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Researching ordinary lives 
Gareth Williams 
In The Classic Slum, a memoir of working 
class life in Salford, Robert Roberts ex-
plains:  

 
This is a book made much from talk, the talk 
first of men and women, fifty or more years ago, 
of ideas and views repeated in family, street, 
factory and shop, and borne in mind with intent! 
Many among them shrewd and thoughtful could 
not only recapitulate experience, they knew how 
to assess its value in relation to their lives. 
‘They’re knocking our life and times away!’ said 
an elderly Mancunian.  We stood together gazing 
over the wilderness on which still another vast 
slum had been razed, and he spoke in grief.  A 
kind of culture unlikely to rise again had gone in 
the rubble and he knew it (Roberts, 1973:9-10). 
 
Like the material in the Mass Observation 
Archive discussed by Louise Purbrick in 
this issue, Roberts’ work was ‘part history 
project, part anthropology, part auto/
biography, part social commentary’.  He 
himself was a product of the society he 
was describing.  Whatever name we give 
to it, the methodological illumination 
comes from the connection Roberts cre-
ates between: ‘we stood together gaz-
ing… and he spoke in grief’.  He wasn’t 
sitting at a desk interviewing a respon-
dent, nor was he simply observing a 
scene.  He was standing in a certain kind 
of research relationship that allowed an 
understanding to emerge of the impact of 
social and cultural change.  In recent 
years social scientists have been exploring 
more closely forms of enquiry that in-
volve standing or sitting with respon-
dents, informants or participants in re-
search projects, looking or talking or en-
gaging in some practical task; and often 
taking advantage of the increasingly fa-
miliar new technologies for documenting 
and reflecting upon everyday experiences. 
 
In an interesting ‘anti-methodological’ 
discussion of his own research, Stewart 
Muir provides a fascinating insight into 
the complex ways in which people make 
sense of their lives in terms of their un-
derstanding of their own and others’ fam-

ily backgrounds.  While his work made 
use of in-depth life history interviews, 
photo elicitation, ‘home tours’, participa-
tory discussion, and other techniques, he 
maintains that very often methods are 
‘functionally equivalent’, and that we 
should not get ‘lost in enthusiasms’ over 
new techniques.  The paper by Alex Hill-
man et al explores what it means to do 
‘participatory’ research with young people 
in public care.  They describe a project in 
which they worked with young people to 
research their everyday lives, and explore 
how variations in the research context 
alter the degree to which participants can 
participate meaningfully.  Stephen Bur-
gess and his colleagues describe a project 
in which participatory mapping is used by 
researchers working with research partici-
pants in order to investigate the meaning 
and experience of neighbourhoods and 
their ‘cohesiveness’.  They emphasise that 
the purpose of the research is not merely 
to produce a map, but to participate in 
the mapping and the conversation which 
this process draws out.  Finally, as I have 
said, Louise Purbrick uses material from 
the Mass Observation Archive which is 
bui l t  out of the writ ing of 
‘correspondents’, self-defined ‘ordinary’ 
anonymous volunteers, who respond to 
‘directives’ to write on an array of sub-
jects relating to everyday life.  Purbrick’s 
article describes the work she did on a 
directive called ‘Giving and Receiving 
Presents’ and focuses in particular on 
‘Wedding Presents’. 
 
All four articles provide interesting exam-
ples of specific new techniques, methods 
and data sources and, just as important, 
they do this, like Roberts, in the context 
of a philosophical orientation of attention 
to and respect for the sense-making ca-
pacities of the ‘ordinary people’ about 
whom they are writing. 
 
References 
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Methods? Researching family background in everyday lives  
Stewart Muir 
The research project of which I am a part, 
Family Background in Everyday Lives (a com-
ponent project of Real Life Methods node 
of the ESRC Centre for Research Meth-
ods), is an exploratory investigation of 
how to best research and describe a par-
ticular facet of everyday life. Specifically, 
we are investigating the ongoing negotia-
tion of difference and sameness within 
households and wider kin networks. Cen-
tral to the project is an attempt to explore 
the interplay between where a person 
comes from, in a geographic, social, and 
cultural sense, and their connections to, 
and differences from, a variety of others. 
That is, we ask what role one’s 
‘background’, and the way this back-
ground is imagined and described, plays in 
the inheritance, creation, and maintenance 
of family and interpersonal relationships. 
In pursuit of this goal, the project incor-
porates a variety of qualitative and quanti-
tative methods: life history interviews in 
up to forty households, photo elicitation, 
‘home tours’ and cultural inventories, 
participatory discussion and analysis of 
participant-filmed family events (such as 
Christmas), and analysis of commissioned 
survey data. 
 
However, despite working on a project 
ostensibly dedicated to exploring methods 
for researching ‘real life’, I must admit to 
some ambivalence about methodological 
writing: I find myself reluctant to say 
much about research methods. In truth, I 
would argue that specific research meth-
ods are often less important than episte-
mological and philosophical approaches 
and orientations, particularly when inves-
tigating and representing the ‘real’ or the 
‘everyday’. Of course, subject, methodol-
ogy, and epistemology are inseparable and 
it is also true that some methodologies are 
better than others at evoking the experience 
of everyday life –  one of the tasks that we 
have set for ourselves. Quantitative sur-
veys of ostensibly ‘everyday’ subjects such 
as taste, for example, necessarily tend to 
focus on patterns and norms rather than 
fine-grained examinations of individual 
life-worlds. However, qualitative or mixed 
method research investigating taste has 
also often focused on the role of eating, 
leisure, etc., within larger social patterns: 
as inscriptions or inscribers of social and 
cultural forces (see Warde, Martens, & 
Olsen, 1999). Such research can have 
great explanatory power but can also –  
and this is not meant as a criticism – seem 
highly abstracted from life as it is lived.  
 
My ambivalence about writing on re-
search methods is likely a legacy of my 

training in anthropology, a discipline char-
acterised by reluctance to assess research 
technologies (as opposed to methodologi-
cal issues pertaining to epistemology and 
ethics). Certainly I have tendencies in this 
direction and thus am not certain that this 
elision is always a bad thing. The fetishis-
ing of a methodological approach – par-
ticipant observation – that often amounts 
to ad hoc ‘sink or swim’ data collection 
has obvious disadvantages (Stocking 
1992: 14); nevertheless, focusing on what 
you want to know rather than on the 
methods you use can be curiously liberat-
ing 1.  Many social scientists would, I am 
certain, agree that research problems 
should precede and determine research 
methods (although it is unclear how often 
this really happens); however, some meth-
ods literature, and much funding for 
methods training and development, gives 
the impression that increased methodo-
logical capacity is an end in itself, that 
method can be detached from substance.  
 
Nevertheless, despite my squeamishness 
about research methods, I want to reflect 
on what has proved most useful to my 
ongoing attempts to explore family hierar-
chies and histories of difference and how 
they shape or manifest in ‘real life’. In 
doing so, I will adopt a slightly elliptical 
approach by opening with some data. The 
following excerpt is taken from an inter-
view about the family background of a 
couple in their mid fifties, Helen and 
Frank. Helen and Frank were brought up 
in east and north London respectively and 
now live in the northwest of England. 
Both Helen and Frank described them-
selves as coming from an ‘upper working 
class background’ and they enacted, in the 
interview and afterwards, their teasing 
conversations about whose family was 
more respectable. Both described them-
selves as now living a ‘sort of middle 
class’ life. Equally significant for their 
relationship, now and in the past, is 
Helen’s Jewishness (or rather, her Jewish 
family and their practices). This exchange 
comes at the end of a conversation about 
their different upbringings. 
 
Helen:  Erm, I suppose the Jewish houses 

are, in your family’s view, ostenta-
tious. 

