Researching A Community of Independent Business Owners in Rural Wales

Introduction 
Carmarthen is a relatively small Welsh market town with a population of just over 187,000 people (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2019). Carmarthen is the oldest consistently inhabited town in Wales and is steeped in a rich history of Merlin the wizard and Roman origins (Discover Carmarthenshire, 2019). You will find glimpses of history all around the town including a velodrome opened in 1900, a 12th century castle and a Roman Amphitheatre (Discover Carmarthenshire, 2019). Over the years Carmarthen has undergone massive developments and has a high number of high street brands and stores (Discover Carmarthenshire, 2019). Having lived in close proximity to Carmarthen town for most of my life I have witnessed the decline in independent businesses. King Street seems to be the epicentre for independent business within the town, with very few large chain businesses located there. There are many empty buildings and businesses closing regularly along King Street, despite this there still seems to be a real sense of community and determination within the business owners.
Research Questions 
For my research I wish to explore the community aspect of independent business owners located on King Street. I chose King Street as there is a wide variety of businesses within a relatively small location. I elected to include a multitude of questions so that in my initial interviews I can put a range of questions to the business owners and see what is most important to them, as I feel this to be a crucial aspect of my research. After my pilot interviews I aim to narrow down my research to be the most beneficial to my participants. All of my research questions centre around the central subject of the community of business owners within King Street. 
 Is there really a sense of community within the business owners on this street? 
This will be the central question I aim to explore within my research. It is easy to assume that there would be a sense of community within independent business owners in such close proximity to each other, though assumptions are often misguided and inaccurate. If there is a sense of community, I would explore how this came about, and whether there is a want to strengthen the community. If there appears to be no sense of community within the business owners, I would study the reasons as to why. Also looking into whether the business owners want a sense of community and if so, why they haven’t reached out to others to create something already.
 Social Media and online shopping— Do business owners perceive the rise in online shopping to be the cause of businesses closing in the area? Is a social media presence important?
Over the past ten years the percentage of shopping done online has been steadily increasing (Office for National Statistics, 2019). I wish to explore whether independent businesses are keeping up with this trend, and whether this aspect lowers the threat of competition from other businesses on the street. I also wish to examine the social media aspect of business, do the businesses help others by sharing their posts online, and does social media actually benefit the businesses and their community.
 Is there a feeling of being left behind when the rest of the town is being developed?
St Catherine’s Walk benefitted from a seventy four million pound development in 2010 (BBC, 2010), Merlin’s Walk is packed full of high street brands and a large statue of Merlin (Merlins Walk, n.d.). With all these developments being made around the town but very few being made to King Street it begs the question why. I wish to explore the possibility that independent business owners on this street may have a sense of being behind the times and forgotten.
 Why is there such a high focus on local produce?
Many of the businesses along this street boast a range of local products and produce. I wish to discover the reason for this and whether it is a community-based decision. 
 What do these independent businesses mean to the local community?
Though my research is centred on the community of independent business owners, I also wish to explore the meaning these businesses hold within the wider local community. Within this research question I would also explore what place in the wider society these independent business holders feel they occupy.
 Do the businesses rely on each other?
The relation between businesses and their owners is imperative to their community, because of this a lack of relation could be a cause for a lack of community and vice versa. I would like to explore how deep these relations run, and whether they are simply business based or whether the connection is based on other reasonings.
Aims and Objectives 
The main aim of my research is to explore the dynamics of the community of independent business owners within King Street in Carmarthen. 
There will be a large focus on participant driven research, I want my research to be not only focused on the independent business owners but also steered by them in the direction they feel is best. This research will be a collaboration with the participants. Academia as a whole if often closed off to those not within an academic discipline, however with my piece I intend to have the independent business owners as my main audience for my piece. This means that my writing style must be accessible to everyone, from all educational backgrounds. 
The final objective of my research will be to attempt to find a solution to the possible problems that independent business owners on this particular street face, and then offer help to achieve that solution. This will only be the end result if the independent business owners actually want or need the help, or if they even have any problems that require a solution.
Literature Review 
To my knowledge there are very few, if any, anthropological or ethnographical studies conducted on independent businesses within the United Kingdom, let alone within Wales. Upon searching for relevant literature, I came across a study conducted in New York nine years ago, though it centres around local knowledge it is still useful within the context of my research. Within this piece it is mentioned that local identity is often used to forge alliances (Hess, 2010, p. 158). The word local and independent often go hand in hand when describing a business, and the use of one does not necessarily suggest the other (Hess, 2010). It is suggested that many communities of independent business owners have fallen victim to big brands and chain businesses (Hess, 2010), which correlates with one of my proposed research questions.
Due to the lack of literature directly relating to my proposed research I hope to fill a gap in the market so to speak. Offering insight into communities of small business owners in an ever developing retail world. This will fit into the wider discussion on urban anthropology and business networks (See: Ansari, 1929 & Southern Anthropological Society, 1968).
Research Approach 
Clifford (1986, p. 6) describes ethnographies as works of “fiction”, not in the sense that they are a falsehood, rather that they are a “partial” truth. An ethnography could never show the whole truth of a culture, in the same manner that a single person would be unable to, rather it shows a truth as seen through the eyes of the ethnographer (Clifford, 1986). By ignoring this argument and not acknowledging it within an ethnography, it can portray the work as fact, therefore depicting the ethnographer as fraudulent (Clifford, 1986). This approach pairs well with the idea that ethnography is “the art of describing” (Ingold, 2014). 
A fundamental element of ethnography is fieldwork. This involves going into the “field”, which has traditionally implied travelling to an exotic land far from where the ethnographer would call home (Amit, 2000). This is in juxtaposition to the element of ethnography that involves documenting the everyday goings on, the ordinary, and the commonplace activities of those being researched (Amit, 2000). This description of the field is no longer a practical or reasonable portrayal of what the “field” is, it is simply wherever you chose to conduct your fieldwork (Amit, 2000). 
Participant observation is a method whereby the ethnographer not only observes but participates in the lives of those they wish to research. It is a constantly evolving discourse and requires the ethnographer to live with others in a truly attentive manner (Ingold, 2014).  
Ethical Considerations
As with any kind of research it is important to consider any possible ethical implications of your work. Firstly it will be important to ensure that my research in no way detriments the businesses or their owners in any way. In order to combat this I will make sure to run everything past the participants before anything is published. Making sure no harm comes to your participants due to your research is paramount when conducting any research involving living beings (Association of Social Anthropologists, 2018). The people involved are always more important than the research. If it is found that my research is causing harm I will withdraw immediately and destroy all data that has been collected.
In order to safeguard participants privacy I will make sure to request permission from each business owner before conducting research. For each business I conduct participant observation in, I will make sure to gain written consent from the owner or manager. My consent form will have specific dates and times for when I have been given consent to run my research. I will also make it well known that any participant has the right to withdraw from the research at any time (Association of Social Anthropologists, 2018).
Anonymity will be offered to each participant, and I will have a list of aliases ready to give any participant who wishes to use one. This will help to avoid any confusion within my work. If a business owner requests anonymity I will ensure that not only does the owner aquire an alias but so does the business, all staff and any customers interviewed within the business. This will offer the highest level of anonymity within the parameters of my research. 
Any data collected will be stored securely by myself and any details on participants other than myself will be destroyed on completion of my research. 
All participants will be reminded of what they permitted within the original consent form, and what rights they hold as participants, on a regular basis throughout my research. This will ensure that no participant feels deceived or pressured into taking part in the research.
All participants will be offered a copy of this research proposal, a short bullet point version of this proposal, and I will discuss thoroughly the aims, objectives and outcomes of my research with each participant. This will ensure that when gaining consent it will be as informed as possible.

