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Developing Reflexivity in Research
Activity 1: Positionality Mapping Exercise 
Objective: Critically examine how dimensions of identity shape research approach
Process:
1. Create a visual map placing yourself at the centre with radiating axes representing different identity dimensions: professional background, cultural heritage, socioeconomic position, educational trajectory, gender, age, insider/outsider status to your research topic
2. For each dimension, mark your position and write brief notes on how this influences your research
3. Identify three specific assumptions you hold about your research topic that stem from these positions
4. Write a 500-word critical analysis addressing: 
· Which assumptions are you most blind to, and why?
· What alternative perspectives does your positionality obscure?
· How might participants perceive you based on these positions?
Reflexive prompt: Don't just describe who you are, analyse how who you are shapes what you can and cannot see in your research.
Key reading: Bourke (2014); Merriam et al. (2001)
Activity 2: Theoretical Biography Exercise 
Objective: Trace the relationship between personal experience and theoretical preferences
Process:
1. List 5-7 theories or frameworks central to your research
2. For each, complete this analysis: 
· Initial reaction: What was your first response to this theory? (Immediate resonance? Resistance? Confusion?)
· Biographical connection: What in your background made you respond this way?
· What it reveals vs. what it obscures: What does this theory help you see? What might it prevent you from seeing?
3. Identify one major theoretical perspective you've avoided or dismissed
4. Write 750 words examining: 
· Why did you resist this perspective?
· What discomfort does it create?
· What might it reveal that your preferred theories miss?
· How does your resistance itself provide insight into your positionality?
Critical question: Are your theoretical choices based on epistemological rigour or epistemological comfort?
Key reading: Cunliffe (2003)
Activity 3: Research Question Archaeology 
Objective: Excavate the hidden assumptions buried in research question evolution
Process:
1. Write down your very first research question or topic idea when you started your doctoral journey
2. Document each significant revision, creating a timeline
3. For each version, analyse: 
· What does this question take for granted? (e.g., that problems have solutions, that change is always good, that you can measure results
· Whose interests does this question serve?
· What power relations does it naturalise or challenge?
· What would a participant/stakeholder think of being researched through this lens?
4. Write 600 words examining: 
· What do the changes reveal about your developing understanding?
· What remains stubbornly unchanged, and what does this constancy reveal?
· Are you asking the question you want to ask, or the question you think you should ask?
Provocative prompt: ‘The research question you avoid asking is often more revealing than the one you pursue.’
Key reading: Maxwell (2013)
Activity 4: Power Dynamics Role Reversal 
Objective: Develop critical awareness of power relations in research relationships
Process:
1. Perspective flip: Write 400 words from your participant's viewpoint: 
· ‘A researcher is coming to study (your topic). They are (describe yourself from participant perspective). What concerns do I have? What might I hide? What power do they hold over me? What power might I hold over them?’
2. Uncomfortable questions checklist: 
· What aspects of my identity grant me unearned advantages in this research?
· What aspects make me vulnerable or marginalised?
· How might participants perform for me based on their perception of my identity?
· What am I asking participants to reveal that I wouldn't want to reveal about myself?
· How does my research potentially benefit me (career, status) while potentially harming or exploiting participants?
3. Ethical mitigation plan: Write 400 words outlining: 
· Three specific power imbalances you've identified
· Concrete strategies to acknowledge (not eliminate) these dynamics
· How you'll maintain reflexive awareness throughout fieldwork
Critical honesty requirement: This activity demands acknowledging uncomfortable truths. Avoid comfortable reflexivity that simply performs self-awareness without genuine critical engagement.
Key reading: Pillow (2003); Milner (2007)
Integration Task 
After completing these four activities, write a 300-word synthesis examining:
· What did you learn about yourself that you didn't want to learn?
· Which activity created the most discomfort, and what does that discomfort reveal?
· How will these insights tangibly change your research practice?
Remember Cunliffe's (2003, p.989) challenge: reflexivity involves ‘making problematic the ways we have learned to think and act’, not simply documenting what we already believe about ourselves.
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