Frank:  Well, they’re hotter.  That’s…  
Helen:  (overlapping) (laughs).  
Frank:  They’re hotter. 
Helen:  Warmer, you mean? 
Frank:  Yeah. Well this goes, it, I always 

find, certainly in, in my mind, you 
know we never had central heating 
so I suppose it’s different to … 

Helen:  (overlapping) No, we didn’t have 
central heating.  

Frank:  But there was a kind of frugality 
about heating and lights, you know 
I can always remember my dad 
saying ‘don’t leave that light on’ and 
it was always about … 

Helen:  (overlapping) No, which we never 
had. No 

Frank:  It was always about saving and 
conserving and, erm, keep the bills 
down. Whereas Helen’s family, you 
never got that, nobody ever bothered, 
you know, you could leave all the 
lights on in the house and the heat-
ing be up as high as you need it to be 
up. That’s the kind of sort of gener-
osity of spirit and that all never 
really existed in my family, still 
doesn’t, I don’t think. 

Interviewer:  What about your house now 
Frank:  Well it’s kind of half way, I still 

have a tendency to go round turning 
lights off and Helen still has a ten-
dency to leaving em on, so 
(Laughter) 

Helen:  We tend not to like the house overly 
warm, but certainly when my family 
come and visit we’re aware that we 
have to notch it up a bit, erm, be-
cause they wouldn’t dream of wear-
ing something like this [points to her 
jumper], you know, they walk 
around in a little short sleeved thing 
in the middle of winter cos they 
expect the house to be warm. 

 
I like this snippet of conversation because 
it is a vivid demonstration of the ways in 
which memory, identity, and the experi-
ence of difference can adhere in – and 
constitute – mundane practices. It is an 
embodied, lived memory. The conversa-
tion also alludes to Helen and Frank’s 
ongoing negotiation with, and reaction 
against, inherited family practices and 
family habitus. 
 
I am also fond of this extract because its 
illumination of the material and embodied 
experience of everyday life (now and over 
time) was obtained using a method – in-
depth interviewing – that has been a stan-
dard practice in British qualitative sociol-
ogy for more than fifty years (Savage & 
Burrows 2007). In-depth qualitative inter-
views remain useful for exploring those 
aspects of bodily existence that are most 
present in memory or are noticeable by 
their absence; that is, even modish re-
search concerns, such as the sensory as-
pects of social life, do not always require 
novel or innovative combinations of re-
search methods. This is not to say that 
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trusted methods, such as the in-depth 
interview, are necessarily the best way of 
approaching such topics. As the contribu-
tors to Knowles and Sweetman (2004) 
show, there are a range of visual research 
methods that have the potential to pro-
vide significant insights into social com-
plexity. Indeed, Frank and Helen also 
participated in a filmed photo elicitation 
session that gave rise to similar reflections 
on sensory experiences of kinship, differ-
ence and parenthood. Filming such reflec-
tions allowed me to ‘capture’ such reflec-
tions in an easily communicable format 
(although one might argue that vivid 
prose could communicate much of the 
same information). 
 
Although the currently almost ubiquitous 
technique of photo elicitation interview-
ing has thus far been a less useful ‘ice-
breaker’ technique – when compared to 
interviewing without obvious visual 
prompts – than proponents such as 
Harper (2002) have suggested, thus far no 
single method has proved to be signifi-
cantly better or worse than any other at 
providing good data. Really, my only 
point here is the data we have collected 
about ‘real life’, the ‘everyday’, and the 
non-tangible aspects of kinship and dif-
ference, could be collected using a num-
ber of qualitative methods. This is hardly 
a revelatory insight, but the fact that some 
qualitative methods may sometimes prove 
to be functionally equivalent can some-
times be lost in enthusiasms over new 
methodological techniques or fashionable 
orientations towards, for example, the 
‘visual’. 
 
Exploring research terms, exploring 
‘family backgrounds’ 
That we have been able to obtain what I 
believe to be interesting and vivid data is 
largely due to the fact that in the Family 
Backgrounds project we began from a 
commitment to being faithful to the tex-
tures and patterns of daily life, to the way 
subjects experience, remember, reorder, 
and narrate that life. Such commitments 
clearly shape the kind of data we collect 
and how we render aspects of life experi-
ence as useful data. In light of this desire 
to explore participant experiences – rather 
than simply seeing through them to an 
assumed underlying reality – the terms we 
use to frame our research have become a 
method in themselves. 
 
Underlying and informing the range of 
data collection techniques deployed in the 
Family Background in Everyday Lives project, 
is the term ‘family background’ itself. In 
many respects this term has not only 
shaped the forms of data gathered, but 
has proved to be the most useful heuristic 
tool for the research. ‘Family background’ 

is a phrase in everyday parlance through 
which people live and narrate their lives in 
association with and in relation to others. 
Although the concept overlaps with (and 
is sometimes used as a euphemism for) 
conventional variables of sociological 
differentiation such as class, race and eth-
nicity, it does not straightforwardly equate 
to such classifications. Rather, the term 
refers to origins as much as to current 
position, to a life trajectory. As such, us-
ing the term to frame the research has 
allowed participants to talk around issues 
of differentiation without feeling that they 
are being fixed in an overarching category 
such as ‘social class’ (see Savage, Bagnall, 
& Longhurst, 2001). Perhaps more im-
portantly, use of the term has helped the 
researchers avoid reducing complex par-
ticipant understandings and experiences 
to the abstract categories of social analy-
sis. 
 
This is not to say that terms such as race, 
class and ethnicity should be discarded: 
many of the participants in this project 
have spontaneously referred to variables 
such as ‘class’ when describing themselves 
and their life-world. However, the ways in 
which such terminology is used and lived, 
how it makes ‘sense’, overflows and 
eludes technical definitions (Jackson, 
2005: xxvii). Indeed, as the earlier inter-
view extract demonstrates, the experience 
and making of difference brings together 
understandings of categories such as 
‘religion’ and ‘ethnicity’ with bodily ex-
periences and concrete practices that do 
more than simply ‘represent’ or ‘stand for’ 
social relations. 
 
Project participants have regularly – but 
idiosyncratically – drawn upon a combina-
tion of variables (religion, ethnicity, eco-
nomic position, taste, values, etc) in de-
scribing their families, their interpersonal 
and social relationships, and how they 
deal with their past and differences on a 
daily basis. What this suggests is how 
deeply intertwined various axes of differ-
ence can be and how their relative signifi-
cance varies according to context (and 
individual and family histories). Thus talk-
ing around the term ‘background’ in the 
interviews, and exploring practices that 
draw on aspects of family history – such 
as the participant-filmed Christmas tradi-
tions – has allowed participants to create 
multidimensional accounts of the place of 
similarity and difference in their everyday 
lives. 
 
