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Abstract

Research on positionality and accessing field work for researchers studying their own
communities in Lower Middle-Income Countries (LMICs) is scant. The majority of the
literature on this topic emanates from High-Income Countries (HICs). Drawing on
ethnographic field work conducted in Kenya and Pakistan, the authors have explored ways
in which dialectic relationships between the researcher and participants in various social
spaces (SSs) within the place of research (PoR) influences access to the field and data
quality. The authors analysed reflective narratives from their fieldwork using Gibbs’s
Reflective Cycle (GRC). The findings show that, accessing field work in LMICs where the
research agenda is not fully developed with respect to funding and government support
presents not only social and practical issues concerning the fieldwork but also ethical
dilemmas. SSs in a PoR are powerful in determining both access to the field and data
guality. For researchers returning from HICs to study the communities of their origin, being a
native does not grant automatic access to research spaces. Gender and power dynamics
are not only crucial for accessing the communities which are studied and from which data
are collected but can also bring a degree of bias to the data collected. This paper sheds light
on issues around positionality, access and doing field work in these contexts. The findings
show the complex context in which research is conducted and how positionality is contested.
This paper is useful for professionals from LMICs, early career researchers and
professionals working in international development.
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Introduction

Researchers in various academic fields have conducted research and provided authoritative
data which have been used for policy formulation, service improvements, behaviour change
and the development of intervention tools. In most of these studies, although the researchers
have been quick to point out the limitations of their research or potentials and barriers, they
have rarely explained how their multiple identities in various social spaces (SSs) within the
place of research (PoR) affect the data which they collect. By large, debates on positionality
has focussed on the role of researchers considered as ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders. Such studies
on field ‘positionalities’ has often focussed on the researcher’s differences and similarities as
a facilitator for accessing field participants, or how their study participants either accepted,
rejected or redefined their (the researchers’) identities (DeLyser, 2001; Jacobs-Huey, 2002;
Chavez, 2008). Social scientists are increasingly concerned about how their positionality and
background might shape the research process from the design, methodology, data analysis

and challenges they face in the field as either researcher ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’.

The existing literature on the positionality recognise that researcher’s stance/position in
relation to wider social, political and cultural context of the research study — the setting
(place of research), social spaces, the participants, do influence the entire process of
research from the construction of the research question to dissemination of the findings
(England, 1994; Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014; Huisman, 2008). The positionality is not a
unitary concept, but a multidimensional process, in which a researcher may be closely
positioned on some aspects and not on others. These variations can impact by altering the
research process, creating tension in the relationships between the researcher and the
participants and changing the study findings (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). For
instance, Huisman (2008) states that during her fieldwork with Bosnian women, she
identifies herself with them as a woman, friend and confidante but she discovered the
participants women were on different positions in terms of their life experiences, goals to
make a life within refugee families but the common value she found was being a woman that
helped her to foster the relationships with the participants as an insider. In the similar vein,
Bourke (2014) in his study to explore experiences of black students in a predominantly white
university, being a white man, he expected to connect with the white students more easily,
but what happened was the opposite. The white participants were reluctant to speak with the
researcher as compared to the black participants, who were more open to talk. In Bourdieu’s
perspective the field is an arena in which struggle over capitals occurs like a ‘game’ between

contestants who hold positions depending on the skills and knowledge (resources) they have



(Brosnan, 2010). Similarly, a researcher struggles to align one’s positionality in the ‘field’. We
used the concept of field in our research as social spaces of production, reproduction, and
exchange of knowledge, and the struggles of positions held by the researcher and the
participants for generation of knowledge (Swartz, 2016). In the social spaces various types

of tensions are faced by a researcher, the most common is ‘outsider and insider’.

Debates in the existing literature about researchers considered as ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’
has shown that, both researchers can bring a degree of biasness in research (Dwyer and
Bukle, 2009; Acker, 2000; Narayan, 1993). Scholars have argued that there is no better or
worse standpoint in research as both approaches requires openness, honest and a critical
reflection on the field work process with respect to how participants experiences are
presented, how data is analysed and how results are presented (Fay,1996; Armstrong,
2001). Unlike the ‘outsider’, - an ‘insider researcher shares common characteristics,
experience and roles with the research participants (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). These
commonalities are assumed to facilitate the research process in terms of acceptance, trust,
openness and depth of the data gathered. Yet, just like ‘outsiders’, not all researchers who
are considered as ‘insiders’ can be assumed to understand the sub-cultures of the
communities in which they live, and thus, they may be considered as ‘outsiders’ in their own
communities (Narayan, 1993; Acker, 2000). Being an ‘outsider’ or ‘insider’ can be fluid as
participants can put labels on researchers based on their gender, education status, age,
marital status, communication competency, class, caste background and family relations
(Jacobs-Huey, 2002; Narayan, 1993).

