


1. Who You Were when you started
When I arrived in Swansea, I arrived twice. First physically: two kids, luggage, no family or friends around, unknown city and empty apartment. The second arrival was academic, and it happened later, on a Monday in my first Research Principles & Philosophy class, when I first understood that everything I believed about knowledge was just merely a position and not a fact.
This distinction would not have made sense to me a year ago and explaining why is the purpose of this section.
I came to UWTSD for my Doctorate from a career in teaching and education. In that world, knowledge often arrived with authority attached. The teacher knows, the student learns, the course syllabus counts as understanding and the examination confirms it. My own schooling in Pakistan had been built on the same architecture and I absorbed its logic so completely that I did not recognize it logic at all. I assumed knowledge was something complete and correct that just existed waiting to be transferred. Evidence was what teachers and examiners accepted as proof that the transfer had happened. To me “Research” was the process of finding the right answer that was already present and existed somewhere.
I do not say this to embarrass my former self, one that existed before the part 1. I say it because my assumptions had an origin and the origin matters. Those assumptions came from an education system that rewarded reproduction of content, from a professional life where I was the authority figure handing out knowledge and from a cultural context where questioning a text is often read as disrespect rather than inquiry. Even before I knew the word, my epistemology was “transmissionist” and it was transmitted to me. 
The first ever disruption to my theory of knowledge came with the vocabulary of Part 1. Ontology, Epistemology, Axiology, Interpretivism, Constructionism, Positivism and many more. I remember very clearly, reading about the research paradigms and experiencing something between recognition and confusion. Recognition because I knew I had been a positivist, even without knowing the terminology, believing that a good study has some measurable truth. I felt confused because I realized that my preference was not just the only philosophy but there were serval others and each had its own distinct characteristics and what it claimed. 
As the Part 1 concludes, I can see some assumptions have not survived the year. The belief that research produces answers has given way to more awkward understanding that research produces defensible, situated claims and that defensible does the main job in it. My belief that literature is a neutral record of what is known has been replaced by an awakening awareness that the literature on women’s entrepreneurship and leadership is itself a constructed field, which has been shaped by the kind questions asked and how their success was measured.
Where some assumptions didn’t survive, others were refined than replaced. I still value clarity, structure and demonstrable evidence, and that a claim without evidence is just an opinion with fancy words can be dismissed (Hitchens, 2007). But now I understand these as the methodological commitments within a paradigm rather than universally acceptable way of thinking.
One assumption is left still intact and I suspect permanently, that learning is hard and being confused is not sign a failure but an actual feeling of thinking. What I did not know was how it feels to be on the other side of the desk, with multiple deadlines, grocery shopping, taking care of two kids, while making dinners and school pickups. 
This past year has not replaced my old set of beliefs with new ones, but something far more valuable, it has given me the ability to see that my beliefs are choices and these choices have consequences. It has taught me to ask before accepting any claims and to see whose perspectives made it all possible? This question is what I bring with myself everywhere, including this assignment. 
2. Your Relationship with Theory and Literature
If I could, I would consider Part 1 a year where I learnt to slow down while reading literature. I had come with beliefs that engaging with literature meant reading everything, summarizing, and citing generously. I looked at literature mainly as a source of information. But now as I move to Part 2, I have this new understanding that engagement with literature means interrogation. It means understanding academic literature as a foundation for identifying research problems, developing conceptions, constructing arguments, extending and challenging knowledge. 
Initially my engagement with literature was exploratory. I was fixated on developing familiarity with existing theories, concepts and debates relevant to the fields my assignments were based on. I explored fields like management, identity, immigrants, gig economy, and many more during the Part 1. 
As my research focus became more aligned particularly around entrepreneurship, women, leadership, career progression and management, my relationship with literature has now become more purposeful. I look at literature differently now. I want to understand how knowledge is constructed, where academics agree or disagree, what assumptions support the studies, where gaps exist, what research limitations were encountered or what underexplored research areas are. Furthermore, it has educated me with what it means to position myself as a researcher.
