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Data analysis and interpretation with Inma Alvarez, Jennifer Agbaire and Grainne O’Connor

INMA ALVAREZ: Hi, I'm Imma Alvarez. I'm the Director of Postgraduate Research Studies at
The Open University in the Faculty of Wellbeing, Education and Language Studies. And it's a
pleasure to be here today with Jennifer Agbaire and Grainne O'Connor who are going to talk
about their experiences of equality, diversity and inclusion in data analysis and data
interpretation.

So, I'd like to start a discussion this morning, with some explanations from you about the
kinds of participants you've been working with and in which contexts.

JENNIFER AGBAIRE: Thank you. In most of my research | focus on inclusion in education
for marginalised groups, personal and professional identity. So | work across gender but also
very intersectionally, so gender and disability, gender and ethnicity, gender and, you know,
class and locality and language and things like that. So | work predominantly with young
people, but most of my work have also included teachers, school leaders and other wider
stakeholders in international contexts, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, and more recently, in
the UK as well.

INMA ALVAREZ: Thank you, and Grainne?

GRAINNE O’CONNOR: Yes. So | am Grainne O'Connor, I'm a researcher now working with
The Open University. | have been working with adults who have disabilities, a wide range of

disabilities, hidden and invisible.

INMA ALVAREZ: Could we start by hearing your views on how you think your/our approach
to the analysis and interpretation of research data can maximise the benefits for the research

participants, and perhaps with a consideration of the characteristics of their context?

JENNIFER AGBAIRE: | work with co-creative and participatory methods, although I've also
been involved in mixed methods research. We have thought about data analysis and
interpretation as part of the ethics of the entire research design, and so involving the
participants or making attempts to do so as much as possible right from the planning stage of
when we're thinking about research ideas through when we are designing the approach itself
and up until when we are yeah, analysing and disseminating now practically this has looked
like maybe setting up pre-research meetings at the bid writing stage in Zambia recently where
we're working with teachers, especially those that are marginalised and that are in

marginalised communities.



What we've done was to take the call to these stakeholders and not just them, their bosses
because what will be the research if they don't have the agency to carry it out in the first place
anyway? We set up this kind of technical group that we discussed the research call with and
they had the input on what will be relevant for them and what would work in terms of engaging
with a variety of people who are interested in this topic within that context. And that totally
changed, you know, our initial design about what we wanted to do about how, who we will
involve in the analysis process. So | think planning and thinking about how much the
participants can be involved has helped. Within our approach to ensure that we were making

meaningful contributions using the data that we have collected.

INMA ALVAREZ: Thank you very much. And Grainne, what's your experience?

GRAINNE O’CONNOR: So the perspective, I'd really like to talk a little bit about is talking
about the actual positionality and the background of the researchers themselves. So as you
can probably hear, my accent is not from the UK. So I'm Irish and | am white. | am middle
class. And all of these experiences impact on how | behave as a researcher, and it's the lens
through which | see my participants. So | knew that part one of the research projects | was
involved in, | would be considered an insider researcher, so | shared some of the
characteristics of the people | was researching, which can have great benefits, that it might be
easier to get access to the participants because they might not see me as old, just someone
from a university. They might see me as one of them, to a certain extent, So then being able
to make contact with those participants and helping to build a rapport with them so they feel
safe enough to talk to you and then planning well, what is going to be relevant to them and
they can lead you in all sorts of different directions that you never thought about and part of
our job as researchers is to always reflect on how we're responding to what we're hearing and

what other things are shaping it. We can use a journal and we can write down.

“I couldn't really get a relationship with the person | was interviewing. Why is that?”

And then you have other people you can talk to on your team. It's very much going in with the
feeling of thank you so much. You're so precious as a participant. Thank you for sharing your
experiences with us. How can | make things more comfortable for you? And that's particularly
in terms of inclusion. Asking people to come to a university or to come to an office might not
work for them. So then if you only do that, you'll only hear the voices of people who can get to
your office. We don't want that. We want everybody's voice, and we want to be absolutely

inclusive.

And that once you hear that from people, then you approach your analysis again with those
thoughts in mind. We have to be really open; we have to be really honest and we have to

focus on to make sure that it's the participants voice that we hear, not the researchers.



JENNIFER AGBAIRE: One way that we have tried to ensure that participants voices have
been represented and we're being transparent about our positionality is to share the findings
with them and do so in a way that reflects their context. For example, in one of our projects
that we're doing on digital storytelling with young people, we started working with the idea of
the story. So instead of just working with the final product that they have presented and then
just think about it in that sense, we decided to think about the actual circumstances that give

rise to those stories.

If you're working with, say, young people from a very remote village in say, Denver or
somewhere. And then you bring them to the University of Cambridge to have this posh
workshop. You know, how might that have impacted on the kind of stories they feel that they
will tell or how they would have told their story within that setting? So the story of the story,
what kinds of background issues led to that being there in the first place and who influenced
their being there? You know the relationality within data interpretation. And then feeding this
back to them, whereby they then have the chance to say, “Oh, OK, | didn't know that picture
looked like that. Please don't include that. Use this one instead.” Simple mechanism where
they can impute and even consent to how their data is shared and where it's shared and
where it's not shared can have a lot of representation in itself in the way that we handle data

analysis and interpretation.

