
Chapter 4 Privilege, Power and Politics in Work Based Research 
Key points
In this chapter we discuss power and politics and how they can be recognized and, where appropriate, used, mitigated or confronted by you, the researcher, by virtue of your privileged position. We discuss how power and politics affect the context, form and outcome of research and how you can mange these dynamics within your workplace studies. We close the chapter by looking at the notion of care for the researcher as your main priority.

The growth in significance of work based learning has rapidly increased acceptance that learning is not so much a function of an educational site as of location and time. Specifically, work has become a recognized location for learning (Billet, 2001; Boud and Garrick,1999; Beckett and Hager, 2002). Work, rather than disciplinary knowledge, becomes the content and context that shapes learning, resulting in new skills or new insights in the workplace and the activities of work. As Barnett (2003) points out, this is a significant shift from traditional knowledge clustered in disciplines towards the legitimatization of workplace-based knowledge.
This change in the production, validation and communication of knowledge is having a profound influence on the meaning of learning and is de-institutionalizing knowledge (McIntyre and Solomon, 2000), so the site of knowledge production has moved into the workplace. Even provision from the academy is becoming modularized, pre-packaged and distributed both virtually, on-line, and in classrooms, and more emphasis within the curriculum is being focussed on the notion of professional practice and preparation for work. This new politics of the curriculum has been embraced by governments worldwide as a social as well as an economic imperative to stimulate economic growth and prosperity. The politics of power, ownership and purpose of knowledge has consequently moved to influences outside the academy – not necessarily a bad thing. The transfer of power has not always been accompanied by a deep understanding of the nature of university education or a complementary desire to be held accountable for the power now exerted over the academy. Indeed, learning agreements in work based learning are a way in which this power is manifestly shared, and we discuss related issues in Chapter 6. 
Work has become a multi-disciplinary site for knowledge creation through a combination of pragmatism, practice and the ‘gifting’ of opportunity. These are mostly in the pursuit of goals of someone other than the person creating the knowledge. In the workplace this may be an employer looking to improve business efficiency or to find new markets for products. In the academy it may be to further work on shaping the curriculum, where the goal of courses is the accumulation and practice of skills and knowledge for successful performance in the workplace. Driven by the power of governments to fund and by employers to employ, this shift is a fundamental change from the search for knowledge for its own stake to a performativity model of knowledge, created to satisfy instrumental criteria of relevance and speed. 
Accompanying this shift come a number of new challenges for researchers. The power relationship between lecturer and student might once have been confined to the institution, apparent in assessment and review but ring-fenced with the context of ‘formal study’. The politics of learning had also been an issue for the institution, affecting the student indirectly in term of course selection and content. Discipline infighting was a matter for the academics. Irritating though this might have been, the course curriculum was set by the institution or awarding boards and the assessment was clear and usually made in ignorance of students as individuals. With the continued pace of change and the increased economic and thus political power bestowed on industries and institutions to develop work-relevant skills programmes, there is a different and potentially more invasive power. This changes the policies of learning in and for the workplace, both in terms of who controls the curriculum and for whom research is undertaken. This chapter is concerned with these changes in the politics and the power relationships of work based research. (For a fine discussion of the issues of power and politics as they refer to work based learning see Zemblyas, 2006).
The range of issues faced by insider-researchers is indicated by a Doctorate student below.

	My current role as Superintendent Engineer within my organisation has direct bearing on the planning, implementation, execution and final certification of this project over the vessels that are entrusted under my care and responsibility. My role carries a considerable amount of influence and power since I am the first point of contact in shore management from the vessel. I have full budgetary access and control, however these projects deal with hard facts of engineering and structural anomalies of the vessel, hence there is no room for influencing the acquisition of data collection, since independent inspectors have their own mandate of what they would like to observe in relation to the vessel’s steel structure and machinery. My role here is to facilitate this process.


Qualitative research in general has but few things to say about power and political relationships between researchers and the researched. In this context, ideas about relationships come mainly from the literature on ethics in research and do not deal directly with these dual relationships. There are two notable exceptions. One is May (2003), whose focus is power and subjectivity where inquiry is a mode of surveillance over subjects – the use of subjective data to extend corporate control. The second is Ryan (2007), who discusses the limitation of external ethical controls when dealing with insider-researcher practice. However, what the literature does mainly address are the dynamics between the two and guiding principles on how to treat participants, providing some examples of relationships that cross the boundary between what is helpful and what can harm.