My initial exposure to qualitative and quantitative research procedures was limited.  Studying Creswell’s (2009) work taught how to distinguish between qualitative and quantitative approaches. Where quantitative approach examined relationship among measurable variables and tested theories, Qualitative approach sought to explore and understand the meanings that individuals or groups attribute to social problems. If a researcher didn’t want to study an individual approach, they could opt the mixed-methods approach to gain a more comprehensive understandings of a research problem. Where these distinctions helped me understand methodological landscape, my exposure to research philosophies made me understand that simply choosing a method is not a technical decision, it is fundamentally connected to our assumptions about knowledge, reality and the aim of inquiry. 
My thinking expanded when I had the exposure to research paradigms. I realized research paradigms as broader intellectual frameworks. These helped researchers to question what is the reality, what counts as knowledge and how is knowledge investigated. Studying Kuhn’s (1962) work on paradigm provided an important foundation for this understanding.  His work was primarily for natural sciences, but his argument that scientific communities operate within shared conceptual and methodological frameworks challenged my initial assumptions that research knowledge was produced via neutral and collective process. His discussion on paradigms and their differences stimulated my intellectual fluids to notice the dominant ways of establishing phenomenon, and looking at alternatives. Now I see research as an intellectually stimulated process shaped by certain assumptions and traditions. 
I wouldn’t call it a resistance, but I did struggle while reading Lincon and Guba (1985). Their work on naturalistic inquiry pushed me to understand more about philosophical foundations of research especially the concepts: ontology, epistemology, axiology and methodology. Understanding each one was really a challenge and remembering them all was even a bigger test for me. Ontology works with assumptions about the nature of reality; epistemology leads to the relationship between the researcher and knowledge or what can be investigated; methodology has the underlying logic and strategic for inquiry; and axiology deals with the values within research. Lincoln and Guba’s work has shaped my philosophical understandings. Now I these concepts are not abstract and detached from research practice. In fact, they shape how researchers investigate; the questions they ask; how they interpret phenomenon; how they establish relationship with participants and research claim they make. Naturalistic inquiry and constructed nature of knowledge, these concepts have taught me to challenge myself to think more critically about objectivity, researcher neutrality and assumptions towards conventional approaches to research (Allen et al., 2014; Banda et al., 2026); Armstrong, (2010). Moreover, Lincoln and Guba’s pioneering framework on trustworthiness, particularly the concept of transferability has deeply inspired my approach towards qualitative research by shifting my focus toward contextual depth rather than statistical replicability. 
Crotty (1998) bridged the gap between my understanding of philosophical assumptions and research design. Crotty presented research highlighting the interrelated relationship between epistemology, theoretical perspective, methods and methodology. Epistemology is about how knowledge is understood; theoretical perspective is philosophical stance; methodology is logic and strategy of inquiry and methods are the tools to collect and analyze data. Crotty’s work showed me that stating a study as qualitative was not just enough to show a rigorous methodological position. It needed to be defended by providing a defensible research design that was coherent between what researchers think they can find out, how that knowledge can be conceptualized, how the research problems are approached and how evidence is generated. 
Maxwell (2013) qualitative research design further expanded my understanding of it. Maxwell offered qualitative research design an interactive process rather than rigid sequence of fixed stages. Research design components like research objectives, conceptual framework, research questions, research methods, and validity are all interconnected and influence one another through out the research design process. Now I can see that research is not linear and research design is interactive, interconnected, and demands that researchers reevaluate research questions, concepts and methodological decisions to align every component of a research design. Maxwell’s (2013) treatment of validity to understand whether the researcher’s interpretations and conclusions were credible, trustworthy and accurate introduced me to reflexivity (Ahmed, 2024). It paved the way for me to think that the assumptions could be wrong and there are alternative explanations than simply finding evidence to confirm my assumptions.
