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The community of scholars that attends the 
Qualitative Analysis Conference in Ca-

nada each year has grown considerably since 
the event’s inception in 1984. The inaugural 
meeting at the University of Waterloo in Onta-
rio, Canada saw a small number of committed 
qualitative researchers gather for a conferen-
ce that was first called, “Deviance in a Cross-
Cultural Context.” Over the last 28 years, the 
Qualitatives has become an annual touchstone 
for qualitative researchers in Canada and abro-
ad – attracting participants from all regions of 
Canada, as well as the United States, Mexico, 
Britain, France, Germany, Norway, Poland, Au-
stralia and Hong Kong. Last year, nearly 200 

people attended the three-day conference. The 
theme of the 2011 conference, Contemporary 
Issues in Qualitative Research, was established 
to focus attention on both the application of qu-
alitative methods and the debates surrounding 
qualitative inquiries, with a consideration of the 
implications for interdisciplinary standards for 
systematic qualitative research. The theme was 
broad enough to ensure a spectrum of papers 
from different disciplinary, theoretical, and me-
thodological orientations. We encouraged pre-
senters to focus their attention on current issues 
facing qualitative research, and to explore new 
and enduring challenges to qualitative metho-
dologies, such as research standards, the inte-

Steven Kleinknecht
Brescia University College, Canada

Antony Puddephatt
Lakehead University, Canada

Carrie B. Sanders
Wilfrid Laurier University, Canada

INTRODUCTION TO THE SPECIAL ISSUE

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS CONFERENCE 2011: 
CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN QUALITATIVE 
RESEARCH

Qualitative Analysis Conference 2011: Contemporary Issues in Qualitative Research

gration of technology, the role and influence of 
emotionality, the researcher’s place in field rese-
arch, ethical regulations and boundaries in the 
field, and team-based qualitative approaches. 

We had the privilege of hosting Patricia and 
Peter Adler as Keynote Speakers, who spoke 
about the lessons learned through their many 
experiences conducting field research across 
a  range of social contexts. We were also for-
tunate to have a number of excellent featured 
speakers on hand: Adele E. Clarke spoke about 
the need to take the non-human into account 
in qualitative research; Christine Hine discus-
sed dilemmas in conducting online research; 
and Robert Prus argued for the use of generic 
social processes to enable lasting, trans-histo-
rical, comparative-based knowledge through 
the practice of ethnographic research. To fur-
ther stimulate a  discussion around standards 
and contemporary advancements in qualitati-
ve methodologies, we held a panel to discuss 
funding priorities in qualitative research with 
representatives from major Canadian and 
American granting agencies. Finally, we were 
fortunate to have a  number of journal editors 
serve on a panel to offer advice on the process 
of publishing qualitative research. The objec-
tive of the Canadian Qualitatives Conference 
has been threefold: (1)  to encourage and nur-
ture novice researchers; (2)  to foster a culture 
that celebrates, values, and rewards the utility 
of qualitative inquiry; and, (3) to encourage and 
highlight inter-professional and multi-discipli-
nary qualitative research. We hope these goals 
seem worthwhile to the readership of Qualita-
tive Sociology Review, and we encourage you 

to participate in the Canadian Qualitatives in 
the future.

As the organizers for last year’s event, we de-
cided to pursue an outlet for some of the more 
insightful papers that were presented in 2011. 
The editors of the Qualitative Sociology Review 
were graciously willing to lend the journal’s vo-
ice to our efforts. As editors, we had the task 
of vetting papers and putting those selected 
through a blind peer-review process with the 
generous help of leading international experts. 
The process led to three excellent articles. We 
also had the pleasure of including the Adler’s 
impassioned and timely Keynote Address.

The issue begins with Patti and Peter Adler’s 
Keynote Address from the Qualitatives, “Tales 
from the Field. Reflections on four decades of 
ethnography.” Four decades of combined rese-
arch efforts as a highly successful husband-and-
-wife team provides the authors with a unique 
perspective on the current state and future of 
sociological ethnography. Taking us on a jour-
ney through each of their major qualitative rese-
arch projects, they show how their own brand of 
“classical ethnography” has served to generate 
rich, detailed, empirical analyses across a host 
of different settings. From studying the world 
of drug dealers, to college basketball players, 
to the social organization of resort hotels, to 
the interactional power dynamics of student 
cliques, to the experiences and perspectives of  
self-injurers, the Adlers have a wealth of insight 
and wisdom to pass on to future generations 
of qualitative researchers. They argue that whi-
le postmodernist movements of thought have 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.8.1.01
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search relations and ultimately data collection. 
The researchers poignantly illustrate how the 
intersections of their biography (such as ethni-
city, race, and gender) as well as their sociali-
zation experiences, all influenced the nature of 
their discussions with participants, their data 
analysis, and even their own reflexive acco-
unts.

been creative and critical forces to aid in the de-
velopment of the qualitative tradition, we must 
not forget, nor abandon, the core strengths of 
a classic, Chicago-school style approach to eth-
nography. No matter how tempting new and 
trendy methods and conceptual styles may be, 
there is never any good substitute for the long 
periods of time required to sufficiently immer-
se oneself into, and collect rich and rigorous 
data about, the social worlds of others. 

Orlee Hauser’s article, “Pushing Daddy Away? 
A Qualitative Study of Maternal Gatekeeping,” 
questions the role that women play in perpe-
tuating traditional parenting roles. She argues 
that it is important to consider what both wo-
men and men stand to gain and lose through 
the maintenance of such roles. Hauser notes 
that her study is not meant to detract from past 
research regarding men’s limited role in the do-
mestic sphere. Instead, she aims to add to the 
literature by showing how women play a part 
in restricting men’s roles as caretakers of their 
children and how women benefit from doing so. 
Her in-depth qualitative approach extends past 
research on maternal gatekeeping by offering 
a detailed study of the nuances of each parent’s 
perspective. The result is an insightful analysis 
of the various ways women limit men’s role in 
the home, their motivations for doing so, and 
the gains, losses, and feelings of ambivalence 
mothers and fathers experience as outcomes of 
their partners’ parenting behaviors.

In her article, “A Reflexive Lens: Exploring Di-
lemmas of Qualitative Methodology Through 
the Concept of Reflexivity,” Suzanne Day de-

velops a comprehensive survey of the ways in 
which reflexivity is relevant to the practice of 
qualitative research. Day takes a firm line that 
improving our approach to reflexivity cannot 
guarantee greater truth or accuracy in research, 
but that the concept can be a useful lens with 
which to understand the numerous complexi-
ties and challenges qualitative researchers face 
in the field. For example, concerns with refle-
xivity often intertwine with attempts to bolster 
accuracy, credibility, and validity, or to consider 
the identity and social position of the researcher 
and the associated power dynamics in play in 
the research relationship. Rather than using re-
flexivity as a tool to try and settle these issues 
once and for all, Day considers how the concept 
enables us to think through these thorny issues 
in new ways, alerting us to the difficult perso-
nal, social, political, and epistemological dilem-
mas qualitative researchers face throughout the 
process of data collection and analysis. 

In their article, “Reflexive Accounts: An inter-
sectional approach to exploring the fluidity of 
insider/outsider status and the researcher’s im-
pact on culturally sensitive post-positivist qu-
alitative research,” Amanda Couture, Arshia 
Zaidi, and Eleanor Maticka-Tyndale engage in 
a reflexive discussion to understand how the-
ir intersecting identities and resulting insider/
outsider statuses may have influenced their 
data collection. Drawing on empirical evidence 
from their interviews with South Asian youth 
about sexual intimacy, the authors demonstrate 
how participants’ perceptions of a researcher’s 
insider/outsider status are fluid and how one’s 
perception of the researcher’s status shapes re-

Steven Kleinknecht, Antony Puddephatt & Carrie B. Sanders

Kleinknecht, Steven, Antony Puddephatt and Carrie B. Sanders. 2012. “Introduction to the Spe-
cial Issue. Qualitative Analysis Conference 2011: Contemporary Issues in Qualitative Research.” 
Qualitative Sociology Review 8(1):6-9. Retrieved Month, Year (http://www.qualitativesociologyre-
view.org/ENG/archive_eng.php).

Qualitative Analysis Conference 2011: Contemporary Issues in Qualitative Research
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Patricia A. Adler
University of Colorado, U.S.A.

Peter Adler
University of Denver, U.S.A.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS
TALES FROM THE FIELD: REFLECTIONS ON 
FOUR DECADES OF ETHNOGRAPHY

Abstract 

Keywords

Drawing on careers spanning over 35 years in the field of ethnography, we re-
flect on the research in which we’ve engaged and how the practice and episte-
mology of ethnography has evolved over this period. We begin by addressing 
the problematic nature of ethical issues in conducting qualitative research, 
highlighting the non-uniform nature of standards, the difficulty of apply-
ing mainstream or medical criteria to field research, and the issues raised 
by the new area of cyber research, drawing particularly on our recent cyber-
ethnography of self-injury. We then discuss the challenge of engagement, hi-
ghlighting pulls that draw ethnographers between the ideals of involvement 
and objectivity. Finally, we address the challenges and changing landscapes 
of qualitative analysis, and how its practice and legitimation are impacted by 
contemporary trends in sociology. We conclude by discussing how epistemo-
logical decisions in the field of qualitative research are framed in political, 
ethical, and disciplinary struggles over disciplinary hegemony.

Ethnography; Epistemology; Ethics; Cyber-Ethnography; Qualitative Rese-
arch; Self-Injury; Deviance; Sport; Socialization; Youth

We1 are honored to be standing in front of 
this group today. It is our hope to galva-

nize all of the ideas that we have heard in the 
many sessions here, to reflect back on what has 
occurred in the twenty-eight years this confe-
rence has been held annually, and to provide, 
through both autobiographical reflection of our 
nearly forty years in the field as ethnographers 
and on the youthful exuberance of many of the 
novice and younger researchers in the audien-
ce, an assessment of where we stand today. The 
history of field work and field workers is a rich 
one, full of subjectivity, much like qualitative 
research epistemology itself. People’s stories 
from the field entwine with their lives, as Van 
Maanen (1988) so brilliantly reminded us in 
his discussions of “confessional tales,” giving 
a reflexive imprint to their personal and pro-
fessional histories. We are pleased to take this 
occasion to reflect back on the way our appro-
ach to the field was influenced by our personal 
biographies in and outside of the academy.

This year, in 2011, we celebrated the 41st an-
niversary of our relationship. It began on May 
5, 1970, a day marked by the tragedy at Kent 
State when four college students were shot by 
the Ohio National Guard as they protested aga-
inst the Vietnam War, and immortalized by the 
Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young song, “Four 
Dead in Ohio.” We, too, were protesting at our 
campus at Washington University in St. Louis, 
and the force of that collective consciousness 

1 This speech was originally delivered as a Keyno-
te Address at the 28th Annual Qualitative Analysis 
Conference, Wilfrid Laurier University, Brantford, 
Ontario, Canada, May 2011.

cemented the attraction we had for each other 
into something that has lasted a long time. 
Thus began a  personal and professional career 
that has spanned four decades, and concurren-
tly, considerable changes in how ethnography 
is practiced. We were also fortunate to meet our 
eventual mentor, Jack Douglas, in 1975, when 
he was in the midst of writing his seminal 
methodological treatise, Investigative Social Re-
search: Individual and Team Field Research (1976), 
who saw in us a mini-team, perfect for descri-
bing the type of team field research he was then 
advocating. 

We began our sociological odyssey at an auspi-
cious location, not only politically but sociologi-
cally; within the year prior to our arrival (1968) 
Laud Humphreys had conducted his field rese-
arch on “tearoom trades” that would win him 
a C. Wright Mills Award from the Society for 
the Study of Social Problems (SSSP), arguably 
the most prestigious book award given in North 
American Sociology. The first work to systema-
tically document the nature of impersonal sex 
encounters at public rest rooms, Tearoom Trade: 
A Study of Homosexual Encounters in Public Pla-
ces (1970) cast light onto one dimension of the 
homosexual scene: a venue where men who 
conceive of and portray themselves as hetero-
sexual can venture, at some considerable risk, 
into finding impersonal sex with anonymous 
partners without any emotional connection or 
obligation. Laud’s work was groundbreaking 
not only for its empirical exploration of this 
hidden, deviant scene, but for the combination 
of investigative methods he used to gather the 
data. This research made him infamous in the 

Keynote Address. Tales From the Field: Reflections on Four Decades of Ethnography

Patricia A. Adler is a Professor of Sociolo-
gy at the University of Colorado, Boulder. Her 
areas of interest are qualitative methods, de-
viant behavior, and symbolic interactionism. 
Her book, Wheeling and Dealing, a study of up-
per-level drug dealers and smugglers, is now 
considered a classic in the field. 

email address: adler@colorado.edu 

In 2010, the Adlers were the recipients of the George H. Mead Award from the Society for the 
Study of Symbolic Interaction, the first collaborators to win this honor for lifetime achievement.

Peter Adler is a Professor of Sociology at 
the University of Denver. His areas of interest 
are sociology of sport, sociology of drugs, and 
qualitative methods. He has written numero-
us books, most of them with Patti Adler. Their 
most recent one is The Tender Cut, a study of 
people who self-injure.

email address: socyprof@hotmail.com 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.8.1.02

https://doi.org/10.18778/1733-8077.8.1.02


©2012 QSR Volume VIII Issue 112 Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 13

discipline because he used a covert role to gain 
entrée into these public bathrooms and, taking 
the role of the “watch queen,” systematically 
recorded the nature of the way his subjects si-
lently approached, signaled, negotiated, carried 
out, and terminated their transactions, delica-
tely balancing the need to hide their behavior 
and scene from dangerous outsiders while si-
multaneously keeping it open for interested 
participants to locate. 

At the same time he surreptitiously recorded 
the license plate numbers from their cars and, 
through a friend at the Department of Motor 
Vehicles, obtained their names and addresses. 
He later, after changing his appearance, visited 
their homes and used a short questionnaire he 
was concurrently administering for an epide-
miological survey through the medical school 
to find out information about their lives and 
demographic characteristics. This information 
helped establish the liminal nature of people 
who perform these homosexual acts in the gay 
scene and their primary involvement in a mid-
dle-class, heterosexual, establishment lifestyle.

Humphreys’ research tore apart Washington 
University’s sociology department as Profes-
sor Alvin Gouldner, the resident theorist and 
a known curmudgeon (see Galliher 2004), lam-
basted Laud (a graduate student at the time) for 
the ethics of his covert role and misdirection. 
A  graffiti war sprung up around the depart-
ment with anonymous postings appearing on 
bulletin boards (real, not cyber!) that took swi-
pes at members of the faculty and graduate 
students, who were splintered into fractious 

camps. Eventually Alvin blew up after one in-
flammatory posting that criticized him. Becau-
se of some Latin phraseology in it, he inferred 
that it had been written by Laud, who had been 
a member of the clergy prior to entering gradu-
ate school. Subsequently, he is alleged to have 
punched Laud Humphreys in the face, sen-
ding him to the hospital. The department then 
exploded, with most of the people leaving both 
Washington University and St. Louis. Our so-
ciological careers began, then, at a site of great 
professional conflict (see also Adler and Adler 
1989a).

We also began our journey in the midst of the 
countercultural revolutions of the 1960s and 
‘70s. This era was marked by great innovations 
and revolutions in higher education; people 
were being rewarded for thinking outside the 
box. When we were in college, the freedom to 
explore, to create, and to otherwise develop na-
turally, was part of the new ethos. Any of us 
who were in school in those days can point to 
programs and progressive reforms that were 
designed to enhance student freedom and to en-
courage greater individualism: schools without 
walls, open classrooms, open campuses. Altho-
ugh the media sensationalizes the ‘60s for the 
rampant use of drugs, for women burning their 
bras, and for casual sex, those times had a value 
system that advocated community, that saw an 
unjust war that needed to be stopped, and that 
realized that rote regurgitation and memoriza-
tion in college curricula was not the best way 
to learn. From that freedom of thought would 
come revolutionary ideas about education that 
we take for granted today, such as internships 

for credit, service learning, pass-fail courses, 
auditing, practical experience, and courses abo-
ut all forms of popular culture, much of it con-
troversial. Today’s educators claim they want 
to get back to basics (“no child left behind”), 
that North America is lagging behind other in-
dustrialized countries academically, but they 
ignore the creativity and autonomy that leads 
to great ideas and new forms of society. 

We extended the unconventionality of this set-
ting and time. Intellectually fascinated by aca-
demia, we found ourselves, as sophomores, 
taking classes and discussing our take-home 
exams together in great depth. Once we had 
thoroughly shared our ideas, we had difficul-
ty disentangling them, and so we approached 
our professors to see if they would permit us to 
complete our work collaboratively. Testament to 
the values of the era, they agreed, challenging 
us to make our work twice as good as we could 
individually; we since have taken that as a care-
er mandate. Thus we launched a conjoint career 
(see Adler et al. 1989) that has been unusual in 
our field, which was met with a great deal of 
acrimony in our early professional years (the 
“Lone Ranger” approach to scholarship was 
strongly advocated), but which has withstood 
the test of time. In fact, we know of few other 
couples so closely aligned in any field. We were 
honored to have been the first collaborators to 
win the George H. Mead Award for Lifetime 
Achievement from the Society for the Study of 
Symbolic Interaction (SSSI) in 2010.

In this essay we would like to both remini-
sce about our experiences in the field, as well 

as about the times in which we have written, 
the settings we have studied, and the ways in 
which we have gone about doing our ethnogra-
phies to reflect more generally on some aspects 
of the state of qualitative research today. Along 
the way, we will talk about ethical, methodolo-
gical, and epistemological issues related to eth-
nography and the changes that we have seen in 
the past three to four decades.

WHEELING AND DEALING

Beginning our study of sociology in the sha-
dow of Laud Humphreys’ work, criminology 
and deviance were our first loves in sociology. 
We were drawn to major in this field by a parti-
cularly charismatic professor, Marv Cummins, 
and one class in particular. Standing up on 
a demonstration table in the front of a large, slo-
ped lecture hall, Cummins illustrated how pro-
fessional burglars break into buildings without 
shattering their glass windows or tripping the 
alarm systems. The more we heard, the more 
we wanted to know the finer details of how 
these people mastered their craft; we became 
fascinated by occupational criminality. Our 
first opportunity for research came when we 
were undergraduates: we were recruited to join 
a funded research team studying heroin use in 
the greater St. Louis area. For this project we 
dug through emergency room records, hung 
out at methadone clinics, and interviewed hero-
in users about their experiences with drugs and 
the law. Although the people we were studying 
were very different from us and using harder 
drugs than the students in our classes (who 
were part of the hippie movement and smoked 

Patricia A. Adler & Peter Adler Keynote Address. Tales From the Field: Reflections on Four Decades of Ethnography
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or ingested mostly marijuana and psychedelic 
drugs), we were able to connect with these pe-
ople through our nonjudgmental fascination 
with their lives and curiosity about their drugs 
of choice. Chosen to accompany our professor 
to the Kennedy School at Harvard University, 
where members of other teams from around the 
United States gathered who were also studying 
heroin use in their own metropolitan areas, it 
was our first introduction to high-level acade-
mics, the power of research, and the impact 
that our work in the field could have on theory 
and praxis. We applied to graduate school with 
the intention of studying and extending Chica-
go School sociology.

Enrolling in a Master’s program at the Univer-
sity of Chicago in 1973, we quickly learned that 
the Chicago School, save one or two faculty, 
had emigrated years earlier when Blumer left 
the Midwest, and was then chiefly practiced on 
the West Coast (see Vidich and Lyman [1985] 
for a discussion of this burgeoning “Califor-
nia School of Interactionism” in the 1960s and 
‘70s). After obtaining our first graduate degree, 
we sought a Ph.D. at the University of Califor-
nia, San Diego (UCSD), a program founded by 
Joseph Gusfield, a Chicago graduate, for the 
express purpose of replicating the energy and 
synergism of the Chicago School, especially the 
second generation (see Fine 1995). By building 
the strongest faculty in the country dedicated 
to qualitative research, in the shadows of Ca-
lifornia’s new lifestyle, more openness to alter-
native ways of living, and prosperity, Gusfield 
hoped to create a program, like no other, that 
would be the centerpiece of American sociolo-

gy in the ethnographic tradition. Students and 
colleagues of Howard Becker, Herbert Blumer, 
and Erving Goffman were gathered there, in-
cluding not only Gusfield, but Jack Douglas, 
Fred Davis, Jackie Wiseman, Murray Davis, 
and Bennett Berger, forming a strong symbolic 
interactionist base. In addition, out of this fe-
rvent group emerged graduate students who 
later would become key contributors to symbo-
lic interactionism and ethnography: Carol War-
ren, John Johnson, David Altheide, Andy Fon-
tana, and Joseph Kotarba. They were joined by 
an ethnomethodological contingent comprised 
of Aaron Cicourel, Bud Mehan, Bennetta Jules-
Rosette, and Reyes Ramos, as well as theorists, 
such as Randall Collins and César Graña, who 
were seeking to make the macro-micro connec-
tion in sociological thought. It was here that we 
learned our strong foundation in the history, 
epistemology, and practice of qualitative and 
interpretive sociology.

Casting around for our first research project, 
we became intrigued by our neighbor’s “no vi-
sible means of support” lifestyle. Familiar with 
it from our undergraduate subculture and drug 
research, we enthusiastically accepted the op-
portunity he offered to understand the lifestyle 
and practice of his upper-level smuggling and 
dealing scene. Right away we were enmeshed 
in a world of the occupational criminals that in-
itially enticed us into sociology and criminolo-
gy! As we became more deeply involved in the 
community and its friendship circle, we had our 
first encounter (in the mid-1970s) with the just-
developing university committee designed to 
regulate research. One of our advisors insisted 

that we clear this project through the Human 
Subjects Committee (now more likely called an 
Institutional Review Board, IRB), a  procedure 
that was, at that time, optional. To gain appro-
val we would have had to require our friends 
and acquaintances to sign consent forms with 
their real names, which they would have refu-
sed to do, had we even asked. We would also 
have had to announce to people, upon initial 
encounter, that we were studying them, which 
(our closest friends advised) might have been 
hazardous to our health, let alone the pursuit of 
science. Thus, we never did get official universi-
ty approval for the study, something that could 
never happen today.

In order to get close enough to the members of 
the scene to learn about their lives, to under-
stand deeply their perspectives, their joys, and 
their conflicts, it was necessary to hang out with 
them regularly, to be accepted into their social 
circle. Spending time with them required our 
willingness to engage with them in their leisu-
re pursuits, part of which involved smoking pot 
and snorting cocaine. Since we were children of 
the ‘60s and liked these drugs, we were comfor-
table with this, even considering it a perquisite 
of the research. If we had refused to participa-
te in this drug use with them, we would not 
have been accepted or trusted. We never dealt 
drugs (although we were offered the opportu-
nity many times, and, to the dealers’ constant 
surprise, declined), but we certainly witnessed 
many drug deals. 

In writing about the methods for this research, 
which we entitled Wheeling and Dealing (Ad-

ler 1985), we declared our drug use frankly as 
a critical source of entrée. Throughout our ca-
reers, we have never received any professional 
censure for this admission. In fact, much to our 
surprise, we were consistently lauded for our 
honesty, straightforwardness, and courage. We 
hope that this was one of the precursors for 
a more frank and open approach to ethnogra-
phic methods than had been practiced, which 
emerged just a few years later, with the birth of 
the postmodern turn. The only time our stance 
ever raised eyebrows was in a presentation we 
made to the National Institute on Drug Abuse 
(NIDA), where the proceedings editors polite-
ly asked us to censor that part of our methods 
discussion for the government publication. But 
our verbal admission at the Washington DC 
conference was seen as courageous by other 
qualitative (funded) drug researchers. Our 
work was well received, and we were grate-
ful to have avoided the notoriety that plagued 
Laud Humphreys.

BACKBOARDS AND 
BLACKBOARDS

In 1980 we moved to Tulsa, Oklahoma, a region 
so foreign to us culturally, geographically, and 
personally, that we found fitting in there dif-
ficult, at best. Yet, academia was a “publish or 
perish” profession then, as it is even more now, 
so we were eager to find another topic for our 
next study. We have always been strong pro-
ponents of studying “in our own backyards” 
(experience near, as opposed to the experience 
far, of most anthropologists of the day). At the 
time, we found one of the local colleges, Oral 
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Roberts University (ORU) fascinating, but we 
knew we were not the people to do this rese-
arch project. We were New York Jews, preci-
sely the kind of people that these evangelical 
Christians had been taught all their lives not to 
trust or befriend (though it should be noted that 
Alan Peshkin [1984], also a Jew, was able to do 
ethnographic research in a similar high school 
setting). We could not forge the subjective con-
nection necessary to do participant-observation 
research in an unbiased manner. From study-
ing the exciting lives of upper-level drug traf-
fickers, we found ourselves, instead, writing 
about middle-class parents who carpooled the-
ir children to and from school (Adler and Adler 
1984). 

One day, though, Pete gave a reprint of an ar-
ticle we had written about momentum in sports 
(Adler and Adler 1978a) to one of his students, 
an intercollegiate basketball player, who was 
excited to read about something so close to his 
experiences. He took the article to his coach 
to read. The coach liked what he read, becau-
se he figured that if this professor knew how 
to capture momentum, it might help his team 
win games. He then invited Pete for a meeting, 
which led to a talk to the players. The interac-
tions went so well that Pete was invited back as 
often as he wanted. Before long Pete was a re-
gular fixture with the team, hanging around 
during practices, helping players arrange their 
academic schedules (before the institution of 
academic advising became widespread for ath-
letes), sitting behind the bench at home games, 
and traveling on short road trips with the team. 
His vast storehouse of athletic trivia and insi-

ght into athletics, academia, and life in general 
forged a strong bond between himself and the 
coach(es) and players. They gave him the mo-
niker of “Doc.” Patti took the role of the coach’s 
wife, and befriended the other wives and play-
ers’ girlfriends. We fed team members at our 
house most Sunday nights and socialized with 
them after practices and on the road. 

After a year or so, Pete’s role as an academic 
advisor started getting media attention and he 
became the subject of considerable print, radio, 
and television coverage. He was catapulted 
into the celebrity that the team members sha-
red as their winning seasons increased and 
they acquired league and national champion-
ships (see Adler 1984). He lived as one of the 
team and shared the experiences and feelings 
of team members, something that we conside-
red essential to an existential understanding of 
the scene. There were times, in fact, where he 
was asked for his autograph in public, and was 
constantly pressed by fans to give assessments 
of the team and if they were ready for the next 
game (or season). 

Although this role brought Pete closer to the 
emotional and lived experiences of the players, 
there were times when his analytical perspecti-
ve on the scene got sidetracked. Here, our team 
approach was especially valuable because Pat-
ti would debrief with him into a tape recorder 
after particularly important experiences, would 
remind him to write field notes, and would bra-
instorm with him about the development and 
modification of important analytical concepts. 
During this research we turned an oft-repeated 

phrase from coaches to players that they should 
“get with the program” into an article about the 
concept of organizational loyalty (Adler and 
Adler 1988). Our longitudinal, in-depth invo-
lvement with individuals and the team enabled 
us to trace and write about the identity care-
ers of college athletes as they progressed thro-
ugh college, dealing with all of the allures and 
pressures. We wrote about the role conflict they 
encountered between their athletic, social, and 
academic roles, and how they resolved it. As 
time wore on, we wrote the story of their lives 
(Adler and Adler 1991). 

But we also thought long and hard about what 
we should not write about, in this research as 
well as the one on drug trafficking. It is a ma-
xim in sociology that people only write about 
the second-worst thing that happens to them, 
and we probably held back in similar ways. 
After thinking about this and wrestling with 
it, we wrote an article about self-censorship in 
field research (Adler and Adler 1989b), discus-
sing this practical and ethical dilemma. 

MEMBERSHIP ROLES IN FIELD
RESEARCH

After six long and personally arduous (but aca-
demically productive) years we left Tulsa in 
1986. We returned to a town and school we lo-
ved, taking one-year teaching appointments at 
our alma mater, Washington University in St. 
Louis. At around the same time, we were asked 
to become journal editors, taking over Urban Life 
and changing its name, in concert with Mitch 
Allen, the editor for Sage, and John Lofland, the 

journal’s founding editor, to Journal of Contem-
porary Ethnography. This was a labor of love for 
us, the first journal to which we had unfettered 
allegiance and admiration (we published our 
second peer-reviewed article there). Working 
before the days of electronic submission, re-
view, and correspondence, we enjoyed editing 
others’ manuscripts, meeting with authors at 
conferences to discuss their work, and to some 
degree, shaping the direction of ethnography at 
the time.

