we use can be very much about power relations so 
thinking about the kind o f language you use with children. ” (RP14)

Power Dynamics in the Research Relationship with Children

Whilst acknowledging and addressing power differentials in the research relationship was 

consistently seen as good research practice, working with the power dynamics was not 

necessarily seen as easy or straightforward. The issue of gatekeepers was raised by 

eleven participants. Participant 04 pointed out that unlike adults, who “have the power to 

say no and vote with their fee t” the power to permit, refuse or prohibit children from 

taking part in research usually rests with adult gatekeepers. She saw this as going against 

the knowledge and research experience she has accrued over the years which suggested 

that: “On the whole, i f  you want to get good co-operation from  people you have to give 

them that opportunity [to say no].” Participant 14 referred to the heavy reliance on 

schools-based research and the “power-laden” research context schools provided:

Participant 28 stressed the need for researchers to be honest “that we cannot be equal 

with the children that we do research with” and the inevitable inequalities that arise in the 

devolution of power to children. She believed that even if some power is devolved and 

children become more involved “we are still giving some o f the group power and not
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others.” (RP28) Participant 06 also emphasised the need for researchers to be reflexive 

about their own use and misuse of power and to be reflexive about the “real power 

relationship” in the use of research methods, tools and techniques.

Participant 11 wondered whether it was always desirable or ethical to place children in a 

position they might have no experience of:

you know the little ones, the under tens and elevens, most o f the environments 
that they are in are adult managed and then you get this slightly strange 
researcher coming in who says: “And you can say ‘Yes’ and you can say ‘N o ’ 
and you can do this and you can do that and I ’ll go away i f  you want me to and 
yo u ’re the boss. ” And I have had children say: “I ’ve never been the boss before” 
and you think well is that an ethical or a very good position to put a child into? 
Allegedly to keep them safe but you put them in a place that they have never been 
before and they have got no real clear idea as to how they manage being the boss 
and telling you to go away?” (RPl 1)

Participant 04 was aware that, “some people are quite critical o f me, thinking I am not 

interested in power but I am very, very interested.” Participant 04 spoke of the 

complexity of the issue of power in research and also the fact that sometimes “children 

want you to be an adult and you can’t force them out o f this.” Their life experiences are 

such that they “get confused, they are not used to talking and that’s fine because then you 

adapt to what they want, being led by them as fa r  as you can.” She saw power as “an 

enormous problem” involving important ethical decisions on the part of the researcher:

“...particularly when you are doing intimate interviews and you ’ve got this 
tugging to and fro  that you want to get all the data that you can out o f people, like 
a pump, but you don’t want to milk them and intrude and go too fa r  and mis-time 
things. Also, to respond well when people say the most extraordinary things and 
it is very scary, it is always very scary I think... ”(RP04)

As a follow up question. Participant 04 was asked what it was that enabled children: “to 

say, often extraordinary things, that they may have told nobody else, for no other reason 

than they want to tell you -  they are not asking you to go off and do anything about it -  

what is the quality of the researcher that enables that?”

“I  think it goes back to power because actually we say there is coercive and 
oppressive power but there is also power o f energy and o f potency and o f agency 
and I think maybe i f  they feel that you are confident in YOU. ” (RP04)
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Participant 04 felt that many adults in children’s lives have not got ''the psychological 

strength and confidence" to listen, particularly to difficult or painful accounts by 

children, and children therefore need to know that:

“You are not going to fa ll apart in front o f the child and they have got to know 
that really -  that is probably why they keep so quiet, they don’t want to upset their 
parents. Another [in terms o f the personal qualities o f the researcher] is that you 
have got to have patience and tact and loads o f other ordinary, everyday things. ” 
(RP04)

Children Asserting their Power in the Research Relationship

Nine participants referred to the way in which some children, particularly if they are part 

of a ‘captive audience’ where they have not been given a proper opportunity to consider 

consent issues, will nevertheless exert a degree of power in terms of their level of co

operation and how much they choose to disclose and what they choose to keep private. 

Similarly, participants reported the ways in which children may participate differently in 

different contexts, such as home, school or a more removed setting and how the presence 

of others, both adults and other children, can enable or disable the research relationship. 

This was seen to be particularly noticeable in researching with children in family 

contexts.

Participant 21 referred to the number of ways in which she tries to make children feel 

comfortable in the research context, including trying to engage in a joint activity with 

them, placing herself at the same physical level and having eye contact with them. 

Nevertheless, she was aware that some children are: “totally not interested and why 

should they be?” (RP21) Participant 28 reported similar experiences and believed that 

once the appropriate research space was provided children will make their own decision 

about whether to participate: “...the children are straightforward: they either tell you or 

they don’t tell you, they only tell you what they want to tell you. ” (RP28)

Participant 26 was intrigued by the issue of “what is it that people choose not to tell you 

and whyT' She pondered several possible reasons, such as children protecting parents or 

protecting family secrets. She referred to a study where she had worked with children 

who had suffered a recent bereavement and one boy in the study who kept “a careful 

watch” on her in the process of deciding whether or not he would co-operate. Participant
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26 concluded that it is not how children gate-keep ""it is more than that -  it about how 

they assert their power.” Participant 26 then went on to offer another, very different, 

example of a study undertaken by one of her students where children had asserted their 

power. Participant 26 accompanied a student on the first visit to a school to help the 

student set up a research project with a group of Traveller children and found that the 

situation became ""completely out o f control” very quickly:

“One o f the teachers in the school gave us this classroom but it was the 
woodwork classroom! [laughter]. They d idn’t have an intention in the world o f  
answering our stupid questions. Next thing they discovered all the saws in the 
back and one o f them was drilling into the table. I  was trying to stop one o f them 
and she [the student] was trying to stop another. It was like herding cats and they 
were getting more and more high on this and the screeches!" (RP26)

Participant 26 reflected, that, in her experience, the situations that have been most 

challenging in terms of children asserting their power, such as in the study with Traveller 

children, was when it wasn't your nice complicit middle-class child who recognizes 

you as them; it is where you are not them. ” She was curious about whether her 

experiences were part of a broader research picture and felt that it was important to 

understanding positioning from both sides of the research relationship.

CONCLUSION

This chapter reported the findings in relation to how researchers position themselves in 

the complex interaction between children as research participants, the qualitative research 

methods used and the inevitable power dynamics at work in the research context. Under 

the over-arching key theme of ‘Children, Qualitative Methods of Research and Power 

Dynamics’ two sub-themes were addressed.

First, ‘Qualitative Methods of Research with Children’ which had received substantial 

attention in all interviews. The majority of participants did not subscribe to the view that 

the methods employed in research with children should necessarily be different from 

those used with adults. Rather, the methodological approach adopted, the research 

context, the relationship between the researcher and the researched and the personal 

qualities and skills of the researcher facilitating the process were seen to be significant. 

In view of the complex inter-relations between participants’ responses and to avoid over-
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fragmentation of the data, the presentation of findings overlaps with previous chapters in 

some instances and reflects some of the current challenges and dilemmas facing 

researchers.

Second, ‘Power Dynamics in the Research Relationship’ given that the issue of power 

had emerged as a strong theme even though it was not explicitly included on the 

interview schedule or topic guide. None of the participants in this study believed that it 

was possible to eliminate or equalise the power imbalance between adult researchers and 

child participants and strategies aimed at acknowledging, reducing and m inim izing power 

differentials were discussed. The extent to which children assert their pow er in the 

research context, the strategies that they use to exert and keep power and the means by 

which this is recognised, acknowledged and managed by researchers was a significant 

issue raised by nine participants.

The underlying thread throughout participants’ discussions o f qualitative research with 

children was the extent to which research methods, alongside other considerations, could 

address, alleviate or significantly reduce the inevitable power imbalance that was seen to 

infuse all research relationships.

These findings seem to contradict those from chapter six in relation to the adult-child 

dichotomy. The concept of power featured strongly in this study and was referred to by 

all participants. There was a clear distinction drawn by participants between the 

inevitable power dynamics in research relationships with adults and the heightened power 

differentials when undertaking research with children. In terms o f research methods with 

children, attempts to minimize the power im balance frequently informed the choice of 

methods and participatory m ethods and were widely seen as helpful in this endeavour. 

These findings resonated with the mainstream  ‘childhood studies’ qualitative research 

literature (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). They also supported the rationale offered in 

the ‘childhood studies’ literature reviewed in chapter one for the turn towards 

participatory and ‘child friendly’ research m ethods in recent decades (Gallacher and 

Gallagher, 2008). However, the overriding view from the vast majority of participants 

that the consideration of pow er dynamics is essential and of a different order in children’s 

research, would seem to contradict the equally strong assertion by more than half o f the
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participants that the adult-child dichotomy had little meaning for them and was seen as 

untenable.

The findings from this chapter indicate that pow er dynamics in the research context, 

coupled with the adult-child dichotomy, would seem to be pivotal areas for debate and 

further examination. This would also contribute to building a stronger body of theoretical 

literature to underpin the evolving field o f ‘childhood studies’ and the use of participatory 

research m ethods and techniques.
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C H A P T E R  T E N  

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

INTRODUCTION

This final chapter summarises the main findings o f the study. As documented in the 

opening chapters of this project, the present research acknowledged the marginal position 

that qualitative research continues to occupy in developmental psychology and the 

continuing prevalence of a positivist-em piricist approach throughout the discipline 

(Greene and Hogan, 2005; Burman, 2008b). A move towards incorporating qualitative 

approaches to research into mainstream psychology is apparent in some geographical 

locations, particularly in the UK, where the British Psychological Society now requires 

that qualitative methods courses are included and taught in order for a degree programme 

to be accredited (Willig, 2001; Parker, 2005; W illig and Stainton Rogers, 2008:1). In 

developmental psychology there is some tentative evidence of a move towards a post

positivist era as part of the evolution o f ideas within the mainstream of the discipline in 

recent years (Lerner, 2006). Nevertheless, despite these indications of change, 

quantitative approaches remain firmly at the forefront o f teaching, research and 

publication within developmental psychology (Greene and Hogan, 2005).

Against the above backdrop, the conceptual focus o f the present study emanated from the 

significant questions that have been raised about the study of children and childhood over 

the course of the last two decades. The dom inance of the discipline of developmental 

psychology has been challenged from several directions both from within and outside of 

the discipline (Greene, 2006). Since the 1970s the importance o f grounding 

developmental theories in relevant historical, social and cultural contexts has been 

increasingly recognised within developm ental psychology (Vygotsky, 1978;
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Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Bi-directional models of socialisation have been advocated that 

conceive o f children as dynamic social actors who exercise agency and as people who 

have a personal sense o f agency in terms of being able to influence and produce targeted 

outcomes in their lives (Knapp, 1999; Cummings and Scherm erhom , 2003). These socio- 

contextual theories and innovative conceptions o f children em erging within psychology 

converged, in certain key respects, with the new ideas about children and childhood that 

were being proposed from a num ber o f perspectives across the social sciences and 

humanities from the 1980s onwards (Hendrick, 1997, 2000; Solberg, 1997; W oodhead 

1999). Initially, these ideas were primarily associated with the work o f sociologists who 

presented the case for a ‘new ’ sociology of childhood (James and Prout, 1997; James, 

Jenks et al, 1998). Subsequently, the field has evolved to incorporate a growing number 

o f disciplines and perspectives under the multi-disciplinary um brella term ‘childhood 

studies’ (W oodhead and M ontgomery, 2003; Kehily, 2004; Prout, 2005). An underlying 

and unifying them e of this diverse field is that childhood is understood as a unique and 

fluid experience. Children are conceived of as persons with agency who co-create their 

own socially situated childhoods and contribute, interpret and giving meaning to their life 

experiences (Greene, 1997; Knapp, 1999; Kuczynski, 1999; W oodhead and Faulkner, 

2008).