 The second time I felt challenged was understanding how fundamental the role of theory is in research. The more I read the more I understood that theory is not a collection of ideas that researchers apply in their study. Theories actually provide a conceptual lens through which understudy phenomenon can be interpreted. Empirical research exposes limitations, contradictions and underexplored fields within the existing theoretical landscape. This has become so interesting and attractive to me as my own research moved from migration, gig economy, identity to finally around women entrepreneurship and leadership. My engagement with theoretical perspectives has pushed me to move between existing scholarship and emerging empirical questions rather than seeing data and theory as separate domains. 
Finally, I can say, my relationship with literature has tremendously transformed by the end of Part 1. I do not see literature as something to be read, understood and cited but as something that where scholars construct, refine, extend knowledge. The encounter with giants like Kuhn, Lincoln and Guba, Creswell and Maxwell have been particularly eye opening and important to me. I don’t just simply consume knowledge now I question it. I now know that becoming a researcher involves mastering research techniques; developing the ability to interrogate assumptions; recognizing alternative perspectives; justifying methodological decisions and remaining reflexive about my own research position with the process is very important. 
This engagement with literature over the past year has shaped my identity as a researcher and will continue to construct it.

3. The Evolution of Your Research Focus
I would admit that my research focus before joining DBA was already strongly rooted in women’s leadership, particularly in understanding how women navigate leadership and career progression. However, during Part 1, my research focus evolved, each semester and assignment exposed me to different research problems, theoretical perspectives, methodological approaches and areas of management research. Rather than following a single topic from the start, I used these assignments as opportunities to explore different questions and understand where my strongest intellectual interest lay. My first major exploration on “Leadership Through Resilience: Exploring How Women Professionals Navigate Organizational Politics and Career Progression in the UK Education Sector” which reflected my long-standing interest in women, leadership and organizational experiences. I subsequently moved into “From Belief to Action: How Managerial Philosophies Influence Organizational Agility and Employee Resilience”, which shifted my attention towards managerial thinking, organizational behavior and resilience. I then explored “Identity and Dignity in Platform Work: A Pilot Study of Migrant Ride-Hailing Drivers Work Experiences in Swansea”, allowing me to engage with issues of identity, dignity, gig economy and platform work and qualitative research in a different context. Another assignment “Investigating the Role of Post-Purchase Behaviour Signals in Predicting Customer Attrition: Evidence from Returns Behaviour and Review Activity in Online Retail”, which moved further towards quantitative thinking, customer behavior and the use of secondary data. Although these topics differed substantially, each contributed to my development as a researcher by enabling me to engage critically with different theories, research philosophies, methodologies and evidence types. By the third semester, however, I came to a realization that despite the breadth of these explorations, my intellectual curiosity remained centered on women and leadership. this realization helped me distinguish between topics that I could investigate and a research problem I genuinely wanted to pursue. Consequently, I returned to the question of women’s leadership not as a continuation of pre-DBA interest but with a more developed understanding how women, leadership, entrepreneurship and success together could be brought together into a meaningful doctoral inquiry. 
In this sense, the movement between topics during the Part 1 was not a process of losing direction rather it was a learning curve. It brought me back to my original interest with greater theoretical awareness, methodological confidence and clarity about the contribution I could make as a doctoral researcher. 
My research interests have been shaped a combination of both personal and professional experiences as well as of methodological development. All of these have influenced not only what I am willing to ask but also what have been reluctant to ask. My professional experience in higher education and my exposure to organizational structures, management and the experiences of women in professional environments have naturally drawn mt attention towards question of women’s leadership, career progression, organizational politics and identity, these experiences have given me a certain sensitivity to  the challenges women may encounter in progressing into leadership, but they may also create the assumptions about what the problem is before I even enter the research field. As someone who has worked within the higher education sector and has developed a strong interest in women’s leadership, I may be inclined to ask about barriers, resilience, identity and strategies for navigating organizations than questions that challenge the underlying assumption that women’s experiences need to be understood through struggles and disadvantages. 