We continued to write about our basketball re-
search and reflected on epistemological issues 
we were encountering in the field. We thought 
about the similarities between the drug dealing 
and basketball projects and our approaches 
to them. Schooled by Jack Douglas’ approach 
(Douglas 1976), we had a strong commitment to 
in-depth, participatory research. We contrasted 
Pete’s coaching and advising role in the basket-
ball research, as a coach on the team, and our 
role in the drug dealing research as friends, ne-
ighbors, and roommates of drug dealers. These 
both differed in significant ways from what we 
had been taught in our graduate school books 
espousing second-generation Chicago School 
epistemology. The Chicago School approach 
from the 1950s and ‘60s advocated a “fly on the 
wall” position. In writings by Gold (1958) and 
Junker (1960) that outlined the range of appro-
priate research roles, we were advised to tread 
a  fine line between involvement and detach-
ment, between subjectivity and objectivity. We 
could be observers-as-participants or partici-
pants-as-observers, but there was a lot of nega-
tive rhetoric about “going native.” 
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We felt in our guts that we (sociologists) were 
being taught wrong. What the literature defi-
ned as going native seemed, to us, a necessary 
field research experience. How else were we to 
truly understand the existential reality of how 
people felt? If we didn’t understand how they 
felt, how could we understand how and why 
they acted? Symbolic interactionism put a lot of 
emphasis on rational cognition, on taking the 
role of the other and assessing possible outco-
mes of behavior, and on aligning joint actions. 
But in American Social Order (Douglas 1971) and 
Existential Sociology (1975), Jack Douglas and 
John Johnson had written about the existential 
reality of life, the fundamental importance of 
feelings (“brute being,” as they called it) over 
rational thought, and this resonated with our 
experience in both field settings. 

It was not the detachment, the distance, or the 
objectivity, we believed, that made a research 
project great, it was the involvement, the close-
ness, and the subjectivity. We never heard any-
one praise an ethnography by saying, “Wow, 
you really kept your distance from the partici-
pants.” Rather, research generated credibility 
by the closeness of researchers to their respon-
dents and by how well they captured the essen-
ce of the lives and perspectives of the people 
they studied. Drawing on Investigative Social 
Research, in Membership Roles in Field Research 
(Adler and Adler 1987) we had called on resear-
chers to embrace subjectivity, to recognize that 
all people and groups had insiders’ and outsi-
ders’ knowledge, and to place critical import on 
penetrating the outer (and inner) layers of front 
work. Unbeknownst to us at the time, there 

were similar murmurings in anthropology (see 
Clifford and Marcus 1986) and among a small, 
but rapidly growing cadre of sociologists led by 
Norman Denzin (1989), who were advocating 
comparable epistemological changes in ethno-
graphic practice. 

In our treatise, we went beyond Douglas to ar-
gue that all researchers needed to take mem-
bership roles in their research. In our drug de-
aling research we had taken a peripheral mem-
bership role: we became members of the social 
setting, but did not engage in the core activities 
of the group (dealing). Yet, we got closer to this 
upper-level group of dealers than researchers 
previously were able to penetrate. They became 
our closest friends and we socialized primarily 
with them, worked with them in their legitima-
te front businesses, babysat their children, tra-
veled with them, visited them in jail, testified 
for them in court, and invited our closest friend 
to move in with us when he got released from 
prison. We are proud to say that these friend-
ships still endure, and that we visit and speak 
with our key friends from this research on a re-
gular basis, more than 35 years later. 

In the basketball research Pete took an active 
membership role, participating in the work for 
the team as an academic coach and as an advi-
sor to the players and coaches. He planned play-
ers’ schedules, helped them interact with their 
professors, guided them in life, and served as 
a friend and role model. He consulted with the 
coaches and helped them understand the way 
the university operated and the place of athle-
tics within the political realm of the academy. 

His highly visible position on the bench and 

in the media engendered considerable jealousy 

among his faculty peers, and he was explicitly 

told after a few years to pull back from such 

a public role or it would jeopardize his chances 

for tenure. 

There were also times when we worried that 

such an active role in the setting might conta-

minate the data, because Pete worked hard to 

counteract how the athletic realm had an insi-

dious effect on the players. He urged players 

not to neglect their coursework, to pursue their 

degree, even if it seemed unimportant to them 

at the time. He tried to put their chances of ma-

king it in the NBA in perspective, so that they 

would recognize what their life options were 

more realistically. But in affecting the data, we 

learned the hard way about the obdurate reali-

ty of the setting: no matter how hard we tried 

to change it, we could not. Coaches dangled 

the NBA in players’ faces to rivet their focus on 

their athletics, despite their genuine concern for 

them as individuals with non-athletic futures. 

Players ate, slept, and dreamed about making 

it in the big leagues, despite Pete’s admonitions. 

And it wasn’t until years later, when we retur-

ned to Tulsa to participate in the wedding of 

one of the players that several of those who had 

never graduated reflected on their lives, than-

ked him for trying to wake them up to the fan-

tasy that held them entrapped. “You were ri-

ght, Doc,” they said. “You told it like it was, but 

we wouldn’t listen.” We remain friends with 

a handful of people from this setting today.

Little did we know that our next project would 

fall into our third research category: the comple-

te membership role. 

PEER POWER

After a year in St. Louis, we moved to Boul-

der, Colorado in 1987. Membership Roles had just 

come out and we were writing Backboards and 

Blackboards. It has always been our practice to 

overlap the last few years of a research project, 

when the data were mostly gathered and we 

were spending more of our time writing, to be-

gin our next study. That way, by the time the re-

search was published, we would be a few years 

into the next setting and adequately immersed 

in it to begin writing. From start to finish, in 

a career of forty years, we have spent nearly ten 

years on each of our five major ethnographies 

(with assorted projects in between).

As usual, we turned to our backyards, this time 

literally. As we progressed through our careers, 

we continued to believe, epistemologically, that 

we should overlap our research lives with our 

private lives. That way, we could participate 

fully in our research settings. It was not possi-

ble, we thought, to understand a scene and its 

people without being there on the weekends as 

well as the weekdays, in the evenings as well as 

the daytimes, during periods of crisis as well as 

times of calm and routine. We sat back and let 

something interesting drift toward us, keeping 

our sociological imaginations and curiosity en-

gaged.
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In the drug dealing research we had started 
by studying our neighbors. The basketball re-
search was launched by our knowledge of our 
student(s). This time it was the lives of our chil-
dren that captured our sociological interest. 
With our theoretical orientation toward symbo-
lic interactionism, we had long been fascinated 
by children and socialization. We thought abo-
ut famous scholars, such as Charles H. Cooley, 
Erik Erikson, and Jean Piaget, who studied the-
ir own children, seeing in them the laboratories 
of human nature. In San Diego we wrote about 
the intergenerational socialization to devian-
ce that we saw in “tinydopers:” the children 
of pot smokers who smoked pot (Adler and  
Adler 1978b). While our Tulsa years saw us wri-
ting about carpooling, by the time we moved 
to Colorado, our children were older and their 
lives were becoming more engaging. Our chil-
dren’s social worlds enticed us as an object of 
study, not only because they were fresh, chal-
lenging, important, and unbelievably complex, 
but because studying them offered us the an-
cillary benefit of spending more time with our 
children during their important and formative 
years.

Our daughter, who was nine-years-old and in 
fourth grade when we arrived, seemed to have 
a nice life: she had friends, made dates, danced, 
and enjoyed school. But at the end of that first 
year something happened to disabuse us of our 
complacency. Our first glimpse behind the sce-
nes of this happy front came at an elementa-
ry school end-of-year party when the mother 
of another girl said she wanted to scratch our 
daughter’s eyes out. “What had she done?,” 

we worried. This mother told us that she was 
transferring her daughter to another school be-
cause of our child. We asked our daughter, but 
got inadequate responses. 

At the start of the following school year, we 
discovered that our daughter’s best friend had 
been banned (by her mother) from playing with 
her. Separated from her best friend and shuffled 
into a new class, she had to make friends. She 
was drawn into a group of popular girls domi-
nated by a manipulative clique leader. With our 
daughter now at the receiving end of trouble, 
we became aware of the complex drama of the-
se girls’ interactional clique dynamics and their 
cruelty. She had apparently been mean to girls 
the year before, and now when she was getting 
emotionally beaten up by a more skilled alpha 
leader, she had few places to turn. She expe-
rienced the drama of the ups and downs, the 
inclusion and exclusion, the vicissitudes of le-
adership and followership. 

Our son went through some similar dynamics. 
Although he was originally accepted socially 
for his athletic skills, by fourth and fifth gra-
de he was dropped by his former friends and 
became shunned as a pariah. He was tormen-
ted by clique leaders and bullied by those who 
would curry favor with them, and beaten up. 
In parent-teacher conferences we were told that 
his life was a daily hell. This was altogether too 
much drama to ignore. What made kids so po-
pular, we wondered, that people could rise and 
fall like this? What gave clique leaders so much 
power that they could command such heinous 
behavior from their followers and make others’ 

lives so miserable? How did kids this age learn 
to read the subtle and shifting currents so they 
could go with the flow and not get cut to shreds 
in the crossfire? We have always felt that the 
answers to these questions, published in Peer 
Power: Preadolescent Culture and Identity, (Adler 
and Adler 1998), offered the most generically 
applicable models of the social world of our ca-
reers, as the clique dynamics we described the-
re pertain just as well to the micro and macro 
politics in all forms of everyday and organiza-
tional life as they do to children’s worlds.

Entering into children’s worlds is not always 
easy for adults, as children spend some time in 
the private company of their peers and other 
time in institutional settings to which access is 
restricted. By taking the role of the “parent-as-
researcher” (see Adler and Adler 1996), we ca-
pitalized on a naturally occurring membership 
role where our presence was less artificial and 
unwieldy, where we already had role immer-
sion, and where the need for role pretense was 
diminished.

In this research we occupied several parental 
roles in different settings. We interacted with 
children, parents, teachers, and school admini-
strators as parents-in-the-school, volunteering 
in classrooms, accompanying field trips, orga-
nizing and running school carnivals and other 
events, driving carpools, and serving on school 
committees. We interacted with children, pa-
rents, other adults, and city administrators as 
parents-in-the-community, coaching and refe-
reeing youth sports teams, serving as team pa-
rents, being the team photographer, organizing 

and running the concession stand, and foun-
ding and administrating our own youth base-
ball league. We interacted with children, their 
parents, neighborhood adults and children, 
and adult friends and their children as parents-
in-the-home, being a part of our neighborhood, 
having friends in the community, interacting 
with the neighborhood and friendship groups 
of our children, offering food and restroom fa-
cilities (our house bordered the neighborhood’s 
playing field), nursing children through illnes-
ses, injuries, and substances abuses, helping 
them with their school decisions and school-
work, functioning as mentors and role models, 
serving as friends and confidantes, bailing 
them out of jail and other troubles, and helping 
them talk to their own parents. 

One of the key perquisites of this research was 
that we did spend a lot of time with our chil-
dren. But there may have been ethical issues 
that we did not consider at the time. At a small 
conference on ethnographic studies of children 
another presenter challenged our research role: 
“I’d hate to be the Adlers’ children,” she said. 
Was there something we hadn’t thought abo-
ut, some abuse of power we had inadvertently 
taken into the relationship? Would they hate 
us forever for that? These dilemmas illustrate 
some of the difficulties of the complete member-
ship role in research, showing the way any epi-
stemological perspective engenders trade-offs.

PARADISE LABORERS

Our first foray into doing distance ethnogra-
phy, beyond our own backyard, came with our 
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study of the occupational culture of the Hawa-
iian hospitality industry, Paradise Laborers. Ho-
tel Work in the Global Economy (Adler and Adler 
2004). We visited Hawaii in 1992 and fell in love 
with it. Each time we returned, it spoke to our 
souls more profoundly. Looking for some way 
to facilitate regular travel there, we seized on 
research. We were fascinated by the complexity 
of resort hotels, the management philosophies 
guiding their operation, their multi-cultural 
workforce, and the ironic juxtaposition of pe-
ople working to facilitate the leisure of others. 
As we delved deeper into the arena, we found 
an enormous richness of language, culture, 
and social stratification. Although we began 
the project as tourists, we eventually managed, 
over the course of several years, to make it into 
our backyard, getting teaching jobs there at the 
local college and eventually building a house. 
Once again, we joined our research and perso-
nal lives.

Living in one place and doing research in ano-
ther, part-time, presented us with the difficul-
ty of traveling back and forth to the field and 
not having the research setting continuously 
available. Establishing the kind of membership 
role we had previously used was harder. We 
rented a cheap condo, checked in and out of 
various hotels along one particularly desirable 
strip of property, joined their membership pro-
grams (and even had one modeled on us), and 
proceeded to hang out with the employees. We 
infiltrated the four different worker groups we 
found there (locals, new immigrants, manage-
ment, and seekers) through various routes, as 
guests who took their work and lives seriously, 

as professors at the college, through our parti-
cipation in local and hotel activities, and ulti-
mately as friends. Eventually we applied to one 
hotel for permission to study it. 

Dealing with an organized group proved rather 
different from negotiating entrée with unorga-
nized individuals: we had to navigate relations 
with the gatekeeper (the general manager). The 
transience in the hospitality industry, and par-
ticularly in the hotel we had chosen, stymied us 
because each time we thought we had forged 
a relationship with the current GM and gotten 
permission to study the property, he was fired 
and replaced; we had to start all over again. 
We experienced several heartbreaking disap-
pointments as we arrived, ready to begin our 
formal research, only to find someone new at 
the helm who did not know us. Eventually, ho-
wever, our perseverance paid off and we achie-
ved entrée. We then experienced the benefit of 
studying an organization, as, once cleared by 
the GM, we were accepted by most employees 
and could observe backstage behavior, schedu-
le interviews with management, and wander 
around the property taking notes openly. Some 
workers admitted to us that they had heard ru-
mors that we were management spies, but once 
they got to know us, we easily dispelled that 
impression.

After several years we branched out beyond 
our first hotel to do a more comprehensive eth-
nography of all the hotels on the strip. Yet, ra-
ther than seeking formal, organizational entrée 
to the other resorts, we decided to reach out to 
individual employees in their leisure time; we 

had plumbed the management category ade-
quately. By this phase of the project, we knew 
enough people to snowball from one contact 
to another, and saturated our penetration into 
each of the four groups of workers through our 
connections to students, exercise partners, ne-
ighbors, people we had already interviewed, 
and friends.

This research project took us into literatures that 
were far afield from those we had previously 
encountered, a feature much more common to 
qualitative than quantitative research enter-
prises and careers. We wrote about organiza-
tional and ethnic stratification, labor relations, 
the economics of development, the postmodern 
self, and work/leisure. Aside from the obvious 
perquisites of spending time in a beautiful and 
romantic paradise, this research had the bene-
fit of acquainting us with some fascinating new 
literature. And, once again, doing this longitu-
dinal, in-depth research project impacted our 
lives and those of the people we studied in pro-
found, reciprocal ways.

THE TENDER CUT

Our most recent research, The Tender Cut: Inside 
the Hidden World of Self-Injury (Adler and Adler 
2011), also called to us, but in a different way. 
This was the first time we moved away from our 
long-time commitment to in-depth participant-
observation and researching in our backyards. 
We first heard about self-injury (although not 
by any name) in 1982 when a student of Pete’s, 
in Tulsa, confided in him about the myriad cuts 
on her arms. Over subsequent years we both 

caught further glimpses of similar behavior. 
As interested and “cool” professors who taught 
courses on deviance, popular culture, drugs, 
and sport, we often found ourselves the adults 
to whom college students turned as sounding 
boards. Our next encounters with cutting were 
rare at first, but took on greater frequency du-
ring the late 1980s and early 1990s. By the mid 
‘90s we knew or had heard about enough pe-
ople who cut themselves intentionally that we 
felt surrounded by it. Yet, during the occasional 
times when we discussed this with friends or 
colleagues, we found it fundamentally unk-
nown. Then, in the spring of 1996, a young 
high school-aged friend of ours, the daughter 
of close friends, confided in Pete about her cut-
ting. She had never mentioned it to her parents, 
but she needed someone to talk to about it. Pete 
was her college advisor (one of his side avoca-
tions), and they had a close relationship. This 
very detailed, intimate conversation caught our 
attention. We felt the behavior was calling to us 
to study it, but we were squarely in the middle 
of another major research project and did not 
have the time.

We were attracted to the project because it me-
ant a return to deviance, our first love, and be-
cause we believed we could be nonjudgmental 
about the topic. In contrast to the difficulties 
we had in trying to get clearance for studying 
drug dealers, we naively thought IRB approval 
for this topic would be easy: the behavior was 
deviant, but not criminal and people were only 
harming themselves, not others. We also tho-
ught that since our early conversations with pe-
ople about the topic brought shock and surpri-
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se, with no recognition, we would have great 
difficulty locating people to study. We couldn’t 
have been more wrong on both counts.

Our first shock came when the IRB told us that 
they believed self-injury was associated with 
suicidality, meaning those who cut were a vul-
nerable population. Next, we were required to 
use and adopt the psycho-medical perspective 
in defining this behavior, in reviewing the lite-
rature, and in accepting the causes, effects, and 
general demographics of the population. This 
was the first sign of the hegemony of the psy-
cho-medical perspective and their “ownership” 
of the domain. After our first set of revisions, 
we were then required to provide subjects with 
referrals to clinicians who provided psycho-
therapy or counseling on self-injury cessation, 
something we suspected our subjects might 
not appreciate. This was not the value neutra-
lity of Max Weber, and not the nonjudgmental 
way we wanted to start our conversations with 
these people. In interviewing minors (a poten-
tially significant percentage of the population) 
we were required to obtain minor assent and 
parental consent. That was a really big impedi-
ment, since all of the subjects we had talked to 
personally had kept their injuring hidden from 
their parents and nearly everyone else. Being 
limited to only minors “out” to their parents 
would involve a significantly biased popula-
tion. But we pressed on. After another round 
of revisions we were told that we could not di-
rectly solicit interviews from people, but only 
“put it out there” that we were interested and 
invite those who wanted to participate in our 

research to contact us. After nearly two years of 
revisions we were ready to begin the study.

As an unorganized group of non-affiliated indi-
viduals, self-injurers could not be studied thro-
ugh participant-observation, the usual means 
we had employed. They were a highly hidden 
population. It was hard to find subjects at first, 
but through word-of-mouth and via media in-
terviews, people began to learn of our interest. 
Surprisingly, they came to us to be intervie-
wed. When we asked them (at the end of the 
interview) why they had come forward, they 
said that they hoped we would write about the 
behavior so that others could read it and learn 
that they were neither alone nor crazy. Many 
recounted horrible experiences at the hands of 
parents, high school counselors, primary care 
doctors and pediatricians, and emergency room 
physicians, from which they hoped to spare 
others. This moved us deeply, and we became 
committed to represent their voices and their 
perspectives.

As we continued to interview people in our of-
fices face-to-face, we began to be aware, in the 
early 2000s, of the rise of self-injury being di-
scussed on the Internet. Websites, blogs, diaries, 
listservs, and bulletin boards were cropping up 
where people wrote about their experiences and 
posted photos, poems, and artwork. Since these 
were public sites, we visited these and recorded 
the data. But could these data be used? At that 
time the practical and ethical standards for In-
ternet research were unclear and conflicted. Not 
much was published on it, as it was a nascent 
field. We wanted to expand our research there, 

because, with nearly 40 interviews completed, 
we had become somewhat empirically satura-
ted. A slippery epistemological slope, there were 
no standard norms guiding qualitative Internet 
researchers. We had to “wing” it, therefore, to 
the best of our ability. We read public postings. 
We joined several groups as overt researchers 
for the simple ease of having postings delivered 
into our boxes, even though the sites or boards 
were still publicly accessible. We participated in 
online conversations and made online friends 
in various communities. But it was difficult if 
not impossible to make our research interests 
known every time we visited a site or read ema-
ils or postings. We renewed our protocol, ga-
ining permission to use this material.

In our next renewal we applied for permission 
to solicit people online for interviews that we 
could conduct over the phone. Again, the IRB 
presented us with problems. How would we 
ascertain the age of subjects? Although we spe-
cified that we were only interested in talking 
to people 18 or older, we had to trust what they 
told us and try to cross-check that against what 
they wrote in their postings. The IRB required 
that when studying minors (a trickle of people 
at most) we needed to further “verify” that the 
parents were who they said they were. How 
were we supposed to do this? We arranged to 
telephone a parent of potential subjects to veri-
fy their age. 

The subsequent year, in renewing our protocol 
we were told we had to expand our parental 
permission of minors by having written per-
mission of both parents or a parent and a legal 

guardian. In actual fact, however, many minors 
who self-injured did not have two parents in 
the home. We had only interviewed two minors 
to date, and we did not recruit any more that 
year.

In our next renewal we were told that our con-
sent form had to include a warning to parents 
that if they knew about their child’s self-injuring 
and did not “do something about it,” we wo-
uld be forced to “report them.” What did that 
mean? What would constitute an acceptable 
threshold of doing something about it on the 
parents’ part: having a conversation with their 
child; sending the child to a therapist; putting 
the child on medication; taking their child to 
the doctor, or checking their child into a psy-
chiatric hospital? This was pretty unclear. Fur-
ther, to whom should we report recalcitrant pa-
rents? The police? Social workers? The IRB? The 
self-injury police? Epistemologically this felt all 
wrong. How could we live with thinking abo-
ut turning in someone who was trying to help 
us with our research? At this point we officially 
dropped minors from subject recruitment.

We were able to use the Internet to successful-
ly recruit subjects from all over the world. We 
conducted telephone interviews with people in 
Europe, the South Pacific, and North America. 
At the same time we continued to interview pe-
ople face-to-face, but only after screening them 
to see if their experiences advanced our know-
ledge empirically or theoretically. By this point 
we were turning down interviews in person 
with a high degree of frequency. The comple-
ted study draws on over 135 in-depth, life-hi-

Patricia A. Adler & Peter Adler Keynote Address. Tales From the Field: Reflections on Four Decades of Ethnography



©2012 QSR Volume VIII Issue 126 Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 27

story interviews, conducted in person and on 
the telephone, constituting what we believe to 
be the largest sample of qualitative interviews 
with non-institutionalized self-injurers ever 
gathered. Participants ranged in age from 16 to 
their mid-fifties, with many more women than 
men (85 percent women and 15 percent men), 
nearly all Caucasian. Over the course of our re-
search we also collected tens of thousands (in 
the range of 30,000–40,000) of Internet messa-
ges and emails including those posted publicly 
and those written to and by us.

But when we were finishing the book in 2009–10, 
more epistemological and ethical questions aro-
se. Revisiting sites we had not carefully exami-
ned for years, other than occasionally posting 
research solicitations, we noticed that several of 
them had gone “membership only.” What did 
that mean? What about the data we had gathe-
red when they were publicly accessible? When 
did that change? The ethical issues seemed 
even murkier than they had originally and 
were fraught with problematic possibilities. We 
had three or four chapters outlined and filled 
with quotes and field notes that might possibly 
have come all or in part from these sources. Co-
uld we use them? Should we use them? What 
were other people doing? Again, there was no 
real consistency in ethical standards. We deci-
ded to try to find a middle ground by working 
with data from primarily publicly accessible si-
tes and using email messages or postings that 
would not identify the posters or sites. This re-
sulted in our eliminating three chapters from 
our manuscript. 

We are pleased to say that the book has been 
published and we have received numerous 
emails from people we interviewed who bo-
ught it, read it, and thanked us for the way we 
portrayed them and their behavior (for “giving 
them voice” in a world in which they were mo-
stly unheard). As in our other research projects, 
we still correspond with several of our closest 
online friends about all aspects of their lives.

STATE OF THE FIELD TODAY

We end this Address by assessing the contem-
porary state of ethnography today. In so doing, 
we celebrate the success of the efflorescence and 
spread of ethnography. From sociology to an-
thropology, from urban studies, ethnic studies, 
cultural studies, to feminist studies, from edu-
cation to medicine, law, business, journalism, 
communication, ethnomusicology, history, li-
terature, and more, we have seen the rise and 
growth of field research. Ethnography in con-
temporary academia ranges in character from 
anecdotal to narrative, formal, partial, experi-
mental, textual, and all types of other forms 
and genres. Ethnography remains a field that 
may claim to be the “most scientific of the hu-
manities and the most humanistic of the scien-
ces” (Van Maanen 2011:151). In our pluralistic 
world, subcultures have flourished, and with 
them the opportunities for describing and ana-
lyzing them. Writings about ethnography have 
become a huge industry, stretching beyond eth-
nographies themselves to numerous encyclope-
dias, handbooks, manuals, anthologies, litera-
ture reviews, talks and presentations, journal 
articles, monographs, blogs, message boards, 

social networking sites, online publications, li-
stservs, and chat rooms. The good news is that 
ethnography has gone from being the primary 
approach of anthropology and a small portion 
of the sociological discipline, to becoming used, 
accepted, and legitimated within a huge range 
of social scientific and other approaches.

At the same time, this spread has also occasio-
ned the dispersion and diversification of the 
approach. This segmentation raises an issue of 
concern: the evolution and splintering of the 
field. In a sub-discipline where we should all 
be related, as kin of sorts, working together in 
harmony, there is fragmentation. Some of this 
may attest to the success of the interpretive mo-
vement more broadly, but some of it may por-
tend its dissolution and decline.

We first introduced our idea of the “Four Faces 
of Ethnography” in our Presidential Address 
before the Midwest Sociological Society (see 
Adler and Adler 2008) to talk about some of 
the different genres in ethnographic work and 
representation. Building on the literature, ana-
lyzing the rhetoric and representation in eth-
nography (i.e., Geertz 1988; Van Maanen 1988, 
1995, 2011; Atkinson 1990, 1992; Hammersley 
1991; Denzin and Lincoln 1994 are some of the 
earliest progenitors), we proposed four styles of 
representing ethnographic research that are ge-
ared toward four different audiences: Classical, 
Mainstream, Postmodernist, and Public. Whi-
le no one typology can adequately address the 
range and breadth of ethnography, we revisit 
this concept to analyze where the progenitors 
of these original representations appear.

MAINSTREAM ETHNOGRAPHY

The hegemony of the discipline still resides in 
the mainstream journals. These accord a small 
amount of space to qualitative research. Even 
when the journal, Social Psychology Quarterly 
was in the hands, first, of Spencer Cahill, and 
then Gary Alan Fine, two editors who should 
have been able to entice more ethnographers 
among their submitters, the number of quali-
tative works that were published under their 
tenures did not increase significantly. Field re-
searchers who want to place their work in these 
more highly ranked outlets need to understand 
how to translate their ideas from the lexicon of 
classical ethnography to that of mainstream so-
ciology. Mainstream reviewers and editors are 
often confused about how to evaluate ethnogra-
phic work because there is not as great a con-
sensus about standards as there is for quantita-
tive work. They assume a hypothetico-deducti-
ve model of research, into which ethnographers 
may have to try to fit themselves. This is most 
particularly evident in certain sections of an ar-
ticle, such as the Introduction and the Methods 
discussion. Validity and reliability are core 
concerns. To attain publication in these outlets 
with the prestige and widespread audience that 
they offer, qualitative researchers must justify 
their use of field research to a mainstream au-
dience, to rationalize an often intuitive research 
process, and to sterilize subjective elements of 
the research. Although there have been some 
attempts to publish in these venues, most eth-
nographers reject the mainstream concept that 
a rigorous methodological blueprint, pre-de-
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termined before the research begins, accompa-
nied by a rhetoric that requires legitimation in 
positivistic terms, adheres to a terse and obtuse 
writing style, and revolves around obdurately 
fixed and flat definitions and formal analysis is 
necessary.

PUBLIC ETHNOGRAPHY

Over the past decade or two we have seen a rise 
in the prominence of public ethnography, the 
presentation of qualitative field research in 
a form accessible to the intelligent lay reader. 
First-generation exemplars of the field include 
people such as Elijah Anderson, Mitch Duneier, 
Katherine Newman, and Philippe Bourgois. Pu-
blic ethnographers favor engaging in in-depth 
participant-observation. They critique qualita-
tive researchers who use in-depth, life-history 
interviews as data rather than living among 
the people they represent. They use lengthy, 
verbatim transcriptions of naturally occurring 
conversations, often presenting them devoid of 
much framing. Yet, public ethnography gene-
rally lacks the kind of epistemological discus-
sion, theoretical development, or conceptual 
organization of the classical, realist ethnogra-
phies that we see presented at this Qualitative 
Analysis Conference. Yet, it is in vogue, especial-
ly among Ivy League and other elite university 
ethnographers. Although public ethnographers 
use a methodology similar to our own and tra-
ce their roots to leaders in our field, they cir-
culate in a more rarified ambit. Some of their 
conferences are by invitation only and fete par-
ticipants with generous expense allowances. At 
this time, public ethnography is enjoying a ze-

nith of prestige and influence, and is even atta-
ining publication in some mainstream venues 
(see Goffman 2009). 

POSTMODERN ETHNOGRAPHY

Interestingly, taking place within one week of 
this conference (in May 2011) is the Seventh In-
ternational Congress of Qualitative Inquiry, in 
Urbana, IL. This collection of postmodern (or 
post-structural) ethnographers rejects the ide-
al of value-free (Weberian) inquiry based on 
a “God’s eye view of reality,” as dated. Instead, 
like feminists, they privilege politically based 
inquiry. They also espouse moving beyond the 
experimental, reflexive ways of writing first-
person ethnographic texts to creating critical 
personal narratives of counter-hegemonic, de-
colonizing methodologies. They describe the 
field of qualitative research as defined primarily 
by a series of essential tensions, contradictions, 
and hesitations between competing definitions 
of the field. Some of this can be seen in the de-
bate over the definition and ownership of the 
term “autoethnography” (see the JCE special is-
sue on “Analytic Autoethnography,” edited by 
Leon Anderson in 2006, especially Anderson 
2006, and Ellis and Bochner 2006).

