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Part 1: Who I Was When I Started
Thinking back on Part 1, I see how much my assumptions about research have changed. Schön (2017) calls this reflection-on-action and Gibbs (1988) has developed a reflective cycle to enable me to move beyond description to evaluation and action in the future. The experiential learning cycle of Kolb (1984) also helps me to think about how reflection on past experience can facilitate new understanding and impact on future practice.
I was trained in economics and corporate finance. Before Part 1, I thought research was a systematic process: ask a question, gather evidence and reach a conclusion. I came to the doctorate with a relatively fixed view of knowledge. I assumed that careful observation and rigorous analysis would uncover regularities in social and organisational phenomena. I also tended to regard evidence as most credible when it could be measured, compared and analysed. I was drawn to research that addressed real problems and helped people make better decisions. I rarely asked myself where these assumptions had come from or realised that my own idea of 'credible evidence' had been shaped by past experience.
Looking back, I can see how much my background shaped the way I thought about research. I studied economics and corporate finance, and most of my training was about numbers. When I evaluated companies in my previous studies, I would go straight to the financial statements. Ratios, margins, cash flow—these were the things that told me whether a firm was doing well. I trusted them. If a number could be calculated, I felt I had something solid to stand on.
I also spent a short time working in my father's garment business. It was a small operation, and the problems there were immediate. A supplier was late, a customer complained, a batch of fabric did not match the order. Decisions had consequences you could see within days. That experience taught me to value knowledge that could be used. If an idea did not lead to action, I was not sure what it was for.
Other assumptions were refined rather than completely overturned. I still regard evidence as essential to rigorous research, but I no longer automatically equate 'credible evidence' with numerical data. Different research questions require different forms of evidence, and what counts as evidence depends on the knowledge claims being made (Creswell and Poth, 2024). I had also assumed that different forms of social science research should be judged by the same quality criteria. Lincoln and Guba (1985) challenged this by distinguishing between conventional criteria of validity, reliability and objectivity and the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability proposed for naturalistic inquiry. This helped me understand why different research traditions may require different standards of judgement.
The point is not that one form of evidence is superior to another. Quantitative data may support certain kinds of knowledge claims, while other forms of evidence may be more appropriate for claims about experience, meaning or context. Different claims therefore require different forms of support. This has made me more reflexive about my own background. My finance training is both a strength and a limitation. It gives me analytical skills and structured thinking, but it also predisposes me to privilege measurable outcomes. I only began to see this clearly when I struggled to engage with epistemological debates that had no immediate practical application. My first reaction was frustration, and I now recognise that this frustration was not about the difficulty of the material, but about my own assumptions being challenged.
Some of my beliefs have remained largely intact. I still believe research should be rigorous, transparent and evidence-based, and that it should make a meaningful contribution. What has changed is my understanding of what a 'meaningful contribution' can be. Previously, I mainly associated research value with solving practical problems or supporting decisions. This changed when I began reading literature on the circular economy across different industries. I had assumed that 'circular economy' meant roughly the same thing everywhere. But different industries define and practise it in quite different ways. Reading these studies made me realise that clarifying how a concept is understood in a particular context is itself a form of contribution. It does not solve a problem directly, but it changes how the problem is seen. A more fundamental question also remains for me: to what extent does research discover a reality that exists independently of the researcher, and to what extent do our theories and methods shape how that reality is understood? I no longer see this as a simple choice between two positions. Instead, I see it as an ongoing tension that researchers need to remain aware of. I also no longer see research as the mechanical application of methods, but as a process in which I need to keep examining my own judgements and assumptions (Olmos-Vega et al., 2023).
This shift has direct implications for my future career. As a researcher working across finance and management, I can no longer judge a study simply by whether its data are measurable or numerically robust. I also need to ask what question it addresses, what assumptions about reality it rests on, and where its conclusions stop being applicable. Part 1 has not only given me more answers; it has also made me more cautious about how knowledge claims are produced, justified and bound.