My methodological development during the Part 1 has influenced the questions I now consider possible. Moving between qualitative and quantitative approaches, interpretivists perspectives, theories of identity and resilience, and secondary data research has broadened my understanding of how different form of knowledge can be produced. At the same time, my growing preference for qualitative and interpretivist inquiry has made me more comfortable asking “how” and “why” questions concerned with meaning, experiences and identity, while I have been less inclined to ask questions with measurement, causality and generalization. 
Reflecting critically on this, now I recognize that some questions may have remained outside my field of vision, for example: do women understand what leadership is the same way researchers conceptualize it? And what happens when women actively reject what conventional leadership is? And what if I find out that the experiences of women contradict my own assumptions about women’s leadership? these questions encourage me to move beyond researching women simply as a category requiring explanation or support with examining diverse experiences of women leaders. Now I know the importance of reflexivity. It requires me to acknowledge that my professional experiences may provide valuable insider sensitivity while simultaneously creating potential blind spots. Recognizing these influences is important because my aim is not to enter the research with preconceived notions and conclusions about what women’s leadership should look like, but to remain open to findings that may challenge my existing understandings. 
4. Positionality, Power and Research Relationships
Before Part 1, I was highly skeptical of positionality. It felt like a dense academic jargon and I didn’t think much about what it is and how it applied to me as a researcher. 
I now understand that positionality is not an accessory to research but one of its fundamental conditions. So, mine. I am a Pakistani woman, a mother of two, an education professional and now a doctoral researcher in Wales, studying the leadership and entrepreneurial success of women entrepreneurs, likely in Pakistan. Nearly everyone of these facts does methodological work. 
My position as compared to my participants is genuinely double, and it would be ingenuine to reduce it either inside or outsider. I am an insider in ways that matter; I share the culture, language, values, similar understandings of gendered expectations that exist in Pakistan, and the lived experiences of navigating structures that assume women’s ambitions require justification. When a participant would tell me about negotiating with family over her working hours, I will not need anything else explained to me. That shared understanding can create faster trust, richer data and fewer misinterpretation and this is the insider-researcher literature rightly credits (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009; Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002).
I am unavoidably an outsider too. I have left Pakistan and moved to UK. I have the institutional prestige of a UK doctorate in progress, an income in hard currency by local comparison and subtle yet powerful elevation that foreign studies offers in Pakistani society. When I will sit across a Pakistani entrepreneur, I may not be a peer anymore. I will be someone who left and maybe made it. That difference has power consequences that I cannot deny. My participant may show confidence that she does not have or narrate her success to match what she thinks I want to hear. Or on the other hand, may confide things to me that she would not tell a local researcher mainly because I am outside her immediate social world and its consequences. 
I feel there is another layer of power that is easier to miss. My professional history in education positions me an evaluator and a grader. I have spent years grading and assessing my students. I have to consider this fact that this will disposition will follow me into research unless I actively keep it in check. The risk is not that I will judge and evaluate my participants harshly but that I will hear about their experiences and silently grade them against the literature rather than listening for what the literature does not have.
My organizational role as a researcher also positions me within an academic power structure that shapes interpretation. Whatever I eventually publish will be read through institutional validation. My participant’s words will travel through my transcription, my coding, my theoretical framing along with my supervisor’s comments. And during all of this, my participants will not be present to object to the version of themselves that will come out of my research. This calls for absolute transparency (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999; McMullin, 2021).
What does all of this mean for how I will conduct my research? There are three commitments I need to follow. First, in my primary research I must use reflexive journals and explicit positionality statements, treating my insider-outsider position as data-relevant context rather than as an interference. Second, I will design interpretations to be checkable. Wherever participants account can be member-checked or not, I will explicit state it rather than imply it. To align it with recommendations for transparency (Lloyd, Hyett and Kenny, 2024). Third, I explicitly treat my reading positionality as an operational part of my methodology. I must acknowledge my insider position and personal stakes in the research’s outcome; my literature screening decision must remain objective and turns into a selection bias.