Conversely, disadvantages of researchers considered as ‘insiders’ are well reported in
literature (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009; Angrosino,2005). Research on positionality have shown
how the insider approach and doing native research process can be influenced by issues of
place, culture and identity (Jacobs-Huey, 2002; Apparadurai, 1988; Narayan, 1993). Insiders
position can be detrimental to the research process as a researcher can be clouded by his
cultural familiarity to the group thus making it difficult to critically understand issues under
study. Similarly, research participants are unlikely to delve into their experiences fully on
assumption that the researcher already understands them (Armstrong, 2001; Watson, 1999).
Since both the ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ position have a degree of biasness particularly in
representing participant’s experiences, there has been a call for all researchers to adopt a
postmodernism methods in approaching fieldwork and interpreting data by understanding
the researcher’s context in terms of language, social cultural norms, gender, class and
ethnicity (Hall,1990; Dwyer and Buckle, 2009; Acker, 2000).

Social Spaces and Place of Research



In this paper, the authors define SSs as micro places which exist within a larger, macro POR
and are multi-dimensional fields of force — the system of relations, alliances and power
struggles (Bourdieu, 1990). A PoR is the physical definitive area/perimeter or the
geographical area defined in the study. SSs are therefore within a PoR and are spaces
where researchers’ positionalities are defined by the participants, knowledge is produced
and reproduced, relationships are formed, and meanings are constructed. The SSs in this
current paper also represent spaces where participants have control and agency and
demonstrate signs of familiarity. These spaces may be static to the participants, but the
researchers’ positionalities or their presence change the ways in which both subjects adjust.
Thus, the fluidity of these spaces is created and recreated within the PoR and it is unique
because it facilitates research in different ways. This paper is based on the reflections of
three authors: AL is a Kenyan-descent medical anthropologist who was living in USA at the
time of her research and currently lives in Kenya and the UK. Her reflections in this paper
are based on her research study exploring the gender impact of water and sanitation in the
slums of Kibera in Kenya. SB is a trained social anthropologist and public health professional
of Pakistani origin who currently lives in the UK. He drew this account from his PhD fieldwork
on the sensitive and politically charged issue of honour-related violence in Pakistan. KM is a
Catholic priest of Kenyan origin and currently lives in Kenya. He provided his insights in this
paper from his involvement as a representative of the Catholic Church in peace building prior
to the 2007/08 Post-Election Violence (PEV) in Kakamega County in Kenya. In this paper,
the authors discuss issues around accessing the SSs in which researchers work and the

power which SS can have on the quality of the data obtained.

The following sections present first a summary of the three authors and their research sites;
second, the methods and data analysis using Gibbs’s (1988) reflective approaches; third, the

authors’ insights from the field; fourth, discussions and finally conclusions.
Authors and Research Sites

Author 1 is a medical anthropologist by background and a native Kenyan. She lived in the
USA for four years before returning home to conduct her doctoral research. Her
ethnographic study was designed to determine the differential gender impact of water and
sanitation in the slums of Kibera. Influenced by theories of the political economy of health
(Minkler et al., 1994; Rice, 1998; Stiglitz, 2002; Shutt, 1998) and the work of Paul Farmer on
structural inequality in Haiti (Farmer et al., 2004; Farmer, 2005), the purpose of her research
was to provide insights which could inform policy. Kibera’s slums are constructed in an area
with a population of slightly over one million people living on approximately 255 hectares and

are extremely overcrowded. The majority of the population is unemployed, households are



single-headed, and the feminisation of poverty is very real (Government of Kenya, 2000;
World Bank, 2004; 2005). Infrastructure is poor, coupled with poor and inadequate sanitation
facilities: trenches filled with household and human waste, and a low ratio of gender-
sensitive pit latrines to the population (World Bank 2004; 2005). Water is scarce and
expensive and water sources there are contaminated with human waste (Peters, 1998;
Thompson et al., 2001; Lusambili, 2008).. The slum is divided into nine ethnic villages with
clear but informal boundaries only known to the residents. From an outsider’s point of view,
the slums appear homogeneous, but they are actually culturally heterogeneous with their
own informal leaders and very stringent rules. SSs vary on the basis of on ethnic affiliations

and each ethnic group might occupy spaces based on a clan or on economic activities.

Author 2 conducted fieldwork on honour-based violence (HBV) in a southern province of
Pakistan in the summer of 2016 as part of his PhD project. The purpose of the research
project was to understand the community perception of the concept of honour and its
relations with honour killings of women and girls in the wider socio—cultural, economic and
political context. The study was informed by theories of honour (Campbell, 1964; Pitt-Rivers,
1965; Peristiany, 1965), patriarchy (Hunnicutt, 2009), and feminist political economy
frameworks (True, 2012). The research site was a junction where the borders of three
provinces of Pakistan, Sindh, Punjab and Balochistan, meet. This region is notorious for the
murders of women and girls by their family members for the sake of saving or restoring
family honour, a phenomenon which is commonly known as ‘honour killings’. In local
languages of the region honour killings are known as karo-kari in Sindhi, kala-kali in

Punjabi/Seraiki and siyahkari in Balochi.