Part 2: My Relationship with Theory and Literature
Several theories felt immediately familiar to me from my undergraduate and master's studies, particularly behavioural economics, stakeholder theory and institutional theory. Stakeholder theory felt familiar because I had observed similar relationships in my father's small garment business, where employees, customers and suppliers all influenced how the business operated. Institutional theory became relevant for a different reason: it helped me think about how organisations respond to wider norms and expectations. For a long time, I treated this sense of familiarity as evidence that these theories were the right ones to use. It was only through the process of working on my own research that I began to question this. I noticed that when I reached for a theoretical framework, I often chose the one I understood most easily rather than the one that best fitted the problem. Through Bourdieu's (1990) concept of habitus, I now understand why: what feels immediately legible is not necessarily what is most appropriate, but what I have been trained to recognise. This was not a comfortable realisation. It made me ask whether my theoretical choices were genuinely analytical or simply habitual. I increasingly see theory not as something that determines what I should find, but as a lens that helps me notice relationships while still leaving room for findings that may challenge existing explanations.
My research direction developed through a combination of independent reading and supervisory guidance. I initially focused on the post-pandemic period because it seemed practically relevant. My supervisor challenged this framing, and at first, I found that difficult to accept. As I read further, however, I began to see that practical relevance alone was not enough to justify a research context. He suggested shifting towards the dual-carbon period instead. This changed how I understood a research 'gap'. I had previously treated a gap mainly as an under-researched topic or context. Gradually, I came to see that a stronger research problem may also emerge from tensions or limitations within existing explanations. Booth et al. (2024) helped me understand that research problems are actively formulated through engagement with existing knowledge rather than simply waiting to be discovered.
This also affected how I thought about the relationship between theory and method. I considered grounded theory because it develops conceptual categories through iterative engagement with data. But the more I read about it, the more I realised that it did not fit what I was actually trying to do. Grounded theory assumes that theory should emerge from data with as few prior assumptions as possible. My research question, however, had already been shaped by stakeholder and institutional perspectives. I could not pretend to approach the data without theoretical presuppositions, and I did not want to. This was an important realisation for me: it made me see that the choice between generating theory and engaging with existing theory is not just a technical decision, but a statement about what kind of knowledge I believe research should produce. I am not trying to generate an entirely new theory. I want to examine whether existing explanations are sufficient for understanding stakeholders' perceptions and practices in a specific context. Practical issues such as theoretical sampling, access and time also matter in doctoral research, but these are secondary considerations rather than the main reason for my choice (Timonen, Foley and Conlon, 2018).
My approach is therefore closer to the logic of the Extended Case Method. Burawoy (1998) argues that empirical cases can be used to engage with and reconstruct existing theory. I do not intend to claim that my study applies every feature of the Extended Case Method. Rather, what is useful to me is its relationship with theory. Existing stakeholder and institutional perspectives provide an analytical starting point, while the empirical case can still reveal tensions or limitations in those explanations. This allows me to use theory without treating it as a fixed framework into which the data must fit.
My understanding of literature also changed through experience. When I encountered studies addressing similar issues but reaching conflicting conclusions, my first reaction was to ask which one was more credible. Over time, I realised that disagreement may arise from differences in context, sample or methodology rather than simply indicating errors. I also worried that a less developed body of literature on the dual-carbon context would weaken the legitimacy of my topic. I now see that this can instead raise useful questions about whether existing explanations have been sufficiently examined in a particular setting.
This has changed how I plan to identify my research gap. I do not want to rely only on the claim that Chinese textile SMEs are under-researched. Existing research on Chinese SMEs has already examined circular economy adoption, particularly barriers, enablers and the wider circular economy ecosystem (Min, Sawang and Kivits, 2021). My research instead focuses on how different stakeholders perceive and practise the circular economy during the dual-carbon period, and how these perceptions and practices are shaped by institutional and relational conditions. The gap I am interested in is therefore whether existing explanations adequately capture how circular economy practices are interpreted and negotiated by stakeholders.
The Chinese context may be especially important because stakeholder relationships are not shaped only by formal organisational roles or contracts. Guanxi remains important in Chinese business relationships and involves trust, reciprocity and social obligation (Nolan and Rowley, 2020). This may influence how owners, managers, employees, suppliers and customers respond to circular economy expectations. Formal institutional pressures associated with the dual-carbon agenda may therefore be interpreted or enacted through informal relational ties. I want to examine whether guanxi helps explain differences between formal policy expectations and actual stakeholder practices.
Overall, my relationship with theory and literature has shifted from looking for confirmation and stability towards treating existing explanations as starting points that can be questioned through empirical research. Rather than seeing my project simply as filling an empty gap, I now understand it as examining where existing explanations work, where they become less adequate, and how the institutional and relational conditions of Chinese textile SMEs may contribute to their refinement.