Research Design 
Upon conducting my research, the first step will be to conduct pilot interviews with various independent business owners. These interviews will be simple, short and informal in nature. The reason for these interviews will be to establish a connection with the business owners and validate my main research question, making sure it makes sense within the field. The interviews will also help to narrow down my research questions in order to create a more concise end result. This will also give me the opportunity to request the opportunity to conduct participant observation within up to three businesses. I will use simple note taking to record my findings within these interviews, making sure to gain consent for each using a consent form. This data will only be held until my research has concluded and will then be destroyed.
During the research I intend to keep a reflexive journal. This will allow me to reflex on my findings each day and use it as an accurate as possible representation of my experience. When writing up my final piece I will make sure to be self-aware and analytical of my experience (Okely, 1992). This journal will not be published and will only serve as a personal memory and self-reflection aid. Once my research is complete this journal will be stored personally for future personal use in order to reflect on my experience and no personal details other than my own will be kept within it.
The largest segment of my research will be based around participant observation. This will involve spending time with each business owner, simply living their business life alongside them.  I will make sure to attend the experience at all times and make sure to try and create an atmosphere of conversation (Ingold, 2014). During my research it will be important to constantly take into account that to observe is not to objectify but to learn from, that my participant observation is an exercise of correspondence which is constantly evolving (Ingold, 2014).
Once I have completed the participant observation section of my research, I intend on conducting a series of interviews. I will offer each interviewee an option of whether I film, record only sound, or just take notes. This is to ensure the maximum comfort level for each interviewee, which I hope will in turn lead to the most honest responses. For each interview I will make sure to have my research questions, including any additional questions that surface during my research, but I hope to allow the interviewee to steer the conversation in a direction that suits them best. Using this informal technique for interviewing I hope to gather the most honest responses, and the information that is most important to each interviewee. Each participant will be required to sign a consent form, and for each participant that agrees to be filmed or recorded I will also gain verbal consent. All data gathered during these interviews will be held securely by myself and destroyed on completion of the research. I will offer copies of each interview data to the interviewee; this is to ensure that I portray each participant in a manner that suits them. I will interview as many independent business owners along King Street as possible, along with past business owners if possible, and also a range of customers both inside businesses and passing by. This will hopefully give me a wide range of information from the community of business owners and the wider local community. 
It will be important to constantly reflect on my own position within this research, as someone who has known a few of the business owners for many years, and worked within one. Within my research I hope to be as open and honest as possible about my position and subjectivity. I will also make sure to be fully aware of the issues surrounding being a “native” anthropologist (Narayan, 1993).
With my timeframe I chose to conduct my research over the Christmas period and just after. This should offer insight into the busiest period for businesses and the quietest period after. Before and during the Christmas period I will conduct the bulk of my participant observation as I feel the business owners would be more willing to accept me into their business during this time as I can offer an extra pair of helping hands. After the Christmas period once the influx of custom has calmed down this would be an appropriate time to conduct my interviews. Below is a rough table of how I intend to delegate my time during my research.
	Business
	November
	December

	
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4

	Business 1
	Pilot interviews
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	
	Time left over to account for Christmas and new year holidays.

	Business 2
	
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	

	Business 3
	
	
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	



	Business
	January
	February
	March

	
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	

	Business 1
	
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	Conduct interviews with other business owners on the street.
	Conduct interviews with customers.
	
	
	Conduct interview with business owner and staff.
	Collate data and research into cohesive and accessible research.

	Business 2
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	
	
	
	Conduct interview with business owner and staff.
	
	
	

	Business 3
	
	Help/Participant Observation
	
	
	
	
	Conduct interview with business owner and staff.
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