GRAINNE O’CONNOR: You find when you're doing research, you may have deadlines, so
it's, you know, you might be able to only do your fieldwork for two weeks or three weeks or
over that month, and then the people you really want to hear from might be sick. They might
have been admitted to hospital, they might be feeling terrible that day. So you have to think,
oh, actually, you know, maybe I'll only be able to do one interview of one person that day. And
I might have to do it in the evening or on a weekend. And actually, the thing about bringing in
inclusivity is to think that and equity is very important, that it's not just that we are being equal

to everybody.

The conditions we offer people so they can contribute in the same way and building in those
conditions for whatever group that may have additional needs for whatever reason,
particularly if people are going to need interpreters or they're there, you know, there and
being careful about who's interpreting for them is that a family member. You know, to think
about those things as well, or if someone has a disability and they're quite profoundly
disabled. A carer has to be with them the majority of the time and almost interpret for them,
are they going to feel uncomfortable being really truthful in front of their carer? How can you
be in a position where you just talk to them on their own so there's so many things that that
you have to build into, making it as easy as possible for that participant to be able to speak

their story to you?



INMA ALVAREZ: Thank you, Grainne. | think you have introduced very nicely the second
point | wanted to discuss with you today which is about the tensions arising from attempts to
include diverse participants. Not only the data collection, but also interpreting the data, and
again with an understanding of how their setting may impact their involvement in data

analysis and interpretation.

JENNIFER AGBAIRE: Oh yes, the thing about tensions is they’re always in our faces, even
for the most well-meaning researchers who, you know, want to be very EDI conscious in the
way that they analyse because there are logistical issues, there are cultural differences in the
way that interpretations will happen even with amongst participants themselves. We have

approached data.

To be very conscious of an intersectionality lens that doesn't necessarily make it easier, it
makes it even more complex because it within a group of young people there are subgroups,
and within those subgroups there are other subgroups, and within those subgroups they are
further subgroups, you know, and so there are tensions around who am | representing
exactly, and what exactly am | saying? And then in my recent experience, I've worked with
both teachers and young people and then we get opposing not just opposing data
perspectives within the data, but even the understandings of each other's data we also want

to do no harm to each of these groups of participants. So there is that tension around.

We want to be conscious as researchers of our own positionality, the power that we have to
work with this data as well as, you know, the historical marginalisation of young people. For
example, in the face of where the more powerful teachers are. But there are nuances around
these things because not all teachers are powerful all the time. And there are there is no
simple answer. | don't think I've seen the answer in all my work so far apart from just really

trying to be reflexive to be as transparent as possible.

Now in my research group as well my network, my Bali network, people that | work with
across different countries, we have also started doing what we call researching in the open.
And blogging about, you know, our experiences of research about how we are seeing the
data, how we are interpreting and all of these tensions that are coming up between countries.
And somehow, you know, just doing that is kind of, | would say a useful practice to put things
more into perspective and to accept limitations and acknowledge that we can't have all the
answers. We just need to be conscious of our participants and what is meaningful and useful

to them.

INMA ALVAREZ: Thank you, Jennifer. Grainne, would you like to add to that?



GRAINNE O’CONNOR: Yeah, the other thing to add to that certainly was to think about how
we as researchers get better at doing it. So for when you start to research, when you begin
and when we have a little bit more experience and actually for anybody who's thinking about
how this is so daunting, how do | even start? Is to think that there's so many people out there
who can help you. There are obviously people who are going to be much further on in their
career and ask them how do they balance those tensions and to recognise that those
tensions will be there and that it's OK to balance tensions and just and to say that I'm going to
tell people what my limitations are So you know there is a strength that | was a insider
researcher because | can really empathise with my participants, but it's a limitation that | am
an insider researcher because | might be over attached to the situation. | might not see it as
clearly, so we balance that tension between an insider and an outsider. We balance the
tension between being in a position of power and having no power and it. Hopefully it is
awareness that will keep us honest and maintain our integrity as we go through the research

process and it's OK to say you've got it wrong.

JENNIFER AGBAIRE: There are also practical considerations that in my experience have
been major barriers. When | try to include participants and you know the idea of including
participants is brilliant, but it also carries some kind of underlying assumptions in context that
participants are interested in analysing the data with you, I've been in storytelling workshops
where participants were just really satisfied to have been in that to have had that space to
share. That was all they wanted to do, and it takes a bit away from them when you push them
to think further with you about the data that they have just shared. So it's really been
conscious about what does your participant want it becomes a bit exploitative if we're pushing
them to analyse for the sake of it and not for what's in it for them as well. In what they did in
Uganda, with community facilitators of key populations like sex workers, LGBTQ people was
that they thought that they would want to pass the message across in a particular way to their
community. And we thought together that maybe if we did a podcast, you know, and then
maybe do that in different languages. That is their own way of interpreting the data and
sharing in the way that they have interpreted and gets to people that they thought it was
meaningful to. So there are so many ways of thinking about alternatives that is not too

conventional.

INMA ALVAREZ: | think you both made a great ethical points about what it means to be
equitable, inclusive, embrace diversity in research And | just want to close this interview.
Thank you so much for participating and for giving us your points of view and sharing those

experiences with us.