The most salient issue when looking at questionable relationships between researchers and participants is power. A number of feminist researchers have noted the inherent power differential in this context and advocate researchers studying only those with the same or higher level of social power so that their relationship is balanced, rather than one of authority. As we will see later in the chapter, achieving this balance is difficult. And it is not the only challenge which emerges in the selection, use and development of qualitative research methods. This means that researchers need to be conscious of their methods and of their origins. In an editorial of Qualitative Health Research, the then editor Janice Morse made an appeal we echo that, as a researcher, you should think ‘on the politics of methodological development and consider your role seriously, active or passive, in the development of qualitative methods’ (2006: 4).
Politics, however, is often regarded as a fact of life in organizations. The premise that every organization is composed of people who have varied task, career, and personal interests (Morgan, 1998) allows us to understand an organization as a political entity. ‘The idea of politics stems from the view that, where interests are divergent, society should provide a means of allowing individuals to reconcile their differences through consultation and negotiation’ (p. 149). Pfeffer (1981) defines organizational politics as ‘those activities carried out by people to acquire, enhance, and use power and other resources to obtain their preferred outcomes in a situation where there is uncertainty or disagreement’ (pp. 4–5). In this sense, the meaning of politics in an organization is conceptualized as the exercise of power to negotiate different interests among members while maintaining one’s interests in certain organizational issues. 

Hardy and Clegg (1996) present two different perspectives on organizational power: the functionalist perspective and the critical perspective. The functionalist perspective indicates that power is exercised during the decision-making arena as a part of a deliberative strategy to achieve intended outcomes, and it is also used to control access to the decision-making arena and hence to ensure compliance through decision. On the other hand, and from the critical perspective, ‘power is conceptualized as domination, and actions taken to challenge it constituted resistance to domination’ (Hardy and Clegg, 1996: 626). Critical theory asserts that the dominant group in an organization attempts to exercise power to manipulate discourses of an organization on behalf of itself. By doing so, it can keep on imposing its own interests on the dominated and reproduce its privileges over them.

Who speaks for whom?

In an interesting piece of work, Jensen (1997: 25) explores a series of questions relevant to the power and politics of work based learning. He asks, ‘Who speaks and why?’, ‘Who speaks for whom?’ and ‘To whom is one speaking?’ His analysis requires one to question the motivation of the research being undertaken, the reasons for doing it and the contribution it can make. In this sense, it is a moral requirement to have an understanding of what drives the research. Is the power of taking control of the research, or the research subject, about the politics of influence the research might reveal? Or it is about reinforcing stereotypical images and positions of those being researched? In the workplace, where participants might be vulnerable to the economic power concentrated in the employer or even in an organized union, researchers must look inward to see what they are personally trying to gain from the research and how are they using the subjects to achieve this.
This requires a personal honesty and response to the second set of questions about on whose behalf the researcher is speaking. All too often academy-based researchers hide their motivation, claiming neutrality for their research methods, and speak on behalf of science, truth or some other abstract and questionably-defined notion. Work based researchers act on behalf of someone, and this needs to be declared both to participants for their agreement to join the research and to those who read the research, to understand what is being offered. These are personal politics and power issues and, although they cannot be removed from real world research, they should not be covered up. Certainly there is a need in all research to respect others in more than careless rhetoric, but the scope to be deceitful is wider and the potential benefits greater in work based learning than in academy-based research. 
The next discussion concerns the politics of research, action research and power embedded in the research methods commonly used by work based researchers; the interview and action research. 
Politics – action research

Action research, by its very nature, is a collaborative endeavour and action researchers need to be prepared to work the political system. It often brings the challenge of balancing interdependence between researchers and their subjects or co-researchers. Moreover, throughout the research activities, as a researcher you need to retain credibility and integrity. The key is to assess the power interests of the relevant stakeholders to the research and take a stand. You are not required to accept a role that makes you a tool for any unfair, unethical or illegal activity to benefit the gate-keepers who allow the research to take place. 