As a corollary of the ‘new ’ paradigm, the inclusion o f qualitative approaches to research 

that recognise children as competent and sophisticated social actors, with valuable 

knowledge o f the issues that affect their lives, has becom e increasingly evident 

(Christensen and James, 2000, 2008; Greene and Hogan, 2005). The research evidence 

over the course of the last two decades has convincingly shown that children can be 

competent, knowledgeable and credible comm entators on their own lives when the 

research context provides a space where they are facilitated to share their experiences, 

thoughts and opinions and to have them listened to and heard (Greene and Hogan, 2005; 

Christensen and James, 2008). There has been a proliferation of literature on research 

methods with children and a marked turn to ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods, 

particularly by those researchers whose interests have focused on children’s rights, 

participation and empowerm ent (O ’Kane, 2000; Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010).

249



W ithin the above context, this study set out to explore how researchers position 

themselves in their qualitative research relationships with children in the contem porary 

qualitative research context. Rooted in a constructivist frame, the prim ary m ethod o f data 

generation em ployed was semi-structured elite interviews with thirty high-profile 

pioneers and opinion leaders from five countries. Academic researchers from  a range of 

disciplines were asked to both describe and to reflect upon their research experiences 

with children. These personal accounts of research experiences provided rich, untapped 

sources of data that were not accessible in any other forum. They were assessed as 

integral to the analysis of contem porary qualitative research with children in psychology 

and related disciplines working under the ‘childhood studies’ umbrella.

Six main themes associated with the ways in which researchers position themselves in 

qualitative research with children emerged during the preceding chapters: the biography 

of the researcher; the influence of fieldwork experiences; conceptualisations of children 

and childhood; the artistry of the researcher in practising the craft of qualitative research; 

rigour and reflexivity in qualitative research and finally; children, qualitative methods of 

research and pow er dynamics within the research relationship. The following sections 

consider these issues and summarises the main findings of the present study. Links are 

offered between some of the empirical findings and contem porary theoretical debates and 

references to relevant literature reviewed in chapter one and chapter two are cited as 

appropriate. This chapter also notes the strengths and weakness of the present study and 

offers recom mendations for further research.

The biography of the researcher

An over-arching message o f this study is that the personal biographies and previous 

fieldwork experiences o f researchers are fundamental to the ways in which researchers 

position themselves in their qualitative research relationships with children. It was of 

interest that participants did not refer to how their personal experiences and beliefs might 

influence their qualitative research practice unless it was specifically raised by the 

interviewer. However, when asked, eighteen participants (60 per cent) said that they 

believed that many o f those that are attracted to work as researchers in the area of 

childhood were personally, as well as professionally, motivated in term s o f their own
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childhood experiences, their knowledge and experience of children in their family and 

wider social netw ork and their personal political opinions and beliefs. Participants spoke 

o f the need for caution, particularly with novice researchers, o f researching topics that 

resonate too closely with the researcher’s own life experiences. The importance of the 

researcher having reached a psychological place where they are able to separate clearly 

their personal story from the stories they are hearing from children, enabling them to 

ensure that clean data is generated, listened to and heard, was emphasised. Similar views 

were expressed about participants’ experiences of being parents, their roles as adult 

members of fam ily and social networks and their political opinions and professional 

backgrounds. Seventeen of the participants (57 per cent) had professional practice 

qualifications and, without exception, saw their professional knowledge as enhancing 

their comm unication skills and their ability to conduct research. However, a professional 

practice background was viewed by non-practitioners, and some practitioners, as a dual

edged sword. A practitioner background was seen to pose a greater risk of the blurring of 

boundaries between the practice and research contexts. This was again seen to place a 

particular onus on the researcher to adopt appropriate roles to ensure that data is 

generated, listened to and heard from a clear research perspective.

The m ethodological literature reviewed in chapter two, highlighted that generations of 

feminist scholars have been to the forefront in attempts to recognise the presence of the 

person of the researcher in the research context and to suggest ways o f utilising this 

presence rather than suggesting that it can be ignored or controlled (W ilkinson, 1988; 

Smith, 1988; Oakley, 1990; Haraway, 1991; Coffey, 1999; Harding, 2004). In the 

feminist literature reviewed the researcher is portrayed as a human presence with lived 

experiences, personal qualities and particular interests rather than as an anonymous, 

detached, authoritative voice. Participants in this study acknowledged that it was 

inevitable that they bring a range of personal, professional, academ ic and disciplinary 

influences to the research context. Childhood memories and experiences were 

particularly emphasised although participants were unequivocal that these did not offer 

special insight into children’s lives. W hat was less clear was how, and to what extent, 

participants took account of and examined this material in the course o f their research 

work. There was no evidence of a clear and consistent approach taken by participants in 

order to m inimize the potentially distorting effects of these subjective influences in the
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pursuit of ‘strong objectivity’ (Haraway, 1988). These findings raise questions about 

data quality and consistency of research practice within the field of childhood studies. 

Feminist standpoint theorists have consistently stressed that just as the cultural beliefs 

and assumptions o f traditional andro-centric researchers shape, and possibly distort, their 

work, feminist researchers must also recognise that the unexamined assum ptions and 

behaviours o f fem inist researchers may affect their analyses (Harding, 1987; Smith, 

1988). As discussed below, research practice in relation to reflexivity was found to vary 

considerably between participants. This seems to be an issue that both experienced and 

novice researchers need to explicitly attend to in their research practice.

The importance o f fieldwork

The aspect of research practice that participants felt was particularly curtailed by funding 

constraints was fieldwork. Allowing preparatory time in the field prior to the 

com m encem ent o f a study and sufficient time in the field during the life of a project, 

allowed acquisition of a depth o f familiarity and insight that was not possible from briefer 

and more condensed approaches to research. Fieldwork experiences were cited as highly 

influential in terms of the ways in which researchers positioned themselves in relation to 

children in their work and in their understanding of the broader range o f issues that 

impact on qualitative research in this area. Participants recognised and valued the 

contribution that children make to informing and educating childhood researchers and the 

part played by previous child respondents in shaping participants’ present research 

practice. The international context and the insights gained from researching with children 

of different cultures and, in some cases, markedly different contexts were also 

acknowledged.

In the present study fieldwork was also consistently seen as foundational for qualitative 

research training for new researchers and as essential in building and practising both 

inter-personal and practical research skills. Taught courses were assessed as having value 

in preparation for fieldwork and in relation to some practical aspects of research training. 

However, consistent with the most recent literature on qualitative research with children, 

participants prim arily located the learning of qualitative research in the ‘doing’ o f 

fieldwork and through ‘im m ersion’ in the field (Christensen and James, 2008; W illig and
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Stainton-Rogers, 2008; Kellett, 2010; Luttrell, 2010; Percy-Sm ith and Thomas, 2010). 

Unlike quantitative methods that were seen as more amenable to being learned 

theoretically and then applied in the abstract, the nature of qualitative research was seen 

to require a more iterative approach to training whereby people prim arily accrued their 

knowledge and skills in the practice of qualitative research in the field and supplemented 

their research practice with additional theory and skills in the academy as the need arose. 

A high level o f awareness o f the need to support new and student researchers was 

apparent in participants’ accounts o f research supervision. In this respect, student and 

novice researchers seemed to be far better catered for than more experienced and senior 

researchers, who seemed to expect, and to receive, significantly less back-up and support. 

However, the findings in terms of the level o f traum a experienced by researchers, 

discussed below, suggested that seniority or experience is not necessarily an indicator of 

the type or level of support required.

Location of research and ages of child participants

Research with school-aged children and older teenagers comprised the bulk of 

participants’ research experiences with children. This appeared to be a reflection of the 

dominance of school-based research due to difficulties in negotiating access to children in 

other arenas. Concern was expressed about the dependency on school-based research in 

relation to gatekeepers and ethical issues such as consent. Children were seen as ‘a 

captive audience’, often selected by teachers, so that children sometimes agreed to be 

involved in research projects in order to avoid attending classes rather than because of 

any intrinsic interest in the research topic itself. One participant comm ented wryly that if 

children were offered the opportunity to have an extra hour in the playground playing, or 

just being with their friends, instead of being involved in a research project, she feared 

that response rates in schools would drop dramatically. Participants who undertook 

research away from home or school environm ents mainly worked with older teenagers, 

who had more freedom to choose whether or not to be involved in particular studies and 

could influence the location of the research. Participants tended to meet teenagers in 

youth clubs or other locations such as cafes and fast-food restaurants.
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Conceptual and theoretical diversity

A diverse range o f conceptual and theoretical influences were referred to by participants. 

A minority of participants aligned them selves to particular philosophical and theoretical 

stances whilst the majority took a m ore eclectic approach and drew on a num ber of 

frameworks. The ‘new ’ sociology of childhood had been hugely significant in the work 

o f the vast majority of participants and was m entioned by twenty-four participants (80 per 

cent) in relation to theoretical developm ent, children’s rights and children as researchers. 

Incoiporating the study of children and childhood into an empowerment, ‘rights based’, 

framework was important for those participants who saw children as part of a wider 

grouping whose human, civil and political rights had not yet been fully recognised or 

supported. Other influences mentioned included fem inism, models of child development, 

psychoanalytic theories, ethics, the work o f particular individuals and post-m odernist and 

post-structuralist ideas. None of these broad positions were mutually exclusive with most 

interviewees referring to several influential fram eworks in relation to their 

conceptualising and theorising of children and childhood in the research context. 

Regardless o f disciplinary background, the consistent thread throughout the spectrum  of 

participants’ conceptual and theoretical positioning was the use of the term ‘children as 

people’. Children were uniformly conceptualised as knowledgeable, com petent and 

valuable research partners whose contribution to the research process was valued and 

appreciated.

The adult-child dichotomy was referred to by twenty-six participants (87 per cent). 

Resistance to such a dichotomy is apparent in the early sociology o f childhood literature 

reviewed in chapter one (James and Prout, 1997; James, Jenks et al, 1998). It is a major 

theme in the follow up work of Prout (2005), also reviewed in chapter two, who argues 

that such dualistic oppositions are problem atic and restrictive to the growth of ideas in the 

field of ‘childhood studies’. The present study indicates that this issue continues to be an 

important one given that the adult-child dichotomy was pivotal to the ways in which 

researcher’s conceptualised children and childhood and positioned children in their 

research relationships. Fourteen participants, alm ost 50 per cent o f the sample, from  a 

range of theoretical perspectives, saw the dichotomy as having little m eaning for them. 

The adult-child dichotom y was not only seen as untenable but also as unhelpful in terms
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of the possible consequence of ‘othering’ children by marking them out as a special and 

separate group. The reification of children as a group was also highlighted as having 

potentially negative consequences for childhood researchers who, it was feared, might 

become disconnected from the mainstream and influential aspects of their disciplines and 

become a m inority wing on the research sidelines. U ltim ately such a position was seen as 

not serving the interests of children, researchers or the broader field of ‘childhood 

studies’ very well.

