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Which hat are you wearing?

Researcher positionality

‘She’s one
of us!’
Insider research

• Did the research as part of an
MSc in Management Studies
• Carried out the research within
my employing authority, with
my colleagues
• Research exploring what
motivates social work staff

Advantages of being an insider
• Extreme credibility (as a practitioner)
• Very clear idea of what the ‘problem’ is.
• Close to the problem that is to be studied.
• Can utilise pre-existing relationships.
• Well placed to do research with service users,
especially children and vulnerable adults (Berger, 2013)
• Non-oppressive for service users (Munn-Giddings, 2006)
• Familiar with the language and norms (Brannick & Coghlan, 2007)
• You are already ‘in’!

Problems of being an insider
• Seen to lack credibility as a researcher
• Lack of time
• Too close to the topic
• Research may not ‘fit’ internal priorities
• Struggle between being a group member
and being a researcher.
• How much of your insider-ness should you reveal? (Woods, 2019)
• No access to a university library
• No clear ethical approval structure (unless studying as well)

What do LA’s see as
ethical research?
What are the LA views
about the involvement of
service users in research?
Children? Adults lacking
capacity?

What would you be
looking to see
demonstrated in an
ethics application made
by a practitioner to an
external ethics panel?
How could links between the
university and the LA be
strengthened in relation to ethics?

Can you as a LA develop your own research
Getting
through
the
ethics
jungle
ethical guidelines? guidelines?

‘that bloody
research
woman from
the University
telling us what
we’re doing
wrong’

Outsider researchers

• Research into self-neglect
and multi-agency working
• ‘Can professionals change
the way they work together
to improve outcomes for
people who self-neglect?’

Problems with being an outsider
• Getting through the door
• Credibility
• Recruitment to the study
• Making contact with participants
• Spreading the word
• Time pressures
• How much of your insider-ness should you reveal?
(Woods, 2019)

Advantages of being an outsider
• Clear ethical structure to follow
• Access to literature
• Good idea of the issues from
the literature
• Good research support network
• May be able to ‘sift through the group dynamics’
• Able to be more critical and objective (Woods, 2019)

What both insiders and outsiders can do
• Be clear about your own positionality
in the research
• Where are you on the insider/outsider
spectrum?
• What are the beliefs, values, biases
and identity that you bring to the
research?
• How may your positionality affect the
participants or the setting?

Find
research
Both
insiders
and outsiders must …
allies

• Be clear about the benefits for the LA of taking part.
• Be realistic about uncomfortable findings
• Be rigorous about maintaining confidentiality
• Be clear what you will do if poor practice is disclosed
• Gain senior management support

Is the research any good?
• Traditionally judged by concepts like validity and
reliability to demonstrate rigour.
• Practitioners may need to adopt a more pragmatic
approach to demonstrate the quality of their research.
• Lincoln & Guba (2003) suggest asking:
• Are the findings trustworthy?
• Are they authentic?
• Being clear about your positionality in your research
enhances these things.

Choose an appropriate methodology
‘Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic
discipline that promotes social change and development’ (IFSW)
Action Research is a methodology that
• Is designed to bring about change
• Values the knowledge of its participants
• Is designed to solve a problem
• Locally based
• Can be used in many different contexts
• Is a collaborative process

Making the most of practitioner research
How comfortable
would your
organisation be with
less than positive
findings?

How can your organisation
support practitioners with
their research?

How do you
encourage staff
to participate in
research?
What is your policy
towards practitioners
involving service users?

Are there members of
staff who are interested in
supporting practitioners
with their research?

How can the
research be
utilised by the
organisation
when it is
completed?

The best of both worlds? Collaborative research
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