It is useful to compare the state of postmodern 
ethnography with the kind of classical ethno-
graphy practiced by participants at this me-
eting by contrasting the themes of the Denzin 
Congress of Qualitative Inquiry with the 28th 
Annual Qualitative Analysis Conference. The 
theme of the present conference, “Contempo-
rary Issues in Qualitative Research,” focuses 

on the application of qualitative methods and 

the debates surrounding qualitative inquiry. 

The stated goal is to explore new and endu-

ring challenges to qualitative methodologies 

such as: research standards, the integration of 

technology, the role and influence of emotiona-

lity, the researcher’s place in the field, ethical 

regulations and boundaries in the field, and 

team-based qualitative approaches. According 

to their program, the Congress’s theme is the 

“Politics of Advocacy.” Sessions take up critiqu-

es of value-free inquiry; issues of partisanship 

and bias; the politics of evidence; alternatives 

to evidence-based models; indigenous research 

ethics; and decolonizing inquiry. Contributors 

are invited to experiment with traditional and 

new methodologies and with new presentatio-

nal formats such as ethno-dramas, performan-

ce, poetry, autoethnography, and just plain fic-

tion (see Congress of Qualitative Inquiry 2011).

As a result, their program features multiple 

sessions on autoethnography (using their defi-

nition of the concept as the study of one’s own 

self) including 11 autoethnographic sessions on 

such topics as: identity, resistance, and the aca-

demy; locating sites; gender; physician autoeth-

nographies; the family; decolonizing; the arts; 

violence, the nation; joy; and three sessions on 

autoethnographic potpourri. Other sessions 

feature performance ethnography, ethno-dra-

mas, fiction, stories, ethno-theater, playing 

cards, poetry, advocacy, indigenous research 

methods, writing, representation, and duoeth-

nographies.

Postmodernism, born in a critique of both posi-
tivist and post-positivist sociology, casts realist 
ethnography as “merely modernist,” practiced 
by field researchers who are politically naïve, 
chained to some “God’s eye” fallacy, and inade-
quately evolved to recognize the true epistemo-
logical and representational callings. Both of 
these ethnographic “faces” have sprung from 
the foundation of classical ethnography. Yet, 
despite these differences, we would rather see 
a convergence of these approaches, with sub-
fields and lines of inquiry all housed under 
one rubric. There has been an explosion of new 
qualitative/interpretive journals. This could be 
a  good thing for our collective enterprise, gi-
ving us more outlets and fostering our prospe-
rity. Let us focus our enterprise to widen our 
common ground, not narrow it.

CLASSICAL ETHNOGRAPHY

The classical genre stands as the original ver-
sion of Chicago School ethnography, bending 
and swaying with ongoing movements in the 
subfield. Its mission has always been to “bring 
back the news,” to rhetorically convince readers 
that it conveys an authentic and verifiable tale 
that has been gathered by people who left the 
ivory tower to enter the field, returning with 
accurate knowledge about the trends and pat-
terns of the world from its everyday nature to 
its obscure and hidden nooks and crannies. It 
has the power to critique, to theorize, to edify, to 
surprise, to amuse, to annoy, or to comfort (Van 
Maanen 2011). This conference represents a site 
of classical ethnography. 
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Ethnography is the only method that allows us 
unfettered access to the lives of others. Although 
we certainly have issues with which to grap-
ple, such as representation, authenticity, voice, 
ethics, and research bias, we continue to experi-
ment with them. We do not shut the door to new, 
emergent, issues. Finding a “cutting edge” does 
not require eschewing the history or tradition 
whence we sprang. Let us continue to place our-
selves where we belong, with our participants, 
with the people in their naturalistic settings, tre-
ading that thin line between the everyday life 
member and the analytical observer. 

We should all realize that we live in a forest of 
diverse ethnographic work, and it benefits us to 
recognize the subtle nuances that distinguish 
these genres. There is no longer one standard 
model of ethnography. But, at the same time, as 
we innovate and forge new streams, let us still 
join hands and not overlook our common gro-
und: that we are representing the lives of pe-
ople we study based on participant-observation 
and in-depth interviewing, done longitudinally 
over years in the field, overlaid with the type of 
critical, theoretical analysis that only the socio-
logical imagination can produce.

Let us stop widening and, rather, bridge the 
chasm we have with our brethren. Let us incor-
porate some of the creative insights and sound 
advice from each new offshoot. One thing that 
has always characterized classical ethnography 
is its malleable nature, as it evolves in respon-
se to the foment of new ideas, new approaches, 
new forms. We should continue to incorporate 
the best features of postmodernism, of public 
ethnography, of mainstream ethnography and 
meld them with the excellent work we are do-

ing in our tradition, which we are teaching to 
new generations of ethnographic practitioners 
and scholars. We implore you to never wander 
too far from the field, to make sure you gain 
access and build rapport with the people you 
study, and to remain at an analytical distance 
at the same time as you make sure you get close 
enough to the data that you can honestly and 
accurately report them. Then we can get back 
to the work that our Chicago School forefathers 
and mothers asked us to do in the first place: to 
get our hands dirty in real research.

We close by saying, “Give me some of that good 
old time realist ethnography, it’s good enough 
for me.” Let us keep on doing what we do well: 
getting deep into our fieldwork; giving voice to 
the members’ perspectives. We should conti-
nue to spend time using the contours of subjec-
tivity to understand the sociological world and 
enhance it with the creativity of our conceptual 
and theoretical analysis. Let’s encourage fiel-
dworkers to go to the field rather than to re-
flect solely on texts of the field, so that they can 
become deeply ensconced in the life worlds of 
their participants. Give us ethnography where 
researchers know the everyday nuances of the 
people’s lives they study, where real problems 
of conflict sometimes occur between the resear-
cher and the researched that need to be ironed 
out, and where our empirical data go beyond 
portraying the individual experiences of the re-
searcher to depicting the generic experiences of 
the group or subculture.

We urge you to stay with the program whi-
le at the same time getting on with the show. 
Change is necessary, but wholesale revolution 
may not be. What we have is not broken, but it 

may benefit from regular re-examination, cre-
ative innovation, experimentation, and fun. Let 
us continue to embrace what Dietz, Prus, and 
Shaffir (1994) have called “ethnography as hu-
man lived experience.” As Robert Park admo-
nished us, go live among these people, be kind 
to them, understand their worlds and the way 
they live in them. Use verstehen and produce 
analytically sophisticated documents for so-
cial scientists and intelligent lay people to read 
throughout the next millennium. As we see it, 

participants who come to this conference are 
on the right track. There will be detours along 
the way, but we believe that when you arrive at 
the station, ethnography will best be served by 
ensconcing yourselves in the world as complete-
ly and as humanely possible, and by extending 
knowledge in a way that can only be done by 
scholars who have held the hands and walked in 
the shoes of the people they study. GO FOR IT!
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schild 1989, 1997; Shelton and John 1996; Coltra-
ne 2000; Sayer 2004; Craig 2006; Poortman and 
van der Lippe 2009). Furthermore, men tend to 
view their roles as fathers as mediated by their 
wives. In fact, men tend to see children as an 
extension of their marriage and often it is their 
female partners who decide when to have chil-
dren and in which way to raise them (Hoch-
schild 1989; di  Leonardo 2005; Lorber 2005; 
Townsend 2005). Even when men are given the 
opportunity to relocate their paid labor to the 
domestic realm and increase their childcare 
activities, this involvement is often viewed as 
extra and their wives and partners are called on 
to police these new boundaries (Halford 2006). 

There is, of course, evidence of the increased 
accessibility and involvement of fathers in the 
lives of their children in the last several deca-
des. There has been a steady increase in the 
time that men have been spending with their 
children as well as an increase in the practice 
of coparenting (Furstenberg 1988; Pleck 1997; 
Deutsch 1999; Yeung et al. 2001; Turner and We-
lch 2012). There have also been several notable 
works that advance gender-neutral parenting, 
calling for a degendering of this domain and 
promoting equality in the area of parenting 
(see, for instance, Kimball 1988; Lorber 2005; 
Mannino and Deutsch 2007). However, the-
re still remains a large gap between fathers’ 
levels of involvement and those of mothers. 
Once children are born, they are often viewed 
to be their mother’s priority. Barrett and McIn-
tosh (1982) point out that the fact that women 
can bear children as well as lactate often leads 

to the assumption that all childcare (and by 
extension, housework) must be carried out by 
mothers. While they term this, “the tyranny of 
motherhood” (Barrett and McIntosh 1982:61), 
other scholars reveal how motherhood beco-
mes a romanticized identity, and mothers tend 
to feel “morally transformed” (McMahon 1995). 
Fathers, on the other hand, are often viewed as 
“helping out” or as “babysitters” when it comes 
to their own children. They often choose how 
and how much they will involve themselves 
with childcare, leaving the burden of respon-
sibility of emotional and physical childcare on 
the shoulders of mothers (Barrett and McIntosh 
1982; LaRossa 1997). Indeed, when a man is the 
primary care-giver to a child, it is deemed to 
be an extraordinary situation, sometimes even 
newsworthy (Lorber 2005). Many scholars po-
int out the inequities inherent in the rigid al-
location of traditional parenting roles, pointing 
out negative outcomes for women in terms of 
workload in the home and career limitations 
(see, for example, Williams 2000; Crittenden 
2001; Hirshman 2006 among others). 

Typically, societal structures, as well as gende-
red power relations, are held responsible for 
the endurance of traditional gendered paren-
ting roles. Studies look, quite rightly, to broader 
social structures to explain the disparity. They 
concentrate on labor force characteristics, work-
place policies, parental leave, relative earnings 
of men and women, et cetera (see, for instance, 
Deutsch, Lussier and Servis 1993; Deutsch 1999; 
Cowan and Cowan 2000; Brandth and Kvande 
2009 among others). Other studies explore gen-

The home is clearly the newest battlefront 
in the struggle for gender equality. When 

it comes to parenting, however, it often seems 
that the more things change, the more they stay 
the same. The literature on gender and childca-
re is tediously consistent. Women continue to 
take on the lion’s share of childcare duties and 
this finding remains constant despite wome-
n’s participation in the paid workforce (Hoch-
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der ideologies as the roots of this problem (see 
Deutsch et al. 1993; Bulanda 2004; Gaunt 2006). 
Lastly, many studies look to couples’ concep-
tion of gender roles as well as their everyday 
negotiations concerning family and work to 
explain why men are less involved in parenting 
than women (see Gerson 1985; Thompson 1991; 
Hochschild 1997 among others). 

Missing: A Deeper Analysis of Gendered  
Parenting Patterns

Many feminist scholars call on families to be-
gin defining motherhood and fatherhood in 
the same fashion and, thus, begin the process 
of degendering parenting (Hooks 1984; Lorber 
2005; Wharton 2005). What is missing from re-
cent scholarship is any in-depth examination of 
the role that women may play in limiting the 
involvement of their male partners. As a gender 
scholar I have read study after study explaining 
what men may have to gain from the unequ-
al distribution of parenting labor in the home. 
There is, however, a growing body of literature 
on maternal gatekeeping and on what women 
may achieve by this practice that is deserving 
of attention. This study is situated in this gro-
wing area of research. 

I examine parenthood from an angle not typi-
cally addressed in feminist discussion, challen-
ging the assumption that traditional gendered 
parenting roles are being perpetuated by, and 
for the overall benefit of fathers. Instead, I ad-
dress the somewhat controversial question of 
what both women and men stand to gain or to 
lose by maintaining traditional parenting ro-

les. While providing fresh insight into the ro-
les that women play in sustaining traditional 
family gender roles, I call into question ideas 
of where the knowledge of gender inequality is 
situated and challenge the perception that wo-
men respondents hold the only set of keys to 
unlocking inquiry on this matter. 

The study presented in this paper expands the 
research in the area of maternal gatekeeping 
in several ways. To this point, the majority of 
research carried out in this area has been con-
ducted through the use of survey questionna-
ires and has been quantitative in nature. This 
study provides a deeper, more detailed exami-
nation and is one of few qualitative studies on 
maternal gatekeeping to be conducted (other 
qualitative studies have focused on maternal 
gatekeeping in families that have experienced 
parental separation or divorce – see, for instan-
ce, Sano, Richards and Zvonkovic 2008; Trinder 
2008). It is also one of few studies that does not 
focus on the psychological characteristics of 
mothers involved in gatekeeping, but, rather, 
explores the gatekeeping methods employed 
by mothers as well as their motivations. More-
over, it is one of the only studies to give voice 
on this issue to fathers, outlining how they feel 
when gatekeeping takes place as well as the ga-
ins and losses that it provides for men. While 
previous studies on maternal gatekeeping do 
not explain the causal direction of this activity 
making it unclear as to whether gatekeeping is 
a product of low paternal involvement in pa-
renting or a source of it, this study argues that 
it is a bit of both. The qualitative nature of this 
study makes it possible to note the complexity 

of this issue and examine the role of both mo-
ther and father in gatekeeping. 

The findings of this study do not challenge 
those established in previous research. Rather, 
they build upon and intensify existing research 
findings through a thicker and more detailed 
analysis. Overall, I argue that many mothers 
are involved in maternal gatekeeping through 
taking control over both major and minor pa-
renting decisions, through controlling access to 
parenting information and through implemen-
ting control mechanisms during their absence. 
I discuss the means by which some mothers at-
tempt to limit their partners’ involvement and 
the ambivalence that this creates for both pa-
rents involved.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND:  
MATERNAL GATEKEEPING

Evidence suggests that women generally value 
the involvement of fathers in their children’s 
upbringing (Pleck 1985; Thompson 1991). Inde-
ed, the positive impact on both children and on 
the parental unit achieved by paternal involve-
ment with children has been well documented 
(see Hochschild 1989; Coltrane 1996; Glass 1998; 
Pleck and Masciadrelli 2004). Still, many wo-
men limit the involvement of their children’s 
fathers through behavior that has been termed 
“maternal gatekeeping.” Allen and Hawkins 
define maternal gatekeeping as, “a collection 
of beliefs and behaviors that ultimately inhibit 
a collaborative effort between men and women 
in family work by limiting men’s opportunities 
for learning and growing through caring for 

home and children” (1999:200). While clarifying 
that maternal gatekeeping is not the primary 
barrier to father’s involvement in childrearing, 
they suggest that this may be a factor and that 
over twenty percent of mothers engage in this 
behavior. Allen and Hawkins (1999) define this 
behavior as having three dimensions: mother’s 
reluctance to surrender responsibility for fa-
mily matters by being rigid in their standards, 
mother’s receiving external validation of their 
identities as mothers, and differentiated con-
ceptions of parental roles. 

Cannon, Schoppe-Sullivan, Mangelsdorf, 
Brown and Szewczyk-Sokolowski (2008) posit 
that maternal gatekeeping may be either fa-
cilitative (encouraging paternal involvement 
and creating opportunities for fathers to gain 
experience) or inhibitory (behaviors meant to 
regulate father involvement such as criticizing 
the father’s behavior). Typically, however, the 
existing research concentrates on this second 
category, pointing out that gatekeeping limits 
fathers’ opportunities to develop relevant pa-
renting skills and to experience childcare (Al-
len and Hawkins 1999; Fagan and Barnett 2003; 
McBride et al. 2005).

Many studies demonstrate the relationship be-
tween mothers’ beliefs concerning the role of 
fathers and their gender role identities and ga-
tekeeping (Fagan and Barnett 2003; McBride et 
al. 2005; Cannon et al. 2008; Gaunt 2008; Schop-
pe-Sullivan et al. 2008; Kulik and Tsoref 2010). 
McBride, Brown, Bost, Shin, Vaughn and Korth 
(2005) found that mothers’ feelings concerning 
the roles of fathers played a role in moderating 
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the relationship between fathers’ perceived in-
vestments in parenting and their actual levels 
of involvement. Fagan and Barnett (2003) ope-
rationalized maternal gatekeeping behavioral-
ly, examining the relationships between wo-
men’s reports of gatekeeping, their perceptions 
of their children fathers’ competence, attitudes 
concerning the role of fathers and actual father 
involvement. They found that mothers who 
placed greater value on the role of fathers also 
reported that their children’s fathers were more 
involved. Moreover, mothers who viewed the-
ir children’s fathers as competent parents were 
less likely to gatekeep. Overall, research points 
to feelings of ambivalence on the part of mo-
thers towards fathers’ increased involvement 
in parenting and suggests that mothers may, in 
fact, be unaware that they are engaging in this 
practice (Gaunt 2008). 

Doucet (2009) points out that when women 
make space for fathers to enter the parenting 
realm, fathers come to take on responsibili-
ty for children both in terms of emotion and 
community. Doucet (2006) questions the con-
stant comparison of women and men in terms 
of parenting skills and urges scholars and po-
licy makers alike to note the unique abilities 
and parenting approaches that fathers bring to 
their families. She points out that much of the 
retention of traditional gendered parenting ro-
les stems from the marginalization that fathers 
often feel in female dominated early childhood 
settings, such as parenting groups, and notes 
that women and men experience different pres-
sures when displaying childcare in community 
settings (Doucet 2006, 2009, 2011). 

While not discussing gatekeeping per se, Town-
send’s (2002, 2005) work on fatherhood and the 
mediating role of women also sheds light on 
gatekeeping activity. Townsend describes how 
the men that he studied viewed, “«marriage 
and children» as elements of a «package deal» 
which cannot be easily separated” (2005:105). He 
argues that women are often the decision ma-
kers when it comes to having children and that 
women take on the roles of “default parents.” 
Furthermore, he argues that women play the 
role of mediator when it comes to fathers’ in-
volvement, outlining the conditions that surro-
und fathering behavior. Townsend (2002) argu-
es that men’s mediated roles are a result of paid 
employment and that it is their identity as fa-
mily providers that is used to express closeness 
to their children. Indeed, the emphasis placed 
on provision limits men’s time within the home 
and, thus, men’s roles come to be mediated by 
their wives.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

While the available research on maternal gate-
keeping is captivating, it leaves gender scholars 
hungering for expanded narrative. What, for 
instance, does maternal gatekeeping look like? 
How does this behavior take shape? How do fa-
thers feel about gatekeeping and how do they 
react to it? Moreover, what do both women and 
men have to gain from gatekeeping behavior 
and, more importantly, what do they have to 
lose? 

My research adds to the existing literature on 
parenting by asking what part women may play 

in the maintenance of traditional parenting ro-
les. There is a growing discussion, in a society 
that is moving towards gender neutrality, as to 
why gender takes such a strong role in shaping 
parenting. My work contributes to this dialo-
gue, adding to the puzzle, the piece fashioned 
by the role of mothers. 

This study treads uncomfortable waters. The 
very notion that women engage in gatekeeping 
activity is, itself, controversial as it removes this 
behavior from the broader context of the pa-
triarchal family structure. Furthermore, discus-
sion of gatekeeping seems to underestimate the 
strength of fathers’ decisions concerning their 
own parenting behavior and almost seems to 
suggest that the gates to paternal involvement 
are not merely closed, but bolted shut by mo-
thers (see Walker and McGraw [2000] for an 
excellent example of such criticism). In light of 
this, it is important to clarify that my research 
findings are not meant to weaken broader ar-
guments concerning the roles of societal insti-
tutions and structures, especially the paid labor 
market and the male-dominated family struc-
ture. It does, however, suggest that mothers so-
metimes contribute to inequalities in the area 
of parenting and that women may, indeed, have 
something to gain from this practice. 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

The bulk of my data was obtained from a se-
ries of forty semi-structured interviews with 
respondents who have young children living 
in their household. In all cases the mother and 
father lived together and all but three couples 

were married. In most cases, the mother and 
the father were interviewed separately so that 
they would feel more comfortable speaking 
freely about their parenting relationship. Each 
interview was based on a series of prepared 
questions pertaining to the respondent’s pa-
renting experience. Thus, I explored the same 
group of central themes with respondents whi-
le allowing for flexibility in terms of probing 
any comments that seem especially interesting. 
Interviews lasted from between forty-five mi-
nutes to over two hours and were transcribed 
verbatim. 

While approximately one quarter of my inte-
rviews were conducted in the state of Indiana 
and several interviews took place in Ohio, the 
bulk of my data was collected throughout the 
state of Wisconsin. My findings, then, are ty-
pical of the American Midwest. More specifi-
cally, research was conducted in an area of the 
Midwest known for having a high standard of 
living, high safety ratings, and as being a “good 
place to raise children.” The median age of the 
research area is in the mid thirties and average 
household income rests just above sixty tho-
usand dollars. Approximately eighty percent of 
the population in the area is Caucasian and this 
was evident in my sample, which was also ap-
proximately eighty percent Caucasian. For a list 
of respondents and their biographical data, see 
Appendix A. All names used in this article are 
pseudonyms. [Pseudonyms were chosen with 
care as to reflect the ethnic origin of respon-
dents’ real names. Agbenyaga, for instance, was 
chosen to reflect the respondent’s real name, 
which is West African in origin while Hilda 
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was chosen to reflect a name that is Swedish in 
its origin.]

Using the methodological framework of groun-
ded theory, I was able to generate theory from 
the data throughout the research process. This 
approach is valuable as it allows researchers to 
let their data dictate their findings and, thus, 
also uncovers what aspects of the research are 
most significant to their research subjects. It al-
lows respondents to inform, and the researcher 
to convey the local meaning that respondents 
create in a situation. This method was especial-
ly useful for this study as grounded theory is 
both detailed and rigorous, yet also permits the 
flexibility and freedom required to gain new 
perspectives on common situations. That is, 
grounded theory allows for layers of analysis 
that break down assumptions (in this case, the 
assumption that all patriarchal structures work 
in a similar fashion) and allow for greater di-
versity in findings, especially when investiga-
ting multifaceted social phenomena (for a more 
detailed account of grounded theory see Gla-
ser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990; 
Charmaz 2006; Bryant 2007 among others). 
Using open ended questioning was particularly 
constructive for my research as it facilitated the 
kind of flexibility that allowed my respondents 
to concentrate on the aspects of parenting that 
they found most meaningful, thus giving my 
subjects voice in my research. Often, respon-
dents’ comments led me to add extra questions 
in subsequent interviews, often taking me down 
unexpected paths. For instance, I did not ini-
tially ask parents about having travelled with 
and without their children and the planning 

that often accompanied these trips. Responses 
from early respondents caused me to add these 
questions, which proved to hold an abundance 
of data relevant to the topic of gatekeeping. 

I used a snowball sampling technique to car-
ry out this research. This technique consists of 
gathering informants who, after the interview, 
refer you to other informants. Qualitative rese-
arch of this nature typically consists of a num-
ber of small snowball groups. Several inte-
rviews were carried out by research assistants 
under my supervision. Initial respondents were 
obtained while observing parenting in situ at 
places where parents and children can be fo-
und, including parks, child-themed cafes, libra-
ries and restaurants. I would simply approach 
strangers in these settings, introduce myself, 
obtain their phone numbers, and then set up 
an appointment for an interview at a later date. 
While this sampling technique was non-ran-
dom and purposive, it allowed me to explore 
the narratives of my respondents in rich deta-
il. In general, this approach yielded a relatively 
diverse sample, consisting of several different 
religious, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups. 
The sample also consisted of families that were 
formed by adoption and step-parenting. It did 
not, unfortunately, result in a sample that was 
diverse in terms of sexual orientation and this 
is a limitation of my study. 

Typically, parents were very eager to speak abo-
ut their parenting roles and rejections were few 
and far between. On several occasions, women 
respondents explained that they would be hap-
py to be interviewed, but that their husbands 

or live-in boyfriends were very busy and wo-
uld most likely refuse. Indeed, this was the case 
with two respondents who were interviewed 
without their partners included in the sample. 
However, it was more often the case that, once 
the male partner was asked, he agreed to the 
interview and often spent longer speaking than 
his female counterpart. In general, respondents 
mentioned that they felt special to be included 
in a study of an academic nature as, for them, 
this was an exceptional experience.

Once complete, my data was openly coded for 
analysis using codes such as: BP (baby prepara-
tion), U@N (up at night), BT (bedtime), PT (play 
time), G (gain), R (rigidity), COD (control over 
decision), COI (control over information), as 
well as others. I then organized relationships 
between the codes used, combining them into 
common themes. Thus, concepts became cate-
gories of analysis. Once this conceptualizing 
was complete, I began my second coding (axial 
coding) of the material, recoding the data ac-
cording to the properties and dimensions of 
the categories and subcategories that I had for-
med. I completed my data analysis with a third, 
selective coding, creating substantive theory 
from the categories of axial codes. At this po-
int in analysis the core narrative of my research 
emerged and I began answering the broader 
questions of how women limit their male part-
ner’s parenting, how men respond to this and 
what women have to gain from maternal gate-
keeping.

FINDINGS

In the following sections I outline how a num-
ber of mothers partake in maternal gatekeeping 

through asserting control over both major and 
minor parenting decisions. Gatekeeping be-
havior also takes shape through the assertion 
of control over parenting information and by 
controlling the home environment even during 
absence. Several of my respondents engaged in 
archetypal gatekeeping behavior by limiting 
the involvement of their male partners. The-
se behaviors are fraught with both gains and 
losses for both mothers and fathers and, thus, 
create a sense of ambivalence in parents as they 
simultaneously accept and reject gatekeeping 
activity.

Control over Decisions

Maternal gatekeeping is, in itself, an instrument 
of control that women sometimes use to assert 
influence in the domestic domain. Many of my 
women respondents explained to me that they 
prefer to have control over the majority of pa-
renting decisions. These decisions varied from 
minor decisions such as what color to paint 
the nursery, which baby furniture to buy and 
which hobbies their children would adopt to 
more major decisions such as what day care the-
ir child would attend, what their children’s diet 
should consist of and what type of parenting 
style would be adopted. Thus, mothers actively 
managed their children’s upbringing and, by 
extension, their male partners’ parenting sty-
les and choices. Women often addressed this 
taking control over decisions outright. Victoria, 
a professor with two young children who refers 
to herself as a “control person,” explained:

I plan everything. I do all the doctors’ appoint-
ments. I schedule haircuts. I schedule their pic-
tures. You know, I pay the sitters. I pay the pre-
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school. I make the schedule for year...I’m kind of 
managing their lives a lot more than he probably 
does... I think, it’s not even a, “Oh, my husband 
doesn’t do anything,” it’s just a, “This is just 
what I did”...those are just the things that I chose 
to take over.

It is interesting to note that Victoria goes out of 
her way to explain that this “taking over” was 
her doing and not necessarily a result of her 
husband’s reluctance to fill this role. Sharon, 
a  mother of two, echoes this sentiment when 
speaking about making preparations for a fami-
ly trip, explaining: “Yeah, I do all the work...I’ve 
never even thought of letting Tod do it or even 
asking him to do it.” Indeed, many women limi-
ted their partners’ involvement with their chil-
dren by taking on tasks and making decisions 
as if their partner’s roles as parents were non-
existent. That is, decisions were made without 
soliciting input from fathers whatsoever. While 
most fathers did not actively fight their part-
ners’ managing decisions, they often expressed 
regret for having conceded control over this do-
main. For instance, Mathew, a currently unem-
ployed stay-at-home father, during a discussion 
over potty training decisions, is asked: “How 
did you come up with that idea?” His answer: 
“She did. I won’t ever do that again.”

Often control over decisions was taken more 
forcefully. Mathew reports being, “yelled at” 
when he makes decisions that differ from his 
partner’s. Amber, a graduate student with 
a toddler at home, does not go so far as to yell 
when her boyfriend disagrees with her, but 
tells me that her boyfriend often jokes that she’s 

“the boss” and explains that she often controls 
both insignificant elements of her family’s life 
(such as “dragging” her boyfriend to have a fa-
mily picture taken) as well as several important 
elements. For instance, her boyfriend did not 
want their son to attend daycare; he preferred 
him to stay at home with him. Amber, howe-
ver, made clear during her interview that she 
did not want her boyfriend to take on the role 
of a stay-at-home father. When speaking abo-
ut the daycare that her son used to attend she 
says: “but he [her boyfriend] was not fond of 
the daycare; it was more like I forced him to be 
okay with it...” Her boyfriend, Hector, admits to 
giving in when a disagreement over their son 
arises, “I won’t say nothing even though I pro-
bably won’t agree...” In fact, when I ask how 
they come to a decision over how to do things, 
he interrupts the question and inserts, “she’s ri-
ght... When she wants me to do it a certain way, 
then I have to do it a certain way.”

Many women expressed their control more sub-
tly, by answering questions concerning childca-
re decisions with the word “I” (as in “I wanted,” 
“the approach I want to take” or “I picked,” etc.). 
This was often mirrored by their male partners’ 
statements (such as: “we painted the room the 
colors that she wanted,” “she was really picky 
about...”). Sometimes mothers were less subtle 
in their control over decisions. Wendy, a mother 
of two young children, expressed: “But, I think 
my role falls into the decision making and his 
role falls into ‘I do what she says’...” In a more 
extreme case, Mathew explained how decisions 
concerning his son’s clothing are made:

M: Um, today Maria picked his clothes out. She 
doesn’t like how I dress him...sometimes I just 
put some clothes on him in the morning and 
then Maria 	goes, “Hey, I don’t want that on my 
son!”
Interviewer: What happens then?
M: She takes off his clothes and puts something 
else on.