It wouldn’t be wrong to admit that this year’s most uncomfortable lesson was learning to be objective.
5. Ethical Tensions in Your Study
As an insider stepping into the role of the researcher, I will navigate boundaries between my professional identity and my academic responsibilities that are completely blurred at the moment. I feel that when I will approach my participants, people who may know me already as a peer, colleague or a community member, might consent to participation out of genuine autonomy but there is an ethical tension, what if they are doing it as a favor to me? 
There is another ethical tension. The deep personal investment in my topic means I must constantly fight with my own subjectivity during data analysis. Like any other researcher, I also care about my research outcome. The temptation to unconsciously shape the narrative is one I should watch out for. During transcription and coding, I must watch myself and stop from over-validating participants stories that may mirror my own view or on the other hand smoothing out the ones that are uncomfortable and contradicts my assumptions. 
The ethical tightrope even extends to how screen and read the literature. My strong reading positionality means I am not a detached reader. I am a passionate reader. I have to actively discipline myself and my enthusiasm using rigid, transparent screening criteria so that I can avoid solo researcher bias. This would mean I need to establish hyper-transparent audit trail that would make my interpretive choices fully traceable (Fryer, 2022).
Finally, my commitment to treating data analysis as a transparent, and checkable process will bring its own challenges. By building member-checking part of my design, I intend to honor my participants words and stories. I am aware of the ethical trap here of what if participants want to change their stories or find discomfort after seeing them transcribed by me, I will be caught between an ethical dilemma of protecting their peace and fulfilling my academic duty of empirical reporting. Instead of hiding behind a flawless participant validation, I will own this ethical tension. I will explicitly document where I fall short, treating negotiated interpretations not as a failure but a core truth of my research methodology. 
Part 1 has further shaped my understanding of ethical tensions. I now know that these are not administrative hurdles that I need to bypass but critical conditions of rigorous research. Understanding the above-mentioned ethical tensions is vital because ignoring them compromises the empirical integrity of my study. Acknowledging my positionality forces me to abandon the myth of a neutral observer. I will intentionally design my interpretations to be fully traceable I will implement rigid screening criteria of literature review and establish a transparent audit trail for interview transcripts.
I understand the friction between my subjective lens and my academic duty. I will ensure that my methodology remains honest, verifiable and deeply respectful of the participant voices that I represent. 


6. You as a Developing Research
There are three gaps that I have identified in my development of a reflexive researcher which I know will not close by themselves.
First, critical writing. My reading over the last year has improved way faster than my writing. I still fall towards descriptive writing especially when I am under time pressure. I tend to summarize rather than what different authors have critically argues about. I am aware that part 2 requires that every piece of literature I produce is a critical piece of writing rather than a descriptive one.  
Second, Part 2 demands me to develop my primary research skills, polish my interview craft, qualitative analysis and the courage to ask open questions whose answers I can not pre structure. I need to train and practice and accept that early interviews will be imperfect. Reflecting on my pilot study, I realize that I struggled to control my enthusiasm, my passion for the topic. I was talking more than the participants and my questions unintentionally became leading rather than exploratory. To move beyond this problem, I must deliberately craft my interview skills and master the art of listening. I need to step back as an eager researcher and step forward as an active, patient researcher to ensure the participants voices are captured as authentically as possible without the influence of any of my shortcomings or biases. 
Third, maintaining reflexivity under pressure. I may find myself hard to discipline when I am carrying out coding. I may be able to write beautifully when I have time, or when something a participant says matches with my assumptions. But what about when deadline for any part of the study is close or I have care responsibilities, reflexivity in abstract is easy to maintain but the true test lies when the pressure becomes real. 
In the end, I want to admit that this year has been challenging. It has reshaped my entire landscape of how I see research now. Also, I know that Part 2 expects me to internalize what Dr Caroline and Dr Helen have externalized during the Part 1.
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