Part 3: The Evolution of My Research Focus
When I entered Part 1, I already had a relatively clear direction: I wanted to research topics related to the circular economy. This interest came from two influences—an internship in my father's garment business, where I saw how sustainability issues entered everyday decisions, and a personal concern with sustainable development. The topic seemed clear, but the research question did not. I knew what I wanted to study; I simply did not know how to articulate what I wanted to ask. Looking back, this mismatch between topic and question reflected an assumption I had not yet tested: that a research question would naturally emerge once I had selected a topic. I thought that interest in a subject was enough to generate a research problem, and I had not yet recognised that a subject and a question are not the same thing. As Booth et al. (2024) argue, a research topic is only the beginning; it is the question that gives the research direction.
These experiences led me to the circular economy as a broad subject. At first, my interest was simply to understand how ideas about the circular economy influence what firms do. This gradually became more focused through reading the literature and discussing it with my supervisor. The literature showed me that the circular economy is not a single field but a meeting point for several debates, including business models, supply chains, regulation and firm-level decision-making. As I read further, I realised that much of the research focuses on large manufacturing companies, while small and medium-sized textile companies in China have received less attention. This was my own observation, rather than something pointed out by my supervisor, and it gave me a sense that I was beginning to read literature not only to learn from it, but also to notice what it was not saying. As Booth et al. (2024) argue, research problems are actively formulated by researchers rather than simply discovered. This helped me realise that the direction of my work was not something I would simply 'find' in literature; it had to be constructed through reading, discussion and revision.
When my supervisor suggested focusing on the dual-carbon period and on stakeholders' perceptions and practices towards the circular economy, this marked a turning point. It was more than a change of context. It shifted my attention from the circular economy as a general policy idea to something interpreted, negotiated and practised by specific actors. Initially, I was interested in the general impact of the circular economy on firm decisions. The stakeholder perspective had not been central to my thinking until my supervisor introduced it. This changed the type of question I was asking from what the circular economy does to firms to how stakeholders within firms perceive and practise it. This framing felt more situated and more feasible than my original one. It also meant that I needed to engage with literature on stakeholder perceptions and institutional perspectives, which I had not previously considered central to my project. My supervisor's feedback therefore did more than refine the topic; it changed the conceptual lens through which I approached it.
Discussions with peers played a smaller role than I had expected, partly because my focus felt quite specific and partly because I was still unsure how to articulate it. Looking back, this limited engagement may have narrowed my thinking. However, literature itself became an important source of methodological learning. As I read studies on the circular economy, I began to pay attention not only to their findings but also to how their research questions were framed. I noticed that researchers often generated questions by identifying tensions between competing institutional logics or by examining how different stakeholders interpreted the same practice. This helped me see that a strong research question can emerge from a tension rather than simply from an empty gap.
My research question is now crystallised around how stakeholders of Chinese textile SMEs perceive and practise the circular economy during the dual-carbon period. I intend to examine this through a case study approach informed by institutional perspectives. My methodological choices have shaped what I am willing to ask. Choosing a case study oriented me towards questions of how and why rather than how much (Yin, 2018). It led me to ask how stakeholders perceive and practise the circular economy, rather than how much circular economy practices affect firm performance. This is not because the latter question is unimportant, but because my design is better suited to exploring meaning, interpretation and process within a specific context. Recognising this helps me see that methodology is not simply a set of tools; it also shapes the kinds of questions I am prepared to ask (Creswell and Poth, 2024). I am also aware that my question involves choices about what not to ask. I have focused on perception and practice rather than measurable outcomes, and on a single national context rather than cross-national comparison. These choices reflect my assumptions about what kinds of knowledge are most valuable, as well as what kinds of research are feasible for me. Schön (2017) argues that reflective practice involves questioning one's own judgements rather than simply applying technical knowledge. This captures my development across Part 1: I am moving from a researcher who sought a topic towards one who also questions how a topic becomes researchable.
Part 4: Positionality, Power and Research Relationships
My access to participants is not neutral. I will mainly recruit interviewees through my father's textile firm and its upstream and downstream supply chain, through introductions from close family members and, in some cases, managers within the firm. This is a guanxi-based channel: informal, personal and relational. Guanxi can facilitate access to research participants in Chinese business contexts (Li, Harvey and Beaverstock, 2023). Efficiency, however, is not the same as neutrality. My father's company holds a relatively dominant position in some of its supply relationships, which means that participants may feel commercial or organisational pressure to participate. Access is therefore not simply a technical matter; the route through which I reach participants already places me in a particular relationship with them.
