Seminar Session 4
Positionality: Reflecting on the Research Process
Core Reading: Bourke, B. (2014). Positionality: Reflecting on the Research Process. The Qualitative Report, 19(33), 1–9. 
Learning Outcomes
By the end of this seminar, students should be able to:
· Explain the concept of positionality and reflexivity. 
· Distinguish between insider and outsider researcher positions. 
· Evaluate how researcher identity influences the research process. 
· Reflect critically on their own positionality. 
· Develop strategies for managing bias and enhancing trustworthiness in their own research. 

Seminar Structure
	Activity
	Time

	Group Discussion
	20 minutes

	Prepare Presentation
	10 minutes

	Group Feedback
	15 minutes





Group A
Understanding Positionality and Reflexivity
Focus
Understanding how researcher identity shapes research.
The article argues that researchers and participants jointly shape the research process, and that researchers should critically reflect on their own identities, assumptions and biases throughout the research journey. 

Discussion Questions
Understanding Positionality
1. What is positionality? 
2. Why does Bourke argue that research is "a process, not just a product"? 
3. How does the author's own identity influence his research? 
4. What overlapping identities does Bourke identify? 
5. Why is it impossible to achieve complete objectivity? 

Reflexivity
6. What is reflexivity? 
7. How does reflexivity differ from positionality? 
8. Why should reflexivity continue throughout the research process rather than only at the beginning? 

Reflection on Your Own Research
Discuss:
· Who are you as a researcher? 
· What personal experiences led you to your research topic? 
· What assumptions might you already hold? 
· How might your professional background influence your study? 
· How will you remain reflexive throughout your project? 

Group Activity
Complete the following statement:
"As a researcher, I bring ____________, ____________, and ____________ into my research."

Feedback to the Class
Present:
· Three key lessons about positionality. 
· One surprising insight from the article. 
· One example from your own dissertation. 



Group B
Insider–Outsider Perspectives
Focus
Understanding researcher-participant relationships.
The article explores how researchers may occupy insider and outsider positions simultaneously and how these positions change during the research process. 

Discussion Questions
Insider vs Outsider
1. What is an insider researcher? 
2. What is an outsider researcher? 
3. Can researchers be both insider and outsider simultaneously? 
4. How did Bourke's experience challenge his assumptions about being an insider and outsider? 
5. Why were students of colour more willing to participate than White students? 
6. What role did trust play during the research process? 

Research Relationships
7. How can researcher identity influence: 
· Participant recruitment? 
· Interviews? 
· Focus groups? 
· Data quality? 
8. Should researchers reveal aspects of their identity to participants? 

Reflection on Your Own Research
Discuss:
· Will you be an insider or outsider in your own study? 
· What advantages does this give you? 
· What disadvantages might arise? 
· How might participants perceive you? 
· How can you build trust? 

Group Activity - Draw a two-column table.
	Insider Advantages
	Outsider Advantages

	
	

	
	



Then discuss: Which position best describes your own research?

Feedback to the Class
Present:
· Advantages and disadvantages of insider research. 
· Advantages and disadvantages of outsider research. 
· Examples from your own projects. 


Group C
Bias, Ethics and Research Credibility
Focus
Managing bias while producing trustworthy research.
The article argues that positionality should not be viewed simply as a limitation but as something that should be acknowledged, reflected upon and transparently communicated. 

Discussion Questions
Research Bias
1. Can researchers ever eliminate bias completely? 
2. How does acknowledging positionality strengthen research? 
3. What risks arise if researchers ignore their positionality? 
4. How might positionality influence: 
· Data collection? 
· Data analysis? 
· Interpretation? 
· Conclusions? 
Ethics
5. Why is transparency important? 
6. What ethical responsibilities do researchers have toward participants? 
7. How can researchers avoid speaking for participants rather than representing their voices? 
Credibility
8. What strategies improve trustworthiness in qualitative research? 
9. How can reflexive journals strengthen research? 
10. How should positionality be presented in a dissertation? 

Reflection on Your Own Research
Discuss:
· What biases might influence your study? 
· How will you minimise these biases? 
· What ethical challenges may arise? 
· How will you demonstrate trustworthiness? 

Group Activity
Complete the following table.
	Potential Bias
	Possible Impact
	Strategy to Reduce Bias

	
	
	



Feedback to the Class
Present:
· Three major sources of bias. 
· Strategies for managing bias. 
· How you will demonstrate trustworthiness in your own research. 



Whole-Class Discussion (15 minutes)
Following the presentations, discuss the following questions as a class:
Reflection Questions
1. How does positionality influence every stage of the research process? 
2. Is researcher bias always negative? 
3. Can acknowledging bias actually improve research quality? 
4. How does positionality differ between qualitative and quantitative research? 
5. Which aspects of your identity are most relevant to your dissertation? 
6. What practical steps can researchers take to remain reflexive? 
7. How has this seminar changed the way you think about your own research? 

Final Individual Reflection Activity (10 minutes)

Ask each student to complete the following template for their own dissertation.
My Positionality Reflection
My Research Topic
My Position
· Academic background: 
· Professional experience: 
· Cultural background: 
· Personal experiences: 
· Values and beliefs: 
↓
Possible Biases
↓
Potential Impact on Research
· Participant relationships 
· Data collection 
· Data interpretation 
· Conclusions 
↓
My Reflexive Strategies
✓ Reflexive journal
✓ Member checking
✓ Peer debriefing
✓ Transparent reporting
✓ Ethical awareness
↓
How will this strengthen my research?



Expected Outputs from Each Group
Each group should prepare a 5-minute presentation that includes:
· Three key insights from Bourke's article. 
· One point of debate or disagreement. 
· One example illustrating the concept from their own research project. 
· One practical recommendation for researchers on managing positionality and reflexivity. 

This seminar design encourages Researchers to move beyond understanding positionality as a theoretical concept and instead apply it critically to their own dissertations. By linking Bourke's reflections to their individual research projects, students develop greater awareness of how their identities, experiences, and assumptions may shape every stage of the research process—from framing research questions to interpreting findings.