The rem aining twelve participants (40 per cent) who discussed the adult-child dichotomy 

were more tentative in their responses and saw the issue as complex in a number of 

respects. They rejected any distinction between the rights of adults and children’s rights 

and were adamant that children’s rights should be equated with human rights. 

Nevertheless, they struggled with a range of considerations that made it difficult for them 

to reject the dichotomy completely. These m ainly centred on views about the 

impenetrability o f children’s life worlds by adults. A minority of participants, all from a 

psychology background, cited the more traditional differences between adults and 

children based on cognitive, social and emotional development. Political considerations, 

and the view that children as a group were yet to have their full democratic rights granted 

in terms of participation in both individual and collective decision making, led some 

participants to fear that children as a relatively powerless group might be subsumed into 

more general adult accounts if a distinction was not maintained. A frequently cited 

example in support of this position was the work of Qvortrup (2000), reviewed in chapter 

one, which was uniformly seen as groundbreaking in focusing attention on children as the 

unit of analysis in statistical work where children had previously been omitted.

An im portant message from the present study is that the adult-child dichotomy is 

fundamental to how researchers think about children and childhood and it contains the 

seeds of much of the current diversity in the field. One participant made a nub point in 

suggesting that the ‘new paradigm ’ does not simply offer an answer to whether adults and 

children are qualitatively different. Rather it provides the space to question the basis on 

which that distinction is constructed and maintained and the potential limitations the 

dichotomy places on thinking about children and childhood and by extension, adults and 

adulthood. This issue has parallels with the discussion of agency reviewed in chapter
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one. Exam ination o f the concept o f agency within the ‘new ’ paradigm has not focused 

solely on whether or not children are agents and have agency but includes consideration 

o f how agency is produced and constructed and the contexts within which it is enabled or 

constrained (Knapp, 1999; Kuczynski, 1999; Prout, 2005).

The findings suggest that a focus on fundamental topics such as the adult-child 

dichotomy is necessary. The early sociology of childhood literature reviewed in chapter 

one, particularly the work o f James, Jenks and Prout (1998), stressed the need to identify 

comm onalities and differences between theoretical positions and subsequent literature has 

continued to see this as imperative (W oodhead, 2003; Prout, 2005). The findings suggest 

that this remains an im portant task in order to bring greater clarity to the area and to help 

define the key issues in need o f further theorising, research and debate. W here 

researchers position themselves in relation to the adult-child dichotom y was found to 

form the basis from which a number o f assumptions flowed. These included those that 

researchers take with them into their qualitative research practice and the subsequent 

research claims that they will make. It would therefore seem to be a prime starting point 

from which to begin to identify intersections between those working in the field, both 

within and across disciplinary divides (W oodhead, 2003). This would further enhance 

m ulti-disciplinary dialogue between specialist areas in different disciplines particularly 

those that are in danger o f being isolated or marginalised within disciplinary boundaries. 

For example, there was tentative evidence in the present study (discussed below) that 

early childhood studies and researching children in their fam ily contexts were areas 

where researchers particularly benefited from collaboration with colleagues from other 

disciplines with similar research interests. M ore generally, encouraging the developm ent 

and advancem ent of theoretical issues in the study of children and childhood would 

contribute to the establishm ent o f a body of foundational knowledge which would 

underpin the broad range o f research with children being undertaken under the umbrella 

of ‘childhood studies’. This would also contribute to the building o f a sound theoretical 

base to inform the practice of creative and participatory research m ethods outlined in 

chapter one. In the recent Handbook o f  Children and Young P eople’s Participation  

(2010:3) Thom as and Percy-Smith note that despite the significant advances in the 

practice o f children’s participation, “we still lack a credible and coherent body of theory 

to inform this practice.” In this sense theorising about children and childhood does not
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seem to have kept pace with the proliferation of research methods literature and a 

concerted effort to ensure that they work in tandem  would seem to be a priority.

Developmental Psychology

References to infants and pre-school children tended to arise in terms o f influences on 

how researchers conceptualised and theorised children and childhood and were far more 

prevalent in the accounts and reflections of those from a psychology background than 

those from other disciplines. This is perhaps, not surprising given that as outlined in 

chapter one, the study of infancy and models of child developm ent are an integral part of 

undergraduate psychology courses, and many postgraduate psychology and professional 

tram ing courses and provide the basis for approaches to understanding psychological 

influences across the life-span (Burman, 2008a). W hat was interesting was that in 

exploring issues such as the adult-child dichotomy, it was often variations between 

children of different ages, rather than differences between children and adults, that was 

the focus of psychologists. Infants and pre-school children were referred to whom 

several saw as being neglected, at times, in childhood research. The questions that 

psychologists seem ed to raise, more than participants from other disciplinary 

backgrounds, were around developmental limits and further theoretical debate and 

research on this topic was seen as an important part o f the progression of ideas in the field 

of ‘childhood studies’. In the context of accepting children as dynamic social actors, 

psychologists appeared particularly interested in trying to understand what shapes 

children’s developm ent in contem porary environm ents and factors that enhance or 

constrain those developmental influences. All participants from a psychology 

background were aware that qualitative approaches to research remained a relatively 

unusual and under-valued approach in mainstream  child psychology. This provided the 

back-drop to the psychologists’ discussions of qualitative methods where the rationale for 

choosing particular methods, the functionality o f those methods and the type o f insights 

and knowledge generated by them were all cited as important.

W ithout exception, participants from the discipline of psychology openly acknowledged 

that they had had problems with some of the mainstream  developm ental psychology 

approaches to research which failed to recognise children as persons and co-creators of
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their own socially situated childhoods. Similarly, all were aware o f the extent of 

criticism of the work o f the theorist, Jean Piaget. They identified with critics to a certain 

extent, although uniform ly took a more measured approach by placing Piaget’s theory in 

its historical and cultural context and assessing Piaget’s clinical case study method, 

whatever its lim itations, as a qualitative approach and thus revolutionary in its time. In 

terms of theorists and writers who had been influential in their conceptualisations of 

children and childhood, most frequently cited were the work of Stern, Bradley, Rogoff, 

Bronfenbrenner and Vygotsky. This was followed by the work of those who were seen to 

have encouraged m ore radical thinking in child psychology in their recent written work: 

Bruner, W alkerdine, Burman, M orss, Stainton Rogers, W oodhead and Greene. 

References to therapeutic literature were also made, particularly by those psychologists 

who were also trained as psychotherapists, and the work of psychoanalytic writers such 

as Jacques Lacan and Donald W innicott featured strongly in their accounts. Influences 

from outside the discipline o f psychology were mentioned by all psychologists - the 

sociology of childhood, anthropology, social geography and education were recognised 

as particularly im portant and the benefits and learning from m ulti-disciplinary work were 

noted. In these respects it seemed that perhaps those psychologists who are attracted to 

working and contributing to the field o f ‘childhood studies’ are those who are interested 

in stretching their research beyond the boundary o f their discipline. The psychologists in 

the present study seem ed to enjoy the contact and collaboration with peers from other 

disciplines whilst retaining their disciplinary identity.

As noted in chapter one, accounts o f the development of the contem porary field o f 

‘childhood studies’ are often portrayed in terms of a reaction to the perceived oppressive 

nature of developm ental psychological theory and research. Child psychology has been 

frequently, although inaccurately, portrayed as a homogeneous and consensual sub

discipline particularly by sociologists (Prout, 2005). W hilst accepting that the research 

evidence over the course of recent decades has convincingly shown that many o f the 

criticisms levelled at traditional mainstream  developmental psychology have validity, the 

present study suggests that it is important to also acknowledge the contribution of 

psychologists who have challenged the perceived wisdom of their discipline and have 

made important contributions to research into children’s lives and life experiences over 

the course of the last century. Clearly, as evidenced by the literature in chapter one,
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developm ental psychology is not a static discipline in the m anner that it is sometimes 

portrayed by critics (see for example, James Jenks, et al, 1998). In recent decades, a 

small but critical minority within psychology have been consistently arguing for radical 

changes to the study of children and childhood that, in many respects, preceded similar 

writings in the sociological literature (Greene, 2006). This them e is apparent in the more 

recent work of Prout (2005) reviewed in chapter one. Prout (2005), one of the founders 

of the ‘new ’ paradigm, acknowledges the importance of input from psychologists and 

argues for the strengthening of the inter-disciplinarity of ‘childhood studies’. At the same 

time, Prout notes that there are several pathways to inter-disciplinarity and shares 

W oodhead’s (2003) caution against relinquishing disciplinary based work. The tentative 

findings in the present study support the work of W oodhead (2003) and Prout (2005) as 

they suggest that those from a psychology background, whilst enjoying and embracing 

m ulti-disciplinary research environm ents, wish to retain their disciplinary identity as the 

base from which to approach their research with children.

The craft of qualitative research

Although the drawing o f a distinct dividing line between quantitative and qualitative 

research was resisted, participants did associate qualitative research with particular skills 

and emphasized the interpretive role of the researcher. The learning and developm ent of 

qualitative research skills were assessed as akin to learning a craft whereby the artistry of 

the researcher, in terms o f their personal qualities and creativity, played an integral part in 

qualitative research practice. Notwithstanding caveats about the provisionality of 

rapport, and the spectrum of research relationships that adults engage in with children, 

participants were unequivocal about the importance o f a collaborative relationship and a 

working alliance with children. The importance of the ‘m utuality’ o f the research 

relationship was a consistent theme in participants’ accounts. In particular, the need to 

nurture mutual respect by including child participants as advisors and helpers so that 

research agendas become a shared problem rather than one between an adult expert and 

child respondent. The unifying thread during analysis was the significance of trust not 

only in terms of researchers trusting children but also in relation to researchers trusting 

the research process once the research space had been created.
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In terms o f the positioning of the researcher, twenty two participants (73 per cent) 

expressed the strong opinion that, regardless o f the roles adult researchers adopt, they will 

be seen by children as adults. This was an interesting finding in relation to 

confidentiality. Discussions about confidentiality invariably included references to child 

abuse and there seemed to be an undercurrent in several accounts that the fear of 

disclosure of child sexual abuse was potentially closing down research creativity and 

opportunities. Five participants (17 per cent) used the term ‘hysteria’ although were 

aware o f the incendiary nature of the term in relation to the topic. Only one participant in 

the present study had experienced a disclosure o f child abuse during a research project, 

yet the issue was seen to take up a disproportionate amount of time and energy, not least 

in dealing with students’ fear of disclosure. The majority of participants did not report 

having been in a position where they had considered breaking confidentiality and only 

two described experiences of doing so. Confidentiality was an issue where, on the basis 

o f chronological age, there was a marked difference between how researchers interacted 

with, and treated, adults compared to when they researched with children. One 

participant, for example, described protectively deleting sensitive material during a taped 

interview with an adult yet recognised that such a course of action would not have been 

possible with a child or young person where protocols, rather than case by case 

sensitivity, must be adhered to.

These findings indicate that children engage with researchers in full knowledge of the 

researcher’s adult status and potential power to intervene in their lives. However, it 

would appear that despite the strong emphasis placed on trust within participants’ 

accounts, the prominence of the issue of child abuse within childhood research is perhaps 

symbolic o f a lack o f trust by some children’s researchers. The need to trust children 

within the research relationship by trusting that children will tell the researcher what they 

want the researcher to know, and will not reveal details that they do not want to share, 

was a clear message from this study. This approach was found to be important in both 

trusting and empowering children and allowing the researcher to ‘hand over the reins’. 