 It is always going to be difficult to evoke 
the richness and complexity of ‘everyday 
life’ and still say something theoretically 
interesting; that is, to talk meaningfully 
about life experiences in a way that steers 
a path between individual anecdote and 

reductionist abstraction. Such challenges 
are only partly related to the specific 
methods used; equally important are the 
concepts and epistemology framing such 
inquiry. The point of using a loosely de-
fined term such as ‘family background’ is 
not that it necessarily better captures so-
cial complexity than more conventional 
categories of social analysis but rather that 
experimentation with the terms we use to 
frame inquiry can open up different per-
spectives on complexity by discomforting 
the ‘consoling illusion’ that technical clas-
sification allows us to ‘know’ the social 
world (Jackson 2005: xxx). 
________________________________ 
 
1 Moreover, in practice, the terms ‘participant 
observation’ and ‘ethnography’ conceal a 
host of techniques – adopted at need – and 
can thus allow for great methodological flexi-
bility. 
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Negotiating Me, Myself and I: Creating a Participatory Research En-
vironment for Exploring the Everyday Lives of Children and Young 
People ‘In Care’  
Alex Hillman, Sally Holland, Emma Renold, Nicola Ross 
Introduction  
Research contexts are greatly influenced 
by the methodological and ethical ap-
proaches employed and practiced by re-
search teams before, during and beyond 
‘the field’. This paper foregrounds method 
and methodology in context, drawing on 
an on-going longitudinal ESRC-funded 
research project, (Extra)Ordinary Lives: 
Children’s Everyday Relationship Cultures In 
Public Care.  This is one of four demon-
strator projects within the Qualitative re-
search node (Qualiti) of the ESRC Na-
tional Centre for Research Methods with 
the specific methodological aim to explore 
what it means to undertake participatory 
research with children and young people1 
in care. This paper seeks to explore the 
extent to which the research environment, 
and participatory ethos, generated by the 
project’s theoretical, methodological and 
ethical research questions (see Renold and 
Holland 2006), provided increased oppor-
tunities for research participants to exer-
cise control over the ways in which ‘data’ 
are generated and represented.  Our aim is 
to illustrate how differing research con-
texts enable participants to share and rep-
resent aspects of their everyday lives in 
ways that are significant and meaningful to 
them and to explore the strategies adopted 
by young people when negotiating their 
participation. 
 
Re-presenting transcribed conversations 
between one of our young teenage re-
search participants, Keely2 (pseudonym), 
and the project researchers and other par-
ticipants, we critically explore key field-
work moments of negotiation to fore-
ground how the research context and 
methodological approach created oppor-
tunities for Keely to convey aspects of her 
everyday life. In particular, we are inter-
ested in exploring the ways in which the 
inter-relationship of method/ology and 
context enable Keely to manage and nego-
tiate her participation. It was evident that 
she practiced a variety of strategies that 
gave her more control over the content 
and nature of the research - how she 
chose to share information about herself 
with us and in what moments, choosing 
when, how and who to talk to about as-
pects of her life. Through identifying these 
moments of negotiation and their accom-
plishment, this paper focuses attention on 
practices of participation, and raises ques-
tions about the extent to which such op-
portunities are available in more tradi-

tional research contexts and environ-
ments. 
 
Background to the project 
The central methodological aim for the 
‘(Extra)ordinary Lives’ project was to de-
velop a research environment for a small 
number of young people in public care3 
aged between 10 to 21 working in a par-
ticipatory way with them to research their 
everyday lives, building upon methodo-
logical approaches developed within criti-
cal childhood studies (Mayall 2003; Chris-
tensen 2004; Hill 2006). Our research de-
sign was specifically set up to maximize 
young people’s agency in the research 
process to the extent that young people 
could choose their own level of involve-
ment and their own methods to record 
and represent aspects of their lives and 
identities (visually, textually, orally etc.). As 
a research team of four, we tended to pri-
marily generate ‘data’ with them individu-
ally, set within the context of a group ses-
sion (details below) held every fortnight, 
lasting up to 7 hours (with young people 
typically spending between 2 and 4 hours 
there each time). We also conducted a 
range of research activities, that included 
‘guided’ walks around their local areas, 
road trips to previous localities of signifi-
cance to them, and ethnographic conver-
sations held in a variety of settings (in 
their homes, in cafés, at the university, and 
in cars whilst transporting them to and 
from the group sessions). As stated earlier, 
the research has both methodological and 
substantive aims and the ‘data’ include the 
works that the young people produce (if 
they choose to share it with us), ethno-
graphic ‘data’ (our fieldnotes, recorded 
conversations with young people etc.) and 
a further ethnographic account reflecting 
specifically upon what it means to under-
take a participatory project of this kind – 
particularly in relation to ethics. These 
‘data’ vary significantly between partici-
pants and, as in most ethnographic re-
search projects, were generated inter-
subjectively in quite intensive one-to-one 
researcher-participant relationships (yet 
interestingly in this study these relation-
ships were set within the dynamics of the 
group setting also) which enabled the team 
to critically explore the micro-moments of 
participation (Renold et al 2008). 
   
The significance of taking this participa-
tory approach has been in part an attempt 
to move beyond the representations of 

young people in care that focus on the 
social problems that young people in care 
may (or may not) experience. Missing 
from many current representations of 
young people in care are their own ac-
counts and understandings of their identi-
ties as negotiated and performed in every-
day social situations.  Although young 
people in care are a heavily researched 
group, the methods employed to under-
take this research have tended to be single 
encounter, face-to-face interviews (Murray 
2005). This approach may be particularly 
problematic with this group. According to 
Hepstinall et al. (2001) much may remain 
unexpressed in their responses given their 
observation that young people in foster 
care can tend to give short answers in one 
off face-to-face interview settings.  The 
(Extra)Ordinary Lives project has attempted 
to move away from these more traditional 
methods in order to generate accounts and 
representations with young people in care, 
by building relationships with young peo-
ple over time, in research contexts that 
allow young people greater choice and 
control of the research process. 
 
Research-in-context: an environment 
for participation 
In order to illustrate how and in what 
ways our methodology, and its relation-
ship to the research environment, shapes 
the ways in which we as researchers learnt 
about the everyday lives of young people 
who are looked after, and how young peo-
ple themselves came to articulate their 
lives, the rest of this paper offers some 
examples of this research -in-context. Par-
ticular kinds of engagement and disen-
gagement with the research focus are gen-
erated by and discussed in relation to the 
longitudinal nature of the project, the ac-
tivities/methods on offer (e.g. filming) 
and to the different kinds of context-
specific social interactions (e.g. group ses-
sion talk to car conversations). Some of 
the extracts that follow illustrate disrup-
tions and re-routings contained within 
research engagements, for example, when 
and how direct questions are avoided or 
negotiated by participants within moments 
of interaction with conversation ‘cut short’ 
or topics changed. These examples from 
our project are not offered as moments of 
‘failure’, where answers to questions are 
avoided, or our attempts to engage re-
search participants are rejected. They are 
included to show how participatory re-
search-in-context increases the possibili-
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ties for moments of negotiation, whereby 
participants are able to reflect upon and 
engage with the focus of the research 
when (and with whom) they choose. 
Other examples are included to further 
illustrate how and when conversations 
have flourished. 
 
Multi-media activity: generating talk 
and facilitating participation 
During the project sessions we encoun-
tered many instances when the activities 
on offer generated time and space for 
conversations to take place with young 
people about their everyday lives, and 
their representations of these, i.e. during 
the process of making, editing, or con-
structing films, photographs, slide shows, 
scrapbooks etc. What these activities also 
afforded participants was greater opportu-
nities to control the content and direction 
of research conversations.  For example, 
the content of a video made by a young 
person might generate talk regarding who 
and what had been recorded, when and 
why, but it also provided a means with 
which participants direct the flow and 
focus of the conversation. The following 
excerpt is taken from a recording of a 
session activity in which Keely is working 
on a laptop with a series of photographs 
she has taken of her friends. 
 
Keely: I – I’ve scribbled out chavs a min-

ute. I can’t be bothered having that 
in there. 

Emma: You’ve scribbled out chavs, okay … 
… And which one’s the foster 
cousin, Lisa or Jenny? … Is that 
Lisa? That’s Jenny … So you’ve 
known her for a while then I imag-
ine? So have you– is this the one you 
knew before you went to the school? 

Keely: [Inaudible] so David Smith. I knew 
… 

Emma: David. 
Keely: Which is her – her brother. 
Emma: Oh right. 
Keely: So it was my foster cousin. 
Emma: Uh huh.  So do you look out for 

each other, or doesn’t it work like 
that? 

Keely: I tell you what this is doing  my 
head in i just might as well put quite 
a few in. 

Emma:  Can you do that, put a few in? 
Keely: Yeah. 
Emma:  Excellent. 