It makes a great deal of sense that women wo-
uld attempt to control elements of the domestic 
realm. Increased paternal involvement in deci-
sion making intrudes on an area that has hi-
storically been a source of power for women. 
Moreover, regardless of actual distribution of 
work in the home, women continue to be vie-
wed as those responsible for care of and deci-
sions surrounding their children. This places 
a great deal of pressure on women who often 
feel judged by the condition of their homes and 
children, a judgment from which their male 
partners seem to be exempt. Women in my 
sample were very much aware of this. Mary, 
a mother of two children under the age of two, 
makes comments that express this connection 
well when she blends her identity of being a ca-
retaker to her children and husband with the 
impression that she feels that she makes when 
her home is not perfect:

Like, I love being a wife and caretaker and pe-
ople come to my house and it’s messy and I feel 
that reflects on me, it doesn’t reflect on Steve. 
And so I put pressure on myself that way. 

Because women are so often associated with 
childcare and housework, failure to make 
a good impression in these areas does not sim-

ply reflect on mothers as individuals, but has 
a large impact on their sense of self-worth as 
women. This connection between feminine 
identity and childcare may provide insight as 
to why many women feel that the weight of 
childcare responsibility is theirs alone. Indeed, 
many of my women respondents seemed to be 
thrown into the role of decision maker during 
pregnancy (with registering for baby showers, 
which for all of my respondents that had them, 
centered around the mother) and even before 
pregnancy. The largest, and most powerful de-
cision to be made surrounding children is whe-
ther or not to have any. This was not lost on my 
respondents, many of whom made it clear that 
this was an area in which they would have the 
final say:

[When asked about having more children] No! 
No, it is not in my plans. Apparently it is in Jim’s 
and my daughter’s plans... (Wendy)

[It is interesting to note here that her husband’s 
decision making power in this area is equated 
with that of her daughter.]

Then the problem came into how many and 
I  only wanted two more tops and he could go 
forever, he could have a dozen and he’d be hap-
py... (Tina)

And, I’ve always wanted one and Tod’s always 
not. And finally it came, I want one, he doesn’t. 
I wanted it more. (Sharon)

She stopped taking her birth control is what it 
was. I mean, it wasn’t something we decided on 
or anything. I don’t know why she did it. (Tod – 

talking about his first wife, not Sharon)
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She [wants more]. I just do whatever she says, 
but otherwise I’m OK with just the one, but she 
wants more. (Hector)

[He did not want more children, but] I was on 
my own plan, I got pregnant. (Kaitlin – met du-
ring field research)

I told Maria – I said, “I want like 15 more.” 
She like, “It ain’t going to happen.” If I could,  

I would. (Mathew)

It is both noteworthy as well as heartening to 
see that the women in my study had a strong 
sense of control when it came to decisions con-
cerning their own bodies, a human rights issue 
that women have been tackling for years. Ne-
vertheless, controlling major decisions surroun-
ding pregnancy discounts the feelings of their 
partners. This flows over even into cases where 
the pregnancy is unplanned as women seem to 
control the “feeling environment” concerning 
the pregnancy. In the case of John and Tanya, 
for example, Tanya reported that she had been 
“freaking out” about her unplanned pregnan-
cy, while John states:

...I was thrilled, but she didn’t know it (lau-
ghs) until it was OK for her to be happy about 
it... I knew better than to go: “Oh, this is a good 
thing” when she’s freaking out.

It seems clear that feelings and decisions sur-
rounding pregnancy fall into the women’s do-
main. It is not surprising then that feelings and 
decisions surrounding childcare would also 
come to be seen as the women’s domain. Inde-
ed, in most cases, the respondents who repor-
ted making solo decisions concerning pregnan-

cy, were more likely to control other decisions 
concerning their children’s upbringing as well. 

Control Over Information

Linked to control over parenting decisions, 
many of my respondent mothers reported that 
they took steps to control the information that 
their partners received concerning their child’s 
routine, health and care. This control often be-
gan as early as pregnancy – as women began 
to gather information on their changing bodies. 
Far more women respondents read books on 
pregnancy than male respondents and when 
both parents were engaged in research, the mo-
ther often did more reading. Several women re-
ported selectively sharing information with the 
father, telling him only the parts that they felt 
would interest him or that he should find im-
portant. Maria, for instance, told me: “mostly, 
I just did all the reading and dictated to him 
[a filtered version of] what I read.” This pre-pa-
rent information was not limited to couples that 
conceived naturally. When Reuben and Katie 
decided to adopt children (after having had 
two children through pregnancy), it was Katie 
who read and researched on both the adoption 
procedure and the issues concerning raising 
children who have been adopted. She then sha-
red with Reuben only the parts that she felt he 
needed to know. 

It is important to note that controlling infor-
mation is not something that is done purpo-
sefully by mothers, but, rather, is an extension 
of controlling decisions and speaks to a lack of 
communication between parents. That is, wo-

men in my sample reported that they did not 

intentionally hide information from their chil-

dren’s fathers, but they did choose not to share 

information with them for various reasons in-

cluding a  belief that holding this information 

was part of a mother’s realm, a belief that this 

information should come naturally to a parent, 

or simply the source of pride that holding li-

mited information awards. Victoria articulates 

this important point well when she reports:

I would leave the house and he would call me, 

“What does this kid want? Why is he crying? 

Where is his food? What do you feed him?” And 

I was like, “Seriously, you don’t know what he 

eats?” Well he probably wouldn’t because I  just 

do it without explaining what I’m doing...

Victoria later adds that she feels that her hus-

band “would be completely lost if he had to 

figure out” all of the things that her children 

need to have done for them. At the same time, 

the above quote illustrates how she under-

stands that she has never shared this informa-

tion with him. Controlling his access to infor-

mation, then, creates in her husband a sense of 

dependence on her when it comes to carrying 

out basic parenting tasks. This is very much in 

line with Allen and Hawkins definition of ma-

ternal gatekeeping as, “a collection of beliefs 

and behaviors that ultimately inhibit a colla-

borative effort between men and women in fa-

mily work by limiting men’s opportunities for 

learning and growing through caring for home 

and children” (1999:200). 

Sharon makes similar statements to Victo-
ria when she discussed Tod’s role in choosing 
a daycare:

And I think it’s probably not that he doesn’t care, 
it’s probably that he’s never went and seen it to 
know that there’s a difference... I’m guessing he’s 
probably just thinking, “You know, a daycare’s 
a daycare.”

In general, women reported that they were 
more in tune with their children’s needs than 
their partners and that they were more on top 
of their children’s medical information because 
they were the ones to take their children to the 
doctor. This was often a result of simply being 
the primary parent and is not surprising in li-
ght of the findings of most parenting research. 
However, women’s reluctance to take the extra 
step of sharing information with their partners 
is puzzling. In doing so, they set themselves 
up as the only people capable of administering 
medicines and taking care of their childre-
n’s health care needs. This, of course, awards 
mothers a great deal of power and a real sense 
of indispensability. At the same time, women 
often reported feeling ambivalent about their 
roles as information custodians. On one hand, 
they gained pride from having exclusive know-
ledge and, yet, they felt overwhelmed by the 
responsibility that this entails. This will be di-
scussed further in subsequent sections. 

Control When Away

Surprisingly, maternal gatekeeping is not li-
mited to periods when mothers are at home. 
Many mothers in my sample explained that 
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when they went away overnight they would 
leave ready made meals and ensure that there 
were enough clothes, diapers, et cetera for their 
children. Agbenyaga, a homemaker with a two 
year old at home, explained that before leaving 
overnight she would make, “sure her [daughte-
r’s] laundries were made (sic!) and...[go] groce-
ry shopping for her food, drinks. Even though, 
daddy is around I still make sure that she has 
enough of that, and diapers...” Mary, a mother 
of two, explains how she prepared for an over-
night trip by planning meals and providing in-
structions for her husband:

I planned two meals that they – that he could 
make. I went grocery shopping and got all the 
ingredients and set the recipe cards out for him...
normally I would have made it, but I decided to 
go last minute, I think. So, I didn’t have time to 
make it... I knew they’d have a great time. I did 
worry if she – I made a comment to him like, “If 
she pees by her diaper, change the sheets. Don’t 
just be like ‘it will be dry by nap time’...”

While research on maternal gatekeeping sugge-
sts that mothers who engage in the practice are 
more likely to have little faith in their partner’s 
parenting ability, both Mary and Agbenyaga 
expressed that they had a great deal of trust in 
their husbands. The extra planning work that 
they take upon themselves before leaving se-
ems to be more about control and, also, simply 
being in the habit of doing this work. On the 
other hand, many women (including Agbeny-
aga) reported that when they left for an overni-
ght trip, they would leave their children with 
their mothers or their mothers-in-law, thereby 
placing their children under the supervision 

of another woman rather than leaving them 
with their fathers. This suggests that women’s 
faith in their partner’s parenting abilities may 
be more limited than they are willing to admit 
and that they feel more secure having another 
woman carry out the tasks that society has al-
located as a female domain. 

Most surprising, was the discovery that many 
of my women respondents who worked outside 
the home and had an opportunity to leave their 
children with their partners (who had a day off 
from their jobs, had flexible work schedules that 
allowed them to be home with their children or 
who were unemployed and acting as primary 
caregivers) would use the morning hours or 
the night before as a means of controlling the 
time their partners spent during the day alone 
with their children. That is, they would spend 
time preparing for their partner’s day. The most 
extreme example of this can be found in the case 
of Ashley who would spend half an hour every 
morning getting the house ready for her part-
ner Robert. During this time she would prepare 
sippy cups for her son, filling them with milk 
and placing them in the fridge, prepare food for 
her son that day, turn on the TV for them – re-
ady for when they wake up, go through the ho-
use and place specific toys in places where she 
knew her son would find them and play with 
them, et cetera. She would then let Robert know 
that he was “on duty” and leave for work. Ama-
zingly, Robert seemed, during his interview, to 
be completely oblivious to all of the work that 
Ashley carried out. Moreover, Ashley did not 
seem to recognize that she was micro-mana-
ging her partner’s day by doing work that is ty-

pically considered the responsibility of a child’s 

immediate care-taker. 

While Ashley’s example may be excessive, less 

extreme examples of this managing a partner’s 

parenting during absence abound. Both men 

and women reported that mothers would often 

engage in preparations for childcare the night 

before, readying clothes and preparing food. 

Several women reported making requests or 

lists for their partners to carry out with their 

children such as specifying the activities that 

fathers were to engage in with their children 

for the day. For instance, women would often 

arrange fathers’ schedules with their children, 

detailing how much time should be spent out-

doors, how much time spent watching televi-

sion, et cetera. Often women would stipulate 

how certain parenting tasks should be carried 

out during their absence. Explicit instructions 

were often given surrounding what to feed 

children and how to put them to bed (or, often, 

what methods of putting them to bed were 

unacceptable). Some mothers even indicated 

what toys were to be played with (with empha-

sis typically placed on educational toys). Diaper 

bags provide an especially significant example. 

Several men reported that they had never filled 

a diaper bag. Hector, a stay-at-home father with 

one child, explained that his child’s diaper bag 

is always full and ready to go. Indeed, he jokin-

gly referred to this as well as other housework 

that his partner would do, as part of his “ma-

gic stuff,” which always stays clean and ready  

for use. 

It is difficult to access the reasoning behind mo-
thers carrying out the work of managing child-
care during their absence. While they report 
having trust in the fathers of their children, 
they make it clear that they are not always wil-
ling to hand over complete control of this do-
main. One possible explanation rests on the fact 
that leaving children with fathers compromises 
the power that women hold in the family. After 
all, if fathers can do alright without mothers’ 
help, what distinctive contributions to family 
life can mothers lay claim to? This is an impor-
tant question as, all too often, the power that 
awaits women who work or volunteer outside 
the home does not offer an adequate power al-
ternative. What is clear is that the work of ma-
intaining parental influence when absent takes 
time and effort, a fact which many of my re-
spondents found problematic. This, again, spe-
aks to the ambivalence that women feel over 
maternal gatekeeping behavior. 

Limiting Paternal Involvement

The most basic form of maternal gatekeeping, 
limiting fathers’ involvement, took a central 
role for some of the couples in my sample. For 
some women this behavior was not understa-
ted, nor was it articulated subtly during their 
interviews. Sharon, for instance, expressed ear-
ly in the interview that she functions as a “sin-
gle parent” and that Tod only “fills in” when he 
can. Tod’s comments mirror Sharon’s, yet illu-
minate his feeling that he has very little control 
over the amount of his involvement with his 
children:
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I never had to do anything. I didn’t have a cho-
ice. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to do the stuff, it 
was that she got up in the morning, got Anita 
clothed and took her to her mother’s or grand-
pa’s and that was just the way it was. If I actu-
ally said, “Well, I really don’t have a lot going 
on today, leave her home with me, we’ll go to 
the parks and play” she’d say, “No, she’s going 
to grandma’s and grandpa’s.” And that’s the 
way it was and then, finally, I was like, “OK,  
I  won’t even ask.” So, then it was like, “Do what 
you want with her, I guess I’ve got no say.” 

David, tells a similar story:

It was really, actually weird because I had a lot 
of experience with children so I did every- 
thing – well, not everything, but I did a lot of 
stuff and tried to help her, but then, after a couple 
of weeks, it was opposite. She did everything.

When asked to explain how this division of pa-
renting labor came about, David responds with 
confusion, at first saying, “She was – I don’t 
know” and then going back and forth betwe-
en talking about his prior experience with chil-
dren, her ability to lactate, and his work com-
mitments. His wife, Hilda, interviewed earlier, 
mentions that David was once a better caretaker 
than her, but quickly explains that she has ta-
ken over this domain due to women’s maternal 
advantage. In fact, while David reported that 
they were both equally good at parenting ta-
sks, Hilda reported: “I just feel that I’m almost 
better at everything.” When David is asked for 
a second time how the “switch” in roles came 
about, David continues talking in circles and 
then finally tells me:

To me, I felt that she was really nervous when 
I brought him home, which is my own perspec-
tive, and I just kind of helped her out – showed 
her the diapers, cleaning the umbilical cord and 
stuff like that. And I might be blowing it out of 
proportion because I’m a guy and that’s what 
we do, but it just seemed to – I was doing a lit-
tle bit more and, then, now not as much. It has 
kind of reversed... And, it’s not because I don’t 
want to help her, it’s just, you know, trying to 
find that medium so I can concentrate on other 
things...but, yet still be part of the family and en-
joy things.

It is remarkable that David simply cannot 
explain why he went from principal caregiver 
to secondary caregiver. The manner in which 
he ends his explanation, however, is telling. 
One must wonder why he feels that he needs to 
find a way to be part of the family now, when 
at the time of the baby’s arrival, this was not 
a concern. Indeed, the mothers in my sample 
who employed maternal gatekeeping, whether 
obvious or subtle, did not seem to understand 
that their partners felt limited by these beha-
viors and, often, felt pushed out of their fathe-
ring roles. Many couples told me about times 
that the mother had to leave the house for one 
reason or another feeling that the father would 
have a hard time alone with their child. This 
sense of indispensability was shattered, howe-
ver, when they would come home to find that 
the father did quite well on his own. Fathers 
were quick to communicate the feelings of joy 
that they had concerning these times alone 
with their children. For example, Jerry, the fa-
ther of a one year old, told me that he had some 
trouble connecting with his daughter when 

his wife was home as the baby always went to 
her mother for things first, but, “when mom’s 
not around, she’s my girl!” Interestingly, Ruth, 
a  nurse and mother of two, explained to me 
how she resisted the temptation to gatekeep so 
as not to create a family environment in which 
her spouse would feel like a secondary parent. 
She told me:

I think with my first I was a bit, “It’s my way, 
it’s my way.” But, then you realize that if you do 
that, you kind of push the other [parent] to the 
side... It’s always you making sure everything’s 
done and...once you let that go you realize, “Oh, 
he’s fine.”

In general, women respondents, as well as tho-
se met during field research, tended to make 
comments concerning their partners’ inattenti-
veness to their children’s needs. One woman, 
for instance, told me that she never left her child 
alone with her husband because he “doesn’t 
hear” the baby monitor. However, not all of the 
couples in my sample that were involved with 
limiting fathers’ involvement were concerned 
with safety/needs issues. Rather, the limitation 
seemed to stem from differing parenting styles. 
Hector’s comments provide an especially good 
example:

...if I had a choice, I’d rather be with him then 
not with him on the days that she’s gone. I tell 
her all the time, “You can leave whenever you  
want – go vacation with your mom somewhe-
re...” She says, “No, I don’t want to, you just want 
to keep Juan,” you know, and she’s like, “You 
play with him too much...” 

In general, the men in my sample tended to take 
a more “laid back” approach to parenting (such 
as we see with Hector who preferred to play 
with his toddler instead of teaching him things). 
This makes sense when we consider that men 
do not place a great deal of their identity on the-
ir roles as fathers and may not be attempting to 
be “superdads.” At the same time, I found that 
the men in my sample were more lenient con-
cerning things such as bed-time (letting their 
children fall asleep on them rather than in their 
beds), meal time (for instance, not insisting on 
only organic food or being less strict with meal 
timing and nutrition), and play time (allowing 
their children to take more risks, to play for lon-
ger periods, and to watch more television than 
mothers would like). These things were often 
viewed by mothers as lesser parenting practi-
ces and in need of limitation whereas fathers 
did not view things in this manner. They sim-
ply explained to me that their parenting priori-
ties lay elsewhere.

The most obvious limiting of paternal involve-
ment stems from the choices made by couples 
concerning men carrying out more work outsi-
de the home. While it would be absurd to down-
play the role of sexism and economic inequality 
in the paid labor market as driving forces be-
hind such family decisions, the comments that 
several of my respondents made about their 
thoughts on these roles are telling. When asked 
about the possibility of “switching roles” many 
women responded that their husbands would 
be fine with this, but that they would not be. 
Klara, for instance, mentions economic factors 
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as weighing in her decision to be the stay-at-
home parent, but quickly also clarifies: 

Oh, I think he’d be willing to...but it was always 
my dream to stay home with the kids...my dre-

am that I would be there for the first steps or the 
first word, first wave, first smile, you know?

Several husbands’ comments mirror these sen-
timents. Adam, for example, when asked how 
the decision was made for Ruth to stay home, 
answers: “Well, she wanted to. And, I...made 
more money than her…but mainly she really 
desired to do that so...” Maria, whose husband 
is currently unemployed and on disability, told 
me:

...I don’t have as much time [with my son] cause 
he wants to be with his daddy. I don’t know – 
I would prefer him to go back to work, that’d be 
great. I just miss being home with my kid witho-
ut him.

While Maria shares that she’d like her husband 
to return to work so that she can spend more 
alone time with her child, the desire for fathers 
to curb their at home time with their children 
was not limited to women who worked only wi-
thin the home. Ashley, for instance, states that 
she’d prefer Robert not to stay home with her 
son because daycare would be good in develo-
ping her son’s social skills. At the same time she 
explains that if she could stay home, she would. 
Amber does not wish to stay home with her son, 
but did insist on her son going to daycare (until 
they could no longer afford it). She tells me 
outright that she does not want her boyfriend 
to be a full-time homemaker while clarifying: 

“my boyfriend wishes that he could just stay 
home and take care of him...” Sharon, as well, is 
very straightforward in her explanation of how 
she and Tod chose their work roles:

He says that all the time, “You go to work and 
make the money and then I’ll do the…”...And I’m 
just like, “No, no, how would I ever...that’s why 
you make the big money and I don’t, because 
when I want to just leave for a day, I can. If it’s 
nice out and I want to go pick my kids up, I can. 
If she’s got a Christmas concert, you know, and 
it’s during the day, yep, I have to leave [work] at 
noon today.” OK. So, it’s like my trade-off.

Sharon, thus, limits her partner’s involvement 
with her children in order to afford herself 
a more flexible work schedule, assuring that she 
will never need to limit her own involvement 
with her children. This model, which limits fa-
therhood in order to allow women to pursue 
involved motherhood is by no means novel. In-
deed, it is rooted in the long standing cult of 
domesticity. My respondents simply modify 
the model, sewing in patches of female paid la-
bor to give a modern look to a notion that is no 
longer fashionable as is.

Gain, Loss and Ambivalence

Both mothers and fathers involved in maternal 
gatekeeping seemed to simultaneously accept 
and reject this practice and, in fact, tended to 
feel a sense of ambivalence towards it that sug-
gested that it provides both gains and losses. 
As previously mentioned, the research on ma-
ternal gatekeeping does not clarify the causal 
direction of this activity. Is gatekeeping the so-

urce of lower paternal involvement, or is it, ac-

tually, a product of fathers’ low involvement to 

begin with? My research suggests that the cau-

sality flows both ways, and that gatekeeping is 

both the source of and the product of low levels 

of paternal involvement at the same time. In or-

der to better understand this assertion, we must 

first explore what both women and men have to 

gain and to lose from maternal gatekeeping. 

Gain 

Among the positive features of maternal gate-

keeping for women is the sense of indispensabi-

lity that it creates. This was often suggested by 

some of the first comments that women made 

during interviews. For example, when I asked 

Sharon if she minded being interviewed she re-

sponded by telling me, “I run the show.” Ash-

ley explained to me that after the birth of their 

child she was scared because she didn’t know 

how Robert, “was going to make it through the 

month” and added that she’d, “never seen him 

so stressed out before.” This is noteworthy con-

sidering that Robert reported that it, “wasn’t as 

difficult as...[he] thought it would be” and that 

the first month after the baby’s arrival went, 

“amazingly smoothly.” Women often reported 

that their male partners were simply not as 

good at parenting as they were and men often 

reiterated this view. Often, respondents would 

link this to the young ages of their children 

telling me that the child simply needs his/her 

mother more at this point yet they failed to pro-

vide evidence to back up this contention. 

Some women indicated that they gained a sen-
se of domestic power through gatekeeping be-
havior and many attempted to rationalize this 
by suggesting that they simply had controlling 
personalities. Maria, for instance, told me that 
she had a, “dominating personality,” and then 
continued to explain that she desired to keep 
the current division of parenting labor as it is 
because her son may not need her as much in 
the future. She explains how she feels when her 
son chooses her over his father: “part of my he-
art breaks when he says, ‘I want my mommy’ 
and the other part of me is going, ‘Ha ha!’” Sha-
ron’s comments are quite similar as she expla-
ins that she cannot bring herself to give up the 
power that being the primary parent brings in 
terms of her maternal identity: 

I love being a mom. So, I don’t mind doing it all. 
Like doctor’s appointments, I couldn’t imagine 
not going. I couldn’t, “You take her and you tell 
me what they said”...It’s just the control issue  
in me. 

For some women, the power gained from be-
ing the essential parent compensated for power 
lost after childbirth. This was most evident in 
respondents who cut down on hours or quit 
their jobs in the paid work force. However, it 
sometimes extended to other realms of wome-
n’s identity. Samantha, for instance, shared that 
her husband was distant and unhappy after her 
son was born and seemed upset that they co-
uld not have sex for a long period of time after 
the birth (which involved complications). She 
seemed to use her indispensability as the ca-
re-giver of his child (and the child’s major food 
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source) as a way of restoring the security that 
she once felt in her marriage.

Loss 

Maternal gatekeeping also seems to be fraught 
with loss. The most significant loss for mothers 
was undoubtedly the loss of time and energy 
that carrying out the majority of parenting 
work entails. Every mother respondent who li-
mited her partner’s involvement (even if only to 
a small degree) expressed a sincere desire for 
help with childcare and a feeling of being over-
whelmed with parenting responsibilities. At 
the same time, they were keenly aware of the 
contradiction between their chosen parenting 
roles and their feelings of exhaustion. Respon-
dents expressed this incongruity themselves: 

So, it’s not always balanced in a way where I wo-
uld like, but I do feel that, um, you know, at the 
same time I have the role that I want. (Wendy)

I would like to say that I’m not gender biased... 
I would like to say that, but...I chose to be, you 
know, an active attachment stay-at-home pa-
rent... (Wendy)

I think I’m more controlling. So, I’m OK with it, 
but at the same time I need more help. (Sharon)

...so, I’ll give him [my husband] six hours on 
Sunday to work by himself. Well, I’ve got...work 
coming out of my ears and no time to do it in... 
I would love two hours...if I don’t ask for it I don’t 
get it and because I haven’t asked for it, I don’t 
get it... (Victoria)

It seems, then, that mothers’ choices to limit 
their partners’ involvement with childcare are 

akin to, “shooting themselves in the foot.” The 
only way in which to reduce their work over-
load is to open the gate for their partners. At 
the same time, doing this lessens their sense of 
control and power in this domain. For maternal 
gatekeepers, this is too high a price to pay for 
a little rest. 

While fathers clearly gain from maternal gate-
keeping in terms of personal time for leisure 
and/or career advancement, fathers also expres-
sed a sense of loss from maternal gatekeeping. 
Many men reported that they wished that they 
had the same type of bond with their child as 
their partners had and they often felt confused 
as to how to go about attaining this without 
upsetting their partner. Moreover, many fa-
thers expressed that they actively sought ways 
to establish a sense of belonging in their chan-
ging families. Fathers often felt lost as to what 
exactly their role with their children should be 
(a  concern that was never expressed by mo-
thers). This sometimes led to their feeling left 
out and in a few cases even led to feelings of 
unease with family life or resentment. 

Ambivalence 

While it seems clear that maternal gatekeepers 
are hurting themselves and their partners when 
they limit fathers’ activities, the roots of their 
behaviors are complex. Several fathers who re-
ported that their partners’ engaged in gateke-
eping activity felt ambiguous concerning this 
practice. Sometimes, for instance, men would 
ask their partners to leave instructions or lists 
for them concerning childcare or they would 

call their partners on the phone for parenting 
advice. Women sometimes reported that their 
partners expressed a lack of patience for parti-
cular parts of parenting (such as dealing with 
crying, illness and tantrums) and were relieved 
at the opportunity to hand authority over to 
mothers. In some cases men relied on mothers 
to do infant childcare, setting patterns that were 
not easily broken. In one extreme case, Tod, 
who made many comments concerning how he 
felt pushed out of his children’s lives, mentions 
that he and his partner have had difficulties in 
the past, but neglects to explain that they were 
actually separated for a year after the birth of 
their first child. During this time, his partner 
Sharon explains that parental role patterns be-
came set. And so, when asked how it came to be 
that she did most of the parenting work Sharon 
answers:

Because we didn’t plan to have a kid, it was just 
something that happened and he was more, 
“I wanna do what I wanna do and not revolve 
my life around a child.” So, when I was, “Oh 
yeah, here’s a kid and I’ll revolve my life around 
this child”...Because I accepted it I guess.

While this example is extreme, men’s ambi-
guity towards their partners’ gatekeeping is 
significant. While Tod’s feelings towards his 
children certainly changed when he returned 
to the family and he reported, “butting heads” 
with Sharon over gatekeeping issues, he still 
seemed relatively unbothered by the fact that 
Sharon carried out the overwhelming majori-
ty of parenting work and decision making. He 
made comments such as, “well, when it comes 

to the kids, I let her do what she wants.” This is 

typical of many of the men in my sample who 

seemed to simply accept their wives as default 

parents and were not particularly bothered by 

gatekeeping activity. Molly’s husband, Tom, for 

example, tells me:

T: She’s the boss of the house. I mean, she’s the 
one that takes care of everything, so...and that’s 
OK with me.
Interviewer: How did she come to be the boss of 
the house?
T: I think she just took it one day. I don’t know 
(laughs). I don’t really want it, so I’ll let her have 
it, you know.
Interviewer: Was it the same even when you 
were single [and a stay-at-home father]?
T: Well, until she got home from work and then 
she was the boss...when mommy’s around, mom-
my’s the boss.

Hector makes similar comments:

Don’t argue with your mom, your mom is right. 
So, I do the same things that she does when she’s 
there. But, when she’s not there, I do it the way 
I want to [do] it.

This attitude from fathers is not surprising con-

sidering that men have been socialized to feel 

that women know best when it comes to paren-

ting. Hector, for instance, makes it clear that he 

believes that Amber’s parenting style is better 

informed than his own:

Even, like, no matter how much I disagree, if it’s 
going to make him better, I’ll hold my tongue, 
you know?
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...when she wants something done a certain way, 
there’s no arguing. There’s no arguing, we just 
do it. You know, she’s like, “Put him to bed – put 
him to bed the right way.” I’m like, “OK, I will...” 
And I – I put him to bed the right way. 

Comments, such as Hector’s, concerning wome-
n’s superior knowledge when it comes to child-
care were peppered throughout the majority of 
my interviews. However, men also seemed not 
to be extremely bothered by maternal gateke-
eping because they did not base their personal 
identities on parenting behavior. While women 
made comment after comment about their con-
ceptions of the role of mothers and how they 
perceive themselves in this role1, fathers mostly 
spoke of their parenting roles as one component 
of their overall identity and, often, as linked to 
their work outside the home. It is, thus, comple-
tely reasonable for them to not feel threatened 
by their partner’s gatekeeping activity.

In general, fathers who cared to be involved 
with their children’s upbringing, but faced ma-
ternal gatekeeping activity viewed it as a tra-
de-off for either lessened responsibility when 
it came to the rougher parts of parenting or, 
sometimes, for being allowed into the formerly 
female domain of childcare. This is best put by 
Hector who understands that his partner feels 
the loss of power associated with control over 
the home.