However, the curtent preoccupation with possible disclosures o f childhood abuse would 

seem to work against the creation of a trusting research environm ent particularly if the 

researcher is unable to contain their anxiety.
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The context of qualitative research with children

Contemporary qualitative research with children is undertaken in a variety of settings and 

for a num ber of different purposes. The present study limited its sample to those working 

in university based academic research so as to give the sample a certain level of 

coherence in terms of participants’ working conditions and shared experiences. Even 

within the confines of this elite group, funding arrangements were often the major 

consideration in the approach researchers took to particular research projects. Research 

that was non-funded or funded by research councils was not seen to be constrained in the 

same way as research funded by external agencies, with particular policy, practice and 

advocacy agendas, where the researcher must meet the demands of particular research 

contracts and tailor their work to specific audiences. A minority of participants worked 

in institutions that attracted high levels of funding by research councils and expressed 

awareness of their privileged position in terms of being able to work in ways that 

colleagues in other institutions could not. However, the majority of participants in this 

study made reference to the demanding and pressurised conditions under which their 

qualitative research with children is conducted in academia and the influence this had on 

the ways in which they designed, executed and wrote about their research work.

Changes in the academic research environm ent were particularly noted in the accounts of 

several o f those who had been in the field for more than twenty years and who 

highlighted the stark contrast between research and publication expectations when they 

started in their research career compared to the present time. The reality for the majority 

of participants in this study was that qualitative research with children by academics took 

place in a context where the requirem ents of funding agencies frequently took priority 

over researchers’ personal areas o f interest and preferred approaches to research. A point 

made by several participants in the present study was that the limitations placed on the 

scale o f many funded research projects meant that the findings were frequently 

insufficient in their own right to make serious inroads into policy arenas, or to bring 

about changes to children’s lives, which was an important m otivational factor in their 

comm itm ent to their work. There was a marked difference between the vast majority of 

participants’ ideal approach to undertaking research with children and the reality o f their 

research work. Consequently, the emphasis on ethnographic fieldwork in the sociology
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of childhood literature was accepted in theory rather than possible in practice. This 

finding suggests that the bulk of research made available to those working with children 

in professional and practitioner contexts is based on the availability of funding rather than 

on topics or issues that academic researchers have chosen or that they consider to be the 

most important to im proving children’s lives.

The emotional labour of the researcher

In terms of the realities and challenges of everyday research practice, observing, 

collaborating and sharing with peers were uniformly reported as positive ways to remain 

open and engaged with the research process and to ensure a level of personal and 

professional support. Debriefing sessions, support groups and jo int work were also seen 

as beneficial. W orking as part o f a team was seen as an important buffer on both a 

personal and institutional level and a num ber of the m ost experienced researchers 

expressed concern about relatively inexperienced post-doctoral researchers working on 

solo projects with little support.

An unanticipated level o f vulnerability and trauma was reported by some of the most 

experienced participants. Sixteen participants (53 per cent o f the sample) shared 

experiences of feeling sad and, at times, vulnerable, during the course o f fieldwork. This 

finding was not associated with age, disciplinary background or num ber of years of 

research experience. Rather, it appeared to be a feature o f the research topic, the context 

and location o f the research and the lack of predictability of em otionally evocative 

material. Several participants spoke o f increased awareness of researcher vulnerability 

and innovative approaches adopted in some research team s to protect and prom ote the 

emotional welfare of researchers, although noted potential problem s when the support 

person was also the line m anager or appraiser. W here support was available it was 

embedded within particular projects and there was reluctance at times to factor this 

support into funding bids for financial reasons. This was seen by participants as 

particularly relevant to academic research and there was a widely held perception that the 

provision o f emotional support to researchers in other agencies, such as voluntary 

organisations, was superior in this regard.
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The findings in the present study in relation to vulnerability and trauma are broadly 

consistent w ith the findings of the ESRC Qualiti Inquiry into the well-being o f qualitative 

researchers (Bloor, Fincham et al, 2007). As recognised in the conclusions of the ESRC 

Qualiti report, competence in form completion does not necessarily ensure the existence 

or prom otion of a genuine safety culture for researchers (Bloor, Fincham, et al, 2007: 65- 

66). The significant body of work that has emerged from the field of ‘childhood studies’, 

in relation to  ethical issues in research with children (Alderson and M orrow, 2004; Hill, 

2005) has dem onstrated that issues such as consent, in order to be meaningful, require 

genuine com m itm ent and continuous attention rather than a ‘tick box’ approach. 

Awareness o f issues relevant to emotional support for researchers, and researcher safety 

more generally, would seem to require a similar m ind-set rather than a purely systems 

approach. Furthermore, financial constraints on contem porary qualitative research 

practice were reported as significant to the research practice of most participants in this 

study. Therefore, recognition of the need for safety training and support for researchers 

by funding agencies would also have to be matched by the willingness to accept the 

additional costs of such provision within the current economic climate.

The practice o f rigorous, transparent and accountable qualitative research

The distinction between quantitative and qualitative research was seen as artificial, out

dated and unhelpful in the current academic research context. W hilst some of those 

interviewed expressed a particular liking for qualitative work, none o f the participants in 

this study described themselves as ‘qualitative researchers’ and, instead, saw themselves 

as researching childhood using the methods best suited to the research questions being 

posed. Som etim es this meant employing more than one qualitative method, such as in 

the ‘mosaic approach’, and on other occasions using a combination of quantitative and 

qualitative m ethods at different stages of a project. Similarly, the concept of rigour was 

not controversial and was unequivocally considered as fundamental by all participants. A 

consistent them e was the need for qualitative research to be systematic, transparent and 

accountable. However, the terms and language used to comm unicate this requirem ent 

appeared to contradict participants’ initial rejection of a distinction between quantitative 

and qualitative research. Despite differences in philosophical stances ranging from 

‘critical realist’ to ‘post structuralist’, all participants rejected the concept o f ‘objectivity’
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associated with the positivist paradigm on the basis that it was simply not a tenable 

position in any research endeavour. Variations occurred in relation to the traditional 

research concepts of ‘reliability’ and ‘validity’ with only a minority accepting them as 

transferable to qualitative research. M ost participants felt that the language of 

quantitative research did not translate well to qualitative research and instead a range of 

other terms were employed derived from the qualitative research literature. 

Paradoxically, these findings suggest that despite the rejection of a clear dividing line 

between quantitative and qualitative research by all participants, during the course of the 

interview clear distinctions were drawn in terms o f the different skills required for 

qualitative research and the term inology and criteria participants employed to assess 

rigour. Only three participants confined their discussion of rigour in qualitative research 

to the traditional concepts o f reliability and validity that are used in quantitative work. 

The rem aining twenty-seven participants (90 per cent) used a range of other terms which 

they felt were more appropriate to qualitative research.

Rigour was unequivocally reported by all participants as an integral part of high quality, 

credible and influential qualitative research practice. Variations occurred in the 

terminology used to describe how rigour was understood, pursued and reported but there 

was consistency in the view that qualitative research should be systematic, rigorous and 

accountable. Participants expressed some concern that a lack o f standards and warrants 

in qualitative research resulted in, at times, the production of poor quality research which 

inevitably reflected poorly on the field. There was also some unease about the perception 

that weaker students were often attracted to qualitative research because they believed it 

to be easier than quantitative research. W hat emerged as significant in participants’ 

accounts of qualitative research was the lack of consistency in the use of terms to replace 

the more traditional concepts of reliability and validity which most felt were not 

appropriate to qualitative research. A num ber of different terms and phrases were used 

including: ‘transparent’, ‘reflexive’, ‘system atic’, ‘a clear process’, ‘credibility’, 

‘trustw orthiness’, ‘authenticity’, ‘auditability’, ‘internal consistency’ and ‘transferability’. 

As discussed in chapter three in relation to data analysis, for novice and student 

researchers the array of terms used in qualitative research can, at times, seem confusing 

and overwhelming. At the same time, there appears to be some unease in the field of 

qualitative research about applying warrants or being explicit about standards in a way
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that m ight constrain the artfulness of qualitative research (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). 

This lack o f consistency in the use of language and key terms to describe the process may 

present difficulties, not least for new researchers. It is also the source of a criticism of 

qualitative research generally from within qualitative research circles as well as from 

outside and was highlighted in the review by Oakley (2005) cited in chapter two. Given 

the diverse range o f disciplinary backgrounds of researchers within ‘childhood studies’ 

the developm ent of more explicit standards and quality assurance procedures would seem 

to be an important part of building a coherent inter-disciplinary qualitative research base. 

It would also seem to be essential in gaining credibility and respect in the wider research 

context.

The textbook descriptions of qualitative research included in the review o f literature in 

chapter two differed significantly from the practice experience of most participants in the 

present study. It was apparent that many participants regretted the lack of space and time 

to undertake more open-ended studies during which they could allow the findings to 

evolve and be able to follow unanticipated trails and ideas. Such research was seen to be 

vital in order for substantial theory developm ent to occur. It was also the type of research 

that had attracted many participants to the area initially and was seen as the most 

personally and professionally rewarding. The fact that the scarcity o f such research 

opportunities was particularly noted by those who worked in academic research for over 

twenty years and, in some cases over thirty years, served to highlight the drastic shift that 

has taken place in academic research in the intervening period. Again, this finding has 

particular implications in relation to the body of work available to inform and guide 

professional practice in the field.

Reflexivitv

The concept of ‘reflexivity’ emerged as the most contentious topic in the present study. 

It evoked strong opinions, a range o f definitions and a continuum of positions in relation 

to research practice. Reflexivity was considered an essential part of rigorous accountable 

research on one hand, or symptomatic of self-indulgent, off-task research practice on the 

other, reflecting the extreme views that emerged at either end o f a spectrum of opinion 

about the role of reflexivity in qualitative research. Theoretically, m ost participants saw
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reflexive research practice as a way of rigorously attending to, and strengthening, the 

inevitably subjective nature o f research in general and qualitative research in particular 

(W ilkinson, 1988, Banister et al, 1994). However, during the process of exploring the 

concept with participants marked variations occurred in how they defined the concept, 

understood the purposes it served and incorporated it into their research practice and 

research writing. The use o f the terms ‘reflectivity’ and ‘reflexivity’, sometimes 

interchangeably, in a number of academic and professional practitioner arenas seemed to 

add to a lack o f clarity. A unifying strand that emerged across disciplinary and 

professional practitioner boundaries in thirteen accounts (43 per cent) was the association 

o f the concept o f reflexivity with feminist literature and the concept of ‘strong 

objectivity’ (Harding, 1987).