 
We cannot make any assumptions regard-
ing the meaning of this change in the con-
versation; perhaps Keely is distracted by 
the activity rather than deliberately avoid-
ing answering Emma’s question.  What is 
important is that the activity itself pro-
vides Keely with the opportunity to steer 
the conversation in particular ways and to 
avoid answering direct questions, without 

making this obvious, a route less easily 
available in other research contexts, such 
as a face-to-face interview situation.  
 
Time, space and building research 
relationships. 
There were many moments during field-
work sessions when the practicalities of 
working with a range of different media 
and technologies disrupted research inter-
actions. However, the longitudinal nature 
of the research permitted research rela-
tionships to grow over time, meaning that 
there were multiple opportunities for par-
ticipants to address issues or return to 
conversations previously cut short. The 
interruptions and disruptions, the lost, 
paused, repeated exchanges formed part 
of the research context and this context 
allowed participants greater opportunity 
to decide when and by what means to 
share details of their everyday lives with 
us. Participants of research, like any of us, 
may not enjoy, be interested in or feel 
comfortable talking about an aspect of 
their lives in one moment, yet at another 
time or in a different context the same 
topic may be of much greater significance 
to them or might be a more comfortable 
situation in which to discuss it.  A re-
search context that allows for relation-
ships between researchers and partici-
pants to build over time and across a 
number of different settings and contexts 
has therefore played a significant role in 
developing our understandings of the 
everyday lives of young people in care.  
 
The following two extracts show how this 
element of the research context allows for 
more flexibility in the ways participants 
engaged with the project.  During a ses-
sion conversation Keely shifts the focus 
of the discussion away from a comment 
she made about ‘slicers’, that Emma then 
asks about, through turning her attention 
back to the photos she is working with.  
On the contrary, during a car conversa-
tion Keely introduces the topic of ‘slicers’ 
again and discusses them in more detail, 
this time responding to Emma’s interest.  
Interestingly, the means with which Keely 
achieves the shift in the conversation 
during the session activity also tells us 
something about how Keely performs 
aspects of her identity through reference 
to her appearance and self image. This 
illustrates how such cuts or re-routing of 
conversations can themselves be ways in 
which participants perform their identi-
ties. 
 
Session Conversation 
Emma: Ah, okay. So mosher’s more hard-

core than a punk. 
Keely: Yeah. 
Emma: More – more into it. 
Keely: Yeah and erm punks are into it but 

not as much, and goths are just full 
on bumf.  And emos are just better 
– worse than goths; they’re like 
slicers, that’s heavy. 

Emma: Slicers? 
Keely: Just my eyes?, their eyes, they have 

wicked eyes.  I’m loving the eyes, my 
eyes. 

Emma: Their eyes? [Inaudible] 
Keely: Just forget about theirs.  My eyes are 

lush. 
 
Car Conversation 
Emma: Are there different kinds of people 

now you have moved up your classes, 
do you find there’s - 

Keely: Yeah there’s better moshers in there 
and there’s actually one emo.  They 
say emos slice theirselves and every-
thing but they don’t…. 

Emma: They what? They slice themselves? 
Keely: Yeah, they say that but they don’t, 

they don’t though like self harm and 
they don’t, everyone says that they 
do, because emo is like giving them 
the emotional isn’t it, and they all 
said cause of that.  No they don’t. 

 
These two extracts illustrate how in two 
different situations Keely avoids or dis-
cusses ‘slicers’ and demonstrates how the 
research context provides greater oppor-
tunity and flexibility over how, when and 
to whom young people who are looked 
after communicate and represent their 
everyday lives and identities. 
 
Building relationships between research-
ers and participants over time has also 
allowed young people to reflect upon 
previous representations of themselves, 
their lives or their relationships.  The fol-
lowing extract is of a conversation in 
which Keely rethinks some previous dis-
cussions she has had with Emma about 
her allegiances to either ‘moshers’ or 
‘chavs’. 

   
Emma: There’s no volume on it, it’s not on 

radio, do you want to put the radio 
on? Remember I’ve got it on Radio 
4 you will have to fiddle around, 
what do you want? Er 

Keely: I’ll do it. 
Emma: Yeah I was thinking if you didn’t 

want to sit.. 
Keely: No I don’t want Kiss, kiss is chav, 

I don’t do chav’s no more. 
Emma: Oh you’ve gone off chav’s? Okay. 
Keely: Did I tell you the last time that I 

went off Mosher’s. 
Emma: You were still like queen chav and 

hanging in with the Mosher group at 
school, you were kind of doing both 
at the same time. 

Keely: I don’t do chav’s no more. 
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The significance of these groups for 
Keely’s own identity work is particularly 
complex, however what is interesting for 
our purposes here is how the approach 
employed throughout the project pro-
vides participants with opportunities to 
reflect upon their own representations of 
their lives and identities in ways that more 
traditional research contexts, particularly a 
one off interview, may not. 
 
Negotiating participation and repre-
senting identities in group sessions 
The group sessions formed the focal part 
of the research activity as, although the 
guided walks, car conversations and other 
activities often generated meaningful in-
teractions, these were mainly developed 
around the fortnightly group sessions.   
There is much to be discussed with regard 
to the researching with a group of young 
people in care, however what is of impor-
tance here is how the nature of the group 
sessions contributed to the overall re-
search environment and how this contri-
bution enabled further flexibility for par-
ticipants’ engagement in the project. One 
aspect that became apparent to us as the 
fieldwork progressed was how the interac-
tions that occurred between participants 
could sometimes facilitate more comfort-
able or ‘natural’ conversation that related 
directly to participants’ experiences of 
being in care, more so than those that 
occurred between researchers and partici-
pants.  The extract below is taken from a 
conversation between two participants, 
Keely who is editing her film of her foster 
home and Jolene who has been watching.  
Keely explains why her foster brother is 
acting a particular way in the film: 
 
Keely: When he comes back off contact he's 

a bit - he goes downhill and he goes 
dirty again like he used to be. 

Jolene: This is contact actually like when he 
sees his parents? 

Keely: Yeah, and then he goes back to his 
old lifestyle and stuff. 

Jolene: I used to do that. 
Keely: Yeah, apparently I do it. 
 
This conversation continues and Jolene 
and Keely go on to discuss how their 
behaviour changes after ‘coming off con-
tact’.  The activity of editing Keely’s film 
allows her to talk more about aspects of 
her life that she has chosen to represent 
through her filming.  The process of edit-
ing itself also allows Keely to make fur-
ther decisions about what parts to take 
out and what parts to keep, thus generat-
ing more conversation about what aspects 
of her identity and relationships she 
wishes to represent.  Finally, the nature of 
the group sessions is particularly signifi-
cant. Participants became interested in 
each other’s material, such as Keely’s film 

in this example, which created a space in 
which they could talk to each other about 
their everyday lives and relationships.  
Keely and Jolene’s shared experiences of 
having contact with their birth families 
and then returning to foster carers creates 
a very different dynamic than the conver-
sations that occurred between the re-
searchers and the participants.   A phrase 
such as being ‘back off contact’, between 
Jolene and Keely, needs no further expla-
nation. 
 
Conclusion: creating a participatory 
research environment 
This paper begins to draw out how an 
ethically informed, participatory approach 
can generate significant moments of inter-
action with young people who are looked 
after.  The research did incur ‘losses’, 
where our attention was shifted away 
from meaningful conversations towards a 
busy road during a guided walk or by 
technical concerns with equipment during 
a project session. However, by creating a 
research environment where relationships 
between researchers and participants, and 
amongst participants, built over time and 
where participants were given choice over 
when and which research activities they 
wished to utilise to develop their own 
multi-media identity projects, richer, more 
collaborative representations of young 
people in care were generated.  Further-
more this approach has also allowed us to 
explore, through our ethnographic work, 
the detailed situational contexts of re-
search-in-practice. 
 _______________________________ 
 
1For the purposes of brevity the rest of the 
article will use young people to refer both to 
children and young people. 
 