Power within these relationships is not fixed or one-directional. As a researcher, I have the power to select the research question, frame the interview and later decide how participants' accounts are interpreted and represented. My family connection adds another layer because some participants may see me first as my father's son rather than as a doctoral researcher. Although I will introduce myself primarily in my research capacity, I cannot assume that my family connection is irrelevant, particularly when introductions are made through people who know my father. Where that connection is relevant to recruitment, I need to be transparent about it rather than attempt to separate the two identities completely. As Menzies (2025) suggests, researchers positioned as 'in-betweeners' may move between insider and outsider positions. I cannot fully control how participants perceive me, and I should not pretend otherwise.
Power may also shift depending on whom I interview. Senior managers and business owners may have greater organisational status, although my family connection may complicate this relationship in ways I cannot fully predict. Ordinary employees, who are likely to make up a larger part of my sample, have less formal power and may be more vulnerable to my organisational and family connections. If employees are approached through managers, even the apparently simple question of whether they are willing to participate may carry an implicit expectation to agree. Trust can encourage openness, but relational access can also create unspoken obligations (Menzies, 2025). I therefore need to distinguish between gaining access to participants and obtaining genuinely voluntary consent.
These relationships will also shape the data I obtain. Trusted introductions may make participants more willing to engage, and my familiarity with the textile sector may help me recognise some contextual meanings, although my understanding remains partial. The same familiarity can also create blind spots by making certain practices appear normal or self-explanatory. Managers may present an 'official' account of circular economy practices, while employees may moderate criticism because they associate me with the owner or management. I may also be less inclined to challenge explanations that fit my previous experience (Folkes, 2023). Recent work on researcher positionality similarly cautions that insider status does not automatically produce better knowledge (Bukamal, 2022). Proximity does not guarantee truth; it changes the conditions under which particular accounts are produced.
My response is not to try to eliminate these dynamics, which would be impossible, but to make them part of the research process. I will clearly explain that participation is voluntary and, particularly for employees, seek recruitment arrangements that reduce direct managerial pressure wherever possible. I will also make clear that participation, refusal or withdrawal will not be reported back to managers or family members. During analysis, I will keep reflexive notes on how my assumptions and relationships may have shaped interviews and interpretations, compare accounts across different stakeholder groups, and pay particular attention to evidence that contradicts my initial expectations. Where appropriate, I will seek clarification from participants rather than assuming familiarity gives me privileged understanding.
Reflexivity, then, is not simply a declaration of good intentions. It requires me to recognise that my personal networks create both access and ethical responsibility. The same relationships that make this research possible may influence who participates, what they are willing to tell me and how I interpret what they say. My task is not to claim neutrality, but to make these influences visible and remain critically attentive to them throughout recruitment, interviewing and analysis.
Part 5: Ethical Tensions in My Study
Two ethical tensions arise from my research context that cannot be fully resolved through standard ethical procedures. The first concerns whether participants recruited through personal and organisational relationships can give genuinely voluntary consent. The second concerns confidentiality and the potential harm of discussing work-related and organisationally sensitive topics. Both arise from the particular combination of my family connection, participant group and research setting.
The first tension arises from the relational route through which I recruit participants. My father's company holds a relatively dominant position in some supply relationships, and introductions may pass through managers. I am not yet certain whether these managers will be the direct superiors of the employees I hope to interview. This uncertainty matters because the degree of relational pressure may depend on the reporting relationship. Where an introduction comes from a participant's direct superior, even the question 'would you be willing to be interviewed?' may carry an implicit expectation to agree. Where the manager is not a direct superior, the pressure may be weaker but does not disappear, because organisational authority and existing guanxi may still create a sense of obligation. Consent may therefore reflect not only willingness to participate but also reluctance to disappoint the person who facilitated the introduction, as purposive sampling within existing relationships can prompt feelings of obligation even without overt pressure (Hiratsuka, 2025).
My response is to separate access from consent as far as possible. I will ask managers to distribute written information about the study rather than directly requesting participation on my behalf, allowing potential participants to contact me independently. During the consent process, I will emphasise that participation is voluntary, that refusal or withdrawal carries no consequences, and that neither participation nor refusal will be reported to managers or family members. These measures can reduce relational pressure but cannot eliminate it. Where recruitment depends on existing relationships, participants may still feel socially or professionally obliged to cooperate even when no pressure is intended. I therefore cannot guarantee that consent will be entirely free from relational influence. I can only design recruitment to minimise that influence and remain attentive to signs of hesitation or reluctance.