HBV or honour crimes include a range of harmful practices such as domestic abuse,
violence or death threats, sexual and psychological abuse, acid attacks, forced marriage,
forced suicide, forced abortion, female genital mutilation, assault, blackmail, marring and the
disfigurement of organs, and being held against someone's will (Hester et al., 2015; Iranian
and Kurdish Women'’s Rights Organisation, 2014; Nesheiwat, 2005). The perpetrators
usually kill a woman, or a girl perceived as having brought shame or dishonour to the family,
clan or community (Bhanbhro, 2015). Perceived shame and dishonour might be brought
upon a family through involvement in pre-marital sex, adultery, pregnancy out of wedlock,
homosexuality and incest (Cetin, 2015; Bhanbhro, 2015; Payton, 2015; Sabbe et al., 2013).
In addition, marrying without consent from parents (Sabbe et al., 2013; Gill & Mitra-Kahn,
2012) and marrying outside the clan and/or community (Bhanbhro et al., 2013) can also be
considered acts which could bring shame or dishonour to a family, clan or community.
Honour and honour killings in Pakistan are under researched, and existing evidence derives

largely from human rights and civil society organisations such as the Human Rights



Commission of Pakistan (HRCP), Shirkat Gah and the Aurat Foundation. There have been a
few small and localised primary research studies conducted in Pakistan such as those of
Aase (2002), Shaikh et al. (2010), Bhanbhro et al. (2013) and Shah (2016) but these studies
have been limited in respect of the sample.

Author 3 conducted his research between 2011 and 2015 in western Kenya to examine the
role of the Catholic Church in the peace-building process following the 2007/08 post-election
violence (PEV) in Kakamega County. As a Catholic priest, he was particularly interested in
exploring the historical involvement of the Catholic church in peace building prior to the
2007/08 PEV. The church’s peace-building strategies and the challenges faced by the
Catholic church in seeking peace and development in the area were all topics of interest to

him.

Guided and informed by Emile Durkheim’s (1994) theory of structural functionalism and
Galtung et al.’s (2000) theory of structuralism and peace building, author 3 sought to gather
views from a wide range of residents in the county in order to evaluate the different functions
of the church in the community regarding peace building using mixed-method ethnographic

approaches.

The PoR, Kakamega County in western Kenya, experienced significant unrest following the
2007-08 PEV. The area is one of the wealthiest counties in Kenya in terms of natural
resources, with fertile agricultural soils, permanent rivers, wetlands and forests (Muchanga,
1998). Yet despite these resources, a government report in 2014 revealed that the region’s
economy was under threat and that the county was one of the poorest in Kenya in terms of
relative and absolute poverty. Poverty in the county has been attributed to poor leadership,
the emigration of able-bodied men to other counties in search of gainful employment, low
yields from cash crops, low levels of education and economic inactivity (Aseka 2014;
Miheso, 2014). The area is ethnically diverse and benefits from cultural intermarriage both

from within and with the neighbouring border clans in Uganda.

In the following sections, the three authors use narratives from the field to report on their
experiences while accessing SSs and how these might have affected the quality of the data

obtained.

Methods

To make sense of their reflective narratives, the authors employed the Gibbs Reflective
Cycle (GRC). GRC uses six criteria to assist practitioners to systematically and critically

reflect on their experiences in order to be able to make more balanced and precise



judgements (Gibbs, 1988). Figure 1 shows that the six stages of analysis entail descriptions
of the experience, feelings and thoughts, evaluation of the experience, analysis and action
plans. All three authors coded their data using the six criteria separately. Codes which were
developed were shared between the authors for review. All three authors reviewed and

merged the codes to inform their insights across their experiences.



Figure 1: Reflective narrative analysis using the Gibbs reflective cycle

Authors Description Feelings Evaluation  Analysis Action plan Themes
/Insights
Theme | Author 1 Controlled SSs; not | felt foreign, | felt | was not an Connecting/immersing  Insider
1 trusted; ethnic misunderstood, mistrusted. insider. with the community to advantage in
gatekeepers trusted;  unaccepted and understand the accessing SSs
viewed as a unprepared. research topics. in research.
foreigner.
Author 2 Not trusted by
Islamic council; | felt foreign; | felt Gatekeepers  Maintaining neutrality  Insiders who
considered as a alone; worried mistrusted; are centralin  in fieldwork when have power
foreigner; considered about my the topic accessing SSs  conducting research on  can facilitate
as a spy; | was not security and under study when sensitive topics. research on
one of them; local powerless. was sensitive  discussing sensitive
leaders facilitated my to discussin  sensitive topics —
research. this context.  topics. insider
advantage.
Author 3 Using reflective
Native advantage; | felt accepted; | | felt trusted; Being a native practices to improve
access to participants  felt powerful; | in what ways  may facilitate  data quality for native  Insider
was easy; | knew my  was part of the did my native access to SSs.  researchers. advantage.
participants. community. advantage
compromise
data quality?
Theme | Author 3 Women participants | felt | was Being a Gender and To consider using Gender and
2 uncomfortable about  missing vital native and a being a native intersectionality insider
sharing their information man have both approaches in disadvantage.
experiences; because | was a interviewing  advantages collecting data in
participants from my women on and