1 There is a large body of literature that deals with ma-
ternal identity (before pregnancy, during, and after) and 
the link between maternal identity and gatekeeping is 
well documented. For more see Rubin (1967); Mercer 
(1995); Gaunt (2008); Loftus and Namaste (2011). My own 
data concerning maternal and paternal identities is rich, 
yet beyond the scope of this paper.

When I had a full-time job I wanted it like ca-
veman days. I’d come home and there better be 
dinner, everything better be clean. And then 
now, since we had 	him, I kind of did a 180. “I’ll 
stay home. I’ll clean. I’ll cook for you. As long as 
I can just stay home with him...I’ll do whatever 
you want...” So, ever since he was born I want 
to switch roles, but she still wants control. And 

that’s fine...

Hector’s comment exemplifies the feelings that 
many of my father respondents had concerning 
maternal gatekeeping. They seemed to view 
this activity as a normal part of parenting rela-
tions. They felt pushed outside and, at the same 
time, were thankful for the fresh air. Maternal 
gatekeeping seems to be viewed as both a bles-
sing and a curse, allowing for more personal 
freedom and less work while restricting the be-
nefits that this work awards. 

CONCLUSION

This research challenges general discourse con-
cerning fairness of gendered work in the home. 
Typically, dialogue on equality and fairness is 
limited to discussion concerning who is subject 
to the greater work load and who is burdened 
by childcare responsibility. This analysis sug-
gests that it would be important in our quest 
for equality to also consider the benefits and re-
wards that accompany a greater workload and 
responsibility. Equality involves both give and 
take and while maternal gatekeepers are giving 
in terms of workload, they are not giving in 
terms of work benefits. Maternal gatekeepers, 
metaphorically, keep their male partners unem-
ployed in the home. 

The data illustrates that women partake in ma-
ternal gatekeeping by asserting control over 
parenting decisions and over information con-
cerning their children. Gatekeeping also takes 
the form of controlling parenting activity when 
one is away from the home. In many cases, ga-
tekeeping activity restricts the involvement of 
fathers with their own children. Understanding 
how this activity takes shape is essential as so-
ciety moves toward greater gender equality. 

Secondly, this research draws attention to the 
complexity of the issue of maternal gateke-
eping, pointing out that while men have much 
to lose from the practice, they sometimes fa-
shion their partner’s behavior themselves by 
displaying reluctance to participate in some of 
the less rewarding and more demanding tasks 
of parenting and by conceding authority to the-
ir partners. Indeed, both parents involved with 
gatekeeping behavior feel a sense of ambivalen-
ce towards it and accept and reject it simulta-
neously. Thus, the direction of the behavior is 
circular and reinforces itself. 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper, it 
is important to mention that another source 
of maternal gatekeeping comes in the form of 
rituals surrounding breastfeeding, including 
co-sleeping with children in a manner that 
requires fathers to sleep in separate beds (and 
for some of my respondents even separate ro-
oms), joining organizations and clubs, which 
systematically exclude fathers such as La Leche 
League International and the Holistic Moms 
Network (both of which do not officially exclu-
de men, but are clearly not designed to include 

them, a detail which was not lost on my male 
respondents whose partners were members), 
and by using breastfeeding as a primary sour-
ce of bonding well into toddlerhood. The link 
between breastfeeding and possible maternal 
gatekeeping is a matter of interest and calls for 
further research and analysis.

Other directions that future research may take 
include an examination of maternal gatekeeping 
among separated couples, same sex couples 
and teenaged couples. Several respondents 
hinted that behavior outside the home is rather 
different than that inside the home, which calls 
for an examination of maternal gatekeeping in 
both public and private spheres. Most impor-
tantly, the link between maternal gatekeeping 
and both maternal and paternal identity is well 
documented in the literature and deserves the 
benefit of a qualitative analysis. There is surely 
a great deal more to contribute to this growing 
field of investigation.
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like to focus on what all these various techniques 
have in common: the various dilemmas of doing 
qualitative work, regardless of the myriad strate-
gies for data-gathering and analysis that one may 
employ in doing so. This paper uses the concept 
of reflexivity to render these dilemmas salient to 
a discussion of qualitative methodology.

The doing of “reflexive research” can be found 
to mean many things within literature. Authors 
vary in terms of their descriptions of what re-
flexivity actually is, although numerous at-
tempts have been made to categorize and con-
fine its various interpretations (Wasserfall 1997; 
Lynch 2000; Macbeth 2001; Pillow 2003). Despite 
the difficulty of pinning down a single defini-
tion, it is important to consider how the various 
incarnations of reflexivity have been central to 
the project of developing qualitative methodol-
ogy and its historical transformations (Smith 
1992; Zavella 1996 Finlay; 2002). As Wanda Pil-
low (2003) notes, the ways in which the quali-
tative researcher claims to practice reflexivity 
matter for our particular research outcomes. 
Thus, while there is no right or wrong way to 
do reflexivity, how we conceptualize reflexivity 
and incorporate it into our research practices 
has implications for the qualitative research we 
produce. I argue that these implications, in all 
of their complexity, can be made clear by ex-
ploring some key interpretations of the concept 
of reflexivity. 

As Denzin and Lincoln have observed, qualita-
tive researchers today continue to struggle with 
an ongoing crisis in qualitative methodology: 
a “triple crisis of representation, legitimation, 

and praxis” (2000:17). This paper will demon-
strate that the concept of reflexivity allows us to 
break this crisis down into three questions that 
are important to explore in any qualitative in-
quiry. First, in our representations of the social 
world, what are our underlying assumptions 
about the production of knowledge – how do 
we know, and who can claim to know? What 
is considered legitimate knowledge, and what 
role does power, identity and positionality play 
in this process? Finally, how does one put into 
practice the reflexive techniques and address 
methodological issues in a way that results 
in valid, good-quality social research? These 
are the three main methodological dilemmas, 
which this paper will explore. The intention 
here is not to offer a resolution to any of these 
issues, but rather to demonstrate that it is in 
reflexively thinking-through these dilemmas 
that the researcher may benefit the most. Thus, 
this paper argues that the concept of reflexiv-
ity offers an important opportunity to explore 
crucial questions in the “thinking,” the “do-
ing” and the “evaluation” of qualitative metho- 
dology.

Though this separation is somewhat arbitrary, 
these three categories of dilemmas all relate to 
questions about the production of knowledge 
in qualitative methodology. Regarding the 
“thinking” of qualitative methodology, Doug-
las Macbeth (2001) notes that one reading of 
reflexivity involves raising questions about the 
epistemology of qualitative methodology: what is 
the foundation of our knowledge in this aspect 
of the social sciences, and who can make claims 
to “know” and represent others using qualita-

Too often in the social sciences there is a ten-

dency to raise methodological issues and 

problems only when we “are talking about con-

crete techniques of evidence gathering” (Harding 

1988:2). Working through methodological dilem-

mas need not be relegated to discussions of spe-

cific techniques, debating the merits or shortcom-

ings of what are particular variations in the do-

ing of qualitative methodology. Rather, I would 
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tive approaches? Similarly, Frosh and Emerson 
(2005) interpret reflexivity as a process of testing 
one’s interpretations, and being accountable for 
the means by which we arrived at a particular 
“reading” of the data; in other words, making 
explicit the process by which we came to know. 
These are the two approaches to reflexivity that 
I will be using in investigating the epistemolog-
ical dilemmas of qualitative methodology.

Dilemmas within the “doing” of qualitative 
methodology are drawn from reflexive ac-
counts of the research relationship. The pri-
mary themes here are the issues raised by an 
understanding of power in the research rela-
tionship, the role of the researcher in applying 
qualitative methodology, and the dual prob-
lematizing of identity and positionality. Prob-
lematizing the presence and effects of power in 
the research relationship has been the primary 
concern of feminist reflexivity (Zavella 1996), 
raising the question of how we as researchers 
are implicated and located within these power 
relations in making use of qualitative method-
ology. For Jacqueline Watts (2006), reflexivity 
involves asking questions about role perfor-
mance in conducting qualitative research, a di-
lemma complicated by Amy Best’s (2003) own 
reflexive questions about the co-construction of 
identity. These readings of reflexivity dovetail 
into Reinharz’s (1997) argument that reflexivity 
is a process of understanding how the multiply-
positioned self is meaningful (and made mean-
ingful) within qualitative projects. 

Finally, reflecting on these epistemological and 
relationship-related dilemmas leads us to con-

sider dilemmas inherent to the evaluation of 
qualitative methodology: namely, the issues of 
validity and quality. Howard Becker (1996) has 
argued that there is no concrete recipe for the 
production of quality qualitative work. In the 
absence of a check-list for evaluating research, 
we must reflexively consider other ways for 
evaluating the validity of knowledge produced 
through qualitative methods. 

Overall, the dilemmas raised in this paper pres-
ent some important challenges to qualitative 
researchers when analyzed through the lens of 
reflexivity. Methodology expresses particular 
forms of consciousness, a consciousness that 
is bound by a limited ability to conceptualize 
and enact social change (Sandoval 2000). Ex-
ploring methodological dilemmas through the 
concept of reflexivity provides an opportunity 
to reveal and understand these limits, which is 
a necessary first step to understanding the con-
sequences and transformative potential of our 
research.

THE “THINKING” OF QUALITATIVE  
METHODOLOGY: REFLEXIVITY  
AND EPISTEMOLOGY

To think about methodology is to ask questions 
about epistemology (Hawksworth 2006), and in 
many ways, the project of developing a quali-
tative methodology has been founded upon 
epistemological dilemmas. In his classic study 
Street Corner Society, William Foote Whyte 
(1943) took the epistemological position that 
social researchers need to be in proximity to 
those they study, that we can learn about social 

life by being close to those who live it. The idea 
that we should take the point of view of those 
we study is a project with the epistemological 
foundation that accurate knowledge about so-
cial life can be achieved by going to the source 
of those who actually experience it, with the 
belief that “the nearer we get to the conditions 
in which [people] actually do attribute mean-
ings to objects and events the more accurate 
our descriptions of those meanings are likely 
to be” (Becker 1996:58). Underlying this episte-
mology is an assumption that there is distance 
to be bridged between the researcher and the 
researched “other:” the source of information.

Feminist epistemology was founded upon an 
assumption that this distance between the 
knower and the known could be ameliorated, 
while at the same time drawing attention to 
the ways in which hierarchical research rela-
tionships have the potential to objectify our 
research participants (Wolf 1996; Shope 2006). 
Furthermore, an epistemological reorientation 
was offered by feminist theorists working to-
wards an inclusion of experiential accounts in 
the production of knowledge about social life. 
Women (and other marginalized groups) have 
struggled to have their experiences included 
in the study of social life, for “experiential ac-
counts are too readily equated with anecdotal 
evidence” (Code 1995:18), and thus devalued in 
positivist epistemology. Experiential accounts 
have been an important source of knowledge 
for critiquing long-standing sociological “facts” 
and theories about social life that did not cor-
respond to the lived realities of marginalized 
persons (Collins 1990). Feminist critique of 

qualitative methodology also problematized 
the notion of value-free research, arguing that 
ideals of objective knowledge were not only im-
possible to attain, but also undesirable (Smith 
1987; Harding and Norberg 2005; Hawksworth 
2006). As such, reflexivity came to mean a deep-
er consideration of the subjectivity and role of 
the researcher in the process of knowledge pro-
duction.

However, we should take care to understand 
the ways in which knowledge production  
that begins and ends with researcher subjec-
tivities may reproduce epistemological prob-
lems for the project of qualitative methodology. 
Douglas Macbeth terms this “positional reflex-
ivity,” which involves “a disciplined view and  
articulation of one’s analytically situated self,”  
or how the subjectivity of the researcher enters  
into the process of knowledge production 
(2001:38). Underlying positional reflexivity 
is a  problematic epistemological assumption 
that the reflexive social actor is the sole source 
of knowledge production. As such, position-
al reflexivity retains traces of enlightenment  
discourses of order and reason, and “organizes 
a professional gaze that locates the foundations 
for knowledge production and methodologi-
cal rigor in the skeptical-analytic ego” (Mac-
beth 2001:41). Locating knowledge production  
within experience conveys the authority and 
ability to know as being within the reflexive  
researcher. Thus, in sourcing knowledge  
from experience, we run the risk of reproduc-
ing positivist divisions between the knowing 
researcher/unknowing participant; the very 
subject/object division that methodological  
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critiques had originally sought to challenge 
(Lal 1996). 

Experience must therefore be reflexively po-
sitioned within the broader social contexts in 
which they occur, so as to avoid the dilemma of 
experiential knowledge standing in for a claim 
to authority. That is, we must be careful not to 
replace “the old tyranny of authoritarian exper-
tise,” one that discounts people’s lived experi-
ences, with “a new tyranny of «experiential-
ism» that claims for first-person experiential 
utterances an immunity from challenge, inter-
pretation, or debate” (Code 1995:36). Experien-
tial accounts must be understood as particular 
interpretations; to accept experiential accounts 
as exempt from critical analysis runs the risk 
of romanticizing “knowledge on the margins” 
(Haraway 1988:584) and reproduces the di-
lemma of granting unquestioning authority in 
answering the epistemological question, “who 
can know?” A further epistemological dilemma 
arises when we consider the possibility of com-
peting knowledge claims on the basis of experi-
ence: we have no means to decide between con-
tradictory claims to knowledge on the basis of 
experience (Ramazanoglu 2002:78). 

This leads us to problematize how to include 
the subjectivity of the researcher as an element 
in the process of knowledge production. De-
spite the above-identified problems that experi-
ential knowledge presents for qualitative epis-
temology, it does raise the important reflexive 
question: what effect does the insertion of the 
self into the research process have upon the 
production of social knowledge (Lal 1996:200)? 

Answering this question has been a central 
and early theme in the development of reflex-
ive methodology. For instance, the researcher’s 
dedication to preconceived conceptual cat-
egories, political agendas, and an alignment 
with particular theoretical positions has long 
been identified as sources of methodological 
problems for sociological analysis. Glaser and 
Strauss (1967) argued that, at the time of their 
writing, the generation of new sociological 
explanations had stagnated due to a focus on 
knowledge verification between evidence and 
explanation, which oftentimes involved forcing 
a “fit” between empirical findings and pre-es-
tablished grand theories of major sociological 
forerunners. To address this gap between em-
pirical findings and theoretical explanation, 
Glaser and Strauss emphasized empirical data 
as the source for generating sociological knowl-
edge – that is, our explanations for what we 
observe should be grounded in the empirical 
findings themselves. Grounded theory thus in-
volves paying attention to, and making explicit, 
the process by which one generates explana-
tions on the basis of one’s data, with conceptual 
categories emerging from the data itself (Glaser 
and Strauss 1967). 

What we “see” in our qualitative investigations 
must thus be reflexively thought of as “what 
we think we see,” questioning the basis upon 
which we have made this interpretation. This 
involves understanding how one’s own concep-
tual categories are brought into our observa-
tions and analyses, for as Trinh T. Minh-ha has 
observed: “questions are always loaded with the 
questioner’s prejudices” (1989:69). The extent to 

which a researcher’s own conceptual categories 
affect their production of knowledge is a par-
ticularly important question when we under-
stand these conceptual categories as a product 
of our situation within a disciplinary field and 
academic tradition (Wacquant 1992; Bourdieu 
2004). Beyond our prior commitments to theo-
retical perspectives and political orientations, 
our own culturally-contingent conceptual cat-
egories can also impact upon our understand-
ings of what we see and hear in the research 
process (Becker 1998), and whether or not we 
will believe what our participants tell us versus 
what we think is “really” going on (Gordon et 
al. 2005; Shope 2006). 

It is not an easy task to let go of one’s conceptual 
categories. This approach has been attempted 
by Mykhalovskiy and McCoy, who rejected con-
ceptual categories from the ruling academic dis-
courses of health care policy in favor of an “em-
pirically empty term, one that waited to be filled 
as [participants] told us about their practice and 
their experiences” (2002:24). In spite of this inten-
tion, they found that even such an empty term 
as “health work” reproduced a normative stan-
dard for their participants, who read work as 
an assumption that one is actively doing some-
thing about one’s health in a way that would be 
conceptually categorized within health policy 
as good/acceptable (Mykhalovskiy and McCoy 
2002:28). This experience demonstrates that pre-
conceived conceptual categories will always be 
present within our methodology. What matters 
is whether and how well we acknowledge some 
of the ways in which these conceptual catego-
ries play a role in the process of knowledge pro-

duction, and what the potential consequences 
might be for our analyses. We should also take 
care that the interpretations we make based 
on what we know (as academics immersed in 
a field of knowledge) do not erase our partici-
pants’ knowing, and thereby their experiences 
(Frosh and Emerson 2005). As researchers, our 
dedication to particular theoretical (and meth-
odological) approaches can hinder our interpre-
tations by imposing conceptual categories that 
do not necessarily fit with people’s experiences.

If conducting reflexive qualitative research en-
tails asking questions of knowledge production, 
then these questions “have to be addressed lo-
cally, in piece-by-piece analyses of specific in-
stances of knowledge-making, in which inno-
vative techniques are adduced and tested, and 
the best of older methods and assumptions are 
re-evaluated for their residual viability” (Code 
1995:43). In this sense, we are urged to consider 
using a methodology based upon a reflexive 
epistemology – one that continually questions 
and problematizes the social process of knowl-
edge production.

THE “DOING” OF QUALITATIVE  
METHODOLOGY: REFLEXIVITY  
AND THE RESEARCH  
RELATIONSHIP

This section may appear to take up dilemmas in 
qualitative methodology that primarily apply 
to interactive research techniques (fieldwork, 
interviewing, observation, etc.) rather than text-
based analyses. However, certainly not all tech-
niques under qualitative methodology involve 
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interviewing, observation or other first-hand 
means for gathering data, and the dilemmas in 
this section are just as applicable to text-based 
and secondary analyses. For instance, the issue 
of power cannot be avoided in text-based anal-
yses just because the research “relationship” is 
between the researcher and pieces of text rather 
than the researcher and human participants. 
There remains the issue of the power and au-
thority of the researcher in presenting a cer-
tain version of reality by authoring a particular 
interpretation of that text (Macbeth 2001). As 
such, the dilemmas of qualitative methodology 
transcend whatever particular techniques we 
may employ in doing qualitative research, par-
ticularly when it comes to the issue of power.

REFLEXIVITY AND POWER  
DILEMMAS

Wanda Pillow (2003) argues that reflexivity 
arose as a methodological tool in the social sci-
ences when power in the research relationship 
started to be discussed as a central concern, 
particularly in feminist research. Asking de-
stabilizing questions about the objectivity of 
research led to questions about researcher/par-
ticipant subjectivities, and from this, the ques-
tion of power imbalances between them. How-
ever, if power is to be discussed as a dilemma 
in qualitative methodology, it should be noted 
that the ways in which we imagine power mat-
ters. Our definitions of power will impact how 
it is conceptualized as a problem, the kinds of 
issues we identify (or fail to identify) as meth-
odological dilemmas, and potential solutions. 
This, in turn, influences our understandings of 

social differences and subjectivities (Sandoval 
2000; Gordon et al. 2005). I argue that an under-
standing of power that goes beyond the imme-
diate interactions of research is most useful for 
understanding the implications that power dif-
ferentials have for qualitative methodology. To 
limit ourselves to an understanding of power 
solely within the interactional context renders 
us unable to consider the full extent to which 
power may pose dilemmas in all relevant as-
pects of qualitative research.

For instance, Elizabeth Hoffman (2007) argues 
that further attention should be paid to emotion 
in the interviewing relationship, and that emo-
tional labor in the interview should be included 
as important research data. She interprets emo-
tional labor as shifts in the power relationship 
between interviewer and interviewee. In doing 
so, Hoffman characterizes power as something 
that shifts back and forth: at one point the inter-
viewer has power, then the interviewee does, 
and so on. She also imagines power as multidi-
mensional: while the researcher has the power 
to craft particular stories about the research 
subjects’ experiences, our participants also 
have the power to challenge this, by refusing to 
answer, redirecting questions, confronting the 
interviewer – as well as answering questions 
however they choose. Power is imagined as 
a possession that can be attained and used by 
social actors. For Hoffman (2007), these power 
shifts represent important data that tends to be 
neglected in the production of social research. 
The methodological challenge posed by this 
analysis is to examine these power shifts and 
the emotional labor that accompanies them as 

spaces in which interviewer/interviewee rela-
tionships are contested and social knowledge is 
produced. 

However, conceptualizing power as a posses-
sion holds particular assumptions about the 
research relationship: first, that power shifts 
between the interviewer and interviewee, like 
a ball being passed back and forth. This limits 
problematizing power differentials to the ques-
tion of who holds more or less power at any giv-
en point in time through an interaction-based 
analysis of the research relationship. Power be-
comes something that can be given to or tak-
en away from a social actor; indeed, Hoffman 
notes that qualitative researchers necessarily 
“abandon some of their power” by choosing to 
interview in the first place (2007:321-322). This 
implies that her methodology is inherently im-
bued with the potential to empower those we 
research. What is not considered in Hoffman’s 
account are broader power relations that exist 
beyond the research interaction; from this per-
spective, we run the risk of homogenizing en-
tire categories of participants without consider-
ing the kinds of power differentials that exist 
between them. An alternative reflexive analy-
sis of power would thus seek to contextualize 
power imbalances of the research relationship 
within broader relations of power outside of 
the immediate research setting. 

To broaden our understanding of how power 
might be imagined in the research relationship, 
we can turn to the writings of Michel Foucault. 
Foucault argued that relations of power are cir-
culatory (Foucault 1977:199). For Foucault, pow-

er is not something that is intrinsically held by 
persons; it is the effect of discursive struggles 
over the realm of meaning and production of 
knowledge. Nor is power simply imposed from 
above or held by a singular source; it is distrib-
uted throughout social relationships (Foucault 
1978:101). Susan Bordo clarifies this conceptu-
alization of power, noting that, within a Fou-
cauldian approach, “the fact that power is not 
held by anyone does not entail that it is equally 
held by all. It is «held» by no one; but people 
and groups are positioned differently within it. 
No one may control the rules of the game. But 
not all players on the field are equal” (Bordo 
1993:191). This understanding of power allows 
us to consider the ways in which our research 
participants are variously located within rela-
tions of power outside of the immediate inter-
viewing context, as well as the ways in which 
we as researchers are variously positioned. The 
utility of this relational approach to power is 
illustrated in the work of Shanaz Khan (2005) 
when she takes care to note the heterogeneity of 
her research participants in terms of their posi-
tions in relations of power. In studying “third 
world women,” Khan reflects upon the risk of 
constructing a unitary identity for her partici-
pants as racialized, oppressed and powerless, 
as this would have the effect of erasing the 
various positions of her interview subjects in 
relation to the social hierarchies that informed 
their everyday experiences. We might also con-
sider the ways in which researchers themselves 
are variously located within relations of power, 
lending a multidimensional understanding to 
the dilemma of power in qualitative method-

Suzanne Day A Reflexive Lens: Exploring Dilemmas of Qualitative Methodology Through the Concept of Reflexivity



©2012 QSR Volume VIII Issue 168 Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 69

ology (Hsiung 1996). A multidimensional ap-
proach to power can assist us in understanding 
power relations beyond the immediate research 
interaction as a potential dilemma, with macro-
social forces impacting upon both relationships 
in the field and the way the research is received 
by international audiences (Michalowski 1997; 
Khan 2005). 

Conceptualizing power as a possession to be 
passed back and forth in the research relation-
ship may hinder our ability to understand the 
research relationship as a site of problematic 
power differences. A possessive understand-
ing of power leads Hoffman (2007) to speculate 
on how power differences may be ameliorated 
– and yet, she is unable to articulate how shar-
ing personal information with her informants 
gives them power. How can one’s informants 
use personal information about the interviewer 
in a powerful way when they are so differently 
positioned within broader power relations out-
side of the interviewing context? Conversely, in 
sharing information with us, our interviewees 
take greater risks. In interviewing women en-
gineers, Watts’ (2006:387) research operated on 
a “model of mutuality:” disclosure was traded 
back and forth between the researcher and the 
participants, leaving Watts to wonder about the 
extent to which researcher’s political values 
should be revealed when rapport may depend 
on this mutual sharing. One question that is not 
asked by this assumed “model of mutuality,” 
however, is: how can we be assured that disclo-
sure is indeed ever fully mutual? By neglecting 
the existence of power relationships beyond the 
interaction between researcher and researched, 

we may be limiting our understanding of the 
ways in which our participants are similarly 
constrained in their ability to disclose. 

Power is ever-present in the research relation-
ship and trying to equalize the relationship 
does not erase the researcher/researched pow-
er differentials that reflexivity reveals (Wolf 
1996). While we can come to understand these 
power differentials, there are limits to our abil-
ity to address the issue of power in qualitative 
research through a reflexive methodology. In 
examining the relationship between feminist 
methodology and political commitments, Was-
serfall (1997) argues that care should be taken 
not to overextend our reading of reflexivity as 
a solution to the dilemma of power differences 
in the research relationship. While we can un-
derstand the impact of power, we deepen the 
dilemmas posed by it if we assume they can 
be erased. She analyzes this as the difference 
between a “weak” and “strong” reading of re-
flexivity. The “weak” reading characterizes re-
flexivity as an ongoing self-awareness project, 
a continual mindfulness of the social processes 
between the researcher and researched, includ-
ing an understanding of power differentials and 
the ways in which we represent the subjects of 
our research. Yet, Wanda Pillow (2003) cautions 
against this form of reflexivity for its tendency 
to deal with power merely as a confessional 
tale. As Pillow notes, while transparency may 
enhance our understanding of power differen-
tials, it does nothing to actually alleviate those 
problems. Transparency can “yield a catharsis 
of self-awareness for the researcher” by point-
ing out that the dilemma of power exists and 

affected the research in some way, but cannot 
offer any particular solutions (Pillow 2003:181). 
Thus, it is important that the promises of reflex-
ivity not be overextended, for “reflexivity is not 
in itself a process for overcoming distortion or 
exploitation” (Wasserfall 1997:152).

Conversely, a “strong” reading of reflexivity be-
gins from the assumption that reflexive research 
can promote a break-down of power differences 
between the researcher and the researched. 
This is problematic in multiple ways (Wasserfall 
1997). The pitfalls of a “strong” reading of re-
flexivity as a methodological tool was apparent 
to Wasserfall in conducting her own research: 
attempting to help her participants connect 
their immediate experiences of oppression to 
broader social processes and thereby empower 
them (i.e., equalizing the power differences be-
tween researcher/researched). A “strong” read-
ing of reflexivity hindered her relationships in 
the field when her participants resisted her own 
interpretations of their experiences. Wasserfall’s 
experience speaks to Lynch’s (2000:36) argu-
ment that it is problematic to assume reflexivity 
is ever “inherently radical” or necessarily trans-
formative. Harding and Norberg (2005) point 
out that taking up reflexivity as a way to break-
down power imbalances might be contradictory 
to our research aims: on the one hand, we may 
be preoccupied with trying to minimize power 
imbalances in the research relationship, while 
on the other we hope to evoke powerful trans-
formations and social change. For instance: the 
power of academic research is what gave rise to 
the political usefulness of Mykhalovskiy and 
colleagues’ (2008) work in collaboration with 

frontline health care workers. Taking up health 
care workers’ experiences in the form of a schol-
arly report imbued the workers’ narratives with 
the authority of academic work, providing them 
with a better means to enter into health care re-
form debates. Thus, the power imbalance that 
a  “strong” reading of reflexivity assumes to 
break down is at times the very source of our 
authority by which we, as research “experts,” 
are able to gain legitimacy and political impact.

While this tension cannot be resolved, a reflex-
ive approach that involves making power im-
balances explicit can be useful for understand-
ing the diverse ways in which power operates. 
Using this approach, we can problematize the 
assumed binary between powerless participant 
and powerful researcher, and challenge the 
unitary identities that these positions are as-
sumed to entail. First, reflexivity as an under-
standing of power differentials reveals prob-
lems with the assumption that the author is 
always in a position of power – especially when 
the author takes up reflexive methodology as 
a practice of writing the self into the text. The 
reflexive inclusion of the self in our authorial 
accounts is actually something that can work 
against the author’s authoritative claims to 
knowledge. As Minh-ha (1989) has noted, good 
writing – that is, writing that can make an au-
thoritative claim to knowledge, thus imbued 
with the power of legitimacy – has convention-
ally involved removal of the author from the 
text. In conventional writing, to write the self 
into the text is seen as problematic and always 
presents a dilemma to the author who does not 
fit the authoritative model of a white male self. 
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Minh-ha’s work reminds us that not all authors 
are powerfully positioned, and the conventions 
of writing authoritative accounts are such that 
the heterogeneity of authors is erased.

A reflexive analysis of power thus critiques the 
tendency to understand our research subjects 
as a unitary group. Due to a tradition of “study-
ing down,” there is a tendency in qualitative 
methodology to erase hierarchies among those 
we study, which prevents us from understand-
ing the heterogeneity of our participants and 
blinds us to the existence of power differentials 
between and among them (Khan 2005). In do-
ing so, the qualitative researcher may miss im-
portant opportunities not only to analyze the 
diversity of one’s participants, but also to pro-
duce research that challenges constructed ho-
mogenous identities of disadvantaged, disem-
powered others (such as “3rd world women”). 
These critiques illustrate the ways in which 
power differentials are a complex dilemma in 
qualitative methodology, for how we go about 
articulating power and using reflexive strat-
egies to mediate power dilemmas will have 
important consequences for our research and 
analysis.