W hilst the vast majority of participants (77 per cent) assessed reflexivity as intrinsic to 

the qualitative research process there was a more mixed response as to how adeptly 

reflexivity is incorporated into research thinking and practice and the quality, style and 

content of reflexive writing. The writing of reflexive accounts was the aspect that was 

seen to be most problematic both in terms o f the material that is written and the extent to 

which such accounts need to be shared or published. O f the twenty-three participants (77 

per cent) who considered reflexivity an integral part o f qualitative research practice, 

twelve (40 per cent) also stated that they felt that the writing of reflexive material had to 

be carefully managed. They were critical, and even impatient, with reflexive accounts 

that were seen to be presented in a confessional form at far rem oved from the meaning 

and role that reflexivity was accorded in the feminist m ethodological literature reviewed 

in chapter two (Haraway, 1997; Adkins, 2002). A comm on complaint was o f accounts 

frequently bordering on ‘narcissism ’ and negatively refocusing the gaze from the 

researched on to the researcher as argued by Skeggs (2002).

This finding suggests a greater level o f resistance to the concept than is apparent in the 

literature reviewed in chapter two. Perhaps because the present study involved face-to- 

face interviews, where participants were asked to both define and explain their personal 

approach to reflexive research practice, the responses offered insight into not only 

participants’ confusion and disagreem ents about definitions and purposes, but also their 

dissatisfaction with the concept on a number o f levels, particularly in terms o f how
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reflexive material is written. Given that the present study em phasises the significance of 

the biography of the researcher and their fieldwork experiences in terms of the 

assumptions that they import in their qualitative research with children, the findings in 

relation to the concept o f reflexivity are of concern. Processes that allow researchers to 

examine and inteirogate the cultural beliefs, assumptions and behaviours they bring to 

research encounters, and how these might enable or disable their research, would seem to 

be essential in order to provide as clean and uncontam inated research space as possible 

(Adkins, 2002). Examination of this subjective material would also seem to have 

implications for quality and the assessment o f rigour of research by academic peers and 

wider audiences. The work o f Skeggs (2002) reviewed in chapter two argues for a return 

to feminist conceptions of reflexive research practice whereby reflexivity focuses on 

resources and positioning rather than being seen as a property of the self. Skeggs’ work 

clearly aligns reflexivity with rigour in her calls for accountability and responsibility in 

research, as opposed to what she describes as self-formation and self-promotion 

(2002:369). This approach to reflexivity would be a useful model to pursue in childhood 

research as it would counter many of the criticisms of reflexive research practice that 

emerged in the present study.

Qualitative research with children and research methods

The data specifically relating to research methods proved to be the most elusive in terms 

of ease of separating out participants’ responses into distinct categories. The biography 

and field experiences o f the researcher, their conceptualisations o f children and 

childhood, the artfulness with which they practise the craft of qualitative research and 

their philosophical commitments to rigour and reflexivity combined to shape and 

influence not only participants’ choice of methods but also the way in which they 

understood and deployed them with children in the research context.

Twenty-six (87 per cent) of participants in this study did not subscribe to the view that 

the methods employed in research with children should necessarily be different from 

those used with adults. Rather, participants highlighted the importance of the 

methodological approach adopted in any research study, the context in which methods 

were used, the relationship between the researcher and the child or children and the
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personal qualities and skills of the researcher facilitating the method. The feminist 

literature reviewed in chapter two was cited by more than half of the participants when 

discussing the issue of research methods for children. Feminist m ethodologists have, for 

several decades, been at the forefront of asserting the distinction between m ethods as a 

technique for working with participants and m ethodology as the theory underpinning the 

technique (Harding, 1987) and have dism issed claims for a ‘feminist m ethod’. The non- 

acceptance of special research methods for children spanned the continuum of conceptual 

and theoretical positions o f participants including those who advocated the case for 

children as researchers. The essence of objections to ideas of special research methods 

for children was that it would confine children to a homogeneous group and fail to 

recognise their diversity on a num ber of indices.

The findings in relation to research methods presented a paradox. Fourteen participants 

(47 per cent) reported the adult-child dichotomy as being unhelpful and having little 

m eaning for them theoretically yet these included participants who had been closely 

associated with the development of ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ methods. Similarly, one 

participant who had been pioneering in the developm ent of ideas around children 

undertaking their own research also reported ‘w incing’ when the term ‘child friendly 

m ethod’ was used and feared that most of those methods were condescending towards 

children. W hat became clear was that the three pathways that could be identified within 

‘childhood studies’ were inter-related rather than distinct. Some of those most interested 

in theoretical issues em ployed ‘creative’ and ‘participatory’ methods in their work. They 

felt that such methods generated rich data and an enabling research environm ent for 

children. A num ber o f participants who particularly focused on children’s participation 

and ‘participatory’ m ethods were interested in theoretical issues underpinning children’s 

rights as part of advocating for children’s inclusion in all aspects of social and political 

life. Similarly, participants advancing the case for children to act as researchers were 

involved in theoretical issues about children’s competencies in relation to research theory 

and practice. The thrust towards children becom ing more directly involved in conducting 

research appeared to be driven by an em powerm ent agenda similar to the one that 

informs the case for ‘participatory’ methods. The theoretical and research interests of 

participants highlighted that ‘childhood studies’ comprises a complex and diverse 

grouping with significant similarities and differences in emphasis and direction between
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‘childhood studies’ researchers. These findings again indicate that examination of 

theoretical issues relevant to the field would provide an important base upon which 

research practitioners could draw and build.

The main focus in participants’ discussion of methods was in relation to the power 

imbalance and pow er dynamics within the research relationship. None of the participants 

in the present research believed that it was possible to ignore or equalise power 

differentials between adult researchers and children in the research context. W hether 

children’s experiences in adult-controlled environments have prepared them to take and 

use power or whether children necessarily want that pow er were issues that received 

attention in participants’ discussions. Similarly, the extent to which children assert their 

power in the research context, the strategies they employ to exert and keep power and the 

way in which this is acknowledged and managed by researchers was an interesting issue 

raised by a nine participants as in need of further research. Although power was 

unequivocally referred to as an issue o f concern in participants’ accounts o f research 

relationships with children, there was little evidence o f a theoretical or systematic 

approach to the issue. The idea of pow er as a commodity that can be exchanged or given 

to children has been questioned particularly by those influenced by Foucault’s writings 

on power reviewed in chapter one (Foucault, 2002; Gallagher, 2008; Gallacher and 

Gallagher, 2008). This literature could be employed to stimulate further theoretical 

debate on the concept of power in childhood research as part of a move towards devising 

a more systematic approach to understanding and working with power in research 

relationships with children.

Streneths and weaknesses of the present study

This study privileged an approach aimed at recruiting a sm aller purposive sample of elite 

academics from a range of different disciplines that currently contribute to the field of 

‘childhood studies’. This means that a representative sample was not sought. M ost 

participants far exceeded the minimum criteria for sample selection both in terms of years 

of experience and publication record. The inclusion of six high-achieving younger 

researchers, in terms of time served in research since the completion of their doctoral 

studies, also ensured that the experiences of those at various stages of the qualitative
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research trajectory with children were included. The success of the recruitm ent and 

access strategies in the present study was reflected in the 95 per cent response rate and 

the high level of positive support from participants throughout the period o f fieldwork. 

Twenty-one of the thirty participants (70 per cent) had undertaken research in m ore than 

one country, including in the under-developed and developing world. However, funding 

and language limitations meant that the sample was selected from five countries: Ireland, 

Scotland, W ales and England and the continent of North America and so represents a 

small section o f the global community o f children’s researchers. In addition, key figures 

from Northern Europe, who had been influential in the emergence of the new paradigm, 

were not included, although the sample did include several participants with considerable 

experience of children’s research in Scandinavia.

It was apparent at an early stage in the design of the present study that the term ‘research’ 

was in itself problem atic given the range of contexts and funding arrangements within 

which research projects take place. The present study therefore limited its sample to 

those working in university based institutions that had knowledge and experience of a 

range of different research projects. They could comm ent on the ways in which funding 

influenced their research practice. Limiting the sample to academic elites also gave 

coherence to the sample, in that all participants, regardless of disciplinary background, 

age, or geographic location shared a common experience of working, teaching, 

researching and publishing within an academic context. This param eter inevitably m eant 

that the views and experiences o f researchers working in the commercial sector, national 

and local government, non-governm ent and voluntary organisations were not included 

although eight participants (27 per cent) had worked as researchers with children outside 

academ ia at some stage in their research career.

The exploratory nature of the present study meant that it fitted Flick’s criterion for expert 

interviews as a “stand-alone m ethod” when the study aims to compare similarities and 

differences between expert knowledge in a field (Flick, 2009:168). Drawing on feminist 

methodological literature, a prim ary aim of the study was to generate accounts of 

research ‘as it is experienced’ rather than research ‘as it is described’ so as to access less 

sanitized versions o f fieldwork experiences (Stanley and Wise, 1993). Face to face 

individual interviews were therefore privileged at the design stage to facilitate the
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building o f a trusting, collaborative research relationship with participants and thereby to 

gain access to the depth and quality of conversation required. Cognisant of the findings 

o f other studies of researchers studying researchers, particular attention was paid to 

anonymity, confidentiality and related ethical issues and all participants were offered the 

opportunity to edit their initial interview transcript and to review the use of direct 

quotations (Wiles et al, 2006). M em ber-checking was also undertaken as a further 

control (Flick, 2009).

W hilst the response rate and quality of material generated suggests that these strategies 

represent the strengths and success of the present study, the resource and time constraints 

involved meant that the data only provided ‘snapshots’ of participants’ perspectives based 

on a single interview. Observing some of the elite informants in action in the field and 

watching and hearing their engagem ent with children prior to the interviews may have 

provided a degree of ‘im m ersion’ and offered a depth of insight into their work. A series 

o f interviews spanning the life of a particular research project may have generated an 

evolving perspective and deeper and more nuanced exploration of particular issues as 

they arose. Similarly, had interviews been preceded by a focus group with peers it may 

have generated different levels of responses and sharing of experiences that could then be 

followed up in individual interviews (Deem, 2002). Furthermore, the reliance on a ‘stand 

alone’ m ethod inevitably means that the present study portrays a certain type of data, and 

provides only one part o f the jigsaw, rather than claiming to offer a definitive version of 

the perspectives of elite researchers (Mason, 2002).

The overall strength of the present qualitative study in terms of the positioning of the 

researcher, the collaborative nature of enquiry and the quality and depth or material 

generated was also it’s main weakness in terms o f small sample size and the lack of 

standardised procedures amenable to numerical m easurem ent and analysis.

Implications and future research

A clear message from the present study was that few researchers are in a position to 

undertaken qualitative research with children solely on the basis of their personal 

interests. The supervision of doctoral students conducting in-depth qualitative research
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was far more common for most participants than undertaking such research themselves. 

There was some evidence o f sustained ESRC funding initiatives for quahtative research 

reported by some participants, such as the ‘T im escapes’ project in the UK, which began 

its five year cycle in 2007. ‘T im escapes’ was seen as a watershed by participants in that 

it was the first m ajor qualitative longitudinal study to be funded in the UK. Nevertheless, 

non-funded or research council funded research projects comprised the minority rather 

than the m ajority of the research activity o f m ost participants. A common frustration 

aired was the reality of current academic institutions where the ‘publish or perish’ culture 

was seen to encourage ‘quick and dirty’ publications so that many of the traditional 

elements of qualitative research, such as immersion in the field, had to be foreshortened 

and personal preferences and philosophies curtailed. Further research on the reality of 

undertaking research with children and the type and quality of studies generated by 

particular funding initiatives would seem timely. The qualitative research literature and 

the participants in this study place the researcher as pivotal in the research process. The 

feminist literature highlights that qualitative approaches on their own do not deliver high 

quality research, rich data or a more em powering research relationship (Oakley, 2005). It 

is the person o f the researcher and their ability to facilitate and build a mutual and 

trusting research space that is seen to make the difference. The impact of the demanding 

environm ent in which many children’s researchers practice and the constraints this places 

on their ability to research deeply and creatively with children would seem im portant to 

understand.