2Due to the limited space available to re-
present ‘data’, we have decided to focus on 
the material generated with one of our par-
ticipants.  However, as we discuss else-
where (see Renold et al 2008), various 
strategies for negotiating engagement and 
disengagement in the research project were 
carried out by all of the participants with 
important methodological and ethical impli-
cations.  
 
3These are children who are either subject to 
care orders (and are in foster or residential 
care, living with relatives, or placed back at 
home) or who are voluntarily accommodated 
away from home with the agreement of their 
parents. 
 
References 
Christensen, P. (2004) ‘Children’s partici-
pation in ethnographic research: Issues of 
power and representation’, in Children & 
Society, 18, 165-176. 
 

Hepstinall, E., Brannen, J. and Bhopal, K. 
(2001) 'Adjusting to a foster family: chil-
dren's perspectives', in Adoption and Foster-
ing, 25 (4) 6-16. 
 
Hill, M. (2006) 'Children's voices on ways 
of having a voice: children's and 
young people's perspectives on methods 
used in research and consultation', in 
Childhood, 13 (1) 69-90. 
 
Mayall, B. (2003) ‘Generation and gender: 
childhood studies and feminism’, in Child-
hood in Generational Perspective , Mayall B. 
and Zeiher, H. (eds) Institute of Educa-
tion, London. 
 
Murray, C. (2005) ‘Children and young 
people’s participation and non-
participation in research’, in Adoption and 
Fostering, 29 (1) 57-66. 
 
Renold, E., Holland, S., Hillman, A. and 
Ross, N.J. (2008) ‘Becoming participant’: 
problematising ‘informed consent’ in par-
ticipatory research with children and 
young people in care (Working Paper, 
Qualiti) 
 
Renold, E., and Holland, S. (2006) 
‘Ethical expectations: participatory re-
search with looked after children and 
young people’, in Childhood and Youth: 
Participation and Choice, University of Shef-
field, 4-6 July 2006. 
 
 
Alex Hillman works as a Research Associate 
for Qualiti where she has been a member of 
the (Extra)Ordinary Lives project team.  Her 
involvement in the project has built upon her 
previous ethnographic research in the field of 
medical sociology. 
 
Sally Holland is a senior lecturer in social 
work in the Cardiff School of Social Sci-
ences. She is co-principal investigator of 
(Extra)Ordinary Lives with Emma Renold. 
 
Emma Renold is a senior lecturer in Child-
hood Studies at the Cardiff School of Social 
Sciences, Cardiff University. Emma has 
published widely on children’s gender and 
sexual identities and cultures, gendered and 
sexualised violence and researching sensi-
tive topics with children and young people. 
 
Nicola Ross is a Research Associate based 
within Qualiti at Cardiff University. Her re-
search interests lie in the field of children’s 
geographies and focus on children and 
young people’s peer, family and community 
relations. She is interested in developing 
methods for researching with children and 
young people and in the use of visual and 
mobile research methods. 



Qualitative Researcher  7 

Reflections on the use of participatory mapping to explore social 
cohesion - a potential tool for Qualitative-GIS  
Stephen Burgess, Eva Elliott, Rebecca Lynch 

Evidence suggesting that where a person 
lives affects their health (Macintyre et al.  
2002) has generated interest in the rela-
tionship between health and place. How-
ever, places are complex social phenom-
ena and understanding their relationship 
to health is a challenge. We have a broad 
interest in the use of Qualitative Geo-
graphical Information Systems (which we 
term QGIS) to investigate the relationship 
between place and health. One technique 
which may form part of a QGIS approach 
is participatory mapping. As part of a 
project investigating the apparent rela-
tionship between social cohesion and 
mental health1 we are currently developing 
and applying participatory mapping tech-
niques in order to investigate the mean-
ings, experience and perceived nature of 
social cohesion. In this paper, we reflect 
upon the use of this method, its contribu-
tion to the study of place effects on health 
and the potential for QGIS in heath re-
search. 
 
Our use of QGIS methods in health 
research  
Recent years have witnessed the emer-
gence of challenges to the orthodoxy of 
GIS (Geographic Information Systems) 
methods for spatial analysis as quantita-
tive endeavours. There is not the space to 
detail this challenge here, suffice it to say 
that there is emerging interest in the use 
of GIS for qualitative research (Kwan and 
Knigge 2006) with proponents “seeking 
ways to extend and diversify the forms of 
spatial knowledge that may be included 
and represented in a GIS” (Elwood 2006, 
696). Practically, QGIS demands the 
adoption of new methods of capturing 
and representing spatial knowledge 
(Elwood 2006). These have included the 
use of: graphics (Pavlovskaya 2006); jour-
nal-keeping (Dennis 2006); narratives 
(Pavlovskaya 2006); neighbourhood ap-
praisal (Dennis 2006; Pain et al. 2006); 
photographs/video (Dennis 2006; El-
wood 2006; Pavlovskaya 2006); poster-
making (Dennis 2006); three-dimensional 
representations (Elwood 2006); sound 
files (Elwood 2006; Pavlovskaya 2006) 
and various mapping techniques including 
sketch maps, mental maps and the use of 
topographical maps (Cinderby and For-
rester 2005; Dennis 2006; Elwood 2006; 
Pavlovskaya 2006) to collect and repre-
sent spatial data within a GIS database. 
These can be seen as part of a broader 
growth of interest in methods that com-

bine newer digital technologies (e.g. desk-
top GIS; Global Positioning Systems; 
digital media) with more traditional quali-
tative research techniques (e.g. interview-
ing). QGIS strategies adopt geographical 
understandings of place as socially con-
structed and are used to map the social 
processes, relationships, perceptions and 
values that create place. However, such 
approaches are fairly novel both in gen-
eral and certainly in investigating the rela-
tionships between place and health. If we 
are to develop our understanding of how 
place may moderate health, we need to 
ask questions about the nature of place 
which resonate with those data QGIS 
methods seek to capture. 
 
Neighbourhoods, communities or locali-
ties are in practice defined and interpreted 
by the people who live in them in com-
plex ways, and these ‘subjective’ perspec-
tives are important for a comprehensive 
understanding of the impact of area on 
health. Qualitative dimensions of place 
worth investigating are those that may 
influence the development of neighbour-
hood social capital and social cohesion, 
with the literature suggesting their impor-
tance in creating and maintaining health 
and well being (e.g. Kawachi and Berk-
man 2000). In addition a body of work 
revealing a spatial concentration of poor 
health and well-being in particular locali-
ties and widespread area-based health 
inequalities has led researchers to explore 
the role of social capital and social cohe-
sion as determinants or modifiers of the 
impact of poverty and social inequalities 
on health and health inequalities (e.g. 
Bartley 2006; Fone et al. 2007).  
 
Our current study builds on evidence that 
in areas of deprivation, social cohesion 
can have a mediating role on mental well-
being (Fone et al., 2007). While many 
methods for capturing and analysing 
qualitative spatial data may benefit this 
investigation, in this study we only had 
the capacity to focus on one potential 
QGIS method: participatory mapping. 
The remainder of this paper reflects on 
the use of this to explore perceptions of 
social cohesion. 
 
The participatory mapping exercise   
The purpose of the exercise was to facili-
tate groups in creating co -authored 
(collective) cognitive maps which focus 
on qualitative dimensions of place that 

may influence social cohesion such as 
spatial and historical patterns of social 
relationships/community, socially mean-
ingful places/activity and the meanings 
attributed to place. Adapted from Cin-
derby and Forrester’s GIS-P method 
(2005), the workshop starts with an activ-
ity where participants are invited to indi-
vidually identify socially meaningful 
places. This moves into a group discus-
sion during which the group slowly builds 
up a map representing areas of social im-
portance. Discussion around the map 
identifies factors that may affect social 
cohesion (e.g. safe/unsafe areas; social 
relations; reputation of area) which are 
represented on the map as they are dis-
cussed. The session is digitally recorded 
and the map digitally photographed as it 
is constructed. 
 