Theme

Author 2

Author 1

ethnicity were native.
uncomfortable about
sharing their
experiences;
participants assumed
that | knew the
history of PEV;
participants readily
shared information
with researchers
considered to be
outsiders

Participants who
considered me as a
local refused to share
their stories; access
to SSs was difficult;
being a man
researching a
sensitive topic made
access difficult; locals
not willing to engage
in HBV discussions.

| missed vital
information
because | was a
local.

My research was Powerless.
misunderstood by

gatekeepers;

research associated

with the influx of

foreign money;

gatekeepers wanted

sensitive
topics might
compromise
the quality of
the data
obtained.

Being a local
compromises
data quality.

Undeveloped
research
agenda.

10

disadvantages
in research.

Data
collected only
by local
researchers
might miss
important
information.

Research may
not be a
priority; local
people were
unfamiliar
with local

future.

A mix of research
interviewers (insiders
and outsiders) is
crucial for data quality.

Need to connect with
the participants
through Immersive
ethnography.

Insider
disadvantage.

Sensitive
topics and
access to
research
spaces.

Misconstrued
research
agenda and
access to SSs.



Author 2

to be paid; local
leaders wanted to
advance their own
agendas.

Research culture
undeveloped; HBV is
a sensitive topic to be
discussed locally; |
was considered a
foreign spy.

HBV was a
sensitive topic

| felt that
local people
needed to be
educated on
HBV.

11

research.

HBV is a
sensitive
topic

Misconstrued

research
Engaging relevant agenda.
stakeholders in future
research.



Insights from the field

Analysis of the reflective narratives from three different research sites delving into different
topics using Gibbs’s analysis circle identified three themes relating to positionality and

access to SS and PoR:

1. Insiders have an advantage in accessing SSs.
2. The intersection between gender, insider disadvantage and data quality.

3. Context and misconstrued research agenda.

1. Insider advantage in accessing SSs

The field research experiences of authors 1 and 2 demonstrate the difficulties which native
researchers who have lived in developed countries encounter when collecting data in
developing countries. Viewed as both natives and foreigners, foreign-educated researchers
do not gain automatic access to local study subjects. Author 1 in Kenya and author 2 in
Pakistan both found it difficult to establish a working relationship with informants on their
research sites, in part because they did not, as outsiders, understand which SSs could

acceptably be probed and which could not.

For instance, although author 1 had expected to start gathering information shortly after her
arrival in the field, she found it impossible to do so. Social structures were more highly
organized than she had thought, and before she began, she needed to gain the trust of
locals to help her to build information networks. Her linguistic competence and prior
experience of working in city slums, although helpful, did not grant her automatic entry to the

slum’s informants in her native land. As she observed:

I quickly realized that each social space has its own private culture, accessible only
through the intervention of a trusted intermediary. ... | was not immediately
welcomed into these controlled social spaces. To an outsider, the slum or rural
settlement appears to be homogeneous, but it is in fact a collection of unique social
spaces. To gather information from locals, therefore, | had first to master the social
norms specific to each space (whether on the street, in school, in sanitation facilities,
at water sources, or in informal businesses). In my research area, different people
controlled different social spaces. In addition, nine villages in my research area,
which was volatile along ethnic lines, were controlled by village watchmen. Upon
arriving, | was told by the locals that | could not gather information in the area until |

got authorization from the relevant gatekeeper... (Author 1).
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Similarly, Author 2, who had lived in the UK for over five years and was a Pakistani with a
western education and values, was viewed as a foreigner. While conducting his interviews
with the chairperson of the Islamic Council, one of the participants sitting in the room
interrupted the discussions on HBV and challenged author 2 for choosing to conduct this

research so that he could defame the Pakistani culture to western countries:

... While interviewing the chairman in presence of other audiences, | was surprised
when a young man from the audience commented that 'lagta hey tum foreign agent
ho, jo ye masla chuna hey ki bahir Pakistan ko badnaam ker sako' (‘it looks like you
are a foreign agent. That's why you have chosen this topic [honour killings], to
defame Pakistan to foreigners/westerners’). After this encounter, | realised that
understanding the social space, and the interviewer’s place in it, is crucial for

maintaining the neutrality of the data... (Author 2).