REFLEXIVITY AND SUBJECTIVITY:  
ROLE PERFORMANCE, IDENTITY  
AND POSITIONALITY

If problematizing power is an important part of 
reflexive analysis, it follows that the subject po-
sitions within these power relationships should 
be similarly investigated. 

Understanding the self as a research tool is an 
important part of the reflexive research endeav-
or (Watts 2006). To assure the maximum util-
ity of the self within the field, the researcher 
presents the self in particular ways (Goffman 
1959): for instance, as having credibility, legiti-
macy and authority (Watts 2006), or conversely 
as being inexperienced, student-like, and in 
need of the participants’ clarification (Hoffman 
2007). One also performs emotional labor, play-
ing various and sometimes conflicting roles in 
managing the emotions of our participants as 
well as our own (Hoffman 2007; Dickson-Swift 
et al. 2009). A reflexive approach to role perfor-
mance can extend beyond the roles played by 
the researcher in order to similarly consider the 
role performance of our research participants. 
They too can be analyzed as performing in par-
ticular ways to fit the script required by their 
own audience (i.e., us as researchers) (Murray 
2003). 

Furthermore, a reflexive understanding of  
role performance reveals that research roles 
are neither stable nor static. Naples (2003:63) 
attempted to implement the approach of  
“passionate detachment” in her study of  
a small American community, but found that 
this performance was difficult to maintain 
as her relationships with community mem-
bers changed over the course of her research. 
She became friends with some, and was per-
ceived as an advocate by others as the research  
process went on. This experience underlines 
how our role performances necessarily change 
because our research relationships themselves 
change: in the field, our relationships – and the 

roles they entail – are as dynamic as the social 
processes we study. 

If we can choose from and shift between mul-
tiple, dynamic roles in the field, the question 
remains: which role takes primacy, and when? 
Susan B. Murray’s (2003) reflexive analysis 
of research roles suggest that these decisions 
may appear during times of crisis in the re-
search relationship and the experience of con-
flict between one’s multiple roles. In working 
at a women’s crisis centre, Murray (2003) per-
formed an official role as a representative from 
a feminist organization, expressing sympathy 
and an unwavering belief in a woman’s telling 
of her abusive experiences. However, in a pri-
vate conversation, her co-workers expressed 
some disbelief in the woman’s story, contradict-
ing the feminist principles of the crisis centre. 
This created a crisis of roles for the author, who 
at once experiences conflict between multiple 
self-presentations: the self as sociologist, as 
feminist, and as agency worker. Amidst this 
crisis, Murray takes up reflexivity as an analy-
sis of the shifts between these roles: a means of 
understanding and making explicit how one’s 
practices and decisions in both the front and 
back stages are informed and constrained by 
“the larger structural (and political) contexts 
that frames [one’s] research” (Murray 2003:379), 
such as ethical codes, the need to continue with 
one’s research, the rules of the research setting, 
and so on. While the qualitative researcher may 
experience ongoing role conflicts, we may work 
through the conditions under which these con-
flicts occur as a part of the “job” of reflexive 
analysis. In this way, reflexivity makes explicit 

how the self is a meaningful research tool that 
shifts back and forth between multiple, and 
sometimes conflicting, role performances, and 
the implications of this for our research rela-
tionships and decisions. 

A second way to understand the self as an 
important research tool has been to take up 
identity as a methodological dilemma. There 
is a  tendency to focus on researcher roles at 
the expense of researcher selves, leaving the 
question of identity unexamined (Reinharz 
1997). This hesitancy may be due to the con-
cern that, in discussing identity, we run the 
risk of reinforcing a discourse of the authentic 
self. Disputes over identity often involve a ten-
sion between one’s “being” (identity) and one’s 
“doing” (role performance) – with one’s being 
assumed to be made up of static and essential 
attributes (Brekhus 2008). That is, there is a ten-
dency to create a false division between what 
one is (authentic, essential) versus what one does 
(inauthentic, performative). By distinguishing 
between researcher roles and researcher selves, 
there is some concern this contributes to such 
a  division. However, a challenge to this divi-
sion may lie in a reflexive problematization of 
identity, which involves thinking about how 
identity is an ongoing process, co-constructed 
in the research experience.

Typically when identity is discussed as a dilem-
ma in conducting qualitative methodology, it 
has been restricted to the problematizing of the 
baggage we bring to the field, with the underly-
ing assumption that “the researcher’s biography 
with regard to race, class, and gender is already 
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formed prior to the research experience rather 
than being an emergent feature of the research 
process itself” (Best 2003:908). A reflexive under-
standing of identity as a dilemma differs from 
this approach in trying to make explicit the 
ways in which identity is formed through the 
interactions of the research relationship. This 
is the difference between asking “what impact 
did the researcher’s race/gender/class have on 
the research relationship?” and “how are race/
gender/class made meaningful in this relation-
ship?” As researchers, we may bring our own 
baggage to the research relationship in terms of 
how we conceptualize what identity actually is 
(Zavella 1996). A reflexive methodology can al-
low the meaning of identity to emerge from the 
perspective of those we study, rather than im-
porting conceptual understandings of identity 
from pre-established academic categories. 

However, care should be taken to address this 
methodological dilemma in ways that destabi-
lize, rather than solidify, identity. The inclusion 
of identity in the research analysis runs the risk 
of creating monolithic, stable stories of identi-
ty construction if one’s identity is analyzed as 
though it were a finished product. This stabili-
zation of identity often takes place in attempts 
to address power differentials, assuming that 
one can “deconstruct the author’s authority” 
through the inclusion of multiple voices in the 
writing of the narrative account – not just the 
voice of the author (Pillow 2003:179). The as-
sumption is problematic because, as Pillow 
(2003) notes, the inclusion of multiple voices 
promotes a tendency towards solidifying the 
identity of those voices, drawing boundaries 

between each voice and reinforcing a distinc-
tion between the researcher/researched, self/
other, us/them. Instead, reflexive research may 
be taken up as a way to destabilize identity as 
an ongoing process that is never finished nor 
fixed, as well as acknowledge the discomfort 
that arises from doing so. Furthermore, identity 
as a co-construction is not necessarily a process 
that runs smoothly, and identity can be misread 
or challenged (Best 2003). Our research partici-
pants are not passive recipients of our identity, 
in spite of how we may think of ourselves or 
how we may assume to be presenting a partic-
ular identity. 

But an understanding of identity as complex 
and in-flux does present some anxiety for the 
qualitative researcher. This dilemma is similar 
to that presented by the multiple roles within 
the research relationship: Minh-ha (1989:6) 
struggles with the question of where to place 
her loyalties among her multiple and some-
times conflicting identities as a writer, a wom-
an, and a racialized subject, and asks herself 
which should be prioritized in her writing. 
From a reflexive analysis, this dilemma is fur-
ther complicated when we consider that to give 
priority to any one aspect of our identity runs 
the risk of being read as a unitary subject by the 
audiences of our research (Khan 2005). To com-
bat this problem, a reflexive analysis can insist 
on the multidimensionality of identity. Rather 
than being concerned with which aspect of 
one’s identity should take priority, reflexivity 
can instead aim for intersectionality, such that 
the relevance of any one dimension of identity 
is “fluid and context-dependent, with saliencies 

that change and shift over settings and time” 
(Brekhus 2008:1071). A reflexive approach that 
prioritizes intersectionality can be useful not 
only in resisting the assignment of a “master 
status” (Brekhus 2008), but also in thinking 
through how the multiple dimensions of identi-
ty may be relevant to the research relationship. 
While we can only understand the research if 
we know what our attributes mean to those we 
research, we cannot know in advance what as-
pects of our identities will be important to those 
we study (Reinharz 1997). Of course, this begs 
the question of how we can know what aspects 
of identity are most salient in the research pro-
cess, and whether or not these match up with 
the conceptual categories of race, class gender, 
et cetera as understood by our participants, our 
discipline, and the wider audience of our re-
search.

A third and final way to understand the self as 
a research tool is in a reflexive understanding of 
positionality as a methodological dilemma. As 
researchers we are embedded within particular 
theoretical traditions and perspectives as well 
as methodological practices (Watts 2006). In 
conducting our qualitative research, we may be 
differently positioned by research participants 
who tend to define and situate us in relation to 
the context of their social world (Best 2003). Our 
pre-assigned or enacted positions as research-
ers can affect the kinds of research relation-
ships we experience (Acker 2000). Furthermore, 
in entering the spaces (or fields) in which we 
conduct qualitative research, there is not neces-
sarily a ready-made position for us to fit into, 
requiring us to re-negotiate our positions as re-

searchers (Gordon et al. 2005). Positionality is 
thus as much a co-construction as is the mean-
ing of identity in the research relationship.

Investigating positionality involves a reflec-
tion upon social location and the self as situ-
ated within broader social structures. While 
we occupy particular positions as researchers 
entering into the research relationship, there 
are numerous other ways in which we are po-
sitioned outside of the immediate context of 
the research relationship. National and inter-
national laws and social order also structure 
our positions, as Khan (2005) notes. By virtue 
of both her passport from a western nation, as 
well as her freedom of legal movement, Khan 
was “positioned differently” (2005:2025) by not 
sharing the risks of the imprisoned women she 
interviewed, and in terms of the potential con-
sequences her project entailed. Watts (2006) fur-
ther notes that positionality can refer to one’s 
positioning within particular theory traditions 
and approaches, thus expanding the definition 
of positionality beyond social location in terms 
of such variables as race, class, gender, et cetera. 
In this sense, a reflexive understanding of po-
sitionality can involve “bringing to conscious-
ness the social foundation of intellectual affini-
ties” (Bourdieu 2004:113).

The value of understanding positionality has 
been emphasized as essential to a reflexive 
qualitative methodology. Harding (1988) insists 
that knowing the researcher’s place makes the 
research understandable. Making one’s po-
sitionality explicit is to give context to the re-
searcher’s voice, rather than reproducing the 
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anonymous, de-contextualized voice of author-
ity. In other words, knowing the position from 
which the author speaks is crucial for our ability 
to understand what is being said. Furthermore, 
positionality can impact upon our perception of 
research problems (Bolak 1997:95). Depending 
upon one’s positionality, one may have differ-
ent answers to the very understanding of what 
counts as a research dilemma. 

Perhaps the most important way of understand-
ing positionality as a methodological dilemma 
arises from an analysis of insider/outsider po-
sitioning: that is, troubling the assumption of 
one’s positioning as a researcher outside of the 
community/location under study, versus the in-
sider positioning of those we study. Sandra Ack-
er notes an interesting contradiction that arises 
from this binary subject position: in qualitative 
methodology, insider researchers are often en-
couraged to create distance between themselves 
and the social phenomena they study in order 
to think about what is “really” going on (2000:2). 
For insiders, holding the data at arm’s length is 
characterized as being required in order to have 
a clearer picture of “the truth.” Conversely, the 
outsider has been required to immerse them-
selves until the strange becomes familiar, for 
therein lies understanding: the outsider must 
work towards getting as close to the insider as 
possible, for the insider is the assumed source 
of knowledge (Acker 2000). This suggests that 
the subject positions of insider/outsider carry 
with them particular assumptions about the 
production of knowledge. In other words, the 
production of knowledge must be contextual-
ized in an understanding of how it is “located 

in relation to the subject positions of its produc-
ers” (Watts 2006:401). 

In using a Goffmanian analysis (1959), one’s po-
sitioning in terms of “insiderness/outsiderness” 
is not taken as an essential subject position, but 
rather is understood to be a strategic perfor-
mance. For instance, Berik (1996) performs the 
role of an insider by conforming to the expected 
gender roles of the women she studied in rural 
Turkey. Being a Turkish woman herself was not 
enough: she had to “play the part,” so to speak, 
in order to gain access to the women she was 
interested in interviewing. Similarly, outsider-
ness can also be strategically performed in tak-
ing up the role of the novice seeking to learn 
from qualified insiders – a point noted above 
to be foundational to the early development of 
qualitative methodology (Best 2003). In ana-
lyzing insiderness/outsiderness as performa-
tive positionality is assumed to be something 
that we can manipulate for our own research 
needs.

However, the extent to which we can manipu-
late our positioning through performance is 
limited when we reflexively consider how we 
are positioned by others within and beyond the 
research relationship. In doing so, insiderness/
outsiderness is not a clear positional dichotomy. 
Shope (2006) experiences the dilemma of insid-
er/outsider as one of simultaneous positioning, 
noting that she is at once an insider in the com-
munity of women she studied by virtue of her 
gender, yet an outsider by virtue of her race/
nationality. One can experience a simultaneous 
positioning as both an insider and an outsider, 

occupying the subject position of the “outsider 
within” (Collins 1991). We might also consider 
insiderness/outsiderness not as fixed positions, 
but rather as dynamic positions within the re-
search process: our participants may become 
insiders or informants to our own projects as 
we develop relationships with them (Murray 
2003).

Troubling the positionality of insiderness/out-
siderness reveals some important shortcomings 
that understanding these positions as a binary 
entail. In sharing a similar historical position-
ing with the Pakistani women she studies, 
Khan (2005) is concerned that her work will be 
received in western academia as being the prod-
uct of a “native informer,” able to convey an in-
sider’s knowledge. She notes this is problematic 
in two ways: first, as discussed above, the na-
tive informer is characterized as a homogenous, 
“unitary subject” (Khan 2005:2023) in a spokes-
person position to tell things “as they really 
are.” Herein lies the second problem in the as-
sumption that native informing is the source of 
“authentic” knowledge. However, to the Paki-
stani women she interviewed, Khan was some-
times seen as “not authentic enough” in her po-
sition as a western-based researcher. Read as an 
insider by a western audience, and yet not ac-
cepted as an insider by the women she studied, 
Khan’s experience leads us to question not only 
the binary positions of insider/outsider, but 
also our assumptions about “authentic” insider 
knowledge. Thus, problematizing the insider/
outsider binary destabilizes the possibility for 
insider knowledge. Naples contributes to this 
destabilization in noting that, in her own work, 

she “[has] yet to meet a community resident 
who feels completely like the mythical commu-
nity insider, although several people presented 
themselves as more «legitimate» than others” 
(2003:57). If the community insider position is 
one that does not fit with people’s experiences 
of community life, then the possibility for insid-
er information about that community is called 
into question. Bolak (1997) further problematiz-
es insider knowledge in the process of studying 
one’s own. Simultaneously, as a researcher and 
a member of the community she studied, Bolak 
found herself challenged by having to rethink 
some of her own assumptions about what she 
thought she knew as an insider. Identifying 
with the position of insiderness does not free 
the researcher from the afore-noted dilemma 
posed by importing conceptual categories into 
the research relationship.

Note that this problematizing of the insider/out-
sider binary – and subsequently insider/outsider 
knowledge – is a different approach from that of 
Becker, who urges the researcher to be skeptical 
of “the instability of «native» meaning” (1996:6) 
in seeing the insider informant as not necessar-
ily a reliable, consistent source of information. 
Rather than taking up the dichotomy between 
insider/outsider as a dilemma, Becker takes is-
sue with how our informants may be indecisive 
about the meanings and explanations they pro-
vide us with. While this perspective allows the 
researcher to remain open to inconsistencies in 
the meanings attributed to the social phenom-
ena under study, framing these inconsistencies 
as an issue of trustworthiness or reliability of 
our informants introduces anxiety around the 
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truthfulness of informant knowledge-claims, 
while leaving the division between insider/out-
sider positions intact. While Becker’s perspec-
tive does not provide a way of breaking apart 
the insider/outsider dichotomy, his approach to 
reflexivity does lead us to problematize the is-
sue of quality in qualitative methodology, and 
the role that reflexivity can play in raising such 
evaluation dilemmas.

REFLEXIVE EVALUATIONS:  
VALIDITY AND QUALITY IN  
QUALITATIVE METHODOLOGY

The quality of qualitative research has histori-
cally been a story of pressure to appeal to scien-
tific models of evaluation in establishing cred-
ibility (Denzin and Lincoln 2000). However, re-
flexivity can complicate the taken-for-granted 
use of such measures of quality in qualitative 
methodology – in particular, our ability to use 
validity as a research goal. Cho and Trent (2006) 
argue that the validity of qualitative research 
must be understood as contingent upon the con-
text of our research problems and the goals we 
hope to achieve. As such, validity must be seen 
as a process that is “ever present and recursive” 
rather than just one step in the research process. 
Further, validity is contingent upon the context 
and goals of our research problems (Cho and 
Trent 2006:327). What this suggests is that pro-
cedural evaluations are problematic in qualita-
tive methodology, and applying a set of univer-
sal evaluative criteria to all qualitative projects 
is not possible. When criteria check-lists are ap-
plied to evaluate qualitative research, they tend 
to follow a positivist model in defining quality 

as to whether the researcher made the right 
choice of method and executed it in the right 
way. Thus, researchers are viewed as potential 
sources of error and contamination (Eakin and 
Mykhalovskiy 2003:190). 

It is not only the activities of the subjective  
researcher that have been problematized as  
a potential source of error, but also the pro-
cesses of social scientific method within which  
the researcher is positioned. As discussed  
above, Bourdieu (2004) has argued that employ-
ing the conceptual categories of a disciplin-
ary tradition without critique or question can  
cause problems for our understanding and in-
terpretation. To combat this problem, Bourdieu 
makes use of a “reformist” reflexivity, which  
he describes as “an effective means of  
increasing the chances of attaining the truth  
by increasing the cross controls and providing 
the principles of a technical critique” (2004:89), 
involving a constant reflection on the modes  
of thought embedded in the academic system 
in which we are positioned. Distinguishing  
this from “narcissistic” (self-centred, experi-
ence-based) reflexivity, Bourdieu insists that  
a reformist reflexive analysis must go beyond 
explicating individual experience and the steps 
taken in the research process in order to un-
derstand how one’s position within a disciplin-
ary field and academic universe “is liable to  
obstruct knowledge of the object” (2004:92). 
Operating on the ontological assumption that 
there is an objective reality to be known, re-
formist reflexivity is conceptualized as a way 
of obtaining “the truth” – of coming closer 
to an objective reality by eliminating errors  

inherent to disciplinary modes of thought, and 
thus producing better quality research.

What is not clear in Bourdieu’s concept of re-
formist reflexivity is how the researcher is able 
to fully step outside of the intellectual modes 
of thought inherent to the discipline/academy 
in an objectivist pursuit of “the truth” as a re-
search goal. Furthermore, the evaluation of a re-
search account as more or less “truthful” can 
be a complicated achievement in that the ex-
tent to which one has achieved accuracy is not 
a self-evident, objective evaluation. Judgments 
about the accuracy of our work and the ability 
to lay claim to credible knowledge are just as 
much a  part of the social process as all other 
aspects of knowledge production that Bour-
dieu critically questions. Thus, it is not clear 
how one could test the extent to which such re-
flexive processes actually improved the quality 
of knowledge production, even over the long 
term. As noted in the earlier critique of positiv-
ist epistemology, women and other marginal-
ized groups have struggled against positivist 
approaches to social science that left them with 
“no way of making their experiences count as 
informed or knowledgeable” (Code 1995:20). 
This has been the struggle of marginalized 
groups to claim a position of trustworthiness  
or credibility in making their experiences 
known. Howard Becker (1967) has also long-
noted the anxiety in qualitative work around 
establishing trustworthiness as a methodologi-
cal dilemma. In the production of knowledge, 
there exists a “hierarchy of credibility” re-
garding whose knowledge is considered more 
trustworthy, and whose knowledge is consid-

ered suspect or biased. Becker argues that ac-
cusations of bias are typically made “when the 
research gives credence, in any serious way, to  
the perspective of some subordinate group in 
some hierarchical relationship” (1967:240), be-
cause we have given attention to that which 
is seen to be untrustworthy and not credible; 
the unofficial account of those who are not in 
positions of power. For Becker, it is the official 
accounts that we should be most suspect of.  
Official accounts are a bad source for knowl-
edge because “things are seldom as they ought 
to be” (Becker 1967:242). By thinking about the 
ability to claim credibility as an issue of pow-
er, we introduce two important complications: 
first, that power is involved in claims to legiti-
mate knowledge; and second, that marginal-
ized populations are diverse in their ability to 
claim credibility, being differentiated as more  
or less credible on the basis of class, race,  
gender, ability, occupation, and so on. This  
is not to deny that powerful government  
actors are also often treated skeptically, as  
their claims are often interpreted as ideology 
or propaganda. Perhaps having too much or 
too little power is what signals alarm bells for 
potential receivers of information, since it is in 
these cases that the stakes and interests in the 
claims are highest.

The ability to claim credibility and quality 
further depends upon one’s adherence to the 
norms and expectations of knowledge produc-
tion. For instance, emotions are not typically 
included as data, since they are often seen as an 
element of contamination, obstructing objective 
knowledge. This is the case even though emo-
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tions and reactions to emotional expressions 
play an important role in the sharing of infor-
mation during interviews (Hoffman 2007). Fur-
thermore, the reflexive method is often limited 
solely to an analysis of the steps taken in the re-
search process, rather than applied to the devel-
opment of theory and conceptual explanations 
– perhaps because it does not seem as rigorous 
to talk about theory development, including all 
the mundane interactions that led to adopting 
particular concepts and understandings (Pud-
dephatt, Shaffir and Kleinknecht 2009). We may 
understand this oversight as symptomatic of 
the lingering pressures placed upon qualitative 
method to conform to particular accepted forms 
of knowledge production. The extent to which 
we avoid a reflexive analysis of theory develop-
ment in order “to preserve, if not salvage, the 
scientific credibility of our work” (Puddephatt 
et al. 2009:12) may be a product of the norms 
of knowledge production embedded (and un-
examined) within the discipline. Thus to use 
reflexivity to engage with even the most mun-
dane aspects of research, as Wacquant (2009) ar-
gues for, is to challenge the rules of sociological 
(scientific) knowledge in taking up an analytic 
frame that does not fit with accepted modes of 
rigorous knowledge production.

Knowledge produced in collaboration with 
groups who are differently positioned in their 
ability to claim credibility also runs the risk 
of being read as biased or “contaminated” 
(Mykhalovskiy et al. 2008). This is complicated 
by the problem that marginalized groups can 
benefit from the advocacy of “experts” in hav-
ing their experiences processed into legitimate, 

credible forms of knowledge, such as academic 
reports (Code 1995) – but only if said academic 
reports and the knowledge presented therein 
are sanctioned as legitimate and acceptable by 
conforming to the expected norms of knowl-
edge production. We may experience a knowl-
edge clash in presenting knowledge that does 
not fit with accepted academic terms, concepts 
and politics (Zavella 1996). Thus, the research-
er who seeks to disrupt inequitable claims to 
credibility by presenting work in the language 
of the marginalized is faced with the dual prob-
lem of risking misrepresentation on one hand, 
and limited opportunities for political critique 
on the other.

In problematizing the ability to make a claim 
for credible knowledge, it is useful to turn to an 
understanding of how power is implicated in 
the process of legitimating knowledge. Michel 
Foucault’s (1972) method for analyzing the re-
lationship between knowledge and power is to 
focus on discourse. Discourses are the bound-
aries of meaning on a particular topic: what one 
is able to say about something. This meaning, 
however, does not overlie some truthful, au-
thentic existence that can be discovered out-
side of discourse; in this way, discourse is not 
just “surface content” or “a mere intersection 
of things and words” (Foucault 1972:48-49), nor 
is it an expression of a previously established 
synthesis (Foucault 1972:55). That is, there is no 
ready-made meaning that can be “read” from 
the world (Foucault 1981:67). To analyze dis-
course is not to question “whether things ex-
ist” but rather to approach our research with 
questions “about where meaning comes from” 

(Hall 2001:73). Foucault did not dispute that 
there are such things as material experiences 
or existence. Rather, he argues that there is no 
meaning to these things outside of discourse. 
In this sense, discourses are “practices that 
systematically form the objects of which they 
speak” (Foucault 1972:49). Foucault’s discursive 
method analyzes the productive process by 
which we come to know. 

From a Foucauldian approach, an analysis of 
discourse entails a particular form of critical 
engagement with the statements and social 
practices associated with one’s topic of social 
inquiry. If discourse is the meaningful way by 
which we make sense of the world, and this 
meaning is the limit of our ability to apprehend 
the world, we are faced with important implica-
tions for our ability to evaluate the quality of 
sociological research. From a Foucauldian per-
spective, evaluations that critique the quality of 
any expression of knowledge as being inaccu-
rate misrepresentations are problematic. Rather, 
by focusing on discourse, the point of critique 
becomes how statements produce a meaningful 
reality, and how social practices are limited to 
this realm of meaning. However, this is not an 
unproblematic process of making meaning. For 
Foucault, not all statements are considered si-
multaneously and equally within the realm of 
possible expression. Foucault argues that this is 
because relations of power circulate within dis-
course, and in this way particular knowledge 
and meanings come to be normalized and con-
sidered legitimate over excluded others (Fou-
cault 1977:199). 

Foucault’s methodology provides a way for re-
flexive analysis to move away from evaluations 
of quality in sociological research that rely on 
the re-inscription of a positivist concern with 
accuracy. It is easy for qualitative researchers to 
fall into the same patterns of reassuring accu-
racy while simultaneously trying to problema-
tize the possibility for accurate representations. 
Shope (2006) exemplifies the lure of the accurate 
research evaluation in an interesting instance 
of contradiction. In presenting her work on in-
terviewing women in rural South Africa, she 
assures the reader that she had “a South Afri-
can professor of African languages” go over the 
transcripts of her research interviews in order 
“to ensure that the responses of the women were 
accurately transcribed into English” (2006:167); 
and yet, how can this accuracy be ensured while 
simultaneously acknowledging that “conveying 
rural women’s words in English mutes their 
voices” (Shope 2006:167)? Claiming to have pro-
duced valid knowledge (through accurate trans-
lation) while at the same time problematizing 
the very possibility for accurate knowledge (due 
to the impossibility of full translation) might be 
read as a contradictory position. The claim that 
the translator ensured a greater accuracy of con-
veying voice than without the translator would 
seem more tenable. However, perhaps Shope’s 
concern with accuracy can be understood as 
a broader methodological anxiety about repre-
sentation. The researcher wishes to be a “wor-
thy ally” (Shope 2006:167) in her project, and to 
avoid the harm of telling a problematic story 
that misrepresents her participants. In simplest 
terms: as researchers, of course we want to  
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“get it right” in producing our research  
accounts – and to convey to the reader that some 
steps were taken towards this purpose. Yet, in so 
doing, we should be aware of the ways in which 
we may be continuing to associate quality with 
the goals of perfect accuracy, absolute truth and 
complete knowledge, since this echoes the trac-
es of a positivist reality (Minh-ha 1989:64). 

In striving to uncover “the truth” of an account, 
the researcher may misidentify problems of va-
lidity. In doing so, our attempts to re-construct 
a story to conform to an idealized consistent, 
single narrative may erase important points for 
further reflexive analysis. Watson (2006) takes 
up this critique in her reflexive analysis of the 
meanings of lapses and inconsistencies in her 
analysis of interview transcripts. She concludes 
that “slips” in the narrative consistency should 
not be viewed as problems of validity in need 
of correction, but rather as points at which we 
may reflect upon the (re)negotiation of identity. 
Contradictions in the interview “can be inter-
preted as pointing to shifts in the prevailing 
discourse” (Watson 2006:381), rather than va-
lidity problems caused by the seemingly con-
tradictory stories of unreliable narrators. As 
researchers reflecting on our interview tran-
scripts, resisting the temptation to smooth out 
contradictions in our anxiety over validity can 
open up the possibility to see these retellings as 
points for reflexive analysis: in this case, a re-
flexive analysis that involves linking narrative 
reconstructions of interviewees’ lives, experi-
ences and explanations to the broader socio-
cultural context.

CONCLUSION: LIMITS AND 
PROMISES OF REFLEXIVITY

While reflexivity is not a magic cure for meth-
odological dilemmas, what matters for the 
consequences of our research in the end is, 
as Michael Lynch has observed, “who does it 
and how they go about doing it” (2000:36). One 
thing that is clear from this discussion of re-
flexivity is that qualitative methodology in its 
complex entirety, and the kinds of qualitative 
accounts we produce, may simultaneously ben-
efit from and be constrained by one’s particu-
lar approach to reflexivity. Working through 
the various conceptualizations of reflexivity 
discussed above thus offers a useful analytical 
lens for better understanding central dilemmas 
in the doing, thinking and evaluation of quali-
tative research.