The area of investigation,  New Tredegar 
in the Rhymney Valley, South Wales, was 
chosen because we have access to aggre-
gated social cohesion / neighbourhood 
belonging, deprivation and mental wellbe-
ing scores for the 11 enumeration districts 
within New Tredegar collected as part of 
a survey across Caerphilly County Bor-
ough  (Fone et al., 2007). This meant that 
we could qualitatively investigate both 
these findings and the survey items used 
to obtain them. For example, enumera-
tion districts are largely administrative 
areas and not socially meaningful for 
those who live and work there. Mapping 
would allow us to examine where the 
socially meaningful boundaries are, giving 
an insight into why the survey data may 
be problematic.  
 
Using participatory mapping to exam-
ine social cohesion   
At the heart of our investigation is the 
need to understand how New Tredegar is 
experienced by those that live there. How 
may their experiences and senses of the 
place influence feelings of social cohesion 
and how have these changed? We have 
found the maps, alongside the discussions 
held while creating them, have generated 
interesting data surrounding this. For 
example the exercise offered insights into 
the spatial patterning of the changing 
social habits of a group of 3 young 
women (17 and 18 years old). When they 
were ‘young’ (by which they meant 2 - 3 
years previously) they socialised largely in 
big groups and in public places, which the 
map reveals to have been concentrated in 
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certain areas of the village (e.g. sports 
centre and 5-a-side football pitches; youth 
club; kebab shop). As they got older, the 
locations of socialisation changed. They 
moved away from central public areas, 
placing more social importance on certain 
homes scattered around the area. At the 
same time, although larger house parties 
did occur, intimate gatherings of a few 
friends had become more common than 
larger gatherings. While public places 
were still important to the women, these 
had changed with the kebab shop giving 
way to the pubs as places for socialising, 
while the youth club had been occupied 
by the current 12-14 year olds. Their map 
also showed several streets considered 
important enough to warrant highlighting, 
echoing other findings that in some 
streets neighbourly relationships seem 
more developed than in others. 
 
In an area where senses of community 
were clearly contested and changing, it 
was interesting that across the research, 
people connected differently with two 
buildings around which much new com-
munity development was happening. 
While some people were involved and 
engaged with this, others were detached 
from these areas of heavy investment. 
 
Mapping also demonstrated the impor-
tance of the physical environment in un-
derstanding social cohesion. The railway 
line and river run along the bottom of the 
valley, cutting the ribbon development of 
New Tredegar in two. The extent to 
which these barriers and the shape of the 
valley impact on movement around the 
area was clear. The majority of communi-
cation links run north-south, with east-
west movement more restricted. For ex-
ample, although Brithdir lies just west of 
the railway line, it was only in the 18 
months prior to the mapping group that a 
footbridge over the railway had connected 
Brithdir to the commercial centre, im-
proving access for many. Although Brith-
dir lies on the valley side hardly any dis-
tance from the centre of New Tredegar, 
to get from there to the centre by bus 
would take two buses, one poorly timed 
connection and two hours. As such, the 
physical environment has led to the isola-
tion of some areas and people within 
New Tredegar. It is this that may be partly 
responsible for the fact that what we per-
ceived as New Tredegar, and what is of-
ten labelled New Tredegar is perceived by 
many locally as a series of small 
‘villages’ (e.g. Brithdir; Phillipstown) each 
with their own identity.  
 
This last point raises the issue of defining 
places geographically. At the beginning, as 
outsiders, we had our own ideas of where 
New Tredegar was - these were chal-

lenged almost immediately. An advantage 
of our mapping technique is that it allows 
people to define their own boundaries 
which may be reconsidered as the map 
develops.  In piloting, we experimented 
with giving groups topographic maps to 
annotate but decided against this partly 
because providing such a map meant that 
we had to define the area in advance. 
Conversation around the map also allows 
us an insight into how social relationships 
and processes at the meso- and macro-
levels may be influencing social cohesion. 
For example, during the mapping group 
mentioned above, it became apparent that 
the social networks of one participant 
stretched further and more often beyond 
New Tredegar than the others. It was this 
woman who expressed a desire to settle 
down elsewhere, while the other two ulti-
mately still ‘belonged’ to New Tredegar. 
In this way, a more complex understand-
ing of the relationship between place and 
social cohesion emerged. 
 
Participatory mapping does also present 
some challenges. There are tensions in-
herent in negotiating a collaborative map 
from individual perceptions, although 
recording the group discussion helps  to 
highlight these. Also, our challenge is in 
accessing a variety of perceptions of social 
cohesion. It is easy to access people 
through community associations and 
other organised groups, but these are 
often fulcrums around which socialising 
occurs, and can attract people with similar 
interests in, and perceptions of, the local 
place. Accessing those isolated from or-
ganised groups and networks and whose 
own communities are created in other 
ways is a challenge. We are constantly 
aware of the need to access these narra-
tives of place of those who do not experi-
ence social cohesion, and who do not feel 
that they belong and the difficulties in 
doing so. 
 
Despite the challenges, participatory map-
ping techniques can help achieve useful 
insights into perceptions of place that 
may influence social cohesion. It is impor-
tant to emphasise that it is not only the 
map itself, but the act of mapping and the 
conversation that this draws out which 
allows investigation of the qualitative di-
mensions of space which may affect social 
cohesion, as perceived by those living in 
the areas in which we are interested. We 
have found that almost all of our respon-
dents engage enthusiastically with the 
mapping exercise and many report their 
enjoyment of being allowed to unfold 
their personal narratives of place. In these 
ways, we have found that the mapping 
exercise helps us gain a richness of data 
around place and the lives that are lived in 
place, that we feel interviews alone would 

not give us. Further, in order to refine our 
understanding of place, it is important to 
relate our understanding of New Tredegar 
back to those involved in the research and 
others living there, in order that they can 
contradict, confirm or elaborate on these. 
The visual and engaging nature of partici-
patory mapping may facilitate this proc-
ess. 
 
Participatory mapping is only one of 
many techniques that are starting to be 
applied for the capture, representation 
and analysis of qualitative spatial data in 
QGIS approaches. Various data, collected 
via a variety of traditional and digital 
methods may be incorporated into a 
QGIS database (e.g. photographs; video; 
GPS plots; audio; transcripts) and linked 
and viewed together (e.g. photographs of 
places may be linked to a conceptual map) 
with data displayed in a visual and interac-
tive format which engages people at all 
stages of the research process. Underlying 
the emerging literature on QGIS is an 
understanding of place as a social con-
struct and, as such we believe that QGIS 
techniques, and participatory mapping as 
one of these, may be beneficial in devel-
oping understanding of the relationship 
between place and health. 
________________________________ 
 
1 Neighbourhood, social deprivation and 
mental health: the mediating role of social 
cohesion Wales Office of Research and 
Development for Health and Social Care. 
Award reference RFS06/2/229. 
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Present life: Mass Observation and understanding the ordinary     
Louise Purbrick 

This article reflects upon researching in 
the Mass Observation Archive. It is a 
paper archive that contains the writings of 
‘ordinary’ people on the subjects of every-
day life. Photographic images do occur 
within it but it is Mass Observation writ-
ing as well as the identity of the writers 
that concerns me here. Mass Observation 
writers, or correspondents as they are 
often called, are anonymous volunteers 
and this article also considers the treat-
ment of their words as collective body of 
research, as a case study. My particular 
case is a study of the material possessions 
of married domesticity exemplified by the 
wedding present. 
 