As a researcher returning from the UK to study his own people, these sentiments made
author 2 powerless and concerned about his physical security. Author 2 realized the
sensitivity of discussing the HBV topic in this context. Sensitive topics such as HBV which
are not easily discussed in the public domain can be challenging for researchers considered
foreigners yet native. Whereas both author 1 and author 2 encountered difficulties in gaining
access to informants and interviewing them in different SSs, author 3 — who had never lived
outside his native area — found it relatively easy to recruit and interview study participants.
Author 3, a male clergyman and a lecturer at the local university who had lived in the PoR for

more than 35 years reported his field work experience as follows:

| am a native of Kakamega county in many ways. | was born, raised and went to
school in this area. My parents, siblings, extended family and most of my friends live
in the area. | am a senior chaplain at the local university, where | also lecture as well
as represent the Christian community on the university senate. Besides this, | am the
senior priest of the main Catholic church in Kakamega parish, which also hosts the
university and the community in which this research was situated. As such, | enjoy a
wide range of social networks in the community, at the university and family. Thus, |
have found myself taking a leadership role in the community development projects,
bringing warring clans together, counselling and taking advisory roles. These roles
and positions have given me multiple identities. ... my role in the community and the
many advantages | enjoyed gave me a position of power and provided a platform for

gaining access to study participants ... (Author 3).

Author 3’s account shows the intersection between power and the context in which his

research was conducted. He conducted research in a culture which is predominantly

13



patriarchal. Being a man, a catholic priest, educated, a native with a prestigious position on
the university senate automatically facilitated his access to research spaces and
participants. Unlike authors 1 and 2 who were considered foreigners, author 3 had native

advantages.

2. Intersection between gender, insider disadvantage and data quality

The narratives provided by these three authors indicate that the quality of the data collected
in the field in large part depends on the researcher’s ability to negotiate different SSs and to
obtain the cooperation of local gatekeepers. By the same token, researchers insufficiently
aware of the local context, and their position in it, can compromise study results. Even
author 3, a well-accepted ‘insider’, was aware that his position in society hindered many
participants from openly discussing their thoughts and views with him. Author 3 further
recognized that, when they answered questions about PEV, ethnicity determined how the
participants responded. For example, author 3 explained that during the PEV, different
ethnic clans fought against each other and when he was interviewing some participants,

ethnic affiliations influenced how they shared their views with the interviewers.

Ethnic groups not affiliated with my tribe and women did not feel comfortable
discussing issues they felt might offend me — although they comfortably did this with

the research assistants... (Author 3)

Author 3 further observed that many informants who knew that he had ministered to victims
after the violence believed that he already knew the answers to the questions which he

asked:

| was always aware | did not enter the field as an outsider. During data collection,
some participants in focus group discussions, for instance, made comments about
my role, such as “You must know this better [than | do]” or “As you are aware,
violence happened due to ethnic ...” My research assistants, by contrast, did not

hear the same sentiments from interviewees. (Author 3)

Author 3 also commented on ethical and methodological dilemmas faced by researchers

who are themselves insiders:

These differences made me question my involvement in the research — to what
extent the data being collected was rigorous enough, or how | was going to de-link
from the insider’s position to collect and interpret data without bias. Equally,

researching and talking with the clergy and the laity with whom we shared a common

14



bond about our experiences with PEV made me realize how crucial it was to step
back and reflect critically on the design of the study to meet the expected academic

rigour ... (Author 3)

Author 2 similarly received a good reception from people who considered him a foreigner

and a bad reception from participants who considered him a native:

Those who considered me as a local did not openly respond to my questions, nor
were they willing to share their stories. In part, [this was because] many of the stories
of honour killings were already in the local media and they assumed that | was
already aware of these; they were reluctant to give insider information. On the other
hand, those who identified me as outsider [foreigner] were quite free in sharing their
stories and provided detailed answers to my questions. In this way, my perceived
position greatly influenced the richness and quality of the data. | later realized that
being an insider conversant with the topic, | came off as patronizing to the
respondents. This | later confirmed when | listened to a couple of interview
recordings, and | made a conscious decision to pretend that | knew nothing about the

issue under exploration ... (Author 2)

Gender had an effect on how all three researchers accessed SSs and participants. Women
participants were unwilling to discuss the effect of PEV on their families with author 3, who
was a man. Equally, author 2 was unable to recruit enough female participants for his study.
Author 1, who had been introduced to men in the slums to introduce her to different SSs,
changed her research approach when she realized that male gatekeepers had ignored her
research agenda and that she was running out of time. In the following extract, author 1
provides further insights into how she improvised to overcome the barriers to gathering data

which she had encountered in the field:

During the first six weeks, when | visited the slums every day, | had observed many
women routinely cleaning the streets, trenches and local schools. These women
removed heaps of human and household waste, haphazardly thrown around, from
the trenches. Aware that | needed to understand the process by which the streets
came to be filled with human and household waste, and why women were the
primary cleaners, | decided to break loose from the group of men provided by the

local chief to interview the women.