The trauma experienced by over half (53 per cent) o f participants in this study would 

suggest that research aimed at reaching a fuller understanding of the emotional labour 

involved in some childhood research projects is necessary. Chronological age or years of 

research experience did not seem to provide protection or act as buffers in relation to 

traumatic experiences. Rather, working in team environments, peer support and line 

m anagement supervision emerged as crucial factors. The need to investigate ways to 

protect and prom ote the emotional welfare o f researchers, both novice and experienced, is 

an important topic to emerge from these findings. The recent UK ESRC ‘Q ualiti’ report 

that inquired into the risk to well-bring of researchers in qualitative research more 

generally (Bloor, Fincham, et al, 2007) could perhaps be used as the basis for looking at 

whether working with children in particular, poses additional or heightened safety and
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risk issues. The benefits o f emotional support, both in terms of the researcher and the 

quality of the data yielded, would be important to address. Further, the personnel best 

suited to provide support, both individually and to research teams, and how the 

effectiveness of the support provided could be monitored and evaluated would also be 

important considerations.

The lack of clarity about the definition of reflexivity meant that a fuller analysis about 

how qualitative researchers with children examine and contain these subjective 

influences, so as to minimize the effect on the data, was not possible in the present study. 

This would seem to be a significant area for further exam ination both theoretically and in 

terms of the implications for the recruitment and training of novice researchers. The 

findings suggest that new researchers coming into the area o f childhood research would 

benefit from being encouraged to explore the reasons for their research interests, to 

examine their assumptions about children and childhood and to recognise how their 

personal biography might both enable and disable their research practice with children. 

However, change would seem to be unlikely unless such examination was led and 

modelled by those most experienced in the field. This issue is addressed in the more 

general qualitative research literature (Grinyer, 2005; Harding, 2006) but has received 

less attention in the ‘childhood studies’ literature. A num ber of participants mentioned 

training courses that they delivered where they actively engaged students by examining 

individual student’s assum ptions about age-based conceptions of children and childhood. 

However, although concern about the personal m otivations and interests of some students 

was raised by several participants, only a minority referred to actively including this issue 

in the training and supervision that they provided to students or novice researchers. This 

seemed to reflect the current state of the field where there appeared to be an inconsistency 

between experienced researchers’ expectations o f students and their own research 

practice. There was an im plicit theme underlying the m ajority of participants’ accounts 

that the issue of reflexivity had been over-em phasised and poorly represented in the 

research literature for a num ber o f years. As a result there seemed to be a reluctance to 

revisit the issue in terms o f childhood research. However, the findings in the present 

study suggest that there is an onus on the most senior and experienced researchers and 

supervisors to become more actively involved in debates in relation to rigorous and
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reflexive research practice with children if they wish to encourage students and novice 

researchers to do likewise.

In terms o f training, there is a clear message from this study of the importance of 

fieldwork. Taught modules were assessed as having a place but participants located the 

bulk of learning o f qualitative research in the ‘doing’ of fieldwork and being immersed in 

the field. The personal qualities and research skills valued in qualitative research 

generally were seen to be equally appropriate when researching with children. Prior 

exposure to the population under study was stressed together with the researcher having 

particular personal qualities and skills which included being interested, curious, patient 

and attentive (Roberts, 2008). The findings suggest that encouraging students to question 

their motives for wanting to research in this area and ensuring that they are open to 

receiving children’s accounts as distinct and separate from their own should be an 

important part of preparing student and novice researchers for fieldwork with children. 

Again, this indicates the need for experienced researchers to take the lead in this respect 

and to model good practice as mentors and supervisors.

Despite the recent growth in literature on research with children and the increase in the 

provision of specialist research training courses, the rationale for specialist teaching of 

research with children did not emerge in the present research. Some participants cited 

different power relations in children’s lives as an important difference between 

researching with adults and children whereas others refen'ed to adult groups, such as 

prisoners, who lived within unequal pow er structures so that power was identified as the 

issue rather than childhood. Ultim ately the debate seemed to return to whether 

participants subscribed to the adult-child dichotomy and their opinions on the merits and 

demerits of this distinction. These findings indicate that training should comm ence with 

providing students with a sound theoretical base on which to build their research skills. 

This would offer new researchers a platform  from which to make informed choices about 

research methods rather than comm encing training with a focus on ‘creative’, 

‘participatory’ or ‘child-friendly’ research methods.

Several paradoxes emerged in this research. Participants consistently identified a 

distinction between quantitative and qualitative research as problematic, unhelpful and
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out-dated. At the same, time when examining rigour, twenty-seven (90 per cent) 

participants made a distinction in reporting that the language o f quantitative research did 

not translate well to qualitative research. Only three participants (10 per cent) employed 

the concepts of reliability and validity traditionally used in quantitative research. 

Consequently, a range of other terms were employed from the qualitative research 

literature. The practise o f qualitative research was closely linked to the personal qualities 

and creative artistry of the researcher. Unlike quantitative research, which was seen as 

more amenable to being learned in the abstract, fieldwork was consistently assessed as 

fundamental to qualitative research training and practice. A further paradox was evident 

in terms of the adult-child dichotomy and special research methods for children. Despite 

strong opposition to special research methods for children in theory, the developm ent and 

practice of ‘participatory’ and ‘creative’ m ethods was widespread including amongst the 

47 per cent of participants who rejected the adult-child dichotomy. These findings would 

suggest that the considerable body of literature focusing on methods that has grown 

within the field of ‘childhood studies’ in the last two decades, when set against the more 

sparse theoretical literature, does not reflect the needs of the field. Again, the need for an 

increased focus on theoretical issues emerged as a clear message from the findings.

A key message from the present study was that theorising about children and childhood 

has not received the same level of attention as the developm ent o f research methods 

aimed at ensuring that children are offered a more participatory and reciprocal research 

experience. This finding is not new. The need for the developm ent of conceptual and 

theoretical issues has been a consistent theme in the early sociology of childhood 

literature (James and Prout, 1997; James, Jenks, et al, 1998; M ayall, 2002), in the 

psychology literature (Greene and Hogan, 2005; W oodhead and Faulkner, 2008) and in 

the ‘childhood studies’ literature (W oodhead, 2003; Prout, 2005; Christensen and James, 

2008). Similarly, in terms o f children and young people’s participation, key authors in 

the field have identified a significant gap in the literature in terms o f the exploration of 

important theoretical issues (Percy-Smith and Thomas, 2010). The need to shift the focus 

of interest from research methods to theoretical issues is a theme that unites writers from 

the three main ‘childhood studies’ pathways that have been identified in this study. The 

challenge therefore becomes how to make that change of focus a reality. Devereux 

(1967) proposes that a concentration on research methods in research may actually
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provide a means o f detachment and as a way of containing researcher’s anxiety about 

forming connections and relationships with research participants. This might be an 

interesting idea for children’s researchers to explore given the findings in this study in 

relation to the influence of the biography of the researcher on research practice. From 

whichever perspective it is pursued, this research found that the first step towards 

forming a body o f theoretical knowledge to inform research practice is to refocus the 

gaze from the researched onto the researcher. The ways in which researchers 

conceptualise and theorize children and childhood, the assumptions and skills that 

researchers im port into the research process and the extent to which researchers 

acknowledge and work with the inevitable subjective element in qualitative research were 

all areas that emerged as fundamental in this study to the ways researchers comm unicated 

with children and deployed research methods. This material must therefore be 

acknowledged and processed in the pursuit of rigorous, accountable and high-quality 

qualitative research with children regardless of the particular research m ethod or methods 

employed.

CONCLUSION:

This chapter summ arised and analysed the main findings of the present study. These 

findings must be set within the context o f the continuing prevalence of a positivist- 

empiricist approach within psychology in general and developmental psychology in 

particular. As reviewed in chapter one, the conceptual focus of the present research is 

rooted in the challenges to developmental psychology in recent decades that have come 

from several directions including within and outside the discipline (Greene, 2006).

This study examined the ways in which elite researchers position themselves in their 

qualitative research relationships with children in the contemporary qualitative research 

context. The findings suggest that researchers’ childhood experiences, their relationships 

with children in their families and social networks and their personal political motivations 

and perspectives all combine with their disciplinary backgrounds, professional training 

and fieldwork experiences to shape their approaches to the children with whom they 

research. It was the extent to which these subjective influences were exam ined and 

utilised that were found to vary considerably. Consistent with feminist theorists, this
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study suggests that there is a need for children’s researchers to explicitly recognise that 

unexam ined assum ptions about children and childhood can potentially influence and 

distort their qualitative research practice and analysis (Harding, 2004). The use of 

reflexive research practice to interrogate the unexamined assumptions about children and 

childhood that are imported into the research context by researchers was random and 

inconsistent. This is an area clearly in need of further debate, even if to identify a 

spectrum o f positions and the underlying rationale for adopting them, so that researchers 

are explicit with each other and their wider audiences about the approach that they have 

adopted. The work of Skeggs (2002:369), drawing on feminist methodological literature 

and calling for a shift from ‘telling and confession’ to ‘practice and positioning’ in 

reflexive research, is suggested as a useful model given that it counters many of the 

criticisms o f reflexivity that emerged in this research. The role of experienced 

researchers as mentors and supervisors was found to be crucial in this regard.

The constraints of contem porary qualitative research with children were noted, not least 

in terms of financial considerations which meant that researchers’ preferred approaches to 

research were frequently tempered in order to m eet the requirements of funding agencies. 

Fieldwork, adequate tim e for preparation and ‘im m ersion’ and pressures on content and 

presentation were all issues that were seen to be affected by the demands of externally 

funded research contracts. The level of vulnerability and trauma reported by over half of 

the participants in this study was of concern. This was not associated with age, 

disciplinary background or num ber of years o f research experience. The recent ESRC 

Qualiti report in the UK (Bloor, Fincham et al, 2007) into the risk to well-being of 

qualitative researchers generally, resonated in many respects with the findings of the 

present study. Further research to assess whether research with children poses additional 

or heightened safety and risk issues was found to be important, to protect the well-being 

o f researchers in what emerged as a demanding and pressurised field o f research.

The study offered important insights into an elite group with first-hand knowledge and 

experience of the changes that have taken place in the field of qualitative research with 

children in psychology and related disciplines in recent decades. Due to their standing 

and expertise, participants were in a prime position to comment on the current state o f the 

field. In-depth elite interviews, a collaborative approach and careful attention to ethical
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issues allowed valuable access to participants’ personal and unpublished accounts o f their 

fieldwork together with their reflections on their research experiences. The age profile of 

the sample was such that many im portant figures will be retiring from childhood research 

over the course o f the next ten years. There was a limited time-frame therefore, within 

which the present study could have been undertaken. Documenting the perspectives and 

qualitative research experiences of the pioneers and opinion leaders in the field, at this 

stage in the evolution of ideas about research with children, is the contribution that this 

study claims to make to the existing body of knowledge.