The second tension concerns the sensitivity of the information participants may disclose. Circular economy practices are connected to organisational decision-making, environmental practices and responses to China's dual-carbon policy. Participants may therefore regard questions about what their organisations do, rather than what formal policies state, as professionally or commercially sensitive. Critical accounts could potentially affect working relationships, professional reputations or perceptions of the organisation. My family connection intensifies this concern because participants may worry that comments about their employer, managers or business partners could reach my father or others within the business network. This is a foreseeable risk rather than a purely abstract one: a promise of confidentiality may feel less reassuring when the researcher is personally connected to the organisation through which access was obtained. The issue is not only whether confidentiality is maintained in practice, but whether participants can reasonably believe that it will be.
I will therefore de-identify the data and remove or generalise names, company details, locations and other information that is not analytically necessary. Interview data will be stored securely, and individual accounts will not be discussed with family members, managers or others connected to participating firms. Participants will also be reminded that they do not have to answer questions they consider sensitive. However, confidentiality has limits in a relatively small and interconnected business network. Even where names are removed, a participant might still be identifiable through a combination of job role, organisation type or experiences. Complete anonymity therefore cannot be guaranteed. I will also need to consider whether contextual details or quotations should be generalised, paraphrased or omitted where their analytical value does not justify the risk of identification.
These tensions cannot be resolved through procedural safeguards alone. Recent qualitative research emphasises that ethical issues can emerge and shift throughout the research process and cannot always be fully anticipated at the point of ethical approval (Taquette and Souza, 2022). My ethics application has not yet been submitted, so the safeguards described here remain provisional and may need revision following ethical review or once recruitment begins. The same relationships that make my research possible also create some of its principal ethical risks. My responsibility is therefore not to claim that these tensions have been eliminated, but to make them visible, minimise foreseeable harm and remain prepared to reconsider my decisions throughout recruitment, interviewing, analysis and reporting.
Part 6: I as a Developing Researcher
Across this portfolio, I have identified two areas where my development as a reflexive doctoral researcher remains incomplete. The first is my limited experience with qualitative interviewing. My academic training in finance was predominantly quantitative, and although I have conducted a pilot interview, it revealed more about my limitations than I had expected. During the interview, the participant said something highly relevant that I had not anticipated in my interview guide. At the time, I did not recognise its significance. I was too focused on working through my prepared questions, and I treated the guide as something to follow rather than something to deviate from. So I moved on to the next question. Only afterwards, when I listened to the recording, did I realise what I had missed. The participant had opened a line of thinking that I simply did not follow. This was uncomfortable to acknowledge, because it showed me that I had been treating the interview as a procedure to complete rather than a conversation to pursue. I now understand that interviewing requires a kind of attention that I have not yet developed: the ability to recognise, in the moment, what matters and to let go of the plan when something more important appears. Without more experience, I may continue to miss subtle cues, ask leading questions or fail to probe significant silences (Morgan Brett and Wheeler, 2021).
The second area concerns my research question. Although it has narrowed considerably, terms such as 'stakeholder perceptions' and 'circular economy practices' remain broad, and I have not yet fully determined how to define them in a way that is analytically meaningful and feasible within a case study (Creswell and Poth, 2024).
Addressing these gaps will require more than simply accumulating experience. In Part 2, I plan to undertake further training in qualitative interviewing, but I also need to change how I approach interviews themselves. My pilot interview showed me that I tend to follow my guide too closely. So in future pilot interviews, I will deliberately practise deviating from it: when a participant says something unexpected, I will try to stay with it rather than moving on. I will also record short reflective notes immediately after each interview, focusing on what I missed, what I avoided and what made me uncomfortable. This is not a natural habit for me, and I expect it to feel awkward at first. But I do not think I can learn to interview well simply by reading about it. I also plan to read more deeply on interviewing and case study design, and to discuss my framing regularly with my supervisor. For my research question, I will use these pilot interviews to test whether my terms are specific enough to be answerable, and I will revise them if they are not. I am aware that becoming a reflexive researcher takes time. I do not expect to resolve all of these gaps in Part 2, but I want to make steady progress through practice, feedback and a willingness to revise my assumptions (Olmos-Vega et al., 2023).
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