If the qualitative researcher only relegates re-
flexive analysis to particular points in the re-
search process, one may miss the opportunity 
to challenge long-held myths about the com-
plexity of thinking through and practicing 
qualitative methodology. For instance, Pamela 
Nilan (2002) divides the “implied subject posi-
tions” of the researcher into the binary of for-
mal/informal positions, with the informal role 
sanctioned as a reflexive role in contrast with 
the formal objective role. However, the litera-
ture on reflexivity suggests that this division 
appears to be unnecessary and practically im-
possible to maintain in actually doing qualita-
tive methodology. First of all, while research 
reports may seem to construct the division of 
formal and informal roles for the researcher, 

such reports are themselves constructed stories 
that may not include all of the “messiness” of 
doing the actual research. The write-up is not 
a mirror reflection of the experience in the field. 
As Donna Haraway (1988:576) has cautioned, 
a researcher’s professed ideology of knowledge-
production and the practices of actually going 
about obtaining information are not necessar-
ily a match. So often in the discipline of sociol-
ogy, the “messiness” that defines the conduct of 
the qualitative researcher is hidden from view 
– particularly in the teaching of methodology 
(Murray 2003). As such, to divide the roles of 
the researcher into formal/informal, objective/
reflexive is to perpetuate the cordoning off of 
reflexive methods to particular stages of the 
research process. This prevents seeing the re-
search process in its entirety as a potentially re-
flexive exercise – with both benefits reaped and 
dilemmas raised throughout.

One way to think about reflexivity as an on-
going process rather than as a single stage in 
the research process is to consider the ways in 
which reflexivity is a normal, everyday strategy 
for surviving everyday life (Glaser and Strauss 
1967; Lynch 2000). By questioning our inter-
pretations, we struggle along with the familiar 
and the unfamiliar and make choices about our 
actions accordingly, within the constraints of 
our settings. Becoming a reflexive qualitative 
researcher thus involves making “this normal 
strategy of reflective persons into a successful 
research strategy” (Glaser and Strauss 1967:227), 
with particular implications, as this paper has 
explored. We might also pay more attention to 
the reflexivity of our participants. We cannot 

imbue ourselves as researchers with the special 
ability to be reflexive, for this reproduces the di-
vide between knowing researcher and known 
participant. From this perspective, Best fails to 
see her interviewees’ reflexive attempts to deal 
with perceived race- and age-related language 
gaps. Rather, she interprets their techniques as 
“intuitively” translating (2003:907). In doing so, 
she misses an opportunity to understand her 
participants’ actions as a reflexive social strate-
gy – and she never admits that she may indeed 
have heard her participants wrong had it not 
been for their translations. 

Attending to the reflexive strategies of our re-
search participants expands the opportunity 
to consider the roles of multiple social actors 
in shaping the research experience. This no-
tion can be expanded further to consider the 
responses to our research from colleagues and 
the broader academic community as a part of 
the reflexive process as well, in providing a dia-
logue around our findings and an assessment 
of our methodological approaches. It is perhaps 
only within this collaborative, dialogical pro-
cess that we might assess the reflexivity of our 
research accounts: whether an explanation of 
context is relevant, whether contingencies have 
been sufficiently explicated, and whether our 
form of reflexive analysis has provided an in-
sightful and useful contribution. All of which 
are concerns that have been raised as critiques 
against reflexivity as a “potentially endless” 
process (Lynch 2000:45). It may be important, 
therefore, for future analyses to consider reflex-
ivity not as a solitary, individualistic process 
(nor the sole domain of the “expert” research-
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er), but rather a process that is collaborative, in-
teractive and inherently social: a collective effort 
(Bourdieu 2004).

Why does reflexive methodology matter for 
qualitative research? Why take up these dilem-
mas, when none of them are easily solved? De-
spite the impossibility for reflexivity to provide 
a universal cure-all for the dilemmas of con-
ducting research, the importance of discussing 
reflexivity lies within its ability to bring meth-
odological dilemmas to the forefront in the 
first place. The internal practices of qualitative 
methodology shape the subsequent political 
effects of the qualitative research we produce 

(Mykhalovskiy et al. 2008). A reflexive analysis, 
however it is that we may approach it in our 
methodology, can provide a starting point for 
thinking about the social process and conse-
quences of our research practices.
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Abstract 

Keywords

Reflexivity and acknowledging the role of the researcher in the research is 
a well-established practice in post-positivist research. In this paper we use 
reflexivity to examine our personal experiences in conducting qualitative re-
search. We use reflexivity to understand how our intersecting identities and 
resulting insider/outsider status may have influenced the data collection pha-
se of a study regarding the culturally and religiously sensitive issue of male-
female intimate relationships. Using an intersectional approach, we explore 
the fluidity of our insider/outsider statuses resulting from our multiple and 
intersecting identities such as ethnicity, religion, age, and sex. The multiple 
identities a researcher possesses can cause him/her to be perceived as an insi-
der and outsider simultaneously, which can play a significant role in shaping 
the interactions between the interviewer and interviewee.  We present reflexi-
ve accounts on how our identities may have affected the data collection pro-
cess and participants’ comfort level when discussing sensitive issues, in this 
case sexuality. Overall, we seek to provide insight into the role of intersecting 
multiple identities and the resulting insider/outsider status in qualitative data 
collection when examining culturally and religiously sensitive issues from 
the perspective of the researchers. 

Intersectional Approach; Insider/Outsider; Sensitive Research; Reflexivity; 
Qualitative Research; South Asian Youth

This paper advances the area of post-posi-
tivist qualitative research. First, our analy-

sis challenges the dichotomous static division 
of insider/outsider status. Second, our method 
of inquiry takes on a unique approach by go-
ing beyond extant methodological scholarship 
and introducing an intersectional approach1 to 
understanding the role of a researcher’s mul-
tiple identities in shaping and negotiating in-
sider/outsider status and, consequently, quali-
tative data collection. Taking an intersectional 

1 Intersectional approach is synonymous with inter-
sectionality, a term frequently used in the literature by 
authors such as Crenshaw (1991), Davis (2008), Verloo 
(2006), Yuval-Davis (2006), and Zine (2008).

approach means recognizing that individuals 
possess multiple, intersecting, and inseparable 
identities that shape their lived experiences 
(Brah and Phoenix 2004), which can include 
identities such as gender, race, ethnicity, class, 
religion, and so on (Sokoloff and Dupont 2005). 
Within the research process, these identities are 
recognized as playing an integral role (Lumsden 
2009). As Devine and Heath  argue, researchers 
“cannot be divorced from their autobiographies 
and will bring their own values to the research” 
(1999 as cited in Lumsden 2009:503). How partic-
ipants interact with the researcher is contingent 
on how the participants perceive the researcher 
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“knowledge is acquired, organized, and inter-
preted” (Altheide and Johnson 1994:486 as cited 
in Mauthner and Doucet 2003:416; see Macbeth 
2001; Kusow 2003) is critical and goes beyond 
“navel-gazing” (Sultana 2007:376). Many schol-
ars over the years have made great efforts to de-
fine reflexivity, as well as explain how it is used 
in qualitative research, especially in immigrant 
communities (Kusow 2003; Hamdan 2009). 
While there is no universal definition of reflex-
ivity, the literature offers various descriptions. 
For example, some argue that reflexivity focuses 
on the on-going dialogue of “how” and “what” 
I know (Hertz 1997 as cited in Pillow 2003:178). 
Here, the reflexive construction of knowledge 
is seen as a social process, which may not be so 
transparent (Dowling 2006; Riach 2009). Others 
define it as “a process of self-examination that 
is informed primarily by the thoughts and ac-
tion of the researchers” (Porter 1993 as cited in 
Russell and Kelly 2002:2; see Barry et al. 1999). It 
has also been seen “as a challenge to common-
sense worlds” (Gray 2008:936), critical aware-
ness (McNay 2000), to perceive beyond one’s 
self (Skeggs 2005), and to establish “how one 
is inserted in grids of power relations” (Sul-
tana 2007:376). Being reflexive means recogniz-
ing a researcher’s involvement and awareness 
throughout the research process, as well as giv-
ing careful consideration to their own assump-
tions such that meaningful analysis can be con-
structed (Barry et al. 1999; Watt 2007). It forces 
one to see beyond the unthinkable (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 1992 as cited in Gray 2008) and 
“contributes to producing knowledge that aids 
in understanding and gaining insight into the 

working of our social world, but also provides 
insight on how this knowledge is produced” 
(Pillow 2003:178). Furthermore, reflexivity calls 
upon the researcher to realize that their interac-
tions with participants alter the direction of the 
research from start to finish (Barry et al. 1999; 
Watt 2007). It also points to the importance of 
considering how the researcher is part of the 
data (Richards 2005; Watt 2007; Gray 2008). 
More specifically, we, as researchers, affect “the 
collection, selection, and interpretation of data” 
(Finlay 2002:531) and data analysis (Mauthner 
and Doucet 2005; Watt 2007; Gray 2008). Ac-
cording to Gray “the nature of the relationship 
between the researcher and the object of study 
has important affective dimensions with im-
plications for research practice” (2008:936). The 
end product of reflexivity, according to Barry 
and her colleagues (1999) as well as Guillemin 
and Gillam (2004) is to enhance the quality and 
validity of data by expanding awareness and 
understanding of the social phenomenon un-
der study, as well as knowing the limitations of 
knowledge production. 

Insider and Outsider 

In being reflexive, researchers consider their 
own role in the research process and one way 
this is done is by considering their insider/out-
sider status. There are advantages and disad-
vantages to data collection that go along with 
being an insider or an outsider. An insider is 
best defined as someone who shares similar 
characteristics, roles, and/or experiences with 
those being studied (Dwyer and Buckle 2009). 
Due to this, there is general agreement that if 

or the role they assign to the researcher (Walker 
1998 as cited in Lumsden 2009). Thus, who the 
researcher is, as a person, and the identities that 
person has, are relevant in the research process 
(Moran-Ellis 1995 as cited in Lumsden 2009), 
and the data collection process in particular. 
This is especially so when using interviews as 
a data collection method because they are so-
cial encounters or “socially situated” activities 
(Fontana and Frey 2008:145). 

To achieve our goal, we explore the literature 
on reflexivity in research. We then explain and 
problematize the dichotomy of insider/outsider 
status. To support our argument that insider/
outsider status is not merely a dichotomy, we 
present an intersectional approach to address 
the complex nature of identities. We extend this 
methodological discussion by examining the 
fluidity of intersecting identities and the result-
ing researcher identities, namely insider/out-
sider status, within a qualitative study of a cul-
turally and religiously sensitive topic. More 
specifically, we use an intersectional approach 
to examine our personal reflections on being 
insiders and outsiders simultaneously. We do 
so by drawing on and describing our experi-
ences conducting interviews on the sensitive is-
sue of sexual intimacy with second generation 
South Asian youth. Overall, this paper sheds 
light on the role of having multiple intersecting 
and inseparable identities in being an insider/
outsider and how being an insider/outsider is 
neither a binary nor static status, but rather is 
constantly changing and negotiated depending 
on who is being interviewed. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Being mindful of the complex ways in which 
our identities impact data collection and anal-
ysis has significant implications for research 
practice. As Campbell has said, “researching 
the researcher…is a much needed new area of 
investigation” (2002:9). This is because “the bio-
graphical journeys of researchers greatly influ-
ence their values, their research questions, and 
the knowledge they construct” (Banks 1998:4). 
A post-positivist research framework allows 
for the penetration of researcher and research 
participant’s subjectivities in the research pro-
cess (Russell and Kelly 2002) to better under-
stand the relationship between the knower, the 
known, and the process of knowing (Sprague 
2005). Hawkesworth maintains that a research-
er’s epistemological stance to claim “superior 
knowledge” should be to accept “a minimalist 
standard of rationality that requires that belief 
is apportioned to evidence and that no assertion 
be immune for critical assessment” (1989:557 as 
cited in Sprague 2005:40). One way of doing this 
is to share reflexive accounts of research experi-
ences to acknowledge and understand the role 
researchers play in the research process.

Reflexivity

Discussions of reflexive methodology began in 
the 1970s as a reaction to criticisms of classical, 
colonial ethnographic methods (Pillow 2003). 
As social sciences began to embrace qualitative 
methodology, there was a general consensus 
in qualitative research that reflexivity in meth-
odological inquiry and understanding how 
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understanding or, as Max Weber puts it, verste-
hen (Kusow 2003). Some suggest, however, that 
there are benefits to being an outsider. For ex-
ample, an outsider “may achieve greater clar-
ity in their work” (O’Connor 2004:169) because 
they will ask for further clarifications or details 
during the interview phase to ensure they are 
understanding and/or correctly interpreting 
what is being said to them. An insider, on the 
contrary, may assume to understand what the 
participants are saying because of the “shared” 
knowledge amongst them (O’Connor 2004:169). 
Furthermore, some have argued that outsiders 
are more objective as they do not have loyal-
ties to the culture being studied (Banks 1998). 
This loyalty is believed by some scholars to be 
a “corrupting influence…upon the human un-
derstanding” (Merton 1972:19 as cited in Kusow 
2003:592). For instance, Mullings pointed out 
“outsiders also argue that they are likely to have 
a greater degree of objectivity and ability to ob-
serve behaviors without distorting their mean-
ings” (1999:340). In addition, Rhodes (1994) has 
suggested that outsiders have “stranger value,” 
which can result in the researcher being given 
information that would have been presumed as 
understood by an insider. Sometimes an out-
sider status is preferential “as it is free from po-
tential bias that arises from too close affiliation 
with research subjects or «going native»” (Allen 
2004:15; see Kusow 2003).

Clear-cut insider/outsider dichotomies, how-
ever, tend to oversimplify the complexity of the 
researcher’s identity. As Naples has stated, “the 
insider/outsider distinction masks the power 
differentials and experiential differences be-

tween the researcher and the researched…and 
creates a false separation that neglects the inter-
active processes” (1996:84). The post-positivist 
view of research, especially noted by feminist 
and critical scholars, is reassessing the episte-
mological and ontological implications of such 
binary divisions. There has been much effort 
to shifting modes of inquiry by deconstruct-
ing the traditionally rigid methodological be-
liefs and encouraging relationships that shape, 
define, and challenge the research experience. 
Scholars such as Hartstock, Haraway, Smith, 
and Hill Collins have embraced the reality of 
holding “multiple” or “plural” viewpoints by 
exploring the relational, as well as subjective 
nature of the research process via reflexivity 
(McDowell 1992; England 1994; Gilbert 1994; 
Archibald and Crnkovich 1995; Lawson 1995; 
Pratt and Hanson 1995 all as cited in Mullings 
1999; Russell and Kelly 2002; Sprague 2005). For 
example, Naples suggested that “outsiderness 
and insiderness are not fixed or static positions; 
rather they are ever-shifting and permeable 
social locations that are differentially experi-
enced and expressed by community members” 
(1996:84). More scholars are now recognizing 
and have clearly stated that it is next to im-
possible to have a fixed dichotomy of insider/
outsider membership roles since these roles 
are fluid entities continuously being negoti-
ated and re-negotiated during the interactive 
research process. Essentialist and reductionist 
claims of insider/outsider status are now be-
ing challenged (Rainbow 1977; Messerschmidt 
1981; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Rosaldo 1989; 
Karim 1993; Naples 1996 all as cited in Sherif 

you are an insider, you are able to easily estab-
lish rapport with your participants (O’Connor 
2004) and have an enhanced understanding of 
your participants lived social realities (Dwyer 
and Buckle 2009). It is argued that an insider 
“can provide insights, inner meanings, and 
subjective dimensions that are likely to be over-
looked by outsiders” (Hamnett et al. 1985:374 as 
cited in Hamdan 2009:381). Moreover, the par-
ticipants may be more open with the researcher 
thus generating more data (Dwyer and Buckle 
2009). Dwyer and Buckle (2009) argued that this 
is because the participants feel the researcher is 
one of them and therefore able to understand 
them. Furthermore, considering race specifical-
ly, Rhodes (1994) argues that there are aspects of 
racial experiences that a researcher of a differ-
ent race may not have the language or cultural 
knowledge to understand. Thus, similar identi-
ties (i.e., being an insider) are thought to lead to 
more successful communication between a re-
searcher and participant (Rhodes 1994), which 
may translate into more “authentic” accounts 
(Allen 2004).

Too much familiarity, however, may breed 
a lack of “interpretability” and “presumptions” 
that may not exist if the researchers are outsid-
ers (O’Connor 2004:169). In other words, the 
researcher may presume to understand mean-
ings that an outsider would further investigate 
(O’Connor 2004). Or, as Dwyer and Buckle 
(2009) suggest, some participants may not com-
pletely explain their experiences to an insider 
if the participants assume that researcher al-
ready understands. Furthermore, there is in-
creased probability of role confusion on behalf 

of the researcher, which is when the researcher 
“responds to the participants or analyses the 
data from a perspective other than that of a re-
searcher” (Asselin 2003 as cited in Dwyer and 
Buckle 2009:58). Another shortcoming of being 
an insider, especially within immigrant com-
munities, is becoming a “suspicious insider” 
(Kusow 2003:595). This occurs when partici-
pants begin to question the researcher’s true 
intentions (Kusow 2003). This complicates the 
research process further because an automatic 
divide between “community expectations” and 
“intellectual impulses” exists (Kusow 2003:594). 
Moreover, being an insider can blur the bound-
aries between the researcher and the research 
insofar as community members begin to advise 
the researcher about what to write and how 
(Kusow 2003). Community members can some-
times think that you, as a researcher, should 
only write about the good qualities of your peo-
ple or present them in a positive light. Another 
issue is recruitment. While being an insider 
to the community provides access to places of 
interest and can help in developing a sample, 
issues of trust and rapport can, despite popu-
lar belief, remain problematic (Kusow 2003). 
Furthermore, when recruitment is successful 
and there is an interview, if the participant is 
still uncomfortable, responses may be limited 
to short one-word answers (Kusow 2003), thus 
lacking necessary descriptive accounts for an 
in-depth analysis. 

Outsiders, on the other hand, are the opposite 
of insiders; they are researchers who are not 
seen as similar to their participants. It has been 
argued that this causes a lack of empathetic 
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Moreover, the participant plays an active role 
in defining the interview process (Padfield and 
Procter 1996). As such, the ways in which they 
perceive the researcher’s identities will shape 
the interview experience.

Therefore, when turning to the researcher’s 
roles, it is unreasonable to dichotomize insider/
outsider status and think of them as exclusive 
since they are based on our numerous inter-
secting identities, which are inherently com-
plex. Moreover, to be defined and positioned as 
a complete insider or outsider is unrealistic be-
cause “in the real world of data collection, there 
is a good bit of slippage and fluidity between 
these two states” (Merriam et al. 2001:405). This 
is further evident in Merton’s argument that “we 
cannot permanently locate individuals accord-
ing to a single social status. Rather they occupy 
a set of social statuses such that one individual 
can occupy an insider status at one moment 
and an outsider in another” (as cited in Kusow 
2003:592). Accordingly, it becomes necessary to 
reconsider, reconstruct, and negotiate or even 
reject insider/outsider status as a dichotomy. 
Thus, as Dowling so eloquently puts it, the re-
searcher is “never simply an insider or an out-
sider” (2000 as cited in O’Connor 2004:33).

CONTEXT: CULTURALLY AND  
RELIGIOUSLY SENSITIVE  
RESEARCH 

Our reflexive accounts presented in this paper 
are drawn from our experiences as a South 
Asian female (Arshia Zaidi) and a Caucasian 
female (Amanda Couture) conducting 57 semi-

structured qualitative interviews with South 
Asian students from the Greater Toronto Area 
(GTA) and Durham Region for a project funded 
by the Social Science and Humanities Research 
Council. The study explored cross-gender rela-
tionships (i.e., male-female interactions, such as 
dating and sexual encounters) amongst second 
generation South Asian youth. More specifi-
cally, the goal of the research was to not only 
uncover how second generation South Asians 
view and develop cross-gender relationships, 
but also to understand the sexual scripting that 
takes place within these relations. This involved 
asking very sensitive and personal questions 
about the participants’ sexual experiences in-
cluding what specific activities they engage in, 
where they engage in these activities, if they 
use protection, and so on. 

According to Lee, a subject area is sensitive if 
it “poses a threat to those involved in it” (1993 
as cited in Platzer and James 1997:627). This 
threat can result when there are “issues of so-
cial control over activities, which are stigma-
tizing or incriminating” (Lee 1993 as cited in 
Platzer and James 1997:627). This is applicable 
to issues of sexuality among South Asians. It is 
arguable that this research is sensitive as cul-
tural and religious norms strongly discourage 
sexual intimacy prior to marriage and it is often 
considered a threat to their family honor and is 
shameful (Varghese and Jenkins 2009). Since it 
is considered a threat to the entire family’s hon-
or, the community and family, in particular, at-
tempt to control and restrict it (Haddad, Smith 
and Moore 2006). Often daughters, especially 
Muslim daughters, are forbidden from dating 

2001; Dowling 2000 as cited in O’Connor 2004). 
For example, Mullings (1999) wrote:

[t]he insider/outsider binary in reality is a boun-
dary that is not only highly unstable but also one 
that ignores the dynamism of positionalities in 
time and through space. No individual can con-
sistently remain an insider and few ever remain 
complete outsiders. Endeavors to be either one 
or the other reflect elements of the dualistic thin-
king that structures much of Western thought. 
(p. 340)

Extant research reveals cases of “partial” insid-
ers (Sherif 2001). Moreover, these statuses, ac-
cording to Kusow (2003), are more complex and 
dependent on the socio-political context and 
situation than is typically recognized and thus 
insider/outsider status cannot be completely 
isolated or reduced to a mere dichotomy. Being 
reflexive, as well as critical during the research 
process is imperative in negotiating and go-
ing beyond insider/outsider statuses (Hamdan 
2009). Therefore, during the reflexive process, 
it is essential for researchers to think beyond 
a unilateral understanding of their insider/out-
sider status. 

Intersectional Approach

Recognizing that the researcher is not confined 
to being an insider or an outsider is further jus-
tified when we acknowledge intersecting iden-
tities. Merton argued that “individuals have not 
one but multiple social statuses and group affil-
iations that interact to influence behaviour and 
perspectives” (1972 as cited in Banks 1998:7). 
Kusow’s (2003) experiences studying his So-

mali community echo the need to recognize 
the researcher’s multiple identities. During his 
research, he began to call attention to the im-
pact of not only his ethnicity, but also his gen-
der and how those two identities affected his 
data collection in different ways depending on 
the context. This supports the application of an 
intersectional approach in particular. Acknowl-
edging an intersectional approach as part of 
the reflexive process encourages the researcher 
to consider individuals’ multiple, intersecting, 
and inseparable identities that shape their lived 
experiences (Brah and Phoenix 2004). More-
over, the categories, or identities, we fall into 
are not static and distinct (Stanley and Slat-
tery 2003). The various identities one can pos-
sess are countless and can include, but are not 
limited to, race, ethnicity, class, and religion 
(Sokoloff and Dupont 2005). These identities are 
synchronous and intersect with each other in 
unique ways (Joseph 2006), which, again, will 
affect individuals’ experiences. While identi-
ties are inseparable, the prominence of each 
can change depending on the context or the 
situation the individual is in (Anderson and 
Hill Collins 2006). Even during an interview, 
the importance of various identities or status 
may change (Rhodes 1994). Here, issues of race, 
class, gender, occupation, age, power and other 
factors play a critical role in how one identi-
fies and positions oneself within the dynamics 
of research (Banks 1998; Merriam et al. 2001; 
O’Connor 2004). Banks (1998) maintained that 
social status affiliations, like race and gender, 
interact in not only one’s knowledge produc-
tion, but also influences perceptions of reality. 
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Asian in general is a source of insider status, 
my family name can indicate to some that 
I am Pakistani. Since we interviewed a diverse 
group, participants or their families were from 
varying countries (e.g., Sri Lanka, Nepal, India, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh). Being of Pakistani 
origin and having ties to Pakistan gave me  
insider status with other Pakistanis and outsid-
er status with participants with other origins. 
My identity as a female was a source of both  
insider and outsider status depending on the 
sex of the participant being interviewed. My 
identity as a  professor was solely a source of 
outsider status. Being labelled or seen as a “Dr.” 
or “Professor” was in direct contrast to the  
undergraduate student status of most of the 
participants. This specific outsider status, at 
times, created a  power differential from their 
perspective. This was especially true when  
they were in my classes as this heightened  
the power differential and added yet another 
layer to my outsider status. I was older than 
the students whom I was interviewing as well, 
making my age a  source of outsider status. 
My identity as a  Muslim was not necessarily 
known at the outset of an interview; however, 
as an interview would progress, the participant 
would become aware of it either by my reli-
gion coming up in discussion or based on the 
questions I asked or did not ask. For example, 
when I would ask Hindu participants about  
the particulars of their religion, they would  
realize that I am not Hindu as I  would not  
need to ask such questions if I were. My reli-
gious identity would lead to me being an in-
sider when interviewing other Muslims and  

an outsider when interviewing Hindus and 
Christians. 

Interviewee/Interviewer Dynamics 

Perceived Participants’ Comfort Levels

In the beginning, being a visible minority South 
Asian caused the members of our research team 
to primarily consider me as an insider to our 
participants. Given this, we assumed that data 
collection would come easy for me. Early on in 
the interview phase, however, it became quite 
evident that it was not that simple. Being an in-
sider in terms of my ethnicity and gender did 
have some advantages. However, it also led to 
some unexpected challenges or disadvantages 
due to the culturally and religiously sensitive 
data that was being collected. 

Some of my experiences as an insider paralleled 
past research of others on insider status. For ex-
ample, my insider identities made it easier for 
me to recruit participants (those who would 
feel more comfortable with someone from their 
ethnic community) as well as connect easily 
with some and establish rapport. With some 
participants there was a natural sense of em-
pathy, belonging, and knowing that eased the 
conversation. In an interview with a  female 
participant, I was able to build rapport by talk-
ing about things we both experienced growing 
up. For instance, I explained, “I was raised and 
born in Canada and assimilation was always 
a  problem…I hated high school… My whole 
high school experience, I hated it because to 
fit in you had to do certain things that weren’t 

(Haddad, Smith and Moore 2006). As such, re-
search regarding South Asian youths’ sexuality 
is sensitive. 

There are numerous challenges to conducting 
sensitive research, such as gaining access and 
establishing rapport (Platzer and James 1997; 
Dickson-Swift et al. 2007). Platzer and James 
(1997) suggest that their insider status, how-
ever, alleviated some of these challenges. This 
implies that the researcher’s status plays a piv-
otal role in influencing the research process. In 
our study, due to the sensitive nature of sexu-
ality for South Asian youth, establishing rap-
port and comfort were two critical challenges 
in particular that we had to manage. We recog-
nized that it was very likely that our identities 
would influence the participants’ perceptions 
of us, which would in turn impact their com-
fort as well as the data we would be able to col-
lect. Taking an intersectional perspective, and 
recognizing that a researcher is never solely 
an insider or outsider, we determined it to be 
necessary for us to consider how our multiple 
identities, including our insider/outsider status 
may have shaped our data collection. 

Prior to the data collection phase of this proj-
ect, the research team had concerns, given the 
nature of the topic being studied, about how 
participants would respond to various inter-
viewers. Thus, we decided to “test” multiple 
interviewers. Once the data collection began, it 
became seemingly obvious that our member-
ship roles helped shape our research experience 
and define our status of being insider, outsider, 
or both simultaneously. We argue that this is 

because of our intersecting identities. Arshia 
is not just a South Asian person and Amanda 
is not just a Caucasian person, nor are we per-
ceived just that way by our participants. This 
will become evident in the reflexive accounts 
that follow.

INSIDER/OUTSIDER ACCOUNTS  
OF DATA COLLECTION

To uncover how our intersecting identities led 
us to be both insiders and outsiders simulta-
neously, which then shaped the data collec-
tion experience, we will first begin with a brief 
overview of our intersecting identities (primar-
ily the ones that are observable to others) and 
how those identities translated into our insider/
outsider status. Then we will explore how we 
perceive those identities and the resulting in-
sider/outsider status may have affected the 
interviewee/interviewer dynamics, including 
the researchers’ interview style. While we are 
not able to concretely compare the interviews 
conducted by Arshia or Amanda since they 
are qualitative and we are unable to measure 
differences or discomfort, we use reflexive ac-
counts to discuss how we perceived the overall 
encounter and our perceptions of the intervie-
wees’ discomfort, or our sense of their discom-
fort.

Arshia

Intersecting Identities and Insider/Outsider 
Status

I am a second generation Canadian South 
Asian female professor. Although being South 
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setback for the study and it became understood 
that sameness of ethnicity or shared commu-
nity ties does not always work in one’s favor 
as there may be traces of participants answer-
ing in a socially desirable manner. Other times, 
potential Muslim participants would ask me 
“how this study makes any positive contribu-
tion” to specifically Islam, or they had concerns 
of me writing about Islam in a negative man-
ner. There were also times when very conserva-
tive potential male participants would shun my 
research and say it is “haram,” or completely 
forbidden by Allah (God), and the result would 
be no interview. Thus, the challenges of being 
an insider were greater than expected.

While the majority of participants I interviewed 
did express some discomfort in discussing 
their sexual experiences and required addi-
tional prompting to get more details, there was 
one male participant in particular who seemed 
very comfortable. When I asked this partici-
pant what kinds of sexual activities he engaged 
in, he responded, “like positions? (laughter) 
I’m just joking.” Then, without prompting, he 
explained how in class that very day he had 
a conversation with a girl that turned him on 
“so much.” 