Seeking to be accepted as an insider, | dressed in a local print like those worn by
local women rather than jeans. Every day for three weeks, | joined the women
cleaning the trenches. Facing an ethical dilemma as to whether | should fully explain

my research purpose to them, | decided to tone down my explanation. ‘l am a

15



student,’ | explained, ‘and | am here to see what you are doing and learn from you
what women do to help keep their environment sanitary’. [Note: Although they later
learned that | was studying at a university abroad, the knowledge did not seem to

change their views about me.]

Delightedly welcomed by these women, | joined them in cleaning the streets. The first
group introduced me to different groups within the slums, in schools and local
churches, and even to some local leaders whom | had not met before. It was from
joining and cleaning with women on the streets that | learned about the impact of
poor sanitation in the slums such as numerous children dying after falling into pit
latrines and deep trenches; girls being raped while accessing toilets at night;
incidences of trachoma among children, diarrhoea outbreaks and the use of the of
‘flying toilets’ (Lusambili, 2011).

| was able to glean this treasure-trove of information because | aligned myself with
these women within their social space. ...this cast doubt on the validity of my initial
data and made me guestion whether information collected from participants who
were not slum residents could be incorporated in this research. This experience
brought to the fore how important it is to know and verify participants’ social context
to avoid falsely skewing the information collected. By immersing myself in the
women’s social reality, | also became the ultimate ‘insider’, experiencing for myself
what was normative in that context. | was aware that this insider position, coupled
with the fact of my being a woman, was going to be a challenge facilitating a Focus
Group Discussion (FGD) with men, who owned most facilities and were used to
receiving tokens from agencies seeking research data. | therefore trained my male
research assistant to deal with male FGDs. Although | was present during interviews

with male locals, | kept my role passive. (Author 1)

For author 2, being a male researcher had both advantages and disadvantages. For
instance, being a man was useful in terms of accessing not only male SSs such as a jirga (a
traditional assembly of community male leaders who settle a range of community disputes,
and in particular they are held to settle disputes related to honour killings of women and
girls) and informal gatherings of villagers in an Otaq (a male guest room).It was also

challenging to interview or interact with women in the field, as Author 2 explained:

I managed to interview only two women (both respondents were human rights
activists and social workers) by myself; other female interviews were conducted by a

female researcher who was hired and trained to undertake interviews on my behalf.
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These narratives demonstrate how the intersection between gender, being an insider and

social context can influence a researcher’s access and the quality of data obtained.
3. Context and misconstrued research agenda

Our narratives revealed that research agendas are sometimes misconstrued in both Kenya
(see Muia & Oringo, 2016) and in Pakistan (see Zaidi, 2002; PATH, 2015) where the culture
needed for social research is not fully supported by the government. Research may not be a
priority and for sensitive research topics such as HBV, it can be difficult to recruit and

engage the local people. Author 2 found it difficult to gain access to informants on the
sensitive topic of HBV:

This research involved a sensitive issue and inviting people to participate in such
research is even more difficult, especially by a male researcher from the diaspora.
Due to some high-profile honour killings such as the murder of a Pakistani social
media celebrity Qandeel Baloch in 2016 by her brother, the issue of honour killings
has been contentious and precarious to talk about especially with people coming
from abroad. (Author 2)

Similarly, Author 1, conducting research in the Kibera slums, found that some Kenyan locals
tended to misconstrue her research agenda. When some locals associated her presence
with an influx of money, for instance, some local leaders seeking to advance their own
agendas frequently took steps which led to delays:

When | entered the Kibera slums, | had to go to the local chief to get a licence to go
into different social spaces, and he provided five men to provide security during my
visits. ... | was told that my escort would introduce me to different village watchmen,
or other leaders who could help me recruit study participants, but when we started
mapping where to go in the slums, they hijacked the process and led me to business
places and schools that did not meet my study criteria. ... on two occasions, the
chief’'s team went to a restaurant, ordered food, and handed me the bill to pay,

putting me in an awkward position. (Author 1)

As in Kenya, author 2, working in Pakistan, found that the culture for social science research
was underdeveloped, and the general mistrust of field researchers was detrimental to data
collection. Author 2 reports how he was able to leverage his multiple national and cultural
identities to help him to overcome these obstacles:

| tried to maintain my position in the field as a native who was in a position of power,
from having lived and studied abroad. Unlike the anthropologist Malinowski, who

likened himself doing fieldwork to a predator 'spreading his nets in the right place and

17



waiting for what will fall into them', | reflected on what | knew about HBV before going
in the field. Aware that this background knowledge could affect how | interviewed
participants, | made a conscious effort to approach the data collection process as a
native, but one who had no knowledge about HBV. (Author 2)

Leaders in the target community also have their own requirements, which did not always
accord with the researcher’s views. When seeking access to different SSs to gather
information about a sensitive topic, author 2, for instance, faced an ethical dilemma. Of his
interview with the chairman of the Council of Islamic Ideology (CII) Pakistan, he reported
that:

The Chairman of the CIlI gave me two conditions for the interview: that the interview
would be conducted (1) in presence of other party members (around 20 people sitting
on the floor in a circle in the hall); and (2) in the Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI) office.