The Mass Observation Archive  
The Mass Observation Archive, which 
‘specialises in material about everyday life 
in Britain’, is quite unique (http://
www.massobs.org.uk/index.htm ); it not 
only houses such material and actively 
collects it but, importantly, generates the 
documentation of everyday life by people 
who inhabit everyday worlds. The writing 
in and for the Mass Observation Archive 
is not produced by named authors, 
‘legitimate’ writers including the by-lined 
journalist or recognised academic, but by 
those who have described themselves as 
‘ordinary’ (Sheridan, Street and Bloome, 
2000: 7). Thus Mass Observation is both 
a writing and a collecting project. There 
are two discrete but clearly connected 
collections in the Archive, housed at the 
University of Sussex: the original Mass 
Observation material compiled from 1937 
into immediate post-war period and con-
temporary writings produced by a ‘panel’ 
of around 400 volunteer writers.  
 
The establishment of Mass Observation 
in 1937 by Tom Harrison, Humphrey 
Jennings and Charles Madge is implicated 

in histories of anthropology, sociology as 
well as the documentary movement and 
these interconnections have been subject 
of comment (Highmore, 2002; Hubble, 
2006). The early or original material, the 
file reports, diaries, day surveys, direc-
tives, observations, overheards and ques-
tionnaires are valued as sources of every-
day life by social and cultural historians of 
the mid-twentieth century but also collec-
tively constitute a particular moment of 
history of social investigation. The new 
Mass Observation project, on-going since 
1981, is still a little overshadowed by this 
history and perhaps deservedly so since 
the early Mass Observation method of 
recording everyday life with a panel of 
writers, keeping diaries and responding to 
‘directives’, open-ended questionnaires, 
has been consciously revived and redevel-
oped. It is, however, a substantial project 
in its own right. It has involved 2,800 
people since 1981, responding, often ac-
cording to their own concerns and priori-
ties, to directives on all the wild array of 
subjects that make up everyday life: gar-
dening, war, shopping, royalty, tattoos, 
death, family, and gifts, to name just a few 
(ht tp ://www.sussex .ac .uk/l ibrary/
s p e c c o l l / c o l l e c t i o n _ c a t a l o g u e s /
massnewprojecttheme.html).  
 
The Wedding Present: A Mass Obser-
vation Case Study 
The main ‘source’ for my study ‘making 
homes and worlds’ in Britain between 
1945 and today, an account of giving, 
receiving and keeping wedding presents 
were writings held in the Mass Observa-
tion Archive (Purbrick, 2007). In 1998 I 
co -wrote a section entitled ‘Wedding Pre-
sents’ of a longer directive called Giving 
and Receiving Presents. My book drew 
extensively upon the responses to this 
directive (Purbrick, 2007). Mass Observa-

tion correspondents were invited to be ‘as 
detailed as possible’ about the objects 
they received when they married, who 
gave them, when they were given, 
whether they were requested, where they 
had been kept, how they have been used 
and if they hold any memories. There 
were 254 responses to the directive and 
while some wrote only a little, a few lines 
or a paragraph, about wedding presents 
most accounts of these objects were sub-
stantial, covering several pages of typed or 
handwritten script, weaving together de-
scriptions of objects with a commentary 
upon marriage, domesticity and material-
ity. When I first read these writings, I was 
shocked by their intimacy.  For example, a 
young female correspondent wrote about 
her parent’s wedding presents: 
 
I knew they had a tiny coffee service because it is 
kept in our china cabinet and never used. They 
said they’d use it on their silver wedding anniver-
sary, but my father died when they had been 
married only 16 years (G2769)1.  
 
How should such an account be read? 
What should it (and the other 253 re-
sponses that also told of how lifetimes 
were inextricably bound up with domestic 
things) be read for?  
 
A Method for the Archive? 
There is no model method of working 
with Mass Observation material. Since 
Mass Observation writing positions itself, 
despite the physical location of the Ar-
chive, outside the institutions of author-
ised knowledge, it has not been subject to 
the disciplinary controls that might have 
prescribed one method over another. 
Dorothy Sheridan, the Director of Mass 
Observation, describes it as ‘part history 
project, part anthropology, part auto/
biography, part social commen-
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tary’ (Sheridan, Street and Bloome, 
2000:12); the impossibility of pinning 
Mass Observation to the mast of any one 
discipline has ensured that its status 
within all of them has been rather uncer-
tain. Could Mass Observation be consid-
ered informants of an ethnography? Are 
their writings evidence? Sociological data? 
Historical source?  
 
My initial, and rather naïve, reason for 
Mass Observation directive was to gather 
evidence what people actually owned, the 
things they kept rather than those they 
were told to buy. I felt that whilst the 
home was being closely studied as a site 
of consumption, we knew really very little 
about the things within it that mattered 
most. Possessions we hang onto year after 
year cannot be traced through monitoring 
the shifting focus of advertising cam-
paigns and the fluctuations of sales fig-
ures. I wanted to create a kind of collec-
tive wedding list in order to identify more 
meaningful ‘cultural regularities.’ And, I 
did find that china was consistently given 
as a wedding present across the whole 
period of my study. This is one way to 
read the Mass Observation account of set 
of tiny coffee cups that outlived a father: 
count them. Reductive and unsympa-
thetic, searching for quantities in Mass 
Observation is probably the least produc-
tive path to follow.  
 
The problems of both early and new Mass 
Observation material as ‘data’ for social 
sciences, ‘fieldwork’ in anthropology or 
‘sources’ of history have been fairly well 
rehearsed (Sheridan, Street and Bloome, 
2000: 88-93) but it is worth running over 
the criticism of Mass Observation that is 
most pertinent to my study: while the new 
Mass Observation panel might be size-
able, they are too self-conscious as writ-
ers, offering self-selected, anecdotal, sub-
jective accounts that collectively cannot 
be regarded as representative enough to 
meet the requirements of a good survey. 
At time of the Giving and Receiving Pre-
sent directive there was a clear gender, age 
and geographical bias within the panel.  
Older women living in England were over 
represented. Currently, the Mass Observa-
tion Archive has adopted a recruitment 
strategy to address this imbalance but 
researchers using Mass Observation mate-
rial had already developed ways of 
‘thinking with’ that allowed for both care-
ful and revealing interpretations. In my 
study, I drew upon two methodological 
strategies to interpret the individual pieces 
of Mass Observation writing and their 
collective weight: each was read as a 
‘work’ of writing and the whole treated as 
a case study.  
 
 

Reading Mass Observation as a ‘work’ 
Practices of reading are, of course, theo-
rised and contested, not least in art and 
design history, the discipline in which I 
trained. I attempted to pay close attention 
to the construction of meaning within the 
writing as well as the conditions of its 
production. Often the most fruitful pas-
sages did not answer the directive directly 
but were prompted by it into their own 
narrative. A passage from a response to 
the Giving and Receiving Presents direc-
tive from a retired shop worker from 
Brentwood, Essex, who married in 1950, 
is quite typical of the way that many Mass 
Observation writers relate experience 
rather answer questions. She begins by 
listing her presents but ends up providing 
a commentary on marriage and home-
making practices in the post-war period: 
 
There was bed linen and blankets, even an eider-
down of ducks feathers. Flower vases and glass 
“fruit” sets are still in my possession, even though 
some of the dishes have been broken. The major-
ity of these presents were given to us on the wed-
ding day after the wedding ‘breakfast.’ A table 
was set aside in the hall, and people just left them 
there. We opened most of them on the day after 
the wedding. We did receive some gifts of money, 
but not large amounts, as most people were only 
average working class. What we did receive was 
put towards a ‘bedroom’ ‘suite’ for our rooms we 
rented. These two rooms were in my Parents 
house. My ‘bottom drawer,’ which was exactly 
that, was full of items I had collected during the 
two years I was ‘engaged.’ Lots of bed linen and 
pillow cases I had embroidered myself. Cushion 
covers and tablecloths and dressing table ‘doilys.’ 
Antimacassars I had made for my arm chairs 
and chair backs, of lace (H260).  
 