My insider status as a woman also created a few 
challenges. There were some female partici-
pants who would not provide detailed accounts 
and/or explanations, as they would assume 
that certain things are just understood because 
of my gender and South Asian identities. Many 
times female participants would respond with 
“you know how it is” and not provide the thick 

description that a qualitative researcher thrives 
for. For example, one female participant was 
using a “Brown” soap opera to describe her fa-
ther’s behavior and she did not offer a detailed 
explanation of this because she knew that 
I would know what type of television show she 
was referring to. Also, when interviewing male 
participants there were, at times, a sense of awk-
wardness and silent moments, especially when 
issues of sexuality would come up. This lack of 
comfort was most evident with religiously con-
servative participants.

Although it was assumed that I was primarily 
an insider, as the interviews progressed we re-
alized that some of my identities also simulta-
neously made me an outsider, which also had 
its difficulties. As a professor and a person 
older than the participants, I was an outsider 
and I was able to sense this during my inter-
views. My academic identity was one that I felt 
especially inhibited the interview process and 
this was specifically mentioned by some par-
ticipants. I sensed that my academic status led 
to a power differential during some of the in-
terviews and, at times, there would be continu-
ous negotiation of power. Some people clearly 
stated that they were not comfortable being 
interviewed by me given my professorial iden-
tity and others said they would like to be inter-
viewed by someone else. For instance, a male 
participant stated his discomfort and said, 
“I am not really comfortable in discussing my 
dating experiences with you being a professor...
you know...can we move to the next questions 
please.” A female participant also expressed 
her uneasiness with a professor conducting the 

Islamically allowed…” While discussing this, 
the female participant kept responding “ex-
actly” indicating an immediate understanding 
of shared experiences, which was used to build 
comfort. When I asked a female participant 
about specific sexual activities and prompted 
her by listing kissing, holding hands, and hug-
ging, she responded, “OK, well I guess if you 
consider that…it’s like the Brown version [of 
sexual activities].” Together we laughed as this 
was a mutual understanding; I knew exactly 
what she meant. Later, when describing her 
sexual experiences she said, “it wasn’t like Cau-
casian, like White serious.” This was not likely 
a description she would have used with a Cau-
casian interviewer, but she felt that I would un-
derstand what she meant. 

Participants also expressed their comfort more 
directly. For example, one female participant 
said, “I feel so comfortable talking with you; 
I feel you are able to understand where I am 
coming from.” Another female participant said, 
“it is so cool you are South Asian and fit well 
with our generation.” Yet, another said, “you 
are South Asian and all and just perfect to be 
interviewed by...I got no reservations.” One fe-
male participant in particular mentioned feel-
ing at ease during the interview and stated, “it 
is very cool that you are doing this research 
and it makes it so so much easier to discuss the 
matter with you.” 

There were, however, notable disadvantages to 
being an insider in terms of ethnicity. At times 
I felt this acted as a deterrent. It seemed as 
though participants would answer in a socially 

desirable manner, especially regarding issues 
of sexuality. There appeared to be some fear 
or shame in telling me, a fellow South Asian, 
their stories. There were also times when they 
seemed suspicious of me. Consistent with Ku-
sow’s observations, there were some moments 
of awkwardness or silent moments that made 
me feel like a “suspicious insider” (2003:594). At 
times it felt as if there was a gap left in the in-
terview and I was not, despite my persistence 
and efforts, able to capture the “real” story. In 
some interviews I yearned for more informa-
tion, but was met with shallow answers. For 
instance, when I would ask participants about 
their sexual experiences, some would respond 
indirectly or vaguely by calling it “being physi-
cal.” When I asked one female participant in 
particular about the details of her sexual activi-
ties (e.g., what specific activities and where), she 
responded, “do I have to answer that?” She also 
kept mentioning, without prompting, that her 
relationship was not all about sex, that it was 
a balanced relationship and it was “mostly like 
kissing.” This gave the impression that it was 
important for her to let me know that sex was 
not a priority in her relationship, perhaps be-
cause she feared my judgment as a fellow South 
Asian and possibly assuming I share a similar 
belief system regarding sexuality as other South 
Asians. Another female participant started off 
being open about her sexual activities, but once 
we started discussing her pregnancy scare, 
she commented, “this is awkward.” Moreover, 
none of the participants went into detail by 
naming the sexual activities, such as oral sex 
or touching. As a researcher, this was a major 
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an outsider with our participants. Being an 
outsider in terms of my ethnicity had both ad-
vantages and disadvantages. I am not nearly 
as knowledgeable of the South Asian culture 
as Arshia is because I have never lived the  
experience of it. Since it was assumed that  
I was not well versed in the culture or relig- 
ions, participants often provided great detail 
when explaining norms, customs, and experi-
ences. For instance, a male participant went  
into an elaborate description of the arranged 
marriage process, which he likely would not 
have done had Arshia conducted the interview. 
He stated:

...there’s a common belief that, you know, just 
blindly jump into it…but contrary to that, uh, 
it’s actually both sides get equal say believe it or 
not, like a lot of people have this, uh, idea that 
the woman doesn’t get to say anything; they 
just have to do it…it’s not like that at all actually. 
The female actually does…have some say…first, 
what they’ll do is they’ll meet up, the families 
will meet up, they’ll talk and then they’ll give 
the male and female some time.

He then goes into even more detail about the 
role of Hinduism, including palm readings 
and astrology. It seemed that he felt the need to 
clarify the arranged marriage process to me be-
cause he thought I might hold that common be-
lief. If Arshia interviewed him, he may have left 
it unsaid since she is South Asian and would 
likely be aware of the realities of arranged mar-
riages.

There were times, however, especially with 
a  few female participants, when the intervie-

wees did not seem to be completely comfortable 
talking with me. It felt as if there was something 
separating us. While this was not something al-
ways verbally expressed, it was the impression 
I was given during the interview. Some were 
very brief in their responses and seemed like 
they were not at ease. A female participant who 
did specifically mention her discomfort said, 
“yeah, sorry. This is really embarrassing.” It is 
difficult, however, to establish if this discomfort 
was because of my ethnicity or for other rea-
sons such as the general personal nature of the 
topic.

On the other hand, there were also participants 
who did not show this discomfort. For example, 
when only asked generally what types of sex-
ual activities she engages in, a female partici-
pant responded, “um, I would say oral.” Unlike 
some other participants, she volunteered this 
information without specifically being asked if 
she engaged in oral sex. Another female par-
ticipant, who is a lesbian, went into great detail 
about not only the specific activities, but also 
how she felt during those experiences without 
being specifically prompted. She said:

...oral sex is a big thing. Oral sex is probably the 
biggest… It’s like kissing a female it’s a lot more 
passionate…just having sex with a female it can 
get to that real deep level…I’ve been sexually 
active with a girl who…I hardly knew…we just 
really had this huge attraction…and just kind of 
let it happen and it was really, really passionate 
strong sex… It’s all about the intimacy, it’s really 
romantic being with a girl…like with a guy it’s, 
a kind of like, in and out like with his penis.

interview on such a personal issue and stated, 
“it’s just hard ‘cause you’re a professor.”

Interviewer Comfort Levels

In addition to the participants’ comfort levels, 
we also had to manage our own comfort issues. 
Within South Asian cultures, including mine, 
issues regarding intimacy and male-female re-
lationships are never discussed directly. Inti-
macy is viewed as a private matter that is not 
meant to be openly discussed. For instance, 
when parents and children watch television 
shows, if an intimate scene appears, the chan-
nel is changed immediately and there is no dis-
cussion of what took place. Although many of 
us are rarely specifically told that sex is bad, it 
is just “known.” This coupled with South Asian 
cultures’ shame-orientation along with my own 
gendered and racial socialization has shaped 
my own comfort with the subject matter. As 
a  South Asian woman, the participants will 
have their own expectations of me and I  also 
need to be respectful of the culture, since I am 
considered a member of their cultural commu-
nity. To maintain my comfort and to be respect-
ful, I did not directly ask about especially sensi-
tive sexual activities, such as oral sex. I would 
limit myself to asking about kissing, hugging, 
and holding hands. I also used colloquialisms, 
such as asking them details about “the bed 
thing” rather than saying “sex” specifically to 
improve the participant’s comfort as well as my 
own. When it came to issues of familial con-
flict, however, I was comfortable asking them 
directly if their parents hit them. For me, this 
was not a sensitive issue because there are dif-

ferent disciplinary styles of parenting, and gen-
erally within South Asian cultures, the family 
is more authoritative and patriarchal, with hit-
ting often being an accepted form of discipline. 
As a fellow South Asian, there was not a fear of 
stigmatization. 

Amanda

Intersecting Identities and Insider/Outsider 
Status

I am a relatively young Canadian-born Cauca-
sian female graduate student. Being Canadian-
born is an identity that I shared with some of the 
participants, which could have been a source of 
insider status. However, my Caucasian identity 
was something that made me an outsider. Simi-
lar to Arshia, being female made me both an 
insider and an outsider depending on the sex of 
the participant I was interviewing. My age and 
student status were two identities that I shared 
with the participants and, therefore, were sourc-
es of insider status. While my religious identity 
as a Christian was not something that could be 
determined solely by looking at me, the partici-
pants likely assumed that I was not Muslim or 
Hindu given my ethnic identity. As such, my 
religious identity made me an outsider with the 
Hindu and Muslim participants, but an insider 
with the Christian participants.

Interviewee/Interviewer Dynamics 

Perceived Participants’ Comfort Levels

My ethnicity, or my “whiteness,” was some-
thing we originally assumed made me solely 
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were more comfortable because I was an insid-
er based on my age and student status, which 
may have made me more relatable. 

Interviewer Comfort Levels

During my early interviews, I was a little hesi-
tant when asking about sexual experiences. 
I knew that within South Asian cultures sexual 
intimacy is a very private matter. As a result, 
I was unsure of how the participants would re-
ceive me and I wanted to be sure that I was ap-
proaching the topic in a sensitive way. I was con-
cerned with potentially disrespecting someone 
or making them feel uncomfortable. Moreover, 
I was also a little uneasy about how the partici-
pants would perceive me in general. I worried 
that they would question my motives and be 
thinking “Why is this «white» girl interested 
in my sexual experiences?” I soon discovered, 
however, that this was more in my head rather 
than how the participants actually felt. Nobody 
questioned my motives and sometimes when 
I would discuss the project as well as my own 
Master of Art’s thesis on dating abuse from 
the perspective of South Asian Muslims, some 
would explicitly state that they were glad that 
I took an interest and was conducting research 
in the area. As I continued with the interviews, 
my uneasiness subsided. Furthermore, in main-
stream Western society sex is not generally 
a  taboo. For example, on primetime television 
it is easy to come across individuals engaging 
in sexual relationships; on magazine covers in 
the grocery store we see “101 ways to please 
your partner;” our public education system of-
fers sex education; and so on. Within my own 

family, I recall my mother always telling me, “if 
you ever think about having sex, please come 
talk to me first.” While she did not encourage 
it, she did not forbid it outright either or sug-
gest that I would make the family look bad. She 
was more concerned with my own emotional 
well-being as well as my physical safety. As 
a result, I do not generally feel uncomfortable 
discussing sexual intimacy and thus, was not 
overly uncomfortable asking participants about 
their sexual activities in a blunt manner. Being 
respectful, I would directly ask them if they en-
gaged in oral sex or touching, or if they were 
virgins. However, I was not comfortable asking 
specifically about anal sex. This could be be-
cause this sexual activity is still fairly taboo in 
Western culture. 

While I generally did not feel uncomfortable 
asking questions about sexual experiences, 
I  was more hesitant to ask about issues of fa-
milial conflict, and more specifically physical 
discipline or abuse. Within mainstream West-
ern society, physical forms of punishment have 
become stigmatized. I personally perceive ex-
periences with parental abuse to be a sensitive 
topic. During my interviews with participants, 
I was not at ease asking participants about such 
issues directly. While Arshia was able to ask 
questions about this directly and bluntly, I did 
not typically feel comfortable addressing the 
issue if the participant did not discuss it vol-
untarily, especially because it was not the main 
research purpose. I felt by asking such ques-
tions I would be intruding into a sensitive area 
without a reason. Due to stigmatization sur-
rounding corporal punishment within main-

Some participants specifically mentioned that 
me being an outsider in terms of my ethnicity 
was a comforting factor. One participant said 
that me being “white” could make it easier for 
South Asians to talk to about sexuality because, 
he joked, “the white girl has probably seen it all.” 
This implies that some perceived that nothing 
about their sexual experiences would surprise 
me or, more importantly, cause me to judge 
them. A participant specifically mentioned this 
after an interview as well. He said:

South Asians might be more comfortable talking 
to you because they won’t feel like you’re jud-
ging them because you don’t really understand 
the significance of this. A South Asian, however, 
could be thinking ‘‘Well, I grew up here and 
didn’t do those things.” 

When I tried to make another male participant 
feel more at ease, I explained that I had prob-
ably heard it before and he responded, “oh, 
I know.”

Similar to Arshia, my identity as a female was 
another source of insider/outsider status. Al-
though my identity as a female contributed to 
my outsider status when I interviewed the male 
participants, I rarely felt that it was an inhibit-
ing factor. Although, technically an outsider in 
this regard, it did not appear to have a negative 
impact during the interviews. For instance, one 
male participant was so open with me that when 
I asked what sexual activities he engages in, he 
responded, “there’s not much we don’t engage 
in…everything, but anal sex I guess.” Another 
male participant was somewhat explicit when 
he explained to me what he meant by “almost 

having sex.” He was the only male participant 
who stated something so directly and said that 
it is “just not actually putting it in I guess.” 
While there were some male participants who 
did express some embarrassment and awk-
wardness when starting to discuss their sexual 
experiences, they would still continue and of-
ten become more comfortable. Others, however, 
specifically stated they did not feel uncomfort-
able with me. For instance, a male participant 
hesitated slightly when asked if he was a virgin 
and said, “no one’s ever asked me that before...
oh no, no, no, I’m not uncomfortable. I’ve just 
never had anyone ask me that and then I just 
admitted it right away (laughter).” When asked 
if he was uncomfortable with answering a ques-
tion about his sexual experiences, another male 
participant stated, “it’s OK. I’m fine with any-
thing.” There were two male participants who 
actually enjoyed the interview and went so far 
as to tell me that it felt like a kind of therapy. 
For example, one said, “God it’s like a therapy 
session…it’s amazing.” Interestingly, although 
the research team considered that my gender 
identity could lead to men exaggerating their 
sexual experiences, it was not something that 
I ever perceived during the interviews. 

My age and student status were both identities 
that contributed to my insider status with the 
participants. However, since we possess mul-
tiple inseparable identities, it is difficult, if not 
impossible, to distinguish whether someone 
felt more comfortable with me because I was 
an outsider in terms of ethnicity, making them 
less fearful of me judging them or breaching 
confidentiality to their community, or if they 
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This article establishes that it is valuable to con-
sider how certain statuses shape interactions, ex-
periences, and conversations with participants, 
especially regarding culturally and religiously 
sensitive topics linked to dating and sexuality. 
We have attempted to show the implications of 
intersecting identities on insider/outsider status 
and in turn the implications of insider/outsider 
status on the data collection process. This sup-
ports the “critical importance of a researcher’s 
cultural and sociological position” (Gadamer 
1975 as cited in Hamdan 2009:380). Moreover, 
we argue that it is necessary to think beyond 
the single identities we assume to be most im-
portant in determining insider/outsider status 

and the assumption that insider/outsider status 
is a distinct binary. This is evident in our as-
sumption that Amanda was more of an outsider 
because more weight was assigned to her eth-
nicity and that this status may cause problems 
in the interviews. The data would have been 
limited had this dissuaded the research team 
from allowing her to do the interviews. There-
fore, it is important to recognize the merits and 
demerits of our varying intersecting identi-
ties and with related insider/outsider status to 
maximize its utility to benefit the quality of the 
qualitative research process. 

stream Western culture, I was unsure of how 
the participants would react to me asking such 
questions. I was also concerned that they might 
think that I am assuming that South Asian par-
ents are all abusive. In both the areas of sexual 
experiences and familial conflict/abuse, my 
own comfort levels also shaped the interview 
experience. While Arshia and I, as well as many 
other researchers, try to remain as objective as 
possible and simply ask the interview ques-
tions and elicit in-depth responses, we are still 
human and our comfort levels and the expecta-
tions we believe others have of us impact how 
we communicate with participants, especially 
how or if we ask particular questions.

CONCLUSION

Our reflexive accounts as insiders and outsiders 
forces one to think beyond the insider/outsider 
dichotomy. Our insider and outsider statuses 
were fluid as they shifted depending on how we 
were perceived by the participants. Moreover, it 
is evident that our identities played a role in the 
participants’ comfort with us when discussing 
the sensitive topic of sexual intimacy. Our iden-
tities also influenced our own comfort during 
the interviews. This level of comfort directly 
speaks to how we, the researchers, have been 
socialized. Ethnic, racial, and gender socializa-
tion affect the outcomes of these discussions 
(Brown, Linver and Evans 2010). Thus, the in-
tersections of our ethnicity, race, gender, and so 
on and our socialization experiences all influ-
ence the nature of our discussions with partici-
pants, our analyses of the data, and even our 
own reflexive accounts.

This work demonstrates that one is never just an 
insider or an outsider. It speaks to our insepa-
rable intersecting identities and insider/outsider 
statuses as it was impossible to determine which 
identities or statuses changed the dynamics of 
the interview. Thus, it is the unique combina-
tions of our identities and how those identities 
are perceived and brought to the forefront by 
the participants, which influence not only the 
collection of sensitive data, but also the quality 
of data received from each participant. Overall, 
taking an intersectional approach recognizes 
that we never just have one identity and thus 
allows us to appreciate how our identities make 
it possible for us to be an insider and outsider 
simultaneously. 

While it is impossible to fully tease out the ways 
in which our multiple intersecting identities im-
pact data collection, the value of taking a reflex-
ive, intersectional approach lies in helping to 
better approximate the ways in which our vari-
ous identities combine to influence the process. 
To involve the participants more directly in this 
reflexive process, by having them comment on 
the impact of our identities and perceived insid-
erness/outsiderness, would further help to shed 
light on the ways in which the characteristics 
attributed to the researcher impact data collec-
tion. In this regard, a limitation of the current 
study is that we did not specifically elicit the 
participants’ thoughts on the interview pro-
cess or how they felt about us conducting the 
interviews. It would be useful for future work 
regarding sensitive issues to have a follow-up 
component to explore the participants’ percep-
tion of the experience including how they feel 
about who interviewed them. 
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ing for peace against the war in Vietnam and 
other significant places. Smoking marijuana be-
came a way to symbolize the peaceful philoso-
phy linked with hippies who denied the offi-
cial establishment and “from the bottom” were 
trying to build an alternative society based on 
making love not war. The song Imagine by John 
Lennon had become, in the 70’s, one of the most 
popular songs directing the way of thinking 
represented by youth not only in the United 
States, but also in Iron Curtain countries. Across 
decades, the public disputes and opinions have 
changed many times, but the way of perceiving 
marijuana in terms of its criminalization and 
medicalization is still up-to-date. Jeffrey Mat-
thew London was trying to describe the tenden-
cies mentioned above by showing the changes 
in the main players’ approaches to using mari-
juana through the decades. It is difficult not 
to agree with the words of Robert Regoli that 
“what makes this book exceptional is that [the 
author] provides a thorough qualitative histori-
cal analysis of marijuana’s past and present so-
cial constructs” (Foreword:i). London success-
fully depicted “the way a plant is transformed 
into a crime, and how a crime is transformed 
into a medicine” (Foreword:i). According to 
his thesis, the criminalization process of using 
marijuana started in the early 1900’s when the 
first government officials’ efforts were focused 
“to define marijuana use as a criminal problem” 
leading to its eradication from public disputes 
(p. 1). London points out that in recent times we 
experience the opposite process of marijuana 
medicalization initiated by non-profit grass-
roots organizations. These attempts to redefine 

marijuana are focused on changing the public 
perception and, as a result, decriminalize using 
it within a specific frame. The two mentioned 
powers also propose a different way of describ-
ing marijuana users naming them criminals or 
patients. These two approaches also lead the 
way in the treatment of smokers by punishing 
them or curing them. 

Surely, the discussed tendencies are divided 
into interest groups competing to win social 
support for their purposes by imposing their 
interpretations and the language used to dis-
cuss this dilemma. Both sides, in the process of 
mutual negotiations within countless discus-
sions, have changed the model of debates and 
language. They have been paying more and 
more attention to make their arguments sound 
scientific and, as a result, rational for a broad-
er public opinion. More and more, the science 
representatives were engaged to provide some 
proof used by lobbying groups to convince the 
public opinion and win with the opponents’ 
argumentation. The mentioned processes, ten-
dencies and changing social backgrounds can 
be found in this book. 

Social scientists are interested in many aspects 
(political, cultural, social, legal, etc.) connected 
with smoking marijuana. Using marijuana also 
stays in the direct field of interest of sociology, 
especially the sociology of deviance and label-
ing theories that are based on medicalization 
theories as pointed out by London. Probably 
the most popular sociological text touching this 
problem is Becoming a marihuana user by How-
ard Becker (1953). Becker, adopting an interpre-

The debate on the use of marijuana between 
those who focus their activity on contrib-

uting to the philosophy of liberalization and  
the representatives of “hard line” fighting for 
prohibition is still popular not only in the Unit-
ed States, but also across European countries. 
Both sides used to employ arguments that are 
more or less rational, but catchy; trying to win 
a broader support for their particular goals. In 
many countries, we can observe social move-
ments, usually gathering young activists who 
popularize the idea of open access to marijuana 
for personal use. In Poland, one of the newly 
born liberal parties – Palikot’s Movement1 – 
even introduced the proposal of the liberaliza-
tion of the use of marijuana, one of their official 
points in their political program.2 It has opened 

1 Original name: Ruch Palikota.
2 In the project of the change of the bill of drug addic-
tion prevention we can read that those who possess 
small doses of marijuana will not be investigated by the 
police and prosecuted (see http://www.ruchpalikota.org.
pl/sites/default/files/projekt_ustawy_-_o_przeciwdz-
ialaniu_narkomanii.pdf, retrieved March 22, 2012).

the public discussion and divided society into 
declared supporters and opponents who used 
to perceive the role of government and inter-
nal politics in a different way. The dilemma is, 
to some extent, similar to the one described by 
Erich Fromm in his book Escape from freedom 
(1941) (also known as Fear from freedom). Adjust-
ing Fromm’s dilemma, there is the question: 
what should be the proportion between secu-
rity dimension understood as prohibition of us-
ing marijuana and freedom of choice with all its 
consequences? There is a question of citizens’ 
freedom and its limitations rooted in democrat-
ic standards. 

Looking at the latest history of Western coun-
tries, we can assume that using marijuana has 
become an inseparable part of culture. This is 
the reason why so much academic attention is 
paid to this social phenomenon. In the late 60’s 
and 70’s marijuana was the symbol of alterna-
tive culture gathering young Americans fight-
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tative perspective, investigates some social con-
texts and mutual interactions lying under the 
process of becoming a marijuana smoker and 
being labeled by the social environment as some 
kind of outsider. Jeffrey London also describes 
the problem of using marijuana in terms of de-
viance, but adopting a historical perspective. 
It enables him to follow changes taking place 
throughout decades. “The book examines how 
the label of deviant applies to marijuana users 
over the last 100 years” (p. 2). The reader is in-
troduced to looking at this problem as a process 
that is based on the struggle between different, 
sometimes opposite, forces (medicalization and 
criminalization) that used to play important 
roles in creating a legal establishment. The sta-
tus quo is changing in relation to the influence 
of supporters.

The reviewed book consists of six chapters 
encompassing presentation of theories used 
for analyses and some different aspects and 
processes based upon the medicalization and 
criminalization of marijuana usage. The divi-
sion of chapters used in this work seems to be 
clear and logical, making the book easy to read. 
The reader has the possibility to look at the dis-
cussed problems in chronological order.

In the first chapter, Introduction, the author intro-
duces the used methods of data collection and 
interpretation. Investigating the circumstances 
influencing the legal limitations of using mari-
juana, London bases his research on federal and 
state legislative acts that caused criminalization 
and decriminalization of marijuana to be iden-
tified both with crime and medical use. More-

over, there are also analyses of Court cases. 
London also presents and characterizes many 
documents influencing public debate and legal 
establishment in this area (Supreme Court cases, 
legislative records and transcripts, major news-
paper articles, congressional debates, speeches, 
etc.). The material seems to be rich enough to 
make some conclusions helpful in understand-
ing these two opposite processes influencing 
the discussed issues. Doing research and in-
terpreting data, London decided to use three 
analytic perspectives: Peter Conrad and Joseph 
Schneider’s theory to study the medicalization 
of deviance, Michael Foucault’s five principles of 
the “Science of Discipline” and Elliott Currie’s 
macro-level tenets to explain the institutional-
ization of deviant designations. The mentioned 
concepts “are connected to form a framework 
for studying deviance designation change” on 
a micro-, mid- and macro-level (p. 5).

The next chapter – The three stages of Deviant Des-
ignation – encompasses Conrad and Schneider’s, 
Foucault’s and Currie’s approaches to show the 
process of deviance labeling from three levels 
(a micro-, mid- and macro-perspective). As a re-
sult, the built three-stage theory is used to exam-
ine the entire processes of deviant designation. 
In my opinion, the application of these theo-
retical perspectives rooted in an interpretative 
standpoint is useful for describing the elements 
of medicalization and criminalization. It is 
worth saying that the author not only operates 
with the mentioned theories, skillfully trying 
to combine them into one analytical frame, but 
also proposes his own interpretations in pre-
senting the processes of deviance designation.

In chapter three, Kendall and Wickham’s Method, 
we can find the way of interpreting historical 
materials adopted by Jeffrey London. “Kend-
all and Wickham’s method instructs to view 
history as an action and not simply an exist-
ing record of unquestionable interpretations of 
the past...[This method] guides researchers not 
in what we look for but how to look” (p. 27).  
According to London, this method of quali-
tative analysis is especially applicable when  
there is a need to manage a huge amount of  
documentation, both historical and contem-
porary. The author argues that Kendall and 
Wickham’s method, linked with Foucault’s phi-
losophy of describing reality, enables or even 
emphasizes the researcher’s freedom in terms 
of skeptical interpretation of gathered docu-
ments (Problematise history, spot contingencies, be 
skeptical of all political arguments and Suspending 
second-order judgments). All the methodological 
hints characterized by London and enriched 
by examples direct a researcher both toward 
criticism and sensitivity with new evidences 
appearing and the interaction between them. 
In the next parts of the book the author applies 
them to analyze the presented problems.

In chapter four, Archeology of Marijuana Crimi-
nalization, the author uses Conrad and Sch-
neider’s theory to investigate the discursive 
mechanisms lying under the process of mari-
juana criminalization. London focused on “the 
way by which power and knowledge work to-
gether in an alliance through language and ma-
terial actions to accomplish specific goals” that 
result in building the system of citizen control 
and even more (p. 51). The used methodologi-

cal and theoretical perspective allows to follow 
changes across decades. It enables us to inves-
tigate connections including the mutual inter-
actions and influences of the main players that 
lobbied for marijuana criminalization. Based 
on eight major legislative events, there are also 
other mechanisms of influence presented that 
cause the transformation of social perception 
relating to using marijuana. As London wrote, 
“this chapter focuses on the rapid shift in sys-
tems of thought about marijuana” (p. 53).

Chapter five – A Genealogy of Marijuana Medical-
ization – encompasses the opposite mechanisms 
that balance and neutralize the influence of the 
previously described tendencies by changing the 
social perception of marijuana and, as a result, 
the legal environment. Here, there are discussed 
state laws introduced in nine states in the US 
(Alaska, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Maine, 
Nevada, Oregon, Vermont and Washington). 
The author adopts Foucaultian genealogy as an 
analytical tool to present and interpret collected 
data. In this part he also distinguishes the main 
players and lobbyists who introduce the medical 
marijuana social movement to public discourse. 
As a result, those actions changed the public 
thinking about marijuana being transformed 
from crime to medicine. There is also visible the 
author’s attempt to give information useful for 
predicting the direction of discourse in the fu-
ture. London argues that “studying these tactics 
is important because these tactics involve chang-
ing the way that people talk, think, and act to-
ward marijuana today, as well as how people may 
talk, think, or act toward one another tomorrow”  
(p. 93-94).
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The last chapter contains Conclusions based on 
different kinds of data analyzed especially in 
chapter four and five. The main conclusion is 
that the public perception of marijuana and the 
processes of deviance designation have been 
changing dramatically over the period of one 
century. Over the years, there appeared a lot of 
conditions that played more or less important 
roles in shaping the public perception and con-
sciousness relating to marijuana. As a result, 
the limits of prohibition and the reasons lying 
under it also have changed.

In my opinion, the main advantage of reading 
this book is the knowledge that could be appli-
cable in understanding the public debates, voic-
es of scientific authorities and “moral entrepre-
neurs” influencing legal limitations concerning 
using marijuana in other countries. This book 

puts more light on the interest group activities 
oriented on reaching the specific goals through 
discourses applied to convince the public opin-
ion. The reality described by Jeffry London is 
flowing under the direction of lobbying main 
players. 

Even if we take into account that London’s anal-
yses and interpretations are limited to Amer-
ica’s reality that bases on different past and 
contemporary cultural conditions, philosophy 
of democracy and public opinion, other than 
the European understanding of free will, we 
can draw some interesting conclusions. These 
conclusions refer to the mechanisms playing 
important roles in shaping people’s perception 
of disputable issues present in public life. 
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