The over-riding message from this research is that there remains a significant gap in the 

theoretical literature underpinning qualitative research practice in the diverse field of 

‘childhood studies’. A wealth of rich literature has been produced during the last two 

decades to facilitate researchers’ engagem ent with children as collaborative research 

partners and com petent and credible research participants. The present study however, 

suggests that there remains a need to build a stronger body o f literature in which to 

ground those methods. The findings showed that while there may be important 

differences between researching women and childhood research there are also significant 

and helpful similarities. Consistent with feminist methodological literature, it was found 

to be the positioning of the researcher within the research relationship, rather than 

specific research methods, that m ost influenced the power dynamics between adult 

researchers and child participants and enabled richer and more sophisticated accounts of 

children’s lives and experiences to emerge. The study concluded by arguing that analysis 

o f researcher subjectivity and the ways in which researchers position them selves in their 

research relationships with children, would offer important insights into how researchers 

theorize, engage and write about children in qualitative research. It would also provide a 

firmer epistemological and methodological base for the deployment o f participatory and 

creative qualitative methods in the evolving multi-disciplinary field o f ‘childhood 

studies’.
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APPENDIX I - Interview Schedule

QUALITATIVE M ETHODS OF RESEARCH W ITH CHILDREN:

AN EXPLORATION OF THE RESEARCHER CHILD RELATIONSHIP

INTERVIEW  SCHEDULE

A EXPERIENCE OF RESEARCH

1 W hat is your discipline/which academ ic discipline do you most identify with?
2 How many years experience do you have in research?
3 Have you received any specific training as a researcher or are you self-taught?
4 Do you see yourself as prim arily a quantitative or qualitative researcher?
5 How is qualitative research viewed within your discipline?
6 W hy do you personally use qualitative methods?
7 W hat importance do you place on the concept of “objectivity” in your work?
8 How relevant are the constructs of “reliability” and “validity” to your work?

B EXPERIENCE OF RESEARCH W ITH CHILDREN

1 How many years experience do you have in working directly with children?
2 Have you received any specific training in research work with children?
3 How has the role o f children in research changed since you first started?
4 Have your own opinions about the role of children in research changed?

C COM M UNICATION DURING RESEARCH

1 W hich theoretical position most influences the way you engage with children?
2 W hat does the term “rapport” mean to you?
3 Are there particular techniques or practices you employ to establish rapport?
4 W hat do you do if  you feel that you have not established rapport with a child in an 

individual or group context -  is it important?
Exam ple: A child whose dem eanour suggests that they do not like you?

/ continued
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D EM OTIONAL RESPONSE OF THE RESEARCHER

1 How much of your personal self do you bring to the research context?
2 Is this a positive or a negative aspect o f the research relationship?
3 Are there any topics that you have researched where you have needed to think 

carefully about your own feelings, experiences and/or beliefs?
Examples: Bereavement, adoption, bullying, physical and sexual abuse.

4 Have there been children you have worked with were you have needed to think 
carefully about your own feelings, experiences and/or beliefs?
Exam ples:
i. A child who reminds you of yourself as a child.
ii. A child who you find it difficult to like despite their experiences, such as a 

child you perceive to be overly complaining or aggressive.
iii. A child you perceive to be racist, sexist or hom ophobic in their attitudes or 

behaviours.
5 How do you deal with any “left over” feelings afterwards?

E REFLEXIVITY

1 Do you take account of the researcher’s subjectivity during the ‘context of 
discovery’ and design stage?

2 How do you take account of the researcher’s subjectivity during the process and 
analysis o f research?

3 How do you take account of the researcher’s subjectivity in your formal written 
work?

F UNANTICIPATED DATA

1 W hat questions should I be asking about the researcher-child relationship that are 
not covered in the literature or that have not been covered in this interview?
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APPENDIX II -  Interview Topic Guide

INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE

1. EXPERIENCE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

• Theoretical framework

• Type and extent of training in QR methods.

• Relevance of concepts of objectivity, reliability and validity.

• Other principles considered important in assessing rigour of QR.

2. EXPERIENCE OF RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN

• Years and type of experience.

• Type and extent of specific training in QR methods with children.

• What training should new researchers receive?

3. COMMUNICATION WITH CHILDREN DURING RESEARCH

• Theorist(s) or theoretical framework that informs 
engagement/positioning/communication with children.

• Rapport: What? / How? / Difficulties?

4. EMOTIONAL RESPONSE OF THE RESEARCHER

• Use of self

• Difficult topics

• The attributes, characteristics or behaviours of the child

• Support available to researcher

5. REFLEXIVITY

• What does it mean to you l / How do you do it?

6. MISCELLANEOUS

• What should I be asking about the researcher-child relationship?
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APPENDIX III

Trinity College DubUn

children's research centre
research fo r childrert & young people

Letter of invitation, consent form, study information sheet and researcher 
biography sent to all participants

D ear

I am  currently  studying  for m y PhD  at the C h ild ren 's  Research C entre and School o f 
Psychology, T rin ity  C ollege, D ublin under the supervision o f  P rofessor Sheila G reene. 
M y area o f in terest is qualita tive m ethods o f research with children, in particu lar the 
researcher-child  re la tionsh ip  from  the researcher side o f  the equation.

As part o f the first phase o f  m y study 1 w ould like to docum ent the experiences and 
practices o f a sam ple o f  high profile, in ternationally  published  qualita tive researchers 
who have worked in the area o f  ch ild ren ’s research for at least 10 years. M y aim  is to 
gain insight into the unpublished know ledge and skills that experienced researchers 
have acquired in the course o f  their careers to date. The data collected  from  these 
in terview s will help  in the design and testing o f a train ing program m e for new 
qualitative researchers w orking with children.

I am w riting  to ask if  you w ould be w illing  to be in terview ed as part o f m y sam ple. I 
am aw are o f the w ork pressures that you are doubtless subject to and w ould not 
foresee the interview  taking any longer than 60 m inutes. I w ould travel, at m y own 
expense, to a location convenient to you.

I enclose a copy o f  the Inform ation Sheet w hich sum m arises this study together w ith a 
short b iography. P lease be assured that your righ ts under the Freedom  o f  Inform ation 
A ct will be respected. C onfidentiality  will be m aintained at all tim es and all data will 
be stored securely and destroyed after five years in line with School o f Psychology 
policy. N o identify ing inform ation will be included in the final report w ithout your 
explicit perm ission. All partic ipants will be offered the opportunity  to read and edit 
the transcrip t o f  their tape-recorded  in terview  and to review  the ed ited  use o f 
quotations in any subsequent publications. It is im portant that you feel com fortable 
with the way the study is conducted and you have the right to change your m ind about 
being involved at any stage.
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Trinity College Dublin

children's research centre
research fo r childrerj & young people

Please note that I can be contacted at the address, telephone and fax number shown at 
the bottom of this letter. My email address is sm ithc4@ tcd.ie. The contact details for 
my supervisor, Professor Greene, are also shown below and her direct line number is 
+ 353 (0) 1 896 3851.

I enclose two copies of a consent form. If you are willing to participate in this study I 
would be grateful if  you would read and sign one copy and I will collect it when I 
come to see you.

Look forward to hearing from you,

Yours sincerely.

Carmel Smith
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Trinity College Dublin

children's research centre
research fo r children & young people

C O N S E N T  F O R M

QUALITATIVE METHODS OF RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN: 
AN EXPLORATION OF THE RESEARCHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP

i. I agree to take part in Carmel Smith’s study. I have received a 
letter dated 00.00.00 which explains the aims of the research and 
the purposes it will be used for.

ii. I understand that it is important that I feel comfortable throughout 
and that I can change my mind and withdraw from the study at any 
stage if I wish.

iii. I have received assurances regarding storage of data, 
confidentiality and my rights under the Freedom of Information 
Act. I note that I will be offered the opportunity to read and edit 
the interview transcript and review the use of direct quotations in 
any subsequent publications.

iv. I am aware that if I have any concerns at any time about the way 
the research is being conducted I can contact Carmel’s PhD 
supervisor, Professor Sheila Greene, on -i- 353 (0) 1 896 3851.

Signed: ..................................................................................................................

Date: ..................................................................................................................
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Trinity College Dublin

children's research centre
research fo r children & young people

TITLE: QUALITATIVE M ETHODS OF RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN:

AN EXPLORATION OF TH E CHILD-RESEARCHER RELATIONSHIP

STUDY INFORM ATION SHEET

•  A sample of high-profile, internationally published qualitative researchers, 

with a minimum o f ten years experience o f work with children, will be asked 

to share their experiences o f undertaking research with children.

•  This will provide access to unpublished, informal and personal accounts of 

research practices and thus act as a rich source of data to supplement the 

review of existing published literature.

• These first-hand accounts will offer an important insight into the dynamics of 

the researcher-child relationship. The data collected from this stage will be 

used to inform the design and testing of a training program me for new 

researchers during subsequent stages of the study.
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Trinity College DubUn

children's research centre
research fo r children & young people

CARM EL SMITH 

BIOGRAPHY

In October 2006 Carmel joined the C hildren 's Research Centre on a scholarship from 

the Office of the M inister for Children. She is undertaking doctoral research in the 

School of Psychology under the supervision of Professor Sheila Greene. Carm el’s 

area o f interest is qualitative methods of research with children, with a particular 

focus on the researcher-child relationship.

Prior to joining the Centre, Carmel graduated from the University o f Hertfordshire, 

UK in 1986 with a BA (with first class honours) and her professional qualification in 

social work. She practised for many years as a probation officer, adoption social 

worker and children's counsellor. She has worked in London, Belfast and Dublin. 

Carmel received a M.Soc.Sc (with distinction) from University College Dublin in 

2004. Her thesis was entitled “Intercountry Adoption in Ireland: Seeking the Child’s 

Perspective.”

C hildren’s Research Centre 

October 2006
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APPENDIX IV - Composite Example of Interview Contact Summary Sheet

INTERVIEW  CO NTACT SU M M ARY  SHEET

Participant: xxxxxxxx Date o f  interview: 00 .00 .00  Length: 000 mins

1. Main themes or issues in contact?

- C-flreer res.earc.her 30+ years - ac.adei^lc. a ^d  poLlcy c-o^vtexts.
- C-Lear firo-fessLoi>^aL/'persoi^aL d isttM tto^^  research prnc-tt-c-e.
- t>oes \M)t cictept Lukve betweeiA, c\\A.a\ /̂o\\A.al research
- M ost Lm,portaiA,t thLiA,0 Is to LLtee av\.ci be ourious. about chLLdret^.
- Not aLL researchers su ited  to c^uai research wjethods/restarcM  with chlLdrei^
- Not a fa^^ of deveLopnA.eiA.taL-psychoLo0y -  crltLcaL of Pt.a0et Li^partlcutLar.

