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In this essay, I will share my reflections about a two-week research at the maternity wards of Glangwili Hospital in Carmarthen. Two other students conducted similar research in Withybush and Bronglais, the two other maternities under the same Health Board. Together we aim to provide the Health Board with a report to feedback on the experience of people receiving care from those departments. As a research team we have decided to use narrative inquiry as our method. So, in the following paragraphs, I will talk about some practical obstacles and challenges, my expectations, the things I would do differently, as well as the method of narrative inquiry, its value and the difficulties I faced using it. 

First of all, I would like to start by sharing the difficulties of conducting this research at the hospital, inside a big institution and workplace. Obviously, entering a hospital with vulnerable people and especially a place with young infants is a delicate matter. The paperwork and safety measures that are necessary beforehand are understandable. However, one of the difficulties I faced was the lack of communication between the different people we, the research team, were dealing with. We had received instructions by certain people and upon my arrival I meet someone that did not seem to have been in contact with those people and gave me more restrictions to follow. Adding on, the staff on the wards were changing very often, I only knew and remembered the name of one senior midwife that was in the antenatal ward most of the time. The lack of continuity of the staff made it difficult to find my place in the hospital. It would be very important to work with the hospital and staff members, but I felt a great deal of frustration because I did not really manage to do so. I could not do my research independently because my DBS check had not come through, so I was supervised (as they said) by a member of the Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) team. As much as I understand the necessary precautions that they had to take for legal reasons, it still did greatly affect the course of my research and the atmosphere I was working in. On the first day it helped to have somebody ‘from the inside’ to show me around and introduce me to this new environment. However, I strongly believe that in order to use narrative inquiry as a method one needs to truly be independent and work alone during the time in the field (of course alone but with the people telling the stories). In my case, no matter how much I said that I was an independent researcher it did not feel that way to me or the people I was talking to because I was not alone and someone that works for the hospital was there, listening, watching and participating in the conversation. I now think that I should have taken more time to really explain the PALS team what I was doing and even ask them for a signature on a consent form to ensure the anonymity and confidentiality of the stories they were going to hear. Moreover the PALS members supervising me were all women most of whom have children so they had a quicker connection with the mothers and they looked more experienced or at least more professional than me so often people addressed them, looked at them more than me. Having to work with an organization or with a larger group of people makes everything a little bit more difficult because there is more people and dynamics to navigate. Each person involved has to understand, for themselves, in their own way, what the researcher is doing. This requires a lot of time. Before going any further in discussing what happened in the field, I would like to come back to the method: narrative inquiry. 

“Narrative inquiry is both a procedure for qualitative research and a means of reading and understanding the significance of […] narrative histories” (McIsaac Bruce, 2008, pp.323). It is interesting to note that ‘narrative’ comes from the Latin narros, which mean ‘to know’ (ibid). Using narrative inquiry as a method gives space for a knowledge that often remains unseen or unheard. It is, in the words of Chunfeng Wang and Kathleen Geale, “exceptionally useful to uncover nuance and detail of previous experiences” (2015, pp.195), it allows contradictions and complexities to exist. I was very attracted to narrative inquiry because it puts trust in the people whose stories are heard and whose lives are documented. As Chunfeng Wang and Kathleen Geale wrote narrative researchers assume the participants “will provide powerful insights and ideas” (2015, pp.197). This real power shift where the people are the experts of their own stories and lives is where I think the value of narrative inquiry lies. In theory, I felt eager to try out this method for the first time, and I felt very excited with the idea of this method that allows people’s voices to truly come through and gives the people the power to share the knowledge that they want, in the way they want. In participant observation and other methods, the ‘data’ is still always based on the researcher’s observations, feelings, words and thoughts. Of course, in the end, even in narrative inquiry the story will ‘pass through’ the researcher but I still think it keeps the participants more present, more alive, more in control of the research and the knowledge that the research will produce.  After the first week in the field though, I quickly realized how difficult it was to practice this method. I felt like in theory this method sounded very nice but that in practice, in the context I was in, it did not work. Because of the restrictions I have described above, I felt like there was a barrier between me and the people with their stories. A barrier of formalities, time and space, that I could not overcome. I did not want to treat people in the way people are usually treated in a hospital. It was important for me to do things my own way, in my own style but I found that extremely hard.

Before continuing with the reasons why I think I have not been able to find my place during this research I would like to reflect on my expectations before going in the field. I agree with Breheny and Stephens that “Most importantly, [researchers] must be ongoingly reflexive about their reasons for the research, their role in the research […]” (2015, pp.288). I have had to recognize that I did go into the field with expectations about this method. I saw this method as one used to create social justice, awareness and change. “Narrative researchers do not separate their research from their passion for social change” (McIsaac Bruce 2008, pp.335). Inevitably, that was what I expected from this research, to uncover the potential harm or defaults of the health system in order to help women receive a better care during their pregnancies and birth experiences. This is not something that I would want to change. However, I also had the expectation that people would share deep, personal stories and I expected that those were going to be the most valuable ones. I was wrong. A very few women have shared some more personal things with me but the value in what all of them shared was not necessarily in those personal things only. Because of this expectation I had, I felt like I was not receiving enough, or I was not doing enough. I felt like I was not spending enough time with one person, our interactions stayed quite formal and I did not feel like I managed to shift the power dynamic:
“I was walking around with a badge hanging from my neck, holding a pen and a pile of papers… I felt like I had to work extra hard to shift the power balance, and to give the expert position to the people talking to me” (from personal fieldnotes)
The very reason I like narrative inquiry is because it truly gives the power and the expertise to the people. And this was precisely what was the most difficult thing to achieve in the field, shifting the power dynamic.