It is clear that when action research is involved there is potential for role ambiguity and conflict, and you need to make this explicit so that the authority invested in the action research does not become one of power exerted over those collaborating in the research. Action research within an organization, for instance, requires an understanding of the macro- and micro-politics of the organization and the research project’s declared and latent purposes. Moreover, if action research is intended to change practice, whether personal or organizational, it is likely to encounter resistance. It may even be considered a subversive exercise by many of those directly or indirectly involved in the process. You need to recognize and incorporate this reality into the action research process. Its perceived subversiveness may derive from its methods of emphasis: listening, questioning and reflecting on activities that have gained their credibility through workshop practices or which maintain some power relationship in the organization. 
Even the basic idea of action research – to liberate ideas, find solutions and allow informed choice – might rankle among many with whom the research is taking place. In this sense, action research is political and, accordingly, needs to be politically astute. This may involve a range of strategies and tactics which allow both the activity of action research to take place and at the same time develop and maintain relationships to reduce resistance. This second aspect involves, according to Coghlan and Shani, ‘intervening in the political and cultural systems, through justifying, influencing and negotiating, defeating opposition and so on’ (2005: 537). But this is never easy, and often requires a type of tactical knowledge of the likely outcomes of political machinations. Macfarlane, in his book on researching with integrity, illustrates this point with a short case study. In it a researcher overhears a plot by certain members of an international project to reduce the influences of a co-chair who they think has been rude to them. The researcher keeps quiet, not informing the plotted-against co-chair, having decided that to inform the person would disrupt the research project more than not telling them. Indeed, this sort of tacit political knowledge did contribute to the project’s successful completion. Macfarlane states that, while the ‘language of research may speak of “collaboration” there are frequently tensions between powerful, ambitious, or egoistic personalities that can come to the fore’ (2009: 134). Visser (2003) makes the point that insider–outsider boundaries are highly unstable and are subject to the dynamics, personalities and politics of how one’s position is understood through time and space. This is reinforced by Soobrayan, who argues that the main research instrument in qualitative research is the researchers themselves, and concludes that ‘ethics, truth and politics of research is consequently a deliberate exercise in taking risks, making choices and taking responsibilities’ (2003: 107/8). Table 4.1 indicates six ways of dealing with politics in work based research.
Power - the interview
As Davison (2004) suggests, at the outset researchers may enter a research encounter not expecting to cause distress to participants in the research process. She states that the methodological literature on qualitative research ‘consistently endorses the advantages of close relationships with respondents which will enhance rapport and enrich research findings’ (2004: 381). The research methods selected for any research study can affect the likelihood of sparking revelations that cost both researcher and researched, especially methods that emphasize emancipatory collaboration and empowerment yet are more invasive, for example phenomenologically-grounded interviews, covert ethnography and some action research. Further, in being an interested researcher there is an implicit ethical danger of appearing more like a personal friend or, as an insider-researcher, quite the opposite.
Interviews have become a sensitive and powerful method of investigating subjects’ public and private lives in qualitative research. However, they are regularly employed for independent participants, failing to recognize the interdependency of the engagement. Although the qualitative interview is often considered emancipatory, it is not without power issues. For instance, although friendship, trust and empathy may facilitate the interview, its main purpose may be to glean unguarded confidences. Wray-Bliss (2003) has spoken of the research interview as domination and, although not meant to reify the relationship of research to one of victim and researcher, such terminology does offer the chance to reflect on its power dynamics. As Kvale suggests, its use may be to create a ‘fantasy of democratic relations [which] masks the basic issue of who gains materially and symbolically from the research and where claims of participation disguise the exertion of power’ (2006: 482). 
Discussion on the asymmetrical power relationship of the interview is under-developed in the literature on interviews. Briggs (2002) reviews its form, suggesting that the interviewer has control over what is said, how it is said, how it is recorded and how it is subsequently represented and encoded as knowledge. Following Kvale (2006), Table 4.2 briefly outlines some of the key power dynamics and offers for reflection forms of relationship for work based researchers like you considering this research instrument.
 

A precondition – an ethic of care
Noddings states that ‘caring involves, for the one-caring, a “feeling with” the other’ (2003: 30). She then theorizes caring as a three-phased social process consisting of engrossment, empathy and disposition to act on behalf of another. In this sense, caring is a learned process and one which can be incorporated in the training of researchers. (Crigger, 2001, has shown how this might be done with nurses in their practice and we will address how this might be done in Chapter 5.) The basis of caring is, for Noddings as it is for Heidegger (2000), an engrossment with another, the process of setting aside one’s own self-concern in order to be free to empathize with the other. This leads researchers to make decisions regarding their research which dissolves unengaged research’s participant/object divide. The impact of the research is imagined, and empathy determines the researcher’s actions. This might certainly compromise at least one of the stakeholders to the learning contract but, as Noddings proposes, when possible we should ‘ideally, be able to present reasons for our action/inaction which would persuade a reasonable, disinterested observer that we acted on behalf of the cared-for’ (2003: 23). She goes further, to accept the argument that, whilst others might disagree and so behave differently, in itself this is no reason to reject action. These acts of caring are not without anxiety, for they require you to anticipate and, where possible, lessen the burden on the cared-for. Thus, caring is more than a superficial clarification of one’s actions by means of a voluntary consent form; it is the reframing of the research project as a mutual activity which has personal consequences other than the research report and with its own legitimacy.

For someone like yourself who possesses the discretionary powers of the researcher, caring requires a form of existential trust that transcends the social roles bestowed by others. Participants offer up their vulnerability, revealing themselves in their authenticity, stripped of the protection of these roles. It is involving, not observational. When we care for an individual, we care for them as part of being as a whole, thus recognizing all beings in harmony and so becoming authentic ourselves. Caring carries a moral obligation. Baier takes this position when she considers that, in moral trusting, ‘one leaves others the opportunity to harm one … and also shows one’s confidence that they will not take it. Reasonable trust will require good grounds for such confidence in another’s goodwill’ (1995: 235). If this trust is proven to be misplaced or misunderstood, specifically in relation to a highly cherished aim, contemplating even a small risk to the expected outcome may prove intolerable. If you accept the offered trust, you are in a privileged and powerful position; you are trusted not to use your authority to manipulate and exploit the trustee.