The JUI is a right-wing political party of which the Cll Chairman is one of the leaders.

Although obtaining official permission was a necessary first step, it alone did not immediately
open doors to local informants. Although a native Kenyan, author 1 found that because she
had lived in the US and ethically, she had to inform her subjects about the foreign university
where she was studying, some local people saw her as a foreigner. Social science research,

moreover, was regarded as something only foreigners did.

... After obtaining my research permit, | was introduced to the chief by a senior
government official. The officials had informed the chief about my research — and in
my first meeting with the chief, he had commented that “You are loaded with USA
dollars. Big money. People coming to do research here have money and we are in
good hands.” ... | had not thought of the fact that | would be considered as a

foreigner. | considered myself a native ... (Author 1)

Author 1 explained the ethical dilemma which arose when she began to recruit informants in

the Kibera slums, where some men attempted to push their own agendas:

When | began my research project in the field, the local chief accorded me a group of
five men as security to assist in recruiting the participants. Unfamiliar with my
research goals and requirements, these men pushed me to recruit people they chose
but who did not meet the study criteria. Remembering how Clifford Geertz (1973)
emphasized that local behaviours must be understood within their social and cultural
contexts, | reflected how it looked for me to visit the slums surrounded by five
security guards. Concluding that this would certainly affect the quality of data | could

collect, especially from women, | decided not to use them. (Author 1)
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As a relatively new researcher conducting her doctoral research, Author 1 discovered how
forceful local leaders can be, and how detrimental to the research they can be when trying to
use researchers to further their own ends. As noted above, Author 1, as a female
researcher, looking into the delicate subject of sanitation faced a number of major obstacles
from the outset:

... Despite my repeated reminders that | was there to do research, village elders
continued to introduce me as a “donor from America”. The chief started out by
mentioning the “big money” my research represented, and from then on, the village
elders controlled my position within these social spaces. Mindful of the obvious
gender power gap (see Hooks, 2004; Lerner 1986 on patriarchy), | became

anxious...

Staff assigned by the chief to assist in organizing separate male and female focus
group discussions began by selecting participants for the male focus group. They
also diverted these discussions from how the lack of sanitation affected the lives of
people living in Kibera to what the government was planning to do for them and how |
should help them get funding from abroad. Although the female FGD did discuss
some issues related to sanitation, | later learned that all the women who the officials
had recruited to take part ran informal businesses in the slums and were connected
to the local chief. These FGDs were arranged in controlled spaces such as their
business premises, and throughout the process women asked for favours such as
money to boost their businesses. (Author 1)

The major barrier for author 2 was his introduction by the gatekeepers to the participants as
a researcher who had come from London (not even the UK). Despite repeated requests from
the researcher to the gatekeepers that it would be better to introduce him as a local who was

studying in the UK, they continued to emphasise that he had come from London:

My gatekeepers were of the view that introducing me as coming from London made a
good impression on people and it was easy for them to get together people for
interviews and focus groups. One of the implications of this was that people who
were running or working in voluntary sector organizations did ask for funding for their

organizations.

The narratives reported above show that the research process is still underdeveloped in low-
resource settings such as Pakistan and Kenya. When research is misconstrued, access by

researchers is contested and data quality can be compromised.

Discussion
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In this paper, three researchers' studying their own communities (Kenya and Pakistan)
where the research agenda is not fully developed, presented narratives that demonstrated
how positionality and access to the research site could be contested. Although studies have
shown that being an insider has the advantage of quick access to the study population,
recruitment and trust and of greater understanding (Chavez, 2008; O’Connor, 2004; Rooney,
2005), this may not always be the case. Authors 1 and 2’s shared culture and language with
the study participant were presumed to facilitate their access to the study area and
recruitment of participants. Nevertheless, these similarities did not seem to influence
research process during their fieldwork. The experience of author 1 and 2 highlights practical
challenges that authors studying their own communities are likely to face. These
experiences also contradicts some of the existing research, which puts emphasis on native
advantages in accessing the field and interviewing potential participants (see also Dwyer and
Bukle, 2009; Acker, 2000; Narayan, 1993). Author 2’s experience with the Islamic Council
of Elders is an illustration of how the dialectic relationships between a researcher and
participants can shape the research process (see Narayan, 1999). Being an insider or a
foreigner (outsider) affected the data in different ways. For example, author 3’s position as
an insider who experienced post-election violence in his diocese made his study participants
reluctant to fully narrate their experiences, as they saw no need to re-explain this to
someone who sheltered victims of violence in his diocese (Armstrong, 2001; Watson, 1999).
While, it is not possible to account for the biasness author 3’s or his participants may have
brought to the findings, it is clear that being an insider can compromise the data quality. The
challenges faced by author 3 are well documented in literature (see Jacob-Huey, 2002;
Narayan, 1993). These scholars posited that balancing the subject and object of research
could be an issue of conflicts, as participants tend to ascribe specific roles to researchers. In
the same vein, handling emotional issues emanating from participants and familiarity with
the study problem can compromise objectivity as well as a researcher’s subjectivity (Garvey,
2014; DelLseyer, 2001; Frank, 2000)