Her narrative presents a past (and an idea) 
of working class respectability that is se-
cured through the appropriate posses-
sions gathered together through the com-
bined individual, familial and community 
efforts: her two years of collecting and 
embroidering domestic textiles, the use 
and payment for her parent’s rooms and 
the money collected by wedding guests to 
furnish them. Her simple style of report-
ing suggests that all this is rather unexcep-
tional, that she is only adding details of 
experience that is already known or even 
shared.  
 
Being Ordinary 
To agree to write for an Archive that 
‘specialises in material about everyday life 
in Britain’ (http://www.massobs.org.uk/
index.htm) implies at some level that the 
writer considers themselves to be a repre-
sentative of an everyday world, to be in 
some way ordinary. Importantly, Brian 
Street, David Bloome and Dorothy Sheri-
dan’s study of Mass Observation writers 
as ‘literary subjects’ demonstrates that to 

be ordinary is to be inside one world and 
outside another (Sheridan, Street and 
Bloome, 2000: 7). ‘I’m fairly ordinary,’ 
states one Mass Observation correspon-
dent, ‘I think ordinary really, you think of 
yourself as someone who hasn’t achieved 
great fame, or great success; just live a 
normal, everyday life, going to work and 
with your family’ (Sheridan, 1996: 10, 
citing M1498). Thus ‘ordinary’ is a collec-
tive identity shaped by the common ex-
perience of the dual work/family destiny 
and shared position outside the spheres of 
economic, political and cultural influence. 
The ‘problem’ of Mass Observation’s self-
selection is also its strength; it has created 
of body of writing that has reasserted the 
place of the everyday and ordinary in the 
record of social life.  

  
A case study without conclusion 
The Brentwood shop worker’s account of 
her 1950 wedding presents contained a 
number of pieces of information that 
were also presented in many other re-
sponses to the Giving and Receiving Pre-
sents directive: gifts can be distinguished 
from other kinds of object because they 
are kept (despite any damage they might 
sustain), money is (paradoxically) a good 
gift, the practice of display (or ‘show’) of 
presents has declined and that what is 
usually understood as domestic consump-
tion is not an individual or even a individ-
ual household pursuit but a community 
project. All these issues were repeated 
often enough for me to make a case, not 
one that read off very general patterns of 
gift and social relationships from such 
specific statements, but enough of a case 
to allow a re-assessment of theoretical 
propositions about the nature of the gift 
or the extent of consumption. This is, of 
course, the point of case study (Mitchell, 
1984); it cannot claim to recast social 
worlds with representative findings but 
offers a substantive challenge to estab-
lished ways of thinking. 
 
A case study may well be important in its 
own right and present a compelling de-
scription of a specific time, place, cultural 
formation. But if we accept a case study 
methodologies (Miller, 2001; Mitchell, 
1984) then any general claims or theoreti-
cal propositions are necessarily condi-
tional; thus the completion of a case is 
not a conclusion but instead call for fur-
ther studies or comparative analyses of 
existing studies to be made. My work with 
Mass Observation about wedding pre-
sents raises a series of questions. Does the 
function of wedding presents in British 
households between 1945 and today offer 
any insights into the operation of other 
gift relationships enacted at other times 
and places? What is the nature of the con-
temporary gift? Some of these questions 
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could be addressed by returning to the 
Giving and Receiving Presents directive 
to examine accounts of present giving at 
rituals other than marriage, at birthdays, 
for example. A television producer from 
Devon describes a dynamic of birthday 
giving and its effect:  
 
they don’t give him anything. And yet the week 
before they’ll have found cash for a boozy night 
out or new clothes. For me it represents more. It 
means they chose not to buy him something, even 
if it meant going without themselves. I have 
changed a little in the last two years. I no longer 
buy one-off gifts for my sister-in-law, like flowers; 
something for her home like mugs, a picture: 
because she stopped saying thank-you. It was, I 
felt, taken for granted. Sometimes I felt she 
thought ‘she (me) can afford it.’ Often I couldn’t 
but did it to help or cheer her up (S2813). 
 
Compared to the passages devoted to 
wedding presents, this account deals 
much more explicitly with the matter of 
reciprocation of gifts (Mauss, 1990: 13) 
and reveals the coercive edge to the socia-
bility of gift exchanges. Significantly, gift 
giving appears as female moral economy 
even when gifts are received (or not in 
this case) by men.  
 
Aafke Komter has observed that an asym-
metry characterises giving between 
women and men (Komter, 1996), which is 
clearly demonstrated by the television 
producer’s reaction to the failure of both 
brother and sister-in-law to give a birth-
day present to her husband: a gift giving 
relationship between the two sisters by 
marriage is brought to an end. As reveal-
ing, is the producer’s insistence on a 
deeper understanding of the meaning of 
gifts compared to that of her husband, 
who has, we must assume, a more care-
free attitude: ‘For me it represents more 
(S2813).’ Pnina Werber’s work, The Migra-
tion Process: Capital, Gifts and Offerings among 
British Pakistanis (2002) identifies a strug-
gle over female stake in gift-giving as 
families moved between the Punjab and 
Manchester. Her study enables a challeng-
ing comparative analysis of gift giving as 
culturally specific form or as a practice 
that takes place at the interface between 
the family and market and reproduced 
with similarities and differences in many 
local contexts.  It also presents the most 
testing question for my use of Mass Ob-
servation material as a work of ordinary 
experience. How is an ordinary subjectiv-
ity defined? Do ideas about what is every-
day or ordinary exclude a migrant experi-
ence? 
 
Completing a study, at least one claiming 
to be a case study is not, then, a conclu-
sion. To adopt a case study methodology 
entails subjecting of any findings to com-

parison and constant questioning in order 
to define their range. Is there a culture 
where gift economy is not familial and 
female? Does the category of ordinary 
suppress difference? Is domesticity always 
ordinary? Or are there different kinds of 
ordinary? It is, of course, quite conven-
tional to draw a study to a close by identi-
fying the areas where more work must be 
done but this the inevitable end of a case 
study; the completion of one calls up the 
need for another. Thus, a case study 
methodology presses Mass Observation 
material into the slow process of clarify-
ing the questions that need to be asked.  
 
To prescribe one way of researching in 
the Mass Observation Archive would not 
do justice to its contents. Mass Observa-
tion writing, entangled in everyday life 
and processes of its representation, inevi-
tably leads researchers in multifarious 
directions. For example, keeping china 
wedding presents could be understood 
matter for sociological, historical or an-
thropological enquiry because such a 
practice indicates the possessor’s class and 
status, the historical moment that they 
belong or meanings of material culture to 
which they subscribe. Each type of en-
quiry demands a distinct method, a differ-
ent way of using Mass Observation mate-
rials. But the everyday is usually not lived 
out according to academic frameworks 
through which we attempt to understand 
it. Relying upon only one of my methods 
(reading individual pieces of Mass Obser-
vation writings as ‘works’ and treating 
them collectively as a case study) would 
have missed some significance.  For ex-
ample, instead of counting the ‘tiny’ cof-
fee cups and saucers that outlived a father 
and husband, attention to the writing of 
the female Mass Observation who re-
called a parental absence through a mate-
rial presence allowed me consider these 
gifts in her family history. Considering in 
her account in relation to that of others 
(both within the Archive and outside it) 
enabled me to think about the extent to 
which objects establish genealogies.   
________________________________ 
 
1To preserve the anonymity of Mass Obser-
vation correspondents they are allocated a 
number and series of letters. 
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