Now, I know I should not have this type of expectations in the future, mostly because after listening to the conversations again, and starting to analyse them, even the conversations that I thought would have less value are actually providing precious insights into their personal experience. Even if I wasn’t realizing it at the time knowledge was everywhere, in the simplest of sentences. Nevertheless, there are a certain number of things that I would do differently. Firstly, I would want to collect the stories in a different place. I think the place affects the atmosphere so much and there would be a completely different result in a homier setting. Also, I would want to take more time for everything, the research time and the time that I spent with each person. Certain things take time and there is nothing we can do about that. Getting to know people, explaining what you are doing, explaining your method, forming relationships with people, trust, these are all things that require time. Two weeks were not long enough to create all of that. Lastly, I think that I would chose to speak to people some time after they have received their care. Of course, being in the setting of the story, ‘still in it’, can help people remember more and give a certain specific perspective. However, I think it would be beneficial to give people the time to create their stories for themselves first, before asking them to share it. I think when some events happen in our lives, it is hard to word the story immediately as the story is still unfolding itself. Essentially, I wish it were possible to apply some rules to the method, like Gül Çalışkan proposes in her 2018 article, for example having an initial face-to-face meeting prior the interview, having a clear plan to shift the power balance, having a style of questioning or establishing the length of the interview (pp.6-7). Unfortunately, from my short experience, I found that in practice things were more complicated and the plans I had prepared did not work out. Her article though, brings lots of valuable propositions about the way to conduct narrative inquiry however some situations do not allow the researcher this much luxury and freedom. Anyhow, this is not to say that nothing good came out of how things were done, these are just the three things I would want to change to be able to use narrative inquiry at its best.

Of course, no matter how many things I change, I have to acknowledge that the listener and unfortunately in my case the listeners, shape the story, how it is told, what is included and what is left out. As is stated by Mischler in Breheny and Stephens: “narratives from interviews are co­constructed by the interviewer and participant” (2015, pp.278). Once that I accept that the story has been shaped by the listener, because it is inevitable, I somehow feel like moving on and trying to use what I have as I have it. Fixating for too long on how the story was affected by the listener I think is not always helpful. I agree that “we must consider the social context, both the immediate players in the interaction and their audience, in the production of a narrative” (Ibid, pp.279). It is, I believe, necessary to remember the situation in which the story was told especially if there is a sense of things being left unsaid, or a certain behavior is noticed. However, once the researcher is alone with their notes and recordings it is all too easy to fall into speculations and over-interpretation thinking about all the things that have affected the story. That is why I try to keep in mind that the story has been affected by the listener and the context, but only in moderation. In this sense I would identify with researchers interested in event narratives who “acknowledge that stories are shaped by their listeners. But for them these social factors are not the defining or most interesting aspect of personal narratives” (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2008, pp.7).

Finally, even though, I thought I was only doing narrative inquiry, I realized later that research methods are porous and flexible. In a way I feel like I also did participant observation because I experienced many similar things to what the people told me in their stories. I felt a lack of continuity, I felt stress, I felt resignation with the whole structure of the hospital and what is happening there, feeling like there is nothing that I can do but accept what is happening. All of these things, even though I felt them in a different way and for different reasons, are similar to what I have been told through the stories people shared with me. So, on top of collecting people’s stories, I might have shared something, experienced something with them, even in such a short amount of time. Just like Breheny and Stephens accept that it is difficult to separate different categories of analysis within narrative inquiry (2015, pp.283), I would like to extend that forward and also suggest that different methods can leak into one another. Research based purely on participant observation can be described as a dialogue or "an active conversation" (Gudeman and Rivera, 1995), so naturally there are some connections to narrative inquiry. The two can work together and I am certain that the more time I spent in the field and in the environment in which the stories were based the more I would have understood about those stories through participant observation.

Coming back to the McIsaac Bruce’s definition of narrative inquiry as both a method of qualitative research and a way of analyzing narratives, I think that for the first part of the research in the field this method was difficult to put into practice. For the second part of the research however, the analyzing part, I have found this way of looking at the interviews to be extremely insightful. I would also suggest that in the first part it is important to keep in mind the social orientation of narrative more. Then, for the analysis I would tend to focus first on the individual narrative. In this way the two orientations, social and individual, can complete each other instead of creating “yet another theoretical divergence” (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2008, pp.7). As a conclusion I would like to share a quote that I think summarizes the reason narrative inquiry is such a unique and rich method:
 “Without over-extending its remit, or treating personal narratives as universal theories, research on narratives as ordered representations can indeed claim to be mapping forms of local knowledge or ‘theory’” (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2008, pp.13). 
They continue by saying that these knowledges “can enter into dialogue with each other and produce […] larger and more general, though still situated, narrative knowledges” (Ibid.). The one learning that I want to keep from this research is that narrative inquiry is a great method for valorizing a different kind of knowledge. 
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