Although studies on positionality have emphasized the importance of researchers positioning
themselves before and during the research process (Hall, 1990; Merriam et al., 2001). The
findings from the three author’s raises questions as to whether researchers conducting
social science research in their own communities should approach fieldwork with a fixed
standpoint. As social scientists, we must acknowledge who we are as individuals across
socio-cultural and political groups in which we study including the social spaces and the PoR
as this is crucial for determining the quality of the data we collect (Freire, 2000; Kezar 2002).
For example, due to the fluidity nature of social science research, there is need to negotiate

for legitimacy in the field (Jacob-Hueys, 2002), as illustrated by author 1 experience cleaning
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the streets with potential study participants or author 2 negotiating legitimacy during his
fieldwork on HBV. The fluidity of the research process is well documented in the literature
(Bondi, 1998; Jacob-Huey, 2002). Researchers and participants' subjectivity is not static and
there has been a call for researchers to take a more critical, reflective stance in examining
the conditions under which they collect their data. Furthermore, researchers come from a
variety of disciplines and each discipline has different theoretical underpinnings that inform

the research design.

We argue that the main task of conducting fieldwork is to generate knowledge about people
and their culture, and this has consequences (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). In particular,
the consequences are more profound when a researcher misrepresents the study
participants, their culture and their stories. For example, Hall (1997) argued that the way
people are represented is the way they are treated. Therefore, the process of knowledge
production needs to be reflective to the extent that it should encompass explicitly stated and
critically reflected assumptions of a researcher, positionality, biases and potential impact on
the data and the people. Consequently, researchers find themselves focused on aligning
their theoretical perspectives to the study participants rather than being more reflective about
the SSs and PoRs and the fact that they may not be compatible with their academic theories
(Foucault, 2007).

The authors have discussed two key concepts, i.e. social space (SS) and place of research
(PoR) in relations to accessing these spaces and their positionality within them. The micro
social spaces within the macro place of research were seen as Bourdieu’s concept of field,
according to which are “networks of social relations, structured systems of social positions
within which struggles, or maneuvers take place over resources, stakes and access”. In line
with this view, the researchers not only acknowledged their influences on the data generated
from the social spaces but also were reflexive about their positionality, biases and

assumptions.

The researchers attempted to be reflective on key three biases i.e. social, field and
intellectualist (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) during the research process. On the social
aspect, author 1 and 2 have acknowledged that they were not aware of the influences and
challenges of being insiders but living abroad, but they were conscious of impact on the
research and research participants being a man or woman. Second, in the field, this bias
appears from the researcher’s position in the academia, either as junior or experienced
senior researcher. In this context, the researchers did not have to address such filter, as the
research participants did not know the research hierarchy in academia. Third, the

intellectualist,- the researcher was mindful of such bias as they were clear in their purpose
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that they were in the social spaces to collect data and interpret it but not solve the problems

faced by the participants in their places of research.

The literature shows that personal, cultural, emotional and political variants can all have an
impact on research in one way or another (Al-Natour, 2011). The most frequently discussed
idea is the insider/outsider position of a researcher; this dichotomy focuses on the
positionality of the researcher and its impact on a research project (Naples, 1996; Coloma,
2008).

Conclusion

In this paper, we have examined our experiences of conducting research in LIMCs with
respect to positionality, accessing SSs and PoR. We have shown that being an insider or
outsider in SSs and PoR presents multiple identities that can have both advantages and
disadvantages with regard to accessing field work and data quality. By using GRC six steps
framework to analyse our data, we have delved deeper in our narratives to understand
positionality from an intersectional approach. The findings of this paper illustrate that,
researchers’ multiple social locations during field work are influenced by different social-
cultural categories along lines of gender, place of birth, education, power, status and the
participants knowledge and attitudes concerning the type and nature of the research topic.
The findings in this paper highlight the ethical dilemma of conducting research in different
cultures and provide a platform from which future researchers can learn lessons. The
authors have also shown that whereas academic discussions around positionality have in
the past focussed on the differences and similarities between the researchers and the
researched, in future researchers need to delve deeper by explaining how these differences
or similarities affect their findings. This is crucial because, by and large, most ethnographic
research findings are usually used for policy, so biased findings can lead to a biased policy
formulation. Whether approaching field work as an insider or outsider, we suggest that
researchers intending to study communities in their countries of origin must use a reflective
framework which can help them to explicitly state and critically reflect their assumptions. .
Researchers must step back and explain ways in which data collection might have been
compromised and/or strengthened by their multiple identities. This self-reflective process

would improve the transparency and authenticity of the research processes.
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