2. Sections o f  the interview schedule particularly addressed?

- Research experle^vce avui traluvLiA,0
- Traiviiv\,Q for MW  researchers
- ffiuaLlty Lia. ^^uaLltative researc^^ (reUabLLLty aMi objectLvi-ty)
- Coi^ceptu,aLLsl^v0/C-okK^w.u.iA<t.catt.iA  ̂ with cĥ .Lc(rê ^
- Reflext.vt.ty

3. Unanticipated data that was salient, interesting or illuminating?

- it^teriA-atLoi^aL research experLekvce radlcaLLy chaiA,0ed owkv-perspectlves.
- Worfeluv0 with chLLo(reiA-throu.0h Ikvterpreters -  reLatLoiA-shLp tm.pUcatt.oiA-s?
- 'Dt.ffLcu.LtL.es with how fê M-liA/lskVL has coiA,ceptu.aLlseol chlLdre^v (as probLem,s)

4. N ew  ideas, directions or contacts that should be considered?

- chlLdrei^ as peopLe/chlWrev^. as tyidLviduals -  m  age-based frakneworfe.
- Is reflexlvlty l^v daiA^er o f li^corporatl^vg 'otherkvess' Ikvto w hat we feiA^w?
- T2.ecokVLm.eiA-datloiA. ofw oriz  o f XXX to gtve a iw>re l^vter^vatloi^aL fLavou,r.

5. Post-interview assessm ent

- w arm ,, weLcoml^vg, seLf-couvfloleKt ay\.d seemed Qet^uLMly LiA±erested.
- t tl0 h  Level of persokval dtsciosure  abou-t owkv chlLdhood/chlLdrekv-.
- 1 fe lt i^rvo u s  a t  f i r s t  ui^ttL we established a Level, theiA- Lots of comfortable 

slle^v-t pautses for thou.0ht a\^d appropriate hu.m^u.r auvd lau0hter.
- 1 ewyoyed l^vtervlew. x  seemed to too -  0ave m^ copy of Latest article.
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APPENDIX V - Interview transcript cover sheet

CONFIDENTIAL 

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

NOTES TO INTERVIEWEES

(1) A prim ary aim of this study is that all participants should feel comfortable with the 
ongoing research process and be confident that their views or comments will not be 
m isrepresented or presented m a way that they had not intended. Consistent with this 
aim, interviewees are invited to make amendments, deletions or additional comments 
on the attached transcript to ensure that it is a respectful, accurate and fair portrayal of 
their views and experiences.

(2) Given the nature of the research topic and consequently the sample selected (many 
of whom will be known to one another) particular attention must be paid to 
confidentiality while also m aintaining as informative and comprehensive a picture as 
possible. A two stage approach has therefore been chosen:

(i) During the initial transcription information will only be removed where 
there was a specific request to do so on the interview tape. The researcher 
will then send two copies of the transcript to participants and invite them to 
read and edit any sections that they consider might identify participants or 
data that they might wish to remain confidential. W herever possible, 
interviewees are asked to consider replacing identifying names, places or 
people with a vaguer descriptive phrase such as “University X” or “A well 
known anthropologist” .

(ii) One copy of the amended transcript will be returned to the researcher and 
the other retained by the participant. Therefore, the transcript returned to 
the researcher is one which the interviewee is content for the researcher to 
use during the process of analysis.

(iii) No quotations from interview transcripts will be included in the final thesis, 
o r any subsequent publication, without the perm ission of the interviewee. 
This allows participants to assess the context in which their words are being 
used before giving their consent.

Carmel Smith 
Date:
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APPENDIX VI - Start list of codes

QUALITATIVE M ETHODS OF RESEARCH W ITH CHILDREN:
AN EXPLORATION OF TH E RESEARCHER-CHILD RELATIONSHIP 

‘START LIST’ OF CODES

L RESEARCH BACKGROUND
L I. Academic discipline(s)
1 .2 . Professional Practice background
1.3. Personal motivations
1.4. Other

2. TRAINING
2.1 Research general
2.2 Research with children
2.3 For new researchers
2.4 Other

3. RIGOUR OF QU ALITATIVE RESEARCH
3.1. Objectivity
3.2. Reliability
3.3. Validity
3.4. Other principles

4. COM M UNICATION W ITH CHILDREN
4.1 Positioning o f researcher
4.2 Conceptual/theoretical fram ework
4.3 Rapport
4.4 Age
4.5 Similarities/Differences with adults
4.6 Other issues

5. EM OTIONAL RESPONSE O F THE RESEARCHER
5.1 Subjectivity
5.2.Use of self
5.3.Difficult topics
5.4.Attributes, characteristics or behaviours of child 
5.5.Support for researcher
5.6. Other

6. REFLEXIVITY
6.1 Definition
6.2 Importance
6.3 Other

7. W HAT SHOULD I BE ASKING?
7.1 Power
7.2 Other
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APPENDIX V I1

AN EXAMPLE OF HOW CODES WERE GENERATED FROM THE 

ASSIGNMENT OF ONE INITIAL ‘MASTER CODE’ (COMMUNICATION 

WITH CHILDREN) THROUGH TO ADDITIONAL ‘IN VIVO’ CODES 

FOLLOWING ‘LINE BY LINE’ CODING

‘STA RT LIST’ M ASTER CODE: ‘COM M UNICATION WITH CH ILD REN ’ 
AND ASSOCIATED SUB-CODES:

4. CO M M UNICATION W ITH CHILDREN
4.1 Positioning of the researcher
4.2 Conceptual/theoretical framework
4.3 Rapport
4.4 Age
4.5 Sim ilarities/Differences with adults
4.6 Other issues

AD DITIONAL ‘IN V IV O ’ CODES GENERATED DURING INITIAL LINE BY 
LINE CODING UNDER M ASTER CODE FOR: ‘COM M UNICATION W ITH

C H ILD REN ’

4.7 In Anthropological studies
4.8 As a result o f the Sociology of Childhood
4.9 In Disability research
4.10 In Developmental Psychology
4 .1 1 Historical treatment of children in research
4.12 Positioning of children in feminism
4.13 Child/children in family context
4.14 Role of researcher
4.15 Seeing, looking and being attentive
4.16 Experience of being with children
4.17 Being able to play with children
4.18 Confidentiality
4.19 Researcher controlling/researcher ‘letting go’
4.20 Inequality o f research relationship
4.21 Child as sophisticated knower/child as unsophisticated knower
4.22 Training o f researcher/research as an ‘art’
4.23 Differences between children
4.24 C hildren’s rights
4.25 Ethical treatment o f children in research
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4.26 Children as contributors
4.27 Researcher learning what it means to be a child
4.28 Child being interested/researcher being interested
4.29 Children unused to being listened to/taken seriously
4.30 Children as people
4.31 Children as economic contributors/children as economic dependents
4.32 Researcher’s respect for children
4.33 Adult fear/researcher’s fear
4.34 Creating safe space for comm unication
4.35 Researcher trusting/child trusting
4.36 Giving children time
4.37 Researcher being honest/being ‘up front’
4.38 Researcher willing to learn what it means to be a child.
4.39 Research autonom y/funding constraints
4.40 D on’t ask questions/wait
4.41 Children getting upset
4.42 Children describing trauma
4.43 Traumatized children/traum atized researchers
4.44 Provision of counselling to children/non-intervention
4.45 Researcher choosing/children choosing research environment
4.46 Researcher tailoring m ethods to suit/giving children choice of methods
4.47 Different methods for children/use same method differently
4.48 Participatory research/child-centred research
4.49 W orking directly with children/working through interpreters
4.50 Direct access/working through gatekeepers
4.51 Children will decide whether or not to co-operate/children’s boundaries
4.52 Unmediated voice o f the child
4.53 W ho is researcher to child?/W ho is child to researcher?
4.54 Researcher as unimportant
4.55 Teachers positive effects/Teachers negative effects
4.56 Different audiences that children have to deal with
4.57 Researcher as ‘o ther’ adult/researcher as ‘unusual adult’
4.58 Family loyalty/fam ily ‘front’
4.59 Researcher curiosity
4.60 Children as researchers
4.61 Children as problem s/children as valuable experts
4.62 Children supporting each other
4.63 Researcher liking children
4.64 Children as agents
4.65 Non-m onetary rew ards/paying children as research participants
4.66 Culture of comm unication
4.67 Creative methods
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EXAMPLE OF THEMATIC CHART USED FOR DATA DISPLAY (Based on Ritchie & Lewis; 2003: 234 — 235) 

Overarching Theme: The Biography of the Respondent

Sub-themes

Respondent

Sub-theme 1: 
Personal 

Influences
Page
Ref

Sub-theme 2: 
Academic 
Influences

Page
Ref

Sub-theme 3: 
Professional 
Influences

Page
Ref Other

Page
Ref

1 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

2 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

3 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

4 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

5 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

6 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

7 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

8 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

9 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

10 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

319

A
PPEN

D
IX

 
VIII - 

Tem
plate 

for 
Them

atic 
C

hart



320

Overarching Theme: The Biography of the Respondent

Sub-themes

Respondent

Sub-theme 1: 
Personal 

Influences
Page
Ref

Sub-theme 2: 
Academic 
Influences

Page
Ref

Sub-theme 3: 
Professional 
Influences

Page
Ref Other

Page
Ref

11 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

12 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

13 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

14 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

15 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

16 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

17 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

18 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

19 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

20 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data
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Overarching Theme: The Biography of the Respondent

Sub-themes

R espondent

Sub-theme 1: 
Personal 

Influences
Page
Ref

Sub-theme 2: 
Academic 
Influences

Page
Ref

Sub-theme 3; 
Professional 
Influences

Page
Ref Other

Page
Ref

21 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

22 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

23 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

24 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

25 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

26 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

27 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

28 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Sumituirised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

29 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

30 Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data

Summarised/ 
Synthesised data
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APPENDIX IX -  Summary of Themes and Sub-themes

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN: 
PERSPECTIVES OF ELITE RESEARCHERS

SUMMARY OF THEMES AND SUB-THEMES IDENTIHED

THEMES SUB-THEMES

A. THE BIOGRAPHY OF THE 
RESEARCHER

1. Personal Influences
2. Academic Influences
3. Professional Influences

B. FIELDWORK EXPERIENCES

1. Learning from Fieldwork Experiences
2. Training & Support for Researchers 

undertaking Fieldwork.
3. Constraints on Qualitative Research 

Practice with Children.

C. CONCEPTUALISATIONS OF 
CHILDREN AND CHILDHOOD

1. The Adult-Child Dichotomy
2. The ‘new’ Sociology of Childhood
3. Conceptual and Theoretical Diversity

D. THE ARTISTRY OF THE 
RESEARCHER

1 Creating the Research Space
2. The Research Relationship
3. Trusting the Research Process

E. RIGOUR AND REFLEXIVITY
1. Rigour
2. Reflexivity

F. CHILDREN, QUALITATIVE 
METHODS OF RESEARCH AND 
POWER DYNAMICS

1. Qualitative methods of Research with 
Children.

2. Power Dynamics in the Research 
Relationship.
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APPENDIX X

Research 
as an 
‘Art’

Researcher’s 
experience and 

training

Trusting
children

HOW
RESKARCHER

SEES
CHII.DREN

How child 
sees 

researcher
Children

Purpose of 
Research 
methods

sent to 
participants 

prior 
to



APPENDIX XI -  Diagram produced after completion of ‘member checking’ 
interviews

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN 

THE PERSPECTIVES OF ELITE RESEARCHERS

REL^Ty

WHO IS THE 
RESEARCHER?

Biography of 
^  \  researcher

POWKR

^ ̂ ge or

o f comttvvv 
participaU<^

U^ ĥods, Rigoui  ̂
^eflexivity

BI-DIRECTIONAL INFLUENCES ON THE WAYS IN WHICH 

RESEARCHERS POSITION THEMSELVES IN RELATION TO CHILDREN

IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
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