For parties to trust each other, they have to assume the motives are benevolent and this has a resonance with the popular feminist meaning of caring. The emphasis can be ‘biological’ (Nodding, 2003), psychological (Gilligan, 1995) or on trust (Baier, 1995; Held, 1995; Gibbs, 2004), but at its core is a recognition of the integrity of the researcher and the researched. The application of care is not a sentimental approach to research; it is about how researchers can best meet their caring responsibilities. As Smeyers summarizes:

Caring will always create moral dilemmas (because the needs for care are infinite) and will furthermore pose moral problems that arise out of the particular location in which people find themselves in various contexts of care. Still, it might make human societies more moral as it can serve as a critical standard and it puts moral ideals into action.

(1999: 246). 
It is from this perspective that we propose that work based practitioner researchers – indeed, all researchers – approach their obligation of being researchers. This may be more familiar to work based practitioner researchers than those from less applied traditions.

We advocate that parties to the learning contract agree, through their existential trust, to explore the research problem with a caring disposition, recognizing the legitimate claims that such an approach can make. We suggest that the relationship between caring and knowing is complex and involves a constant reflective process, but one which the students develop in their transcendent self as well as in their competences as a researcher. It is one where the participant and object of knowledge are merged, where traditional empirical epistemologies do not hold exclusive claims to truths, and where intellectual argument does not objectify the participant through rationalization and determinism. An ethic of care realigns the notion of power in a traditional research relation and is critical to eliminate the potential for exploitation in work based projects (Gibbs, 2004a).

Firstly, you will want to undertake research with which you feel comfortable. As an insider-researcher carrying out research in your own organizations or communities of practice, you may have concerns about interviewing your colleagues. For example, you may feel uncomfortable asking difficult or controversial questions or making someone junior feel compelled to answer questions (see Merriam et al., 2001). In addition, although protection of the individual seems to be paramount in most ethical guidelines, consideration must be given also to cases where the powerful are being researched. Questions arise about whose interests will dominate and who owns the research process and output. In this instance, the notion of trust embedded in an ethic of care is obvious. It must, however, be a deep existential trust for a specific other, where the interests of the researched and the consequences of the research engagement are the researcher’s important concerns. See, for example McNiff’s work with professional doctorates: ‘Participants were kept fully informed of my intentions and progress and I took a sensitive approach throughout the enquiry…’ (McNiff, 2004).

Secondly, the investigative methods of particular organizations and work situations may tend towards a particular style or mode. For example, artists may favour ethnography and historical methods, while people in financial management might prefer quantitative approaches. Practitioner researchers such as yourself who are insiders and concerned with ethics of being-in-the-world, and of care, have to consider the appropriate approach and methods to fit in with both professional/work requirements and the issues of their ethical stance.

Thirdly, there is the university’s requirement to take full account of ethical considerations of how apt are the approach and methods. These may run counter to the ethics of being, or feel inappropriate, unduly instrumental or difficult to acknowledge. For example, the university must consider for whom it is beneficial and whether there is any detriment to people (individuals, communities of practice or members of organizations) or other living creatures. It must also consider the economic implications, such as feasibility and whether the research will in some way bring about financial gain and, if so, whose interests will be served. In addition, it should consider whether the research is sustainable – for example, whether it will cause any detriment to the environment. This should not, however, be problematic since many ethical issues in research derive from the principle, shared with the British Psychological Society, that ‘the investigation should be considered from the standpoint of all participants’. We would simply change this to ‘the standpoint of care for all participants’.

The questions addressed in this chapter concern researchers working as insiders collaboratively with colleagues. In such a situation you are likely to need not only recourse to text books on research and research ethics, but a sense of what it is like to be an insider-researcher from the perspective of other insiders. Understanding of others and the human qualities needed for a successful ethics of research needs you to be respectful, sensitive, and imbuing confidence with openness, democratic sensitivity and a feel for the micro-politics of a situation, amongst other understandings and nuances of understanding. These, we argue, can only be acquired through real life participation and understanding of care for others.
Discussion questions
1. Consider the various influences on you as an insider-researcher. List them as those within your control and those outside, then discuss how they might affect your research.
2. Issue of power can change the reception of your research. How you can best prepare to manage these issues?
3. How can understanding the politics of your workplace be used to improve your research outcomes? 

4. What are the main ethical issues related to power and politics?

5. How would you control and plan to ameliorate your influence on research participants?
6. Discuss why workplace researchers should care about anything other than their research outcomes.
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